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1
Introduction
Humanitarian Emergencies

Central to both the politics and the practice of international humanitarian-
ism is the idea of the ‘humanitarian emergency’. In the most general terms,
a humanitarian emergency can be said to occur when people are in a dire,
urgent, and exceptional situation such that they need help from strangers.
While suffering and charity are by nomeans new, it is the contemporary con-
figuration of them that gives shape to the idea of the humanitarian emergency
or humanitarian crisis (Redfield and Bornstein 2010). The term ‘human-
itarian’ has come to have a particular meaning in international law and
international relations, where it is mainly used to refer to a legitimate form
of ‘organized assistance and protection for people who are suffering, or who
are likely to suffer, from armed conflicts or disasters’ (Slim 2015: 45; see also
Gordon and Donini 2015: 81).

This kind of organized assistance and protection is the focus of this book.
Such humanitarian action is often understood as something different from,
and separate from, politics, narrowly defined. Humanitarianism is seen as a
sphere of moral action, while politics implies self-interest. The nature of the
humanitarian project, and the interaction between humanitarians and polit-
ical actors, is the subject of a great deal of normative debate. Rather than
making an argument for what humanitarianism should be and do, however,
this book focuses on explainingwhat humanitarianism actually looks like and
why. The central message is that humanitarianism is deeply entwined with
politics. Economic and political factors play a major role in determining the
vulnerability of people to conflict and disaster, theways international human-
itarian agencies respond with protection and assistance, and the impacts of
such responses.

This introductory chapter proceeds in three main parts. The first section
discusses the main types of humanitarian emergency and problematizes the
labels and definitions we use to classify them. The second section examines
the process and consequences of constructing any given event or situation
as a humanitarian emergency as opposed to, for example, a political crisis.

The Politics and Everyday Practice of International Humanitarianism. Miriam Bradley, Oxford University Press.
© Miriam Bradley (2023). DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780198840695.003.0001



2 The Politics and Everyday Practice of International Humanitarianism

It argues that the very representations that are most effective at attract-
ing the attention of Western publics, and hence at building pressure for an
international response,may also have the somewhat paradoxical effect of pre-
scribing an international response that is insufficient or inappropriate. The
third section turns to the question of how humanitarianism is defined and
explains the focus and structure of the rest of the book.

Crises in the contemporaryworld

Humanitarian emergencies come in many forms. There are disasters pro-
voked by natural phenomena or technological failure, epidemics, famines,
armed conflicts, and even urban violence. But what makes an event a disas-
ter, an epidemic, a famine, or a war? Defining each of these different types of
events and conditions is less straightforward than it might at first seem. Fur-
thermore, the human consequences and needs that result from such events
are not determined simply by the nature and magnitude of the event or con-
dition in question but also by the level of vulnerability of the people affected
by it and the ability of their community to adapt and respond. Differences
in the vulnerabilities and capacities of different communities and countries
mean that an earthquake in Haiti may constitute a humanitarian emergency
while an earthquake of similar magnitude in Italy may not.

This section critically analyses theways inwhich different kinds of humani-
tarian emergency are defined and highlights three points. First, humanitarian
emergencies are invariably at least partially human-made because even when
we consider the most natural of events, their impacts are shaped by the
political, economic, and social context. Second, assessments of the capac-
ity of a community to adapt and respond are not necessarily objective, and
other factors and preconceptions play a role in constructing a given event
as a humanitarian emergency. Third, despite the importance of political,
economic, and social factors, the Western public imagination mostly does
not understand humanitarian emergencies as political in nature. Even when
emergencies are seen to be caused by human factors, the complexity of their
political, economic, and social causes is rarely well understood.

Disasters

Disasters encompass what were once called ‘natural disasters’ (earthquakes,
droughts, floods, etc.) and technological disasters, such as nuclear accidents.
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There is an emerging academic and policy consensus that disasters are never
‘natural’ and should not be labelled as such, even when triggered by environ-
mental hazards. Heat waves, droughts, and even earthquakes, tsunamis, and
volcanoes may occur as a result of human-made climate change (McGuire
2012; Walker et al. 2012). And what makes one of these events disastrous?
In general, we consider something to be a disaster if its impact exceeds the
community’s capacity to adapt and respond, because it is only when the com-
munity lacks sufficient capacity that outside assistance is required. This has
two important implications. First, the salience of capacity means that the fac-
tors that determine whether any given event is disastrous are not always, or
evenmostly, natural.They depend on the vulnerability of people to that event,
and vulnerability is shaped by political, economic, and structural factors
(Alexander 1997: 291–292). In other words, even so-called natural disasters
are shaped by politics. Second, the threshold for ‘sufficient capacity’ is not
easily measured and offers scope for a subjective judgement as to whether or
not a given community or country needs external help.

Disasters invariably entail both an economic cost and a human cost, and
while the economic cost of any given disaster is generally much higher in
richer countries, the human cost is generally much higher in poorer coun-
tries (Alexander 1997: 285, 287; Strömberg 2007: 204). In 2010, for example,
Haiti and Chile were both struck by major earthquakes. Out of 169 coun-
tries ranked in the 2010 Human Development Index, Chile was 45 (high
human development) whileHaiti was 145 (low human development) (UNDP
2010: 143, 145). The earthquake in Haiti, of 7.0 magnitude on the Richter
scale, left between 100,000 and 316,000 people dead, while the earthquake in
Chile, of significantly greater magnitude at 8.8 on the Richter scale, left 526
people dead (IFRC 2013: 3, 2016: 12). Furthermore, in any given country
or in respect of any given disaster, different geographic areas and differ-
ent demographic groups tend to experience differential impacts. Individual
vulnerability to a disaster often depends on economic or social status.

Disasters can be categorized as rapid- or slow-onset. Rapid-onset
disasters—such as earthquakes or tsunamis—are usually characterized by a
peak in mortality during and immediately after the event.1 Consequently, the
initial lifesaving response can only be undertaken by those already close at
hand when the disaster strikes, which tends to exclude international human-
itarian agencies unless they were already operational nearby. Rapid-onset
disasters are not generally followed by outbreaks of communicable diseases

1 For examples of rapid-onset disasters, and international humanitarian responses to them, see
Chapter 7 on the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami and Chapter 9 on the 2010 earthquake in Haiti.
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but, under certain conditions, they may be. For example, local health ser-
vices may be affected by a disaster, with infrastructure damaged or personnel
killed, and if normal health-care activities such as vaccination programmes
are halted, infectious diseases may spread. Alternatively, the concentration of
people displaced by a disaster in camps or other dwellings with insufficient
water and sanitation facilities may lead to an increase in the transmission of
infectious diseases.

Additional humanitarian needs may arise if homes and livelihoods are
damaged or destroyed by the disaster. Rapid-onset disasters may destroy
livelihoods in an instant, as when fishing boats are washed away by a tsunami
or a shop is buried by an earthquake. Slow-onset disasters, such as drought,
may erode livelihoods over time, meaning there is time to mitigate their
impacts. However, this requires action on the part of those with the power
to mitigate those impacts. Thus, drought may lead to famine, for example,
but this is not by any means automatic and depends on economic, social, and
political factors.2

Famine

In the Western public imagination, famine has been largely understood in
terms of mass starvation, as a consequence of too little food. According to
this perspective, famine implies food shortage, severe hunger, andmass mor-
tality. However, closer examination of empirical cases reveals that famine
can occur—and be recognized as famine by people both within and out-
side the relevant region—without food shortage, as in Bangladesh in 1974,
without starvation, as in Darfur in 1984, or without excess mortality, as in
the Sahel 1972–1974 (de Waal 1989; Sen 1981). This calls into question how
we conceptualize famine, how we know when famine is occurring, and how
we understand the causes of famine, all of which, in turn, has consequences
for how we respond to famines in practice. Alex de Waal has argued that
‘less severe famine is not theoretically distinct from acute poverty, and severe
famine is distinct largely because of the severity of social collapse’ (de Waal
1990: 469). However, once the famine label comes into play, the situation is
understood as a humanitarian emergency requiring an international human-
itarian response.3 By contrast, a situation defined in terms of poverty is

2 See ‘Famine’ below, Chapter 4 on Ethiopia 1983–1985, and Chapter 10 on Famine in Somalia,
2011–2012.

3 This was the case with the 2011 declaration of famine in Somalia, for example, which triggered a
massive increase in funding overnight after months of reliable warnings of impending famine had failed
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more likely to attract a developmental response (or no international response
at all).

The publication of Amartya Sen’s landmark book, Poverty and Famines,
in 1981, decisively shifted the focus away from supply-side explanations for
famine. Based mainly on analysis of South Asian examples, Sen argued that
famines are not caused by a lack of food and have often occurred where the
food supply was plentiful but where people had differential access to it (Sen
1981). In other words, famine is about access to food—or livelihoods—rather
than aggregate food supply and, to the extent that access to food and liveli-
hoods is political, so is famine.With a focus on famines inAfrica, deWaal has
built on Sen’s work and critiqued aspects of it. Whereas Sen has argued that
famine does not occur in democracies, de Waal has emphasized that democ-
racy is neither necessary nor sufficient for the prevention of famine, and that
what matters is the existence of an anti-famine political contract, through
which citizens hold authorities accountable for the prevention of famine (de
Waal 1997; Sen 1999: 16).The clearmessage from both of them is that famine
is preventable and where—due to some form of political contract—it is in the
interests of the government (or other authority) to prevent it, it is prevented.

In some cases, authorities have an interest in preventing famine in some
parts of the territory under their control but not in others. If a govern-
ment depends on support from the urban population, for example, it may
take great care to ensure the food supply to the cities with little regard for
elsewhere. In addition, drought, conflict, and other factors contributing to
famines often occur inconsistently across territory. Thus, famine can affect
countries unevenly, with some parts of the population (e.g. the rural pop-
ulation, members of a particular ethnic group, opposition supporters, etc.)
suffering disproportionately.⁴ In conflict contexts in particular, it may actu-
ally serve the interests of authorities to have particular areas suffering from
famine, and recent history is replete with examples of governments restrict-
ing the supply of food into opposition-held areas in an effort to starve rebels
into submission.⁵ Famines have both winners and losers, not only creating
victims but also generating benefits for others (Keen 1994). With all this in
mind, it is not surprising that, in many cases, famine is not merely a conse-
quence but an actual goal of conflict (Macrae and Zwi 1992). Despite the fact

to prompt a significant response. See ‘Early warning, late response’ in Chapter 10 on Famine in Somalia,
2011–2012.

⁴ For examples, see Chapter 3 on Drought and Famine in Ethiopia 1983–1985 and Chapter 10 on
Famine in Somalia, 2011–2012.

⁵ For examples, see Chapter 2 on the Nigerian Civil War, 1967–1970 and Chapter 3 on Drought and
Famine in Ethiopia 1983–1985.
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that famine is inherently political, and may even be a deliberate strategy, it is
often constructed and understood as apolitical and ‘natural’.⁶

Health crises

Epidemics and outbreaks of disease can also constitute humanitarian emer-
gencies, often—but not always—in tandem with some other kind of crisis,
such as famine or armed conflict. Once again, we are faced with threshold or
definitional questions. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, an epi-
demic is ‘a widespread occurrence of an infectious disease in a community
at a particular time’. The World Health Organization (WHO) defines a dis-
ease outbreak as ‘the occurrence of cases of disease in excess of what would
normally be expected in a defined community, geographical area or season’.
But at what point do we decide that any given disease has exceeded ‘normal’
levels to become an outbreak or an epidemic? Under what conditions is an
outbreak or epidemic considered a humanitarian emergency?

A comparison with ‘normal’ diseases and their impacts is instructive. In
2015, it is estimated that there were 429,000 deaths frommalaria and 134,200
deaths from measles worldwide (WHO 2016b: xvi, 2017: 206). By contrast,
the Ebola outbreak in west Africa in 2013–2016 caused far fewer deaths,
estimated at 11,310 (WHO 2016a: 1). Of course, in the absence of a con-
certed international response, the number of deaths may have been much
higher. However, it was not expected to reach the annual malaria or measles
fatality figures. Ameaningful international response did not begin until mid-
September 2014, at which point it was predicted that, in the absence of
such a response, the outbreak would eventually exceed 140,000 cases—with
a case fatality rate of over 50%, the outbreak could thus be expected to claim
more than 70,000 lives (DuBois et al. 2015; Fisman et al. 2014). Measles and
malaria claim more lives, but they are ‘normal’ diseases that occur every day,
every year. It would appear, then, that a key factor in making a health crisis
a humanitarian emergency is its ‘exceptionality’. Furthermore, malaria and
measles deaths are concentrated in poorer parts of the world, whereas avian
flu and Ebola had the potential for further-reaching international impact and
elicited major international responses. The sense of emergency created by a
disease can also depend on who is affected by that disease.

While the scale of the international response to a health crisis is likely to
be larger when richer countries are affected (or at risk of being affected), the

⁶ For more on this, see Chapter 3 on Drought and Famine in Ethiopia 1983–1985.
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scale of the outbreak itself is likely to be larger when less wealthy countries
are affected. This is because the factors which determine the transmission
rates of a communicable disease relate not only to the disease itself but also
to the societies affected. Structural conditions and the state of health systems
in affected countries are major determinants of how fast a disease spreads, to
whom it spreads, and how deadly it is. The unprecedented scale of the Ebola
epidemic in west Africa in 2014 can be attributed to ‘the synergy of several
factors that created a perfect storm’, including the legacies of civil wars, dys-
functional health services, and a scarcity of health workers (Piot et al. 2014).
Within any given country or society, there is also variation in vulnerability
to disease. Some people are at higher risk than others. As with disasters and
famine, then, vulnerability to epidemics and disease outbreaks is determined
by political, economic, and social factors.

Conflict and violence

Wars, armed conflicts, genocides, and other forms of large-scale violence are
more obviously complex and human-made than earthquakes or famines but,
equally, remain open to different understandings and representations. Two
discourses have been particularly influential in terms of how we understand
post-ColdWar conflicts.⁷ According to one, conflict is the inevitable outcome
of ethnic diversity, caused by ancestral or primordial hatred. On this view,
ethnic conflicts are inevitable—and so international intervention to prevent
or resolve them is of limited utility.⁸ According to the other, the more influ-
ential of the two, underdevelopment is the main driver of conflicts, and the
kind of response required is one that links relief and development.⁹ A third
discourse, one that emphasized ‘the legacy of colonialism, declining terms
of trade and an inequitable trading system’ as drivers of conflict, has been
almost completely sidelined since the end of the Cold War, with the conse-
quence that the ‘problem’ is seen as coming entirely from within the global
South (Duffield 2001: 115). According to the dominant perspectives, then,
geopolitics and the global North bear no responsibility for conflicts in the
global South.

Increasingly, large-scale violence that does notmeet the threshold of armed
conflict is also understood to constitute a humanitarian emergency and

⁷ For a fuller discussion of these discourses, see Duffield (2001: 108–117).
⁸ For examples of how this kind of discourse has affected international responses, see Chapter 4 on the

Bosnian War, 1992–1995 and Chapter 5 on Genocide in Rwanda and Its Aftermath, 1994–1996.
⁹ On efforts to link relief and development, see Chapter 16 on the Nexus Concept.
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to demand an international humanitarian response. Several humanitarian
agencies have recently sought to address urban violence, for example (Bradley
2020; Reid-Henry and Sending 2014). Here, the dominant discourse implies
crime- and greed-based, rather than political or grievance-based, explana-
tions for violence. The work of international humanitarian agencies in this
regard is limited to the global South. In 2015, fourUS cities numbered among
the fifty with the highest murder rates in the world (The Economist 2016),
but it is hard to imagine urban violence within the United States being char-
acterized as a humanitarian emergency. We are more likely to see violence
in an African or Latin American city than a US or Western European city
labelled as urban violence requiring an international humanitarian response,
even if the murder rates were similar and the authorities equally ineffective
in preventing or responding to that violence.

The motivations and dynamics of conflict and violence have important
implications for their humanitarian consequences and for the impacts of
different kinds of international response. Like famine, conflict and vio-
lence have winners and losers. Some people and organizations benefit from
armed conflict itself and seek to prolong the conflicts in which they are
involved (Keen 1998b). Yet, the kind of detailed contextual analysis that
unpacks the motivations and dynamics of conflict and violence in different
settings is largely absent from representations by international humanitarian
agencies.

Constructing humanitarian emergencies

Disasters, epidemics, famines, conflicts, and other situations of violence: all
these kinds of crisis include a political dimension. While this may be obvious
when it comes to conflict, it is also the case that the causes of famine are over-
whelmingly political, and this has implications for the kind of response that is
required (and the effects different kinds of response will have). Likewise, dis-
asters are not natural, because even those caused by natural phenomena have
consequences that are shaped by political, economic, and social structures.
When these crises are presented as humanitarian emergencies, however, their
political dimensions are largely obscured from view.

Labelling events as humanitarian emergencies shapes how we under-
stand those events and has significant material consequences for the way
in which international actors respond. In any given context, both the
humanitarian element and the emergency element are socially constructed
(Calhoun 2009: 1). This is not to deny that earthquakes, technological
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failures, wars, and other conflicts really do happen and that they have very
real consequences in terms of casualties, disease, displacement, loss of liveli-
hoods, and shelter, etc. Rather, it is to suggest that these events and their
consequences can be viewed through many different lenses and that viewing
them through a humanitarian emergency lens implies a particular interpre-
tation of the problem and the corresponding solution.

Insights from securitization theory can help us to understand the process,
which I term ‘humanitarianization’, through which humanitarian emergen-
cies are constructed or, in other words, through which a humanitarian emer-
gency lens is selected over alternative ways of viewing an event or context.
Securitization theory posits that any given issue is not objectively a secu-
rity threat but rather may be constructed as such through a process involving
threemain steps: discursive practices throughwhich certain privileged actors
claim that a particular object faces an existential threat which can and must
be defended against, acceptance of that claim by a relevant audience, and the
consequent use (or at least legitimation) of exceptionalmeasures to so defend
against the threat (Balzacq et al. 2016; Buzan et al. 1998). Humanitarianiza-
tion can be understood as a similar process involving discursive (or, very
often, visual) practices through which certain privileged actors claim that
the well-being or lives of particular people are at risk and that their suffering
can, and should, be alleviated by distant others; acceptance of that claim by a
wider public; and the consequent legitimation of international humanitarian
assistance.

The success of such a humanitarianization process depends on a concern
for the suffering of others and the mobilization of empathy, on the one hand,
and a belief that effective action can be taken to alleviate that suffering on
the other (Calhoun 2008: 74). Even then, though, there may be compas-
sion fatigue, with the consequence that, while an international humanitarian
response is seen as legitimate, the necessary resources for such a response are
notmobilized, and so the response is not provided or is provided on a smaller
scale than that legitimized by the humanitarianization process. Arguably, the
public and the media only have the appetite for one emergency at a time
(Moeller 2006; Olsen et al. 2003).

Privileged actors in humanitarianization

Just as political elites have a privileged position in the articulation and
construction of security threats (Balzacq et al. 2016: 8; Buzan et al.1998:
31, 40), so certain actors have a privileged position in the construction of
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humanitarian emergencies. The big international humanitarian agencies—
the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), the International
Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC), the Interna-
tional Rescue Committee (IRC), Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), Oxfam,
Save the Children, the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR), the UN Children’s
Agency (UNICEF), and World Vision, among others—that operate in con-
temporary crises, largely in the global South, yield expert authority (Barnett
and Finnemore 2004) and associated productive power (Barnett and Duvall
2005) to ‘call’ a humanitarian emergency. Since ‘aid agencies rarely define
problems in a way that automatically disqualifies their involvement’ (Duffield
2001: 109), it is unsurprising that they represent disasters, famines, health
crises, and conflicts in such a way as to elicit support for a humanitarian
response.

International humanitarian agencies have a special place and power in the
humanitarianization process, but they are not the only actors with the power
to label and call attention to humanitarian emergencies. The media and
celebrities also play a role here.1⁰ We know relatively little about the extent
to which the media directly influences policy decisions, and the evidence we
do have suggests that such influence exists only under certain conditions
(Olsen et al. 2003; Robinson 2000). However, the media are still impor-
tant as gatekeepers, determining which events and crises are publicized to
public audiences in those distant, predominantly Western, countries whose
governments provide the lion’s share of funding to international humanitar-
ian agencies (Moeller 2006). Increasingly, celebrities publicly support and
advocate on behalf of particular causes, and this can also have an important
impact. Both the media and celebrities can influence which crises we have
awareness of and how those crises are (re)presented to us. In this way, they
help to determine which crises capture wider public attention and how that
public understands those crises and the kind of response they require.

Notably absent from the process of constructing a ‘humanitarian emer-
gency’ are the voices of those most affected by it, those whose suffering is to
be alleviated and whose lives are to be saved (Malkki 1996). Instead, human-
itarian emergencies are constructed by international humanitarian agencies,
media, and celebrities. They seek to mobilize empathy and compassion and,
through the use of particular narratives and visual representations, to convert
those sentiments into action.

1⁰ See Chapter 17 on Media and Celebrities.
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Discursive practices and visual imagery

Therepresentations favoured by these humanitarianizing actors share a num-
ber of characteristics. Again, a comparison with securitization is instructive.
In its original Copenhagen School incarnation, securitization theory empha-
sized the speech act, the utterance of ‘security’ as a decisive step in the process.
This emphasis subsequently gave way to the notion of discursive practices,
and more recent work has focused on how visual images can ‘speak security’
(Hansen 2011). When it comes to the construction of a humanitarian emer-
gency, visual imagery is the main form of representation (Kurasawa 2013;
Malkki 1996). These representations seek to evoke emotions in their audi-
ences; in the case of securitization, fear is the primary emotion being evoked,
in the case of humanitarianization, it is pity.

In many cases, the visual imagery employed in processes of humanitar-
ianization takes the form of a ‘mass’ or ‘sea’ of humanity depicting many,
many bodies, all more or less alike and lacking individual personalities and
biographies (Malkki 1996: 388). In other cases, imagery takes the form of
an individual woman, an individual child, or a woman and child. These
images are designed to depict ‘exemplary victims’, figures of ‘innocence’, in
order to provoke pity and mobilize empathy. Whereas reality tends to be
complex and messy, these kinds of images ‘eliminate the nuances, inconsis-
tencies, and complexities that are essential components of political society.
Such pictures choose visceral emotion over perception, signifiers over sense’
(Moeller 2002: 43).

Humanitarian compassion is ‘reserved for those who only suffer but do not
act’ (Feldman 2009: 31).This has two important implications: an emphasis on
physical evidence of suffering; and the silencing of victims, or at least a deval-
uation of their own accounts of their lived experiences (and even more so
when it comes to their analysis of the contexts that contributed to those expe-
riences). In this way, ‘all that is retained of people’s words is what contributes
to a telling image in the public space: both the Chechen fighter and the Pales-
tinian stone thrower become suffering beings who can only be described in
terms of their physical injuries and psychological trauma’ (Fassin 2007: 517).
In short, ‘wounds speak louder than words’ (Malkki 1996: 384). Successful
humanitarianization requires the mobilization of compassion internation-
ally, and this, in turn, may entail ‘some degree of exploitation of people’s
suffering’ (Feldman 2009: 24). The individuals concerned may consent and
conform to this one-dimensional representation which depicts them as suf-
fering beings, and as nothing more than suffering beings, because they know
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that such a representation can be effective in generating public support
(Fassin 2007: 517).

Photographs and narratives from ‘expert’ as opposed to personal testimony
are well suited to depicting those represented as ‘bare life’ (Agamben 1998).
Theirs are lives to be saved, without biography or history, and the focus is on
their suffering rather than on their political lives or on the geopolitical context
in which they live. Thus, the process of humanitarianization ‘essentializes the
victims: against the thickness of biographies and the complexity of history’
(Fassin 2007: 512). Likewise, the humanitarian emergency is abstracted from
its historical and political context.11

Consequences of humanitarianization

The idea of the humanitarian emergency, and the associated ways in which
contemporary crises are constructed in the richer countries that are primarily
(though not always exclusively) donors rather than recipients of humani-
tarian aid, have consequences. The discourse of humanitarianism, and the
labelling of an event or context as a humanitarian emergency, legitimizes
action—and a particular kind of action. The construction of a ‘humanitar-
ian emergency’ depoliticizes, de-historicizes, and decontextualizes the event.
Such a construction calls principally for a response that focuses on symp-
toms rather than causes.The primary and central objective of a humanitarian
response is alleviating distant human suffering, and the extent towhich action
can additionally seek to address the causes of that suffering and still be
labelled ‘humanitarian’ is disputed.12

The successful securitization of an issue legitimizes extraordinary mea-
sures, often including the suspension of democratic practices or of other
‘normal’ political processes, checks and balances, and, in many cases, also
involving military action (Buzan et al. 1998: 21). Humanitarianization fol-
lows a similar logic, but the actors and practices it legitimizes are different.
Humanitarianism is understood as charitable, altruistic, and principled,
and this understanding can serve to delegitimize actors, like governments,
who we tend to think of as self-interested. By contrast, international non-
governmental organizations (INGOs) and United Nations (UN) agencies are

11 For a more general discussion of one-dimensional representations of Africa and Africans in the
global north and the reasons one-dimensional representations of anyone or any place are problematic,
see Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s excellent Ted Talk, The Danger of a Single Story: https://www.ted.com/
talks/chimamanda_ngozi_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story?language=en.

12 This dispute is discussed in detail in Chapter 13 on Politics, Principles, and Humanitarian Action
and Chapter 16 on the Nexus Concept.

https://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_ngozi_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story?language=en
https://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_ngozi_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story?language=en
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thought of as principled actors with altruistic motivations and expertise in
humanitarian response. They are called on to act in response to humanitar-
ian emergencies. Where a securitization process is successful, it empowers
certain elites, often the very same (usually political) elites who designated
the issue as a security threat to deal with that issue (Balzacq et al. 2016: 8).
Similarly, there is often significant overlap between those whose voice car-
ries most weight in the humanitarianization process and those whose action
is legitimized by that process—that is, operational humanitarian agencies.

The construction of a humanitarian emergency, through the process I
have labelled humanitarianization, can be highly effective in provoking an
emotional response among Western audiences, in converting emotions into
action (particularly in the form of donations), and in legitimizing a practical
humanitarian response. Images and narrative techniques that ‘sentimen-
talize’ crises and the experiences of victims, and serve to make Western
audiences invest emotionally, are deemed important in generating public
support (Brauman 2009: 114; Kurasawa 2013: 202, 209). By emphasizing the
immediacy of the event or situation, the idea of the emergency is able to com-
mand attention and mobilize resources (Calhoun 2009). The ‘suddenness of
an event’ that ‘requires immediate action’ (Fassin and Vasquez 2005: 394)
gives humanitarian response, with its focus on saving lives, a high level of
legitimacy (Müller 2013a: 64).

A problem arises because those same characteristics that work to pro-
voke pity and mobilize empathy and financial donations for a humanitarian
responsemay also contribute to limiting the terms of that response. So-called
humanitarian crises have political causes and, ultimately, require political
solutions. The simplification and depoliticization of these crises that help to
legitimize and generate support for a humanitarian response can obscure this
reality, and the ‘humanitarianization’ of events or contexts may, through var-
ious mechanisms, make a political response less likely. A focus on suffering
rather than the causes of suffering in part reflects the humanitarian concern
to respond to suffering regardless of its causes, and in an ideal world, we
might hope for a humanitarian response to address the symptoms of a cri-
sis at the same time as a political response to address its causes. Liisa Malkki
claimed that it is ‘neither logically nor practically necessary that humanitar-
ian intervention in and of itself dehistoricize or depoliticize’ (Malkki 1996:
398). Yet, in practice, it seems that those constructions that generate themost
support for a humanitarian response serve also to depoliticize the event or
context.

Depoliticization is, itself, an inherently political process, in which the
political character of politics is deliberately minimized or obscured, with
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policymaking presented as a neutral and necessary process in which tech-
nical choices are made and the scope for disagreement, contestation, and
political alternatives is limited or denied (Cuttitta 2018: 634; Louis and
Maertens 2021). The language of humanitarianism casts the primary prob-
lem as humanitarian rather than political or military (Feldman 2009). Use
of the word ‘emergency’ focuses attention on the immediate event and not
its causes. It implies sudden, unpredictable, urgent, exceptions to some sort
of order, even if many so-called humanitarian emergencies actually develop
over long periods of time and are predictable (Calhoun 2008: 83). The
focus on ‘crisis’ or ‘emergency’ can also have the effect of making ongoing,
more systemic issues appear of lesser importance and implicitly revising the
definition of ‘normal’ to make acceptable the kind of conditions that would
elsewhere be deemed unacceptable simply because they are less bad than
those of the acute, crisis moment (Feldman 2009).

However common such ‘emergencies’ are, we characterize them as excep-
tions to the rule, as aberrations rather than constituent elements of the global
order (Calhoun 2008: 87). Such a characterization calls for a humanitarian
response rather than political analysis and struggle or economic analysis and
development (Calhoun 2009: 2). Treating emergencies as the exception rather
than the rule additionally implies that the causes of each emergency are local,
and obscures the role of external actors (Calhoun 2008: 88). Thus, human-
itarian representational practices serve to reproduce rather than challenge
the existing international order. They ‘tend to hide the political, or political-
economic, connections that link television viewers’ own history with that of
“those poor people over there”’ (Malkki 1996: 389). The ways that human-
itarian emergencies are represented by international humanitarian agencies
(as well as the media and celebrities) tends to reproduce the ‘symbolic and
material asymmetries between Western (and most often, white) rescuers and
non-Western (and most often, racialized) victims of emergencies and crises
in which they intervene’ (Kurasawa 2013: 202).

The humanitarian response itself may further undermine pressure for
a political response. For example, Alex de Waal has argued that famine
prevention requires a political contract that allows citizens to hold govern-
ments accountable for famine (de Waal 1997). Treating famine as a technical
rather than a political problem, something to be solved by foreign technical
experts, international humanitarian agencies have unintentionally under-
mined accountability mechanisms in African countries.The famine response
provided by these agencies has not only often failed to address (or even
acknowledge) the fundamental political causes of famine, but has also, in
many cases, involved compromises that served to strengthen authoritarian
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regimes (de Waal 1997). A similar logic can be at work in non-famine con-
texts. In theWest Bank and Gaza, for example, the provision of humanitarian
assistance to meet the most basic economic and social needs has sometimes
had the effect of diffusing or undermining political demands (Feldman 2009).
Elsewhere, providing humanitarian assistance while ignoring the politics and
dynamics of conflict has served to exacerbate conflict or to facilitate the abuse
of the civilian population by governments or rebel groups (Anderson 1999).13

Aswith humanitarian representational practices, humanitarian actionmay
contribute to political inaction, both in terms of international responses to
specific crises and in terms of addressing global inequality as a systemic
cause of those crises. The notion of the ‘humanitarian alibi’ describes those
situations in which governments, in particular the small number of West-
ern governments who provide the lion’s share of funding for international
humanitarian action,1⁴ use their support for a humanitarian response to
conceal or detract attention from their failure to take any more concerted
political action to address the causes of the emergency.1⁵

The humanitarian ethic and ethos is primarily grounded in notions of pity,
compassion, and empathy rather than, for example, anger, solidarity, and jus-
tice.1⁶ Correspondingly, the kinds of action it demands—charitable giving to
relieve suffering—leave intact, and may even reinforce, global hierarchy and
inequality. Contrasting participation in public protests against global injus-
tice with attendance at Live8 music concerts, Costas Douzinas claims that
humanitarianism ‘has turned into the ultimate political ideology bringing
together the well-being of the West with the hardships of the global South’
(Douzinas 2007: 11). In a similar vein, B. S. Chimni has described humanitar-
ianism as the ideology through which hegemonic states ‘establish and sustain
global relations of domination’ (Chimni 2000: 244).

Humanitarianization is not always successful, and crises are not always
fully humanitarianized. On the one hand, the affected populations rendered
by the humanitarianization process as victims rather than agents or actors
may resist this construction and show themselves to be anything but pas-
sive. For example, efforts to render refugees in camps as bare life have often
been contested by those refugees.1⁷ Camp residents are cared for in terms of
their security and their biological needs and, in return, are expected not to

13 For examples of this kind of dynamic, see Chapter 2 on the Nigerian CivilWar, 1967–1970, Chapter 3
on Drought and famine in Ethiopia, 1983–85, and Chapter 8 on Sri Lanka, 2008–2009.

1⁴ See Chapter 18 on Donors and the Funding of Humanitarian Action for an extended discussion of
the politics of humanitarian finance.

1⁵ For an example, see the ‘Humanitarian alibi’ in Chapter 4 on the Bosnian War, 1992–1995.
1⁶ See ‘The Boundaries of Humanitarianism’, the introduction to the second part of the book.
1⁷ See ‘Politics of camps’ in Chapter 22 on Material Assistance and Direct Service Provision.
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make political demands, with camp authorities denying their political will
and agency (Turner 2016: 143). However, the depoliticization inherent in
campmanagement can create its own opposite—hyper-politicization—as the
denial of residents’ history and politics ‘creates a gap in the social and sym-
bolic order of life in the camp, which in turn creates room for the creation
of new competing orders and identities’ (Turner 2016: 145). Camps offer
opportunities for the forging of new identities and can provide fertile ground
for radicalization and violence. On the other hand, where powerful actors—
including dominant states and the political organs of the UN—have a stake
in the outcome of a crisis, theymay resist humanitarianization or seek to sub-
ordinate the humanitarian response to their political goals. In this way, then,
humanitarianization efforts can be seen to provoke a counter-response—
whether by the supposedly powerless or the more powerful—which serves
to re-politicize or to hyper-politicize.

Themeaning of humanitarianismand the focus
of this book

This discussion of the construction of humanitarian emergencies—of the
process of humanitarianization—brings us to the question ofwhat itmeans to
be humanitarian. Humanitarianism is a contested concept,1⁸ and this ques-
tion is at the heart of themore theoretical debates in the field of humanitarian
policy. Pretty much everyone can agree that humanitarianism is about ‘sav-
ing strangers’ or alleviating the suffering of distant others. In other words,
there are two crucial elements: first, that of helping people or saving their
lives—or at least intending to do so; and second, that of distance, in the
sense that these are not people known or closely connected to those doing
the helping (Calhoun 2008: 79). In addition to these two elements, the focus
and analysis of this chapter suggest a third: contemporary understandings
of humanitarianism largely imply that humanitarian action is not about alle-
viating the suffering of distant others wherever suffering may be found, but
rather is limited to alleviating the suffering of distant others in the context of
a humanitarian emergency. Thus, it is about responding to famine but not to
generalized poverty, to Ebola but not to measles.

Yet, the precise boundaries between what does and does not constitute
a humanitarian emergency are both historically contingent and contested.

1⁸ The main lines of contention are discussed in Chapter 13 on Politics, Principles, and Humanitarian
Action. See also Barnett and Weiss (2011: 9–17).
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There is no single answer to the question of ‘what state of affairs qualifies
as legitimate emergency’ and hence legitimates or demands an international
humanitarian response (Barnett 2018: 325–328; Slim 2015: 8).1⁹ Further-
more, there is fierce debate on two linked questions. First, what is the scope
of humanitarian ambition? Is it simply saving lives, or should humanitarians
also seek to address the causes of suffering, promoting structural change and
a more transformative agenda? Second, what is the proper role of principles
and politics in humanitarian action?The so-called principles of humanitarian
action are discussed in detail in Chapter 13, and suffice to say here that there
is contestation over whether it is possible, or desirable, to adhere to these
principles in practice or whether being more political is either unavoidable
or preferable.

Like the concept of security, the concept of humanitarianism is malleable,
and the adjective ‘humanitarian’ is appropriated by many in an effort to
legitimize their actions (see, e.g., Chimni 2000). Many object to the way
the adjective ‘humanitarian’ is used in order to justify or legitimize mili-
tary interventions in particular. If we reject the idea that anyone can define
what it means to be humanitarian, then who gets to define the concept and
police its use? The question of what to include and exclude within the cate-
gory ‘humanitarian’ is a recurring theme among humanitarian scholars and
practitioners.2⁰

In this book, I do not take an explicit position on the question of what it
means to be humanitarian, but something of a definition of humanitarianism
is implicit in my choices to include or exclude particular issues and actors.
This book focuses on organizations like the ICRC, the IRC, MSF, Oxfam,
Save the Children, UNHCR, UNICEF, the World Food Programme (WFP),
and World Vision. All of these are widely understood to be international
humanitarian agencies, some of them are what are referred to as mixed- or
multi-mandate agencies in that their work encompasses humanitarian pro-
gramming as well as other kinds of work (primarily development and human
rights programming), and across these agencies we also see different under-
standings of humanitarian programming itself.21 I write as a critical scholar
of international institutions, examining what these different organizations

1⁹ See Chapter 15 on the Shifting Parameters of Humanitarian Emergencies.
2⁰ For accessible overviews of these debates and the reasons for the ‘fuzziness’ of the field, see Barnett

(2018) and Slim (2015: 7–10).
21 Excluded from the remit of this book are organizations which focus exclusively or primarily on devel-

opmentwork (e.g. theUnitedNationsDevelopment Programmeor theWorld Bank) or human rightswork
(e.g. Amnesty International or Human Rights Watch). Moreover, I do not discuss military interventions,
even when their purported purpose is ‘humanitarian’, except in as far as they interact with the work of
civilian humanitarian agencies (discussed in Chapter 20 on Armed Actors).
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do on a day-to-day basis (the everyday practice of the title) and how their
interests, and those of other actors, shape this practice (the politics of the
title). My goal is to show how ‘actually existing humanitarianism’ functions,
a goal which presupposes a disjuncture between theory and practice. This
disjuncture, I argue throughout the book, cannot be explained only through
reference to external forces but rather requires attention to the identities,
interests, and idiosyncrasies of humanitarian organizations themselves.

The rest of this book is structured in four main parts. The first contains
case studies of eleven humanitarian emergencies from 1967 to the present
day. Each of these provides a narrative account of the humanitarian response
to the relevant emergency, highlights the main challenges to, and criticisms
of, that response, and outlines the effects of these experiences on human-
itarianism and humanitarian action going forward. The second part of the
book comprises four thematic chapters, which collectively outline the ethi-
cal and legal foundations of contemporary humanitarian action, discussing
how ethics, law, and politics function and interact in theory and in prac-
tice. The third part turns to the actors that are most relevant to humanitarian
action and humanitarian outcomes. While the main unit of analysis in this
book is the international humanitarian agency, this third section considers
the roles of governments, local and national NGOs in affected states, national
and international military actors, and the relationships between these dif-
ferent actors. Finally, in the fourth part of the book, the nuts and bolts of
humanitarian response are examined, with chapters on needs assessment and
evaluation, and different dimensions of humanitarian operations and activi-
ties. Throughout, I show how politics shapes humanitarian needs, response,
and outcomes—and, conversely, how humanitarian action affects political
outcomes.



I

CASE STUDIES





Introduction toPart I
A Brief History of Modern Humanitarian Action

Through in-depth case studies of eleven humanitarian emergencies, this
part of the book provides rich empirical material which illustrates the main
debates and critiques regarding international humanitarianism, many of
which are then developed further in the thematic chapters in the rest of the
book.

The first humanitarian emergency presented here is the 1967–1970 Nige-
rian Civil War, but modern humanitarianism predates that war by more
than 100 years, and the main concerns and debates surrounding contempo-
rary humanitarian action are not new. There is a popular narrative that the
challenges and dilemmas that have characterized humanitarianism since the
1990s are unprecedented, but a more historical perspective shows that this is
not the case (Barnett and Weiss 2008). For as long as modern humanitarian-
ismhas existed, it has been affected by politics, and there has been debate over
the proper role of politics and principle in humanitarian action. Furthermore,
humanitarian action has always had political effects such that there have been
concerns about its unintended consequences and the potential for it do more
harm than good.

Many accounts of humanitarianism start with the establishment of the
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC). Horrified by the suffering
of soldiers dying on the battlefield without medical care or assistance in the
Battle of Solferino in 1859, visiting businessman Henri Dunant responded
by sending for medical supplies and recruiting local women to tend the
wounded. This notion of providing humanitarian assistance to the victims of
warwas institutionalized byDunant and four fellowGenevanswith the estab-
lishment of the ICRC in 1863 and the negotiation of the Geneva Convention
for the Amelioration of the Condition of theWounded in Armies in the Field
in 1864. If the principles of humanitarian action—humanity, impartiality,
neutrality, and independence—are part of the definition of humanitarianism,
and if humanitarianism is necessarily limited to treating symptoms rather
than addressing causes, then the ICRC is rightly regarded as the father of
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modern humanitarianism.1 However, an alternative perspective identifies
William Wilberforce and the abolitionist movement as the ‘original human-
itarians’, working fifty years before Henri Dunant witnessed the Battle of
Solferino and pursuingmuchmore transformative goals—seeking to address
the causes of suffering and not just the symptoms (Barnett 2011: 57–60).

As early as the nineteenth century, then, there were both limited and more
transformative approaches to ‘saving strangers’, and there was also some
recognition of the risk that humanitarian action could inadvertently domore
harm than good. When Dunant invited Florence Nightingale to promote the
Red Cross cause in England, she refused, on the basis that, in taking on what
was properly the responsibility of the military, the efforts of voluntary soci-
eties would make it easier for militaries to wage war (Hutchinson 1996: 40).

In the First World War, advances in technology led to mass warfare with
humanitarian consequences on a scale previously unthinkable, at the same
time asmodern communicationsmeant that the progress of war and destruc-
tion was well known in the home countries of the soldiers. These two factors
helped to generate a great deal of international support for humanizing war.
This translated into support for immediate relief and the first major expan-
sion of the Red Cross, and also provided the impetus to develop the two
1929 Geneva Conventions—international law that seeks to protect certain
categories of person during war. The first was an updated version of the
1864 Convention. The second, on the Treatment of Prisoners of War, was
drafted by the ICRC, and built on its work during the First World War,
which had developed to encompass inspecting prisons and negotiating with
authorities to obtain improvements in conditions for detainees, operating a
tracing agency to exchange information about prisoners, and providing relief
assistance to prisoners (Baudendistel 2006: 246–247).

In the immediate aftermath of the First World War, new organizations
were formed, primarily to deal with the fallout of the war, and the nor-
mative framework further developed. Save the Children was established in
the United Kingdom in 1919 and—in an early articulation of what would
come to be called the humanitarian principle of impartiality—insisted that
all children, including the children of former enemies, were eligible for
relief (Barnett 2011: 85). More Save the Children sections were subsequently
founded in different countries, and in 1920, the International Save the
Children Union was formed in Geneva. The ICRC pushed the League of
Nations to coordinate intergovernmental cooperation for refugees, and the

1 See ‘Principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality, and independence’ in Chapter 13 on Politics,
Principles, and Humanitarian Action.
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latter established the office of its High Commissioner for Refugees in 1921,
appointing the Norwegian Fridtjof Nansen to the post (Krill 2001: 607). In
1924, the League adopted the Declaration of the Rights of the Child, which
had been drafted by the founder of Save theChildren (Save theChildren n.d.).

Several major events of the inter-war years also conditioned developments
in international humanitarian action in this period, notably in expanding its
remit to encompass civil war and civilians. In the aftermath of the Russian
Revolution, for example, the ICRC took a central role in providing material
assistance to the one million or more Russian refugees (Skran 2018). When
famine broke out in Russia in 1921–1922, Nansen organized a relief pro-
gramme for millions of its victims. In the Spanish Civil War, acceptance of
the roles of international humanitarian law (IHL) and international human-
itarian action (specifically, the work of the ICRC) in internal conflict made
significant advances, even if the impact of the ICRC on the ground was negli-
gible (Forsythe 2005: 39). While not always successful, practical efforts were
made to protect and assist civilians in these settings.

During the Second World War, a number of Western states became more
willing to get involved in the organization of relief. There may have been
an element of compassion inspiring their involvement, and there was cer-
tainly recognition that their political, economic, and strategic interests were
at stake. A co-dependent relationship between humanitarian agencies and
states began to emerge, although the humanitarian agencies were arguably
more dependent on states than the other way around (Barnett 2011: 31). The
humanitarian effort during thewar itself was largely dominated by theUnited
States, and from 1942 to the end of the war, US organizations were tightly
regulated by the government’s War Relief Control Board (Barnett 2011: 109).
Organizations such as the American Red Cross and Catholic Relief Services
were favourites and thrived under this system, while others were effectively
closed down by refusal of an export licence (Barnett 2011: 109). The US gov-
ernment saw how relief could be used to further its own war aims, and some
of the privateUS agencies became para-statal (Barnett 2011: 109).This heavy-
handed regulation demonstrates that challenges to the independence and
autonomy of international humanitarian agencies are nothing new.

The 1940s also saw the emergence of the basic structure of the humanitar-
ian architecture that persists today. For example, the Oxford Famine Relief
Committee (now Oxfam) was set up in 1942 to respond to famine in occu-
pied Greece. At the end of the war, Oxfam expanded from its initial focus
on Greece to elsewhere in Europe and subsequently on to the ‘Third World’
(Black 1992: 24, 48). In 1943, forty-four countries, led by the United States
and the United Kingdom, set up the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation
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Administration (Barnett 2011: 110). The Food and Agricultural Organiza-
tion was also established in 1945 and the United Nations Children’s Fund
and the World Health Organization the following year. In 1947, the Interna-
tional Relief Organization was established and was succeeded in 1950 by the
United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR).

In the first half of the Cold War, the principles of humanitarian action
were increasingly professed, debated, and eventually institutionalized but not
always adhered to. In the years after the Second World War, the ICRC was
fiercely criticized for remaining silent about the Holocaust—silence that was
justified in the name of neutrality. In the period, the language of impartial-
ity was increasingly used, and the principle of aid based on need was often
espoused. However, in practice, many of the relief agencies set up at this time
were about helping very specific groups of people, with LutheranWorldRelief
focused on providing aid to Lutherans, and UNRRA set up to help the vic-
tims of German aggression, for example. In the early post-war years, Oxfam
distinguished itself from many other agencies by its insistence that Germans
were as deserving of aid as everyone else. Continuing the pattern set in the
Second World War, states wanting to use humanitarian relief to further their
interests continued to compromise the independence of humanitarian agen-
cies. Through regulation, funding, or, indeed, setting up intergovernmental
organizations, states succeeded in reducing the autonomy of humanitarian
relief providers.

Two major trends characterized the evolution of international humanitar-
ianism in the Cold War era. First, the aid architecture became increasingly
permanent and professionalized. Prior to the Second World War, organiza-
tions tended to be established on an ad hoc basis to respond to a specific event
and to disband after that event, butmany of the organizations that were estab-
lished during or immediately after the Second World War still exist today.
Several new organizations formed, including World Vision and Médecins
Sans Frontières (MSF), which are now two of the largest humanitarianNGOs.
In 1950, inspired by missionary zeal and also the hope that its work would
help to counter the appeal of Communism, World Vision started with a child
sponsorship programme inKorea and then elsewhere inAsia.MSFwas estab-
lished subsequent to the 1967–1970NigerianCivilWar, the subject of the first
case study chapter in this part of the book. The second trend was an expan-
sion from relief into development. In part, this was perhaps the logical move
for organizations established in emergencies but remaining in existence after
the emergency phase was over. However, it also stemmed from a desire to try
to address the causes of suffering rather than just its symptoms. Again, then,
we see shifts and questioning of the scope of humanitarian ambition.
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There were also some significant developments at the legal and normative
level, with several treaties signed in the Cold War era. Beginning in February
1945, the ICRCquietly orchestrated a systematic review of IHL, leading to the
1949 Geneva Conventions (Best 1997: ch. 4). The four Geneva Conventions,
all of which are still in force today, pertain to (i) wounded and sick in armed
forces in the field; (ii) wounded, sick, and shipwrecked members of armed
forces at sea; (iii) prisoners of war; and (iv) civilian persons. In 1977, they
were supplemented by twoAdditional Protocols, also still in force, relating to:
the protection of (i) victims of international armed conflicts; and (ii) victims
of non-international armed conflicts.

The case studies in this part of the book have been selected because each
provides a clear example of some of the key issues and dilemmas of contem-
porary humanitarianism and because collectively they illustrate most of the
main issues and dilemmas. This is not to suggest that any of them depicts
the first example of those issues or dilemmas, nor that they are representa-
tive of contemporary international humanitarian response as a whole. Many
other case studies would have made for interesting additions to the book—
Operation Lifeline Sudan, Cambodia under the Khmer Rouge, and Kosovo
in 1999, to name just a few—but the limits of space forced me to be selective.





2
Nigerian CivilWar, 1967–1970

Thedeclaration of independence by themilitary governor ofNigeria’s Eastern
Region inmid-1967 led to a brutal secessionist conflict that lasted three-and-
a-half years. The Federal Military Government (FMG) imposed a blockade
with the aim of starving the breakaway region into submission, and severe
famine ensued. By the time Biafra surrendered on 12 January 1970, up to two
million people—mostly civilians on the Biafran side—had died, some as a
direct result of military action but most due to starvation and disease as a
result of the famine.

For the first time, there was major international humanitarian mobiliza-
tion on behalf of black Africans (Pérouse deMontclos 2009: 71). Private relief
agencies played a central role in this mobilization, and while many of them
publicly sided with the Biafrans, the conflict was understood first and fore-
most as a humanitarian crisis. However, the support generated in response
to the humanitarian crisis served to strengthen the Biafran secessionists and
hence to contribute to political outcomes, almost certainly lengthening the
war. In this way, private actors—church groups and other aid agencies—
had a significant impact on the course of a major civil war and, hence, on
international relations (Stremlau 1977: 238).

Relief agencies working in this context faced enormous challenges in terms
of getting access to provide relief within Biafra and dilemmas over whether
to provide relief in the absence of permission from the Nigerian government,
to take sides in the conflict, and to speak out about what they witnessed. As
well as being a salutary lesson for humanitarian actors in the potential for
aid to do more harm than good, the crisis and the international response
contributed to longer-term outcomes in terms of representations of postcolo-
nial Africa in the global North, the rise of non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) as central actors in humanitarian response, and the birth of some
important international humanitarian NGOs, notably Concern Worldwide
and Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF).
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Background

When Nigeria was granted independence from Britain in 1960, there were
high hopes for democracy, prosperity, and stability in Africa’s most populous
country. Within ten years, however, the country had suffered two military
coups, the massacre of perhaps tens of thousands of people, and then a brutal
secessionist conflict that cost up to two million lives and caused enormous
suffering and hardship for many more.1

Causes of the war

The seeds of discontent were sown by colonial-era politics and policies. In
1914, the Northern and Southern Nigeria protectorates were amalgamated to
create the single colony of Nigeria, in order to use the resource-rich Southern
Protectorate’s budget surpluses to offset the Northern Protectorate’s deficit
(Omaka 2016: 10; Uche 2008: 114–115). The Richards Convention of 1943
then dividedNigeria into three regions, each of whichwas home to amajority
ethnic group (Hausa in the Northern Region, Ibo in the Eastern Region, and
Yoruba in theWesternRegion) and a number of ethnicminorities.TheBritish
policy of indirect rule ensured that each region had its own system of local
government and law (and, hence, a distinct experience of colonial rule), and
allowed the three majority ethnic groups—which collectively accounted for
only around 60% of the country’s total population—to dominate the minori-
ties in their respective regions (Omaka 2016: 10; Stremlau 1977: 30–32). As
part of the same policy, respect for Islamic traditions in the North led the
colonial power to shield that region from theChristianmissionaries and their
Western-style schools, whose presence in the south had a significant impact
on education levels there (Omaka 2016: 10).

In 1958, commercial quantities of oil were discovered in the Eastern
Region, prompting a shift in the national fiscal structure such that min-
ing rents and royalties would no longer be returned to the regions but
distributed between the region of origin, the federal government, and the
other regions (Uche 2008: 115–116). The oil discovery accelerated economic
development in the Eastern Region, and the new fiscal policy marked the
beginning of a centralization of power as well as a struggle for control

1 For a more detailed discussion of the factors that led to the attempted secession of Biafra and the
ensuing war, see Heerten (2017: ch. 1); Omaka (2016: chs 1 and 2); Stremlau (1977: ch. 2)). On con-
flict dynamics and the international politics of the war, see Stremlau (1977), which includes a helpful
chronology of key events from January 1966 to January 1970 on pp. xv–xix.
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of national revenue (Uche 2008: 116). By independence in 1960, then,
there was significant inequality across the regions, with higher levels of
education and economic development in the southern regions (of which
there were three from 1963, when a new Mid-Western Region was sep-
arated from the Western Region), and fierce competition for control of
the national government. Regional inequality was a source of tension in
itself and additionally meant that most of those considered best qualified
for positions in the administration of the country were of southern ori-
gin, generating some resentment among northerners (Omaka 2016: 13–14;
Stremlau 1977: 32).

The more immediate triggers for Biafran secession were two coups and
three waves of associated violence in 1966. On 15 January, a military revolt
overthrew the First Republic and brought to power an Ibo-dominated group.
After a cabinet crisis over succession, Major General Aguiyi-Ironsi, an Ibo
and head of the army, who had remained loyal to the federal government,
assumed power (Stremlau 1977: 33). Yakubu Gowon, a Christian from the
Northern region, became army chief of staff (Stremlau 1977: xv). The coup
was initially popular, but support for Ironsi’s government eroded as he imple-
mented policies interpreted as favouring Ibos (Stremlau 1977: 34; Uche 2008:
118–119). Rightly or wrongly, many Nigerians ascribed ethnic motivations
to the coup, which served to fuel inter-ethnic tensions (Anthony 2014: 205;
Omaka 2016: 18–22). On 24 May, a military decree eliminated Nigeria’s
regions, creating a unitary state, fuelling fears that the Ibos planned to domi-
nate the military and the bureaucracy and kicking off the first of three waves
of anti-Ibo violence, with riots in the North (Stremlau 1977: xv, 34). The sec-
ond wave was a counter-coup, beginning on 29 July, in which more than 200
mostly Ibo soldiers were systematically killed by their comrades and which
brought General Gowon to power on 1 August (Anthony 2014: 210; Stremlau
1977: 35).

In September 1966, a third wave of rioting and massacres began, mostly
directed at Ibos living in the North. An estimated 5,000–50,000 people were
killed, and up to two million fled to the Ibo-dominated East of the coun-
try, swelling the population there (Anthony 2014: 216; Stremlau 1977: 38).
Attempts to reconcile the Eastern Region and the Lagos-based FMG were
unsuccessful, with Lieutenant Colonel Ojukwu, military governor of Nige-
ria’s Eastern Region since the first coup in January 1966, refusing to accept
anything short of full autonomy for the region (Omaka 2016: 36–40; Strem-
lau 1977: 45–55). On 30 May 1967, Ojukwu unilaterally declared the former
Eastern Region’s independence from Nigeria, naming the seceding enclave
the ‘Republic of Biafra’.
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Conflict dynamics

The FMG’s first response was to ban foreign currency transactions, to stop
incoming post and telecommunications, and, crucially, to impose a blockade,
which other countries largely respected (Stremlau 1977: 74). The blockade
had the explicit aim of starving the enclave into submission, a military strat-
egy which was, at the time, not prohibited in international law.2 Gowon
needed time to mobilize federal forces, who then attacked on 6 July. Fight-
ing over the next five weeks produced gains and losses on both sides, and
on 10 August, Gowon declared that what had been ‘police action’ against
secession was now ‘total war’ (Stremlau 1977: 76–78). Biafra was quickly sur-
rounded by the Nigerian army, which then advanced to take control of land
claimed by the secessionists. Between one-quarter and one-third of the 12
to 14 million inhabitants of the former Eastern Region were ethnic minori-
ties, many of whom had resisted Ibo domination and chose to remain in
their homes as the FMG took control of the territory on which they lived
(Heerten 2017: 58–59; Stremlau 1977: 57, 59). Ibos, on the other hand, gener-
ally fled into the ever-shrinking space of Biafra. Since the Eastern Region had
not been self-sufficient in terms of food and relied heavily on supplies from
Northern Nigeria and Iceland for protein sources in particular, the block-
ade and the subsequent loss of major food-producing areas led to famine
with high mortality rates associated with protein deficiency and starvation
(Omaka 2016: 62).

On 19 May 1968, Port Harcourt—the principal economic and commer-
cial centre of the secessionist state, including an airport, docks, and an oil
refinery—fell to the Nigerian military, leaving the secessionists completely
surrounded and without access to the sea (Heerten 2017: 95). From that
moment on, there was probably no real chance of the Biafrans winning the
war (Heerten 2017: 95; Pérouse de Montclos 2009: 70). By August 1968,
around two-thirds of the original Biafran territory was in Nigerian hands,
with up to 8 million people in the remaining 9,000 square miles, in which
fertilizer and food were scarce (Anthony 2014: 216).

The Biafrans were not only at a military impasse but also blocked from
making any real progress in terms of political recognition by other govern-
ments (de Waal 1997: 73; Heerten 2017: 55; Stremlau 1977: ch. 9). Many

2 Starvation as amethod of warfare was prohibited in the 1977 Additional Protocols to the 1949Geneva
Conventions and defined in the International Criminal Court (ICC) Statute as a war crime in interna-
tional armed conflict. For a general discussion of international humanitarian law (IHL) and the ICC,
see ‘International humanitarian law’ and ‘International justice’ in Chapter 14 on Law and International
Humanitarianism.
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countries, but especially newly independent African states, worried that the
Biafran examplemight inspire secessionist movements within their own bor-
ders and serve to destabilize the region as a whole (Stremlau 1977: 275). Four
African countries did eventually recognize Biafra (Tanzania inApril 1968 and
Gabon, Ivory Coast, and Zambia the following month), though their recog-
nition appears to have been more an act of protest against the way the FMG
was conducting the war than support for Biafran sovereignty in the long run
(Stremlau 1977: 136–139, 273). The Organisation of African Unity (OAU)
issued two resolutions on the war and led some efforts to mediate between
the two parties, expressing concern for the war’s human toll and a commit-
ment to the territorial integrity of Nigeria as well as to the OAU principle of
non-interference in the internal affairs of member states (Stremlau 1977: 93,
272, and ch. 7).

Both the United States and the United Kingdom declared the war an inter-
nal Nigerian matter, a stance which echoed that of the OAU, and implicitly
lent support to the FMG (Stremlau 1977: 62–65). Furthermore, the UK gov-
ernment allowed British arms manufacturers to sell weapons to Lagos, even
as other countries enacted arms embargoes, and argued for the importance
of maintaining the territorial integrity of Nigeria (Heerten 2017: 115; Strem-
lau 1977: 76; Uche 2008: 113). The British position was not disinterested,
with Cold War politics and oil interests influencing its decisions. Gowon was
buying Soviet aircraft and the British wanted to limit Russian involvement
and influence in Nigeria, a concern which helped to ensure the continued
flow of arms from the United Kingdom (Stremlau 1977: 80, 267; Uche 2008:
127–128). The British also had significant oil interests at stake, and the UK
government was concerned to protect Shell–BP investments in Nigerian oil
as well as the supply of Nigerian oil to the United Kingdom, particularly in
the context of the six-day Arab–Israeli war in June 1967, which disrupted the
supply of oil from the Middle East (Uche 2008: 113).

As France competedwith theUnitedKingdom for influence in their former
West African colonies, it had an interest in breaking up a major Anglo-
phone country and, hence, in supporting the secessionists (Griffin 2015: 119;
Pérouse de Montclos 2009: 72; Uche 2008: 128). Furthermore, unlike other
oil companies operating in Nigeria, the French state-based oil company held
permits for reserves located in the Ibo heartland (Uche 2008: 128–129). At
the same time, division among Francophone African leaders on the issue,
concern over Soviet influence, and a desire to maintain cordial relations with
Nigeria to protect French investments in federal territory all combined to
prevent France from fully embracing the Biafran cause (Stremlau 1977: 225;
Uche 2008: 128–129). Thus, while never officially recognizing Biafra, France
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announced an embargo on the supply of arms to both sides in June 1968,
and the following month, a French cabinet statement supported claims to
Biafran self-determination (Griffin 2015: 124; Stremlau 1977: 228). Unoffi-
cially, the French provided the secessionists with mercenaries, weapons, and
access to foreign exchangewithwhich to purchase theweapons. However, the
effectiveness of themercenaries was limited, and while facilitating arms ship-
ments likely had a bigger impact, the monetary value of this indirect military
assistance paled in significance next to French contributions to the Nigerian
treasury through trade (Griffin 2015: 121–123; Stremlau 1977: 230–231, 233).

In summary, the international reaction was mixed. Some states supported
Lagos, while others (officially or unofficially) sided with Biafra. Most either
ignored Biafra or hedged their bets (Stremlau 1977: 64). The United States
and several European countries maintained an explicit policy of separating
the political from the humanitarian (Stremlau 1977: 292–297). Such a sepa-
ration was, ultimately, wishful thinking, but it allowed them to support Lagos
through trade, investment, maintenance of diplomatic relations, and, in the
case of the United Kingdom, the sale of arms, at the same time as funding
the humanitarian response. Biafra was at a major disadvantage in terms of
trainedmilitarymanpower, arms supply, andmoney with which to buy arms.
However, it was at an advantage in terms of global public sympathy, which
helped to sustain a major international humanitarian response, which, in
turn, helped to sustain the Biafran fighters.

Global public response

In 1968, the civil war in Nigeria became a major news story and a global
cause célèbre. It became ‘Biafra’—a humanitarian emergency; that is to say,
it was seen largely through a humanitarian lens, focused on the suffering
of the Biafran population, rather than through a political or military lens.3
A public opinion poll in the summer of 1968 revealed that Biafra was the
number one international issue of concern to the French people, and French
public sentiment was overwhelmingly pro-Biafran (Stremlau 1977: 227). In
Ireland, there was huge public (though not official) support for Biafra, gener-
ating a response ‘unequalled by the reaction to any foreign conflict between
that of Spain in the 1930s and that of Yugoslavia in the 1990s’ (Staunton
1999: 513; see also, O’Sullivan 2014: 302–303). There was an outpouring of
compassion and sympathy in many other countries too, notably Germany,

3 See ‘Constructing humanitarian emergencies’ in Chapter 1 on Humanitarian Emergencies.



Nigerian Civil War, 1967–1970 33

the United Kingdom and the United States, with citizens donating money
for relief and criticizing the inaction of their governments (Black 1992: 121;
Heerten 2016: 250).

A number of factors helped to generate a response of this scale and nature.
First, there was a proactive effort on the part of the secessionists to develop
this kind of transnational support.When it became clear that efforts to secure
significant recognition and support from states and intergovernmental orga-
nizations were not bearing fruit, Biafran leaders turned to non-state actors
and Western publics as alternative sources of international support (Heerten
2017: 90). Their strategy included contracting the services of two public rela-
tions (PR) firms—theCalifornianRobert S. Goldstein Enterprises, which had
expertise in TV and film-based campaigns, in December 1967, and Geneva-
based Markpress, which had the capacity for mass international circulation
of press releases, in January 1968 (Heerten 2017: 90). The Biafran leadership
also sent envoys abroad on pseudo-ambassadorial missions, although their
reception was mixed. Government officials in many countries were hesitant
tomeet with them for fear of damaging their relationshipwith Lagos, but they
had some impact on Western publics, eventually generating a transnational
Biafra lobby (Heerten 2017: 91–4).

Second, first-hand accounts by foreigners had a significant impact onworld
opinion (Stremlau 1977: 117). The presence and activism of Christian mis-
sionaries in the Biafran enclave was key both to making ‘Biafra’ a major
international news item and in shaping the way that the crisis was under-
stood internationally (Omaka 2016: 64–68; Stremlau 1977: 119–120; Waters
2004).The IrishHolyGhost orderwas the largest bloc ofmissionaries inNige-
ria and had a long-standing presence, primarily in Ibo areas. By 1965, the
Catholic Church as awhole had 424 foreign priests in the Eastern Region, and
Norwegian and Dutch missionary groups were also well-established (Omaka
2016: 53, 64). Most missionaries remained after the outbreak of war, and they
played a crucial role in defining and disseminating the message, with a sym-
biotic relationship developing between aid agencies and the media (Heerten
2017: 98, 117; Stremlau 1977: 119; Waters 2004). Many of the missionar-
ies had a close relationship with the Biafran leaders and, in several cases,
adopted an overtly political stance. Journalists, in turn, were dependent on
aid agencies and/or Biafran officials for transport into and within Biafra, and
this gave those working for the Biafran cause significant influence over what
the journalists saw and how they understood the conflict.⁴

⁴ On the role of the media in setting and framing the humanitarian agenda and on the symbiotic
relationship between the media and aid agencies, see Chapter 17 on Media and Celebrities.
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Third, from mid-1968 onwards, the message disseminated by the seces-
sionists, their PR firms, and the missionaries and other aid workers focused
on the humanitarian consequences of the conflict in Biafra and not on the
political or military dimensions of the conflict itself (Griffin 2015: 124–125;
Stremlau 1977: 119). By the end of 1967, the Biafran leadership could no
longer maintain an image of itself as a military power capable of swift vic-
tory against the FMG and changed its discourse from one of fighting for
political self-determination to one of defence against an existential threat
(Stremlau 1977: 109). Markpress PR agency considered the Biafra account
to be non-political and circulated press releases without substantial editing,
allowing the Biafran leaders to provide the media with reports and mate-
rial from their own perspective (Doron 2014: 241; Heerten 2017: 90; Omaka
2016: 69; Stremlau 1977: 116–117). In presenting the human-interest angle,
the war was portrayed as one between a clear oppressor (the Nigerian gov-
ernment) and its innocent victims (the Biafran people). This oversimplified
depiction of the conflict was contested, with others seeking to portray the
complexity of the situation and to promote alternative views. However, the
coverage that resonated most with the public was that which tugged at heart-
strings and not that which presented a more reasoned political or military
analysis (Heerten 2016: 253).

Closely linked to the human-interest angle was a discourse of geno-
cide, with parallels drawn between the Biafrans and the Jews, on the
one hand, and between the Nigerian government and Nazi Germany
on the other (Anthony 2014: 217–218; Heerten 2016: 257–263; Waters
2004: 704–705). Charges of genocide were an important part of Biafran
propaganda—and the contestation of those charges an important part
of the counter-narrative (Desgrandchamps 2014; Doron 2014; Heerten
2016). The secessionists went to great lengths to ensure that their pro-
paganda was powerful, consistent, and credible (Doron 2014). The mes-
sages they disseminated, including the claims of genocide, were not
just aimed at securing international support (Heerten 2016: 254–255;
Stremlau 1977: 112). If the Biafran civilian population had not believed the
war was one of survival, most would have been unlikely to accept such
extreme hardship—and such high mortality rates—and would instead have
pushed the secessionist leaders to surrender much sooner than they did.

Fourth, visual imagery played an important role in supporting this sim-
plified narrative and in generating global public support for the Biafrans
(Heerten 2016). The ‘Biafran babies’ were exemplary victims,⁵ whose

⁵ See ‘Discursive practices and visual imagery’ in Chapter 1 on Humanitarian Emergencies.
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malnourishment, illness, and physical suffering was visible in their skeletal
bodies and bulging stomachs (Black 1992: 124; Heerten 2016: 256; O’Sullivan
2014: 306–307). This was the first time that the public around the world
had been confronted with media images of a major famine on colour televi-
sion and in a new kind of photojournalism, creating both the ‘event’ and the
iconography of Biafra (deWaal 1997: 74; Heerten 2016: 255; Omaka 2016: 63;
Pérouse de Montclos 2009: 72; Waters 2004: 697, 709). This kind of coverage
was important in driving public concern and the humanitarian response, yet
it also emphasized the distance between Biafra and the world of the television
viewer (O’Sullivan 2014: 302, 309).

Fifth, thewar betweenNigeria andBiafra tookplace in a particularmoment
in time when world sentiment was uniquely tilted to favour the oppressed
(even if such sentiment was often not converted into action). The student
and labour protests in France and elsewhere in May 1968 were emblematic
of that moment, and the rise of the Biafran cause must be understood in the
context of that moment (Heerten 2017: 206). Domestic pressure on de Gaulle
may have been a significant factor behind the French statement of support for
Biafran secession in July 1968—although it also seems that the French gov-
ernment sought to shape public opinion on Biafra and that de Gaulle himself
was involved in the decision to send a French Red Cross mission to Biafra
(Davey 2015: 30; Griffin 2015: 125, 127; Stremlau 1977: 227). The moment
was also characterized by the civil rights movement in the United States, and
Martin Luther King had actually planned to go to Nigeria/Biafra, together
with a small group of fellow civil rights activists, on a ‘peacekeeping mission’
in April 1968 but was assassinated less than two weeks before their scheduled
departure (Heerten 2017: 94). It is probably no coincidence that public pres-
sure over Biafra in Western democracies peaked in summer 1968 (Stremlau
1977: 255).

Finally, Biafra was largely Christian andNorthernNigeria was largelyMus-
lim, with the consequence that the conflict could be, and frequently was,
portrayed as a religious war (Heerten 2017: 85–89). Many within Biafra
saw the war as the realization of longstanding fears of Muslim domina-
tion, and the Biafran propaganda directorate promoted this view (Stremlau
1977: 113). Such a perspective failed to capture the complexity of the con-
flict (never mind the fact that the Nigerian head of state, Gowon, was a
Christian), but it nonetheless contributed to foreign sympathy and support
(de Waal 1997: 74).

Global sympathy for the Biafrans translated into financial contributions
from individuals as well as pressure on several governments to donate
food and funds themselves. This, in turn, led to a significant humanitarian
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response. The basic imagery and simple messaging led to an equally sim-
plistic response that focused on the humanitarian imperative to get relief
to Biafra in any way possible, and flattened the complexity of the political
crisis (O’Sullivan 2014: 306). Much of the relief was provided and delivered
not by established, professional aid agencies but by missionaries and church
groups or newly formed organizations set up specifically to respond to the
crisis in Biafra. Even the professional agencies did not all have experience of
operations on the ground and certainly not of this scale and difficulty—and
the relative inexperience of foreign aid workers may have contributed to the
unintended consequences of the aid they provided (Black 1992: 126; Davis
1975: 505).

International humanitarian response

Apart from some minimal input from the United Nations Children’s Fund
(UNICEF), United Nations (UN) agencies were absent, but the International
Committee of the RedCross (ICRC) and a number of NGOs launched a relief
operation that was unprecedented inmany respects.Through their combined
efforts, around 7,800 flights airlifted up to 100,000 metric tons of food and
medicine into Biafra (Stremlau 1977: 242). Never before had the ICRCunder-
taken an operation of that scale or nature, and never before had international
NGOs played the dominant role in humanitarian response (Davis 1975: 505;
de Waal 1997: 73; Stremlau 1977: 207). The ICRC budget jumped from USD
500,000 per year worldwide toUSD 1.4million permonth for the Biafranwar
alone, totalling CHF 158 million over the course of the conflict (Davis 1975:
503; deWaal 1997: 76). Oxfam initially provided funding and supplies tomis-
sions and operational agencies working in Biafran territory and in areas that
had been re-taken by the Nigerian army, and then in the second half of 1968,
dispatched a team of sevenmedical and relief workers, becoming operational
for only the second time in its history (Black 1992: 119, 126; de Waal 1997:
75).

In the context of the blockade, getting aid into the Biafran enclave was
extremely difficult, and there was much political wrangling over relief deliv-
eries. On the one hand, the Nigerian government refused consent for air
delivery of food unless transported on its own planes or—initially—those of
the ICRC, ostensibly due to concerns that other planes also carried weapons
(Anthony 2014: 216; Waters 2004: 710). On the other hand, the Biafrans
would not accept food arriving from Nigeria, ostensibly due to concerns
that it would be poisoned (Anthony 2014: 216; Omaka 2016: 133–134;
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Waters 2004: 705). ICRCflights into Biafra fromneighbouring countries with
inspections by FMG officials before departure offered a feasible compromise
but for a further sticking point: Lagos refused to authorize night flights into
Biafra, and the Biafran leadership refused to accept daytime flights. Planes
carrying arms into Biafra flew by night, and in darkness, the Nigerians could
not distinguish the planes carrying relief from those carrying arms. Since
international public opinion would not tolerate the FMG cutting off relief
altogether, it could not seriously target the arms supplies as long as the relief
supplies were also coming in at night (Stremlau 1977: 246).

Relief agencies were thus caught between wanting to provide aid and
needing approval from Lagos, and different organizations adopted different
stances and strategies.The first international relief was sent by church groups,
who bought space on military supply flights (de Waal 1997: 75). By contrast,
with a mandate that required it to operate with the consent of the states in
which it operated, the ICRC initially negotiated with the Nigerian govern-
ment for permission to provide aid to Biafra (Davis 1975: 509). After around
fourmonths of negotiationswith the FMGand the Biafran leaders, inwhich it
proved impossible to get both sides to agree to the same conditions, on 9April
1968, the FMG confirmed it would tolerate ICRC night flights, at the ICRC’s
own risk (ICRC 1969: 13). The ICRC then began operating night flights from
Fernando Po, an island of Equatorial Guinea (a Spanish colony at the out-
set of the Biafran war, independent from October 1968), but suspended the
flights on 10 August, citing FMG antiaircraft fire, a move interpreted by the
Biafrans as an effort to pressurize them to accept a federally approved plan
for overland relief (Stremlau 1977: 208–210).

As the ICRC suspended its night flights into Biafra inAugust 1968, Swedish
Count Carl Gustav von Rosen was defying all warnings from the FMG to
break the blockade, carrying relief into Biafra on behalf of the German
churches, launching what would become the biggest privately run airlift in
history (Stremlau 1977: 210). The German churches were soon joined by
around thirty more mainly Catholic and Protestant groups from Europe
and North America, together forming Joint Church Aid (JCA), nicknamed
‘Jesus Christ Airlines’ (Heerten 2017: 99; Omaka 2016: 95; Stremlau 1977:
244). Many of the groups and agencies within JCA were set up specifically
to respond to the humanitarian crisis in Biafra, but what they lacked in
experience of relief work they compensated for in ‘a chaotic combination
of zeal and daredevilry’ (Black 1992: 124), undertaking risky night flights
from Sao Tomé from November 1968 through to January 1970 (Omaka
2016: 95–97, 111–113). The church-based organizations were generally seen
as quicker and more efficient than the ICRC, and by the end of the war,



38 The Politics and Everyday Practice of International Humanitarianism

the JCA operation had delivered a total of 66,000 tons of relief in 5,310
flights at a cost of USD 116 million (Davis 1975; Desgrandchamps 2012;
Stremlau 1977: 244).

With the church groups complying with the demands of the Biafran lead-
ers to fly relief in only at night, the ICRC lost any leverage to pressurize the
secessionists to accept daytime flights or overland relief deliveries and, in
September 1968, mounted the International Air Lift West Africa (INALWA),
amuch-expanded all-night air shuttle fromFernando Po andDahomey (now
Benin) including planes chartered by the ICRC itself and by other organiza-
tions (Stremlau 1977: 211–212). While the ICRC lacked official permission
from Lagos, the Nigerian consul in Fernando Po was privately instructed to
inspect ICRC planes before take-off, and although the FMG declined any
responsibility for the safety of the flights, it privately agreed to refrain from
doing anything to jeopardize them, a move that was taken by the ICRC as
tacit permission (Stremlau 1977: 211–212). The ICRC additionally provided
relief to those in FMG-held territory. In 1968, with ever-increasing num-
bers of people fleeing Biafran territory and the interruption of economic
activity in regions devastated by the war, the situation of the civilian popula-
tion in territory under federal control was deteriorating rapidly (ICRC 1969:
11). Providing relief there was important in light of the ICRC’s recent public
commitment to the principle of impartiality⁶ and also served to improve its
credibility and ease relations with the FMG (Desgrandchamps 2012: 1418).
Over time, however, tensionsmounted between the ICRC and the FMG, with
the government blaming humanitarians for inhibiting their ability to bring
the war to an end (Black 1992: 128). A Swedish Red Cross plane, flying as
part of INALWA, was shot down on 5 June 1969, and the ICRC suspended
the airlift (Davis 1975: 508; Desgrandchamps 2012: 1414; Stremlau 1977: 246;
Waters 2004: 711).

Other airlifts continued to fly relief into Biafra until the end of the war.
Some of the secular agencies, including Oxfam, that had been assisting the
ICRC airlift quietly switched their support to JCA (Black 1992: 129). In addi-
tion, two smaller airlifts operated from Libreville in Gabon. Africa Concern
(now Concern Worldwide) was founded in Ireland in March 1968 and deliv-
ered 3,203 tons of relief in 306 flights, and the French Red Cross delivered
3,075 tonnes of food and medicines in 439 flights between the summer of
1968 and the end of the war (Davey 2015: 31; O’Sullivan 2014: 309; Stremlau
1977: 245).

⁶ Impartiality was one of the seven ‘Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross’, declared in 1965 (Pictet
1979). For more on the principle of impartiality, see ‘Principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality, and
independence’ in Chapter 13 on Politics, Principles, and Humanitarian Action.
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Both the ICRC and Oxfam—for different reasons—made some foolish
decisions, which compromised their commitment to providing relief to both
sides in the conflict, and to avoid taking sides. In May 1968, the ICRC
launched a campaign somewhat tactlessly called ‘SOS Biafra’, in which it
called on some thirty national societies to mobilize material support from
their respective governments and publics, as well as advocating for the
FMG to lift the blockade (Desgrandchamps 2012: 1415–1416; ICRC 1969:
9). This not only hindered negotiations about relief deliveries to Biafra but
also affected the management of the operation on the FMG-controlled side
(Desgrandchamps 2012: 1416). At the end of 1968, when the authorities in
Equatorial Guinea began to obstruct the ICRC airlift, August Lindt, a Swiss
diplomat and former ICRC delegate who had been brought in to run the
ICRC operation in Nigeria, tried to transfer the airlift to Libreville (Gabon),
a move which was totally unacceptable to Lagos, given that Gabon had rec-
ognized Biafra and not only relief but also arms were being sent from its
capital (Desgrandchamps 2012: 1419). For Oxfam’s part, although it sought
to avoid taking sides and to provide relief where it was needed in territory
controlled by the FMG as well as in territory controlled by the secession-
ists, it went ahead with its work in Biafra without permission from Lagos
and made statements that were indisputably partisan (Black 1992: 123). The
FMG declared Lindt persona non grata in mid-1969 and, at the end of the
war, expelled all overseas relief workers and all international aid agencies
bar UNICEF from the territory that had been claimed by the secessionists
(Black 1992: 128, 130).

Political impacts: Supporting the secessionists
and prolonging the war

After Port Harcourt fell to the Nigerian military in mid-1968, the secession-
ists would have been unable to continue fighting without the international
support—support that was a response to the humanitarian crisis. With the
support of international aid, however, the secessionists were able to keep
fighting until they were finally defeated by the Nigerian army in January
1970. As such, the famine benefited the secessionist leaders in Biafra. It was
the humanitarian crisis that kept the Biafrans in the news internationally
and made them seem a worthy political cause. Images of skeletal, famine-
stricken children—the ‘Biafran babies’—were effective for internationalizing
the Biafran cause. The representation of the conflict in terms of powerful
oppressors, on the one hand, and weak and starved victims, on the other,
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served to legitimize the Biafran struggle for independence, and the dis-
course of genocide undoubtedly lent additional power to such legitimization
(Pérouse de Montclos 2009: 72).

The aid provided in response to the famine also brought material benefits
to the Biafran leadership. Denied income from exports by the blockade, they
desperately needed cash in order to finance arms purchases, especially after
the FMG introduced new paper money in January 1968, rendering that held
in Biafra worthless (Stremlau 1977: 220–221). It is impossible to know how
much covert funding the secessionists received from governments who were
sympathetic to the Biafran cause and/or stood to gain from the break-up of
Nigeria, but the foreign exchange component of private relief was probably
the most decisive and reliable source of hard currency (Pérouse de Montc-
los 2009: 74; Stremlau 1977: 223). Aid agencies exchanged hard currency for
local currency in order to buy local food for their feeding programmes (at
least until the airlift began), to hire transport for the distribution of relief,
and to make cash grants for local projects (Stremlau 1977: 239–241).

The provision of relief and logistical support also brought additional tan-
gible benefits to the secessionist cause. The Biafran leaders had significant
control over the distribution of aid within the enclave, and the army and
bureaucrats were prioritized over the rest of the population (Stremlau 1977:
247–248, 280). In the last months of the conflict, Biafran soldiers were try-
ing to divert food aid by force and aid agencies hired armed guards to
protect their stores (Pérouse de Montclos 2009: 73). The provision of relief
to the civilian population also made life within the Biafran enclave more
bearable than it would otherwise have been and, hence, can be expected
to have reduced popular demands for surrender. In addition to carrying
relief items, the JCA cargo included spare parts for trucks in Biafra—trucks
that could equally well transport troops as the food they were supposed to
deliver (Pérouse de Montclos 2009: 73). In September–October 1968, JCA
enlarged and improved the only airstrip within Biafra, something the ICRC
had refused to do (Davis 1975: 508; Pérouse de Montclos 2009: 73; Strem-
lau 1977: 243–244). Accusations that the aid agencies smuggled arms in their
flights appear unproven (although that does not mean they were untrue), but
both the spare parts and the expanded runwaywere dual-use goods that could
be—and, indeed, were—used for military purposes as well as for the delivery
of food and other relief items.

In light of all these benefits, secessionist leaders manipulated and exagger-
ated the effects of famine. Knowing that an insistence on night relief flights
ensured cover for the flights carrying weapons, the Ojukwu government
refused to compromise on relief shipments, either by allowing daytime flights
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or a land corridor fromNigeria, even though this endangered those flying the
relief in and reduced the quantity that could be delivered (Anthony 2014: 216;
Black 1992: 128; Terry 2002: 42–43). Indeed, Ojukwu instrumentalized both
hunger and relief with the explicit aim of prolonging and internationalizing
the war (de Waal 1997: 75–76; Forsythe 2005: 67).

In the absence of international relief and support for the Biafrans, the war
would have likely been much shorter and with far fewer casualties. When
the secessionists were finally defeated, fears of government retaliation against
the Biafran people did not materialize, undermining the arguments that the
secessionists were defending the enclave against a genocidal central govern-
ment. Of course, it is easy to see all this with hindsight, but the risk of aid
prolonging the conflict, the manipulation of aid, and the mis-representation
of the situation in the media were already apparent during the conflict. For
example, the British government—while obviously also having othermotives
for supporting Lagos—argued thatmore lives would be saved by lettingNige-
ria win and hence shortening the war (Pérouse deMontclos 2009: 74). Robert
Goldstein, of the Californian PR agency hired by the Biafran government
in December 1967, quit the account in August 1968, accusing Okukwu of
‘using the starving hordes as hostages to negotiate a victory’ (Waters 2004:
710). In the OAU summit of September 1968, the Presidents of Mali and
Cameroon blamed Ojukwu for starving his people, through both his contin-
ued insistence on secession and the conditions he imposed on relief deliveries
(Stremlau 1977: 274). By late 1969, some members of the World Council of
Churches (WCC) were also arguing that aid was prolonging the war (Omaka
2016: 146). Moreover, by the time of the massive expansion of the relief oper-
ation in September 1968, there was significant evidence to suggest that there
would be no genocide: federal troops had taken control of large tracts of
Biafran territory without massacring the inhabitants (de Waal 1997: 76–77;
Smillie 2012: 30). Indeed, by late 1968, half of the Ibo population was living
in relative safety in FMG-controlled territory, and the property of those who
had fled to Biafra was protected (Black 1992: 129).

Longer-term significance of the humanitarian response to
the war in Biafra

Perhaps less foreseeable were the ways in which the international humani-
tarian response to the war in Biafra contributed to broader shifts, specifically
in terms of constructing ‘Africa’ in the humanitarian imaginary, elevating
NGOs in world politics, and the founding of MSF.
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The Biafran crisis shaped understandings of Africa and humanitarian aid
in the global North. The humanitarian response in Biafra, and the visual
imagery that accompanied and drove that response, served to transform
the secessionist region from ‘a potential country into little more than an
object of pity’ (Smillie 2012: 31). The iconography and the relief effort con-
tributed not only to a one-dimensional view of Biafra but also to global North
perceptions of Africa more broadly. The Biafran child, with a grotesquely
swollen stomach, became the foremost icon of suffering in a postcolonial
world and shorthand for African misery (Black 1992: 124; Heerten 2017:
141). In this way, the war and the humanitarian response in Biafra were sig-
nificant in constructing postcolonial Africa as a continent of suffering. Even
if the imagery was new to many, the message conveyed—that Africa was an
object of pity, in need of perpetual help from the global North—was a con-
tinuation of the rationales for the colonialism and missionary work of the
not-too-distant past, and contributed to the primacy of emergency and relief
in Western understandings of the Third World (O’Sullivan 2014: 306, 310).
The representations of Biafra and the humanitarian response thus served to
reinforce preconceptions about Africa (and, indeed, about the Third World
more broadly), preconceptions that were further entrenched with the famine
in Ethiopia in the 1980s and which remain widespread today.⁷

In addition, the humanitarian response in Biafra had long-term signif-
icance for being the first to be dominated by NGOs (de Waal 1997: 73).
This is not to say that it caused the rise in importance of NGOs in interna-
tional humanitarian response, but it may have accelerated it and certainly
demonstrated the potential for such non-state actors to play a central role
in the provision of relief and to mediate between governments and publics
in the global North and life and authorities on the ground in humanitarian
crises. The crisis in Biafra prompted the creation of new NGOs, including
Africa Concern, and thrust existing agencies, such as Oxfam, into a spot-
light they have rarely left since (O’Sullivan 2014: 299). Biafra gave these and
other NGOs—including Caritas, Christian Aid, Save the Children, and War
on Want—the opportunity to take centre stage, and in subsequent years, they
consolidated their role (O’Sullivan 2014: 303).

Indirectly, the Nigerian Civil War also gave birth to MSF in 1971, and to
the origin myth subsequently developed by and around MSF. A group of
French doctors, veterans of the 1968 student rebellion, worked for the Red
Cross in Biafra, where they witnessed Nigerian soldiers massacre unarmed

⁷ See ‘Wider impact of Western media and celebrity portrayals of the famine’ in Chapter 3 on Drought
and Famine in Ethiopia, 1983–1985.
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men, women, and children (Barnett 2011: 143). They had signed a com-
mitment to discretion which prohibited them from speaking publicly about
what they saw (Desgrandchamps 2014: 291) According to the myth, the doc-
tors found this policy of silence abhorrent and opted to violate it and make
public statements about what they had witnessed, leading to a rupture with
the ICRC and the formation of MSF in 1971, with témoignage—or bearing
witness—as a central institutional principle (Brauman 2012: 2–3; de Waal
1997: 76). However, this version of events involves some post hoc reconstruc-
tion of the narrative. In fact, the public statements in question did not present
any allegations that were not already public (Heerten 2017: 323). Further-
more, the ICRC actually considered some of the French doctors’ statements
to be good publicity, and one of their articles was even reproduced in the
International Review of the Red Cross, the ICRC’s in-house journal (Des-
grandchamps 2014: 291–292). For their part, the doctors had not renounced
the ICRC and continued to work through the Red Cross in other emer-
gencies after the end of the Nigerian Civil War before MSF was established
(Barnett 2011: 144). Moreover, MSF’s founding charter explicitly stipulated
that members must ‘refrain from passing judgement or publicly expressing
an opinion—favourable or unfavourable—with regard to events and to the
forces and leaders that accept their aid’ (cited in Brauman 2012: 4). While
témoignage subsequently became an important part of MSF’s institutional
identity, the role of public statements has been contested among the senior
management, and more often than not, the organization undertakes its med-
ical work without making public statements about abuses in its zones of
operations (Weissman 2011a).

Conclusions

The conflict and resulting famine in Biafra were inherently political events,
with famine the direct outcome of the policies of the secessionist leaders in
Biafra and the FMG in Lagos. The politics of decolonization and of Cold
War coalition-building shaped patterns of support for warring parties and
additionally impacted the stances and strategies of aid agencies. While some
agencies took an overtly political stance, many sought to depoliticize their
work and emphasize their neutrality with respect to political and military
matters (O’Sullivan 2014: 309). The overarching narrative in the global north
was one of a humanitarian rather than a political crisis, but aid that was justi-
fied and driven by humanitarianmotives had political consequences. Aidwas
manipulated by the warring parties, with the Biafran secessionists using the
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famine tomaintain support internationally, and the aid to keep going in a war
of attrition. Central to the founding myth of MSF, the Nigerian Civil War—
or more accurately ‘Biafra’, the humanitarian emergency and response rather
than the war itself—is often seen as a turning point in modern humanitari-
anism, prompting reflection and debates about the unintended consequences
of aid, the rights and wrongs of working without the consent of the state, and
the appropriateness of speaking out in the face of major violations of human
rights and IHL.⁸

⁸ These debates reappear in several of the other case studies in this book and are discussed in more
general terms in Chapter 13 on Politics, Principles, and Humanitarian Action.



3
Drought and Famine in Ethiopia,
1983–1985

Between 1983 and 1985, Ethiopia suffered drought and a famine that cost
more than a million lives (Keller 1992: 616; Kumar 1987: 36, 42–43). Over
300,000 people died in 1984 alone, and by 1985, around 2.5 million—of a
total population of 40 million—were starving (Keller 1992: 616). Ethiopia,
and indeed the whole Horn of Africa, has experienced periodic drought
and famine for centuries, and while drought is often understood as a ‘nat-
ural’ disaster, the frequency and severity of droughts in the region are
not determined purely by natural phenomena—deforestation and human-
made climate change have also contributed (Keller 1992: 609; Kumar 1987:
6). Moreover, while drought often contributes to famine, the relationship
between them is not straightforward: drought does not always result in
famine, and famine is not always the result of drought.1

A comparison of Ethiopia and neighbouring countries in the early 1980s
reveals a number of interesting points. First, similar weather conditions
in different places did not lead to the same outcomes in terms of famine
and mortality. Kenya, for example, suffered a brief but severe drought
and managed to avoid serious famine. Second, in Ethiopia, indicators of
famine (specifically, increasing grain prices, starvation, and excess mortality)
appeared before drought and crop failure (deWaal 1997: 114–115).Third, not
all countries that experienced severe famine attracted the enormous inter-
national response that was seen in Ethiopia. Following the failure of rains
in parts of north Kordofan, north Darfur, and the Red Sea Hills in 1983
and 1984, and the failure of the Sudanese government to respond appropri-
ately, famine in Sudan was estimated to have cost 250,000 lives by January
1985 (de Waal 1997: 91). Yet, Sudan did not attract anything like the level of
international attention and assistance that was directed at Ethiopia.

This chapter advances a number of arguments to explain these puzzles.
Famine in Ethiopia was not the direct outcome of weather conditions. Rather,
it was the consequence of weather conditions combined with government

1 See ‘Famine’ in the introductory chapter on Humanitarian Emergencies.
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policies and armed conflict. While political factors were undeniably central
causes of the famine, the way in which the drought and famine in Ethiopia
were portrayed by Western media and celebrities served to obscure these
political causes from view. This decontextualized and depoliticized portrayal
helped to generate widespread support for the cause and, hence, an enor-
mous international response, but it also had consequences for the nature of
that response. Humanitarian aid was diverted and manipulated by the gov-
ernment, with negative consequences for many of those it was intended to
help. Arguably, the simplified and depoliticized understanding of the context
made the aid particularly susceptible to such manipulation.

Causes of the famine

In Ethiopia in the early 1980s, it was not the drought alone but the drought
in conjunction with war, and with particular government policies, that led to
famine. The revolutionary government of Mengitsu Haile Mariam had come
to power in 1974 partly as a consequence of EmperorHaile Selassie’smisman-
agement of famine in the north-eastern province of Wollo in 1973 and with
the promise of eradicating famine in Ethiopia (de Waal 1997: 106–107). The
establishment of the Relief and Rehabilitation Commission (RRC) in 1974
ensured that the Ethiopian government had a capable early warning system
for drought and famine by the time drought spread across the Horn of Africa
in the early 1980s. However, by the early 1980s, several government policies
combined to cause, rather than prevent, a famine which lasted from 1983 to
1985.2

Mengitsu’s government imposed Stalinist-model agricultural policies
involving forced collectivization and villagization (Keller 1992: 618). Radical
reforms, including the nationalization of industry and land, and the massive
redistribution of land usage rights, had provided many benefits for the peas-
antry (Kumar 1987: 7). At the same time, however, grain quotas served to
extract food from rural Ethiopia at very low prices to supply the cities, forc-
ing even drought-affected regions with insufficient food to meet their own
needs to provide grain to the central Agricultural Marketing Board (de Waal
1997: 110). Compounding the shortage of food, restrictions on non-farm
activities, including the private hire of seasonal agricultural labour, served to
reduce rural household income (Clapham1991: 251–252; deWaal 1997: 111).
In addition, in late 1984, the government initiated a (forced) resettlement

2 Some analysts date the start of the famine to 1982 (Kumar 1987) or 1984 (Hendrie 1989), and some
date the end to 1986 (Keller 1992), but most characterize 1983–1985 as famine years.
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programme that moved people from the rebel-controlled northern regions
to the government-controlled central and southern regions of the country
(Hendrie 1989: 353).

In the northern regions, popular resentment against government policies
exacerbated the long-standing armed struggle of the Eritrean secessionist
movement (Eritrean People’s Liberation Front, EPLF) and led to further
armed rebellion with the formation of the Tigrayan People’s Liberation Front
(TPLF) in Tigray in 1975 and its expansion into the neighbouring province
of Wollo in 1982. In response to these rebellions, the Ethiopian army and air
force employed colonial-style counter-insurgency policies in Tigray, Wollo,
and Eritrea.

These counter-insurgency strategies led to famine both directly and indi-
rectly. Crops, livestock, and food stores were systematically destroyed by
military offensives as part of a scorched earth policy aimed at denying cover
and a regular food supply to the armed opposition (de Waal 1997: 117; Keller
1992: 614, 620). Restrictions on migration and on the transportation of food
were implemented as part of a determined effort to stop food reaching the
TPLF and the civilians in areas under its control, and prevented the move-
ment of grain from surplus-producing areas to deficit areas (de Waal 1997:
118). Thus, the famine was not only an incidental consequence of agricul-
tural and counter-insurgency policies but also a deliberate strategy employed
by the government, even if the architects of this strategy may not have pre-
dicted the severity of its impacts (deWaal 1997: 117).The counter-insurgency
strategies also contributed indirectly to famine as they implied enormous
military expenditure, requiring resources that could otherwise have been
used to prevent or alleviate famine (Keller 1992: 614–615).

Undoubtedly, the drought played a role, but it was not the only—or even
the primary—cause of famine in Ethiopia in the early 1980s. The causes
were overwhelmingly political, and the government used famine as part of
its strategy to combat the secessionist movements in the north of the coun-
try. However, the way the famine was covered by mainstream media in the
west served to obscure the political nature of the famine, presenting it instead
as a largely natural occurrence.

Media coverage

The ‘quality’ press in the United Kingdom and other European countries
had been running the story of the famine since the beginning of 1984 or
earlier (Philo 1993: 105). In theUnitedKingdom, television appeals by house-
hold names Esther Rantzen (on the BBC) and Jonathan Dimbleby (on ITV)
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had been broadcast in early 1983 but without stirring much public atten-
tion (Franks 2006a: 293). On 17 July 1984, a television documentary, Seeds
of Despair, went out on ITV, at the same time as a report by Michael Buerk
on the BBC, and in coordination with a funding appeal from the Disasters
Emergency Committee (Philo 1993: 105–106). The story was not given lead
status but nonetheless generated significant public interest, with donations
from the British public totalling over £9 million by October, despite quickly
fading from the news (Franks 2006a: 299; Philo 1993: 106). For most of 1984,
however, aid agencies reported struggling to getmuch attention fromgovern-
ments, journalists, or the public in several Western countries (Franks 2006a:
294–295).

Everything changed on 23 October 1984, when the BBC broadcast a sec-
ond television news report by Michael Buerk, which was subsequently seen
by an estimated 470 million people on news media around the world (Franks
2006a: 291).3This report presented a depoliticized version of events, very dif-
ferent from the account given above. Filmed at the Korem relief camp, Buerk
referred to ‘a biblical famine’, ‘the closest thing to hell on earth’, ‘wasted peo-
ple [. . .], dulled by hunger, driven beyond the point of desperation’. This
dramatic narrative was accompanied by powerful imagery from skilled cam-
eramanMoAmin (Franks 2006a: 304).The report omitted to show the rocket
launchers or the Ethiopian fighter jets on their frequent flights to bomb rebel
positions (Vaux 2001: 52). Instead, the report mainly depicted women and
children, ‘exemplary victims’, abstracted from the political context of the
famine (Müller 2013b: 473).

To the extent that the mainstream media took an overtly political angle,
it was not with respect to the causes of the famine in Ethiopia but rather
focused on the contrast between the grain surpluses rotting in warehouses
in Europe, on the one hand, and the shortages in Ethiopia on the other.
Suzanne Franks suggests that this angle, which was the focus of Peter Gill’s
film,BitterHarvest, broadcast on 25October 1984, was an important factor in
generating an unprecedented public response from Western publics (Franks
2006a: 303–304). However, it was Buerk’s report that appears to have catal-
ysed public opinion and that won a number of prestigious awards. Buerk did
not explain the famine as a consequence of a particular distribution of power
or of particular power relationships, something that would require a politi-
cal response. Rather, it was explained as something non-political, ‘biblical’,
requiring a charitable response from international non-governmental orga-
nizations (INGOs) rather than political or economic analyses and responses.

3 To view the report, see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GkLPx8mQ-t0.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GkLPx8mQ-t0
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Celebrity humanitarianism

The issue of the Ethiopian famine was subsequently taken up by celebri-
ties. This was not the first time that celebrities had taken up a humanitarian
cause—in 1971, Indian sitar player, Ravi Shankar, and former Beatles gui-
tarist, George Harrison, organized the Concert for Bangladesh at Madison
Square Garden, raising USD 240,000 for United Nations Children’s Fund
(UNICEF) operations in the war in East Pakistan (de Waal 2008: 51). How-
ever, the famine in Ethiopia arguably marked the beginning of continu-
ous high-profile celebrity engagement with humanitarian affairs. Moved by
Buerk’s report for the BBC, Bob Geldof, then lead singer of the Boomtown
Rats, enlisted a number of other celebrity musicians to join him in produc-
ing a charity record to raise funds for Ethiopia. Band Aid was formed, and
on 29 November 1984, barely a month after the BBC report first aired, the
single ‘Do they know it’s Christmas?’ was released and went straight to num-
ber one in the United Kingdom. Clearly, the cause and the single caught
the public’s imagination, even if the condescending title and lyrics of the
track have subsequently been much criticized (Müller 2013a: 66–67). Sim-
ilar initiatives followed in countries including Canada, France, Spain, and
the United States, and on 13 July 1985, the Live Aid rock concert was held
simultaneously in stadiums in London and Philadelphia and broadcast live
in around sixty countries (Müller 2013a: 67).

The characterization of the situation in Ethiopia by the Band Aid initia-
tive was in keeping with the biblical imagery of Buerk’s report, with Geldof
describing the famine as ‘the worst natural disaster mankind has ever seen’
(Müller 2013a: 66). Their representations were not intended to explain real-
ities but to evoke emotions. Corresponding to the simple, depoliticized, and
decontextualized ‘natural disaster’ narrative, the response called for was one
of ‘compassion and apolitical commitment to alleviate suffering’ (Müller
2013a: 62). Rather than engaging with the complex causes of the famine,
those who participated in Band Aid/Live Aid instead took the easier option
of blaming Western governments and relief agencies for their inaction.

In addition, the response sought from the public—charitable donations
and the consumption of Band Aid products—made addressing the famine
a lifestyle choice rather than an obligation and did nothing to challenge the
global economic and political order, serving instead to reinforce that order
and its contradictions through the notion of ‘compassionate consumption’
(Müller 2013b: 474). It is important to note that some critical media coverage
drew attention to theman-made causes of the famine, and some celebrities—
notably the British band Chumbawamba in 1986—opted both to critique the
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Band Aid approach and to focus on global capitalism as a major determi-
nant of recurring crises (Müller 2013a: 67). However, these perspectives and
initiatives existed largely on the sidelines. They failed to capture the public
imagination in the way that the Buerk report and the efforts of Bob Geldof
and his celebrity collaborators did.

In terms of raising funds, the Band Aid initiative was extraordinarily suc-
cessful. By September 1986, Band Aid had raised USD 110 million and,
in addition, Western aid agencies reported massive increases in donations
from the public (Philo 1993: 122). This mobilization of empathy not only
resulted in unprecedented financial donations from Western publics but also
put effective pressure on Western leaders to provide a more generous offi-
cial response. For example, the Reagan government in the United States
responded by adding USD 10 million to its existing commitments, and the
Thatcher government in the United Kingdom added £5 million and 6,000
tonnes of grain (Philo 1993: 121). Thus, food aid and money poured into
Ethiopia.

International humanitarian response

Several international humanitarian agencies were operating in Ethiopia prior
to the media coverage and celebrity involvement described above. However,
the timing, scale, and nature of the international response were undoubt-
edly affected by this coverage and involvement. As outlined in the previous
section,Westernmedia had covered the famine, first in newspapers, and sub-
sequently in the July 1984 television reports in the United Kingdom. Thus,
there was knowledge and media coverage of the famine well before Buerk’s
second report for the BBC in October 1984. What, then, explains the fail-
ure to provide any significant response prior to that report and the sudden
change after it?

Underestimating the need for external assistance

The messages coming out of Ethiopia were mixed. The Ethiopian govern-
ment wanted additional food aid but did not want to raise international
awareness of the worsening famine. Indeed, in 1984, when the situation
was already severe, and having prohibited foreign journalists from travel-
ling outside Addis Ababa during the months of August and September, the
Ethiopian government delayed acknowledgement of the existence of famine
until 3 October, after the celebration in September of the tenth anniversary of
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the revolution (Franks 2006a: 298; Kumar 1987: 26, 28–29;Müller 2013a: 70).
On the other hand, the Ethiopian RRC, some of the international agencies
operating in Ethiopia, and research organizations such as the International
Disasters Institute and the British-based Food Emergencies Research Unit
were warning of the forthcoming famine as early as 1982 and continued
to do so with increasing frequency and intensity throughout 1983 and into
1984 (Franks 2006a: 302; Kumar 1987: 28; Müller 2013a: 69; Philo 1993:
104–105).

Believing that Ethiopia tended to overstate the need for food aid, and
reluctant to assist a Soviet client state, Western donor governments ignored
the warnings (Franks 2006a: 295). Given that there was evidence that food
aid was being diverted and abused to support counter-insurgency strategies,
such reluctance was not completely unreasonable (de Waal 1997: 121). How-
ever, by mid-1984, the level of need was both real and apparent, yet Western
governments continued to prevaricate. Undoubtedly, some in the Reagan
administration saw food aid to Ethiopia primarily as a foreign policy tool
rather than as a means to alleviate hunger and poverty, and US food aid went
from 8,172 metric tons in 1982 to zero in the first ten months of 1984 (Keller
1992: 615; Poster 2012).

UN agencies also underestimated the need for food aid until at least mid-
1984, although for different reasons. In a particularly extreme example of pre-
senting as an assessment of needs what would more accurately be described
as an assessment of an organization’s capacity to respond,⁴ both the Food
andAgricultureOrganization (FAO) and theWorld FoodProgramme (WFP)
estimated needs in accordancewithwhat they believedwas themaximum the
Ethiopian ports and in-country distribution channels could handle.Thus, the
FAO ‘repeatedly slashed the Government’s requests for help between 1981
and 1984, based upon projected needs’ (Keller 1992: 615; see also Kumar
1987: 29–30). Likewise, in 1984, ‘WFP estimated (wrongly) that the ports
could handle only 125,000 mt of relief and then took the shameful step of
estimating the actual needs in Ethiopia at 125,000 mt—perhaps one-tenth
of the real needs’ (Keen 1998a: 322). It would have been more honest and
accurate to emphasize that needs far exceeded distributional capacity and to
argue for an increase in that capacity, but neither the WFP nor the FAO did
this, and as the foremost global authorities on food aid, this was especially
problematic—their underestimations unwittingly lent support to those who
sought to play down the crisis (Kumar 1987: 30).

⁴ See ‘Assessing needs, contexts, and capacities’ in Chapter 21 on Needs Assessment, Evaluation, and
Response Decisions.
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All this may explain the delay in responding and the insufficiency of the
initial response, but it does not explain why an enormous response began at
the end of 1984, even as parts of Sudan were experiencing record numbers of
famine deaths and failing to make the news headlines or attract anything like
the same magnitude of international response.

Importance and impact of depoliticizing the famine

Part of the explanation surely lies in the fact that in Sudan there were no
relief camps comparable to Korem, with the dramatic imagery it provided for
the Buerk report, and the famine there could not be so easily presented as a
‘natural disaster’ (Müller 2013a: 66–67). Undoubtedly, the dramatic imagery
from Korem played an important part. Greg Philo quotes Russell Johnston, a
British Member of Parliament, in the House of Commons on 22 November
1984, as saying, ‘The entire aid world has been screaming from the rooftops
for the last eighteen months that what has happened in Ethiopia was about
to occur, yet it was only when we saw it in colour on the screens in our living
rooms that the Government acted’ (Philo 1993: 104–105).

Not only the timing of the response but also its nature was shaped by
the media coverage and celebrity engagement. As Alex de Waal has argued,
‘for Western governments, the political priority became to avoid embarrass-
ment at the hands of figures like Bob Geldof ’ (de Waal 1997: 122–123). This
implied providing a large-scale and visible, media-friendly response, even if
that meant focusing on areas where there was lesser need. When the inter-
national response was finally scaled up at the end of 1984, it centred on the
provision of in-kind food aid.⁵ While this may be the most obvious response
to a food-related crisis, it was not necessarily the best response, given that
there were severe limits on distribution capacity (Kumar 1987: 47–48). Pro-
viding cash to those in need could have enabled them to buy food that was
already in the country but which they could not afford, thus stimulating the
economy and circumventing logistical difficulties involved in importing large
quantities of food aid (Kumar 1987: 48–49). Given the scale of the famine,
importing food was also necessary, but a combination of food aid and cash
transfers could have maximized food access of those in need.

The response comprised two main parts, by far the largest of which was
undertaken via official channels and consisted of the provision of (mainly
food) aid to people living in government-held areas and the operation

⁵ Formore on the pros and cons of food aid versus alternatives in different contexts, see ‘Politics of food
aid’ in Chapter 22 on Material Assistance and Direct Service Provision.
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of feeding centres in government-held towns, to which people living in
contested or rebel-held areas were supposed to go to collect dry rations
each month (Hendrie 1989: 352–353). The second component involved a
number of European church-based NGOs, under the auspices of the Emer-
gency Relief Desk (ERD) and in close collaborationwith the relief arms of the
EPLF and the TPLF, engaging in cross-border operations from Sudan into
rebel-held areas (Hendrie 1989: 352). However, this component was much
smaller. Despite the fact that people living in the rebel-held areas of Eritrea
and Tigray accounted for between a third and a half of the famine-affected
population, only 90,000 of the 1.25 million tonnes of food aid received by
Ethiopia in 1985 was distributed across the border into these areas (de Waal
1997: 125).

Ethiopia in 1983–1985 has become known as a classic example of the
manipulation of aid by political actors. Its notoriety may be attributed in part
to the scale of the response: all other things being equal, if aid is to be diverted
or manipulated, the more aid that is provided, the more that will be diverted
or manipulated. However, it was arguably also the case that the depoliticized
portrayal of the context and causes of the famine contributed to a response
that was particularly susceptible to misuse and prone to doing harm. Ignor-
ing the fact that the famine was at least in part a crime perpetrated by the
Ethiopian government, some relief agencies became complicit in that crime.

Non-cooperation and access restrictions imposed
by the government

Given that denial of access to food was a major element in the government
counterinsurgency strategy in the northern regions, it is not surprising that
the government also restricted the access of international agencies to rebel-
held areas in Eritrea and Tigray (Jansson et al. 1987: 49–50). Since both
Eritrea and Tigray bordered Sudan, and parts of each province were held
by the EPLF and TPLF, respectively, it was feasible to provide aid across
the Sudanese border without the cooperation of the Ethiopian government.
However, donors were initially unwilling to violate national sovereignty by
providing aid on Ethiopian territory without the government’s consent, and
no UN agency consigned food to the cross-border operation at any point in
the 1980s (de Waal 1997: 125; Macrae and Zwi 1992: 302).

The EPLF and the TPLF had established their own relief arms in the
1970s, the Eritrean Relief Association (ERA) and the Relief Society of Tigray
(REST). Working from a logistics base in eastern Sudan, they sought to
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provide assistance to civilians living in the areas under their control. Both the
TPLF and the EPLF ‘on occasion used the inhabitants of the drought-affected
areas as pawns in their respective military strategies’ (Keller 1992: 618), but
for the most part, their military strategies and objectives were linked to the
survival and well-being of the civilian populations in the territories they
controlled (de Waal 1997: 127–132; Müller 2013b: 475).

During the famine of 1983–1985, the Sudan-based ERD provided sup-
port to the Eritrean and Tigrayan populations via ERA and REST. Since the
Ethiopian government refused consent to the provision of aid in rebel-held
areas, the identities of the individual INGOs that participated in the ERD
were concealed so that they could continue working in government-held ter-
ritory (Hendrie 1989: 354). Given that the operational agencies involved, as
well as the Western donors, sought to keep the cross-border operation low
profile and confidential, ‘the rural-based delivery systems of ERA and REST
were never publicly acknowledged as alternative channels of aid that could
complement the access of the official operation’, with the consequence that,
until late 1985, the international funding for the cross-border operation was
insufficient relative to needs and distribution capacity (Hendrie 1989: 353).

Use of food aid for non-humanitarian ends

During the famine in Ethiopia, the government taxed the import of relief
supplies and used food aid to force the resettlement of much of the popu-
lation from the northern provinces as well as to feed its own armed forces.
The Ethiopian government levied charges on all food and other relief sup-
plies coming into the country. According to Edmond Keller, as ‘much as $30
million was raised in 1985 by imposing an import fee that was initially set as
high as $50.50 permetric ton for all donors (except theUnitedNations, which
had to pay $49). However, this levy was reduced to $20 following an outcry
from all the affected agencies’ (Keller 1992: 621). These revenues helped to
finance the government’s military strategies.

Food aid was instrumental in forcing the resettlement of populations from
the rebellious northern provinces to the southern lowlands, where they could
more easily be controlled by the government. This was ostensibly to move
famine-affected people from the most drought-affected regions for human-
itarian reasons, but resettlement was often accompanied by harassment and
force, and the air force continued its bombardment of rural villages during
the peakmonths of the famine, leadingmany to conclude that its motivations
were, in fact, political and strategic (Hendrie 1989: 353). A Médecins
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Sans Frontières (MSF) report explains that when people arrived at food
distribution centres, ‘they were loaded onto trucks, often requisitioned from
aid organisations, and transported like livestock [. . .] Conditions en route
were appalling and no preparations were made to resettle the families when
they arrived in themalaria-infested regions. At least 100,000 peoplewere esti-
mated to have died in 1985 during resettlement operations’ (Binet 2013: 8).
Some families were separated in the process of resettlement (Binet 2013: 81;
Forsythe 1997: 242). Fear of the government resettlement programme led to
massive migrations in the opposite direction, to assistance centres run by
ERA and REST, and to refugee camps in eastern Sudan, with some peasants
who lived within three or four hours’ walk from government feeding cen-
tres opting instead to walk for four to six weeks to get to Sudan (Hendrie
1989: 353).

In addition, the government diverted food aid to feed the soldiers it con-
scripted to fight the rebellions in the northern regions. Government auxiliary
forces were paid with UN food rations to the extent that they were dubbed
‘wheat militias’ (Keller 1992: 621). In Tigray, for example, the majority of
food aid went to militiamen and their families (de Waal 1997: 125).

International responses to restrictions on,
and abuse of, aid

Despite the innovative cross-border operation, the overall international
humanitarian response to the famine in Ethiopia in 1983–1985 was char-
acterized by deference to the Ethiopian government and an emphasis on
discretion, especially by the UN agencies.

The UN Emergency Office for Ethiopia (UNEOE), created to coordi-
nate international relief efforts with the Ethiopian government, ended up
serving as the government’s mouthpiece, remaining silent on the govern-
ment’s role in creating the famine and on the access restrictions imposed by
the government, and suppressing information on how the government was
manipulating international humanitarian actors, using relief supplies to feed
its own army and militia and to force the resettlement of civilians (de Waal
1997: 123–124). According to Edmond Keller, ‘the FAO went so far as to sup-
port the resettlement and villagisation programmes, while those voluntary
organizations that agreed to operate in certain areas also indirectly aided the
Derg in its political objectives’ (Keller 1992: 621).

There was a trade-off between advocacy and access—the government
granted access subject to a number of conditions andwould not permit public
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criticism of its policies—and most agencies prioritized access.⁶ In October
1985,MSF France publicly criticized government policies and then withdrew
from Ethiopia just before the government issued an expulsion order (Binet
2013: 8; deWaal 1997: 124). Other international aid agencies kept quiet, some
criticizing the MSF France position for being ‘political’ and others agreeing
with the analysis but choosing to avoid public criticism of the government
themselves (Binet 2013: 8). The International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC) eventually withdrew in 1988 on the grounds that the use of relief in
the resettlement programmes was harsh and unacceptably political (Forsythe
1997: 242). However, the International Federation of Red Cross and Red
Crescent Societies (IFRC) stepped in to take its place, providing assistance on
the same governmental terms that the ICRC had rejected—underscoring the
limited negotiating power of individual humanitarian agencies in the absence
of a common position.

Wider impact of Western media and celebrity portrayals
of the famine

Depicting the famine as a ‘natural’ disaster and Ethiopian famine victims as
passive and lacking in agency, the media and Band Aid representation con-
tributed not only to a response to the famine that largely ignored the political
context in which it was being implemented but also to longer-term construc-
tions of ‘Africa’ and other parts of the world perceived as destitute (Müller
2013b: 470).The Band/Live Aid celebrities represented ‘Africa’ in a particular
way, with a particular place in the world system—as a continent of suffer-
ing, in need of perpetual charity from the global North. In doing so, they
continued and amplified the message conveyed by the ‘Biafran babies’ in the
Nigerian Civil War, which served to portray Africa as a place of poverty and
misery and an object of pity. Such representations of Africa are still central
to Western public understandings of Africa decades later, and while dom-
inant contemporary understandings are inevitably the product of multiple
influences, media and celebrity portrayals of the famine in Ethiopia in the
mid-1980s are likely to have been central among them (Müller 2013b: 475).

The lyrics of the Band Aid single refer to Africa:

Where nothing ever grows,
No rain or rivers flow,
Do they know it’s Christmas time at all?

⁶ For a detailed discussion of the relationship between humanitarian access and advocacy, see ‘Neu-
trality, access, and humanitarian space’ in Chapter 23 on Dialogue, Negotiation, and Advocacy.
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The song treats Africa as a homogeneous entity and focuses on Christ-
mas celebrations in the West, apparently ignorant of the fact that Ethiopian
Orthodox Christians celebrate Christmas on 7 January following forty days
of fasting (Müller 2013a: 67). At the same time, in asking whether ‘they
know it’s Christmas time at all’, it condescendingly assumes the ignorance of
Ethiopians—or, indeed, of all Africans. These representations are reinforced
by the response demanded by the Band Aid celebrity humanitarians—one of
charity rather than justice, which imagines the recipients of the revenues of
‘compassionate consumption’ by Western publics as African victims without
voice or agency (Müller 2013b: 474). Such representations serve to reinforce,
rather than redress, global inequality.

A one-dimensional view of the global South based on stereotypes of
drought and famine in Africa continues to dominate perceptions in the
global North. Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO) carried out research in
the United Kingdom in 2001 which demonstrated the persistence of stereo-
types of Africa and the global South more broadly, with a large majority
of respondents associating war, famine, debt, starving people, natural dis-
aster, poverty, and corruption with the ‘developing world’ and believing that
‘developing countries’ are dependent on resources and knowledge from the
global North for development and progress (VSO 2002: 5). The idea of Africa
as the archetypical continent of suffering that requires perpetual charitable
intervention from the global North has been reinforced in recent decades
(Müller 2013b: 475). Western media representations of the Rwandan geno-
cide in 1994 and the Ebola outbreak in West Africa in 2013–2016 have much
in common with those of Ethiopia in the 1980s.⁷

Conclusions

The actions of the Ethiopian government and armed forces were central
causes of famine, but Western media and celebrity advocacy portrayed the
famine as a natural disaster for which blame could not be apportioned. This
apolitical framing increased public support for the cause, but by obscuring
the role played by the government in causing and aggravating the famine,
it made for a response focused on symptoms and lacking any grounding in
political analysis of the causes of famine.This, in turn, facilitated themanipu-
lation of international food aid by the government, raising the question (not
for the first or last time in the history of humanitarian action) of whether

⁷ See, respectively, ‘International inaction’ in Chapter 5 on Genocide in Rwanda and its Aftermath,
1994–1996, and ‘Stereotyping affected populations’ in Chapter 11 on Ebola in West Africa, 2014–15.
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aid was doing more harm than good for those it was intended to assist.
Almost all the international humanitarian agencies operating in Ethiopia
chose not to speak out about the access restrictions, the diversion of food aid
to government militias, or the instrumentalization of food aid as part of the
government’s forced resettlement programme. They prioritized access over
advocacy, but as time went on, more andmore questioned that prioritization,
and the experience stimulated awider debate in the sector over the conditions
under which aid agencies should withdraw (Barnett and Weiss 2011: 57).



4
BosnianWar, 1992–1995

When war broke out in Bosnia in 1992, the international community
mounted a huge and high-profile humanitarian relief effort, led by theUnited
Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR) and supported by a United Nations
(UN) peacekeeping force. UNHCR was the lead agency for the humanitar-
ian response in the former Yugoslavia as a whole, but it was in Bosnia that
it faced most challenges. For the first time in its history, UNHCR engaged
in a large-scale response in the midst of armed conflict and ethnic cleansing,
seeking to protect people in situ instead of waiting for them to flee across an
international border.

The scale of the relief operation represented an impressive accomplish-
ment, but it was also the principal accomplishment of theUN inBosnia, when
the name of the peacekeeping force—the UN Protection Force in Yugoslavia
(UNPROFOR)—promised so much more. UNPROFOR was not a ‘protec-
tion’ force: it lacked the capacity to offer serious military protection, and its
response was limited to the provision and protection of humanitarian relief
without any concomitant effort to protect the civilian population, much less
to end the conflict and build peace (Roberts 1995: 18). It did not even always
do a good job of protecting aid.

The inadequacy of the relief effort was obvious to all involved, but it
was nonetheless used by powerful states as a substitute for more con-
certed political or military action. Moreover, the relief operation was some-
times in tension with a stronger military response, with the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO) refraining from air strikes on several occasions
because they would endanger international aid workers and expose them to
retaliatory attacks. Knowing that the relief effort was the centrepiece of the
international response, Serb forces were able to exercise significant leverage,
denying access to aid convoys, threatening to attack the humanitarian opera-
tion in retaliation forNATOair strikes, and several times takingUNPROFOR
troops hostage.
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Background

For much of the twentieth century, Yugoslavia was a unified, multi-ethnic
state populated by Serbs, Croats, Slovenes, Macedonians, Montenegrins,
Albanians, Bosniaks,1 Kosovars, and others. Under the Communist leader-
ship of Josip Tito, from the Second World War until his death in 1980, the
Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia was a stable state with negligible lev-
els of ethnic violence. However, the 1980s saw economic problems and a
rise in ethnic nationalism linked to the crumbling of the Soviet Union and
other Eastern European Communist States (Gagnon 1990: 19–21). In 1988,
the Serbian politician Slobodan Milošević introduced constitutional reform
that tipped the balance of power within Yugoslavia towards Serbia, intensi-
fying nationalist sentiments, spurring separatist movements, and ultimately
leading to the disintegration of Yugoslavia in the early 1990s.

On 25 June 1991, declarations of independence by Croatia and Slove-
nia effectively broke Yugoslavia into Serbia, Croatia, and Slovenia but were
rejected by the Yugoslav federal government. After a ten-day war in Slovenia,
the Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA) withdrew, but in Croatia (a more ethni-
cally heterogeneous country, with a significant Serb minority), the war was
longer and bloodier (UN Secretary-General 1999: 8). War between Croatia
and Yugoslavia caused sectarian violence and massive displacement of the
Serb minority in Croatia. By the end of 1991, 10–15,000 people had been
killed and around 350,000 displaced, prompting the involvement of UNHCR
to provide relief for the refugee populations (Ogata 2005: 54). In February
1992, theUNSecurity Council authorized the establishment ofUNPROFOR,
initially mandated to monitor a ceasefire between Serb and Croat parties
in those parts of Croatia with significant Serbian minorities (UN Security
Council 1992a).

With Slovenia and Croatia on track for full independence, Bosnia-
Herzegovina (hereafter, Bosnia) and Macedonia (now North Macedonia)
faced a choice between remaining in a Yugoslav federation dominated by
Serbia or pursuing independence themselves (Hansen 2006: 117). On 8
September 1991, Macedonia broke off peacefully, and in March 1992, fol-
lowing a referendum, Bosnia also declared its independence. On 6 April,
the European Community recognized Bosnia as an independent state, and
the United States followed suit the next day (UN Secretary-General 1999: 9).

1 In English, the terms ‘Bosniak’ (or ‘Bosniac’) and ‘Bosnian Muslim’ are often used interchangeably
despite the fact that not all Bosniaks are Muslim by religion, and neither are they all nationals of Bosnia.
In this chapter, I use both terms, following the work I am citing for each given instance.
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Bosnian Serbs, who accounted for around 31% of the population,2 had not
voted for independence, having mostly either boycotted the referendum or
been prevented from voting, and the government of Serbia declared it would
fight to protect their interests (Hansen 2006: 117).

Beginning on 6 April, Serb paramilitaries, together with the former
Yugoslav army, went about ethnically cleansing Bosnian Muslims and Croats
from Serb-majority areas of eastern Bosnia. That same month, Serb forces
blockaded the predominantly Muslim Bosnian capital, Sarajevo, in a siege
that would continue until early 1996, shortly after the end of the war. Across
Bosnia, tens of thousands of people, mainly Bosnian Muslims, were killed in
the first two months of the war (UN Secretary-General 1999: 7). Huge lev-
els of displacement resulted from ethnic cleansing and general targeting of
the civilian population such that ethnic enclaves were created and sometimes
forcibly contained and blockaded (Duffield 1994: 2). With the support of the
former Yugoslav Army, Bosnian Serb forces were militarily much stronger
and better equipped than the Bosnian government side, and by mid-June
1992, Serb forces controlled two-thirds of Bosnia and around one million
people had been displaced (Ogata 2005: 51).

The next three years were characterized by varying levels of violence,
mainly between Serb paramilitaries and Bosnian government forces, with
several incidents of mass atrocities perpetrated by the Serb forces and a series
of peace plans brokered by different configurations of third countries but
never accepted by all warring parties (Hansen 2006: 118–121). In early 1993,
an alliance between the Bosnian Muslims and Croats fell apart, and bloody
clashes between all three main communities ensued, with Croat forces also
pursuing a policy of ethnic cleansing, leading to a new wave of displacement,
this time of Muslims from Croat territory in central Bosnia (Hammerstad
2014: 193; Ogata 2005: 79). This lasted until early 1994 when, under pressure
from the United States, Muslim and Croat forces stopped fighting each other
and created a Muslim–Croat Federation (Cutts 1999: 1; Ogata 2005: 101).

By the time the war ended at the end of 1995, tens of thousands
of Bosnians had been killed and nearly 2.6 million had been displaced,
around half of them internally within Bosnia, 500,000 in neighbouring
countries, and 700,000 in the European Union (EU) (Barnett 2011: 175;
Hammerstad 2014: 193).

2 Before the war, Bosnia’s population was roughly 44% Muslim, 31% Serb, and 17% Croat
(Ogata 2005: 51).
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International discourses

Until decisive action by NATO in the second half of 1995 brought the war
to an end, the international response was largely limited to the provision
of humanitarian relief. On the one hand, Western states wanted to (be seen
to) do something. On the other hand, for more than three years they were
not prepared to make concerted political or military efforts to bring the con-
flict to an end. These conflicting desires generated an impressive-looking but
half-hearted response (Barnett 2011: 174). In its first major operation out-
side its refugee protection mandate, UNHCR led what was then the world’s
largest relief operation, involving over 250 aid agencies providing assistance
to some 2.7 million people in Croatia and Bosnia (Barnett 2011: 178; Ogata
2005: 52). In addition, UNPROFOR became what was then the largest ever
UN peacekeeping operation, with around 40,000 troops—mostly from West
European NATO members, with France and the United Kingdom provid-
ing the largest numbers—at its peak (Hammerstad 2014: 118). However,
UNPROFOR’s mandate was largely restricted to delivering and protecting
humanitarian relief. It was also aimed at containing would-be refugees in
situ—ostensibly to counteract ethnic cleansing but additionally to prevent
them arriving on the territory of EU states, whose proximity made refugee
arrivals a real likelihood (Hammerstad 2014: 196).

Such a policy response both relied upon, and served to reinforce, a particu-
lar set of ideas about Bosnia that were reflected in Western policy discourses.
While these discourses changed over time and were not identical in every
country, key Western policymakers promoted a ‘humanitarian responsibil-
ity discourse’ (Hansen 2006: 115–147). This dominant construction of the
Bosnian war in the West was underpinned by two basic discourses: the
‘Balkan discourse’, according to which it was a war driven by barbarism and
ancient hatreds and for which all parties to conflict were equally to blame,
implying that Western states should not intervene unless it was in their
self-interest (Hansen 2006: 106–111); and the ‘genocide discourse’, which
characterized Serbian and Bosnian Serb conduct towards the ‘Bosnian’ or
‘Bosnian Muslim’ population as genocide and hence implied a legal and eth-
ical obligation on the rest of the world to act (Hansen 2006: 112–114). In
Western Europe in particular, the ‘humanitarian responsibility discourse’
dominated, modifying the basic ‘Balkan discourse’ by distinguishing civil-
ians as ‘innocent victims’ from the ‘responsible leaders’ of the parties, a
discourse which maintained the equality of the parties to conflict but sep-
arated the ‘innocent victims’ from the crimes of their leaders in a move
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which both excluded the possibility of civilian agency and implied an ethical
responsibility to assist the innocent (Hansen 2006: 123–128).

There was some contestation of this discourse by the media, particularly
following major atrocities by Serb forces that challenged the characteriza-
tion of all parties as equal, but the ‘humanitarian responsibility discourse’
proved resilient to criticism for most of the war (Hansen 2006: 128–131).
This discourse and a Western policy of minimal engagement were mutually
constitutive.

Internationalmilitary response

In response to the siege of Sarajevo, the mandate of UNPROFOR—originally
created to respond to the war in Croatia—was extended to Bosnia. On
8 June 1992, the UN Security Council authorized the force to secure and
take control of Sarajevo airport (UN Secretary-General 1992a; UN Secu-
rity Council 1992b). On 13 July, the Security Council authorized additional
UNPROFOR troops ‘to ensure the security and functioning of Sarajevo air-
port and the delivery of humanitarian assistance’ (UN Security Council
1992c). A month later, on 13 August, acting under Chapter VII of the UN
Charter, the Security Council called on states to take ‘all measures neces-
sary’ to facilitate the delivery of humanitarian assistance—the first time it had
authorized the use of force for the delivery of humanitarian aid (UN Security
Council 1992d;Wheeler 2000: 252). In September 1992, the Security Council
additionally authorized the use of force to protect aid convoys (UN Security
Council 1992e; UN Secretary-General 1992b).

InApril andMay 1993, theUNSecurityCouncil designated first Srebrenica
and then another five predominantly Muslim towns—Sarajevo, Goražde,
Žepa, Tuzla, and Bihać—as ‘safe areas’, declaring that they ‘should be free
from armed attacks and from any other hostile act’, that all Bosnian Serbmili-
tary or paramilitary units shouldwithdraw from them, and thatUNPROFOR
and international humanitarian agencies should have free and unimpeded
access to them (UN Security Council 1993a, b). A month later, the Security
Council expanded UNPROFOR’s mandate to ‘deter attacks against’ these six
‘safe areas’ and authorized states to use air power to support UNPROFOR in
this regard (UN Security Council 1993c). The Secretary-General requested
an additional 34,000 troops to implement this expanded mandate, but the
Security Council only accepted a so-called light option of 7,600 troops, which
presupposed the compliance of the parties to conflict, andmanyUNmember
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states anyway resisted providing additional forces3 or redeploying their exist-
ing troops to the safe areas such that it took a year for the full 7,600 to arrive
(Landgren 1995: 445; Ogata 2005: 92).

ManyBosnians sought assistance and protection in theUN-designated safe
areas, but these areas did not prove very safe. Serb bombardments persisted
at roughly the same rate as before the zones were designated as ‘safe’, with
shells continuing to land in Sarajevo at an average rate of 1,000 per day, for
example (UN Secretary-General 1999: 25). Intense attacks in April 1994 on
Goražde prompted NATO air strikes against a Serb artillery command facil-
ity andmilitary vehicles on 10 and 11April (UN Secretary-General 1999: 34).
In response, the Bosnian Serb forces took around 150 UN personnel, mostly
UNPROFOR troops, hostage.They continued their advance onGoražde, and
NATO responded with further strikes, which pushed the Serbs to agree to a
ceasefire and the release of the hostages in exchange for a halt in the com-
bat air patrols over Goražde (UN Secretary-General 1999: 35). In October
and November 1994, after Bosnian government forces briefly took control
of several hundred square kilometres between Bihać and the Croatian bor-
der, a counterattack by Serb forces reversed the Bosnian government’s gains
and additionally violated the safe area, to which NATO responded with lim-
ited air strikes (UN Secretary-General 1999: 38). On 25 May 1995, after Serb
forces failed to comply with an order to remove their heavy weapons from
the exclusion zone around Sarajevo, NATO aircraft attacked several ammu-
nitions bunkers near Pale (UN Secretary-General 1999: 46). Serb fighters
took around 300 UN military observers and UNPROFOR troops hostage
in response, using some of them as human shields and chaining them to
potential targets to deter furtherNATOattacks, only gradually releasing them
between 2 and 18 June (UN Secretary-General 1999: 46, 49).

On 6 July 1995, the Bosnian Serb Army launched an attack on Srebrenica.
The Dutch peacekeepers guarding the enclave refused requests from the
Bosniak forces to give them back the weapons they had surrendered under a
1993 agreement to demilitarize the ‘safe area’ (UN Secretary-General 1999:
57, 61). However, the Dutch battalion itself lacked the capacity to pre-
vent Serb advances, and the UNPROFOR headquarters in Sarajevo initially
refused its requests for NATO close air support (UN Secretary-General 1999:
57–58, 61). The attack on the Srebrenica safe area appears to have begun with
relatively limited objectives, but the Serb forces advanced with unexpected
ease and, when they assessed that UNPROFOR was either unwilling or

3 Several members of the Organization of the Islamic Conference did offer large contingents, but the
Secretariat anticipated that the Bosnian Serbs would not agree to their deployment and that without
Serb consent their capacity to fulfil their mandate would be significantly limited (UN Secretary-General
1999: 29).
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unable to stop them, they decided to continue all the way to Srebrenica town,
attackingUNPROFOR observation posts and capturing or driving out Dutch
troops as they went (UN Secretary-General 1999: 61–62). Facing little resis-
tance, Bosnian Serbs then carried out ethnic cleansing of Bosniaks, including
the execution of approximately 8,000 men and boys, between 12 and 22 July
1995 (Toom 2020; UN Secretary-General 1999: 72–86).

The Srebrenica massacre and the subsequent fall of Žepa, another suppos-
edly safe area, shamed NATO into a serious intervention. The final straw was
a Bosnian Serb attack on a Sarajevo marketplace on 28 August. All UNPRO-
FOR troops left Bosnian Serb-controlled territory, and Operation Deliberate
Force was launched. In 3,515 sorties between 30 August and 21 Septem-
ber 1995, NATO allies dropped over 1,000 bombs on 338 Serb targets, at
the same time as diplomatic efforts were intensified (Hendrickson 2005). In
November, the Dayton Agreement—formally signed by representatives of
Bosnia, Croatia, and the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (Serbia and Mon-
tenegro) in December 1995—brought an end to the war by dividing control
of Bosnian territory among Bosniaks, Bosnian Croats, and Bosnian Serbs,
freezing borders, and establishing a new federal constitution for the country.
The NATO-led Implementation Force (IFOR), a larger and better equipped
force than UNPROFOR, with 60,000 NATO peacekeepers plus additional
peacekeepers from other countries, including Russia, was deployed to pro-
tect and guarantee the implementation of the Agreement (Hendrickson
2005).

It is estimated that up to 20,000 people, the vast majority of whom were
Bosnian Muslims, were killed in and around the ‘safe areas’ (UN Secretary-
General 1999: 6)

International humanitarian response

The humanitarian airlift to Sarajevo, coordinated by UNHCR with support
from air force officers seconded from the United States, the United Kingdom,
France, Canada, and Germany, ran from 3 July 1992 to 9 January 1996, mak-
ing it the longest-running airlift in history (Ogata 2005: 57–58, 63). Despite
being suspended several times due to security incidents and concerns, over
three-and-a-half years, more than 150,000 metric tons of food and 14,000
of medical supplies as well as shelter materials were delivered in more than
12,100 sorties (Ogata 2005: 61, 78). In addition, UNHCR coordinated a mas-
sive logistical operation on the ground in Bosnia, with around 950,000metric
tons of humanitarian assistance delivered by land convoys (Ogata 2005: 64).
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Convoys and relief staff were deliberately targeted, and UNPROFOR’s
effectiveness in protecting them was highly variable (Ogata 2005: 78, 80,
82). UNPROFOR could only travel through territories under Serb control
with authorization from the Bosnian Serb authorities, severely restricting
its ability to improve access for humanitarian agencies, who often had bet-
ter access than UNPROFOR itself (Cutts 1999: 9; Ogata 2005, 78). In parts
of the country, UNPROFOR provided continuous escorts, while elsewhere
they stationed armoured vehicles at intervals along convoy routes and at
combatant check points, counting off the trucks within each convoy as they
passed, and searching if numbers at any point did not tally (Duffield 1994:
11). Even where UNPROFOR troops escorted convoys, they provided only
‘passive protection’, accompanying the convoys in armoured personnel car-
riers so that convoy personnel could shelter in the armoured vehicles should
they come under attack, but not actively defending them (Cutts 1999: 9).
The mandate to ‘take all measures necessary’ to facilitate the delivery of aid
was interpreted by UNPROFOR as excluding the use of force, and objections
by militia leaders frequently delayed delivery and sometimes implied virtual
blockades (Duffield 1994: 11).

During the war, hundreds of thousands of Bosnians, especially those living
under siege in Sarajevo, Srebrenica, Zepa, Goražde, and Bihać, were depen-
dent on international assistance to meet their subsistence needs (Cutts 1999:
1). At the same time, in a context of ethnic cleansing, they desperately needed
protection from violence. The international community did rather better at
the former than the latter, such that the notion of the ‘well-fed dead’ became
common currency (see, e.g. New York Times 1992).

In-country protection

It was with the aim of keeping Bosnians safe from violence (and of prevent-
ing them from leaving the country to seek asylum elsewhere) that UNHCR,
for the first time in its history, engaged in protecting people in the midst of
armed conflict on a massive scale. UNHCR’s core mandate is for the pro-
tection of refugees who seek safety by crossing an international border, and
until the 1990s, most of its limited experience with the internally displaced
had involved providing material assistance rather than protection (Bradley
2019b: 627).

Working in the midst of armed conflict presented UNHCR with new
dilemmas, and the fact of being present at the scene of ethnic cleansing
that it was powerless to prevent haunted UNHCR throughout the war in
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Bosnia. Should it assist with evacuations, and thus become complicit in ethnic
cleansing, or leave people to their fate? In July 1992, for example, the mayor
of Bosanski Novi organized transport to expel 4,000 Muslim inhabitants of
the town, forcing them to give up their properties (Ogata 1992). UNHCR
sought to negotiate an arrangement for them to be able to remain, but the
local authorities instead killed and terrorized the population in a successful
effort to blackmail UNHCR into evacuating 7,000 people from the town to
Croatia (Ogata 1992). In March 1993, UNHCR was again pushed into evac-
uating Bosnians, this time from Srebrenica, when more than 5,500 people,
desperate to flee the besieged area, forced themselves onto trucks from three
convoys which had delivered food and medicine and were about to depart
(Ogata 2005: 87). In this case, UNHCR was heavily criticized for its role in
assisting ethnic cleansing, and the International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC), UNHCR and UNPROFOR all then decided that they would only
assist mass evacuations in ‘emergency’ cases but without specifying the crite-
ria for an emergency and, hence, formass evacuation (Cutts 1999: 17). Ethnic
cleansing and the deliberate displacement of populations were not new, but
UNHCR’s presence at the scene was novel and exposed the agency to black-
mail by the Serb authorities, ultimately making it complicit in the ethnic
cleansing of Bosnian Muslims (Frelick 1992: 447–448; Ogata 1992).

UNHCR saw so-called preventive protection as a way to overcome the
dilemma inherent in facilitating displacement when ethnic cleansing is a
war aim (Ogata 2005: 55, 67). At the same time, however, the policy of pre-
ventive protection arguably undermined UNHCR’s ability to press states to
admit Bosnian asylum seekers in line with their obligations in refugee law.
UNHCR was well aware that Western governments were motivated to sup-
port UNHCR’s efforts to protect civilians within Bosnia in order to prevent
them fromfleeing and claiming asylum in the EU (Ogata 2005: 67). UNHCR’s
official line was that, by engaging in in-country protection, it was giving peo-
ple the choice to stay or flee, but with European countries refusing entry to
thousands, it was not much of a choice (Barnett 2011: 179). Moreover, some
states saw in-country protection as a substitute for asylum, and in offering this
‘alternative’, UNHCR arguably tied its own handswhen it came to insisting on
the right to seek asylum (Barutciski 1996; Frelick 1992; Krever 2011; Turton
2011: 10). It is difficult to argue that individuals need international protection
elsewhere when you are also claiming to be providing protection in-country.
After being criticized forworking to prevent Bosnians exercising their right to
seek asylum, and especially after the Srebrenica massacre, UNHCR stopped
using the language of preventive protection in favour of in-country protection
(Hammerstad 2014: 204–205). Even so, to call it protection was problematic.
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In Bosnia, UNHCR’s efforts at protection aimed to bring safety to people,
who would then not need to seek safety elsewhere, but in practice UNHCR
and UNPROFOR brought material assistance, not protection from violence
(Loescher 2001: 298–301). UNHCRunderstood protection in terms of ‘mon-
itoring the treatment of minority groups, mediating at the local level, and
exposing practices of forced location’ (Ogata 2005: 67). Such monitoring was
limited because, despite the extensive relief operation, the warring parties
found ways of preventing UNHCR’s presence where ethnic cleansing was
taking place (Cutts 1999: 16–17; Loescher 2001: 298). Where UNHCR was
able tomonitor and expose violations of human rights and humanitarian law,
UNHCR staff compiled and published reports on ethnic cleansing and other
abuses of human rights and international humanitarian law (IHL) (Cutts
1999: 17). The High Commissioner also maintained discussions with politi-
cal leaders across the former Yugoslavia, urging them to reduce violence and
stop targeting civilians (Ogata 2005: 77). However, it is not clear that such
exposure and interventions led to any reduction in violence or the targeting
of civilians.

The disaster of the so-called safe areas underscores the limits of in-country
protection in Bosnia.WhileUNHCRhad not intended for the idea of preven-
tive protection to lead to the creation of safe areas or safety zones, elsewhere
in the UN the safety zones idea was explicitly linked with preventing refugee
flows (Ogata 2005: 67; UN Secretary-General 1999: 17). In Bosnia, UNHCR
was working closely with the UN Security Council and secretariat for the
first time and was tasked with providing humanitarian assistance within
the safe areas. Even if the High Commissioner was not enthusiastic about the
safe areas policy, UNHCR was ultimately a part of that policy (Ogata 2005:
93–95).The safety zones were not demilitarized, they lacked the consent of all
parties to conflict, and they were not defended by force, since UNPROFOR
lacked the strength to defend them. The poorly specified policy on evacu-
ations exacerbated these fundamental weaknesses in the safe areas policy in
that, althoughUNPROFORwas present in Srebrenica when Serb forces over-
ran the enclave in May 1995, it failed to organize a mass evacuation, and the
Bosnian Serb authorities did so themselves, separating out the men in the
process and subsequently executing most of them (Cutts 1999: 17).

‘Humanitarian alibi’

Despite the severe limitations of humanitarian action in this context, it
served the interests of powerful states as a substitute for serious foreign
policy engagement—a ‘humanitarian alibi’. Emphasizing the centrality of
the humanitarian mission enabled a moral failure to be presented as an
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organizational triumph: ‘if UNPROFOR was judged according to how well it
protected civilians, then its activities were a failure; if, however, it was judged
by its delivery of humanitarian relief, then it could be judged a qualified
success’ (Barnett 2011: 177).

Bosnian leaders wanted military assistance over humanitarian assistance,
but for most of the war, the UN Security Council and Western states opted
for the opposite. In February 1993, Bosnian leaders banned international
aid to Sarajevo in protest at the terrible conditions in the Muslim enclaves
and the lack of a political solution or protection, with the vain hope of pres-
surizing the UN to act more decisively (Barnett 2011: 178; Ogata 2005: 82).
Sadako Ogata, then UN High Commissioner for Refugees, decided to sus-
pend the airlift and all UNHCR operations in Sarajevo and Serb-controlled
areas of Bosnia until all parties to conflict honoured their commitments to
allow safe passage for humanitarian aid (Cutts 1999: 5; Ogata 2005: 82–83).
However, the UN Secretary-General quickly overturned this decision and
ordered UNPROFOR to protect UNHCR (Loescher 2001: 300).

The humanitarian agencies providing this ‘alibi’ could be said to be com-
plicit, even though they were calling out the failure of Western powers to
take more concerted action to stop the violence. As early as August 1992, the
ICRC president was bemoaning the fact that humanitarian interest among
states and intergovernmental organizations was used to conceal their polit-
ical inadequacy (Mercier 1995: 60–61). UNHCR, for its part, criticized the
lack of political action but never gave up espousing the idea that its own
humanitarian effort was contributing towards lasting peace and security in
Bosnia (Hammerstad 2014: 207). It would have been difficult for UNHCR to
contradict its main donors and the Security Council, who sought to use the
humanitarian relief effort as a substitute for political action, particularly after
Ogata’s decision to suspend the airlift in February 1993 was overturned by
the Secretary-General (Hammerstad 2014: 207). UNHCR had become heav-
ily dependent on the Bosnia operation. Through most of the war, around
one-quarter of UNHCR staff and one-third of its resources worldwide were
committed to the relief effort there (Loescher 2001: 296). Furthermore, Ogata
wanted to ensure that UNHCR maintained its relevance in a world in which
she believed that there were reduced opportunities for asylum and that real-
istic refugee responses hence required attention to prevention as well as
solutions (Loescher 2001: 296–297).

The humanitarian relief effort not only masked political and military inac-
tion but was also, in many respects, in tension with political and military
action such that the prioritization of relief curtailed efforts to address the
causes of the humanitarian crisis and to bring the war to an end. UNPRO-
FOR was mandated to protect aid but not people in a context in which
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protecting aid was arguably incompatible with protecting people. Such a
mandate required UNPROFOR to maintain good relations with all sides in
the conflict, which, in turn, prevented the UN from taking action against the
side responsible for the worst violations (African Rights 1994: 22). Further-
more, the presence of thousands of peacekeepers and humanitarian workers
spread thinly across Bosnian territory ensured that NATO would not engage
in substantial air strikes and the Bosnian Serb forces could restrict access and
violate IHL without fear of serious reprisals (Hammerstad 2014: 197; Hansen
2006: 118).

Manipulation of humanitarian assistance

As the displacement of civilians was a deliberate aim of warfare, the interna-
tional humanitarian effort—whether it served to enable civilians to remain
in situ, as it did in some places, or facilitated their displacement, as it did in
others—inevitably contributed to war dynamics. For example, the besieged
Muslim enclaveswould not have survivedwithout international aid, and their
survival, in turn, ensured that Serb forces were engaged in sieges, which
may have slowed Serb territorial gains (Hammerstad 2014: 197). On the
other hand, there were occasions—including the incident at Bosanski Novi
outlined above—where Serb forces blackmailed international humanitarian
agencies into evacuating large numbers of people (Ogata 1992).

According to Ogata, ‘relief assistance had to be given in accordance with
needs’, but all parties demandedmore and ultimatelyUNHCRallocated aid to
different communities in proportion to pre-war estimates of the population
sizes rather than the level of need in each community (Cutts 1999: 14–15,
20; Ogata 2005: 69). Since the Bosnian Muslims had greater need relative
to their population size, such a policy benefited the Bosnian Serbs (Ham-
merstad 2014: 197). Even so, the Serb forces frequently demanded an even
greater share for the Serb population and, when UNHCR refused, they often
blocked access to areas populated by BosnianMuslims, such as besieged Sara-
jevo (Cutts 1999: 15–16). Indeed, the Sarajevo airlift was only able to operate
on the condition that incoming aid was distributed both to the people in the
besieged city and to those in surrounding areas controlled by Bosnian Serbs
and not under siege (Cutts 1999: 19–20).

The Bosnian Serb forces were able to set most of the terms of UNHCR’s
operations in and around Sarajevo airport, inspecting planes on arrival and
sometimes refusing to allow particular items to be offloaded or brought into
the city with the consequence that hundreds of tonnes of food rotted on the
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airport tarmac, and sometimes preventing seriously ill or wounded civilians
from being evacuated on UNHCR planes, with a number dying as a result
(Cutts 1999: 20–21).TheUNand thewider international community decided
it was better to have the airlift operating under these conditions than not
operating at all, but this decision further empowered the Bosnian Serbs and
gave them enormous leverage (Cutts 1999: 21).

Across Bosnia, Serb forces were able to exploit the international commu-
nity’s commitment to, and emphasis on, the humanitarian response—not
only denying access but also threatening to attack the humanitarian opera-
tion in retaliation for NATO air strikes and several times takingUNPROFOR
troops hostage (Hammerstad 2014: 197). They attacked some convoys and
imposed taxes on others (Cutts 1999: 11; Ogata 2005: 80). Moreover, know-
ing that the international communitywas obsessedwith the airlift—a tangible
and visible symbol of international compassion and engagement—even once
land convoys offered a viable and massively cheaper alternative, Serb forces
carried out some of the worst incidents of ethnic cleansing elsewhere in
Bosnia while the international focus was on Sarajevo (Cutts 1999: 22).

It is never possible to calculate the precise impact of humanitarian action
on the course, duration, and human costs of war. In some cases, at least with
the benefit of hindsight, it is clear that aid lengthened conflict and resulted
in many more casualties than would have been likely if that aid had not been
provided.⁴ In the case of Bosnia, the overall impact of aid is more difficult to
ascertain. Certainly, aid was manipulated and instrumentalized by the war-
ring parties and by external powers, and perhaps it both lengthened the war
and kept some people alive during the war. At the same time, the involvement
of international aid workers undoubtedly helped to ensure that the war and
the plight of Bosnian Muslims was not forgotten by Western media, publics
and policymakers, potentially contributing to themore activeWestern policy
that emerged in late 1995 and ultimately ended the war (Hammerstad 2014:
197; Roberts 1996: 59).

Conclusions

The case of Bosnia highlights the link between Western disengagement and
the hegemony of humanitarianism, with powerful states retreating into the
language of humanitarianism and funding an enormous relief effort which
served to conceal a policy vacuumon their part and to push aid workers to fill

⁴ See, e.g. ‘Political impacts: Supporting the secessionists and prolonging the war’ in Chapter 2 on the
Nigerian Civil War, 1967–1970.
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that vacuum and to advocate policy (African Rights 1994: 22; Roberts 1996:
54). For example, the ICRC president, Cornelio Sommaruga, proposed the
establishment of internationally protected safe areas in August 1992 (Mercier
1995: 61; Ogata 2005: 89). Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) called on a more
robust response from the UN in Goražde in April 1994 and demanded the
resignation of the UN Special Envoy to the former Yugoslavia (Mooney 1995:
416). UNHCR was transformed from a specialized refugee protection actor
into a major generalist humanitarian agency, running a huge relief operation
in the midst of ongoing conflict and effectively becoming a global security
actor (Hammerstad 2014: 199). Powerful states saw UNHCR as indispens-
able to their efforts to keep humanitarian assistance flowing into Bosnia and
as a bridge between the humanitarian community and political and mili-
tary actors (Cutts 1999: 4–5; Loescher 2001: 296). The case also highlights
the limits of humanitarianism—and the scope for the manipulation and
instrumentalization of aid, particularly when aid is the centrepiece of the
international response. Emphasizing the centrality of the relief effort enabled
the efforts of UNHCR and UNPROFOR to be judged a success, even if they
failed to protect civilians or prevent ethnic cleansing. Yet, this same empha-
sis also facilitated the instrumentalization of the relief effort by Bosnian Serb
forces, who knew that they could restrict access and violate IHL without fear
of serious reprisals since they could always respond to any such reprisals by
threatening the all-important relief effort.



5
Genocide in Rwanda and Its Aftermath,
1994–1996

Two years into the war in Bosnia, the world’s attention shifted to Africa. From
April to July 1994, up to a million Rwandans were killed in a state-led effort
to destroy the Tutsi minority as well as manyHutus who refused to cooperate
with that aim.

The international community did almost nothing to prevent or halt
this genocide but played a significant—and much criticized—role in the
aftermath. During and immediately after the genocide, around 2 million
Rwandans fled to neighbouring countries, and international humanitarian
agencies quickly arrived, setting up and running camps in Burundi, Tanzania,
and Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of the Congo) until 1996. Tens of
thousands died from disease in the refugee camps, but to a significant degree,
thiswas due to factors beyond the control of aid agencies.Most assessments of
their work suggest that the aid provided was effective in meeting basic needs,
avoiding starvation, and limiting disease. The criticisms are not about the
quality of the response in that sense but rather the disproportionate alloca-
tion of resources and, above all, the unintended consequences of providing
long-term support to the camps, which sustained not only civilian refugees
but also those who had perpetrated the genocide.

While in many ways exceptional, the Rwandan genocide and the human-
itarian response in its aftermath also share some characteristics with other
complex emergencies, and the case raises questions which point to wider
issues. Why did the international community fail to prevent the genocide or
move to stop it once it was underway? Why, in the aftermath of the genocide,
was aid not always focused where it was needed most? At what point should
aid agencies stop their operations when the assistance they are providing is
being manipulated and diverted?
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Background

The genocide in Rwanda was the consequence of a combination of many fac-
tors, both historical and contemporaneous.1 The politicization of Hutu and
Tutsi identity began in the pre-colonial period with historical social posi-
tions used to define ‘ethnic’ categories, and the distinction between these
two groups was then reinforced under German colonial rule (1899–1916)
and Belgian trusteeship (1916–1961). Through the policy of indirect rule,
theminority Tutsi held administrative and political power, and opportunities
and fortunes were determined by one’s identity as Hutu or Tutsi (or Twa)2—
formalized with the introduction of compulsory identity cards in 1933—such
that the Tutsi became the haves and the Hutu the have-nots (Eriksson et al.
1996: 11; Newbury 1998: 11).

In the context of decolonization in neighbouring countries, and with the
aim of redressing longstanding injustices, both the colonial administration
and the Catholic church shifted their support from the minority Tutsi to the
majority Hutu in the late 1950s (Eriksson et al. 1996: 12). The abrupt reversal
in the distribution of favour and fortune facilitated the Hutu or ‘peasant’ rev-
olution of 1959–1961 (which, in turn, led to the exile of tens of thousands of
Tutsi to Uganda and other neighbouring countries) and the establishment of
an independentHutu-led republic in 1962 (Eriksson et al. 1996: 12, 13). From
1963, Tutsi exiles in Burundi and Uganda launched raids into Rwanda, pro-
voking retaliations against the Tutsi population within the country, which
then prompted more Rwandan Tutsis to flee across the border (Guichaoua
2017: 7–8; Hammerstad 2014: 214).

Within Rwanda, intra-Hutu tensions increased under President Habya-
rimana, who came to power after engineering a coup in 1973 (Newbury
1995: 13). The main fault line was between groups from the northern pre-
fectures of Gisenyi and Ruhengeri, which had been independent until the
early twentieth century, when they were militarily defeated by German and
Tutsi-led southern Rwandese troops, and those from the rest of the country.
The northernHutu sub-culture had a strong awareness of a pre-Tutsi past and
was ‘deeply suspicious of any reconciliatory gestures towards the exiled Tutsi
community’ (Eriksson et al. 1996: 12–13). Habyarimana’s informal coun-
cil (known as the akazu), which centred on his wife and brothers-in-law,

1 For more on the causes and course of the genocide, see Guichaoua (2017), Prunier (1998), and Rever
(2018).

2 TheTwa, who accounted for around 1% of the total population of Rwanda, were discriminated against
even more intensely than the Hutu in the colonial period (Newbury 1995: 12, 1998: 11).
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represented this northern tradition and gradually grew in influence, promot-
ing a hard line against the Hutumoderates, who favoured dialogue with Tutsi
exiles (Eriksson et al. 1996: 13; Guichaoua 2017: 21, 49–52). The hardliners
depicted the Tutsi as an ‘alien race’ that sought to reinstate Tutsi power and
subjugate all Hutus (Hammerstad 2014: 214).

Inter-ethnic tensions also increased in the 1980s, and an invasion by Tutsi
refugees from Uganda in 1990 ultimately triggered a civil war. The 1980s
and early 1990s saw economic deterioration, with fluctuations in the world
price of coffee compounded by externally imposed structural adjustment
programmes in 1990 and 1992, which hit the peasantry particularly hard and
fuelled tensions between in-groups and out-groups (Eriksson et al. 1996: 13;
Newbury 1995: 14–15; Uvin 2003: 79–80). On 1 October 1990, the Rwandan
Patriotic Front (RPF), a Tutsi refugee army based in Uganda and led by Paul
Kagame, invaded Rwanda. Only withmilitary support fromBelgium, France,
and Zaire was the government able to contain the attacks (Guichaoua 2017:
23). The invasion strengthened the position of the hardliners in the govern-
ment, police, and army and led to a civil war between the Hutu-dominated
government and army, on the one hand, and the RPF on the other (Eriks-
son et al. 1996: 13; Newbury 1995: 14). Opération Noroît, an intervention by
French forces, who remained in Rwanda until December 1993, reduced, but
did not end, the fighting (Barnett 2011: 181).

InUnitedNations (UN)-backed peace accords signed inArusha, Tanzania,
in 1993, the government and the RPF pledged to end the civil war and coop-
erate, but it is not clear that either side believed that peace was sustainable or
that power sharing was feasible. Notwithstanding some misgivings about the
possibility of implementing the Arusha Accords, the UN Security Council
authorized a peacekeeping operation, the UN Assistance Mission in Rwanda
(UNAMIR) in October 1993 to oversee the agreement. However, neither
side was implementing the basic elements of the Accords, and UNAMIR
lacked the muscle to put sufficient pressure on them to comply, with the con-
sequence that violence increased (Barnett 2011: 181; Eriksson et al. 1996:
17). Also in 1993, neighbouring Burundi’s first Hutu president was assas-
sinated, just months after his election, by elements of the Tutsi-dominated
Burundian army, sparking widespread violence (Newbury 1995: 16). Tens of
thousands of people were killed in what a subsequent UN-mandated com-
mission of inquiry found amounted to genocide against the Tutsi minority,
and thousands more fled the country. Given the close relationship between
the two countries, these violent events in Burundi exacerbated anxiety and
polarization in Rwanda.
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Genocide

On 6 April 1994, President Habyarimana’s plane was shot down, and within
hours, Hutu extremists embarked on a spree of ethnically motivated killings.
A ground-to-air missile caused the plane to explode in mid-air, killing the
president together with some key army officers, government ministers, and
foreign politicians, including the president of Burundi (Guichaoua 2017:
143). The following day, the Presidential Guard, together with army units
linked to the presidency, and the Interahamwe, a Hutu paramilitary organi-
zation originally formed as the youthwing of the ruling party at the beginning
of the 1990s, went on a rampage, attacking Tutsi and assassinating the head
of government, political opposition, and the Belgian UNAMIR troops tasked
with providing security for the primeminister (Guichaoua 2017: 148; Prunier
1998: 230). An interim government, which purported to speak on behalf of
the ‘Hutu people’, was installed on 9 April and set about confronting the RPF
and massacring the Tutsi population (Guichaoua 2017: xlv, 148).

No one has publicly admitted responsibility for shooting down the plane,
and we may never know the truth. For some years, the dominant narrative—
both within Rwanda and internationally—suggested that members of the
Presidential Guard shot it down, unhappy with the concessions that Hab-
yarimana had made in the peace talks and seeking an excuse to launch the
genocide (see, e.g. Prunier 1998: 213–229).More recent research, by contrast,
points to the RFP being behind the shooting down of the plane, with the aim
of provoking a vicious response, whichwould justify RPFmilitary operations,
delegitimize those in power, and ultimately enable the RPF to replace them
(Guichaoua 2017: 144–147; Rever 2018: 61–63). According to this second
narrative, the leaders of the RPF were prepared to sacrifice lives among the
Tutsi population they purported to represent in pursuit of the goal of gaining
power in Rwanda, although theymay not have realized howmany lives would
be sacrificed before they achieved this goal (Guichaoua 2017: 227–230).

Whether or not Hutu extremists were involved in shooting down the Pres-
ident’s plane, the subsequent killing of Tutsi andmoderate Hutu was state-led
and deliberate and constituted genocide.3 Massacres were carefully planned

3 According to the 1948 Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide:

genocidemeans any of the following acts committedwith intent to destroy, inwhole or in part, a
national, ethnical, racial or religious group, as such: (a) Killingmembers of the group; (b) Caus-
ing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group; (c) Deliberately inflicting on the
group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part;
(d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group; (e) Forcibly transferring
children of the group to another group.
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and well organized (Newbury 1995: 12; Prunier 1998: 224, 230–231, 244,
246).Those organizing them—predominantlymembers of the regime’s polit-
ical, economic and military elite—mobilized the wider Hutu population to
participate in the killing (Newbury 1995: 12; Prunier 1998: 239–248). Over
centuries, Rwandan society had developed with a high level of authoritar-
ian social control by the state, stifling the emergence of non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) or independent interest groups and facilitating the
manipulation ormobilization of the subjugated rural population, who lacked
the means and organization to disobey (Eriksson et al. 1996: 12; Guichaoua
2017: 15–17; Prunier 1998: 245). Radio Télévision Libre des Mille Collines,
created by Hutu hardliners in April 1993, played an important role in mobi-
lizing ordinary Hutu citizens to join the killing (Kellow and Steeves 1998).
Thosewho resisted joining inwere often killed themselves. Seeking to involve
the entire Hutu population in the genocide not only enabled it to be carried
out quickly, but also, in sharing guilt so widely, the instigators minimized
the risk of accusations later on (Terry 2002: 170). An average of 5.5 peo-
ple were killed each minute, more in the first four weeks when most of the
deaths occurred (Barnett 2002: 1). The killings were brutal, often carried
out by machete, resulting in slow and painful deaths, bodies were mutilated,
and many of the women were raped before they were killed (Prunier 1998:
255–256).

The genocide was brought to an end by the military defeat of the
génocidaires by the RPF, which had begun its offensive as soon as the genocide
began, rapidly gaining territory from the Rwandan Armed Forces (Forces
Armées Rwandaises—FAR) and taking control of Kigali on 4 July (Terry
2002: 156). As they gained territory, the RPF forces also committed war
crimes including large-scale massacres of hundreds or even thousands of
people in single days (Guichaoua 2017: 313; Prunier 1998: 266, 306; Rever
2018: 81–105). In contrast to the interim government, the FAR and the Inter-
ahamwe, all of whom committed their crimes openly, in broad daylight,
and with little concern for repercussions, the RPF was more discreet, killing
Hutus in secret and destroying evidence by incinerating the bodies (Rever
2018: 3–4, 74–76). It is estimated that the RPF killed between 25,000 and
40,000 people, perhaps more, between April and August 1994 (Terry 2002:
173–174).

In under 100 days, up to a million (best estimates suggest at least 800,000)
Rwandans, of a prior population of around 7 million, were killed (Prunier
1998: 261–265). More than 2 million people fled the country, and over a
million were temporarily displaced within Rwanda (Eriksson et al. 1996: 23).
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International inaction

The international community failed to provide a political, diplomatic, or mil-
itary response to prevent or halt the genocide.⁴ At the outset, UNAMIR had
only 2,500 lightly armed peacekeepers spread throughout Rwanda and had
neither the mandate nor the capacity to counter the extremist forces (Bar-
nett 2011: 181; Dallaire 2003). France and Belgium were close allies of the
Hutu-led government of Juvenal Habyarimana and reluctant to take action
to halt the killing. Other Western countries had less interest in Rwanda, and
the United States in particular was unwilling to deploy ground troops in
African conflicts after the killing of 18 elite troops (and at least 500 Somalis) in
Mogadishu the year before (Hammerstad 2014: 216; Prunier 1998: 274). The
Somalia experience contributed to a widely shared perspective among West-
ern policymakers that outsiders could do little to resolve ‘barbaric’ African
conflicts—a perspective that both depended on and reinforced particular
representations of the violence in Rwanda (Power 2002).

Two aspects of the way the violence in Rwanda was represented in West-
ern countries were crucial to facilitating inaction on the part of the UN
Security Council and the major powers. First, the characterization of the
violence as spontaneous and uncontrollable tribal bloodletting served to
construct a situation that appeared impossible to solve and, hence, made a
humanitarian, as opposed to a political, response more likely (African Rights
1994: 31). In the first weeks after the shooting down of President Habyari-
mana’s plane, mainstream Western media mostly represented the violence
in Rwanda as the inevitable consequence of ancient tribal hatreds (on cov-
erage in the New York Times, for example, see Chari 2010: 340–342). Such
media representations reinforced—and were reinforced by—similar repre-
sentations by international policymakers (Barnett 2002: 51). Second, both
Western media and Western policymakers largely avoided classifying the
violence as genocide (Melvern 2001). Under the 1948 Convention on the Pre-
vention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, states parties—which,
in 1994, included all five permanent members of the UN Security Council
and most countries worldwide—have an obligation to ‘prevent and punish’
the crime of genocide. Because of this obligation, the Security Council and
Western powers avoided the language of genocide, talking instead in terms of
ethnic cleansing and civil war, even once it was clear that genocide was hap-
pening in Rwanda (Barnett 2002: 3; Hammerstad 2014: 217). For the most

⁴ For more comprehensive accounts of the role of the United Nations, see Barnett (2002) and Dallaire
(2003). Roméo Dallaire was the Canadian General in command of UNAMIR.
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part, the mainstream media remained silent on the question of genocide,
reinforcing and facilitating the political discourse (Melvern 2001: 103–105).

In the first days and weeks of the genocide, the Security Council knew
that violence was spiralling, but instead of increasing the size or strengthen-
ing the mandate of UNAMIR, it did the opposite. Ten Belgian peacekeepers
were killed on 7 April, and the Security Council ordered UN troops not to
take risks to save or protect Rwandans (Barnett 2011: 184). On 10 April, by
which time Belgium, France, and the United States had sent a combined total
of close to 2,000 elite military forces to Rwanda to rescue foreign nationals,
the UNAMIR Force Commander told an assistant to the Secretary-General
that with 4,000 effective troops he could stop the killing (Dallaire 2003: 284,
289). However, the option of using the foreign troops engaged in evacuation
missions to reinforce UNAMIR was not being considered. Indeed, Belgium
reassigned troops from UNAMIR to its national evacuation force and then
announced its unilateral withdrawal from Rwanda (Dallaire 2003: 287, 294).
Subsequently, on 21 April, the Security Council decided to reduce the size of
the UNAMIR force from 2,500 to 270 troops, with a mandate restricted to
helping to negotiate an end to the killing (UN Secretary-General 1994; UN
Security Council 1994a).

When it became impossible to deny that the violence in Rwanda consti-
tuted genocide, it also became impossible for the Security Council not to
take more concerted action—or at least to appear to be taking more con-
certed action. Oxfam first used the term genocide on 24 April, and sometime
after that, UNAMIR also started talking in terms of genocide (Dallaire 2003:
333). On 10 May, José Ayala Lasso, the newly appointed UN High Com-
missioner for Human Rights, arrived in Rwanda on a fact-finding tour and
subsequently declaredwhat he had seen to be a genocide (Dallaire 2003: 363).
A week later, on 17 May, the UN authorized an additional 5,500 troops for
Rwanda in the form of UNAMIR II, with a stronger mandate for the use of
force (UN Security Council 1994b). However, no member state was willing
to send its troops into such a violent situation, and they were not deployed
until three months later, after the RPF had defeated the government (Barnett
2011: 182; Landgren 1995: 448; Prunier 1998: 276).

In the meantime, on 22 June, the Security Council authorized the deploy-
ment of a multilateral intervention force with a mandate limited to a
two-month period—or less if an expanded UNAMIR force was deployed
sooner—to contribute to the security and protection of civilians and to pro-
vide security and support to humanitarian relief operations (UN Security
Council 1994c, d). France launched Opération Turquoise the next day, and,
in the event, only Senegal sent troops to join the French effort (Prunier 1998:
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291). On 2 July, Opération Turquoise established a so-called safe humanitar-
ian zone in southwest Rwanda (Landgren 1995: 449).This ‘safe humanitarian
zone’ served not only to protectHutu civilians from retaliation by the RPF but
also facilitated the escape of much of the FAR and the interim government—
those responsible for organizing the genocide—into Zaire (Hammerstad
2014: 215; Prunier 1998: 308; Terry 2002: 163).

Not only did the international community fail to prevent the genocide,
but also the international humanitarian response during the three months
of the genocide was severely limited. Water and power were cut off in Kigali
and elsewhere, and people lacked access to food, but the more overwhelm-
ing need was for security and physical protection. Despite some impressive
accomplishments, neither humanitarian agencies nor the much-reduced and
ill–equipped UNAMIR force were able to provide assistance or protection at
the scale required. Between them, the International Committee of the Red
Cross (ICRC) and UNAMIR succeeded in protecting tens of thousands of
threatened civilians who had sought refuge in ICRC hospitals, UN com-
pounds, and places such as Amahoro Stadium and the Mille Collines hotel
(Dallaire 2003: 263; Gaillard 2002; ICRC 1995: 55).

The ICRC managed to keep its hospitals in Kigali and Kabgayi (around 40
km south west of Kigali) running and providing emergency surgical care for
the survivors of massacres as well as doing limited protection work (Eriksson
et al. 1996: 23; ICRC 1995: 54). However, most international agencies with-
drew from Rwanda when the genocide started (Hammerstad 2014: 218). In
Kigali, only the ICRC (with Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) support) and
the UN Advance Humanitarian Team were operating, and their operations
were constrained by high levels of violence (Eriksson et al. 1996: 24). Even
UNAMIR was unable to make full use of the material and foods placed at its
disposal by theUNDepartment ofHumanitarianAffairs, as it cameunder fire
when it tried to take control of the UN humanitarian warehouses (Dallaire
2003: 297).

Until the French Opération Turquoise established the so-called safe
humanitarian zone in south west Rwanda, only the ICRC, Catholic Relief
Services, and the World Food Programme (WFP) were able to operate in the
south and west of the country, and the volume of assistance they could pro-
vide was severely limited (Eriksson et al. 1996: 24). From 20 April, the ICRC
was providing assistance to 8,000 people in Nyarushishi camp for displaced
persons near Cyangugu in the south west. At the end of the genocide, these
8,000 were the only survivors in the prefecture of Cyangugu (Gaillard 2002).

International agencies had greater access in theRPF–controlled areas in the
north and east of Rwanda and were able to deliver significant amounts of aid
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(Eriksson et al. 1996: 24). Once the Tanzanian border was open to humani-
tarian convoys in mid-June, for example, the ICRC began transporting food
from its Ngara office in Tanzania (ICRC 1995: 56). However, humanitarian
agencies were subject to significant restrictions and control (Eriksson et al.
1996: 24). The RPF limited their freedom of operation to ensure they did
not witness the massacres it was perpetrating as it took territory (Des Forges
1999: 493). Furthermore, the RPF maintained significant control over the
distribution of aid, diverting a share for its own forces (Dallaire 2003: 299,
390).

Mass exodus to neighbouring countries

As the RPF advanced across Rwanda, hundreds of thousands of Hutus fled
the country. In late April 1994, around 170,000 fled to Tanzania in the
space of twenty-four hours, with thousands more following in subsequent
days and months (Terry 2002: 171). By the end of July, around 2 million—
including both those responsible for the genocide and civilians fearful of
reprisals from the RPF or pressured to leave by the near-defeated state and
the FAR—had fled the country, most going to neighbouring Zaire and also
to Tanzania and Burundi (Barnett 2011: 182; Terry 2002: 155).

In just four days from 14 to 17 July 1994, between 500,000 and 800,000
Rwandans crossed into North Kivu in Zaire, overwhelming the capacity of
aid organizations to mount an adequate response (Terry 2002: 171). Pol-
luted water sources and a lack of sanitation facilities provoked cholera and
dysentery epidemics which were the cause of extremely high death rates in
Goma, with some 50,000 people dying in just 4 weeks (Eriksson et al. 1996:
25; Terry 2002: 171). Malnutrition rates were also high in Goma, and there
was additionally a meningitis outbreak (Terry 2002: 193).

Believing that neither local integration in neighbouring countries nor
resettlement in third countries were feasible options for such a large number
of refugees, in August 1994 the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR)
sent a three-person mission, led by Robert Gersony, to Rwanda and to
refugee camps in neighbouring countries to find ways to speed repatri-
ation (Des Forges 1999: 495; Ogata 2005: 188–190). Although it did not
set out to investigate abuses by the RPF, it was presented with detailed
and convincing witness accounts of arbitrary arrests, disappearances, house-
to-house killings, and massacres perpetrated by the RPF both during and
after the genocide, including of Hutus seeking to flee Rwanda or returning
from neighbouring countries (Des Forges 1999: 496; Ogata 2005: 191–192).
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UNHCR concluded that the conditions were not conducive to refugee return
and initially suspended its role in repatriation, but theUNSecretary-General,
Boutros Boutros-Ghali, supressed the Gersony Report (Des Forges 1999:
496–497; Terry 2002: 173–174, 199). The findings of Gersony’s team were
embarrassing for UNAMIR and other UN agencies that had been operat-
ing in Rwanda apparently unaware of the documented atrocities, and there
was a strong sense of guilt among the international community for hav-
ing done nothing to stop the genocide as well as a desire to delineate the
‘good side’ from the ‘bad side’, to avoid weakening the new government,
and to have refugees return (Des Forges 1999: 496–497; Ogata 2005: 194;
Terry 2002: 174).

Meanwhile, security in the refugee camps was worsening. The FAR fled
to Zaire almost intact, and the former regime imposed governance struc-
tures and authority within the camps there, replicating the neighbourhood
‘self-defence’ system that had proved an effective mechanism with which
to perpetrate genocide just months earlier (Prunier 1998: 267; Terry 2002:
156–157, 178). Around 22,000 soldiers of the former FAR as well as some-
where between 10,000 and 50,000 militia were present in the camps, and
they had tens of millions of dollars, vehicles, machinery, and considerable
quantities of military hardware at their disposal (Terry 2002: 160–161). They
used the camps to regroup, restrengthen, and re-arm, and they began to
launch attacks across the border into Rwanda soon after their arrival in Zaire
(Barnett 2011: 183; Terry 2002: 164). The militarized camps contributed to
tensions within Rwanda, between Rwanda and Zaire, and within Zaire itself.
The ex-FAR and the Interahamwe not only launched attacks into Rwanda but
also massacred and intimidated local Tutsis and created an atmosphere of
generalized violence in eastern Zaire (Hammerstad 2014: 215).

Humanitarianization of the crisis

The international focus followed the exiles into neighbouring countries.
Media coverage of the refugee camps provided the first sustained images
most Western audiences had had of the genocide (Barnett 2011: 182). With
the exodus of Rwandans to Tanzania at the end of April 1994, the focus of
the internationalmedia, NGOs, andWestern governments switched from the
genocide inside the country to the refugee crisis, and the international debate
switched from being largely at the political level to the humanitarian level
(African Rights 1994: 34). Indeed, a study of coverage by the New York Times
found that there were more stories about the Rwandan genocide in each of
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May and June 1994 than in April, when the largest number of killings took
place, suggesting that the refugee crisis got more coverage than the genocide
itself (Chari 2010: 337). The humanitarianization of the crisis thus acceler-
ated with the mass exodus to Zaire in July, and the international response
exploded with the arrival of refugees in Goma (Barnett 2011: 182).

The scale of the response in Goma in particular was extraordinary,
prompted by guilt about the failure of the international community to pre-
vent genocide, intense media coverage of the influx, and the subsequent
cholera outbreak (Barnett 2011: 182–183; Eriksson et al. 1996: 27; Terry
2002: 203). The epidemics enabled the international community to frame
the crisis as humanitarian and to provide a large-scale and highly visible
response (Prunier 1998: 302–304; Terry 2002: 171). Much as they were doing
in Bosnia, the main donor states opted to provide relatively generous fund-
ing for the humanitarian effort in the Kivus—and the cholera outbreak even
prompted the United States and theUnited Kingdom tomobilize their armed
forces to provide logistical support for that humanitarian effort—but to
avoid committing serious political or military resources to address the secu-
rity situation in the region (Hammerstad 2014: 217). Providing generous
funding allowed donor governments to show that they were doing some-
thing to respond, but ‘there was an unwillingness to actually understand, to
engage or to analyse’ (Vaux 2001: 187). This unwillingness, in turn, likely
contributed to some of the unintended consequences of the humanitarian
response.

International humanitarian response

If success ismeasured in terms of technical achievements and abstracted from
the political context, a positive picture of the humanitarian response can be
painted. For example, Oxfam alone provided clean water to over 2.5 million
refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs) in the Great Lakes region
of Africa during 1994 (Stockton 1998: 352). WFP and, to a lesser extent, the
ICRC, supplied large quantities of food aid (Eriksson et al. 1996: 23). After
the meningitis outbreak surfaced in Goma in late July 1994, a mass vaccina-
tion campaign against meningitis was carried out in addition to the routine
measles vaccination campaign (Terry 2002: 193).

Such achievements undoubtedly saved lives and reduced suffering. There
were tens of thousands of preventable deaths—a major inter-agency evalu-
ation estimated that 80,000 people died in the refugee camps in Zaire and
Tanzania, and in the IDP camps inside Rwanda, during 1994, mainly from
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cholera and dysentery (Eriksson et al. 1996: 23). However, given the scale
of the influx, it is a credit to the agencies involved in the response that the
number was not much higher (Eriksson et al. 1996: 25). The dysentery and
cholera epidemics were eventually contained by the provision of clean water
and intensive rehydration of thousands of victims (Stockton 1998: 352). Like-
wise, the fact that there was not widespread starvation can be attributed in
part to the effective performance of the food aid supply systems (Eriksson
et al. 1996: 23).

However, the efforts of humanitarian agencies were not always focused on
those with greatest need, as required by the principle of impartiality.⁵ Relative
to that in the refugee camps, the humanitarian response inside Rwanda after
the genocide was on a much smaller scale. Certainly, many of the people in
the camps in neighbouring countries had urgent and significant needs, but so
did people inside Rwanda (Storey 1997). Within Rwanda, the focus of inter-
national aid was, to a large degree, determined by ease of access rather than
the level of humanitarian need. Humanitarian agencies had easier and safer
access to IDPs in camps in the so-called safe zone established by Opération
Turquoise, which led to the relative neglect of those in the north west of the
country (Eriksson et al. 1996: 24). Outside Rwanda, media attention was a
major driver of humanitarian focus, and the shift in international attention
to Goma from mid-July resulted in the transfer of resources and personnel
away from Tanzania (Eriksson et al. 1996: 25).

Moreover, a focus on technicalmeasures or outputs obscures the limits and
unintended consequences of the humanitarian response.The level of violence
within the camps was extremely high, with an estimated 4,000 camp inhab-
itants killed in Zaire (Eriksson et al. 1996: 28). Refugees were killed because
they were suspected of spying for the RPF, of being against the former regime,
or simply for saying they wanted to return to Rwanda (Prunier 1998: 310).
Several international andmany more local aid workers were also killed in the
camps, and intimidation and threats were common (Hammerstad 2014: 224).
The high levels of insecurity directly affected the effectiveness of the relief
efforts as most international aid workers were unable to remain in the camps
overnight, and medical personnel were not always able to maintain continu-
ous care of patients (Eriksson et al. 1996: 28). Moreover, aid was deliberately
diverted and manipulated in such a way that it facilitated the violence within
(and beyond) the camps.

⁵ See ‘Principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality, and independence’ in Chapter 13 on Politics,
Principles, and Humanitarian Action.
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Diversion, manipulation, and unintended consequences
of aid

The perpetrators of the genocide gained control of the aid distribution sys-
temswithin the camps and taxed, diverted, and stole aid (AfricanRights 1994:
34–35; Storey 1997: 387; Terry 2002, 186, 188). As is often the case in emer-
gency response, international aid agencies employedmembers of the affected
population who had previously held leadership positions within society to
assist with camp management and to oversee food distribution. People with
leadership experience are often well qualified to organize relief operations
and distributions, but employing them to do so can also serve to reinforce
pre-existing power structures. In the case of the Rwandan refugee camps,
this meant that the perpetrators of the genocide gained legitimacy as rep-
resentatives of the refugees (Storey 1997: 388), and were able to divert and
manipulate aid.

The political and military authorities of the former regime inflated pop-
ulation numbers in the camps and sabotaged efforts to conduct refugee
registration exercises. Exaggerating population numbers served not only to
generate economic benefits from the provision of additional international aid
but also to challenge the new Rwandan regime’s right to power (Terry 2002:
188). For the same reason, they also sought to stop refugees from repatriat-
ing to Rwanda (Hammerstad 2014: 219). The more Rwandan people outside
Rwanda, the less legitimacy the regime inside Rwanda could claim. Fur-
thermore, as the former regime controlled food distribution in the camps,
it was able to divert rations from refugees to feed its own forces, with the
consequence that, among certain groups, particularly the elderly and female-
headed households, there were high rates of malnutrition (Borton 1996: 29;
Terry 2002: 188).

In principle, the host state is responsible for ensuring that refugee camps
are exclusively civilian and humanitarian, but the states neighbouring
Rwanda did not live up to this responsibility. The Zairean government vac-
illated between reluctant cooperation with UNHCR and maintaining good
relations with the former Rwandan regime (Hammerstad 2014: 217; Terry
2002: 183). The camps in Tanzania were also militarized, and although the
Tanzanian government was somewhat better able to resist the attempts of the
génocidaires to control them, the destabilizing presence of militants among
the refugee population ultimately led to Tanzania forcibly repatriating all
Rwandan refugees in December 1996 (Hammerstad 2014: 216). The record
of the wider international community in addressing the violence was equally
unimpressive. As in Bosnia, powerful states offered a humanitarian response
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as a substitute for political action.⁶ Between 1994 and 1996, international
donors provided funding of USD 1.3 billion for humanitarian assistance in
the refugee camps, while refusing funds to disarm the militants (Lischer
2003: 80). The United States, France, Israel, Japan, and the Netherlands even
despatched military contingents to fight ‘a war against cholera’ but did not
mandate them to deal with the génocidaires or address the insecurity in the
camps (Terry 2002: 193).

There was little that humanitarian agencies could do to resist the demands
of what was effectively a well-armed military. Aid workers were physically
threatened when they sought to remove the génocidaires from the distribu-
tion network and to reduce the amount of aid being diverted (Barnett 2011:
183; Terry 2002: 201–202). In June 1994, an attempt to remove a known
génocidaire fromBenaco refugee camp in Tanzania almost caused a riot when
his followers surrounded the UNHCR compound (Terry 2002: 193). When
the Canadian branch of CARE established an independent security struc-
ture in Katale refugee camp in Goma, CARE staff received death threats,
and thirty-five of the Rwandan ‘Scouts’ tasked with controlling camp access
and directing camp traffic were murdered and replaced by armed militia
members, prompting CARECanada to withdraw (Terry 2002: 176). UNHCR
ended up paying and equipping Mobutu’s presidential guard to police the
camps, but they were not tasked with disarming the ex-FAR and militias,
and their deployment only served to improve security until they allied them-
selves with the Hutu militants in response to shifts in political and security
dynamics in eastern Zaire (Hammerstad 2014: 219).

Even if resisting the ex-FAR and themilitias was beyond the capacity of the
agencies in charge of the camps, they could have taken better precautions to
avoid the militarization of the camps in the first place. The diversion of aid
to support the restrengthening of the former regime and the militarization of
the camps were not only foreseeable but also foreseen by some experts (Terry
2002: 170). Nonetheless, it was arguably understandable that UNHCR and
other agencies failed to analyse the history and nature of the refugees arriving
very suddenly in Tanzania in April 1994 (Terry 2002: 192–193). Some have
also argued that the power of thosewhohad perpetrated the genocidewas not
immediately clear to UNHCR or other international agencies in the camps
in Zaire in July (Hammerstad 2014: 218). That may the case, but it certainly
should have been clear. By June 1994, aid agencies were well aware of the
nature of the refugee leadership in Tanzania, and yet the same mistakes were
made in Zaire in July (Terry 2002: 193).

⁶ See ‘Humanitarian alibi’ in Chapter 4 on the Bosnian War, 1992–1995.
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Moreover, there is at least one way in which humanitarian agencies can
resist in an already militarized context—they can invoke what MSF calls an
ethic of refusal. The question of whether to remain or withdraw from the
camps in Zaire created a great deal of division not only between but also
within different humanitarian agencies.The International RescueCommittee
(IRC) and the French section of MSF decided to withdraw once the emer-
gency phase of the relief operation had subsided, but the vast majority of
international agencies remained (Terry 2002: 195). Other MSF sections and
agencies such as Care UK and Oxfam considered withdrawing but ultimately
decided to stay (Terry 2002: 197, 201). Of the many NGOs that remained,
most did so because they prized the humanitarian imperative above concerns
for the consequences of their work, or considered consequences only in terms
of technical service delivery, focusing on outputs rather than outcomes (Terry
2002: 200). Many also followed an institutional or economic logic. Aid agen-
cies depend on—and compete for—voluntary donations, andmedia coverage
of their work offers free advertising.Many could not afford tomiss the intense
media coverage of the refugee exodus and cholera outbreak in Goma, or cal-
culated that doing so would not be worth it when a competitor agency would
surely take their place and the camps would continue to function in the same
way regardless (Cooley and Ron 2002: 25–31; Terry 2002: 202–203).

UNHCR faced calls (from both within and outside of the organization) to
withdraw from the camps, but Sadako Ogata, the High Commissioner, never
seriously considered this. Within UNHCR, there were fears that withdraw-
ing could make the agency irrelevant in future refugee situations, especially
in the global context of increasingly restrictive asylum policies and erosion
of refugee protection principles (Terry 2002: 198). Ogata claimed that the
institutional mandate obliged UNHCR to help refugees even though some—
or even much—of the aid was being diverted, and UNHCR was unable to
fulfil its primary responsibility to provide protection to the refugees (Ham-
merstad 2014: 223; Terry 2002: 197–198). Ogata frequently repeated that the
fault lay with political actors and called on the international community to
move the camps away from the border, to remove the extremists from them,
and to monitor the borders (Hammerstad 2014: 221; Ogata 2005: 197–199).
None of thesemeasures were taken, andUNHCR continued to run the camps
anyway. Perhaps burned by Ogata’s failed attempt at stopping operations in
Bosnia,⁷ UNHCR arguably became complicit in that its own presence and
actions were having negative consequences for security.

⁷ See ‘Humanitarian alibi’ in Chapter 4 on the Bosnian War, 1992–1995.
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While aid inevitably has unintended impacts on political and conflict
dynamics, three factors set the Rwandan case apart from the norm. First,
genocide is a particularly heinous crime, making complicity in strength-
ening the perpetrators of genocide particularly unpalatable, though this is
arguably more a question of justice rather than impact on conflict dynam-
ics. Second, unusually, or even uniquely, the responsibility of the interim
government for genocide was fully established before significant humanitar-
ian operations began (African Rights 1994: 28). Third, only international aid
was sustaining the viability of the old regime, and the aid mechanisms them-
selves enabled the former government to maintain control over the refugee
population (Terry 2002: 196).

Closing the camps

The new regime in Rwanda was never going to allow the IDP camps in
Rwanda and the refugee camps in neighbouring countries to sustain the
old regime indefinitely, so one way or another they would be closed down.
From the perspective of the RPF-led government in Kigali, UNHCR and the
other international agencies running the camps had not simply been aid-
ing refugees but also supporting the military struggle of the génocidaires
(Hammerstad 2014: 217; Terry 2002: 192).

Ultimately, the camps were closed by force, and hundreds of thousands
of refugees died or disappeared. In April 1995, perhaps 4,000 IDPs were
killed in Kibeho, the largest IDP camp in the zone formerly controlled by the
French Opération Turquoise (Eriksson et al. 1996: 24; Rever 2018: 51; Terry
2002: 210). Then, in October and November 1996, after repeated warnings
from Kigali, the new Rwandan army (the RPF forces), together with Zairean
rebel forces, attacked and destroyed the camps in Zaire—apparently with at
least the tacit support of the US government, given that efforts to encour-
age voluntary repatriation had been largely unsuccessful and the camps were
expensive to maintain and served to destabilize the region (OHCHR 2010:
80–82, 85–86, 87, 92–97; Terry 2002: 185, 191). The refugees from the Goma
camps in North Kivu and from the camps in Bukavu and Uvira in South
Kivu fled in several directions, pursued and, in many cases, forcibly repatri-
ated or massacred by RPF forces and allies (OHCHR 2010: 82–92, 97–118).
There is evidence to suggest that RPF forces had infiltrated UNHCR and
other humanitarian organizations and intercepted their communications to
identify the location of escaping refugees in order to kill them (Rever 2018:
36–37).
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The massacres in eastern Zaire following the closure of the camps may
have constituted genocide (OHCHR 2010: 278–284). For broadly the same
reasons that the Gersony Report was supressed, international observers
resisted acknowledging the scale of abuses perpetrated by the new Rwandan
regime, and, for several years, the massacres were not widely acknowledged.
International agencies were frequently prevented from accessing camps and
makeshift camps until the refugees inhabiting them had been killed and
their bodies removed (see, e.g. OHCHR 2010: 105, 108–110). Nonetheless,
humanitarian workers cannot have been completely ignorant of the mas-
sacres. On occasion, they encountered survivors or pre-emptively evacuated
refugees when they had warnings that RPF and Zairean rebel forces were
advancing (OHCHR 2010: 105, 116).The violence perpetrated by the ex-FAR
in and around the camps from 1994 to 1996 and by the RPF during and after
the closure of the camps also affected political and military dynamics in east-
ern Zaire, exacerbating inter-ethnic tensions and sparking the First Congo
War (September 1996–May 1997), destabilizing the region, and ultimately
leading to many more deaths in the Second Congo War (August 1998–July
2003) and beyond—over 5 million, by some estimates (Paddon 2010).

HadUNHCR and the other aid agencies supporting the camps closed them
and terminated the aid operation in 1995 or early 1996, the refugees would
have had to return to Rwanda, whichwould likely have been a better outcome
for the tens or hundreds of thousands who were killed during the eventual
dispersal in 1996–1997 and also for regional stability (Hammerstad 2014:
21). However, the militarization of the camps posed genuine dilemmas to
the agencies operating them. Closing the camps risked punishing the civilian
majority for the crimes of the génocidaire minority, sacrificing lives today for
only the possibility of saving lives tomorrow.⁸While it may have been impos-
sible to predict all the long-term consequences of sustaining the camps, there
was some warning that the RPF would attack—Kagame had repeated the
threat on several occasions, and, after the massacre at Kibeho in April 1995,
it should have been clear that the threat to close the camps in neighbour-
ing countries was very real (Terry 2002: 184–185). Furthermore, it was not
just longer-term consequences that were at stake; aid was being used against
those for whom it was intended (Terry 2002: 195). Nonetheless, withholding
aid to the camps could have meant sacrificing lives, and most agencies were
not prepared to take that risk.

⁸ For a discussion of this issue inmore general terms, see ‘Desirability of apolitical action’ in Chapter 13
on Politics, Principles, and Humanitarian Action.



90 The Politics and Everyday Practice of International Humanitarianism

Conclusions

Much like the experience of the Bosnian war, that of the Rwandan genocide
highlighted the severe limits to what unarmed humanitarians can achieve
in contexts of major violence and in the absence of a concerted political
effort to stop that violence. It exemplified the risks of aiding combatants
and prolonging conflict when combatants and civilians are mixed up (in this
case, in refugee camps). Operational agencies justifiably lament the way that
powerful states use humanitarian action tomask or excuse a lack ofmore con-
certed political or military action. At the same time, however, those agencies
become complicit in the so-called humanitarian alibi when they accept fund-
ing from donor governments who are paying for humanitarian action as a
way to avoid foreign policy engagement (Terry 2002: 214). In sustaining mil-
itarized refugee camps, aid agencies contributed—albeit unintentionally—to
very harmful consequences for the refugees, and for the region, stimulating
a debate in the sector on how to combine the humanitarian imperative with
the need tominimize the harmful consequences of aid, and on themerits and
demerits of instrumentalizing aid in pursuit of wider goals.⁹

⁹ For more on these debates, see ‘Political or apolitical humanitarian action’ in Chapter 13 on Politics,
Principles, and Humanitarian Action.



6
Afghanistan, 2001–2014

In October 2001, the United States launched Operation Enduring Freedom,
with UK and US airstrikes targeting al-Qaeda and the ruling Taliban in
Afghanistan. Although the Taliban was quickly overthrown, conflict contin-
ued and international forces involvingmore than fifty countries were engaged
in combat operations for just over thirteen years. The conflict had a range of
humanitarian consequences, including direct consequences, such as civilian
casualties and internal displacement, and indirect consequences such as poor
health outcomes due to violence limiting the reach of vaccination campaigns
and health-care provision. Humanitarian needs did not disappear—or even
diminish—in 2014, but the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in
Afghanistan, aNorthAtlantic TreatyOrganization (NATO)-ledmilitarymis-
sion, was disbanded, and responsibility for internal security was handed to
the Afghan government, marking the end of Operation Enduring Freedom.

Throughout the 2001–2014 period, aid was politicized in a variety of ways,
with significant consequences for how and where assistance was provided.
The United States and its military partners labelled the context as ‘post-
conflict’ from 2002 and emphasized chronic poverty and underdevelopment
rather than humanitarian needs. Data on humanitarian needs was limited
and of poor quality, making it difficult for aid agencies to push back against
this conceptualization and emphasis. The discourse of post-conflict develop-
ment was reflected in donor government funding decisions as well as in the
efforts of ISAF. Together with the political branches of the United Nations
(UN), ISAF sought to instrumentalize assistance for the purpose of stabi-
lization and state-building and to co-opt international non-governmental
organizations (INGOs) and UN humanitarian agencies in pursuit of these
wider goals.

Many aid agencies adopted a development and reconstruction agenda after
2002, in line with the objectives of their donors, many of whom were also
participating in ISAF. Whereas humanitarian agencies usually seek to keep
their work separate from political and military actors, in this context, some
worked closely with intervening forces, especially to begin with. In doing

The Politics and Everyday Practice of International Humanitarianism. Miriam Bradley, Oxford University Press.
© Miriam Bradley (2023). DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780198840695.003.0006



92 The Politics and Everyday Practice of International Humanitarianism

so, they frequently compromised on the humanitarian principles of inde-
pendence, impartiality, and neutrality.1 After the 2009 troop ‘surge’, many
increasingly sought to distance themselves from the UN and from donors
with troops on the ground. The efforts of ISAF and the Afghan government
to win ‘hearts and minds’ were not obviously successful, but the perception
that aid agencies were associated with foreign military forces contributed
to Afghanistan becoming one of the most dangerous places for aid workers
worldwide. For the most part, aid agencies responded to high levels of inse-
curity through recourse to remote management and hard security measures,
modus operandi that had negative consequences for the reach and quality of
the humanitarian response and, hence, for the Afghan population.

Background

From 1996 to 2001, Afghanistan was governed by the Taliban, and al-Qaeda
was operating inside the country.When al-Qaedamembers launched a series
of coordinated terror attacks on the United States on 11 September 2001,
killing close to 3,000 people, the US government responded with an ultima-
tum requiring the Taliban, among other things, to turn over the al-Qaeda
leadership based in Afghanistan. The Taliban quickly rejected the ultima-
tum, and although it subsequently offered some compromise options, none
of these were acceptable to the United States.

With authorization from the UN Security Council, the United States
launched Operation Enduring Freedom, beginning with airstrikes on al-
Qaeda and Taliban targets on 7 October 2001. The subsequent war in
Afghanistan was both the launchpad and the centrepiece of the so-called
global war on terror.

The Taliban was quickly overthrown, with the US-backed Northern
Alliance seizing Kabul in November 2001. Representatives of the United
States and its international coalition gathered in Bonn with their key Afghan
allies in December and established the Afghan Interim Authority, headed
by Hamid Karzai—and to be replaced by the Afghan Transitional Authority
sixmonths later.TheBonnAgreement also set out the role of aUN-mandated
military force, and as soon as the Interim Authority was in place, the UN
Security Council established ISAF with a mandate to assist Karzai in Kabul,
providing basic security, and training the Afghan forces (UN Security Coun-
cil 2001). ISAF initially had around 4,500 soldiers, and there was a smaller

1 See ‘Principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality, and independence’ in Chapter 13 on Politics,
Principles, and Humanitarian Action.
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number of US-led forces hunting for Osama bin Laden and other senior Tal-
iban members in the south-eastern provinces bordering Pakistan (Suhrke
2008: 214).

Keen to publicize and consolidate their apparent quick win, the Karzai
government and its international backers designated the context as ‘post-
conflict’, despite continuing hostilities on the ground. In fact, the years
immediately after the installation of the transitional government and the
establishment of ISAF saw a gradual restrengthening of the Taliban, ongoing
conflict, and frequently increasing rather than decreasing levels of violence
(Crombé and Hofman 2011: 55; Suhrke 2008). In August 2003, NATO took
over leadership of ISAF, and in October, the Security Council expanded
ISAF’s mandate beyond Kabul to cover the whole of Afghanistan (NATO
2015). From 2004, ISAF deployed provincial reconstruction teams (PRTs),
small civil-military teams which sought to ‘stabilize’ the relatively calm areas
in which they operated by contributing to reconstruction and generating
support for the central government (Suhrke 2008: 223). However, the inter-
national forces also relied heavily on aerial bombing in their response to
increasing Taliban influence, resulting in civilian casualties which under-
mined ISAF’s legitimacy and increased support for the insurgents (Crombé
andHofman 2011: 55; Suhrke 2008: 221–222, 230). By 2008, six years after the
supposed end of the war, the size of the international forces in Afghanistan
had increased almost ten-fold to nearly 50,000 troops, and the country was
increasingly insecure (Suhrke 2008).

To address growing insecurity, the United States authorized a troop ‘surge’,
which began at the end of 2009 and involved the deployment of an additional
40,000 troops, almost doubling the size of ISAF (Haysom and Jackson 2013:
9; NATO 2015). The surge was accompanied by an increase in violence from
armed opposition groups, with insurgent attacks increasing by 50% between
June 2010 and 2011 (Featherstone 2012: 5). As conflict intensified following
the surge, so too did the number of civilian casualties and the level of internal
displacement (Poole 2014: 7).

At conferences in London and Kabul in January and May 2010, represen-
tatives of the Afghan government, ISAF troop-contributing nations, donors,
and the wider international community elaborated a plan for a transition
aimed at transferring security, governance, and development responsibili-
ties to the Afghan government through a gradual withdrawal of international
forces (Featherstone 2012: 5). This transition was launched in July 2011 and
completed at the end of 2014, by which time all PRTs had been phased out
and the ISAF mission was completed. In January 2015, NATO launched
the follow-on, the Resolute Support Mission, to train, advise, and support
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Afghan security forces and institutions. By July 2020, that non-combat mis-
sion numbered 17,000 troops from 39 NATO allies and partner countries
(NATO 2020). The Mission was terminated in 2021, and Taliban forces
quickly regained control of the country.

Humanitarian needs and vulnerability

Assessing humanitarian needs in Afghanistan during the years of Opera-
tion Enduring Freedom was extremely difficult due to a lack of good-quality
data—and sometimes of any data at all.2 The paucity of data was, in part,
a consequence of the same factors that were contributing to humanitarian
vulnerability, including state fragility and high levels of insecurity, and was
exacerbated by the failure of the humanitarian sector to prioritize data col-
lection and analysis (Benelli et al. 2012: 5). Furthermore, the ways that many
aid agencies responded to insecurity—with bunkerization and remote man-
agement and without dialogue and relationship-building with the Taliban
and other armed opposition groups—exacerbated the paucity of information
(Donini 2011: 154 fn. 30).

While there is broad consensus that levels of vulnerability and need were
high throughout the period covered in this chapter, the picture is complicated
by the question of whether (and which) needs were properly ‘humanitar-
ian’ and the consequence of ‘humanitarian crisis’, or better conceptualized
as the consequence of underdevelopment and other structural factors. In
Afghanistan, this was a highly political question. From 2002, because the US-
led coalition of international forces and the Afghan government wanted to
portray the context as ‘post-conflict’, and hence not of humanitarian concern,
they sought tominimize humanitarian need in their discourse or to rebrand it
as chronic underdevelopment (Benelli et al. 2012: 5; Donini 2011: 151; Feath-
erstone 2012: 10). The ‘post-conflict’ designation was accepted by all but a
handful of analysts and served to warp the analysis because, in fact, conflict
was ongoing and humanitarian needs did not disappear (Donini 2011: 148).

Several factors suggest that many of the needs and vulnerabilities in
Afghanistan even after 2002 could be described as ‘humanitarian’, resulting
from the conflict and other disasters, and requiring a humanitarian rather
than—or as well as—a development response. First, the patchy data avail-
able reveal acute needs typical of ‘emergency’ definitions (see, e.g. Benelli

2 For a general discussion of the importance and challenges of humanitarian needs assessments, see
‘Assessing needs, contexts, and capacities’ in Chapter 21 on Needs Assessment, Evaluation, and Response
Decisions.
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et al. 2012: 6–10). Second, much of the vulnerability and many of the needs
identified through the 2001–2014 periodwere clearly a consequence of ongo-
ing armed conflict, including: civilians killed by parties to conflict (Haysom
and Jackson 2013: 8; UNAMA 2015: 23); civilians displaced or inaccessible
to humanitarian agencies due to counter-insurgency operations and other
conflict-related violence (Featherstone 2012: 9; Poole 2014: 7); and access to
basic health care limited due to attacks against health-care facilities and per-
sonnel (Benelli et al. 2012: 7–8). Third, regardless of what was driving needs,
the fact remained that there was ongoing conflict across the country. Inmany
respects, therefore, a principled humanitarian response, mindful of the sensi-
tivities required for working in conflict contexts, was more appropriate than
a developmental response, implicitly premised on broadly peaceful operating
conditions.3

The many good reasons to emphasize a humanitarian rather than devel-
opment response clashed with the interests of the many donors who were
committed to the post-conflict narrative. In this context, the failure of the
humanitarian sector to prioritize quality information and analysis was par-
ticularly serious. Without a credible picture of how the conflict was affecting
health and other essential services across the large parts of the country that
were not controlled by the government, operational humanitarian agencies
were not in a strong position to push donors to acknowledge that a robust
humanitarian response was necessary and to provide funding for such a
response (Donini 2011: 154; Featherstone 2012: 10–11).

Funding for humanitarian response

Despite the lack of accurate data on humanitarian needs, it is clear that fund-
ing for humanitarian action in Afghanistan was not driven by need and need
alone.⁴ This is evident from examining how funding changed over time, who
was providing the funding, and what conditions they attached to it.

In the 2001–2014 period, international humanitarian funding for
Afghanistan was relatively plentiful in some years and scarce in others.
Figure 6.1 shows how it fluctuated across that period. Some fluctuations
reflected changes in the level of need. For example, the large increase in

3 For a discussion of what is meant by a principled humanitarian response and why many agencies
consider it important, especially in conflict contexts, see ‘Principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality,
and independence’ in Chapter 13 on Politics, Principles, and Humanitarian Action.

⁴ On the determinants of humanitarian funding decisions more generally, see ‘In accordance with
need?’ and ‘Other factors shaping funding decisions’ in Chapter 18 on Donors and the Funding of
Humanitarian Action.
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Figure 6.1 International funding for humanitarian action in Afghanistan,
2001–2014
Source: data taken from ReliefWeb Financial Tracking Service.

humanitarian funding in 2008 was a response to an increase in humani-
tarian needs caused by food shortages and insecurity (Featherstone 2012:
7). However, other fluctuations reflected political and military interests.
The big drop in funding between 2002 and 2003, for example, did not
reflect a corresponding drop in the level of need. It was accompanied
by a large increase in development funding and seemed to be a conse-
quence of donors deprioritizing humanitarian needs in favour of support
for development, reconstruction, and stabilization (Featherstone 2012: 6, 7;
Poole 2014: 10).

Most humanitarian funding for Afghanistan came from the governments
of countries with troops participating in ISAF (that is to say, parties to the
conflict), raising concerns about the ability of humanitarian agencies to work
independently and impartially. Between 2003 and 2012, for example, 78%
of humanitarian funds were provided by governments who also contributed
troops to ISAF, and of the top ten donors, only the European Union (EU)
institutions and Japan were not also participating in ISAF (Poole 2014: 9).
Moreover, this fundingwas often skewed to the provinceswhere international
forceswere present (Featherstone 2012: 15–16;Haysomand Jackson 2013: 10;
Jackson and Giustozzi 2012: 3).

Beyond geographical targeting, funding was also directed at activities
aimed at bolstering the Afghan government. In 2003, for example, a multi-
million-dollar programme was established to fund non-governmental orga-
nizations (NGOs) selected by the Afghan Ministry of Public Health and
international donors to provide basic health care—an important locus of
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legitimacy for the main donors, including the United States, the European
Community (EC) and the World Bank—in rural areas (Crombé and Hof-
man 2011: 52). Under the rubric of counter-terror policies,⁵ some funders
also prohibited activities that risked bolstering the armed opposition in any
way—and the prohibitions attached toUnited States Agency for International
Development (USAID) funds in particular were deemed to limit the ability
of recipient agencies to operate impartially (Featherstone 2012: 14).

Most agencies accepted funds from donor governments who also con-
tributed troops, although some refused to utilize that money in the same
provinces in which the respective donor’s troops were present or had red lines
as to particular donors and conditions (Featherstone 2012: 17–18; Haysom
and Jackson 2013: 7). Others accepted funding directly from PRTs or highly
conditional funding from the donor agencies of the PRTs (Featherstone 2012:
14–16; Haysom and Jackson 2013). However much their programming may
have responded to needs, by working in areas determined by donor bel-
ligerents, operational agencies knowingly furthered the political andmilitary
interests of one side in the conflict, undermining their ability to advocate for
a truly impartial and neutral humanitarian response (Haysom and Jackson
2013: 12).

International humanitarian response

Many humanitarian agencies adopted a development and reconstruction
agenda after 2002, in line with the objectives of their donors, ISAF and the
Afghan government—and sometimes working closely with the latter (Donini
2011: 147–148; Jackson and Giustozzi 2012: 3). Whether operational agen-
cies aligned themselves this way because the funding on offer was too hard
to resist or because they were optimistic about the prospects for peace and
reconstruction, it led to them being viewed with suspicion by the armed
opposition, limiting acceptance of their presence and their work in areas not
controlled by the government, and hence restricting their access to those they
sought to protect and assist. Thus, while the injection of billions of dollars of
aidmoney contributed tomodest development gains between 2001 and 2014,
basic services were still lacking, inconsistent, or unsustainable in much of the
country, and many Afghans remained acutely vulnerable to shocks (Poole
2014: 6–7).

⁵ On the impact of counter-terror policies on humanitarian action more generally, see ‘Counter-terror
legislation’ in Chapter 14 on Law and International Humanitarianism.
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Integration and coordination

TheUNpursued an integrated approach in Afghanistan, which subordinated
humanitarian action to a partisan political agenda.TheUnitedNations Assis-
tance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) was established by the Security
Council on 28 March 2002 and brought together all UN political, assistance,
and human rights functions under a single official in what was the most inte-
grated UN mission to that point (Donini 2011: 148; UN Security Council
2002). As part of the integrated approach, the Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) closed its office in 2003, and humanitarian
affairs were subsumed under the wider UN mission (Haysom and Jackson
2013: 7). Only in 2007 was a humanitarian coordination unit established
within UNAMA, however, and even then humanitarian action was subordi-
nated to the political goal of supporting the Kazai government (Donini 2011:
148; Jackson and Giustozzi 2012: 3).

The integrated approach placed aid agencies that wanted to avoid being
seen to take sides in a difficult position. Immediately after the installation of
the Karzai government, many believed that peace was within grasp, and sev-
eral agencies were not too concerned about working with UNAMAor as part
of an integrated approach that subordinated humanitarian action to recon-
struction and development. However, as the intensity of conflict increased
and it became apparent that the situation was not one of post-war recon-
struction, especially after the 2009 troop ‘surge’, NGOs increasingly sought
to distance themselves from donors with troops on the ground and from the
UN (Donini 2011: 148; Haysom and Jackson 2013: 10; Jackson and Gius-
tozzi 2012: 3). UNAMA was seen to be politicized by its close association
with the Afghan government and ISAF, and hence risked compromising
the independence and neutrality of associated operational humanitarian
agencies.⁶

In response to requests by Afghan and international NGOs who believed
that humanitarian coordination needed to be separate from UNAMA,
OCHA returned to Afghanistan in 2009 (Haysom and Jackson 2013: 10; Jack-
son and Giustozzi 2012: 3). However, even when re-established, OCHA was
unable to fulfil the strong and independent coordination role thatmany agen-
cies had hoped for—and, indeed, that it is mandated to fulfil—notably in
negotiating access and acceptance on behalf of humanitarian actors, both
UN agencies and NGOs. In 2011, OCHA did propose a formal collective

⁶ On the meaning and importance of the principle of independence, see ‘Principles of humanity,
impartiality, neutrality, and independence’ in Chapter 13 on Politics, Principles, and Humanitarian
Action.
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access strategy to NGOs, but this was rejected as NGOs sought to distance
themselves from the UN and were unwilling to be part of UN-led initiatives
(Jackson andGiustozzi 2012: 8). AmongUNhumanitarian agencies as well as
international and national NGOs, it was widely believed that OCHA lacked
sufficient capacity and independence from the integrated mission to play a
productive role in any collective negotiations (Donini 2011: 153; Jackson and
Giustozzi 2012: 3).

Addressing violations of international humanitarian law

International humanitarian law (IHL) was violated by all parties to conflict in
Afghanistan, including the foreign military forces, and international human-
itarian agencies were slow to challenge these violations.⁷ Civilians were
targeted by both government and anti-government forces in reprisals against
communities thought to be supporting the other side. The use of impro-
vised explosive devices (IEDs) by anti-government forces and of airstrikes by
government forces and ISAF posed major threats to civilians. Not all ISAF
troops respected their obligations to distinguish themselves from the civilian
population, instead dressing in civilian clothing and driving white vehicles,
essentially disguising themselves as aid workers as a deliberate force protec-
tion strategy, which resulted in increased insecurity for aid workers as some
civilian convoys were mistakenly attacked by insurgents (Haysom and Jack-
son 2013: 8; Terry 2011b, 175). However, most international humanitarian
agencies on the ground initially failed to offer a robust challenge to these
violations.

In the early years after the Bonn Agreement, the integration of the UN
mission—and, more broadly, the philosophy of subordinating humanitar-
ian action to the peace-building agenda of the coalition forces—meant that
there was anyway little scope to persuade those forces to comply with IHL.
The political side of UNAMA saw the UN humanitarian agencies as antag-
onistic because they sought to maintain a principled approach and to resist
the politicization of humanitarian action, and this made a constructive dia-
logue on protection difficult or impossible (Donini 2011: 148). Above all,
there was a widespread belief among important political and military actors
that ISAF was legitimate, the opposition reprehensible, and that, in such a
context, humanitarian neutrality was unacceptable and the Geneva Conven-
tions did not fully apply (Terry 2011b: 182–183). Effectively, war against the

⁷ See ‘International humanitarian law’ in Chapter 14 on Law and International Humanitarianism.
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Taliban had no limits; in the Bush administration’s ‘war on terror’, the ends
were seen to justify the means. The distinction between jus ad bellum and jus
in bello, according to which rules regarding the conduct of hostilities (IHL)
apply regardless of the legitimacy or illegitimacy of the recourse to force on
either side, was challenged not only in the practice of belligerents (which is
relatively common) but also in the rhetoric of senior UN and US officials.

From 2008 onwards, the UN and international humanitarian agencies
upped their efforts to persuade ISAF to comply with IHL, and the foreign
military forces began to conduct hostilities withmore concern for the civilian
population. UNAMA and the Office of the High Commissioner for Human
Rights (OHCHR) played an important role investigating and documenting
harm to civilians and became more vocal on issues of civilian protection,
likely contributing to the subsequent reduction in civilian fatalities attributed
to ISAF—from 828 in 2008 down to 316 in 2012 (Donini 2011: 153; Haysom
and Jackson 2013: 11). Following sustained lobbying and advocacy, in 2009,
the ISAF Commander issued a tactical directive on air strikes, after which
airstrikes dropped dramatically—from accounting for nearly two-thirds of
civilian fatalities in 2008 to only 4% in 2012—and new directives on entry to,
and the use of force in, medical facilities, after which health staff and struc-
tures saw far fewer incidents (Haysom and Jackson 2013: 11; Terry 2011b:
184).

While the dialogue and advocacy efforts of UNAMA/OHCHR and inter-
national humanitarian agencies appear to have played an important role in
improving the conduct of ISAF and the Afghan government forces, other
factorsmay have been equally important. On the one hand, evidence was col-
lected systematically and used effectively to highlight the impact of conflict
civilians. Importantly, ‘UNAMA Human Rights/OHCHR cultivated rela-
tionships with key stakeholders, received significant amounts of high-level
UN support, and developed a neutral position’ (Haysom and Jackson 2013:
12). On the other hand, it is far from clear that these efforts would have
yielded significant results in the absence of fundamental shifts in thinking on
military strategy among top officials inmajor ISAF troop-contributing coun-
tries, including theUnitedKingdom and theUnited States. By late 2008, there
was increasing acceptance of the idea that a negotiated settlement might be
the best way forward and that the military strategy to that point had failed to
curb support for the insurgency (Terry 2011b: 184). With increasing civilian
casualties following the ‘surge’, aid agencies were able to leverage ISAF’s own
new counter-insurgency doctrine, with its rhetoric of protecting the popu-
lation, to exert pressure on the military forces regarding civilian protection
issues (Haysom and Jackson 2013: 11).
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In general, international agencies focused their dialogue and advocacy
efforts on ISAF, but the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC)
was also engaged in protection dialogue with the armed opposition, trying
to increase compliance with IHL. While the Taliban was receptive on paper,
increasing the number of IHL provisions in its 2009 Code of Conduct as
comparedwith the 2006 version, attacks that harmed and killed civilians con-
tinued on a regular basis, as did the targeting of medical staff and facilities
(Terry 2011b: 185). In early 2010, the ICRC took the unusual step of publicly
denouncing the planting of IEDs during Operation Moshtarak in Helmand
Province (Terry 2011b: 185). By 2012, the head of the ICRC delegation in
Afghanistan reported that the ICRC was able to raise its concerns about IHL
violations—with the various parties to conflict—more directly and candidly
than it was able to earlier in the conflict, and with better results (quoted in
Benelli et al. 2012: 18).

Instrumentalization of aid by military actors

International military actors in Afghanistan emphasized the provision of aid
as a means of ‘winning hearts and minds’ and as part of a broader strategy
to ‘stabilize’ the country. Especially in UK and US military circles, service
delivery was seen as fundamental to generating support among local popu-
lations, enhancing force protection through increased access to intelligence,
and changing attitudes towards governments (Gordon 2010: S369). ISAF
troops sought to build support for themselves and for theAfghan government
by providing material assistance, delivering services, and working to build or
rebuild infrastructure themselves, though the ways and the extent to which
they did so varied significantly. For example, the United States in eastern
Afghanistan emphasized service delivery through PRTs, with military planes
dropping both bombs and food packages, while the United Kingdom in Hel-
mand was mostly not providing material assistance directly, emphasizing
instead governance programmes and medical aid (Gordon 2010: S736–S737;
Lischer 2007: 99, 104). Like those led by the United States, Australian PRTs
implemented stabilization projects focused on visible short-term service
delivery and aimed at securing support for their troops (Haysom and Jackson
2013: 6). By contrast, Dutch PRTs focused on addressing local grievances and
conflicts and only providing aid discreetly, fearing that if it were traced back
to international forces, it would undermine the legitimacy of the local actors
whose power and popularity they sought to bolster (Fishstein and Wilder
2012: 24; Haysom and Jackson 2013: 5–6).
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The services delivered by military forces were not always good quality and
ran into various problems as a direct consequence of being delivered by a
party to conflict with other priorities. For example, NATO forces built too
many schools, without sufficient teachers or funding to sustain them in the
long run (Hopkins 2012). Furthermore, they were often left unused or under-
used because Afghans feared they would be targeted by anti-government
forces if they made use of facilities provided by ISAF (Jackson and Haysom
2013: 20). Similar criticisms were levelled at the UK military’s medical
programmes (Gordon 2010: S379).

Whether such assistance should be labelled humanitarian is debatable
since its end goal was not the well-being of the population but stabiliza-
tion. The new military strategy that accompanied the 2009 ‘surge’ focused on
counter-insurgency, and intelligence gathering was an explicit and publicly
stated goal of ISAF, with elders asked to provide assistance in tracking down
insurgents in return for the ‘generosity’ of the army and coalition partners
providing relief to the Afghan people (Donini 2011: 150; Haysom and Jack-
son 2013: 9). International military forces dropped pamphlets over southern
Afghanistan telling residents that if they wished to continue receiving aid,
they were to provide information on the Taliban and al-Qaeda (Terry 2011b:
175). Likewise, the UK military saw the provision of basic health care as
a means to gain influence and collect intelligence (Gordon 2010: S378). In
many cases, the civilian population paid a high price for these strategies—
insurgents attacked villages that accepted this kind of aid, in retaliation for
supposed collaboration with ISAF, while NATO forces bombed or raided vil-
lages thought to be harbouring insurgents on the basis of intelligence gained
in exchange for aid (Terry 2011b: 175).

In addition to providing assistance directly, the international forces in
Afghanistan sought to forge alliances with international humanitarian agen-
cies, including through the PRTs. As early as October 2001, and much to the
horror of many aid agencies, US Secretary of State Colin Powell described
NGOs as a force multiplier and an important part of the US combat team
(Powell 2001). Then, in April 2009, the US special envoy for Afghanistan,
Richard Holbrooke, claimed that ‘90% of US knowledge about Afghanistan
lies with aid groups’ (quoted in Crombé and Hofman 2011: 60). Follow-
ing the ‘surge’, there was increased pressure on aid agencies to support the
development and government dimensions of the military strategy (Haysom
and Jackson 2013: 10). For example, donors sometimes offered funds—albeit
not necessarily earmarked as humanitarian—for NGOs to operate alongside
PRT officials in the aftermath of battle or made funding conditional on the
exchange of information with the army (Featherstone 2012: 14).
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Different humanitarian agencies reacted in differentways to efforts by ISAF
to integrate their work into the stabilization agenda, and many changed the
way they interacted with the Afghan government and the international forces
over time. Donor pressure and principles pulled agencies in opposing direc-
tions. Some agencies opted to prioritize presence and funding over principles,
probably in part due to an arguably naïve expectation after the overthrow of
the Taliban that the conflict was over and that post-conflict reconstruction
would be relatively straightforward (Donini 2011: 147; Haysom and Jackson
2013: 11). On the other hand, some were reluctant to participate in stabiliza-
tion operations from the outset and sought to resist donor pressure to do so,
avoiding direct engagement with ISAF and the PRTs in particular (Donini
2011: 151; Jackson and Giustozzi 2012: 3). After the ‘surge’, many agencies
resisted pressure from ISAF to participate in what they saw as a battlefield
clean-up operation, and increasingly avoided interaction with the military,
but some were prepared to work alongside PRT officials and even to provide
information to the military as a condition of funding (Featherstone 2012: 14;
Haysom and Jackson 2013: 10). Moreover, private contractors and for-profit
‘quasi-NGOs’ were ‘much more ready, willing, and able’ (Donini 2011: 151).

There is notmuch to suggest that the ‘hearts-and-minds’ strategywas effec-
tive in stabilizing Afghanistan. In the short term, limited benefits may have
accrued to the international military forces and their counter-insurgency
operations. For example, there is some evidence that—at least, in parts of
the country—communities who received aid projects were more willing to
report IEDs, provide other useful information, or interact with ISAF (Fish-
stein and Wilder 2012: 54). In the longer term, however, other factors were
more important. The continued corruption of the Afghan government, for
example, created the perception that despite the long-term presence of for-
eign troops, nothing changed.Worse, international aidwas seen to be fuelling
government corruption and benefitting those in power at the expense of the
wider population (Fishstein and Wilder 2012: 61–62). Furthermore, ISAF’s
combat mission undermined the ‘hearts-and-minds’ activities and, indeed,
the stabilization efforts more broadly (Haysom and Jackson 2013: 6; Suhrke
2008: 230). The fact that the same militaries that were inflicting civilian casu-
alties were also handing out aid generated grievance and resentment among
the population, which the Taliban was able to exploit.

Even if the hearts-and-minds strategy largely failed to achieve its objec-
tives, it did have consequences for the security of aid workers and agencies.
The roles taken by international military forces in Afghanistan, and the rela-
tionships between those forces and international civilian actors, are seen to
have had significant implications in terms of aid worker security and aid
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agency access to populations in need of their assistance. Attributing direct
causality may be impossible, but it is clear that Afghanistan became more
dangerous for aid workers and agencies in the years following the US-led
invasion, and that humanitarian access suffered as a result.

Insecurity and aid agency access

According to data in the Aid Worker Security Database, in every year from
2002 to 2014, Afghanistan was one of the top three countries worldwide
in terms of numbers of major security incidents involving aid workers and
agencies. From 2001 to 2013, there was a fairly steady increase in the num-
ber of major security incidents involving aid workers in Afghanistan (see
Figure 6.2). However, some of the year-on-year increases may reflect bet-
ter reporting of incidents and an increase in the number of aid workers in
Afghanistan rather than an increase in the level of danger they faced.

While we lack good data on the rate of security incidents, an upward
trend in the absolute numbers of incidents combined with some high-profile
attacks to engender a sense of insecurity, limiting operational access formany
humanitarian agencies in large parts of Afghanistan. InMarch 2003, an ICRC
water engineerwas deliberately killed by theTaliban as he travelled fromKan-
dahar to Tirin Kut in southern Afghanistan. In June of the following year, five
Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) staff were ambushed and killed in northern
Afghanistan. By the end of 2007, nearly half of the districts in Afghanistan
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were out of bounds for UN staff because they were considered too danger-
ous (Haysom and Jackson 2013: 9). As troop presence increased with the
‘surge’, insecurity increased and spread to previously stable provinces,making
it nearly impossible for many aid agencies to access large parts of the country
(Haysom and Jackson 2013: 10).

Different explanations are proposed to explain attacks on aid workers and
aid agencies in Afghanistan. They are not mutually exclusive, and the evi-
dence for each is mixed, suggesting that some combination of these factors
was at play. Part of the explanation surely lies in general insecurity, and
not all attacks were intentional or targeted (see, e.g. Jackson and Giustozzi
2012: 11). At the same time, agencies could be deliberately targeted because
they were seen to be taking sides, working with ISAF, or in some other way
breaking the rules or conditions set by the Taliban or other armed groups
(Jackson and Giustozzi 2012: 15, 16). Many members of the armed oppo-
sition could not easily distinguish between different humanitarian agencies
or between humanitarian and political actors such that even those agen-
cies that refused to work with ISAF may have been tarred with the same
brush as those that did (Donini 2011: 154; Featherstone 2012: 16–17; Jackson
and Giustozzi 2012: 4). Confusion about the role and goals of humanitarian
agencies was exacerbated by the involvement of international military forces
in providing assistance (Haysom and Jackson 2013: 7). Beyond any such
confusion, international humanitarian agencies were often seen by opposi-
tion forces to represent a fundamentally Western, liberal project that ran
counter to their own principles and interests (Jackson andGiustozzi 2012: 18;
Terry 2011b: 176).

Aid agency responses to these challenges

Despite some efforts to achieve access through so-called acceptance strate-
gies, according to which aid agencies seek to negotiate consent for their
operations from local communities, authorities, and armed actors, opera-
tional security strategies in Afghanistan have frequently focused on remote
management and hard security measures. Many agencies sought to dis-
tance themselves from international military forces, which can be seen
as a passive acceptance strategy, but given the high insecurity and low
tolerance of humanitarian agencies by the armed opposition, working
outside of areas controlled by the government required more proactive
approaches.
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Some agencies—notably the ICRC and MSF—sought to engage in more
active acceptance strategies centred on maintaining dialogue with the armed
opposition and demonstrating the value of neutral humanitarian actors to
both sides (Donini 2011: 156; Jackson and Giustozzi 2012: 6; Terry 2011b:
181–184). Other agencies either did not engage in direct, structured negotia-
tions with the Taliban and other armed groups or opted not to speak publicly
about such engagement. In part, the lack of dialogue stemmed from ini-
tial optimism that the conflict was over and there was no longer any need
to maintain dialogue with the Taliban (Donini 2011: 147). Some agencies,
particularly those accepting funding from USAID, avoided engagement for
fear of the repercussions under counter-terror legislation and donor poli-
cies (Featherstone 2012: 14). Responsibility and risk were often transferred to
junior Afghan employees, and some international staff apparently expected
that national staff would engage with local-level Taliban to gain andmaintain
acceptance without official support or authorization from their respective
agencies, whose senior managers preferred not to know (Jackson and Gius-
tozzi 2012: 5). OCHA, whosemandate includes engaging with all belligerents
to negotiate access on behalf of the humanitarian community as a whole, was
first absent due to the structure of the integrated mission and then failed to
fulfil this part of its role (Donini 2011: 152, 156).

Engagement with the Taliban and other opposition groups may have been
a necessary condition for operational access and aid agency security in much
of Afghanistan, but it was not sufficient. The ICRC and MSF both appear to
have been more committed to dialogue than those other international aid
agencies, and they frequently achieved greater access than other organiza-
tions. By 2010, for example, both were operating health-care programmes in
Helmand, a notoriously insecure province (Gordon 2010: S377). The World
Health Organization (WHO) had to rely on ICRC contacts for its vaccina-
tion drives, demonstrating the relatively higher level of trust developed by the
ICRC with the anti-government forces (Donini 2011: 152; Terry 2011b: 183).
However, the ICRC and MSF are also the two most purely ‘humanitarian’ of
the major international aid agencies, as the others have mandates not only
for emergency response but also for more development-focused or human
rights work.⁸ It may be that their ability to secure access depended as much
on their more limited mandates as on their approach to dialogue. Moreover,
neither organization ever achieved anything like complete acceptance.

⁸ See ‘Perspectives of the largest international humanitarian agencies’ in Chapter 13 on Politics,
Principles, and Humanitarian Action.
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Those international humanitarian agencies in Afghanistan that sought to
engage with anti-government forces faced a number of obstacles to pro-
ductive dialogue. There were multiple armed opposition groups and so
acceptance and access required engagement with—and the consent of—more
than just the Taliban (Crombé and Hofman 2011: 61, 65; Jackson and Gius-
tozzi 2012: 13–14, 22). Highly decentralized, there was sometimes tension
and competition between different networks within the Taliban, often along
tribal lines, and attitudes towards international humanitarian agencies var-
ied across the different networks (Jackson and Giustozzi 2012: 2, 22). Aid
agencies found it difficult even to establish contact with the midranking and
high-level commanders who may have been able to secure access, partic-
ularly as ISAF’s strategy of targeting Taliban leaders had eliminated many
such commanders (Jackson and Giustozzi 2012: 6; Terry 2011b: 179). Where
they were able to negotiate security guarantees, internal divisions within the
Taliban meant that such guarantees were not necessarily reliable (Jackson
and Giustozzi 2012: 9, 10, 16, 18, 29; Terry 2011b: 178–179). Agencies also
risked repercussions from other actors if they engaged with the Taliban. In
late 2007, for example, the Afghan government expelled two Western diplo-
mats for allegedly engaging in political talks with the Taliban, and although
none of the major Taliban groups were listed by the United States as terror-
ist organizations until September 2012, some agencies were concerned about
the impact of counter-terror measures (Jackson and Giustozzi 2012: 6).⁹

Attacks on aid workers and operations pushed many operational agencies
to adopt remote management and hard security measures, which allowed
them to reduce some kinds of risk but negatively affected the quality and
reach of their programming—and generated other kinds of risk. Interna-
tional staff, especially in UN agencies, were often bunkerized in fortified
compounds, restricted to travelling in armoured vehicles, and even then,
much of the country was off limits to them. Programmes weremanaged from
a distance, with only the bareminimumof staff—usually predominantly local
staff—remaining in the area of operations, resulting in a transfer of respon-
sibility and risk to those staff who remained operational. Senior staff were
unable to visit programme activities, which was detrimental to aid agency
relationships with the communities they sought to assist and limited the
scope for monitoring (Donini 2011: 154; Terry 2011b: 180–181). Moreover,
the use of hard security measures meant that there was little to distinguish
UN compounds inmajor Afghan cities from those of ISAF or private security

⁹ For a wider discussion of the impacts of counter-terror measures on humanitarian response, see
‘Counter-terror legislation’ in Chapter 14 on Law and International Humanitarianism.
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companies, reinforcing perceptions that the UN was part of the same enter-
prise as the foreign military forces (Donini 2011: 154). These strategies may
have reduced aid agency vulnerability to any given attack but may also have
increased the likelihood of attacks against them, as their would-be attackers
came to see them as (more of) a legitimate target.

Conclusions

The depiction of the Afghan context as a post-conflict situation from 2002
was a political move by the Afghan government and its international back-
ers that did not reflect the reality on the ground and had problematic
implications for the humanitarian response. Initially optimistic, many aid
agencies worked more closely with political and military actors than they
usually would in armed conflict. After 2002, funding for humanitarian
response decreased, while funding for development and stabilization—which
often came with conditions attached—increased, further incentivizing some
humanitarian actors to compromise their commitments to the principles of
impartiality, neutrality, and independence. While many agencies later sought
to distance themselves from the international military forces and the Afghan
government, others complied with demands from donor governments and
troop-contributing countries, and where they resisted, for-profit actors were
ready to fill the gaps.The instrumentalization of aid for stabilization purposes
does not seem to have been very effective in Afghanistan but may have fur-
ther undermined already weak relationships between aid agencies and the
armed opposition, exacerbating aid worker insecurity and access difficulties
and limiting protection dialoguewith theTaliban and other insurgent groups.
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IndianOceanTsunami, 2004

The 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami was one of the deadliest disasters in living
memory, and the response from the global public was unprecedented. For the
first time, a humanitarian emergency was not underfunded but overfunded,
with many humanitarian agencies receiving more donations than they knew
what to dowith. Established agencies rushed to respond, as didmany inexpe-
rienced individuals and organizations, private companies, and international
financial institutions. Despite all the interest and goodwill, much of the
international assistance was inappropriate or inadequate, the relationships
between different actors were often competitive rather than cooperative or
coordinated, and in some cases, aidmay have served to reinforce pre-existing
inequalities. Overall, there is significant consensus that ‘the response did not
achieve the potential offered by the generous funding’ (Cosgrave 2007: 3).

While the level of funding makes the tsunami case unique, it provides
useful insights into the functioning of international humanitarianism more
generally precisely because it attracted unprecedented donations. First, as
an ‘extreme case’ in terms of funding, it helps to shed light on what drives
humanitarian funding decisions. Second, because the budgetary constraints
normally associated with humanitarian action did not exist in this case, any
faults in the tsunami response cannot be explained away as a consequence
of insufficient funding. This helps to expose other fundamental issues in the
international humanitarian system.Third, with somuchmoney available, aid
agencies were able to try out new approaches and—both individually and
collectively—to invest significant resources in learning and evaluation, which
facilitates drawing lessons to inform future responses.

Both the needs arising from the tsunami and the capacities of differ-
ent actors to meet those needs were misrepresented by international media
and humanitarian agencies. The capacities of local actors were underesti-
mated, while the capacities of international aid agencies were overestimated.
International humanitarian agencies anticipated greater need for emergency
response—that is, their core expertise—than there was. At the same time,
they also sought to work on longer-term recovery and rehabilitation, tasks
which are beyond their core expertise and experience, raising questions about
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whether humanitarian actors are best placed for this kind of work and about
where the boundaries of ‘humanitarian’ action should lie.

The tsunami and its immediate aftermath

On 26 December 2004, a massive 9.1 magnitude earthquake off the Sumatra
coast led to a series of tsunamis1 in the Indian Ocean. The tsunami claimed
lives across fourteen countries, of which India, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, and
Thailandwere the hardest hit. It is estimated that around 230,000 people were
killed, of whom 170,000 died in Indonesia and 30,000 in Sri Lanka, as well as
considerable numbers in Thailand and India and smaller numbers in Myan-
mar and the Maldives (Brauman 2009: 108). Economic losses and damages
were (very roughly) estimated at USD 10 billion, nearly half of which was
suffered by Indonesia (Cosgrave 2007: 7). The scale of destruction and loss of
life placed the 2004 tsunami among the very worst ‘natural’ disasters of the
past century (Cosgrave 2007: 8).

Not everyone was affected equally. Different communities and individuals
had different levels of vulnerability, and vulnerability is the product of—
among other things—economic, political, and social factors.2 For example,
some groups in the Nicobar and Andaman islands had traditional knowl-
edge of tsunami risk and moved inland before the tsunami struck, whereas
a lack of tsunami knowledge in Sri Lanka meant that some people went to
collect fish left stranded on the shore when the tide withdrew after the first
waves and were then drowned in subsequent waves (Cosgrave 2007: 13).
Across the tsunami-affected areas, as a consequence of different levels of
strength, knowledge of swimming, locations, childcare duties, clothing, and
other factors, death rates were higher for women than for men, and for those
under fifteen and those over fifty (Cosgrave 2007: 6). In Sri Lanka, already
marginalized Muslim and Tamil populations along the coastal belt were
disproportionately affected, relative to the Sinhalese majority (Silva 2009:
65). The Muslim communities in Ampara District, the hardest-hit region in
Sri Lanka, most of whom were involved in the fishing industry and lived
in congested housing settlements along the coast, suffered extremely high
rates of mortality, morbidity, and property damage relative to the Tamil and
Sinhalese communities (de Silva 2009: 254).

1 Although it is accurate to refer to the Indian Ocean tsunamis in plural, in this book, I adopt the more
commonly used singular, writing of the series of tsunamis collectively as ‘the tsunami’.

2 See ‘Crises in the contemporary world’ in Chapter 1 on Humanitarian Emergencies.
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The tsunami struck mainly middle-income countries, many of which had
significant domestic capacity for emergency response and longer-term recov-
ery and rehabilitation. The two worst-affected countries—Sri Lanka and
Indonesia—were additionally characterized by decades-long armed conflicts
when the tsunami struck.3 In both countries, the tsunami disproportionately
affected conflict areas—the northern and eastern parts of Sri Lanka, where
the civil war between the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE, or Tamil
Tigers) and the government of Sri Lanka was concentrated, and the province
of Aceh on the Indonesian island of Sumatra, where the Free AcehMovement
(Gerakan Aceh Merdeka, or GAM) was fighting the Indonesian government.

Across the tsunami-affected region, the first response was from local com-
munities, and national and regional actors were then also quickly mobilized
(Cosgrave 2007: 10). Because rapid-onset disasters tend to impact limited
geographic areas, there is often national capacity to respond from relatively
unaffected areas of the same country. In Sri Lanka, for example, the tsunami
swept over a strip of coastline which varied from 100 to 300 metres wide. The
rest of the country was functioning normally, and Sri Lankan doctors and
nurses, together with members of civil society, got to the tsunami-affected
areas almost immediately, bringing food, shelter, and medical equipment
and able to cope with the numbers of patients arriving at hospitals without
international assistance (Brauman 2009: 111; Stirrat 2006: 12). The Indian
army mobilized more than 8,300 troops for rescue and relief operations in
both India itself and neighbouring Sri Lanka, with the first troops deployed
within six hours of the tsunami (Price and Bhatt 2009: 20). In Aceh, the
response began local and then went national, with thousands of Indonesian
citizens contributing, although local government and military capacity was
severely reduced by the tsunami, and damage to transport and communica-
tions infrastructure slowed the arrival of outside help (Cosgrave 2007: 10; Fan
2013: 5; IFRC 2005: 86).

The national governments of the different tsunami-affected countries
responded to offers of international assistance in quite differentways—in part
according to differences in needs and capacity. India and Thailand largely
rejected international assistance for relief operations, while Indonesia and Sri
Lanka both gave international agencies relatively free access, resulting in a so-
called ‘second tsunami’ of aid agencies, with more than 200 arriving in Aceh
and around 500 in Sri Lanka (Cosgrave 2007: 16; IFRC 2005: 81; Silva 2009:
67). The rebel groups in Indonesia and Sri Lanka adopted very different atti-
tudes to international aid. InAceh,GAM—agroup also largely dependent on,

3 On the conflict in Sri Lanka, see ‘Background’ in Chapter 8 on Sri Lanka, 2008–2009.
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and responsive to, the local population—welcomed international assistance,
while in Sri Lanka, the LTTE—a group whose funding derived principally
from international sources and which frequently instrumentalized the local
population—denied international non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
access to the North and East provinces, insisting on controlling all aid itself,
even if NGOs refused to provide resources under such conditions (Beardsley
and McQuinn 2009: 638–640).

Given the significant domestic capacity in the affected countries and the
nature of the tsunami, there was more need for international assistance with
recovery and reconstruction thanwith emergency relief. In contrast to armed
conflicts, sudden-onset disasters like earthquakes and tsunamis generally
lead to more deaths than injuries and do not usually lead to outbreaks of
infectious diseases (Brauman 2009: 210; Guha-Sapir and van Panhuis 2009).
The 2004 tsunami was no exception, although the ratio of dead to injured
survivors varied from place to place, 6:1 in Aceh, 1.5:1 in Sri Lanka and 0.3:1
in India (Cosgrave 2007: 6). Even in Aceh and Sri Lanka, where international
agencies arrived in large numbers, they mostly arrived too late to participate
in rescue missions, and the immediate medical and subsistence needs of the
survivors were met by domestic actors (IFRC 2005: 86; Silva 2009: 66).

Recovery and reconstruction needs were significant, with hundreds of
thousands of people having lost their homes, livelihoods, or both. Indus-
tries based at, or close to, the coast, especially fishing and tourism but also
farming, were the worst affected, and in Aceh, ports and harbours were also
destroyed (Cosgrave 2007:, 8). Of a pre-tsunami population of 4.25 million
in Aceh, almost 500,000 survivors lost their homes and around 750,000 lost
their livelihoods (Fan 2013: 5). In Sri Lanka, 98,000 houses were damaged or
destroyed and 150,000 livelihoods affected, with almost 17,000 fishing boats
(75% of the total fishing fleet) damaged (Government of Sri Lanka data, cited
in Khasalamwa 2009: 76).

Media coverage

The media played an important role in shaping how Western audiences
understood and responded to the tsunami through a framing which, in
several important respects, obscured realities on the ground.⁴

⁴ On the ways in which media portrayals contribute to the construction of humanitarian emergencies,
see ‘Framing the agenda’ in Chapter 17 on Media and Celebrities.
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Disproportionate attention was—somewhat unsurprisingly—paid to
Western victims and survivors of the tsunami. While the island of Sumatra
in Indonesia was the hardest hit, initial coverage of the tsunami in the
global North focused on Thailand and Sri Lanka, with video footage by
Western tourists caught up in the disaster during their Christmas holidays
(Brauman 2009: 108). Moreover, while less than 1% of those who died
were tourists, much of the media coverage in donor countries—40%,
according to a study of print coverage on the effects of the tsunami in eight
Western countries—focused on them (Cosgrave 2007: 6; Franks 2006b:
283).

Western media coverage of non-Western survivors of the tsunami empha-
sized their victimhood. Photographs on the front pages of theNewYork Times
depicted non-Western survivors of the tsunami as helpless, passive victims
enduring appalling conditions and suffering visible physical or emotional
hardship—and, to the extent that Westerners appeared in the images, they
were in the role of capable, brave, rescuers (Hutchison 2014). The choice
of images that depict Westerners and non-Westerners and the relationships
between them in this way played to—and reinforced—preconceived notions
in the West and obscured the importance and capacities of the individu-
als, civil society, and governments in affected countries. While Indonesian
coverage emphasized the courage and solidarity of the Acehnese, of sixty-
seven BBC reports on Aceh in the two months after the tsunami, not
one report focused on self-reliance and only a handful even mentioned it
(IFRC 2005: 87).

Had Western media instead sought to challenge those preconceived
notions with, for example, images that reflected the fact that the first respon-
ders were overwhelmingly local or national, the coverage would almost
certainly have packed less emotional punch. The images favoured by the New
York Times (and other Western media) employed colonial tropes which ‘feed
into established, historically constituted Western emotional regimes’ to gen-
erate a ‘politics of pity’, which clearly distinguishes between those who suffer
and those who do not, and in which the suffering is perceived as an incon-
ceivable event that has happened to the unfortunate (Hutchison 2014: 3, 8).
In depicting the non-Western survivors of the tsunami as passive victims,
dependent on Western assistance for their survival, the media coverage thus
elicited pity in the viewers—pity which helped both to constitute hierarchical
relations between viewers and victims and to generate unprecedented levels
of financial donations.
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Funding for humanitarian response

The tsunami response was extraordinarily generously funded, breakingmany
records. An estimatedUSD 13.5 billion came from international sources, and
at least USD 190 million in private donations and USD 2.7 billion in public
funding from affected countries themselves (Cosgrave 2007: 19). Total fund-
ing for the tsunami response translated to a conservative estimate of USD
7,100 per affected person, compared with just USD 3 per head pledged to
assist the 36 million people affected by the Bangladesh floods earlier in the
same year (Telford and Cosgrave 2007: 7). A few months after the tsunami,
an earthquake struck Kashmir, killing 75,000 people and seriously injuring
tens of thousands more in Pakistan without attracting any great outpouring
of public sympathy (Brauman 2009: 109). The tsunami was, in this respect,
quite unique.

Private donors were especially generous. Official funding normally dwarfs
private giving, but in response to the tsunami, international funding from
private sources almost equalled official government pledges (Cosgrave 2007:
19). Linked to this, international non-governmental organizations (INGOs)
and the Red Cross &RedCrescent (RC)Movement received a higher propor-
tion of the funding than in most emergencies (Cosgrave 2007: 18). A range
of factors likely contributed to the outpouring of empathy and compassion
around the world which, in turn, contributed to the enormous magnitude of
financial donations—from both public and private sources.

Surveys of the public in Germany and Spain identified a number of moti-
vations behind the generosity of private donors (see Cosgrave 2007: 20).
Respondents mentioned the scale of death and destruction and the fact it
was a ‘natural’ disaster and those affected were ‘innocent’. This is consistent
with what we know about private donors’ general preference for funding dis-
asters linked to natural phenomena over armed conflicts.⁵ Social proximity
to Westerners was also cited as a factor motivating giving. Many individuals
in themain donor countries had visited one ormore of the affected countries,
and some reported a sense that ‘it could have been me’. Although Indonesia,
Sri Lanka, India, and Thailand suffered by far the greatest loss of life, Ger-
many and Sweden were the fifth and sixth worst affected nationalities, albeit
with less than one in four hundred of total fatalities each (Cosgrave 2007,
7). The time of year was also cited as important, with charitable giving in
many of the main donor countries at its peak in the December holiday sea-
son, and some survey respondents also mentioned a feeling of peer pressure

⁵ See ‘Donors’ in Chapter 18 on Donors and the Funding of Humanitarian Action.



Indian Ocean Tsunami, 2004 115

as everybody was giving. All of this was underpinned by the high level of
media attention which, as we have seen, emphasized both the social prox-
imity of Western audiences to some of the victims and the innocence of the
‘helpless’ non-Western survivors.Thus, both the scale and the nature ofmedia
coverage played a role, and funding decisions by private donors were based
on an emotional reaction rather than a reasoned assessment of how much
was needed and where.

Arguably, it is precisely because mass solidarity is not based on rational
reasoning alone that institutional donors and operational humanitarian aid
agencies should provide a more level-headed perspective, but for the most
part they did not (Brauman 2009: 109). Donor government funding was
largely driven by media coverage and political or institutional factors rather
than needs assessments, with the scale of public concern leading to what the
European Union (EU) aid Commissioner termed a ‘donor beauty contest’
(Cosgrave 2007: 20). While individual agencies carried out needs assess-
ments to inform their own programming, an atmosphere of competition
ensured that these were mainly not shared, and the lack of comprehensive
and authoritative assessments meant that the mass media—and not human-
itarian professionals—was the main influential source of information, not
only for individual but also for institutional donors (de Ville de Goyet and
Morinière 2006: 11). Formost operational agencies, ‘mobilizing goodwill and
transforming emotion into donations became ends in themselves, and the
question of how the funds raised would be used was regarded in practice as
meaningless’ (Brauman 2009: 114). Either the agencies themselves were car-
ried away by the outpouring of compassion, or they put institutional interests
above their social missions. They could have stopped accepting donations
and/or requested permission from donors to reallocate some of the funds
to other crises, but for the most part, they did not (Telford and Cosgrave
2007: 8). Just a week after the tsunami, Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) did,
in fact, announce that they would not be accepting any more donations for
this emergency, but their decision was deemed controversial and met with
protests from other big international humanitarian agencies, most of whom
continued to accept and to solicit donations quite actively until the end of
January or later (Brauman 2009: 110; Cosgrave 2007: 18).

Compared with most humanitarian emergencies, donations were faster
and more flexible, but they were not based on formal assessments of needs
and there were some important imbalances. Funds were provided unusually
quickly (oftenofficial donors takemuch longer to actually disburse themoney
they have pledged) and, largely due to the high proportion of private donors,
the operational agencies receiving the funding had significant flexibility as
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to what they could spend it on (Cosgrave 2007: 19; Telford and Cosgrave
2007: 4). Although the response in the Maldives was severely underfunded,
the worst affected countries did, for the most part, receive the largest flow of
funds (Telford and Cosgrave 2007: 5). However, nearly half the total official
pledges were for emergency relief, despite it being clear that reconstruc-
tion would be the biggest need (Cosgrave 2007: 20–21). Although some
governments—notably the United States, Spain, Germany, and Sweden—
strongly favoured reconstruction, others—notably Ireland, Canada, Japan,
and the Netherlands—funded mainly relief (Telford and Cosgrave 2007: 5).

International humanitarian response

The huge amounts of funding were matched by huge numbers of organi-
zations and relief workers arriving in the affected countries. The need for
such a large-scale international response was not self-evident, and it instead
reflected—or was justified by—incorrect preconceptions among interna-
tional aid agencies andmedia about humanitarian needs and response (Brau-
man 2009: 112). Moreover, international agencies lacked the capacity to
use the vast funds they received effectively, overestimating what they could
achieve with the money, underestimating how long it would take to achieve
those things, and without enough experienced staff globally to make good
use of such large quantities of money (Cosgrave 2007: 14, 15).

Emergency response

The ‘emergency’ element of the international response was, in many ways,
inappropriate and poor quality, characterized by misplaced priorities and
insufficient coordination. In some respects, the problemswith the emergency
response were mitigated by its scale—with enough funding, the response can
be effective even while it is inefficient (de Ville de Goyet and Morinière 2006:
13). In other respects, however, the scale of the funding and the resulting
operational response exacerbated problems.

Just as donors did not base their funding decisions on formal assessments
of needs, operational agencies acted only selectively on their many needs
assessments.⁶ International agencies relied heavily on data collected by local
authorities in their assessments, but failed to invest in national capacity to

⁶ For a discussion of this issue in more general terms, see ‘Allocating resources, choosing response
modalities, and designing programmes’ in Chapter 21 on Needs Assessment, Evaluation, and Response
Decisions.
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improve the quality of that data in order to gain a consolidated picture of
overall needs (deVille deGoyet andMorinière 2006: 13).The resulting assess-
ments were piecemeal and uncoordinated, and, in many cases, agencies went
ahead with responses based either on preconceived notions of what was
needed or on what they could offer, given their expertise and experience,
ignoring lessons from previous ‘natural disasters’ which suggested that emer-
gency relief efforts should be limited (Brauman 2009: 115; de Ville de Goyet
and Morinière 2006: 13).

A focus on emergency relief and on epidemics reflected what international
agencies were most able to offer but was out of step with what communities
directly affected by the tsunami were in most need of.⁷ These issues were not
unique to the tsunami response but were exacerbated by the scale of public
support, media interest, and financial donations. The high levels of fund-
ing and media coverage created organizational incentives for agencies to be
present and active, irrespective of how useful their work was in practice. For
the sake of their brands (and hence their capacity to work in future emer-
gencies), it was important for them to be visibly operational in response to
such a high-profile disaster. Indeed, findings of needs assessment exercises
were ignored when they would have discouraged such self-serving forms of
assistance (de Ville de Goyet and Morinière 2006: 13).

Even if emergency relief was not the priority need for most affected popu-
lations, it did give recipients the security that they needed to begin planning
what to do next. Perhaps themost positive dimension of the response was the
provision of cash transfers at scale.⁸ National governments and international
humanitarian agencies provided different tsunami-affected populations with
cash or vouchers of different values and with different goals, in some cases
unconditional and elsewhere with conditions attached (Adams 2007; Cos-
grave 2007: 13). This allowed communities and individuals greater choice
than does the provision of in-kind aid, enabling them to buy what they
needed and wanted rather than what aid agencies thought they needed and
wanted—or what donors and operational agencies had available or consid-
ered media-friendly. The flexibility and will to adopt cash programming at
scale were undoubtedly linked to the large amounts of funding available
and, while the scale of the cash response to tsunami-affected populations
may look timid with hindsight, at the time it was ground-breaking, and it
provided evidence which paved the way for cash-based responses to future
emergencies (see, e.g. Adams 2007).

⁷ See ‘Assessing needs, contexts, and capacities’ in Chapter 21 on Needs Assessment, Evaluation, and
Response Decisions.

⁸ For a wider discussion of the use of cash transfers in humanitarian response, see ‘Cash and voucher
assistance’ in Chapter 22 on Material Assistance and Direct Service Provision.
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Other aspects of emergency response were less successful, with widespread
reports of unsolicited and inappropriate in-kind donations, significant weak-
nesses in coordination, and a tendency to sideline local capacity. Local
ownership of the tsunami response declined over time, and international
agencies sometimes pushed local and national actors aside, setting up par-
allel mechanisms and eroding local capacity (Cosgrave 2007: 11–12; Silva
2009: 67–68).⁹ A huge number of international actors, including completely
inexperienced organizations (and individuals), were operating, and this exac-
erbated endemic coordination problems in the humanitarian sector. Coordi-
nation problems in turn led to gaps and overlaps in the response (Cosgrave
2007: 17). Furthermore, as a result of the extensivemedia coverage and global
public interest, some agencies received huge quantities of unsolicited in-kind
donations, including inappropriate items, such as tinned pork provided for
Muslims in Aceh, and unwanted items such as large quantities of used and
sometimes unsuitable clothing (Cosgrave 2007: 17; Fritz Institute 2005: 3–4).

Recovery and rehabilitation

There was a rapid transition from relief to recovery and rehabilitation, which
was widely seen as the right thing in principle but as not working so well in
practice, raising questions about whether humanitarian agencies are the right
actors beyond emergency response.The generous and flexible funding for the
tsunami response facilitated efforts to ‘build back better’ (BBB), and enabled
initial recovery activities to start almost immediately, but it also limited those
efforts as agencies were under pressure from donors to spend money quickly,
with no time for deeper analysis of the political, social, and economic con-
texts and relations (Fan 2013: 9; Stirrat 2006: 13; Telford and Cosgrave 2007:
15). Evenwithout such pressures,many of the international agencies involved
lacked the expertise to handle complex development processes and treated
recovery and rehabilitation as technocratic questions of replacing lost assets
(particularly, homes and fishing boats) and rebuilding infrastructure, rather
than about facilitating societal and political change. Such projects—with their
emphasis on large, physical items—were appealing to aid agencies because
they provided visibility and demonstrable results (Silva 2009: 68; Stirrat
2006: 13). However, assets were often replaced without due consideration
for market conditions, let alone efforts to shape those conditions, and thus
sometimes served to reinforce rather than redress pre-existing inequalities.

⁹ The issue of eroding local capacity was not unique to the tsunami response and is discussed in more
detail in Chapter 19 on Government and Civil Society in Affected States.
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The replacement assets were not always targeted to those most in need. In
Sri Lanka, for example, there were more new houses than tsunami-affected
households in some Sinhalese communities, while hundreds of families from
the already marginalized Muslim community in Ampara District had no
prospect of a new home more than five years after the tsunami (Khasalamwa
2009: 80; Mulligan and Nadarajah 2011: 365). Likewise, with many agencies
involved in boat distribution, more were provided than had been destroyed,
with reports of indiscriminate distribution whereby some who had lost their
boats did not receive any replacement while other households managed to
acquire several andnon-fisher folk entrepreneurs also received boats (de Silva
2009: 268; Khasalamwa 2009: 83; Stirrat 2006: 14).

In some cases, the assets provided were inappropriate to local conditions.
For example, international aid agencies rushed to give affected people equip-
ment to help them start or re-start self-employment or small businesses,
without due consideration of the economic or environmental context. Little
thought (or funding) was given to how to develop the fishing sector, with
agencies instead focusing on replacing lost boats and gear. In Sri Lanka,
some of the boats were unsuitable for local waters (Stirrat 2006: 14). Boats
were oversupplied in areas where there were already concerns about over-
fishing (Cosgrave 2007: 15, 18). Fishing, retail, and three-wheeler microen-
terprises failed because there was not sufficient market for them (Mulligan
and Nadarajah 2011: 364). In Sri Lanka, there was insufficient meaningful
consultation—and sometimes no participation at all—of intended beneficia-
ries on housing design, with negative consequences for the completion rates
and quality of houses constructed (Silva 2009: 68). Houses were designed
without proper ventilation for the use of biomass fuels for cooking, on
the assumption that gas or electricity would be used, but their cost was
prohibitive for many rural households (Khasalamwa 2009: 82).

Land tenure and ownership systems were of central importance for hous-
ing, and often also for livelihoods, yet many humanitarian agencies never
fully grasped the implications of these systems and worked without ques-
tioning the legal and policy framework. In Sri Lanka, for example, the
government introduced a coastal buffer zone, which extended to 65 metres
from the sea in Ampara District, in which building was prohibited (de Silva
2009: 263; Silva 2009, 69). This buffer zone policy had enormous economic
and social impacts, relocating people to marginal lands such that many, par-
ticularly those who depended on the sea, lost their livelihoods (Khasalamwa
2009: 81; Mulligan and Nadarajah 2011: 361). In addition, many livelihoods
strategies—most obviously agricultural production—depend on the land
itself, and for some tsunami-affected communities in Sri Lanka, the
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land tenure and ownership system was an obstacle to secure livelihoods
(Khasalamwa 2009: 84).

In accepting the legal and policy frameworks as given, aid agencies lim-
ited the impact of their response. At least one new settlement in Ampara was
abandoned by those who had been rehoused there because it was too far from
important facilities, and elsewhere in the district, tsunami survivors defied
the new restrictions, refusing to relocate to houses offered to them in a new
village more than 20 km away (Mulligan and Nadarajah 2011: 361). Agen-
cies also risked reinforcing or exacerbating inequalities as they worked to
build houses for alreadymarginalized populations on the evenmoremarginal
lands they had been allocated, instead of protesting that allocation. At the
same time, it is far from clear that humanitarian agencies are the right actors
to be advocating for land reform. Analysis of land ownership and tenure sys-
tems is beyond the skills and expertise of most humanitarian workers, and
working to reform such systems implies a more transformative goal than
fits comfortably with the principle of neutrality, to which most of the major
international humanitarian agencies subscribe.1⁰

Moreover, in line with their largely technocratic approach to reconstruc-
tion and rehabilitation, the recovery efforts of international agencies were
often insensitive to gender relations, social inequality, and poverty and to
the conflicts in Aceh and Sri Lanka. The BBB mantra encapsulated the goal
‘not just to reinstate what the tsunami had destroyed, but to leave the com-
munities it had affected better, fairer, stronger and more peaceful than they
had been before the disaster struck’ (Fan 2013: 1; see also, Khasalamwa 2009).
However, the reality fell short of this for several reasons. A focus on replac-
ing assets led to the neglect of the poorest, who lacked assets to begin with. In
some places, it also had a gendered impact as womenwith few assets received
less in compensation than men who already had many assets (Scheper et al.
2006: 9). Furthermore, the international response was largely focused on the
‘tsunami-affected’, creating issues of inequity where the very poor but not
directly-affected were neglected, and undermining the goal of constructing
fairer, stronger, and more peaceful communities (Fan 2013: 8; Khasalamwa
2009: 84).

The potential for recovery activities to promote equality and a fairer society
was demonstrated by the Rehabilitation and Reconstruction Agency (BRR)
of Aceh-Nias, a ministerial-level agency established in March 2005, which
pursued much more transformative goals under the rubric of recovery. For

1⁰ See ‘Principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality, and independence’ in Chapter 13 on Politics,
Principles, and Humanitarian Action.
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example, taking advantage of themass resettlement to change property rights
for women and children, the BRR persuaded the central government to
implement a land titling initiative, providing land titles with joint owner-
ship between husband and wife to those being resettled (Fan 2013: 9). While
this kind of initiative fits squarely within the remit of national and local gov-
ernments, arguably redressing inequalities falls outside the proper scope of
humanitarian ambition, at least insofar as it implies political choices about
how society should be organized and structural change to reorganize society
in that way.11 At the same time, it is important to recognize that replacing
assets and physical infrastructure without incorporating analysis of distri-
bution and equity is likely to reinforce the status quo ante, complete with
whatever inequalities that entailed.

Coordination, competition, ownership, and accountability

International humanitarian agencies largely failed to coordinate their
response to the tsunami—either among themselves, between themselves and
local and national civilian actors in affected states, or between themselves and
national and international military forces.

Poor coordination among international humanitarian agencies was exac-
erbated by the huge numbers of international NGOs in Aceh and Sri Lanka,
itself a consequence of the high levels of global public concern and fund-
ing. The multiplicity of actors worked against effective coordination both
because the enormous number of actors made coordination enormously
difficult and because increased competition—whether for resources, visibil-
ity, or even beneficiaries—reduced the incentives for cooperation (Cosgrave
2007: 16; Silva 2009: 68; Stirrat 2006: 13–16). The huge levels of funding for
the tsunami response meant that humanitarian agencies were not compet-
ing with one another for funding. Instead, they were competing for ways of
spending that funding that were visible and that conformed to the ideas of
their donors about what aid looks like (Stirrat 2006: 14, 16). The failure to
coordinate effectively led to duplication and waste (Khasalamwa 2009: 84;
Stirrat 2006: 14).

Local capacities were, in many ways, undermined rather than bolstered by
the international response, with negative consequences for the quality of the
tsunami response itself but also for future response capacity in affected coun-
tries. While interaction with national governments was deemed relatively

11 On these issues, see ‘Political or apolitical humanitarian action’ in Chapter 13 on Politics, Principles,
and Humanitarian Action, and Chapter 16 on the Nexus Concept.
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constructive, and national capacities for future disaster preparedness were
mostly strengthened by international agencies, insufficient early engagement
with community-based organizations and local NGOs undermined local
ownership of the response (Scheper et al. 2006: 9). ‘Poaching’ staff from local
organizations and imposing burdensome reporting requirements on imple-
menting partners served to undermine local capacity, while (much more
expensive) expatriate staff were often placed in roles that would have been
better filled by people with an understanding of the social structures in local
communities (Scheper et al. 2006: 35, 37). None of these issueswere unique to
the post-tsunami context12 but were particularly notable in this case because
of the size of the international response and the fact that there was significant
local capacity to begin with. Pressures to spendmoney rapidlymay have con-
tributed to international agencies behaving as if they were saving lives long
after the emergency response was over, when they could have invested more
in supporting local organizations, something thatwould likely have improved
the effectiveness and efficiency of the international response in the longer
term (Scheper et al. 2006: 36–37).

The international humanitarian response to the tsunami emphasized
‘upward’ accountability to governments, the media, and the public in donor
countries at the expense of ‘downward’ accountability to the public in affected
countries and ‘lateral’ accountability to other agencies and the governments
of affected countries (Cosgrave 2007: 11; Stirrat 2006: 3). The lack of down-
ward accountability to the affected populations can be traced back to the
needs assessments. People affected by the tsunami ‘felt over-assessed but not
consulted’, and the resulting reports too often ‘served the interests or man-
date of the assessing agencymore than those of the potential beneficiaries’ (de
Ville de Goyet and Morinière 2006: 11, 12). While it is common that inter-
national humanitarian agencies are more accountable to their donors than
to those they seek to assist, the huge amounts of funding exacerbated this
imbalance in the tsunami response.

Conclusions

The international humanitarian response to the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami
was extraordinarilywell funded but failed to live up to the potential that fund-
ing offered. International responders overestimated their own capacities at
the same time as they underestimated the capacities of local actors. Their

12 See Chapter 19 on Government and Civil Society in Affected States.
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responses were shaped more by their expertise and by the potential for vis-
ibility and media coverage than by the needs of the affected populations.
As a result, while the extraordinarily high levels of funding facilitated sig-
nificant success if measured in outputs or technical achievements, outcomes
were less impressive. Efforts to engage in recovery and rehabilitation focused
on the technical tasks of asset replacement without sufficient analysis or
understanding of the economic, political, and social contexts in which assets
were being replaced—andwith the consequence that housing and livelihoods
interventions sometimes failed and, further, sometimes served to reinforce
pre-existing inequalities.
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Sri Lanka, 2008–2009

After decades of sporadic fighting between the Liberation Tigers of Tamil
Eelam (LTTE—or Tamil Tigers) and the Sri Lankan state, in 2009, the gov-
ernment opted for an all-out military solution to the civil war. This chapter
focuses on the events of 2008–2009 specifically, covering the end of the
war and its immediate aftermath, because this is the period that created
the most serious humanitarian consequences and presented international
humanitarian agencies with the greatest challenges and dilemmas.

Both the Sri Lankan army and the Tamil Tigers committed serious vio-
lations of international humanitarian law (IHL), including the targeted and
wilful killing of civilians. They also sought to manipulate international
humanitarian actors, and the government in particular was very successful
at this, with severe consequences for the civilian population. The govern-
ment prevented aid agencies from operating in the worst-affected areas and
restricted the delivery of food and essential medicines. After the end of
the conflict, hundreds of thousands of civilians were interned in closed
and militarized government camps, which were sustained by international
humanitarian assistance. Throughout, the government obstructed humani-
tarian action, restricting access to affected civilians and, hence, limiting the
range and quality of protection and assistance those civilians could access.

In pursuit of access to populations in need, aid agencies frequently com-
promised their principles and turned a blind eye to abuses of the civilian
population by the government. They never achieved the access they sought,
and in their pursuit of it, they arguably became complicit in the government’s
brutal campaign, not least because each time the international community
failed to react in any meaningful way, the government appeared emboldened
to commit further abuses.

Background

In 1948, Sri Lanka gained independence after 450 years of colonial rule,
first by the Portuguese and then, from 1815, by the British, which had
accentuated ethnic divisions and Sinhala nationalism. A large majority of
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the population—74% according to the 2001 census—is (mainly Buddhist)
Sinhalese, and there are two main minorities: (mainly Tamil-speaking)
Muslims—7.4%; and (mainly Hindu) Tamils—18.2% (Kumar 2019: 71).

Political violence and conflict in the 1970s and 1980s killed tens of thou-
sands of people, and from 1983 to 2009, there was civil war, with fighting
interspersed by three relatively ineffective ceasefire agreements (Internal
Review Panel 2012: 5; Niland 2014: 130). The LTTE launched in 1976, after
two decades of state-sponsored marginalization of the Tamil community,
demanding greater autonomy and seeking to establish the state of Tamil
Eelam in the north and east of Sri Lanka, wheremost of the Tamil population
lived (Internal Review Panel 2012: 5; Niland 2014: 131). The LTTE strategy
was brutal, involving suicide attacks against military, police, and civilian tar-
gets as well as indiscriminate violence in the south of the country (Internal
Review Panel 2012: 40). The Tigers also regularly proved willing to sacri-
fice the safety and well-being of the Tamil population to their military and
political goals. Intimidation of the population and the forcible recruitment
of both adults and children were widespread, and the LTTE used violence
to silence rival Tamil groups (Internal Review Panel 2012: 40; Keen 2009: 50,
2014: 6).The hard-line strategies of the Tigers weremirrored by the twomain
Sinhala political parties, and the state was responsible for widespread extra-
judicial killings and disappearances (Internal Review Panel 2012: 5; Niland
2014: 131).

Several factors, both domestic and international, contributed to the
strengthening of the government position in the latter years of the conflict.
In the 1990s, India switched its allegiance—and its military and politi-
cal support—from the Tigers to Colombo, and in 2004, the Tamil Makkal
Viduthalai Pulikal split from the LTTE and sidedwith the government (Inter-
nal Review Panel 2012: 41; Niland 2014: 132).Management of reconstruction
aid after the 2004 tsunami reignited the conflict over sovereignty between
the Sri Lankan government and the LTTE (Weissman 2011b: 16). In 2005,
the Tigers encouraged the Tamil population—with force, according to some
reports—to boycott the presidential election, contributing to the victory of
hardliner Mahinda Rajapaksa, who, backed by a nationalist coalition, nar-
rowly defeated a more moderate candidate (Beardsley and McQuinn 2009:
635; Internal Review Panel 2012: 41; Weissman 2011b: 16, 17).

Rajapaksa pursued a military solution to the conflict without serious
challenge from international political actors. His government was adept at
portraying the fight against the Tamil Tigers as part of the global war on ter-
ror at the same time as appealing to domestic and other Asian constituencies
by portraying itself as standing up to Western colonialism (HPG 2010: 1).
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By 2006, the Cease Fire Agreement of 2002—the latest major initiative of the
Western-sponsored liberal peace-building agenda in Sri Lanka—had largely
fallen apart (Internal Review Panel 2012: 5). Domestically, this helped to
create the political space for an ultra-nationalist and anti-Western backlash,
while internationally, Sri Lanka increasingly aligned itself with Eastern pow-
ers, with China proving an important ally, and Western power dissipating
(HPG 2010: 15; Niland 2014: 32). Post-9/11, there was growing international
consensus against engagement with non-state armed groups using terror tac-
tics, and inMay 2006, the EuropeanUnion (EU) declared the LTTE a terrorist
organization, which served to ensure that the Tigers were politically isolated
and ostracized internationally (Internal Review Panel 2012: 41).

Violence escalated in the north east of the country in late 2005, with the
government pushing the LTTE into an area in the north of Sri Lanka called
the Vanni and regaining control of the entire eastern region by July 2007
(Internal Review Panel 2012: 42; Weissman 2011b: 16). The government for-
mally launched its military campaign in the Vanni in 2007, and the violence
intensified over the following eighteen months until the LTTE was defeated
in May 2009 (Internal Review Panel 2012: 8).

Final stages and immediate aftermath of thewar

In the end stages of the conflict, both sides adopted harsh military strategies
with little concern for the civilian population, and the war was particularly
inhumane in the Vanni. As the government launched its final offensive there
after September 2008, the Tigers dramatically increased their use of forcible
recruitment and employed increasingly violent means to hold the largely
Tamil population against its will, using civilians as a human shield in the
vain hope that this would slow the advance of the Sri Lankan army (Inter-
nal Review Panel 2012: 9; Keen 2009: 50, 2014: 6; Weissman 2011b: 17). The
LTTE leadership mistakenly judged that mass civilian deaths would com-
pel the international community to respond with a military intervention,
which it hoped would provide some respite to the Tamil fighters (Niland
2014: 134). At the same time, the government—which had the upper hand
militarily—unilaterally declared no-fire zones, and told civilians tomove into
them (Internal Review Panel 2012: 9). Civilians concentrated in these sup-
posedly safe areas, but the LTTE installed its offices and military equipment
nearby and shot civilians who tried to escape, while government forces car-
ried out intense shelling, killing and injuringmany civilians (Internal Review
Panel 2012: 10, 11).
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From October 2008, there was significant migration out of the Vanni to
government-controlled territory, with an estimated 36,000 internally dis-
placed persons (IDPs) in government-held Vavuniya in early March and
some 180,000 registered there by mid-April 2009 (Internal Review Panel
2012: 66, 79).They fled for a variety of reasons, seeking to escape LTTE intim-
idation as well as prolonged shelling and aerial bombardment by government
forces from November 2008 to April 2009, which posed a direct threat to
civilian lives and additionally destroyed essential infrastructure in the area
(Keen 2009: 69). Government restrictions on aid into theVanni over a signifi-
cant periodwere also a factor (Keen 2009: 70).Manymore fled the violence of
the final assault, in which government forces shelled the no-fire zones where
civilians had congregated as per government instructions. The Sri Lankan
army broke through the LTTE’s defence lines on 20 April 2009, cutting its ter-
ritory in two and triggering the evacuation of 100,000 civilians in just a few
days (Weissman 2011b: 27).Manywere desperate to leave, butmanywere also
forced onto government buses and misled about what to expect in Vavuniya,
where conditions were poor and they would be denied freedom ofmovement
(Keen 2009: 70, 2014: 7).

The government declared victory on 19 May. It is likely that tens of thou-
sands of civilians were killed in the final stages of the war, with estimates
based on credible sources and information ranging from 40,000 (accord-
ing to the UN Panel of Experts) to 70,000 (the number unaccounted for,
based on estimates by the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs (OCHA) and a local government agent fromMullaithivu), while some
sources within the central government claimed that the number was well
below 10,000 (Internal Review Panel 2012: 14, 38). Furthermore, a large pro-
portion of the Tamil population from the Vanni was interned in overcrowded
and underprepared camps (ICG 2010: 6; Keen 2014: 10). As people left the
Vanni, the government screened them to identify LTTE cadres among the
civilians, interning close to 280,000 civilians in IDP camps and more than
10,000 alleged LTTE members in separate ‘surrendee’ camps (ICG 2010: 6;
Internal Review Panel 2012: 20). The government called them ‘welfare vil-
lages’, but the IDP camps were surrounded by barbed wire and controlled by
the military, with complete restriction on movement in or out (Keen 2009:
71). Following two huge waves of arrivals and internments in April and May,
the camps were overcrowded and conditions were life-threateningly poor,
with inadequate or non-existent water and sanitation facilities (Keen 2009:
71; Weissman 2011b: 29).

Although the war in Sri Lanka generated a humanitarian emergency of an
intensely and obviously political nature, it did not attract a robust response
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from international political actors (HPG 2010: 6; Keen 2009: 51). The Sri
Lankan government framed its advance into the Vanni as a humanitarian
mission and a hostage rescue operation, and the international community
broadly accepted this, with international bodies such as the UN Human
Rights Council echoing this language (Keen 2009: 49; Weissman 2011b:
17). Despite the severe violence of the final stages of the conflict, the UN
Secretary-General was not willing to take on the government, and none of
the Security Council, Human Rights Council, or General Assembly held any
formal meeting on Sri Lanka during those months (HPG 2010: 14; Inter-
nal Review Panel 2012: 14). The Security Council did hold several unofficial
meetings, at which Secretariat officials presented statements focused mainly
on the humanitarian situation without calling attention to the responsibil-
ities and obstructions of the government and the LTTE or providing full
information on civilian casualties, and the Council only issued a press state-
ment three days before the end of the conflict (Internal Review Panel 2012: 4;
Keen 2009: 78).

In addition to the international political failure, therewas a collectiveweak-
ness on the part of humanitarian actors, with the response and discourse
from humanitarian agencies largely focused on establishing the numbers
of the displaced and shipping food to them (HPG 2010: 3; Keen 2009:
51). UN agencies in particular sought to distinguish humanitarian from
political action and classified as political anything which would offend the
government, with the consequence that they failed to fulfil basic humani-
tarian responsibilities and allowed themselves to become complicit in the
government’s counter-insurgency strategy (Internal Review Panel 2012: 19;
Weissman 2011b: 15).

International humanitarian response

In the final stages of the war, there were high levels of humanitarian vul-
nerability and need in the Vanni. Given the military strategies of both sides
and the scarcity of respect for IHL, protection was a major concern, and
by the end of 2008, half the inpatients in Puthukkudiyiruppu hospital had
been admitted for war wounds (Internal Review Panel 2012: 56). Food and
medicines were in short supply. The escalation of violence caused huge dis-
ruption to food production in both the north and the east of Sri Lanka such
that important rice-producing areas in the Vanni probably had no significant
production in 2009, and doctors in the Vanni reported thousands of deaths
due to malnutrition and lack of antibiotics (Internal Review Panel 2012: 18;
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Keen 2009: 61). There was also significant need for shelter, water, and sanita-
tion, in part due to repeated displacements, and the need for shelter materials
and medicines was all the more urgent after the start of the monsoon in
October 2008 (Internal Review Panel 2012: 56; Keen 2009: 63).

Despite these high levels of need, most international aid agencies left
the Vanni in September 2008, with severe consequences for the delivery of
assistance and for the potential to protect civilians through presence and
monitoring (Internal Review Panel 2012: 8).This relocationwas prompted by
repeated shelling close to UN compounds combined with the government’s
announcement that it could no longer guarantee the safety of aid workers
(Internal Review Panel 2012: 8). The UN withdrew all international staff and
some national staff (many national staff chose to stay behind because the
LTTE prevented staff dependents from leaving), despite some inhabitants of
the region pleading with the UN to stay, fearing that with no one to bear
witness, the government would be less restrained and the civilian population
exposed to increased violence (Internal Review Panel 2012: 8; Keen 2009: 60,
2014: 8).

In October 2008, the UN reached an agreement with the government and
the LTTE for weekly convoys of humanitarian assistance to the Vanni—
convoys on which the government imposed significant restrictions (Internal
Review Panel 2012: 8; Keen 2014: 8). The government engaged in endless
discussions on access to aid, signing up to international standards like the
Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, with such engagement aimed
at convincing aid agencies that its intentions were good, even if the discus-
sions did not lead to improvements in access (HPG 2010: 2, 7; Niland 2014:
134). It allowed small amounts of food to get through, as apparent evidence of
its good intentions, even though the quantity of food allowed throughwas far
from sufficient to meet the nutritional needs of the population in the Vanni,
and other items, including essential medicines and materials for shelter and
sanitation, were largely prohibited, ostensibly because they could be used by
the LTTE (Internal Review Panel 2012: 56; Keen 2014: 8–9). Starvationwould
have generated dramatic media coverage, whereas blocking medicines and
water tanks was not so visible, even if it may have been a deliberate attempt to
make the population sick (Keen 2009: 63). Artillery shelling by government
forces, and sometimes from unidentified sources, exploded close to several
of the convoys (Internal Review Panel 2012: 54).

In many ways, the World Food Programme (WFP) responded flexibly to
overcome government obstruction, but even so, the food delivered was inad-
equate. Flexible practices included purchasing food locally in the north of Sri
Lanka to circumvent official obstructions to transportation and to provide
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some support for livelihoods in local agricultural communities, but it was
insufficient to make up for the shortages in deliveries from elsewhere (Keen
2009: 53–54). WFP also used a logistics hub at Vavuniya, deployed fourteen
mobile storage units to areas close to conflict-affected populations, and had
its own fleet of thirty trucks, all of which facilitated some degree of opera-
tional autonomy (Keen 2009: 54). For all WFP’s efforts, however, the tonnage
successfully delivered fromOctober tomid-December 2008 was only around
40% of the planning amount and less than 20% of the requirements for actual
population numbers (Internal Review Panel 2012: 55). In addition to UN
convoys, India sent a consignment, the Sri Lankan government organized
convoys with food for sale at low prices, and the International Committee of
the Red Cross (ICRC) delivered some food by ship, but all this was insuf-
ficient to plug the gaps (Internal Review Panel 2012: 55; Keen 2009: 62).
Moreover, the government refused to allow UN staff to monitor the distri-
bution of food in the Vanni, and one estimate suggested that the LTTE may
have taken 20% of the assistance delivered by the convoys (Internal Review
Panel 2012: 18, 55).

The eleventh UN relief convoy, which arrived in the Vanni on 16 January
2009, ended up being the last to make the journey. As with previous con-
voys, it had clearance from both the Sri Lankan Army and the LTTE, and
pre-approval to return the following day, but in the event, the government
refused clearance for its return journey until 22 January, apparently due to
ongoingmilitary operations (Internal Review Panel 2012: 57–58). Suspecting
that this would be the last convoy, and deeply concerned for the safety of UN
national staff and their dependents in the Vanni, the convoy leader sought to
evacuate them in the returning trucks, but the LTTE prevented this (Internal
Review Panel 2012: 57–59). He and one other international UN staffmember
remained with the seventeen national staff and their eighty-six dependents,
and the government instructed them to go to Udaiyaarkaddu, a village in
Mullaitivu District located within an area the government had unilaterally
declared a no-fire zone (Internal Review Panel 2012: 59).

By this time, civilians were being squeezed into a shrinking zone in Mul-
laitivu, where conditions were dangerous and squalid (Keen 2009: 66). To
protect themselves from shelling, IDPs were sleeping in muddy wet trenches,
and byMarch, thousandswere reported dead from inadequate food andmed-
ical care (Internal Review Panel 2012: 9). Hoping that the UN flag would
offer some kind of protection, hundreds set up tarpaulin shelters close to
the site occupied by those parts of the UN convoy that had remained (Inter-
nal Review Panel 2012: 60). However, they encountered heavy shelling and
came under intense artillery fire, mainly from government forces (Internal
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Review Panel 2012: 9, 59–62). In just forty-eight hours, before the convoy left
to escape the shelling, dozens of civilians were killed or injured withinmetres
of the UN bunkers. Many more were killed or injured in other makeshift IDP
sites in the government-designated ‘safety zones’ as well as in hospitals. The
wounded had access only to rudimentary care within the LTTE-controlled
zones, provided by eight Sri Lankan doctors who had refused to aban-
don their posts and worked with medical supplies delivered by the ICRC,
which also managed to evacuate 6,600 wounded and seriously ill people to
government-controlled areas (Weissman 2011b: 24).

After the end of the war, more than fifty non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) and UN agencies operated in the internment camps set up
by the Sri Lankan government—sustaining them through the provision of
shelter, food, water, and sanitation, etc. (Weissman 2011b: 28–29). However,
government obstructions limited the ability of the aid agencies supporting
them to take a principled approach. The government initially planned to
house people in these camps long term—for up to three to five years (Keen
2009: 76–77; Weissman 2011b: 25). Many aid workers had serious reserva-
tions about supporting camps that were closed and militarized, where IDPs
were denied freedom of movement and the access of international agencies
to the camps, as well as their communication with the IDPs within them,
were restricted (Internal Review Panel 2012: 20). International agencies were
concerned aboutweaknesses in the government screening processes, particu-
larly given the history of disappearances of people the government suspected
or accused of being linked to the LTTE (Keen 2009: 72). Neither the UN
nor the ICRC, despite its mandate for monitoring the treatment of people
detained in relation to armed conflict, were allowed to be present where
the Sri Lankan security services screened those leaving the Vanni (Inter-
nal Review Panel 2012: 20). With restrictions on access, communications,
and activities, systematic needs assessment and a range of important inter-
ventions were impossible (HPG 2010: 4; Weissman 2011b: 28–30). Unable
to carry out needs assessments or properly monitor distribution, aid agen-
cies all but jettisoned minimum standards and relied on government lists
of who needed different kinds of assistance (HPG 2010: 5). Poor distri-
bution systems and government refusal to share registration data meant
that aid was not always getting to the most vulnerable within the camps
(Keen 2009: 74–75).

Donors and operational agencies alike faced a dilemma. Should they pro-
vide for people’s basic needs in what were dire conditions or refuse to
legitimize (and make just about survivable) what were effectively concen-
tration camps, in the hope that this would force the government to close
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them and let people leave? Reluctant to support indefinite internment, they
sought to underline the temporary nature of the camps by refusing major
improvements (permanent shelters, cement floors, latrines with septic tanks,
extension of health and water infrastructure), decisions which may have
contributed to the early closure of the camps, but additionally made for
uncomfortable and insanitary living conditions in the meantime (Holmes
2014: 146; Weissman 2011b: 31). Following concerted pressure from donors,
as well as shifts in Sri Lankan domestic politics, the camps were opened, and
some freedom of movement for IDPs was introduced by the end of 2009
(HPG 2010: 5; Weissman 2011b: 31–32).

Manipulation of aid and aid agencies

The Sri Lankan government—likened to a highly skilled chess master and
a poker player—was masterful in manipulating humanitarian agencies and
the international community more broadly (HPG 2010: 3; Niland 2014: 132).
Committing to international standards and engaging in endless discussions
about humanitarian access and assistance, the government sought to cre-
ate the impression that it was changing in a positive direction, while the
humanitarian community ‘lacked the skill, strategy, resolve and political
backing needed to manoeuvre successfully against the government to pro-
tect or secure any kind of effective humanitarian space’ (HPG 2010: 3; see
also, Niland 2014: 134).

One of theways inwhich the governmentmanipulated humanitarian oper-
ations was through limiting access to information about what was going on in
Sri Lanka and particularly about abuses perpetrated by the state. For example,
although Colombo defended the evacuation of humanitarian agencies from
the Vanni as necessary for the security of aid workers, it had a clear ulte-
rior motive in terms of manipulating information flows. Since recent shelling
incidents and the main threat to aid agencies came from the government
side, to say that the same government could not guarantee their safety was
disingenuous—it could have ordered the army not to attack them. However,
the withdrawal of security assurances served to remove potential witnesses
and hence to facilitate the government’s final offensive (Internal Review Panel
2012: 17; Keen 2014: 8).Thiswas obvious tomany aidworkers and tomuch of
the civilian population and the LTTE, who wanted the aid agencies to remain
(Internal Review Panel 2012: 17, 50, 52; Keen 2014: 8). Apart from the ICRC
and Caritas, however, aid agencies left the Vanni, apparently without ques-
tioning the logic of relocating operations because of a government security
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warning, whenmost of the immediate security threat came from government
forces themselves (Internal Review Panel 2012: 17).

As part of its manipulation of information flows, the Sri Lankan gov-
ernment played politics with numbers. While the LTTE had long inflated
population numbers in order to claim a larger constituency and addi-
tional humanitarian assistance, Colombo claimed that the number of people
remaining in the Vanni after the relocation of the UN and most other inter-
national aid agencies was much lower than it really was. Estimates by local
government authorities put the total population of the Vanni at 428,000 in
October 2008, while the national government in Colombo insisted that there
were no more than around 70,000 people (Internal Review Panel 2012: 18).
The government used low population numbers as an excuse to limit relief
deliveries and to argue that the quantities being delivered were adequate
(Internal ReviewPanel 2012: 37). Claiming that therewere far fewer people in
the area further served as a pre-emptive method of reducing casualty figures,
and the government used low population estimates to rebut allegations of
civilian casualties (Internal Review Panel 2012: 18).

The humanitarian community responded passively to government efforts
to restrict access and information. OCHA is mandated to negotiate access
for the humanitarian community as a whole, and NGOs relied heavily on
the UN to raise issues with the government, but the UN was deferential to
Colombo. On withdrawing from the Vanni in September 2008, for example,
the UN issued a statement saying that it had been forced to relocate because
it had assessed the security situation to be too dangerous, without mention-
ing that it had been forced to leave by the government (Keen 2014: 8). The
UN did not explain the full circumstances of the evacuation either to mem-
ber states or the general public, and the Sri Lankan government did not face
significant criticism for pushing international agencies out of the main the-
atre of war (Internal Review Panel 2012: 17; Niland 2014: 134). By allowing
limited food aid into the Vanni, the government was able to use the exis-
tence of relief operations as evidence of its humanitarian intentions and to
inhibit collective pressure from international agencies (Keen 2014: 14). At
the same time, aid agencies were competing for visibility and for space on
the convoys, and negotiations to allow non-food items delayed departure, all
of which reduced the chances of developing a common advocacy position
(Internal Review Panel 2012: 56; Keen 2014: 9).

A combination of bureaucratic obstacles and threats de-energized aid
agencies and de-incentivized them from challenging the government.
Colombo was adept at ensuring that donors and operational agencies had to
expend enormous effort overcoming bureaucratic obstructions such that they
had little capacity left to address higher-level strategic issues (HPG 2010: 11).
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Visas, authorizations to travel within the country, and import licences were
all frequently delayed and obstructed by the government and were often
implicitly—sometimes explicitly—contingent on aid agencies (and individ-
ual staff members) being ‘cooperative’ and not making public statements
about the conduct of the government and armed forces (Internal Review
Panel 2012: 41; Niland 2014: 133;Weissman 2011b: 20–24). Aid agencies and
individual staff members feared being expelled from Sri Lanka, not always
for entirely disinterested reasons, and they also feared for their safety (Keen
2009: 87–88). Sri Lanka was a dangerous country for aid workers, and there
were good reasons for the sense of fear and insecurity. NGOs in particular
had been the subject of a systematic media campaign that depicted them
as LTTE sympathizers, and seventeen Sri Lankan staff of Action contre la
Faim had been executed in their office in Muttur on the east coast in August
2006, a few hours after government forces recaptured the town (HPG 2010:
5; Weissman 2011b: 18).

Most aid agencies allowed themselves to be manipulated in that they
refused to call out the government restrictions on aid and instead responded
pragmatically—accepting restrictions if it meant some aid could get through
rather than maintaining a principled stand. Thus, they agreed to seal convoy
trucks undermilitary supervision, and allowed body searches at checkpoints,
and gradually gave in to more and more government demands and harass-
ment (HPG 2010: 13; Keen 2009: 54, 80). This was driven in part by beliefs
among UN and humanitarian decision-makers that each accommodation
made to the government was the lesser of two evils. Hindsight casts doubt on
such beliefs, and even in the moment, many individual aid workers saw that
these accommodations were doing more harm than good, but they lacked
common coordinated positions which could have strengthened pressure on
the government. Competition among agencies combined with government
restrictions on inter-agency coordination to reduce the potential for col-
lective pressure (HPG 2010: 9, 10, 13; Keen 2009: 63). The weakness of a
competitive and uncoordinated humanitarian sector was exacerbated by the
lack of political will in the UN and the lack of unity among donors (HPG
2010: 9, 10, 11).

A failure of protection

Both during the final stages of the war and in its immediate aftermath, the
protection of the civilian population was of paramount importance and a
resounding failure of the humanitarian response. Althoughmuch of the work
undertaken by humanitarian agencies came under the rubric of protection,
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this included activities such as psycho-social care, the provision of food and
shelter, recreational activities, and staff training, none of which necessar-
ily help keep people safe from violence (Internal Review Panel 2012: 18).
Such a broad definition ‘obscured the very limited extent to which the UN’s
protection actions actually served to protect people from the most serious
risks’ (Internal Review Panel 2012: 19). As the note of a round-table event
on humanitarian space in Sri Lanka put it, ‘it is estimated that thousands of
people were killed and approximately 300,000 were forced into closed mil-
itarised camps and humanitarian agencies responded by handing out water
and plastic sheets’ (HPG 2010: 6). Where UN action to address issues would
have provoked criticism from the government, senior UN staff tended to
label those issues as political and, hence, outside the remit of humanitarian
response, with the consequence that concerns about howmany civilians were
being killed and by whom, and even how many civilians were in the Vanni,
were not adequately addressed or reported—and, indeed, such issues were
often not even monitored (Internal Review Panel 2012: 19).

When the Sri Lankan government began its final offensive in the Vanni,
the government did its best to block information about civilian casualties,
and the UN was not systematically monitoring civilian deaths and injuries or
acting on the evidence it did have. The two international staff members from
the last convoy, who had remained in the Vanni for an additional two weeks,
returned to Colombo at the end of January 2009 with their own eyewit-
ness accounts and documentation of events that other sources were already
reporting (Internal Review Panel 2012: 10, 59–62, 63). The UN then had
incontrovertible evidence of the shelling and killing of civilians by govern-
ment forces but did not use it to pressurize the government. At the beginning
of February, the UN finally implemented a system for the collection of data
on killings and injuries, which showed that a largemajority of civilian killings
were the consequence of shelling and aerial bombardment by government
forces and a smaller proportion were the result of LTTE actions (Internal
Review Panel 2012: 19). UN satellite pictures became public in April 2009,
providing the basis for new estimates of how many people remained in the
Vanni and confirming that there was ongoing artillery shelling by govern-
ment forces (Internal Review Panel 2012: 12–13). However, the UN did very
little with all this evidence.

The international humanitarian agencies in Sri Lanka in 2008 and 2009
only engaged in limited and one-sided advocacy in the final stages of the war.
The UN spoke out about both verified and unverified abuses by the LTTE
but not about abuses by the government, even when they had been directly
witnessed by UN staff (Internal Review Panel 2012: 20; Keen 2014: 15).
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On 14 March 2009, the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights
(OHCHR) did release a statement that made specific reference to casualty
numbers and allegations of violations of international law by the govern-
ment. However, this statement was an exception to the general position of
UN officials, who avoided criticizing the government because they did not
want to prejudice humanitarian access, and it also went against the express
wishes of the Chef de Cabinet, the Under Secretary-General for Humanitar-
ian Affairs, and the UN Resident Coordinator in Sri Lanka—who also wore
several other UN hats, including that of Humanitarian Coordinator (Internal
Review Panel 2012: 11–12). Drawing on the experiences of its Dutch section
in the IDP camps in Vavuniya District, in the first months of 2009, Médecins
Sans Frontières (MSF) spoke publicly about the artillery fire in the Vanni
and the lack of freedom of movement for the IDPs in Vavuniya (Weissman
2011b: 26), but for the most part, the international humanitarian community
avoided any public criticism of the Sri Lankan government.

Neither humanitarian agencies nor thewiderUNengaged inmuch forceful
dialogue privately with the government either, although they moved increas-
ingly to do so after the end of the war. NGOs had almost no direct contact
with the government and hence relied heavily on the UN to raise concerns
(HPG 2010: 4). For the most part, UN officials went out of their way not
to offend the government, and even where they associated government fire
with civilian deaths, they did not specify the provisions of IHL that had been
violated (Internal Review Panel 2012: 20). For example, the UN Resident
Coordinator wrote to the government on 7 February stating UN minimum
estimates for civilian casualties in the Vanni over the past weeks and saying
it was highly probable that fire from both sides had led to these casualties,
‘despite the best efforts’ of the government (Internal Review Panel 2012: 10).
Given that theUNhad irrefutable evidence of government forces shelling and
killing civilians, including attacks on UN installations and hospitals, and had
data which showed that government forces were responsible for more casu-
alties than the LTTE, the contents of the letter were excessively deferential to
the government.

There was also a lack of behind-the-scenes advocacy to mobilize other
actors who might be able to influence the Sri Lankan government. In a brief-
ing tomembers of the diplomatic corps in Colombo on 9March, members of
the UN Country Team, including the Resident Coordinator, presented esti-
mates of casualties between 20 January and 2 March in Mullaitivu District,
describing a range of human rights and IHL violations by the LTTE, with-
out explicitly addressing government responsibility for shelling and without
presenting data which showed that a large majority of the casualties were
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reportedly attributable to government forces (Internal Review Panel 2012:
11). In the same briefing, and in subsequent documents, the UN Country
Team informed the diplomats of UN efforts to be present at locations where
the government was screening those emerging from the conflict zones but
neglected to mention reports of human rights violations and disappearances
from other screening locations, to which the UN was denied access (Internal
Review Panel 2012: 13). In the last days and weeks of the war, some members
of the Security Council, as well as senior officials from the Secretary-General’s
office, complained that they were receiving almost no information from the
UN and had begun to rely on reports from international NGOs (Internal
Review Panel 2012: 13).

Advocacy vs access and assistance?

As in many cases, humanitarian actors faced a dilemma: should they speak
out and risk losing access, in the hope that the perpetrators of IHL and human
rights violations would be shamed into improving their conduct, or stay quiet
in the hope of saving lives and alleviating suffering through the delivery of
relief?1 Most humanitarian agencies decided that access was more impor-
tant than advocacy. They favoured (the possibility of) the delivery of food,
medicine, and other material assistance over (the possibility of) the protec-
tion of the civilian population. While this is a genuine dilemma, access is
not always best served by silence, and advocacy does not necessarily entail
protection.

Dialogue and public or private advocacy may be explicitly focused on
aid agency access, but in Sri Lanka, aid agencies avoided criticizing the
government on both protection issues and questions of access. Although
the UN repeatedly lobbied both the Sri Lankan government and the LTTE
for improved humanitarian access, it did not speak out about government
restrictions on access and humanitarian aid, and ‘the UN did not confront
theGovernment directly with the fact that obstructing assistancewas counter
to its responsibilities in international law’ (Internal Review Panel 2012: 18).
Moreover, the decision to prioritize access over public advocacy or forceful
bilateral dialogue is not a one-off decision, but in Sri Lanka, the consequences
of earlier decisions did not appear to inform later decisions. Limiting criti-
cism of the government did not have any positive impact on access, which
got worse rather than better, yet, there was no move to more vocal criticism.

1 For a more general discussion of this dilemma, see ‘Neutrality, access, and humanitarian space’ in
Chapter 23 on Dialogue, Negotiation, and Advocacy.
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The lack of strongly voiced objections to government conduct created the
impression that massacres, civilian casualties, and the expulsion and exclu-
sion of humanitarian actors was acceptable, and the government may have
seen this apparent acceptance as a green light from the international com-
munity to go ahead with more and worse abuses of human rights and IHL
(HPG 2010: 12; Keen 2014: 15).

Given that repeated deference to the government was not yielding
improvements, the prioritization of technical approaches to delivering mate-
rial assistance over protection and advocacy was particularly problematic
and cannot be explained simply as the result of an impossible dilemma. Sev-
eral analysts and field-level staff suggested that more prosaic considerations
played a role, namely, donor preferences and the opportunity for opera-
tional agencies—including those such as the United Nations Refugee Agency
(UNHCR), which ought to be leading on protection—to raise revenue and
capture market share (HPG 2010: 6; Internal Review Panel 2012: 21, 110;
Keen 2014: 6). Fear of the government response was undoubtedly part of
the reason for avoiding any focus on protection or advocacy—and while fear
of being expelled from the country often had more to do with aid worker
self-interest than security concerns, the government also posed a very real
security threat to aid workers and agencies, as outlined above (HPG 2010: 5;
Keen 2009: 85–86, 87–88).

It is difficult to know how much leverage humanitarian agencies and
other international actors, including member states and the political bod-
ies of the UN, could have exercised had they sought to do so (Bradley 2014:
150–151). John Holmes, who was the UN Emergency Relief Coordinator at
the time, has argued that nothing the humanitarian community could have
done would have been likely to make the government listen and change
its approach (Holmes 2014). Certainly, aid agencies had limited influence.
The reputation of international NGOs in Sri Lanka had been tarnished after
the 2004 tsunami by the arrival of huge numbers of international agencies,
somewith little experience (the so-called second tsunami of NGOs), together
with claims of corruption and misuse of funds by some organizations (HPG
2010: 3).2 Furthermore, more strident advocacy could have had counter-
productive results, with talk of human rights playing into the government’s
discourse that human rightswere imperialistic and, hence, consolidating gov-
ernment power domestically (HPG 2010: 8). Moreover, the lack of unity
among aid agencies undoubtedly reduced their leverage—if one agency
refused to support the camps, for example, another would take its place
(Keen 2009: 80).

2 See Chapter 7 on the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami.
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For all the limits of its influence, however, there are at least two rea-
sons to think that aid agencies and the wider UN system had more leverage
than they sought to exercise. First, they did not provide clear information
on human rights in Sri Lanka to powerful states that may have had some
influence over the Sri Lankan government (Keen 2014: 18). UN documents
referred so prominently to protection that some members of the diplomatic
corps assumed that the UN had a system for monitoring and responding
to violence against civilians (Internal Review Panel 2012: 19). While pow-
erful states were undoubtedly at fault for the weakness of their response,
the humanitarian community and the UN could have provided them with
better information. Second, the rare occasions where humanitarian agencies
did make strong representations to the government or publicly highlighted
government abuses suggest that the government was concerned about its
reputation. For example, the government responded robustly to any sugges-
tion that there were civilian casualties (Internal Review Panel 2012: 12). It
also improved its conduct in response to one-off interventions by OCHA,
UNHCR, andWFP (Keen 2009: 17, 18, 2014: 86, 93–96). Likewise, concerted
pressure from donors and other humanitarian actors was instrumental in the
opening of the IDP camps at the end of 2009 (HPG 2010: 5).

Conclusions

The UN as a whole—including its humanitarian agencies—was severely crit-
icized for its role in facilitating abuses of the population by the government,
not least in the report of its own Internal Review Panel, commissioned by
the UN Secretary-General at the time, Ban Ki-moon. The civilian population
suffered abuses at the hands of both government forces and the LTTE, and
humanitarian actors did little in response, largely ignoring abuses by the gov-
ernment side in particular. Focused almost entirely on technical issues related
to the provision of material assistance, they allowed themselves to be manip-
ulated by the Sri Lankan government—manipulation that was itself ‘a key
factor in the intensification of suffering and death’ (Niland 2014: 134). Failing
to do anything to address government abuses, restrictions, and obstructions,
aid agencies were arguably complicit in government strategies of targeting
civilians and restricting access to humanitarian assistance.
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Haiti Earthquake, 2010

On 12 January 2010, an earthquake registering 7.3 on the Richter scale
struck Haiti just 17 km from the capital, Port-au-Prince, with devastating
consequences (Fan 2013: 19). Of a population of around 10 million, some-
where between 100,000 and 316,000 people died, approximately 300,000were
injured, and 2 million—one-fifth of the population—were suddenly made
homeless (Patrick 2011: 2). Death and destruction were on a scale compara-
ble with that resulting from the 2004 IndianOcean tsunami,1 but, in this case,
it was concentrated largely in one city, Port-au-Prince (Levine et al. 2012a: 5).

The humanitarian response that followed was, in many ways, highly prob-
lematic. Failures and limitations were in abundance, but just as in the case
of the tsunami, they cannot be blamed on a lack of funds. Dominant dis-
courses in the United States and elsewhere in the global North after the
earthquake constructed the Haitians as in need of saving by (white West-
ern) outsiders. Reflecting and reinforcing these discourses, the international
response largely sidelined Haitian contextual knowledge and capacities,
which significantly limited the impact of the well-funded response. While
the emergency response was generally considered a success, international
aid agencies failed to fulfil the promise to ‘build back better’ (BBB), either in
terms of building better physical infrastructure or in terms of building better
public institutions.

The international response letHaitians downnot only by not living up to its
own promises but also by doing harm in two particularly notable ways: UN
peacekeepers who arrived as part of the international response inadvertently
(but avoidably) brought cholera to Haiti, causing thousands of deaths; and
both peacekeepers and international aid workers were involved in the sexual
exploitation of Haitians.

1 See Chapter 7.
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Background and context

Structural vulnerabilities and a history of fragile governance exacerbated the
impact of the earthquake (Levine et al. 2012a). The poorest country in the
Caribbean, Haiti suffered from systemic poverty, which exacerbated peo-
ple’s vulnerability to the earthquake and increased obstacles to recovery.2
At the time of the earthquake, for example, more than half the population
lived on less than USD $1.25 a day, child mortality rates were double the
regional average, around one-third of the population was considered food-
insecure, and only 58% of the population had access to clean water and
sanitation (Fan 2013: 19; Patrick 2011: 2). Forty per cent of the population
lacked physical access to health care, and many more faced financial bar-
riers to using existing services (Biquet 2013: 130). Several decades of rapid
urbanization combined with weak urban planning in Port-au-Prince had
resulted in poor-quality buildings not designed to withstand earthquakes
and the expansion of bidonvilles or ‘shanty towns’ without sanitation and
often in precarious locations (Levine et al. 2012a: 9; Patrick 2011: 2; Ver-
sluis 2014: S97). That the earthquake hit a densely populated urban centre in
which housing was mostly not quake-resistant largely accounts for the high
number of deaths in Haiti,3 the majority of which were the result of immedi-
ate crushing and suffocation from the collapse of buildings (DARA 2011: 4;
Schuller 2012: 172).

The most urgent needs of survivors were treatment for those injured
in the earthquake and shelter for those whose homes were destroyed or
made uninhabitable. Around 300,000 were injured—an unusually high num-
ber for a rapid-onset disaster—and thousands required life-saving ampu-
tations and psychosocial care (DARA 2011: 4; Patrick 2011: 2). Hundreds
of thousands of people already lacked housing in Port-au-Prince, and the
earthquake destroyed around 100,000 houses and damaged about another
200,000 (Levine et al. 2012a: 23). Of the 2 million people whose homes
were destroyed or made uninhabitable, it is estimated that more than half
a million left the capital, at least temporarily (Versluis 2014: S95). Others
who lost their homes, or were afraid to sleep indoors in the face of frequent
aftershocks, settled spontaneously in the few safe open spaces—parks, roads,

2 For a discussion of the historical causes of Haiti’s vulnerabilities and the role of countries in the global
North—as well as bilateral and multilateral aid programmes—in creating and perpetuating them, see
Oliver-Smith (2010).

3 A significantly highermagnitude earthquake—8.8 on the Richter scale—inChile that same year killed
around 500 people, just a fraction of the number killed in Haiti.
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a golf course—creating camps with sheets and cardboard, which they gradu-
ally replaced with tarpaulins and tents (Levine et al. 2012a: 13; Versluis 2014:
S95, S101).

The nature and extent of damage also undermined the already weak capac-
ity of the national government and posed challenges to national and interna-
tional responders engaged in the relief effort. The earthquake generated 10
million cubicmetres of rubble, and the debris restricted road access through-
out earthquake hit areas (Levine et al. 2012a, 15; Patrick 2011: 2). Because the
epicentre was so close to Port-au-Prince, much national infrastructure and
many schools, hospitals, and government buildings were destroyed or badly
damaged (Patrick 2011: 2; Schuller 2012: 73). An estimated 60% of the coun-
try’s economic and administrative infrastructure was damaged or destroyed
in the earthquake, and many civil servants—one-third of the government—
died, while others were absent through injury or because they were caring
for people within their own families (Fan 2013: 19; Levine et al. 2012a: 1,
14; Patrick 2011: 2). Despite the damage and loss of personnel, as well as the
personal suffering and trauma experienced by survivors, Haitians were the
first to respond—local staff of international non-governmental organizations
(INGOs) were extremely effective in the initial response, and within days, the
government had made important steps in making fuel available, repairing
damaged electric plants, reopening banks, and paying public sector workers
(DARA 2011: 6; Patrick 2011: 5).

After more than 100 years in which Haiti had been free of the disease, one
of the largest outbreaks of cholera in modern history began in October 2010
(TDC et al. 2013: 8). Lacking prior experience of the disease, Haitians were
unfamiliarwith the basic treatment (simple, oral rehydration), and the fatality
rate was unusually high for a cholera outbreak, particularly among the rural
poor (DARA 2011: 5). Within three months, more than 200,000 cases and
around 4,000 deaths were recorded (Biquet 2013: 133). In the first year of
the epidemic, over 470,000 cases had been identified, with over 6,600 deaths
(TDC et al. 2013: 12). Cholera continues in Haiti today, although cases and
deaths have been in steady decline since 2016 (CDC 2021). The first cases
were clustered around a UN base housing Nepalese peacekeepers and the
strain of cholera was a perfect match for a strain found in Nepal, from which
it could be inferred that cholerawas brought toHaiti by the peacekeeperswho
had deployed as part of the earthquake response, and that poor sanitation
at the UN camp sent sewage into local waterways, from which members of
the wider population were infected (Pilkington 2020; TDC et al. 2013: 1, 8,
13–14).
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Western discourses,media coverage, and celebrity
engagement

The earthquake in Haiti attracted significant media coverage in the global
north, much of which was racialized and served to evoke pity, reproducing
the dynamics of colonialism.⁴ In the US media, for example, repetition of
images that underscored the pitiful state of Haiti, and of words such as chaos,
dysfunction, violence, and hopelessness, made the victims of the earthquake
objects of pity in a process facilitated by their racial otherness (Balaji 2011:
50, 65). In some coverage, traumatized Haitians were depicted as indifferent
and the nation as desperate and lawless, unable to function without assis-
tance (Balaji 2011: 51; Ulysse 2010: 38). Countless images of white Western
aid workers helping to rescue black Haitians from the rubble and an empha-
sis on the benevolence of the West and the efforts of US or European aid
workers served to reinforce this idea (Balaji 2011: 51, 55). The dynamics of
imperialism were evident in the way the plight of victims was highlighted in
contrast to the heroism of the white Western rescuers, and it has been argued
that the dominant Western media representations of Haiti after the earth-
quake reproduced narratives and stereotypes that could be traced back as far
as the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, including the period of US
occupation and its aftermath (Balaji 2011: 57; Ulysse 2010: 37).

Extensive celebrity involvement told a similar story and called on audi-
ences in the global North to ‘save Haiti’ by donating funds and buying
related products. Celebrity engagement within and beyond the United States
included talk show appearances, telethons, and other ‘charitainment’ events
(see, e.g. Cloud 2014; Driessens et al. 2012; Duvall 2015). Hope forHaiti Now,
spearheaded by George Clooney and featuring over 100 celebrities, included
a telethon broadcast live by MTV, CNN, Fox, ABC, and many more US
and other broadcasters worldwide and a website which prompted visitors to
donate money to organizations including Oxfam, the American Red Cross,
and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and to buy an album of
the music performed during the telethon (Driessens et al. 2012: 711, 714;
Duvall 2015: 583). Much celebrity engagement shared three important char-
acteristics. First, the celebrities involved tended either to pay little attention
to the question of the factors that made the earthquake so catastrophic or
to blame ill fortune and irresponsibility on the part of Haitians rather than
international economic relations (Cloud 2014: 48). Second, they portrayed

⁴ For amore general discussion of the roles and impacts of media and celebrities in humanitarian crises
and responses, see Chapter 17 on Media and Celebrities.
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the Haitians as helpless and in need of saving by superior (mainly white)
donors in the global North, whose humanity was emphasized rather than that
of the Haitian victims (Balaji 2011: 62; Cloud 2014: 53). Third, they proposed
‘saving’ Haitians through the privatizing logic of neoliberalism, according to
which charity efforts were commodified and audiences called on to respond
as individual consumers rather than as political actors (Balaji 2011: 62; Cloud
2014: 45; Duvall 2015: 583).

These kinds of representations both reflected and reinforced the views of
donors and operational humanitarian agencies and the kinds of response that
were seen as possible and desirable. According to these views, vulnerability
was primarily a product of a domestic political environment that ‘had been
characterised by dictatorship, political violence, fraudulent elections, exclu-
sion from political processes, stark socio-economic inequality and the denial
of basic rights to the majority of the population’ (Fan 2013: 20). General
pessimism about Haiti’s prospects underpinned the expectations of donor
governments that external events and domestic vulnerabilities would keep
the country trapped in a chronic humanitarian crisis over the medium-to-
long term (Muggah 2010: S446). Moreover, global media appear to have
massively overstated levels of crime and violence in the aftermath of the
earthquake (Muggah 2010: S460).

There are other ways to represent and understand Haiti. For instance, a
range of scholarship highlights the role of the international community, and
in particular the United States, in generating, sustaining, or exacerbating vul-
nerabilities inHaiti. Several authors point to two centuries of US intervention
as an underlying cause of governmental weakness (Cloud 2014: 43; Dupuy
2010: 15; Oliver-Smith 2010: 34–35). From the 1970s, the Haitian govern-
ment followed structural adjustment policies prescribed by the international
financial institutions in return for international military and economic sup-
port, mainly from the United States, Canada, and France—policies which
turnedHaiti into a supplier of the cheapest labour in theWestern hemisphere
and a major importer of US food, exacerbating underdevelopment, poverty,
and inequality (Dupuy 2010: 15–17). More recently, the Clinton, George W.
Bush, andObama administrations arguably all used crises in Haiti ‘to expand
tourism, support textile sweatshops, and weaken state economic control
through privatization and deregulation’, creating or exacerbating the vulnera-
bilities that made the impacts of the earthquake so catastrophic (Cloud 2014:
43). Alternatively, Haitians’ resilience, innovation, and self-reliance could be
highlighted instead of vulnerability, suffering, and impoverishment, and state
weakness seen not as a failure but as resulting from the refusal of a population
descended from slaves to be controlled by the state (Fan 2013: 20).
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Explaining the complexity of the Haitian context, apportioning blame
internationally, and emphasizing the resilience of Haitians would, however,
likely not have been so effective in pulling at the heartstrings of Western
audiences or at prompting wide interest and large-scale financial donations.

Funding for humanitarian response

Humanitarian funding reached USD 3.5 billion in 2010 alone, making the
international humanitarian response in Haiti the highest funded since the
2004 Tsunami (Levine et al. 2012a: 5). Western donor governments pledged
massive amounts of aid, with the United States the biggest by a long, long
way. Contributions from ‘non-traditional’ donors, including Brazil, Cuba,
and Venezuela, were also significant (DARA 2011: 3). One-third of that USD
3.5 billion came from private donors, compared with less than 4% of all inter-
national humanitarian funding elsewhere in the world in 2010 (Levine et al.
2012a: 13). Within eight days of the earthquake, 18% of US households had
reportedly donated and another 30% said they planned to (Pew Research
Center 2010: 2).

Many of the same factors that contributed to the extraordinarily high levels
of public interest and donations for the humanitarian response to the 2004
Indian Ocean tsunami were also at play here.⁵ As a so-called ‘natural’ disas-
ter, the earthquake could be understood as a crisis for which no one was to
blame, even if the economic, social, and political vulnerabilities thatmade the
consequences of the earthquake so disastrous for so many people were any-
thing but natural. The spectacular imagery of the devastation caused by the
earthquake attracted significant media attention, and high visibility inspired
both private and public donors (DARA 2011: 7). The fact that several signifi-
cant non-traditional donors were Latin American governments suggests that
the location of Haiti in their neighbourhood in the Western hemisphere may
have played a role in driving their donations. Just as the social proximity of
the tsunami-affected zones in 2004, some of which were destinations popu-
lar with Western tourists, created a sense of ‘it could have been me’ among
Western publics, the geographical proximity of Haiti to the United States, less
than 1,500 km fromFlorida, is likely to have been important in generatingUS
public interest and concern. For the US government in particular, a long his-
tory of interventions in Haiti and a desire to contain would-be refugees in
their country of origin may also have motivated high levels of funding.

⁵ See ‘Funding for humanitarian response’ in Chapter 7 on the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami.
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Official donors were generous in their pledges but slow to convert those
pledges into contributions. In March 2010, the Haitian government pre-
sented an ambitious Action Plan for National Recovery and Development at
a donor conference in New York, and more than USD 5 billion was pledged
for the 2010–2012 period, around another USD 3 billion for programmes
up until 2020 and almost USD 1 billion in debt relief (Fan 2013: 19–20).
Eighteen months after the March pledging conference, however, only 43%
of the promised funds had been disbursed, and the percentage was much
lower for some of the largest donors—theUnited States, for example, had dis-
bursed only 18.8% (Schuller 2012: 171). ByNovember 2012, 53.2% of pledges
fromofficial donors (USD 6.04 billion) had been disbursed, and international
assistance from private donors amounted to an estimatedUSD 3 billion (OSE
2012: 8, 15).

Official donors provided significant quantities for recovery and devel-
opment, and they favoured funding international agencies rather than the
Haitian government or Haitian non-governmental organizations (NGOs).⁶
Some donors preferred to support only the emergency phase and provided
only short-term funding, but by November 2012, bilateral and multilateral
donors had contributed USD 2.41 billion in humanitarian funding and USD
3.63 billion in recovery funding (DARA 2011: 10; OSE 2012: 15). However,
despite—or perhaps because of—the widely shared perspective that weak
national governance was at the root of many of Haiti’s vulnerabilities, the
vast majority of that funding went to international, not national, actors. Of
the USD 6.04 billion from official donors that had been disbursed in humani-
tarian and recovery funding by November 2012, less than 10% was estimated
to have gone to the government and less than 0.6% to Haitian organizations
and businesses (OSE 2012: 15–16). Even when funds for recovery are sepa-
rated out of the total, only 15.4% was channelled directly to the government
(OSE 2012: 15).This is consistent with a narrative in whichHaitians are help-
less and Haiti’s problems are self-made and need solving by (white, Western)
outsiders, and it also implies a limited understanding of recovery and devel-
opment, focused on assets and infrastructure rather than building up the
government and other Haitian actors.

A final important source of funding for the earthquake response was the
manyHaitians living abroad.TheHaitian diaspora is estimated at 1–2million
people—87% of them living in the United States, the Dominican Republic,
and Canada—a very high number relative to the population of Haiti itself,

⁶ On the preferred channels of different types of donors, see ‘Donors’ in Chapter 18 on Donors and the
Funding of Humanitarian Action.
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around 40% of whom have family living abroad (Versluis 2014: S96–S97).
The diaspora is a major source of income, with one in five Haitians receiving
remittances from abroad, collectively estimated to contribute at least 19% of
Haiti’s gross domestic product (GDP), far exceeding international aid in a
typical year (Versluis 2014: S96, S98). It is impossible to know exactly how
much support the diaspora provided in the aftermath of the 2010 earthquake,
but in general, remittances are expected to increase after a crisis, and one
study found that those who had received remittances before the earthquake
tended also to have received them afterwards (Versluis 2014: S103). Such
‘informal’ aid tended to be in the form of cash transfers direct to affected
individuals and households and was deemed more timely and flexible than
most formal aid (Versluis 2014: S103–S104).

International response

There was already a major presence of international agencies prior to the
earthquake—indeed, Haiti was nicknamed the ‘Republic of NGOs’, both
because more than 10,000 of them were operating there and because of the
way many of them bypassed the government in their operations (Schuller
2012: 171). Many of these NGOs scaled up their operations after the earth-
quake, andmanymore arrived on the scene (DARA 2011: 5). A large number
and diversity of private organizations went to Haiti wanting to help, despite
damage to the main airport and seaport rendering both inoperative, limiting
access to Haiti for international responders in the immediate aftermath and
slowing the arrival of international aid and aid workers (Levine et al. 2012a:
13; Patrick 2011: 2; Versluis 2014: S95). Many of the individuals arriving in
Haiti were young and inexperienced, andmany of theNGOswere established
specifically to respond to theHaiti earthquake (DARA 2011: 5; Schuller 2012:
173–174).

A number of weaknesses in needs assessments by international agen-
cies limited their understanding of how best to respond.⁷ The international
humanitarian community was quick to implement the Rapid Initial Needs
Assessment for Haiti but slow to publish it such that many of its findings
were out of date by the time they were available to many who might have
made use of them (Patrick 2011: 3). Individual agencies mostly conducted
their own needs assessments, but the lack of common standards, method-
ologies, and focus limited their usefulness for overall analysis or strategic

⁷ On common challenges to, and weaknesses of, humanitarian needs assessments, see ‘Assessing needs,
contexts, and capacities’ in Chapter 21 on Needs Assessment, Evaluation, and Response Decisions.
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planning (Patrick 2011: 3). Moreover, these assessments largely lacked con-
textual analysis and assessments of the capacity of the Haitian government
and other Haitian stakeholders, Haitians were poorly consulted, and valu-
able studies and assessments carried out by Haitians themselves were largely
ignored (Patrick 2011: 3, 5). As a consequence, international responders had
poor understanding of social and political dynamics and of the capacities of
Haitian government and civil society, and many in the humanitarian com-
munity wrongly assumed that there was little or no residual local capacity
(Patrick 2011: 3, 4).

Partly as a consequence of these weaknesses in needs and capacity assess-
ments, the international humanitarian response to the earthquake was not
well adapted to the social and political context in Haiti. The responses and
coping strategies of Haitians were largely overlooked (Patrick 2011: 5). The
fact that much of the destruction—and hence much of the need for inter-
national assistance—was concentrated in urban areas posed an additional
challenge for international humanitarian agencies, most of which are more
familiar with operating in rural settings (Levine et al. 2012a: 1; Patrick
2011: 4; Schuller 2012: 173).⁸ The resulting humanitarian response was ‘self-
contained, working outside government systems and reliant on imported
material and personnel, supporting displaced individuals in internally dis-
placed persons camps with food and non-food assistance’ (Patrick 2011: 4).
In many respects, this response was designed to replace, rather than sup-
port, local actors and served to disempower, rather than strengthen, Haitian
government and civil society (Patrick 2011: 4).

Fortification andmilitarization

Haiti was perceived as politically unstable and Port-au-Prince in particu-
lar as highly insecure (Levine et al. 2012a: 5). Insecurity—or perceptions of
insecurity—affected the response.

Due to the designation of high security levels by the UN, international
staff members of most agencies were prevented from interacting freely with
Haitians (Fan 2013: 22). International aid workers in some organizations
were not allowed outside their residences at night, for example, and were
forbidden from going to certain ‘no-go’ zones (Beerli 2018: 80–81). Inter-
national aid was further ‘fortified’ or ‘bunkerized’ as coordination meetings
were often held at the UN logistics/military base, where security measures

⁸ See ‘Urbanization’ in Chapter 15 on the Shifting Parameters of Humanitarian Emergencies.
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made it difficult for Haitian nationals to enter (Fan 2013: 22). The resulting
distance between international aid workers and their intended beneficiaries
exacerbated issues of poor contextual knowledge on the part of aid agencies
and insufficient inclusion of, and accountability to, local communities in the
design and implementation of the international response.

The international response to the earthquake also included a military ele-
ment. The United States sent 14,000 troops, who got Haiti’s seaports and
airport functional, setting up an air traffic control system and taking con-
trol of the airport in Port-au-Prince (de Waal 2014; Versluis 2014: S95). The
US military eventually also played a useful role clearing roads and key areas
of rubble (deWaal 2014; Patrick 2011: 7). In the weeks immediately following
the earthquake, however, themilitarywas poorly used, and beyondmanaging
the airport and airspace, it mainly provided armed escorts for humanitarian
agencies (Patrick 2011: 7). The army later moved into other relief activities,
for which it was neither cost efficient nor highly skilled (de Waal 2014). The
UnitedNations StabilizationMission inHaiti (MINUSTAH), which had been
operating since 2004, was reinforced after the earthquake, with additional
troops and a mandate extended to include assisting the Haitian government
with post-disaster relief and recovery (TDC et al. 2013: 8, 9–10). MINUS-
TAH troops assisted with clearing debris, distributing food, and rebuilding
local infrastructure (TDC et al. 2013: 10).

Emergency assistance

The initial humanitarian response was widely deemed adequate, and short
term targets were mostly achieved and sometimes exceeded (Biquet 2013:
130; Patrick 2011: 2). Large quantities of material assistance were pro-
vided, with 2.1 million household non-food item kits distributed in the first
6 months, and 4 million people receiving food aid (Patrick 2011, 2). 1.2 mil-
lion people had access to safe water daily, and 90% of displaced people in the
capital had access to health clinics (Patrick 2011: 2). However, the response
was limited in important ways. Aid delivery was mostly restricted to the dis-
placed in camps in Port-au-Prince, neglecting those who continued to live
among the rubble and those outside the capital (Levine et al. 2012a: 13).
Furthermore, the response focused on meeting immediate needs and was
not designed in such a way as to support longer-term recovery and liveli-
hoods. For example, goods and services that had previously been provided
by Haiti’s private sector were procured overseas and distributed for free,
undermining business recovery in a country where 43% of the workforce
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was self-employed (Patrick 2011: 5). While 1 million people participated in
cash-for-work projects in the first six months, these projects were adminis-
tratively burdensome, typically paid minimum wage (USD 5 per day), and
provided a maximum of twenty-five days of employment per person, mean-
ing that themoney participants earned was insignificant compared with their
needs (Levine et al. 2012a: 15; Patrick 2011: 2).

With around two million people displaced from their homes, shelter
was an obvious priority—a need that was met much more effectively in
the immediate term than in the medium or long term. Within 6 months of
the earthquake, 1.5 million people received emergency shelter materials, in
the form of tents and sheeting, and this initial shelter response was largely
viewed as a success (Fan 2013: 22–23; Patrick 2011: 2). Shelter requires not
only materials but also land on which to construct the shelter, and herein
lay a significant challenge in Haiti. In rural settings, it is usually easier to
find land onto which to relocate people, but most of those displaced by the
earthquake inHaiti were in a densely populated urban area, and international
agencies participating in the shelter sector saw land rights as a major obsta-
cle (Levine et al. 2012a: 1; Schuller 2012: 173). Both local councils and private
landowners sometimes sought to reclaim land by evicting camp occupants,
whom they perceived to be squatting on their land (Levine et al. 2012a: 1, 17).
Humanitarian agencies did not consider it their responsibility to pay rent to
landowners and did not engage in any coordinated or proactive way with the
landlords themselves, withUNagencies in particular focusing their efforts on
state authorities and seeking—unsuccessfully—to persuade the government
to put a moratorium on all evictions (Levine et al. 2012a: 1, 20).

In the context of the cholera epidemic, the provision of water, sanita-
tion, and health services was absolutely crucial, and here results were mixed.
Despite the achievements of the initial emergency response, many inter-
nally displaced person (IDP) camps lacked water and sanitation services
when the epidemic began (Schuller 2012: 172). Médecins Sans Frontières
(MSF) reported that water, hygiene, and sanitation response ‘was cruelly
lacking’, forcing the agency to take charge of meeting these needs as well
as providing treatment to cholera patients (Biquet 2013: 133). Despite the
activation of the Health Cluster after the earthquake, it did not react suffi-
ciently quickly or effectively to the cholera outbreak, with 80% of patients
in the first three months taken in by MSF and the Cuban health brigades,
neither of which was working within the cluster system (Biquet 2013: 133;
see also TDC et al. 2013: 14–15). While much of it may have taken place
outside the formal humanitarian coordination system, the cholera response
in the camps was relatively effective. Whereas camp-based populations
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often suffer the highest death rates from disease outbreaks, there was close
to zero mortality from cholera in the IDP camps in Haiti (DARA 2011:
5). However, other vulnerable parts of the population were neglected,
and many agencies were outraged by the failure to contain the outbreak
more effectively, given the massive international presence and resources
(DARA 2011: 5).

A lack of alternatives meant that people stayed in camps long term, and
over time the services provided were reduced, and insecurity appeared to
increase.⁹ Humanitarian agencies felt an urgent need to get people out of
camps, but the high standards set for longer-termhousing solutions. andwide
acceptance that the humanitarian response could not limit itself to those who
had lost their homes due to the earthquake but also had to deal with the effects
of chronic poverty and homelessness, made this very difficult (Levine et al.
2012a: 21). Camp residents, who accounted for one-fifth of the population
of Port-au-Prince, were thus stuck in temporary settlements, with no viable
alternative, long after emergency funds for life-saving food, water, and san-
itation services ran out (Schuller 2012: 172). Furthermore, reports suggest
that the incidence of rape had increased several-fold in some Port-au-Prince
camps by the end of 2011 (DARA 2011: 4).

Recovery and rehabilitation

As was the case after the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami,1⁰ many international
responders saw the earthquake as an opportunity for building back better and
even catalysing wider structural change in Haiti (Fan 2013: 19, 22). As a min-
imum, BBB meant physically reconstructing buildings and infrastructure in
such a way as to make Haiti more resistant to future disasters, particularly
earthquakes and hurricanes, and implied an emphasis on the physical and
technical aspects of rebuilding (Fan 2013: 22). In addition, many humani-
tarian agencies saw the injection of international funding and expertise as an
opportunity for direct community involvement in recovery and development
andhoped thiswould lead tomore fundamental structural changes inHaitian
society andpolitics (Fan 2013: 22).Therewere heated debates as towhat a sus-
tainable approach to shelter would look like, and some questioned the extent
to which international responders should be involved in reconstruction at all
(Fan 2013: 23).

⁹ For a more general discussion of camps for displaced persons, see ‘Politics of camps’ in Chapter 22 on
Material Assistance and Direct Service Provision.

1⁰ See Chapter 7.
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In practice, despite large amounts of funding, the international response
failed to BBB, even in a limited way, as very little reconstruction actually
took place. Both donors and humanitarian agencies shied away from housing
projects, which frequently posed complex problems and required acceptance
of imperfect solutions—in terms of both construction quality and the legali-
ties of land tenure. Donor reticence meant that much reconstruction money
went to expensive non-shelter projects, and housing was left to humanitarian
funds and agencies such that, by the end of 2012, USD 6 billion of interna-
tional aid had been disbursed, but more than half had gone to humanitarian
relief and only USD 215 million to housing reconstruction (Fan 2013: 22).
However, humanitarian agencies are not well placed to provide long-term
housing solutions—their timescales and skill sets are not suited to resolving
deep-seated land tenure issues, much less achieving structural change in the
area of land rights (DARA 2011: 7; Levine et al. 2012a: 23).Moreover, some of
the largest official donors were not willing to pay the costs of the kind of hous-
ing that would have met the high standards they were talking about (DARA
2011: 7).

Operational agencies were reluctant to compromise and to work with
the messy reality of Haiti’s system of land administration, and this severely
restricted the building of new homes (Levine et al. 2012a: 2, 15). InHaiti, land
and economic power are concentrated in the hands of a few large families
(Levine et al. 2012a: 5, 7). An antiquated and complex system of land law and
administration—according to which it is often unclear who is the legal owner
of a piece of land—coexists with the practice of occupying land without for-
mal title and arrangements between landlords and tenants whereby tenants
build houses which they own, but on rented land (Levine et al. 2012a: 7–9).
Such pragmatic arrangements sat uncomfortably with international agencies,
who sought to establish proof of ownership before building new structures
and to micro-manage the terms of rental agreements between landlords and
tenants. Their inability to relinquish control meant that they failed to address
the biggest problem facing those who had been tenants, which was finding
enoughmoney for a twelve-month deposit for rent on a new property (Levine
et al. 2012a: 2).

At the same time, agencies were reluctant to support people’s efforts to
repair damaged houses, and no assistancewas given for repairs for over a year,
despite the fact that repairs cost a fraction of what was spent to provide peo-
ple with a prefabricated temporary structure (Levine et al. 2012a: 1–2). This
reluctance can be attributed to concern about their reputational, legal, and
moral responsibilities should repairs prove fatally inadequate in a future dis-
aster and also to a more general reticence to relinquish control, with repairs
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by their nature custom-designed and hence difficult for aid agencies to bud-
get for and monitor (Fan 2013: 23; Levine et al. 2012a: 2). In the 20 months
after the earthquake, only 5,000 homes in the Port-au-Prince metropolitan
area were repaired or newly constructed, a pitiful number considering the
high levels of funding and the fact that 99,000 homes had been assessed
by engineers to be in need of serious repair and another 78,000 marked for
demolition (Schuller 2012: 171–172).

Instead of supporting people to rebuild, repair, and relocate in the ways
they had previously done, and for which they mostly only lacked the neces-
sary funds, the international response focused on providing its own solutions,
which it was unable to do at the required scale (Levine et al. 2012a: 1). This
approach reflected humanitarian ‘business as usual’ and meant that engi-
neers could design shelter solutions to meet technical standards without
concerning themselves too much with social, legal, and economic challenges
and actors (Levine et al. 2012a: 21). Such an approach also fitted with the
dominant representations of Haiti and Haitians in the global North. Had
alternative understandings of agency and resilience been dominant, BBB
efforts might have looked very different, focused on finding ways to increase
people’s agency and support their own efforts to rebuild and repair hous-
ing rather than providing (an inadequate number of) externally designed
shelter solutions to a population portrayed as exploited, impoverished, and
disempowered (Fan 2013: 20).

Having abandoned a strategic focus for a technical solution, the inter-
national humanitarian shelter response effectively amounted to BBB by
T-shelter (the primary transitional shelter response), with the ‘better’ com-
ing from innovations to construction such as using reinforced steel bars
to increase hurricane resistance (Fan 2013: 22–23). This focus on technical
solutions and project implementation rather than seeking to address institu-
tional challenges also meant that the humanitarian response lacked a clear
exit strategy and became protracted, with international agencies using short-
term tools to address chronic problems (Levine et al. 2012a: 21). Paying camp
occupants to leave camps was a controversial policy, even more than a year
after the earthquake,with agencies divided between viewing it as away to help
people find their own solutions by helping with rental payments, for example,
and seeing such an approach as in contravention of international law, in as
far as it sought to entice people to leave the camps even in the absence of
a durable solution and sometimes without informing them of their rights
(DARA 2011: 7; Levine et al. 2012a: 20). Almost 400,000 people remained
in temporary camps and settlements two years after the earthquake (Levine
et al. 2012a: 5).
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Coordination andownership

The quality of the humanitarian response to the earthquake and subsequent
cholera outbreak was negatively affected by poor coordination—both among
international actors and between international and domestic actors. A large
number of UN staff, including the Special Representative of the Secretary-
General, died in the earthquake, and the Humanitarian Country Team was
only reconvened three weeks later (Patrick 2011: 6). At the same time, hun-
dreds of new, inexperienced donors and organizations arrived in the country,
causing huge challenges in coordination. Many of the amateur, or spon-
taneous, NGOs did not register with the government, effectively working
illegally and demonstrating a lack of respect for Haitian authorities.The large
number of NGOs additionally posed a challenge to the coherence of the
overall aid effort, with many actors pulling in different directions, resulting
in gaps and overlaps in the delivery of assistance (Levine et al. 2012a: 13;
Patrick 2011: 7).

The cluster system11 was quickly activated, with thirteen clusters and mul-
tiple working groups established in Port-au-Prince in a mostly unsuccessful
attempt to ensure some measure of coordination and organization (Levine
et al. 2012a: 13). Certain characteristics inherent in the cluster approach
limited its effectiveness in Haiti. Notably, with respect to shelter and hous-
ing, the division of labour across at least four different clusters (with the
camp coordination and campmanagement cluster responsible for camps and
spontaneous settlements; the shelter and non-food items cluster for the pro-
vision of transitional shelter; the early recovery cluster for debris removal,
house repairs, permanent housing, and settlement planning; and the protec-
tion cluster for advocacy concerning forced evictions, protection for renters,
and resettlement) fragmented the response and arguably made it more diffi-
cult to develop a common strategy or a consistent, coordinated, and cohesive
approach (Fan 2013: 23; Levine et al. 2012a: 13).

The way in which the cluster approach was implemented in Haiti further
limited its effectiveness. Lengthy and numerous cluster meetings made for
a heavy coordination system (Levine et al. 2012a: 13). Furthermore, cluster
meetings in Port-au-Prince were initially held in English at the UN logis-
tics base, which was convenient for multilateral agencies and INGOs—and

11 The ‘cluster system’ is a coordination structure involving UN and non-UN humanitarian organi-
zations at both the global and the country level. Each cluster focuses on a particular aspect or sector
of emergency response (e.g. food security, camp coordination/management, early recovery, emergency
shelter, health, etc.) and has a clearly defined lead agency and a provider of last resort.
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facilitated coordination among them—but served to exclude and marginal-
ize Haitian actors, who could not easily enter the base and were not all able to
participate in English (DARA 2011: 6; Fan 2013: 22; Levine et al. 2012a: 13).
Later on, French became the lingua franca and some meetings were moved
to municipal hubs, but some continued to be held in English, and the UN
base remained the hub of the international aid community (Levine et al.
2012a: 13).

The Haitian government failed to take an institutional lead on emergency
relief, recovery, and reconstruction, or land issues (Levine et al. 2012a: 14),
and international aid agencies failed to integrate Haitian authorities and civil
society organizations into the response and recovery. Prior to the earth-
quake, aid had often marginalized and undermined state institutions as it
tended to be channelled through parallel institutions, responding to priori-
ties determined by INGOs, without significant input from the government
or local communities (Fan 2013: 21). Unsurprisingly, then, government and
state representatives lacked good understanding of the institutional architec-
ture of the international humanitarian system, and conversely, aid agencies
reported difficulties in understanding the roles and responsibilities of differ-
ent government roles, ministries, and commissions (Levine et al. 2012a: 14).
Cooperation between the most senior level of the Haitian government and
top political, humanitarian, military, and diplomatic representatives was rel-
atively good, but this was not extended to the lower tiers of national or local
government (Patrick 2011: 5).

Despite wide agreement that BBB should not only mean building physical
infrastructure but also stronger public institutions that would be better able
to manage public resources and deliver basic services, most international aid
did not serve to empower or build the capacity of Haitian government and
civil society, instead sidelining them (Fan 2013: 21; Patrick 2011: 5).

Accountability

Running through the whole chapter is the question of accountability, or lack
thereof, a perennial problem with humanitarian action. There exist mecha-
nisms of ‘upward accountability’ from international humanitarian agencies
to states (as the main donors to those organizations and, in the case of
UN agencies, as member states). Such mechanisms include strict reporting
requirements, and states have the power to restrict themandates of UN agen-
cies and to restrict the funding of both UN and non-UN agencies. However,
those who receive humanitarian aid are not those who pay for it, and the
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people who are intended to benefit from humanitarian action have very little
power to hold humanitarian actors accountable.

While the humanitarian sector has been criticized for the unfulfilled
BBB promises in Haiti, affected populations were mostly unable to demand
accountability from the sector or the agencies within it. Efforts to improve
accountability to affected people since the 1990s have encompassed standard-
setting initiatives and platforms focused on communication and dialogue
between beneficiaries and aid agencies (including complaints procedures).
However, it is not clear that either of these kinds of accountabilitymechanism
worked to improve accountability to affected populations in Haiti. Standard-
setting initiatives, the most widespread of which is the Sphere Humanitarian
Charter and Minimum Standards, first published in 1999, have been criti-
cized for focusing on technical standards and quantitative measures in such
a way that they risk undermining the humanitarian ethic and often come
at the expense of addressing more difficult ethical dilemmas (Terry 2000).
In response to the earthquake in Haiti, such standards at best made little
sense (many Haitians were living in conditions that did not meet Sphere
standards prior to the earthquake), and at worst contributed to the reticence
of international humanitarian actors to support people’s own diverse and
imperfect solutions to land and housing issues, for example (Levine et al.
2012a: 21). Although some agencies, including the International Federation
of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, the International Organization
for Migration, and Oxfam, developed platforms for dialogue with beneficia-
ries and community-based groups (Fan 2013: 22), Haitians had little or no
meaningful input into the design of programmes managed by international
responders and little or no recourse for unmet promises.

Even when international responders did very clear damage to Haiti and
Haitians, those affected were (and continue to be) unable to hold them to
account for their actions. Two incidents in particular bear highlighting. First,
for several years, the UN denied that cholera had been introduced to Haiti
by peacekeepers, despite overwhelming evidence (TDC et al. 2013). The UN
eventually made some kind of apology for the cholera outbreak in December
2016 but stopped short of accepting formal responsibility or any kind of legal
accountability (Pilkington 2020). Those affected have received no compensa-
tion, and international funding for initiatives aimed at eradicating cholera in
Haiti have been severely underfunded. Second, Oxfam staff responding to the
earthquake were involved in sexual abuse, using prostitutes in Haiti, some of
whomwere reportedly underage (Cooper 2019).The scandalmade headlines
in 2018, andOxfamwas accused of having covered up its own 2011 investiga-
tion, which resulted in four staffmembers being dismissed, but another three
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had been allowed to resign before the investigation was complete (Cooper
2019). Senior figures resigned when the scandal broke, and funding from
both public and private donors was cut drastically as those who hold the
purse strings exercised their power to hold Oxfam accountable (Gayle 2018).
However, it is far from clear that this strategy leads to greater accountability
or better outcomes for affected populations. Apart from the fact some ben-
eficiaries will likely suffer from programme cutbacks, punishing Oxfam—an
agency known to have some of the best policies on sexual violence in the sec-
tor and which had not entirely covered up its 2011 report—in this way likely
serves to disincentivize transparency about abuse in other agencies (Crack
2018).

Conclusions

The international response to the earthquake in Haiti suffered from insuffi-
cient involvement of Haitian actors. In the immediate aftermath of the quake,
the perceived need for haste was understandable, and indeed, the emer-
gency response was broadly deemed effective. In the longer term, however,
bypassing the Haitian government and local people served to disconnect the
response from its context and to undermine recovery efforts (Patrick 2011:
5). This sidelining of Haitian actors was consistent with dominant discourses
about Haiti in the global North, which tended to depict the country and
its people as in perpetual need of international assistance. It also reflected
a humanitarian aid system which is risk averse and emphasizes technical
expertise, viewing the people affected by crisis as passive recipients rather
than active participants, and as such failed to make good use of local con-
textual knowledge and failed to support people’s imperfect solutions even as
it failed to deliver on its own promises (Levine et al. 2012a: 2). The case of
Haiti also highlights the power that international intervenors wield, the scope
for them to abuse this, and the inadequacy of mechanisms through which
affected populations can hold them to account—either for failing to live up
to their promises (in this case, to BBB) or for actions that are damaging (the
introduction of cholera to Haiti and sexual exploitation of Haitians).
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Famine in Somalia, 2011–2012

The famine in Somalia in 2011–2012 was triggered by drought in late 2010
and early 2011, but it was not the drought alone that caused the famine.
Rather, it was caused by drought combined with rapidly increasing food
prices against a backgroundof long-running conflict and anunderlying liveli-
hoods crisis, compounded by a weak and delayed international response—a
response that was itself hampered by several conflict-related factors.

From August 2010, reliable early warning systems began predicting a food
crisis in Somalia, but the international community was slow to respond.
Only when the Famine Early Warning System Network (FEWSNET) and
the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO)-operated Food Security
and Nutrition Analysis Unit for Somalia (FSNAU) declared a famine in
much of the south of the country on 20 July 2011 was the international
response scaled up significantly. By October 2011, 750,000 people—17% of
the population of south central Somalia—were classified as being in famine
conditions (Majid and McDowell 2012: 36). The famine continued into early
2012, and between October 2010 and April 2012 it is estimated that 258,000
people, just over half of whom were children under 5, died as a consequence
(Checchi and Robinson 2013: 8). In southern and central Somalia, 4.6% of
the total population and 10% of children under five died, with marginalized
groups disproportionately affected (Checchi and Robinson 2013: 8, 10;
Majid and McDowell 2012).

The international and domestic political context—most notably inter-
national counter-terror legislation, restrictions imposed by Harakat Al-
Shabaab al-Mujhadeen (Al-Shabaab), and access constraints relating to
insecurity—had a significant impact on the international humanitarian
response. Decision-makers among humanitarian donors and operational
agencies largely saw the risks of action as outweighing the risks of inaction
until the declaration of famine, at which point the equation was reversed
and a vigorous response mobilized. Even then, however, operations were
constrained by insecurity and the long absence of some agencies from the
areas most affected by famine. In an effort to overcome these constraints,
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a consortium of agencies implemented what was then one of the world’s
largest ever cash transfer programmes, which served to improve food and
livelihoods security for much of the famine-affected population—albeit less
effectively than could have been expected of an earlier and more extensive
response.

Background

Somalia has not had a central government since 1991, when the regime that
had been headed by Siad Barre for more than twenty years was toppled fol-
lowing several years of civil war. In the aftermath of the disintegration of the
state, severe famine occurred with hyper-inflation, nearly complete crop fail-
ure, and more than 50% livestock losses (Checchi and Robinson 2013: 17).
Extreme insecurity continued in the early 1990s, and three United Nations
(UN)-mandated international military interventions between 1992 and 1995
largely failed to achieve their objectives. The last of these, the UN Operation
in Somalia II (UNOSOM II), was widely seen as a party to conflict and had
a particularly conflicted relationship with the humanitarian community. On
the one hand, many aid agencies depended on UNOSOM for armed escorts,
and on the other hand, UNOSOM and major donor governments sought
to instrumentalize aid as part of their political and stabilization strategies,
which contributed to the perception that aid agencies were taking sides and
generated tensions with local militias (Jackson and Aynte 2013: 5).

After the dissolution of UNOSOM II in 1995, the intensity of fighting
dropped significantly, and around the same time neighbourhood sharia
courts emerged as an important source of law and order in the Somali capi-
tal, Mogadishu. Working with local businesses and clan militias to provide
a degree of security and welfare that made them popular and legitimate
in the eyes of much of the population, the courts and associated militias
eventually became the basis for the Islamic Courts Union (ICU), a loose
umbrella group of Islamist organizations (Abild 2010: 78; Barnes and Has-
san 2007: 152). In early 2006, the United States backed a weak and unpopular
alliance of warlords to capture or kill individuals in Somalia responsible for
US embassy bombings inNairobi andDar es Salaamand to stem the influence
of the Islamic Courts (Little 2012: 191). Within a few months, the US-backed
alliance was defeated by the ICU, who gained control of Mogadishu and
most of southern Somalia. Their victory served to increase the popularity
and strength of the radical Islamic elements within the ICU, in particular
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the youthful al Qaeda-affiliated Al-Shabaab (Little 2012: 191–192;Menkhaus
2012: 30).

With US backing, neighbouring Ethiopia invaded Somalia in December
2006, routed the ICU, and occupied Mogadishu for two years, bringing to
an end a decade of relative stability, political innovation, and economic
dynamism, further fuelling local resentment against outsiders, and increas-
ing support for Al-Shabaab (Abild 2010: 78–79; Hammond andVaughan-Lee
2012: 3; Little 2012: 192; Majid and McDowell 2012: 38; Menkhaus 2012:
30). With the approval and authorization of the UN Security Council, the
African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) was deployed in early 2007,
joining and eventually replacing the Ethiopian forces in Somalia (AMI-
SOM n.d.; Menkhaus 2012: 30). AMISOM was mandated to protect the
internationally backed Transitional Federal Government (TFG), stabilize the
country, and facilitate humanitarian activities, but in practice, Western poli-
cies in 2007 and 2008 had the opposite effect, contributing to insecurity and
reducing humanitarian space (Menkhaus 2009). Al-Shabaab emerged as the
main insurgency fighting the TFG and trying to drive out AMISOM and
the Ethiopian forces, turning Mogadishu and parts of south Somalia into
a battlefield for several years (Menkhaus 2012: 30). A chronic livelihoods
crisis developed after more than 600,000 Somalis were displaced by fight-
ing in Mogadishu during the Ethiopian occupation, and in parts of southern
Somalia settled farmers and agro-pastoralists abandoned their farms or lost
livestock due to armed conflict (Little 2012: 192). The insecurity additionally
led to a significant decrease in the presence and operations of international
non-governmental organizations (INGOs) and UN agencies, above all in the
areas most in need (Bradbury and Maletta 2012: 117).

The instrumentalization of humanitarian aid by donors since 9/11 fur-
ther served to reduce humanitarian access. Donors, regional governments,
and the UN took sides—and even became belligerents—in the war, with the
United States taking unilateralmilitary action against particular targets, other
donors funding the training and salaries of TFG forces, and all failing to
hold the TFG, Ethiopian forces, or AMISOM to account for violations of
international humanitarian law (IHL), even when there was clear evidence of
abuse of civilians and despite the fact that they condemned attacks by insur-
gents (Bradbury and Maletta 2012: 121). Although it was not an integrated
mission, donor governments and the UN put pressure on aid agencies to sup-
port the TFG, and the UN Department of Political Affairs additionally made
some attempts to align assistance with its state-building and stabilization
objectives (Bradbury and Maletta 2012: 122–123). Humanitarian agencies
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largely resisted this pressure, but for-profit contractors provided assistance
as part of a stabilization strategy, and this may have affected local percep-
tions of humanitarian agencies and further compromised acceptance of their
presence and work (Bradbury and Maletta 2012: 124).

From late 2009, humanitarian access and funding were massively reduced
as a consequence of counter-terror restrictions imposed by the UN and a
number of Western countries. The United States had listed Al-Shabaab as a
terrorist group in 2008, effectively criminalizing humanitarian engagement
with its members.1 The US Patriot Act and associated counter-terror leg-
islation prohibited providing—even unintentionally—any material benefit
to listed groups, and United States Agency for International Development
(USAID) officials feared that providing aid to people in territory controlled
by Al-Shabaab could make them criminally liable (Menkhaus 2012: 31). In
September 2009, the Obama administration suspended all US humanitarian
assistance to areas controlled by Al-Shabaab, leading to an 88% decrease in
US funding for humanitarian aid to Somalia between 2008 and 2010, with
significant implications for food security in southern Somalia, given that the
United States is the main source of food aid globally and had been the single
largest donor to Somalia (Menkhaus 2012: 31; UN OCHA 2010: 3). The UN
and several more countries proscribed Al-Shabaab in early 2010, and Canada
suspended humanitarian assistance to Somalia (Bradbury and Maletta 2012:
128). While UN sanctions included the option for a humanitarian excep-
tion, this was not adopted by all countries and did not cover all humanitarian
agencies (Pantuliano et al. 2011: 9).

Insecurity for aid workers in Somalia and restrictions imposed by Al-
Shabaab further restricted humanitarian access and operating space, and by
2010, international humanitarian action in much of Somalia was extremely
limited. Since the mid-1990s, insecurity had led most international agencies
to manage operations remotely from Kenya, a move which implied a reduc-
tion in the number of staff in-country and a transfer of risk to national staff
and sub-contracted local organizations (Abild 2010: 83; Fredriksen 2016: 45).
After US airstrikes killed Aden Hashi Ayro, a top Al-Shabaab military com-
mander, inMay 2008, aidworkers were accused of collaborating and officially
designated by Al-Shabaab as legitimate targets (Abild 2010: 79–80; Bradbury
and Maletta 2012: 118–119). Due to its support for the TFG and the Ethiopi-
ans, the UN was denounced by Al-Shabaab as an enemy of Islam, and UN
compounds were attacked (Abild 2010: 80; Bradbury and Maletta 2012: 125;

1 For a discussion of how counter-terror legislation has affected humanitarian action, see ‘Counter-
terror legislation’ in Chapter 14 on Law and International Humanitarianism.
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Fredriksen 2016: 45). The UN’s official support for one side in the conflict
greatly limited international access to the large parts of the country not con-
trolled by the TFG, and in the years immediately prior to the famine, Somalia
was one of the most dangerous countries in the world for humanitarian aid
workers (Menkhaus 2012: 32; Slim 2012: 8). The leadership of Al-Shabaab
was divided with respect to the presence of international aid agencies, but
its hardliners prevailed, expelling many agencies—including CARE in early
2009, and subsequently other non-governmental organizations (NGOs)—
from areas under its control and imposing tight restrictions on those that
remained (Fredriksen 2016: 5; Lautze et al. 2012: 44; Menkhaus 2012: 30). In
December 2009, the World Food Programme (WFP) announced that it was
suspending operations due to unacceptable levels of insecurity (although the
real reason for withdrawal may have had more to do with pressure from the
United States), and following the announcement, Al-Shabaab immediately
banned WFP (Bradbury and Maletta 2012: 127; Menkhaus 2012: 31).

Proximate causes of famine

Against this background, rapidly rising food prices and rapidly falling rural
incomes created a perfect storm in which many people—particularly agri-
culturalists, agro-pastoralists, labourers, and internally displaced persons
(IDPs)—were unable to access the food necessary for survival (Maxwell and
Fitzpatrick 2012: 6).2 The fall in rural incomes was, in large part, the con-
sequence of drought. Somalia has two rainy seasons, and severe drought
occurred after the lowest recorded rainfall in fifty years during the late 2010
Deyr season and the subsequent failure of the Gu rains in April–June 2011
(Maxwell and Fitzpatrick 2012: 6). This resulted in the lowest annual cereal
crop since the 1991–1994 Civil War and substantial livestock mortality (Hill-
bruner and Moloney 2012: 20). Reduced harvest and loss of livestock meant
that common sources of income—farm labour and livestock sales—were
reduced. At the same time, food prices increased significantly, with the price
of red sorghum in one part of Somalia rising 240% between June 2010 and
June 2011 (Hillbruner and Moloney 2012: 20). Drought-related shortages
in the supply of food contributed to price rises, but so too did the massive
reduction in food assistance—which had been responsible for an estimated
average of 15% of national cereal supply between 2007 and 2010, peaking at
29%during 2009—afterWFPwithdrew fromSomalia in January 2010, itself a

2 On the meaning and causes of famine in general, see ‘Famine’ in Chapter 1 on Humanitarian
Emergencies.
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consequence of the conflict (Hillbruner andMoloney 2012: 25). Even in years
of good rainfall, Somalia relies heavily on imported food—accounting for
around 55% of national cereal supply between 2007 and 2010 (Hillbruner
and Moloney 2012: 25). Much of this takes the form of commercial imports
and increases in global prices following the 2007/2008 global food price crisis
thus exacerbated the crisis in food access (Maxwell and Fitzpatrick 2012: 5).

In different circumstances, Somalis would have been better able to weather
this perfect storm, but years of armed conflict and a consequent livelihoods
crisis had eroded their coping strategies—and the safety net of international
food aid had largely been pulled out from beneath them. During the civil war,
for example, much of the irrigation infrastructure, which facilitated more
diverse crop production and provided a buffer against the worst impacts of
climatic variability, was looted or fell into disrepair (Majid and McDowell
2012: 38). Livestock losses during the war left agro-pastoralists and pastoral-
ists with fewer, or no, assets to sell, andmany of those who had been displaced
by armed conflict could not access their land, employment, or other usual
livelihood opportunities. International assistance in the years leading to the
famine haddone little to build up resilience as it had focusedmore on food aid
than strategic livelihood support and largely excluded south central Soma-
lia in favour of those parts of the country that were more easily accessible
(Lautze et al. 2012: 46). Remittances from the Somali diaspora3 had been
affected by counter-terror legislation and the UN sanctions regime and had
also fallen in thewake of the 2008 financial crisis (Bradbury andMaletta 2012:
117, 129–130). Conflict and restrictions on population movement imposed
by Al-Shabaab in 2011 limited the option of migration andmobility, ordinar-
ily a livelihood strategy in pastoral and agricultural contexts across Somalia
(Majid and McDowell 2012: 39–40).

By the time famine was declared in July 2011, an estimated 3.2 million
people—2.8 million of whom were in the south—were in need of imme-
diate, life-saving assistance (Slim 2012: 8). Certain population groups—
predominantly the historically minority and marginalized Reewin and
Bantu—were disproportionately affected, as they had been in the famine of
the early 1990s (Majid and McDowell 2012: 36). They depended on the agri-
cultural sector for their livelihoods, and their income derived from the same
farms from which they bought their food, making them doubly vulnerable to
the effects of the drought. Vulnerability peaked in September 2011, with an

3 It is estimated that the Somali diaspora remits over a billion dollars per year to family members in
Somalia, driven by the powerful reciprocal obligations that characterize relations among Somalis of the
same lineage (Menkhaus 2012: 34). Indeed, international remittances are believed to be by far the largest
contributor to gross domestic product (Majid and McDowell 2012: 39).
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estimated 4 million people (53% of Somalia’s population) in need of humani-
tarian assistance, three-quarters of whom were in south and central Somalia,
areas largely under the control of Al-Shabaab (Hammond and Vaughan-
Lee 2012: 3). Limited provision of health-care services, poor water and
sanitation, increased disease transmission due to displacement, and expo-
sure to trauma—all consequences of long-running conflict—exacerbated the
effects of food security crisis (Checchi and Robinson 2013: 17). A substantial
increase in emergency assistance in September and October, a sharp decline
in local cereal prices, and excellent Deyr rains between October and Decem-
ber 2011 brought the famine to an end in early 2012 (Hillbruner andMoloney
2012: 20). It is estimated thatmore than a quarter of amillion people had died
(Checchi and Robinson 2013: 8).

Earlywarning, late response

Reliable warnings with alarming predictions were issued from August 2010,
and with eleven months of early warning, international actors knew what
was coming and could have responded much sooner than they did. Soma-
lia had suffered a severe famine in the early 1990s, and in response FSNAU
and FEWSNET were set up in 1995 to provide regular analysis of the status
of food security and nutrition in Somalia. Based on monitoring of a range
of indicators, including remote sensing imagery and price and trade data,
FSNAU and FEWSNET produce a series of fourteen reports in a typical year,
which provide early warning of food security crises (Hillbruner andMoloney
2012: 21). Between August 2010 and the declaration of famine in July 2011,
they released an additional sixteen written products focused on the develop-
ing crisis as well as providingmore than fifty briefings, mainly in Nairobi and
Washington DC (Hillbruner and Moloney 2012: 21).

The briefings, alerts, and press releases first described the likelihood of
poor rainfall and highlighted the expected impact on food and income
sources, then told of a worsening situation, forecasting severe food insecu-
rity and identifying different forms of early livelihoods support that could
avert a crisis (Hillbruner andMoloney 2012: 21–23). By early 2011, they were
reporting dramatic increases in cereal prices, extreme levels of malnutrition,
the collapse of cattle markets in some regions, and a 20% increase in the
number of people in need of emergency assistance (Hillbruner and Moloney
2012: 23). In February, March, and May, FEWSNET organized a series of
three multi-agency scenario-building workshops, which resulted in con-
sensus alerts that highlighted the urgent need for large-scale humanitarian
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assistance and stated that even if the Gu rains performed well, significant
improvements in food security would take many months, and the current
situation warranted an immediate response (Hillbruner and Moloney 2012:
23). In the event, the rains were delayed by a month, performed erratically,
and ended early, resulting in the lowest Gu harvest since 1995 (Hillbruner
and Moloney 2012: 23).

Despite reliable warnings beginning in August 2010, and sounding loud
and clear through the first half of 2011, the international response was not
scaled up until famine was declared in two areas of south-central Somalia on
20 July 2011 and subsequently in three more. The Integrated Food Security
Phase Classification (IPC), which was first developed in Somalia in 2004 and
is now a global tool for classifying levels of food insecurity, consists of a five-
phase scale of food emergencies. Phase five (famine) occurs when, in a given
geographical area, at least 20% of households face extreme food shortages
with limited or no options to cope, the prevalence of Global Acute Malnu-
trition exceeds 30%, and crude death rates reach or exceed two deaths per
10,000 population per day (Hillbruner and Moloney 2012: 23). By definition,
at this stage, extensive damage has already been done and lives and liveli-
hoods lost. Not only could early humanitarian response have achieved more
(including saving more lives) but also it would likely have been more cost
effective. Restocking livestock herds can cost several times more than keep-
ing the animals alive through supplementary feeding, for example, and it is
significantly cheaper to provide support to people in their homes rather than
IDP or refugee camps (Save the Children and Oxfam 2012: 19).

Only when famine was declared was there large-scale response, with a
substantial increase in funding and emergency assistance. The response was
not the result of the repeated warnings but of the declaration—it was a
response to an already occurring famine, rather than a concerted effort to
prevent that famine from occurring, and only got to scale once the worst
was past. In some respects, this is not surprising as worldwide early warning
is consistently ignored. The idea of the humanitarian emergency⁴ corre-
sponds not to potential future events but to radically present ones, and while
sudden-onset disasters and images of famine often provoke significant media
attention, early warning systems do not (Fredriksen 2016: 43, 44). However,
the more timely provision of humanitarian assistance helped to avert famine
in Ethiopia and Kenya, despite their also being affected by drought and food
price rises (Slim 2012: 5).

There are three broad reasons why many donors and operational agen-
cies were reluctant to act in Somalia. First, in the decades leading up to 2011,

⁴ See Chapter 1 on Humanitarian Emergencies.
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conditions that would be considered to have reached crisis levels in other
countries had come to be considered normal in Somalia (Bradbury and
Maletta 2012: 113). Crisis had been normalized in Somalia to such an extent
that the distinction between routine crisis conditions and those requiring a
significant scaling up of the humanitarian response was difficult to discern
(Hobbs et al. 2012: 50). Second, despite the FSNAU and FEWSNET warn-
ings, access restrictions and remote management practices limited the ability
of humanitarian actors to collect information themselves and, hence, to get a
‘human sense’ of what was happening on the ground (Fredriksen 2016: 46).
While the FSNAUdatawas good quality, it was patchy andwas often outdated
by the time the Humanitarian Country Team based in Nairobi processed
it (Slim 2012: 10). There was no deep situational needs analysis, anecdotal
information at the field level was not providing consistent messages, and the
country team tended to discount reports by Somali NGOs (Hobbs et al. 2012:
52; Slim 2012: 10).

Third, extreme insecurity, counter-terror legislation, and concerns about
the diversion and instrumentalization of assistance made many humanitar-
ian actors cautious.While the diversion and instrumentalization of assistance
is by no means unique to Somalia, since the collapse of the Somali state, aid
had important impacts on the economy and local politics (Abild 2010: 85;
Hammond and Vaughan-Lee 2012: 6–8). The listing by the UN and many
countries of Al-Shabaab as a terrorist group exacerbated concerns about pro-
viding aid in south central Somalia, making both donors and operational
agencies excessively cautious. Extensive risk mitigation measures, including
finance checks, tracking and monitoring systems, reduced the flexibility and
responsiveness of operations, inevitably slowing any response (Pantuliano
et al. 2011: 9).Moreover, the food crisis warnings came at amoment when the
question of diversion was particularly sensitive as the UN Monitoring Group
on Somalia and Eritrea had published a report in March 2010 alleging that
up to half of WFP’s food aid in Somalia was being diverted by three of the
organization’s primary contractors and sold off illegally, possibly benefitting
some armed groups (Ali and Gelsdorf 2012: 58).

Funding for humanitarian response

The famine declaration prompted immediate mobilization of funds, with
donors—including ‘traditional’ and ‘non-traditional’ donor governments
and the global public—almost doubling their funding for Somalia virtually
overnight (Lautze et al. 2012: 44; Maxwell et al. 2012: 1). This mobilization
of funds was crucial as some operational humanitarian agencies had sought
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to scale up their operations prior to the declaration and had been unable to
because they lacked sufficient funding (Hobbs et al. 2012: 52; Lautze et al.
2012: 45). The Consolidated Appeals Process (CAP) launched in Decem-
ber 2010, for example, had been met with a 50% shortfall in committed
funds, such that WFP had to reduce rations by around 65% in April/May
2011, and 79% in June 2011 (Fredriksen 2016: 51). While donors can be
blamed for underfunding the CAP in the context of a rapidly worsening
food security crisis, operational agencies—and above all the Humanitar-
ian Country Team—share responsibility for requesting insufficient funding
to begin with. Their pessimism about the generosity and propensity of
Western donors to engage in crisis prevention shaped the CAP, appealing
for funding in line with what they anticipated risk-averse counter-terror
donors would give rather than what the situation might demand (Slim 2012:
10, 16).

Most of the main donors preferred pooled funding mechanisms admin-
istered by the UN, but some NGOs questioned whether they should seek
funding through such mechanisms, given the UN’s political stance and its
listing of Al-Shabaab (Bradbury and Maletta 2012: 123). In the end, USD
1.3 billion was raised for Somalia, only USD 800 million of which went
through the CAP system (Slim 2012: 8). In part, this was due to signifi-
cant engagement of non-traditional donors, in particular members of the
Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC). Saudi Arabia worked within
the CAP system, and in fact, became its third-largest donor with funds of
USD 58 million, while some other OIC members did not (Slim 2012: 9, 12).
Turkey was especially generous, announcing a total contribution of USD 365
million (Slim 2012: 12). The rapid response of OIC donors was significant
not only in terms of its volume but also in its impact on more qualitative
aspects—notably the ‘how’ and the ‘where’—of the humanitarian response
in Somalia.

International humanitarian response

Even when funding was significantly increased after the declaration of
famine, the conflict and political context complicated and hindered the
humanitarian response. The larger international aid agencies had extraor-
dinarily limited access to the famine-affected parts of Somalia on account
of restrictions imposed by Al-Shabaab, counter-terrorism law and policy
in the United States and other countries, and insufficient trust, relation-
ships, and networks on the ground after cutting back operations in previous
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years. This both limited the scale of activities possible and slowed their
implementation. Linked to the significant funds provided by non-traditional
donors, the operational response was marked by the involvement of non-
traditional actors. Some of the new and inexperienced Islamic NGOs were
less concerned about US legislation, welcomed by Al-Shabaab, and broadly
accepting of the restrictions the group imposed on them such that they had
more room to manoeuvre than Christian and secular agencies (Menkhaus
2012: 31; Slim 2012: 12).

Al-Shabaab controlled almost all the famine-affected areas, and its policies
became increasingly restrictive over the course of the famine. It would not
allow WFP—usually the main instrument of food aid delivery—to return, so
WFPwas only able to operate limited food distributions in urbanMogadishu
and in accessible border regions (Hobbs et al. 2012: 54; Maxwell et al. 2012:
2). In south Somalia, the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC)
was the only agency with access and with the capacity to move large quanti-
ties of food and so faced the Herculean task of getting food aid to one million
people at the same time as negotiating with a nervous, unpredictable, and
divided Al-Shabaab leadership (Menkhaus 2012: 30). In late November 2011,
Al-Shabaab shut down most of the relief agencies that remained in south
Somalia, allowing only the ICRC and a small number of NGOs, including
Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), to continue operating—and then expelled
the ICRC at the end of January 2012 (Menkhaus 2012: 31). These restrictions
appear to have been driven by non-Somalis in Al-Shabaab’s leadership, moti-
vated by personal security fears that aid agencies may include spies of the
West, together with disgust at Somali dependence on the West for food aid
(Bradbury and Maletta 2012: 120; Menkhaus 2012: 31).

For aid agencies to work safely in territory controlled by Al-Shabaab,
they needed its consent—which, in turn, required the agencies to negoti-
ate directly or indirectly with the group and to accept conditions it imposed
(Jackson and Aynte 2013: 9). Standard conditions included the payment of
registration fees and additional taxes, although this was often denied bymore
senior aid agency officials in Nairobi (Jackson and Aynte 2013: 9–10, 18).
Agencies that had a longstanding presence, strong community support, and
a history of structured engagement with Al-Shabaab at all levels were some-
times able to negotiate exceptions to such payments (Jackson andAynte 2013:
17). Other common conditions included prohibiting aid agencies from pros-
elytizing, from publicly criticizing Al-Shabaab, and from employing Somali
women—with the exception of doctors and nurses, whose involvement was
encouraged so that women could access health care (Jackson andAynte 2013:
10, 18). Sometimes, Al-Shabaab insisted on distributing international food
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aid directly, making it impossible for aid agencies to monitor the distribu-
tion or assess the extent to which it was diverted (Jackson and Aynte 2013:
18). Even for those aid agencies officially permitted by Al-Shabaab to oper-
ate in southern Somalia, the operational environment continued to be highly
insecure.

Western counter-terrorism restrictions were another major impediment
to the provision of aid in areas controlled by Al-Shabaab—that is, in almost
all the famine-affected areas. The suspension of US humanitarian assistance
to territory controlled by Al-Shabaab in late 2009 forced other donor gov-
ernments and operational agencies to face the fact that counter-terrorism
legislation effectively criminalized almost all aid provision within that terri-
tory (Menkhaus 2012: 32). US government officials themselves were divided
when famine was declared in July 2011, with those prioritizing humanitarian
concerns seeking to remove legal obstacles to the provision of food aid, while
those prioritizing security or legality viewed the provision of aid as undesir-
able or unallowable, respectively (Menkhaus 2012: 32). Domestic politics in
the United States played a role, with the Obama administration wanting to
avoid both blame for the famine and accusations of being soft on terrorism
(Menkhaus 2012: 32). Efforts by NGOs to negotiate a waiver yielded a memo
and verbal assurances from US government officials that ‘incidental benefits’
to Al-Shabaab were not the focus of enforcement, but lawyers advised that
these assurances did not provide adequate legal protection, and many aid
agencies remained wary of prosecution (Burniske et al. 2014: 7; Menkhaus
2012: 32; Pantuliano et al. 2011: 9). Many NGOs were concerned not only
about the risk to individual employees, who could face criminal prosecution,
but also about the risk to institutional reputation and funding if they were
to be publicly accused of aiding a terrorist group (Menkhaus 2012: 32). Ulti-
mately, only a handful of UN agencies and Western NGOs opted to assume
the risk and so remained in southern Somalia until they were expelled in late
2011 and early 2012 (Menkhaus 2012: 32).

In addition, a number of newly established Islamic NGOs, many from
Turkey, began working in Somalia, and Al-Shabaab welcomed their pres-
ence but nonetheless placed tight restrictions on them (Menkhaus 2012: 32).
Whereas both Western and local NGOs faced an agonizing dilemma (hand
over truckloads of food toAl-Shabaab, in violation of the principle of neutral-
ity and of Western counter-terrorism laws, or cut off aid to famine victims),
some of the new and inexperienced Islamic NGOs did not see handing over
control of aid distribution to Al-Shabaab as unreasonable or objectionable
(Menkhaus 2012: 31). The inexperience of some may have made them more
susceptible to co-optation by conflict actors, but Islamic NGOs found more
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room for manoeuvre and were able to provide assistance for some areas that
Western organizations were unable to access (Hammond and Vaughan-Lee
2012: 10; Slim 2012: 12).

Many aid agencies preferred not to acknowledge it in public, but even
in the absence of the restrictions imposed by Al-Shabaab and by counter-
terrorism legislation, most agencies would have been unable to scale up their
operations sufficiently to meet the needs of famine victims. This frustrated
donor governments, who were especially keen to increase operations in
areas recently captured from Al-Shabaab, but quickly restarting operations
in a highly insecure environment after a long absence was deemed by
most agencies to be too risky. Having withdrawn altogether from Somalia,
suspended operations, reduced them significantly, or subcontracted them
to local partner organizations by 2009, international agencies had effectively
dismantled or eroded the networks and trust with local communities upon
which their operations had depended (Menkhaus 2012: 33). Rebuilding
relationships would take time, and until then, delivering large quantities
of aid would likely have prompted looting, diversion, and potentially lethal
security threats (Menkhaus 2012: 33).

Cash programming

Cash transfers offered a way to overcome some of the political and logisti-
cal challenges, given that the reduced presence of food aid actors meant that
large-scale food aid was not an option.⁵ From March 2011, the Cash Based
Response Working Group (CBRWG) argued that donors and major opera-
tional agencies should begin planning and coordinating a large-scale cash
response (Ali and Gelsdorf 2012: 57). Small-scale cash transfers had been
used in Somalia since around 2000, increasing access to basic food and non-
food needs and allowing recipient households to make their own decisions
about priority needs (Ali and Gelsdorf 2012: 58). Commercial enterprises in
Somalia had adapted well to state collapse, and a robust private sector could
adapt supply to meet increased demand (Menkhaus 2012: 30). Furthermore,
Somalia benefited from a well-developed money transfer system, based on
a network of hawala companies that directly delivered and insured money
transfers, which had been used for previous humanitarian cash transfer pro-
grammes and was also responsible for transferring an estimated USD 1.3–2
billion remittances annually from the diaspora into Somalia—including to

⁵ For a general discussion of the advantages, risks, and limits of cash transfers as part of humanitarian
aid, see ‘Cash and voucher assistance’ in Chapter 22 on Material Assistance and Direct Service Provision.
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remote locations (Ali and Gelsdorf 2012: 59). Nonetheless, it took time and
effort for those advocating a cash-based response to persuade key actors in
the international community of the feasibility of such an approach as ameans
to provide recipients with food access.

Three main concerns were cited as reasons for reluctance to fund or imple-
ment cash transfers at scale: the risk of diversion—especially to Al-Shabaab,
in light of counter-terrorism goals and legislation; difficulties in targeting and
monitoring assistance, given insecurity and access issues; and the risk of infla-
tionary effects (Ali and Gelsdorf 2012: 58; Hobbs et al. 2012: 52). The first
two concerns were not specific to cash programming. Indeed, prior to the
famine, cash transfers were seen by many as a way to reduce diversion (Abild
2010: 84). Using the hawala system could be expected to reduce risk because
money passed through fewer hands than in-kind assistance, was in transit for
less time, and handed directly to beneficiaries; hence, advocates argued that
cash programming offered less opportunity for beneficiary harassment or for
looting or taxation at checkpoints (Ali and Gelsdorf 2012: 59). As for target-
ing and monitoring, the CBRWG argued that a community-based targeting
system had a successful track record on targeting, transparency, and account-
ability in Somalia, and that while monitoring was difficult without direct
access to beneficiaries, post-distribution surveys had been conducted in pre-
vious cash programming in Somalia and additionally proposed using peer
monitors and/or a contracted third party (Ali and Gelsdorf 2012: 59). With
respect to inflation, sophisticated market monitoring provided by FEWS-
NET and FSNAU showed that while the prices of local grains had increased
enormously in many areas, imported rice—a preferred but normally more
expensive staple—was available even at the height of the crisis and its price
had only increased slightly (Ali and Gelsdorf 2012: 59). By basing cash trans-
fer amounts on the price of rice rather than sorghum, beneficiaries would be
able to afford rice, and the ability to substitute rice for other staples could
actually serve as a check on overall food price inflation (Ali and Gelsdorf
2012: 59).

The risks were real, if manageable, and most donors and operational agen-
cies were not prepared to assume such risks until after the declaration of
famine, at which point large-scale cash and voucher programming took off
almost immediately. Initial small cash-based responses were started in May
by a small group of four NGOs, who formed a cash consortium and sub-
sequently a Cash and Voucher Monitoring Group that included six INGOs
and eight Somali NGO partners, but broad support for a cash response was
still lacking (Ali and Gelsdorf 2012: 59). Eventually the FAO, the United
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF),WFP, and a number of international and
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national NGOsworked together in a coordinated cash and voucher response,
which involved negotiating cash distribution channels at a scale not previ-
ously seen by the humanitarian community in south central Somalia (Hobbs
et al. 2012: 54).

Within the first eight months after the famine declaration, more than USD
86 m was provided as unconditional grants, vouchers, and cash for work,
USD 81 m of which went to more than 1.7m people in south central Somalia
(Ali and Gelsdorf 2012: 59). Through an extensive network of cooperating
partners, the FAO implemented one of its largest ever cash-for-work pro-
grammes to the value of more than USD 25.7 million (Hobbs et al. 2012: 54).
UNICEF and the Cash Consortium implemented one of the world’s largest
ever cash transfer programmes, through which over USD 36.6 million was
channelled to between 30,000 and 40,000 households in a series of regular
payments (Hobbs et al. 2012: 54). This programme continued beyond the
official end of the famine, supported by UNICEF and other donors, and by
the end of 2012, USD 92 million had been distributed by 17 NGOs in the
form of unconditional cash transfers and vouchers to meet the food and
non-food needs of 1.5 million beneficiaries (Hedlund et al. n.d.: 1). Uncondi-
tional transfers, cash for work, and related voucher schemes served not only
immediate food security goals by supporting purchasing power but also con-
tributed to productive livelihoods, increasing recipients’ access to livelihoods
inputs, such as tools, fertilizers, and vaccinations (Lautze et al. 2012: 46, 47).
An independent evaluation of the UNICEF programme found that it did not
result in food price inflation and that corruption and diversion were proba-
bly less serious than in comparable in-kind distributions but could have been
countered through better risk analysis and preparedness (Hedlund et al. n.d.:
3). Coverage and targeting weremore problematic in that the programme did
not access the most affected areas sufficiently, and the distribution of aid to
the most vulnerable ‘minority’ populations was inadequate (Hedlund et al.
n.d.: 4).

Diversion, manipulation, and instrumentalization of aid

Assistance in Somalia had long been politicized and instrumentalized by
all sides in the conflict, including the international backers of the TFG—
among them, international military forces and several donor countries. This
continued during the famine response.

The TFG and its political backers in the UN sought to instrumentalize aid
as a tool with which to bolster the legitimacy and capacity of the government.
They insisted that in TFG-controlled areas all humanitarian assistance should
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be channelled through the government, despite the fact it had been charac-
terized by epic corruption since its creation in 2004 and was too weak even
to control its own limited territory (Menkhaus 2012: 33). While Al-Shabaab
controlled the overwhelming majority of territory in which famine victims
were located, the 5% that was beyond Al-Shabaab’s direct control included
most of Mogadishu, which was under the nominal control of the TFG and
in which IDP camps housed tens of thousands of famine victims (Menkhaus
2012: 33). Humanitarian agencies were generally able to resist pressures to
subordinate their aid to stabilization efforts, but they were less successful
at resisting the diversion of aid by force. The TFG—and autonomous clan-
based militias that were TFG in name only—diverted aid at all phases of
delivery, with ‘taxes’ charged by port authorities to release aid from the port,
by the many militia checkpoints in TFG-controlled Mogadishu to allow it
to be transported from the port to the IDP camps, and by ‘camp managers’
taking a proportion from IDPs themselves after rations had been distributed
(Menkhaus 2012: 33; see also Bradbury and Maletta 2012: 119).

Al-Shabaab leaders also diverted and instrumentalized aid. As explained
above, most of the major international aid agencies paid a levy to operate in
Al-Shabaab-controlled areas. Seeking to bolster its own legitimacy, the orga-
nization additionally manipulated aid provided by international agencies by,
for example, stamping the word ‘Al-Shabaab’ on vouchers provided to famine
victims, then banning the vouchers altogether and insisting that all food aid
was handed over to Al-Shabaab’s National Drought Committee so that they
could control its distribution (Menkhaus 2012: 30–31).While this clearly vio-
lated the principle of neutrality in that Al-Shabaab and its leaders were using
control of aid to strengthen themselves, it was not an instance of wholesale
diversion, andmost aidworkers believedAl-Shabaab’s relief committees to be
relatively honest and committed to delivering aid to those in need (Menkhaus
2012: 31).

Impartiality

In fact, there were many other obstacles to providing aid to those most in
need. Famine does not affect everyone equally, and minority groups—in par-
ticular, the historically marginalized Reewin/Rahanweyn and Bantu/Jarer—
were disproportionately affected by the famine in Somalia. According to
the humanitarian principle of impartiality, assistance should be provided in
accordance with need, meaning that those suffering worst from the famine
should be prioritized in the humanitarian response. However, the same
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marginalization that made minority groups more vulnerable to famine also,
in many cases, made them less likely to receive assistance through either
informal or formal channels—indeed, the lack of assistance itself contributed
to their vulnerability.

Individual and household outcomes were determined in large part by their
social capital or connectedness and the resources available within their net-
works (Maxwell et al. 2016: 63). Given that the international response was not
scaled up until the famine was well advanced, support from communities,
business groups, diasporas, neighbours, and kin was extremely important
(Maxwell et al. 2016: 64). However, not all social groups had equal access
to this kind of support. Those most dependent on the rural economy and
with fewer relatives and clan members in urban areas or overseas were the
most vulnerable (Maxwell et al. 2016: 68). For some Somalis, remittances
served as an important source of income that enabled access to food during
the famine, but for many of those worst-affected, clan-based support from
overseas was more limited or non-existent (Maxwell et al. 2016: 69). Fur-
thermore, dynamics relating to clan identity meant that the displaced—who
were predominantly Reewin/Rahanweyn and Bantu/Jarer—were sometimes
preyed upon by the more powerful groups who dominated the areas into
which they were displaced (Hedlund et al. n.d.: 9; Maxwell et al. 2016: 64).

Themostmarginalizedwere also often neglected in the official aid distribu-
tion systems, even if this was not the intention of the aid agencies themselves.
In part, this reflected operating conditions—aid distribution was, to a sig-
nificant degree, determined by access constraints rather than need. Food
assistance, whether in-kind food aid, cash, or vouchers, was disproportion-
ately focused on Mogadishu and border areas, while the greatest needs were
among agro-pastoralists and agricultural households in Bay, Bakool, and the
Shabelle regions (Hedlund et al. n.d.: 7). In as far as those with greatest needs
were also least accessible, allocating aid on the basis of access is, while per-
haps unavoidable, in direct tension with the principle of impartiality. Even
where they were operational, aid agencies were not always able to target their
assistance to the most needy. This was partly due to inadequate knowledge
about the distribution of unmet needs, exacerbated by limited coordination,
whichmeans that targeting decisionsweremadewithout a clear sense of what
other actors were doing (Hobbs et al. 2012: 54). In addition, international aid
workers are almost never in a position to monitor who low-status groups are
andwhat aid they have received, and while many Somali national staff sought
to target aid to members of marginalized, low-caste groups, their efforts were
often resisted or thwarted by powerful local actors with different priorities
(Maxwell et al. 2016: 69–70; Menkhaus 2012: 34).
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Conclusions

Long-running armed conflict in Somalia, as well as the concerns and inter-
ventions of domestic and international political actors, shaped the famine,
the international response, and the humanitarian outcomes. The famine was
triggered by drought, but long-running armed conflict and an underlying
livelihoods crisis were major contributing factors. Counter-terror legislation
and restrictions imposed by Al-Shabaab had significantly limited the pro-
vision of food assistance in the year preceding the declaration of famine,
removing an important safety net. Even when famine was imminent, these
same factors contributed to a widespread perception among donors and
operational agencies that the risks of responding outweighed the risks of not
responding. Only with the declaration of famine did most relevant actors
reverse this perception, and funding increased immediately. By definition,
this was too late—once conditions reach the threshold of famine, lives have
been lost and irreversible damage has been done. Furthermore, even when
funding was significantly increased, the conflict and political context limited
the scale of humanitarian activities possible, slowed their implementation,
and made the impartial targeting of assistance difficult or impossible. Most
operational agencies considered that rushing to restart operations in a highly
insecure environment was too risky after a long absence during which net-
works and trust with local communities has been dismantled or eroded. The
scaling up of cash transfer programming allowed agencies to overcome some
of these obstacles, distributing funding through existing hawala networks,
and had positive impacts, though targeting of the most marginalized and
vulnerable remained inadequate.
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Ebola inWest Africa, 2014–2015

In 2014 and 2015, West Africa suffered an outbreak of Ebola virus disease
(hereafter, Ebola) which became a crisis as a result of political factors. The
hardest-hit countries were Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone, whose health
systems lacked the capacity tomount an effective and timely response to con-
tain the outbreak in its early stages. Prior to the Ebola crisis, their health sys-
tems were among the weakest in the world, characterized by poor infrastruc-
ture and shortages of medical supplies and personnel (DuBois et al. 2015: 9).
Their weakness, in turn, was the outcome of recent armed conflicts in Liberia
and Sierra Leone and national and international policies that had impeded
the development of robust and resilient health systems in all three countries
(Anderson and Beresford 2016; Piot et al. 2014).

Most national and international actors failed to recognize quickly enough
the seriousness of the outbreak. The governments of Guinea, Liberia, and
Sierra Leone sought to downplay the severity of the crisis because they
did not want to be seen as weak or to deter foreign investment. The World
Health Organization (WHO), for its part, sought to avoid conflict with these
three states and took several months to acknowledge the scale of the crisis.
United Nations (UN) agencies and many non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) deferred to WHO as the authority on global health. Key Western
policymakers largely ignored the outbreak until public fears that Ebola
would spread back home combined with electoral dynamics to prompt
a significant response, including the deployment of military personnel
(DuBois et al. 2015: vi).

In Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone, the Ebola outbreak constituted a
humanitarian crisis as well as a health crisis, but the international policy
discourse and operational response focused narrowly on the latter. Further-
more, the response—especially the initial response—emphasized biomedi-
cal measures without properly taking into account the political and social
contexts in which those measures were being implemented. This narrow
technical focus not only meant that many important needs went unmet
but also limited the effectiveness of those measures and was, in some ways,
counterproductive in terms of bringing the outbreak under control.
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Timeline and trajectory of the outbreak

On 28 December 2013, a two-year-old Guinean boy died of an unidentified
haemorrhagic fever.Guinea hadno experience of Ebola, healthworkers could
not identify the disease, and the country lacked laboratory capacity for the
necessary diagnostic tests (DuBois et al. 2015: 5).

By the time the disease was confirmed as Ebola nearly three months later,
it was spreading rapidly in south east Guinea and had crossed into Liberia
and Sierra Leone. The Guinean Ministry of Health raised the initial alert
of an ‘unidentified’ disease on 14 March 2014, and a week later laboratory
tests in France confirmed it was Ebola. On 22 March 2014, the Ministry of
Health alerted WHO to a ‘rapidly evolving outbreak’ in south-east Guinea,
with forty-nine reported cases, of whom twenty-nine had died (DuBois
et al. 2015: 5; Grépin 2015: 1). The WHO officially declared the outbreak
the next day, despatched a Global Outbreak Alert and Response Network
team to Guinea, and alerted authorities in neighbouring Liberia and Sierra
Leone to commence surveillance (Kamradt-Scott 2016: 404). That same day,
Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) announced that it had launched an emer-
gency response with the Guinean Ministry of Health (Davies and Rushton
2016: 419). On 27 March, both Liberia and Sierra Leone announced a small
number of suspected cases, and by the end of the month, there were 112 con-
firmed and suspected cases in Guinea (DuBois et al. 2015: 5; Kamradt-Scott
2016: 404).

MSF was sounding the alarm internationally, but WHO was more circum-
spect. On 31 March, MSF called the spread of the epidemic ‘unprecedented’
(DuBois et al. 2015: 5). At a press briefing in Geneva on 8 April, WHO
officials noted that it was one of the most challenging outbreaks they had
ever faced, but the WHO secretariat did not understand or acknowledge
the scale and potential severity of the outbreak until June (DuBois et al.
2015: v; Kamradt-Scott 2016: 404; Wenham 2016: 442). Throughout April,
WHOmobilized resources and deployed technical experts to assist the health
authorities inGuinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone, though neither the resources
nor the expertise were always adequate to the task (DuBois et al. 2015: 18;
Kamradt-Scott 2016: 404; Walsh and Johnson 2018: 40).

The failure to contain the Ebola outbreak early on in Guinea, Liberia, and
Sierra Leone contrasts with successful containment in countries including
Mali, Nigeria, and Senegal—and this failure can be attributed in large part
to weaknesses in their health systems (DuBois et al. 2015: 9; MSF 2015: 12;
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Wenham 2016: 440). Poor infrastructure in all three countries, with limited
access to electricity and running water even in many of the larger hospitals,
made good infection control extremely difficult (DuBois et al. 2015: 12;
Wenham 2016: 441). Shortages in medical personnel and basic supplies, cor-
ruption in the health systems, and frequent non-payment of government
health worker salaries all exacerbated the difficulty (Anderson and Beresford
2016; DuBois et al. 2015: 11; Heller Pérache 2015: 5; Wilkinson and Leach
2015: 142). Significant time and resources were required to develop systems
of data collection, sharing, and analysis; laboratories had insufficient capacity
to meet the demand for case testing, delaying diagnoses and hence increas-
ing the risk of transmission; and hospitals and health centres lacked sufficient
space for the proper isolation of Ebola patients, further increasing the risk of
transmission (DuBois et al. 2015: 14).

Weaknesses in the Guinean, Liberian, and Sierra Leonean health systems
were the consequence of very low per capita health expenditure (a large pro-
portion of which was private, not government, spending), corruption, and
the legacy of conflict and state failure (Anderson and Beresford 2016: 472,
474–475; DuBois et al. 2015: 10; Piot et al. 2014: 1034). Several years of inter-
national development interventions in all three countries had not served to
strengthen their health systems. Conditional loans from the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) required reductions in government spending, priori-
tizing debt service and bolstering foreign exchange reserves, such that targets
for increasing health and social spending were routinely missed, especially
in Guinea and Sierra Leone (Kentikelenis et al. 2015: e69; Wilkinson and
Leach 2015: 142). Heavy dependence on international aid made it difficult
for governments to set the agenda independently of constantly shifting donor
priorities (Anderson and Beresford 2016: 473). International aid allocated for
health had contributed to progress on very specific dimensions of health care,
notably those relating to the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), with
donors tending to support programmes which focused on particular diseases
(e.g. HIV, malaria, and tuberculosis) or groups of patients (e.g. maternal and
child health services), rather than supporting the overall development of the
wider health system (DuBois et al. 2015: 12–13; Walsh and Johnson 2018:
28–29; Wilkinson and Leach 2015: 140).

By mid-2014, the scale and severity of the epidemic would have posed a
challenge even to well-developed health systems in wealthy countries, and
there were concerns that the Guinean, Liberian, and Sierra Leonean health
systems would not cope without significant international help. On 21 June,
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MSF called on the WHO to deploy massive resources, warning that the
epidemic was ‘out of control’ and that MSF had reached its limits (MSF
2014a).

A failure of global health governance

The institutions of global health governance proved inadequate to the task.
After the emergence of the SARS-related coronavirus in 2003,WHOmember
states had adopted updated international health regulations (IHR) in 2005,
which obligated member states to develop national disease surveillance and
response capacities, and tasked WHO with providing technical support to
countries struggling to do so (Kamradt-Scott 2016: 403). However, the IHR
were poorly implemented in many countries, and in Guinea, Liberia, and
Sierra Leone, health information and disease surveillance systems were at
best weak and at worst non-existent (DuBois et al. 2015: 12). Furthermore,
through budget cuts and increasingly earmarked funding, the states that fund
WHO had undermined its capacity to mount an epidemic response (DuBois
et al. 2015: 15;Wilkinson and Leach 2015: 140). At its creation in 1948,WHO
was imbued with considerable authority and autonomy for the containment
and eradication of infectious disease (Kamradt-Scott 2016: 402). However,
the years prior to the Ebola outbreak saw sharp reductions in WHO’s dis-
ease outbreak expertise and its Africa crisis team, and its transformation from
global health provider to a service organization largely limited to developing
guidelines and providing technical advice (DuBois et al. 2015: 15).

The longstanding tension between global health security and respect
for state sovereignty within WHO also contributed to its muted response
(DuBois et al. 2015: 15; Kamradt-Scott 2016: 403). The 2005 IHR con-
ferred new powers on the WHO secretariat to use non-government sources
of information in detecting disease outbreaks, and to ‘name and shame’
those countries that refused assistance or tried to conceal public health risks
(Kamradt-Scott 2016: 403). However, member states insisted on new mea-
sures which limited WHO’s autonomy, including the explicit requirement
for the director-general to convene an emergency committee (selected from
a roster of experts nominated by member states) for expert advice before
declaring a public health emergency of international concern (PHEIC) or
making recommendations such as travel restrictions (Kamradt-Scott 2016:
403). Concern not to offend affected countries who wanted to downplay
the Ebola outbreak is widely seen to have contributed to WHO’s low-key
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response in the early months of the outbreak (DuBois et al. 2015: 15;
MSF 2015: 8; Walsh and Johnson 2018: 102). Meanwhile, other relevant
international actors, including UN country teams and international non-
governmental organizations (INGOs) working in the three worst-affected
countries, largely deferred toWHO’s authority and therefore underestimated
the scale of the crisis (DuBois et al. 2015: 15;Walsh and Johnson 2018: 72–74).

A public health emergency of international concern

Things began to change by early August, as people elsewhere in the world
became increasingly aware of the potential for Ebola to spread beyond the
three most affected countries (McInnes 2016: 387). A US aid worker, Kent
Brantly, tested positive in late July—the first white Westerner to do so.
Around the same time,Nigeria reported its first cases. Sierra Leone declared a
state of emergency in late July, andGuinea and Liberia did the same inAugust
(DuBois et al. 2015: 5). After ameeting of the IHR Emergency Committee on
8 August 2014, WHO declared the Ebola outbreak a PHEIC (Grépin 2015:
1). MSF welcomed the declaration and called on states with the necessary
capacities to dispatch infectious disease experts and disaster relief assets to
West Africa, highlighting the need for the radical scaling up of ‘medical care,
training of health staff, infection control, contact tracing, epidemiological
surveillance, alert and referral systems, community mobilisation and edu-
cation’ (MSF 2014b). A month later, however, there was still no coordinated
international response.

MSF continued to sound the alarm, demanding a much stronger interna-
tional response to contain the outbreak. In a special briefing on 2 September,
MSF called for the immediate deployment of civilian and military assets with
expertise in biohazard containment—calling formilitary intervention for the
first time in its forty-three-year history (MSF 2015: 13; Walsh and Johnson
2018: 170). Despite concerns to avoid militarizing the response, MSF made
this unprecedented appeal because the biohazard response capacities of states
are typically a military capability, and MSF estimated that the scaling up
of the INGO- and donor-led response would take around three months, by
which time the situation might be catastrophic (Heller Pérache 2015: 5–6;
MSF 2015: 12, 14).

In September and October, several countries announced the deployment
of civilian and military personnel. Uganda, a country with a history of con-
taining Ebola outbreaks, had sent twenty health experts to Sierra Leone and
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Liberia in the first half of August (Paulat 2014). However, a significant global
response was launched only in mid-September, when President Obama
announced the deployment of nearly 3,000 troops to Liberia under ‘Opera-
tion United Assistance’, and the United Kingdom announced the deployment
of 750 troops to Sierra Leone (DuBois et al. 2015: 5, 7; Walsh and Johnson
2018: 198). Russian and French teams went to Guinea (Richards 2016: 24).
Cuba sent 165 health-care workers to Sierra Leone at the beginning of Octo-
ber and began preparing another 296 for Guinea and Liberia (Taylor 2014;
Walsh and Johnson 2018: 242). At the end of October, China announced a
plan to deploy 480 military health personnel to West Africa (DuBois et al.
2015: 7).

Within months, the outbreak was under control, but it is not clear how
significant the international response was to this achievement. New cases in
Liberia peaked as early as late September 2014, before the influx of inter-
national assistance, and in Sierra Leone and Guinea in late November and
December, before the international response peaked (DuBois et al. 2015:
3, 22; see also Richards 2016: 125). Nonetheless, the fact that the outbreak
was not more catastrophic suggests that the combination of international,
national, and community efforts was successful, albeit belatedly. Liberia was
declared Ebola-free in mid-2015, Guinea and Sierra Leone on 7 Novem-
ber and 29 December, respectively, albeit with some localized and quickly
contained subsequent outbreaks in all three countries (Richards 2016: 2).
Projections by the United States Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) in September 2014 warned that, without intervention or changes in
community behaviour, there would be more than 550,000 cases in Liberia
and Sierra Leone alone by late January 2015 (DuBois et al. 2015: 17). In the
event, there were around 27,000 cases across the three countries and around
11,000 deaths attributed to Ebola (Richards 2016: 20).

At the same time, the Ebola outbreak and the responses to it had a number
of indirect or secondary impacts, including effects on education, employ-
ment, health and care systems, and food security. For example, there were
secondary health effects as some medical staff went to work for international
agencies for a better salary and others deserted clinics due to the high risks of
contagion and lack of sufficient personal protective equipment (PPE) (Walsh
and Johnson 2018: 301). Fear of contagion meant that some patients also
stayed away from health clinics, and so non-Ebola illnesses went untreated.
In Sierra Leone, it is estimated that 2,819 more people died of AIDS, malaria,
and tuberculosis than would have been the case without the Ebola crisis
(Walsh and Johnson 2018: 315–316). MSF estimated that the collapse in the
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health services meant deaths from such causes as untreated malaria, compli-
cated births, and traffic accidents would havemultiplied the number of direct
Ebola deaths many times over (MSF 2015: 3).

International funding

Part of the explanation for the slowness in scaling up the international
response relates to funding. Ultimately, the Ebola response was relatively well
funded, but both pledging and disbursement of funds were slow. Had the
funds arrived sooner, the outbreak would likely have been brought under
control more quickly and at lower cost.

Funding in the crucial six months from April to October 2014 was ‘too lit-
tle and too late to match the scale and speed of Ebola’ (DuBois et al. 2015: 19;
see also Grépin 2015). In early April, WHO appealed for USD 4.8 million,
a target which was exceeded with pledges totalling USD 7 million, but even
this was a drop in the ocean compared with what was needed (Grépin 2015:
1). Rapid and significant upward revisions of estimated funding requirements
provide an indicator of just howmuch the scale and consequences of the out-
break itself were, for a long time, underestimated. On 1 August, WHO and
the presidents of Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone presented their response
plan with a request for international funding of USD 71 million (Grépin
2015: 1). Then, in late August, WHO published the Ebola response roadmap,
with an estimated funding requirement of USD 490 million, increased to
USD 600 million just a week later (Grépin 2015: 1). On 16 September 2014,
the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) released
a report estimating that USD 1 billion would be needed for humanitarian
assistance (Grépin 2015: 1).

From late September 2014, huge pledges from donors exceeded the fund-
ing requested by operational agencies, but many donors did not come good
on their pledges, and actual contributions consistently fell short of what had
been requested (DuBois et al. 2015: 19). By the end of 2014, for example, only
USD 1.09 billion had been disbursed out of total pledges of USD 2.89 billion
(Grépin 2015: 2). Around 60% of donations came from bilateral donors and
11.5% from multilateral institutions; private sources accounted for a rel-
atively large share,1 with 10% from private individuals and organizations,
8.3% from foundations, and 6.6% from companies (Grépin 2015: 2). In

1 On the contributions of public and private donors to humanitarian assistance globally, see ‘Donors’
in Chapter 18 on Donors and the Funding of Humanitarian Action.
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keeping with a general pattern in international funding for humanitarian
emergencies, UN agencies received the largest share, in this case 42%, fol-
lowed by NGOs with around 19%, while the governments of the affected
countries received only 11.5%, implying that much of the response was led
by international agencies rather than national actors (Grépin 2015: 2, 5).

Discourses andpanic

Dominant discourses, including messaging from elites, information cam-
paigns, and media coverage, not only contributed to the prominence of the
Ebola outbreak on international and national agendas but also framed how
the outbreak was understood and what kind of response was understood to
be required.2

Stereotyping affected populations

In the global North, Ebola was framed as an exotic and racialized phe-
nomenon. This framing was manifested in stories about bushmeat, for
example, which linked Ebola ‘to backward African practices that were
deemed exotic and disgusting’ (Nunes 2016: 551). The use of the term ‘bush-
meat’ byWesternmedia outlets serves to other the person eating it—when an
African eats wild animals, it is called bushmeat and depicted as primitive and
disgusting, whereas when a European or North American does the same, it is
called game and may be considered sophisticated (McGovern 2014). More-
over, stories that emphasized the role of bushmeat in the transmission of
Ebola not only overstated the frequency with which most people in Guinea,
Liberia, and Sierra Leone ate wild animals but also were completely inaccu-
rate in terms of the mechanisms of transmission—while the first case may
have been transmitted from fruit bats, subsequent transmission was almost
certainly entirely human-to-human (Wilkinson and Leach 2015: 138).

Western media coverage stereotyped people in the three main affected
countries, particularly rural populations, as primitive, irrational, fearful, and
violent, both drawing on and reinforcing the trope of Africans as victims
lacking in agency and unable to help themselves (DuBois et al. 2015: vi;
Monson 2017: 8).3 Despite the fact that most of the effort on the ground

2 For a more general discussion of how the media shapes the humanitarian agenda, see ‘Setting the
agenda’ and ‘Framing the agenda’ in Chapter 17 on Media and Celebrities.

3 On representations of affected populations in other humanitarian emergencies, see especially ‘Media
coverage’ in Chapter 3 on Drought and Famine in Ethiopia, 1983–1985, ‘Media coverage’ in Chapter 7 on
the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami, and ‘Western discourses, media coverage, and celebrity engagement’ in
Chapter 9 on the Haiti Earthquake, 2010.
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was local, the media focused on the international response, bolstering a
discourse and perception of humanitarian action ‘saving’ helpless victims
(DuBois et al. 2015: vi). Such representations are intrinsically harmful since
they serve to reinforce the racist stereotypes on which they are based, and
they were also damaging insofar as they shaped international and national
efforts to stem the spread of Ebola. At least to begin with, many interna-
tional actors treated affected communities as a problem to be overcome
rather than as a resource—and, as explained below, this impeded mea-
sures to reduce transmission (DuBois et al. 2015: vi; Walsh and Johnson
2018: 62).

A global crisis?

With time, the dominant discourses in Western countries came to construct
the outbreak as a global crisis or emergency, despite the fact that the over-
whelmingmajority of cases were inWest Africa and only a very small number
of transmissions occurred elsewhere (McInnes 2016: 386). There was ini-
tially low public interest in the West, as slow-onset disasters do not capture
public attention and sympathy in the same way that rapid-onset disasters do
(DuBois et al. 2015: 20).⁴ However, a sense of global crisis was established fol-
lowing cases in Nigeria, the infections of Western aid workers, and especially
after transmissions to medical staff in Spain and the United States (McInnes
2016: 387;Wilkinson and Leach 2015: 138). At this point, a discourse of panic
emerged, stoked by misrepresentation of transmission and risk in Western
media, and generating widespread fear of a pandemic (Monson 2017: 8–10).
This ‘outbreak narrative’, and the media and political spectacles that accom-
panied and constituted it, served to distort the nature and severity of the risks
posed and to obscure the identity and needs of the most vulnerable (Nunes
2016: 543; Wilkinson and Leach 2015: 139).

Linked to this discourse of panic, the Ebola outbreak was securitized inter-
nationally, with important implications for the nature and effectiveness of
the response. On 18 September, the UN Security Council Resolution 2177
declared that the Ebola outbreak constituted a threat to international peace
and security. This was only the third time the Security Council had convened
to discuss public health, and the Resolution presented the outbreak as pos-
ing a risk of state failure in the three main affected countries and a risk to
regional and global security, despite very limited material support for such
claims (McInnes 2016: 389–390; Walsh and Johnson 2018: 199). Worldwide,

⁴ By contrast, the 2004 IndianOcean tsunami and the 2010Haiti earthquake both immediately attracted
massive public concern in the global North. See Chapters 7 and 9, respectively.
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a conflict or military lexicon was employed to describe the outbreak—
‘“fighting” the outbreak, “hunting” the virus, healthcare workers on the
“frontlines” and so on’ (Heller Pérache 2015: 6).

Militarization and securitization

Securitization and the language of warfare can serve to increase attention
and funds—and, as in the case of the Ebola outbreak in West Africa, to jus-
tify a military response—but also risk turning those infected by the disease
and their caregivers into objects of fear and stigma (de Waal 2014). When
MSF called for international militaries to respond, it explicitly called on them
to deploy their biohazard containment capabilities and ‘insisted that any
military assets and personnel deployed should not be used for quarantine,
containment or crowd control measures, because forced quarantines have
been shown to breed fear and unrest, rather than stem the spread of Ebola’
(MSF 2015: 14). In the event, however, biohazard teams were not deployed,
international military forces were sometimes engaged in such coercive—and
often counterproductive—measures as the enforcement of quarantines (IRC
2016: 12), and their wider efforts served only limited goals.

The international military response focused primarily on providing sup-
port, coordination, and logistics for local authorities and international aid
agencies (MSF 2015: 14). Most commercial airlines had stopped flying, and
military flights provided an important air bridge (de Waal 2014). In Liberia
and Sierra Leone, the US and UK militaries provided large-scale logisti-
cal support for the construction and management of Ebola treatment units
(ETUs), supported the management of Ebola response centres, and helped
improve command-and-control systems (IRC 2016: 12; Walsh and John-
son 2018: 198). They also built treatment facilities for health-care workers,
ensuring a high standard of care, which reassured international and national
health-care workers and enabled international agencies to offer stronger
assurances about fulfilling their duty of care when deploying staff (DuBois
et al. 2015: 21; Heller Pérache 2015: 7; MSF 2015: 14).

At the same time, however, both the UK and US militaries were highly
risk averse, so their logistical and medical capacities were not used to full
effect. For example, the United States would not use its helicopters to trans-
port laboratory samples for testing or healthy personnel back from working
in treatment centres, and military vehicles were not used in any significant
way for patient referral (Heller Pérache 2015: 7). The medical facilities they
built for the treatment of local and foreign health-care workers were provided
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so that others could treat patients, and military medics did not offer direct
care to the wider community (MSF 2015: 14). British soldiers were explicitly
barred from direct contact with Ebola patients, with instructions to ensure
a ‘zero casualty rate’ (Walsh and Johnson 2018: 217–221). Likewise, a UN
force deployed in Liberia since 2003 sought to minimize risk to its personnel
rather than support the Ebola response. While the United Nations Mission
in Liberia (UNMIL) had previously been providingmedical services direct to
the population and using its logistical capacity to transport national medical
staff to the outer provinces, its first reaction when the outbreak began was to
return battalions to barracks and cease medical outreach activities (Davies
and Rushton 2016: 426).

Beyond militarization, international actors securitized the Ebola outbreak
more generally, with negative impacts on the response. For example, hys-
teria over the risk of bringing Ebola into countries in the global North
led some countries to impose travel bans and many airlines halted flights
(Richards 2016: 2; Wilkinson and Leach 2015: 139). Cancelling flights was
driven by domestic politics in Western countries, but such measures have
only a miniscule protective effect and much more significant consequences
for the response in the worst-affected countries, making it difficult to get
health workers and essential goods in or securely-packaged patient sam-
ples out for testing (de Waal 2014; McInnes 2016: 390; Richards 2016: 2, 23;
Wilkinson and Leach 2015: 139).

The discourse of panic was not limited to the global North, and the crisis
narrative in the three most-affected countries and beyond was accompanied
by scaremongering—so-called Ebola panic disease (Richards 2016: 23)—and
a securitized response. Securitization was not only damaging for the feared
and stigmatized individuals, communities, and countries but also counter-
productive for public health. For example, the initial response in Sierra Leone
was securitized, with compulsory quarantines, roadblocks, and restrictions
on movement enforced by the army and police and overall an emphasis
on rules and punishment (Anderson and Beresford 2016: 469; Walsh and
Johnson 2018: 127–128). In Liberia, the government declared a state of emer-
gency, postponed elections, and troops fired on demonstrators (de Waal
2014; Richards 2016: 40).

Quarantines may have played an important role in reducing transmission,
but they also exacerbated fear and had negative impacts on the lives and liveli-
hoods of those forced to quarantine, and where these different consequences
were not well mitigated, people sometimes went into hiding instead of seek-
ing treatment. The quarantining of the 120,000 residents of West Point, an
urban slum in the Liberian capital, Monrovia, was enforced by armed police
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in riot gear and proved catastrophically counter-productive (Walsh and John-
son 2018: 149). It led to violence and increased suffering due to lack of access
to food, services, and livelihoods, resulting in a loss of trust in the govern-
ment such that itmay have served to increase rather than reduce transmission
(Heller Pérache 2015: 6). The planned twenty-one-day quarantine was can-
celled after ten days, and the Liberian President began to promote a more
community-based approach to defeating the disease (Walsh and Johnson
2018: 150). In Sierra Leone, however, twenty-one-day quarantines of affected
households continued throughout the epidemic, with huge implications for
people’s livelihoods and sometimes deterring sick people from seeking treat-
ment and incentivizing people to hide bodies rather than cooperate with the
official response (Richards 2016: 27, 104;Walsh and Johnson 2018: 151–152).

Just a health crisis?

The Ebola outbreak in West Africa was depicted overwhelmingly as a health
crisis and not a humanitarian crisis, despite its many indirect effects, a num-
ber of which implied humanitarian rather than strictly health-related needs.
Framing the crisis in this way appears to reflect a deliberate strategy on the
part of senior UN officials to protect WHO’s interests and relationships with
the worst-affected states (DuBois et al. 2015: 25). For the governments of
those states, labelling the situation as a health crisis was more palatable than
labelling it a humanitarian crisis, which could be taken to imply weak gov-
ernance and greater culpability. However, such a framing obscured many of
the most urgent needs of those affected by Ebola and had implications for the
kind of international response deemed necessary and appropriate.

International humanitarian response

By mid-2014, it was clear that local capacities plus the combined capacity
of MSF and WHO were inadequate, yet other international actors remained
hesitant.TheGuinean, Liberian, and Sierra Leoneanministries of healthwere
quickly overwhelmed by the size and complexity of the outbreak, and the
extremely low numbers of doctors and nurses in each country was made
worse by the fact that health-care workers were contracting Ebola (and
dying) at alarming rates (DuBois et al. 2015: 21; Heller Pérache 2015: 5).
On 8 August, MSF announced that it had mobilized all its Ebola experts
and was at the limits of its capacity, with 66 international and 610 national
staff working on the Ebola response across Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone
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(MSF 2014b). At the same time, however, MSF was publicly and privately
advocating against other, less experienced international actors seeking to
respond, on the basis that non-MSF health facilities were inadequate and
unsafe to deal with Ebola patients (Walsh and Johnson 2018: 157–158).

As the epidemic progressed, many aid agencies—including some without
a specific health mandate—felt themselves pulled in opposing directions,
with growing pressure to act coming from staff, supporters, and donor
governments at the same time as a duty of care to staff and fears of infection
increased pressure for agencies to leave affected areas (DuBois et al. 2015:
15–16, 20–21; Walsh and Johnson 2018: 173–174). MSF itself struggled with
this tension between patient care and staff safety, all the more so because the
agency felt pressure to show that it was possible to treat Ebola safely (MSF
2015: 10–11, 17).

Labelling the situation as a health crisis and not also a humanitarian
crisis, especially in the early stages, meant that the wider implications of
Ebola, including education, livelihoods, and protection, were downplayed or
ignored (DuBois et al. 2015: v; Kahn 2015: 11). This, in turn, contributed to
uncertainty among many humanitarian agencies as to what role they could
play. Only after several months of collective feet-dragging did meaningful
international support began to arrive in West Africa in September 2014,
and there was a ‘haphazard escalation’ of involvement by aid actors in the
last months of the year, but even then, ‘humanitarian agencies struggled to
translate energy and effort into relevant programme activities’ (DuBois et al.
2015: 25, v). As an agency specializing in water and sanitation, for example,
Oxfam struggled to find a constructive role in what was considered a medi-
cal emergency—despite the obvious importance of water and sanitation for
infection control (Meredith 2015: 15).

Treating Ebola predominantly as a health crisis also had consequences for
how the response was coordinated. Senior UN figures allowed or nominated
the WHO to lead the international response to the Ebola outbreak, and typ-
ical international humanitarian coordination structures were not activated
(DuBois et al. 2015: 25, 27). Notably, the cluster system⁵ was only activated in
Liberia, despite the fact that not only the health cluster, within whichWHO is
supposed to provide leadership and coordination among the main humani-
tarian health agencies, but also the logistics andwater, sanitation, and hygiene
(WASH) clusters, had obvious relevance for the Ebola response (DuBois et al.
2015: 27; Fink-Hooijer 2015: 3). Coordination problems seriously hindered

⁵ For an explanation of the cluster system, and an outline of some of its shortcomings in the response
to the 2010 earthquake and subsequent cholera outbreak in Haiti, see ‘Coordination and ownership’ in
Chapter 9 on the Haiti Earthquake, 2010.
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the response and might have been alleviated by the wider activation of the
cluster approach and deployment of OCHA (Walsh and Johnson 2018: 92).
The scale of the crisis was too large for WHO to manage, and when this
became apparent, theUNSecretary-General appointed his own special envoy
and mobilized the UN’s first ever health mission—the UN Mission for Ebola
Emergency Response (UNMEER)was established on 19 September 2014 and
operated until 31 July 2015 (DuBois et al. 2015: 7, 25).

The global health narrative facilitated a biomedical approach aimed at
reducing transmission to zero—an approach which was flawed both because
it neglected other important priorities and also because ignoring contex-
tual factors reduced the effectiveness of the biomedical approach in reducing
transmission. The UNMEER strategy sought to control the outbreak in areas
of intensive transmission using a five-part approach named for its acronym,
STEPP: (1) Stop the outbreak; (2) Treat the infected; (3) Ensure essential
services; (4) Preserve stability; and (5) Prevent further outbreaks. This strat-
egy not only failed to address the wider humanitarian consequences of the
outbreak, which was showing many of the indicators of a full-blown human-
itarian emergency by the time UNMEER was established, but also failed to
put the dignity and humanity of affected communities at the centre of the
response and largely ignored the social and cultural context of the crisis
(DuBois et al. 2015: 25–26; Kahn 2015: 11–12). More attention to the dignity
and humanity of the affected community and the social and cultural context
of the crisis would have been valuable in and of itself and could also have
improved the efficacy of control measures.

Community outreach andmessaging

Community outreach, including awareness raising and surveillance, is an
important part of outbreak control and one to which international respon-
ders initially dedicated insufficient resources. At their best, social mobi-
lization initiatives could serve both to build capacity among affected com-
munities to prevent and manage Ebola themselves and to increase trust in
official outbreak control mechanisms (Meredith 2015: 15). In practice, how-
ever, this element of the response—for which the United Nations Children’s
Fund (UNICEF) has responsibility at the global level—was flawed (IRC 2016:
12). MSF staff were stretched thin treating Ebola patients and lacked capac-
ity to manage essential outreach activities (MSF 2015: 6). Oxfam came to
this kind of work somewhat belatedly (Meredith 2015: 16). While govern-
ments and other actors had begun large-scale efforts to educate the public
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as early as April 2014, with government messages about recognizing and
avoiding Ebola, seeking treatment in hospital, and safe burial practices, these
efforts tended to fail, in part because many communities did not trust the
messengers (Anderson and Beresford 2016: 478; IRC 2016: 3).

In the early phases, mutual distrust between international and national
responders, on the one hand, and local communities, on the other, served
to limit the effectiveness of the response. Trust in government varied within
and across the three countries but was in many cases low due to histories
of civil war and inter-communal tensions (Anderson and Beresford 2016:
478; Piot et al. 2014: 1034; Richards 2016: 33). At the same time, national
and international responders lacked trust in communities, treating people
as obstacles rather than resources in addressing the Ebola outbreak, with
little confidence in the capacity of local populations to learn quickly about
biosafety risks and develop appropriate responses for themselves (Caremel
et al. 2017: 74–75; Richards 2016: 122). The assumption that public health
experts and scientists, but not local populations, possessed the knowl-
edge to control the outbreak fed into top-down responses that insisted
on protocols and procedures that denied valuable input from affected
communities and so were often ill-adapted to their priorities, practices,
and resources and served to damage already low levels of trust in national
governments and international responders (DuBois et al. 2015: v; Meredith
2015: 16; Wilkinson and Leach 2015: 146).

Rumours and conspiracy theories circulated in all three countries, reflect-
ing and reinforcingmistrust of authorities and prompting lack of cooperation
with prevention measures and medical teams. Some rumours suggested that
Ebola did not exist, while others suggested that it was a virus being spread
deliberately by governments and aid agencies (Anderson and Beresford 2016:
478). In Liberia and Sierra Leone, for example, accusations of government
corruption fuelled rumours that Ebola was a ruse through which those in
positions of power could make money (Anderson and Beresford 2016: 478;
Wilkinson and Leach 2015: 144). In Sierra Leone, there were rumours that
Ebola was a ruse or strategy by the government to depopulate opposition
strongholds and reduce opposition votes (Anderson and Beresford 2016: 478;
Richards 2016: 127; Wilkinson and Leach 2015: 144). Likewise, in Guinea,
some believed that Ebola was introduced to the country by the government
as a means to win elections and legitimize the use of armed forces, and sus-
picions regarding the political motives of the central government prolonged
some infection chains in the forest zone (Caremel et al. 2017: 68; Richards
2016: 40).
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Inaccurate messaging, especially early in the outbreak, further reduced
trust and sometimes had counter-productive effects. For example, health pro-
motion messaging in all three countries initially focused on not eating bush-
meat, and inGuinea, a consumption banwas imposed (Richards 2016: 34–35;
Wilkinson and Leach 2015: 137–138). Messaging on the potential for infec-
tion through eating bushmeat contrasted with people’s lived experiences, in
which bushmeat was eatenwithout adverse effect and served not only to deny
people vital sources of protein but also to reduce trust in governments and
others spreading the misguided message (Wilkinson and Leach 2015: 138,
145). It also generated a false sense of security among those who did not live
near a forest or never ate bushmeat (Richards 2016: 7). Scaremongering—
particularly regarding the death rate, with well-intentioned slogans such as
‘Ebola kills’—generated fear, which sometimes deterred sick people from
seeking help and led people to avoid or flee quarantine and to attack inter-
national responders (Richards 2016: 21, 23, 147). In fact, with around 11,000
deaths from around 27,000 cases across the three countries, approximately
60% of those infected with Ebola survived.

Linked to the lack of community engagement, national and international
responses were largely designed based on unquestioned, and misplaced,
assumptions about social andmedical conditions (Richards 2016: 72).Within
the three principally affected countries, messaging depended on a biomed-
ical understanding of disease and of the required response, and this was
sometimes at odds with the beliefs of affected populations and the resources
available to them (DuBois et al. 2015: 33–34; Walsh and Johnson 2018:
43–44). The perfect arguably became the enemy of the good⁶ with interna-
tional responders insisting on the use of chlorine instead of soap, for example,
because chlorine kills the virusmore effectively, but while everyone had soap,
chlorine was distributed and some people stopped using anything at all when
they ran out of chlorine (DuBois et al. 2015: 33).

Treatment of Ebola patients

The first to respond to the epidemic were affected communities, and they
began implementing protective and isolation initiatives well before signifi-
cant international measures were deployed (Caremel et al. 2017: 67; Richards

⁶ This kind of counterproductive insistence on technical standards echoes the response in Haiti after
the 2010 earthquake, when insistence on high-legal and technical standards severely limited the housing
solutions international agencies could offer. See ‘Recovery and rehabilitation’ in Chapter 9 on the Haiti
Earthquake, 2010.
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2016: 134–135). Yet, to begin with at least, these initiatives were at best
ignored and at worst undermined by an international response based on
biomedical science, with little attention to context (Caremel et al. 2017: 74).
Measures such as barrier nursing, the use of PPE, disinfection, and isolation,
failed to contain the outbreak for severalmonths, in part because they did not
take into account local capacity, conditions, customs, and politics (McInnes
2016: 387–388).

International agencies generally maintained high standards of protection
for expatriate health-care workers, which was important in terms of the
duty of care agencies have for their staff and also in terms of enhancing
trust and mobilizing others to intervene, but insisting on the highest lev-
els of biosecurity limited the care these actors were able to provide for their
patients (MSF 2015: 10–11, 17). Health-care workers from Guinea, Liberia,
and Sierra Leone were not so well looked after (Walsh and Johnson 2018:
68–69, 123–125). The national governments were unable to supply adequate
protective gear, contributing to the demoralization and death of health work-
ers and further weakening public trust in the health-care systems and their
staff (IRC 2016: 14). Outside the specially built Ebola treatment centres, even
international agencies were unable to provide adequate and effective protec-
tion for local health-care workers, who were sometimes reduced to using
plastic bags (Pallister-Wilkins 2016: 514). International staff not only had
much better access to PPE and a correspondingly much lower risk of infec-
tion, but also could be evacuated to state-of-the-art infectious disease units
and receive treatments not available in West Africa, if they were infected
(Pallister-Wilkins 2016: 516). By contrast, nearly 500 local health-care work-
ers lost their lives in Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone in the first year of the
outbreak (MSF 2015: 2).

Running through the international response was a tension between fulfill-
ing a duty of care to staff and minimizing the risk of transmission, on the
one hand, and providing the desired quality and quantity of care to west
African Ebola patients on the other. However, high-quality care increased
survival chances and made people more likely to seek treatment such that it
also served to reduce transmission. Especially early on, care for Ebola patients
was often poor quality, not always or only due to inadequate resources, and
insofar as this disinclined people to seek treatment, it likely contributed
to increased transmission (Walsh and Johnson 2018: 346). Survival rates
increased as detection and access to early palliative care improved, and sur-
vivors were an important asset; they could provide care to Ebola patients
without risk of infection and, as living proof that the disease could be over-
come, they were used to spread positive messages about Ebola treatment, but
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they also suffered stigma and were sometimes shunned by their communi-
ties (Richards 2016: 110–113). While treatment and care for Ebola patients
improved over time, the international response largely failed to provide non-
Ebola health care (Walsh and Johnson 2018: 301). This was problematic
not only because people with typhoid, meningitis, or anything else needed
treatment, but also because the failure to provide care for those who tested
negative for Ebola became a factor in preventing people getting tested, and
damaged (alreadyweak) trust in the response (Walsh and Johnson 2018: 346).

Initial resistance to developing a home care protocol or facilitating
community-based treatment was another example of top-down decision-
making and messaging that failed to take into account social context and
material realities. At the outset, low numbers of health workers meant that
many Ebola patients had to be turned away from hospitals and cared for by
families at home, exposing their contacts to the risk of infection (DuBois
et al. 2015: 13). For months after the international response began, there was
still insufficient capacity to provide professional care to all those infected
with Ebola in hospitals or treatments centres (Wilkinson and Leach 2015:
145–146). For example, MSF, the main international treatment provider, was
turning Ebola patients away from its overwhelmed facility inMonrovia (MSF
2015: 4, 10–11). As the outbreak in Sierra Leone reached its peak in Novem-
ber 2014, capacity in ETUs met only 60% of requirements (Michaels-Strasser
et al. 2015: e361). Even when professional care was available, many would-be
patients distrusted government health systems and feared that going to hos-
pital meant dying alone (Caremel et al. 2017: 68; Wilkinson and Leach 2015:
145–146).

For international responders, however, it was initially unthinkable to
develop a protocol for home care (Richards 2016: 9). Where the sick either
could not or would not access professional health care, their families were left
with the choice of caring for them without any official support or informa-
tion on best practices or not caring for them at all. In September 2014, WHO
published a set of messages for social mobilization and community engage-
ment that was both contradictory, combining ‘do not care for a sick person at
home’ with ‘if you provide care’, and in many ways highly impractical as they
failed to take into account resource constraints, advising the use of plastic
bags and raincoats as improvised PPE, without considering who would sup-
ply them and insisting that soiled clothes and beddingmust be burnt without
saying whowould replace them (Richards 2016: 124).That samemonth, with
insufficient capacity in treatment centres, MSF began distributing 600,000
home disinfection kits in Monrovia—considered an imperfect, stopgap solu-
tion but one that recognized and accepted the inevitability that people were
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being treated at home (MSF 2015: 18). While some international responders
saw advocating home care as unethical due to the risk of transmission, some
participants in focus groups in Monrovia—especially the women—felt that
it would be unethical not to provide care themselves if family members were
sick (Richards 2016: 136).

Community care centres (CCCs) offered amiddleway between the central-
ized ETUs and home care.They were able to implement a number of essential
safety measures, even as they were not working at the same level of biose-
curity as the ETUs, and offered a good but imperfect solution to the dual
problem of insufficient ETU capacity and the disinclination of many people
to travel far from their homes and communities for treatment (DuBois et al.
2015: 34; Michaels-Strasser et al. 2015: e361). However, in another example
of the perfect being the enemy of the good, official resistance to exploring
any kind of community-based care was rectified only belatedly and partially
(DuBois et al. 2015: 34; Wilkinson and Leach 2015: 145–146). Eventually,
CCCs became an important part of the response, first in Liberia and, from
November 2014, in Sierra Leone, with UNICEF taking a leadership role and
international humanitarian NGOs, such as the International Rescue Com-
mittee (IRC) and Oxfam, constructing and running some centres (IRC 2016:
12;Meredith 2015: 16;Michaels-Strasser et al. 2015: e361).Many people were
morewilling to be referred to aCCC,where patients could remain in the com-
munity and be visited by family members, who could see them from a safe
distance (Meredith 2015: 16).

Burial practices

Burial practices offer another example of a top-down response based on
biomedical science abstracted from context backfiring because it failed to
take into account local customs and capacities. Washing the body of some-
one who died from Ebola to prepare the corpse for burial carried a high
risk of infection, and some large-scale funerals led to dozens of infections
(Richards 2016: 26; Walsh and Johnson 2018: 59–60). Funerals in much of
Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone are not conducted by professional under-
takers (Richards 2016: 7–8). Burial rituals demonstrate love, honour, and
respect, and many believe that they must be performed the right way and
by the right people to ensure that the deceased can find rest and peace in
the afterlife—something which was sometimes a greater concern than con-
tracting and dying of Ebola (Walsh and Johnson 2018: 59). To put it another
way, ‘epidemiologically safe burial [was] unsafe from a social and spiritual
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perspective’ (Richards 2016: 52). Adapting the practices by which bodies
were prepared for burial was obviously key to reducing transmission, but
heavy-handed policies imposed from above, without sufficient consideration
of the resources available or the needs of affected communities, frequently
backfired. As such, the ‘early instructions on so-called safe burial—rigid
and unworkable—were, in that context, a textbook manual for unsafe burial’
(DuBois et al. 2015: 31).

New policies for ‘safe burials’ were imposed by the affected governments
with the threat of legal sanction and not developed through consultation
or with local consent (Richards 2016: 148). In Sierra Leone, for example,
the washing of corpses was made a criminal offence, and Liberia ordered
mandatory cremations (Richards 2016: 52; Walsh and Johnson 2018: 149).
International responders and some of the more elite or urban national
responders struggled to understand why people were so reluctant to under-
take ‘safe burials’ when the risks of traditional burials were so high (Walsh
and Johnson 2018: 86). In Sierra Leone, teams ofmainly younger people from
urban areas were equipped with transport and trained to bury corpses in a
sanitized way, in a central location, wearing PPE and using chlorine sprays
and body bags (Richards 2016: 101; Walsh and Johnson 2018: 85–86). How-
ever, burial teams were overstretched and lacked sufficient vehicles to deal
with the bodies of suspected Ebola victims in a timely way, and delays of sev-
eral days in arriving to more remote settlements meant that villagers often
dealt with corpses as they sawfit, with unauthorized burials triggering further
transmission (Richards 2016: 41, 101).

Apart from insufficient capacity to carry them out in a timely way, ‘safe
burials’ deprived communities of the rituals they needed to perform and,
as such, led to talk of ‘hidden bodies’ and ‘secret burials’ as well as foster-
ing mistrust of health workers (DuBois et al. 2015: 31; Richards 2016: 52,
95). The plastic of the body bags was seen as particularly disrespectful as it
was reminiscent of garbage bags (Walsh and Johnson 2018: 86). In Guinea,
some interpreted the suspension of traditional funeral rituals and the require-
ment to use body bags as a government strategy to prevent the deceased’s
spirit from leaving the body, exposing family members to vengeance from
beyond the grave (Caremel et al. 2017: 68). The mass cremation of corpses in
Liberiawas feared to have led families to hide their sick (Wilkinson andLeach
2015: 146).There were alternatives to heavy-handed (and ultimately counter-
productive) burial policies, with creative adaptions showing that mutually
acceptable solutions could be reached (Wilkinson and Leach 2015: 146). For
example, training local teams to carry out burials had advantages in that
delays were avoided and there was greater trust that local teams could carry
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out burials with respect because they were socially known to the deceased
(Richards 2016: 129, 130, 148). International agencies, however, were slow to
support local burial (Richards 2016: 131).

Conclusions

Politics shaped the timing and nature of the international response to the
Ebola outbreak in Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone in 2014–2015. While
MSF was stretching its capacity to respond from early in the outbreak, most
major international actors were slow to respond and risk averse when they
did, limiting the scope and impact of their work. Risk aversion concerned
not only the risk of staff contracting Ebola but also the risk of blame for
recommending imperfect measures—such as washing with soap instead of
chlorine, setting up CCCs instead of ETUs, or adapting burial rituals to local
concerns—if they led to transmissions, as they inevitably would (albeit prob-
ably fewer transmissions than would arise from recommendations of perfect
measures being ignored). This risk aversion contributed to top-down mes-
saging promoting isolation, treatment, and burial practices in keeping with
the highest levels of biosafety but out of step with the material and social
context. International and national responders lacked trust in communities,
treating people as part of the problem rather than part of the solution, and as
such, they imposed policies from above instead of through consultation and
collaboration. The policies were not well adapted to the needs and realities of
the people on whom they were imposed, and the lack of community engage-
ment exacerbated already low levels of trust in officials such thatmany people
in all three countries rejected those policies. A lack of trust and cooperation
between communities, national governments, and international responders,
particularly in the early phases of the response, thus reduced the effectiveness
of efforts to prevent transmission and to care for the sick. The eventual suc-
cesses against the outbreak were, in large part, due to an adaptation of these
policies, ‘thanks to actors who took into account political realities and cul-
tural sensitivity, particularly around activities like community engagement
and burials’ (IRC 2016: 3).





12
European ‘Migrant Crisis’, 2015–2016

The arrival of more than a million migrants to Europe in the space of
nine months exposed a crisis of European institutions, policy, and practice.
With some important exceptions, the response from European authorities
focused mainly on tightening border controls and making life difficult for
those migrants who managed to reach Europe’s shores. As a consequence,
various points of humanitarian crisis emerged, most notably in the Mediter-
ranean itself, where tens of thousands of migrants continue to make dan-
gerous crossings every year, and in camps and settlements in Greece and
northern France, where sometimes thousands of migrants are living in dire
conditions.

The humanitarian response to this crisis has been undertaken in large part
by volunteers working with grassroots organizations, many of which were
set up to respond to this particular crisis and lacked prior experience. Newly
established non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have taken the lead in
search-and-rescue (SAR) missions in the Mediterranean and in providing
assistance to migrants in camps in Calais and the Greek island of Lesvos.
With the exception of Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), most of the largest
international humanitarian agencies that are themain focus of this book have
been absent or have provided a small-scale, low-profile response.

This chapter focuses primarily on 2015 and 2016, but since the crisis is in
many ways ongoing, developments up until 2021 are also discussed. While
in some ways unique (above all in rescuing people at sea and working in
wealthy countries in the continent from which many of the largest human-
itarian agencies originate), many of the challenges and dilemmas posed by
working in this context are familiar from elsewhere. Above all, these stem
from the fact that European policies are the cause ofmuch of the suffering that
humanitarian agencies are seeking to alleviate, and thus it is difficult—or per-
haps impossible—to work to alleviate that suffering without either becoming
complicit with those policies or taking an explicit political position against
them.
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Background

In just nine months from July 2015 to March 2016, more than a million
refugees and other migrants arrived in Europe by sea, mainly in Greece
but also Italy and—to a much lesser extent—Spain (Borton and Collinson
2017: 1). There are three main routes: the Eastern Mediterranean route,
through which migrants cross to Greece, mostly from Turkey and in much
smaller numbers from Egypt and Lebanon; the Central Mediterranean route
to Italy, mostly from Libya, with smaller numbers from Egypt and Tunisia;
and the Western Mediterranean route to Spain, mostly from Algeria and
Morocco (Borton and Collinson 2017: 3). The number of migrants arriv-
ing to Europe via the Mediterranean Sea decreased significantly from 2016
onwards, as shown in Table 12.1, although the proportion dying en route was
much higher in 2016 compared with 2015 and has remained relatively high
(more than 1%).

In 2015, 48% of migrants arriving to Greece, Italy, and Spain were from
Syria, 20% fromAfghanistan and 9% from Iraq (UNHCR n.d.-b: 2). A signif-
icant proportion of these likely met the criteria for refugee status, but many
others were escaping poverty and lack of opportunity and did not necessar-
ily qualify as refugees.1 The flows along the Mediterranean routes were thus
‘mixed’ as they ‘were made up of people moving though some combination
of force, choice and agency’ (Borton and Collinson 2017: 4; see also, del Valle

Table 12.1 Migrants crossing the Mediterranean to Europe, 2014–2020

Arrivals∗ Dead and missing

2014 225,455 3,538
2015 1,032,408 3,771
2016 373,652 5,096
2017 185,139 3,139
2018 141,472 2,270
2019 123,663 1,335
2020 95,031 1,277

Note: ∗Includes sea arrivals to Italy, Cyprus, and Malta and both sea and land arrivals to
Greece and Spain (including the Canary Islands). Numbers are as of 31 December 2020
for all countries except Cyprus, for which they are as of 31 August 2020.
Source: United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR) Mediterranean Data Portal.

1 On the criteria for refugee status, see ‘International displacement and migration law’ in Chapter 14
on Law and International Humanitarianism.
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2016: 28). They were also ‘irregular’ in that the migrants making these jour-
neys did so without the required authorizations, visas, or other immigration
documents and often also without passports or identity papers (Borton and
Collinson 2017: 4).

While the number of arrivals in 2015 may have been unprecedented in
Europe, it would not have been considered exceptionally high in some other
regions of the world—either in absolute terms or relative to the size of host
populations. Contrary to the impression created by dominant European dis-
courses, most migration is regional and not orientated to Europe (Andersson
and Keen 2019: ii). At the end of 2020, for example, 86% of the world’s
refugees were hosted in developing countries, and 73% in countries neigh-
bouring their countries of origin (UNHCR 2021c). Other migrants more
often travel to higher income countries, but a large proportion nonethe-
less remain in regions of origin. Around 75% of migration in sub-Saharan
Africa, for example, is regional (Andersson and Keen 2019: ii). And although
around half a million Syrians crossed the Mediterranean in 2015, the major-
ity of Syrian refugees were hosted in neighbouring countries, with 628,200
in Jordan, 1.1 million in Lebanon, and 2.5 million in Turkey at the end of
that year (UNHCR 2016: 16). Given that the numbers of migrants arriving to
Europe was not high relative to the numbers arriving elsewhere in the world,
and still less so relative to the population of Europe, the so-called European
migrant crisis is better understood as a crisis of European policy and institu-
tions rather than of the scale or nature of migrant arrivals. As Ban Ki-moon
put it in August 2015, it was ‘a crisis of solidarity, not a crisis of numbers’
(UN Secretary-General 2015).

European legal andpolicy framework

Whereas international refugee law (IRL) and theCommonEuropeanAsylum
System (CEAS) provide clear frameworks for the international protection of
refugees qua refugees, international norms regarding the rights and treat-
ment of other migrants mostly do not relate to their status as migrants.2
Instead, they are protected as human beings under international human
rights law (IHRL) and, depending on their circumstances, may also be enti-
tled to certain rights and protections corresponding to specific categories of
migrant such as migrant workers or victims of trafficking. In the context of

2 See ‘International displacement and migration law’ in Chapter 14 on Law and International Human-
itarianism.
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Mediterranean arrivals, a range of international laws that regulate rescue at
sea is also relevant.

The principle of non-refoulement—which is central to IRL and also fea-
tures in IHRL more broadly—prohibits the transfer of a person to a country
in which he or she will be in danger. Rejection at the border violates the
principle of non-refoulement if it involves sending people back to danger,
but preventing people from reaching the border in the first place is a grey
area which European states have exploited through such measures as inter-
diction at sea, extraterritorial processing of asylumclaims, the introduction of
mandatory visas, sanctions imposed on carriers (e.g. airlines) who are fined if
they carry migrants travelling ‘irregularly’ without the ‘proper’ documenta-
tion and visas, and the use of force at borders (Borton and Collinson 2017: 4;
Goodwin-Gill and McAdam 2007: 270–277). Visa requirements and carrier
sanctions mean that many migrants cannot simply buy a plane ticket and
board a plane, a cheap and safe means of travel, and instead turn to peo-
ple smugglers, who charge exorbitant prices to facilitate far more dangerous
journeys.

Legal categories are important in determining the rights of different
migrants and European policy responses towards them. Those who are
granted asylum gain refugee status and with it a number of entitlements
including the right to reside and work. However, the outputs of refugee
status determination procedures are very different in different European
Union (EU) states, and not all individuals protected by the principle of non-
refoulement are entitled to refugee status (Goodwin-Gill and McAdam 2007:
285–286;Niemann andZaun 2018: 12). Somemay be entitled to another kind
of protection, such as ‘subsidiary protection’, a legal status in the EU since the
2004 European Qualification Directive, to be granted to those fleeing torture
and those fleeing indiscriminate violence in internal conflict (Goodwin-Gill
and McAdam 2007: 325–328). The rights associated with subsidiary protec-
tion are more limited and temporary than those provided to Convention
refugees (Goodwin-Gill and McAdam 2007: 332–333). Others are protected
by the principle of non-refoulement but are not entitled to any protected status
and thus end up in a legal limbowhereby they cannot be deported but neither
do they have the right to work. Finally, some migrants are not protected by
the principle of non-refoulement because they do not face danger should they
be expelled, and they may be awaiting deportation or living under the radar.
All migrants, whether trying to reach Europe or already there, are entitled to
dignified treatment in accordance with basic human rights standards.

The fact that states only have a clear obligation to those refugees who
reach their territories contributes to a very unequal and unfair distribution



European ‘Migrant Crisis’, 2015–2016 203

of refugees, both globally and within Europe. Under the CEAS, the Dublin
III Regulation sets out responsibility for processing asylum claims—usually
the first EU state whose territory a refugee enters. This means that for those
arriving by land and sea, some countries—notably Italy and Greece—bear
the overwhelming share of this responsibility. It also serves to dissuade large
numbers of asylum seekers from approaching national institutions that could
potentially grant them protected status, because once they are registered in
one EU country they are not allowed to apply for asylum in another (Hil-
horst et al. 2021: 128).With their asylum systems overwhelmed in 2015, both
Greece and Italy waved through asylum seekers, who continued their jour-
neys towards northern Europe (Niemann and Zaun 2018: 4). Countries fur-
ther north responded in different ways. In August 2015, Germany suspended
application of the Dublin Regulation for Syrian asylum seekers and admit-
ted over one million migrants but subsequently backtracked on this open
doors policy, implementing border controls, sending people at the border
back into Austria, and tightening asylum laws (Niemann and Zaun 2018: 4).
Hungary and several other European countries rushed to erect fences, close
official crossings, and deploy military and police to prevent the arrival and
onward movement of refugees, eventually leading to a closure of the ‘Balkan
route’, effectively trapping migrants in Greece (del Valle 2016: 38; Niemann
and Zaun 2018: 4).

The EU responded by deployingMigrationManagement Support Teams to
so-called hotspots in Greece and Italy and introducing a resettlement scheme
and a temporary emergency relocation scheme throughwhich newly arriving
refugees would be distributed across the EU, although only a small propor-
tion of refugees were actually relocated this way (Niemann and Zaun 2018:
5–8). The schemes did not take much account of the preferences or cir-
cumstances of asylum seekers, nor of the fact that protection and welfare
standards for refugees vary significantly across EU countries, all factors that
contribute to refugees trying to avoid detection and fingerprinting on arrival
in Europe so that they can travel onward and claim asylum in a country of
their choice. Thus, for example, migrants seek to cross the Channel from
France to the United Kingdom, and joint British–French efforts to prevent
this have led to the creation of informalmigrant camps aroundCalais, includ-
ing the so-called Jungle, and to the deaths of at least 194 migrants trying to
smuggle themselves across between 2014 and mid-December 2021.3

3 Data collated by International Organization for Migration (IOM) missing migrants project, based on
recorded fatalities (as at 13 December 2021). The real number may be significantly higher.
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The EU and its member states have also sought to prevent migrants arriv-
ing to Europe at all through maritime policies characterized by ‘organized
hypocrisy’, with SAR increasingly securitized and subordinated to border
control (Cusumano 2018a; Ghezelbash et al. 2018). Italy’s Mare Nostrum
operation rescued more than 130,000 people between October 2013 and
October 2014, when it was discontinued, in part because it was perceived as
a ‘magnet’ for boat arrivals (del Valle 2016: 32; Ghezelbash et al. 2018: 326). It
was replaced by a Frontex (the EU border and coast guard agency) operation,
Triton, which focused primarily on border control and initially only oper-
ated within thirty miles of Italian waters (Cusumano 2018b: 388; Ghezelbash
et al. 2018: 326). Subsequently, in response to the large increase in numbers
of migrant arrivals, an EU Naval Force Operation (EUNAVFOR MED) was
launched in June 2015 to operate in parallel to Frontex-led activities, with
combating smuggling and reinforcing border controls as its primary objec-
tives, and bolstering SAR only a secondary consideration (del Valle 2016:
37–38; Ghezelbash et al. 2018: 333). The duty to provide assistance to those
distressed at sea is a well-established norm⁴ but one that has been widely and
frequently flouted with respect to migrant boats in the Mediterranean, with
collective indifference fostered by a system of sanctions on the rescuers of
migrants (Basaran 2015).

As part of its efforts to reduce the numbers of crossings and arrivals, the
EU also entered into agreements with third countries. InMarch 2016, the EU
concluded a deal with Turkey whereby the latter assumed responsibility to
take back and process all migrants and refugees crossing into Greece irregu-
larly in exchange for a commitment from Europe to receive an equal number
referred for asylum, and €6 billion to help Turkey secure its borders and host
asylum seekers. Human rights organizations were highly critical of the plans,
questioning their legality and warning that individuals could be prevented
from claiming asylum under the scheme, which more or less sealed the East-
ern Mediterranean route (Ghezelbash et al. 2018: 319; Hilhorst et al. 2021:
129). Other routes then became more important, first the Central Mediter-
ranean route between Libya and Italy, with over 180,000 arrivals in 2017, then
the Western Mediterranean route between Morocco and Spain, with close to
60,000 arrivals in 2018 (Garcés Mascareñas 2020: 1). Beginning in October
2016, cooperation with Libya, through which SAR was combined with anti-
smuggling operations, reduced crossings in the Central Mediterranean. Italy
began providing training and resources to themilitia-led LibyanCoast Guard

⁴ See ‘International displacement and migration law’ in Chapter 14 on Law and International Human-
itarianism.
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to keepmigrant boats out of Europeanwaters, instead forcibly returning them
to Libya, and the EU made a deal with the UN-backed Libyan government
which favours border control over migrant safety and ultimately seeks to
prevent migrants from leaving Libya and, hence, from reaching Europe (Cut-
titta 2018: 648, 649; Esperti 2020: 446, 448; Ghezelbash et al. 2018: 334–335;
Hilhorst et al. 2021: 129).

European states have also implemented a variety of measures aimed at
making life for migrants extremely difficult. Many detain those awaiting
deportation (which may include failed asylum seekers, other migrants who
are in the country illegally, and migrants who were in the country legally but
have committed certain types of crime), and sometimes also asylum seekers
awaiting the determination of their status. Detention facilities for migrants
are given names that make them sound humanitarian (reception centres,
guesthouses, welcome centres, etc.) but they function like criminal detention
facilities—often with much less oversight and lower standards than is legally
required for criminal detention in the same countries (Kotsioni 2016: 42).
Even where migrants are not detained, they may face restrictions on work-
ing and onwhere to live, and lack of access to welfare support or employment
leavesmany destitute. In one of themore extreme examples, theUnited King-
dom has worked with France not only to prevent Channel crossings but also
to forcibly return some who succeed in crossing and to ensure squalid condi-
tions in the make-shift camps around Calais (Keen 2021: 14–15). Migrants
could only access more formal accommodation in France if they claimed
asylum, but by doing so they risked being sent back to the first EU coun-
try they passed through under the Dublin III Regulation, so many chose to
circumvent this process (Hilhorst et al. 2021: 128).

Practices by European states including strict border controls and keeping
migrants in harsh conditions, as in the Calais ‘Jungle’ or Moria refugee camp
on the Greek island of Lesvos, have political pay-offs, in that they may serve
to deter some arrivals, and they play to those elements of a domestic audi-
ence wanting politicians to be tough on immigration (Gordon and Larsen
2021: 428–431; Keen 2021: 13–17). Such practices are also self-legitimating
and self-reinforcing: leaving migrants to die at sea through widespread dere-
liction of rescue duties feeds into an understanding that some lives are
worth less than others, and the squalid, undignified conditions that migrants
live in as the consequence of strict border controls serves to dehumanize
the migrants and hence to legitimize the squalid conditions and justify the
strict controls (Basaran 2015; Gordon and Larsen 2021: 432–433; Keen 2021:
18). In several countries, the outsourcing of many migration control opera-
tions, including those related to detention, deportation, and the security of
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reception and processing centres, additionally makes the imposition of strict
controls in these areas a lucrative business (Davitti 2019: 34; Kotsioni 2016:
44). Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, private military and security companies
have been a driving force behind securitizing migration in the EU, increas-
ing the demand for militarized responses—precisely the kinds of responses
they profit from providing (Davitti 2019: 37–41).

Ahumanitarian emergency?

The first chapter of this book discussed the main types of event that cause
and constitute humanitarian emergencies (armed conflict, famine, earth-
quakes, etc.), none of which apply in contemporary Europe. Yet, the policies
of European countries have created a situation in which tens or hundreds
of thousands of migrants are in need of humanitarian aid, notably in the
Mediterranean, the Greek island of Lesvos, and Calais.

European policies have fostered an environment in which migrants in dis-
tress in the Mediterranean are frequently not rescued, either by official SAR
missions or by passing commercial vessels (Basaran 2015; Ghezelbash et al.
2018). Many of the tens of thousands who have died in their attempts to cross
the Mediterranean over the past ten years could have been saved if nearby
boats had stopped to rescue them (Basaran 2015: 206). The large numbers of
deaths in the Mediterranean led some to define it as ‘the theatre of a com-
plex humanitarian emergency’ (Cusumano 2018b: 387). At the same time,
some at MSF feared that the discourse of humanitarian emergency could
be co-opted and used by states to justify (further) extraordinary measures,
including military deployments to intercept boats and deter smugglers, deals
with third states, offshore processing of asylum claims, and detention (del
Valle 2016: 32). Whether or not a humanitarian emergency narrative is help-
ful or counter-productive to achieving safety and protection for migrants
crossing the Mediterranean, non-governmental SAR missions were widely
recognized as necessary in the short term if such safety and protection were
to be achieved.

The Greek island of Lesvos, 10 km from the Turkish coast and with a pop-
ulation of 85,000, has served as a landing point for migrant arrivals to Europe
for decades, with numbers peaking at 6,000 per day in 2015—half a million
(two-thirds of all arrivals to Greece) were registered there that year (Hilhorst
et al. 2021: 134; Rozakou 2017: 102).Overcrowding and inadequate assistance
made living conditions in some of the camps across the island unhygienic and
insecure, and the situation on Lesvos was widely considered a humanitarian
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emergency (Hilhorst et al. 2021: 135; Rozakou 2017: 102). After the Turkey
deal was signed and the Greek border with Macedonia closed in March 2016,
migrants were stranded in Greece with no alternative but to seek asylum
there, and impromptu settlements were set up across the country (Hilhorst
et al. 2021: 134; Rozakou 2017: 103). The designation of Moria, the main
reception centre in Lesvos, as a hotspot turned it into what many considered
a detention centre (Gordon and Larsen 2021: 431–432; Hilhorst et al. 2021:
134). Migrants were only supposed to stay briefly in Moria, while they were
processed and either registered for asylumon theGreekmainlandor returned
to Turkey, but in practice, residency often lasted up to two years (Hilhorst
et al. 2021: 135). What was intended to be a transit centre effectively became
a long-term camp but without the kinds of provisions, services, and support
a long-term camp requires (Gordon and Larsen 2021: 423–424). Variously
described as ‘the worst refugee camp on earth’, a ‘living hell’, ‘hell on earth’, or
‘worse than hell’, Moria became massively overcrowded and conditions were
deplorable (Gordon and Larsen 2021: 423, 424–425).

As the main crossing point from continental Europe to the United King-
dom, Calais has also long hosted migrants and migrant camps or shelters of
varying levels of formality—which have frequently been subject to forced clo-
sures, harassment, and violence from authorities. The population of the main
‘Calais Jungle’—a makeshift camp 5 km from Calais city centre on land (on
a chemical dumping ground contaminated with asbestos) which the French
government designated as a tolerated space of informal encampment in early
2015—swelled rapidly in 2015–2016, reaching an estimated 10,000 before the
French authorities destroyed it inOctober 2016 (Keen 2021: 13). In the words
of a volunteer there, the ‘Jungle was not an ordinary refugee camp: regu-
lar camping tents used as shelters, piles of rubbish, stench, people wading
through thickmud, other people begging for food. Suffering was everywhere’
(Sandri 2018: 65). Inhuman treatment of migrants included police violence
(teargas, rubber bullets, dogs, beatings), as part of a strategy to dismantle
the various camps and ‘jungles’ that have existed in and around Calais since
the 1990s, and police inaction in the face of racist attacks from members
of the public (Keen 2021: 12; Sandri 2018: 69). After the ‘Jungle’ camp was
demolished, the French government prohibited new camps at the border,
with aggressive policing operations to detect and destroy informal encamp-
ments (Amnesty International 2019: 11;Hilhorst et al. 2021: 130). Sincemany
opted out of the state registration and accommodation system due to legit-
imate fears that, under the Dublin system, they would be returned to their
first country of entry to the EU, migrants were criminalized and humanitar-
ian action undermined (Hilhorst et al. 2021: 131). Widespread police abuse
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has been documented, including excessive use of force against migrants and
harassment of humanitarian actors (Amnesty International 2019: 13–15).

Humanitarian response

Across the sites of humanitarian emergency identified in the previous section,
the humanitarian response shared three key characteristics: (i) the impor-
tance of volunteers and grassroots organizations set up to address this
particular crisis and the relative absence of long established international
humanitarian agencies; (ii) the centrality of advocacy, especially—but not
exclusively—in the response of grassroots solidarity organizations; and (iii)
the hostility of state authorities to most kinds of humanitarian response in
this context, most apparent in the criminalization and disciplining of those
who have sought to rescue and support migrants.

Search and rescue

In the absence of large-scale SAR operations by European states after Italy’s
Mare Nostrum was discontinued in October 2014, a number of NGOs have
conducted migrant rescue missions in the Mediterranean, mainly offshore
Libya (Cusumano 2018b: 387; Esperti 2020: 441). Broadly speaking, they
operate on one of twomodels: fully fledged SARmissions, which include res-
cuingmigrants in distress and transporting them to a European port (usually
in Italy); or smaller boats, which provide lifejackets tomigrants andhost them
aboard until they can be transferred to a larger vessel to shuttle them to port
(Cusumano 2018b: 389; Cuttitta 2018: 642–643). While MSF and Save the
Children both operated migrant rescue boats at different times, most of the
major international humanitarian agencies that are the primary focus of this
book did not engage directly in rescue missions.⁵ Instead, many of the rescue
vessels were operated by smaller, single-issue organizations set up specifi-
cally to respond to the plight of migrants crossing the Mediterranean, often
staffed entirely by volunteers (Cusumano 2018b: 389, 391; Esperti 2020: 442).
The MSF operation alone rescued and provided medical assistance to more
than 15,700 people between May and August 2015, and it is estimated that

⁵ Distinct from SAR, but related, the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) has worked to
train and assist authorities in Greece and Italy with what it calls humanitarian forensics work, recovering,
handling, documenting, and identifying the bodies of migrants who have died en route (ICRC 2017: 2).
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from the outset of the crisis in 2015 to 2018, NGOs were responsible for up
to half of all rescues (del Valle 2016: 36; Ghezelbash et al. 2018: 347).

These missions have responded to real and immediate needs to rescue
migrants in danger and also provided a platform from which to advocate for
changes in European policies. Even without an explicit advocacy component,
the mere operation of such missions may be deemed to imply a criticism of
the practices of European states and a demand for safety for those risking
travel across the Mediterranean (see, e.g. del Valle 2016: 31; Esperti 2020:
444). For most of the NGOs undertaking SAR operations, however, public
communications were seen as an integral part of their missions, and for MSF,
bearing witness was part of the rationale for engaging in SAR in the first place
(Cusumano 2018b: 393; Cuttitta 2018: 640–641; del Valle 2016: 27, 37). As a
minimum, advocacy by SAR NGOs aimed to pressurize EU states to step up
their SAR efforts, and some additionally had more ambitious policy goals,
advocating for EU states to create more safe and legal options for migrants
trying to reach Europe. MSF, for example, had two clear advocacy mes-
sages: first, that EU states had the capacity and responsibility for SAR in the
Mediterranean and that MSF efforts could not replace those that were lack-
ing at the EU level; and second, that given the push and pull factors driving
people to migrate, EU states should create safe and legal routes for migra-
tion to Europe (del Valle 2016: 31, 37). MSF’s advocacy thus went beyond its
usual approach and included commenting on European policies, which MSF
saw as the cause of the crisis. Advocacy on these issues was not limited to
those NGOs operating SAR missions, with human rights organizations, citi-
zen activist groups, and, to some degree, international humanitarian agencies
also criticizing European policies (Hilhorst et al. 2021: 127). The Interna-
tional RescueCommittee (IRC) andUNHCR, for example, were among those
calling for EU states to open up more legal pathways for migrants to seek
asylum in Europe (Hilhorst et al. 2021: 138). UNHCR was also highly criti-
cal of the criminalization of SAR (Hilhorst et al. 2021: 141). In addition, the
boats operated by several of the SAR NGOs had journalists on board since
the NGOs needed to publicize their work to attract donations, and some also
sought to advocate against the border regime (Cuttitta 2018: 645).

Official policies towards non-governmental SAR missions varied within
and across countries as well as across time. The actions of Italy and Libya
have the most direct impact on SAR NGOs because they have the responsi-
bility for coordinating SAR operations in the area in which most of these
NGOs are operating, and lack of capacity in Libya means that Italy has
had to assume responsibilities in what is theoretically the Libyan SAR area
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(Cuttitta 2018: 642). However, Italian (and Libyan) actions are shaped by the
EU policy environment (and, conversely, policies across the EU are shaped
by their actions). After it became clear that Triton had neither the resources
nor the mandate to replace Mare Nostrum, Italian authorities had welcomed
SAR NGOs as important additional capacity, but political and media atti-
tudes shifted as the numbers of arrivals from Libya increased in 2016 and
in the absence of any mechanism or serious political will for the relocation
to other EU countries of migrants disembarking in Italy (Cusumano 2019:
107–108).

The EU trained, equipped, and pressured the Libyan Coast Guard to inter-
cept and return migrants to Libya before they were rescued by other vessels,
and as the SAR NGOs posed an obstacle to interception, they were attacked
in violent incidents involving the Libyan Coast Guard and in a media, politi-
cal, and judicial campaign involving European authorities (Cusumano 2018b:
392; Cuttitta 2018: 648). A series of hostile acts by Libyan authorities began
when Libyan Coast Guard officials fired several bullets and then boarded
and searched Sea-Watch 2 in April 2016, and threats from Libyan forces led
Save the Children, Sea Eye, and MSF to suspend operations in August 2017
(Cuttitta 2018: 647–648; Maritime Executive 2017). For their part, various
European authorities accused SAR NGOs of acting as a pull factor, facil-
itating the work of smugglers or even collaborating with them, and being
responsible for their use of increasingly unseaworthy vessels (Cuttitta 2018:
648; Ghezelbash et al. 2018: 347). After its calls for greater EU solidarity in the
reception ofmigrants again fell on deaf ears at the June 2017 EuropeanCoun-
cil meeting, Italy circulated a code of conduct for SARNGOs, which imposed
several limitations and could be expected to weaken their rescuing capabili-
ties, compromise their commitment to humanitarian principles, and pose a
risk to the safety of their personnel (Cusumano 2019). With the threat that
failure to sign may result in refusal to disembark in Italian ports, some SAR
NGOs—including Save the Children—signed the code of conduct immedi-
ately, others later and reluctantly, while others—including MSF—refused to
sign (Cusumano 2019: 111).

Port closures and prosecutions have further contributed to a hostile envi-
ronment for SAR operations, reducing their capacity and sometimes pre-
venting them altogether. In June 2018, Italy’s new government immediately
stated its intention to close Italian ports to NGO boats and foreign-flagged
merchant vessels carrying migrants rescued off the shore of Libya, and in
the following months, disembarkation was denied or delayed for a number
of vessels (Cusumano and Gombeer 2020: 245–248). The decision to close
the Italian ports to migrant rescue vessels may not be illegal (Cusumano and
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Gombeer 2020: 247–250; cf. Moreno-Lax et al. 2019: 726–732), but it has
significant humanitarian implications if SAR vessels are forced to travel fur-
ther (e.g. to Spanish ports, which have been more ready to allow them to
disembark), as this means spending lengthy periods outside the main rescue
areas (Cusumano andGombeer 2020: 250–251).While denying disembarka-
tion altogether has been rare, delays are common. In 2020 alone, therewere 22
incidents involving 3,597 rescued people (including at least 954 children) in
which a vessel was made to wait more than 24 hours before eventually being
allowed to dock (FRA 2021). SAR has also been increasingly criminalized,⁶
with Germany, Greece, Italy, Malta, the Netherlands, and Spain initiating
fifty-eight criminal or administrative proceedings against SAR NGO vessels
or personnel between 2016 and mid-2021, with criminal charges including
‘attempted human trafficking’ and ‘aiding and abetting illegal immigration’
(FRA 2021; Ghezelbash et al. 2018: 347). Such measures reduce SAR capacity
when they deter SAR NGOs and staff from operating and when rescue boats
are blocked in ports pending legal proceedings (as at June 2021, nine vessels
were thus out of action; see FRA 2021).

Often linked to these challenges from European and Libyan authorities,
SAR missions in the Mediterranean posed dilemmas for the NGOs under-
taking them. Most of these dilemmas were familiar from humanitarian
responses around theworld, but somewere exacerbated by the specific nature
of SAR. As with humanitarian action in general, SAR missions raised a num-
ber of concerns about unintended consequences. The argument that SAR
serves as a pull factor for migrants is a maritime variation on the general
argument that humanitarian aid serves as a pull factor, and experienced agen-
cies such as MSF tend to reject the idea that aid is ever a primary trigger or
driver of displacement (del Valle 2016: 32). In terms of SAR in the Mediter-
ranean, the evidence suggests that SARmissions neither increase the number
of crossings nor result in more dangerous crossings, which undermines the
‘pull factor’ argument and suggests that SAR does not prompt smugglers to
use more unseaworthy vessels (Cusumano and Villa 2021; Steinhilper and
Gruijters 2017).

Other concerns about unintended consequences were not so easy to dis-
miss. On the one hand, there remained a risk that the SAR missions ended
up serving to benefit smugglers and traffickers. MSF explicitly acknowledged
and accepted this risk, likening it to the familiar dilemma over the potential
for humanitarian aid in conflict settings to benefit the warring parties, but

⁶ For a wider and more detailed discussion of this issue, see ‘Criminalization of support for migrants’
in Chapter 14 on Law and International Humanitarianism.
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sought to minimize the risk by avoiding contact, negotiation, or exchange
of information with smuggling networks (del Valle 2016: 33). On the other
hand, non-governmental SAR missions risked benefiting European authori-
ties, and the nature of SAR missions required contact and even cooperation
with those authorities, not least regarding docking and disembarking. In the
Central Mediterranean route, the Italian authorities had responsibility for
coordinating SAR activities, and all of the NGOs were constantly in touch
with the Maritime Rescue Coordination Centre in Rome (Cuttitta 2018:
646). While this was inevitable, and humanitarian agencies almost always
have to coordinate to some degree with the governments of states⁷ affected
by humanitarian agencies (as a minimum, for consent to operate, visas for
international staff, etc.), several NGOs were concerned about being embed-
ded in the very system of European border control policies that they were
advocating against (Cusumano 2018b: 391–392; del Valle 2016: 38–39).

Interactions with law enforcement raised particular concerns. Disembark-
ing rescued migrants requires some kind of interaction with police authori-
ties, who have the right to board the vessels in port and start identification
procedures there (Cuttitta 2018: 643). Beyond this, however, the question of
sharing information or images with the authorities divides the SAR NGOs.
Pictures taken by drones operated by the Migrant Offshore Aid Station to
increase search capacity and shared with the Italian authorities led to the
arrest of a migrant identified as the driver of a migrant boat in May 2015
(Cuttitta 2018: 644). As a matter of policy, MSF does not share sensitive
images and has sought to explain to border authorities that cooperation with
law enforcement is beyond its mandate and could jeopardize the safety of its
teams at sea (del Valle 2016: 39). Nonetheless, SAR NGOs could be legally
bound to hand over material in the event of a criminal investigation, and for
this reason, MSF has avoided taking pictures and videos (Cusumano 2018b:
392; Cuttitta 2018: 644).

There is also a significant risk that, in rescuing migrants in distress at
sea, SAR NGOs facilitate what the NGOs see as dereliction of duty by EU
authorities—precisely the opposite of one of their central goals, which is to
pressure the EU andmember states to take responsibility for SAR (Cusumano
2018b: 393). Furthermore, to the extent that they are relieving governmental
actors from their responsibilities, their assistance may be freeing up official
resources for other purposes, including purposes the SARNGOs actively dis-
agree with—a dilemma which was particularly acute when SAR NGOs were

⁷ See ‘State sovereignty, responsibility, and practice’ in Chapter 19 on Government and Civil Society in
Affected States.
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requested by the Italian authorities to transfer to port migrants rescued by
EUNAVFOR MED vessels, freeing the latter to continue with their military
border security activities (Cuttitta 2018: 643, 650). More generally, by reduc-
ing mortality in the Mediterranean, there is a risk that they contribute to
maintaining restrictive asylum and migration policies that might otherwise
be relaxed in the face of public backlash against lives lost at sea (del Valle
2016: 30).

Lesvos

The initial response in Lesvos was provided mainly by the island population,
who were soon joined by other Greek and international volunteers (Hil-
horst et al. 2021, 134; Papataxiarchis 2016: 8; Rozakou 2017). Only a few of
the large, established international humanitarian agencies were operational
in Lesvos in 2015, among them MSF, Médecins du Monde (MDM), IRC
and UNHCR, while thousands of volunteers and an estimated 250 smaller
organizations were contributing to the humanitarian effort (Hilhorst et al.
2021: 134; Rozakou 2017: 101). After the Moria reception centre was des-
ignated a hotspot in March 2016, some of the agencies that had previously
been operating there, including UNHCR and MSF, refused to work in what
they considered to be a detention-like context (Hilhorst et al. 2021: 134).
When the policy was changed several months later, giving Moria residents
the freedom to leave the camp and move around Lesvos, but not to leave the
island, UNHCR considered the compromise satisfactory and resumed work
there, while MSF provided assistance to migrants from outside the camp
(Hilhorst et al. 2021: 134). As with the SAR NGOs, then, those humanitar-
ian actors working in Lesvos faced the dilemma that providing assistance
to migrants could constitute complicity with the policies and practices that
cause suffering (Gordon and Larsen 2021: 437).

Other camps functioned on very different models. Olive Grove, an unoffi-
cial settlement emerged outside Moria, accommodating those fleeing over-
crowding or violence in the main camp (Gordon and Larsen 2021: 424;
Hilhorst et al. 2021: 135). Several agencies provided services there, and paid
rent for the land, but conditions were still poor, with extremely limited access
to water, sanitation, washing facilities, or electricity (Gordon and Larsen
2021: 424; Hilhorst et al. 2021: 135). Kara Tepe, which was run by the munic-
ipal authorities with many humanitarian agencies operating inside the camp,
received refugees based on referral, limiting numbers to match the resources
available and working in the tradition of Greek hospitality, was referred to as
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a ‘model camp’ but was forced to turn people away in order to maintain stan-
dards (Hilhorst et al. 2021: 135). In every way the opposite of Moria, Pikpa
was a small, open facility initiated by a local organization, Lesvos Solidarity,
grounded in an ethic of solidarity, which—like Kara Tepe—had to compro-
mise its commitment to unconditional solidarity and only accepted people in
need of special care, usually referred by UNHCR (Hilhorst et al. 2021: 135).

The situation in Lesvos was bad in 2015–2016, and subsequently deteri-
orated further. In mid-2017, the EU decided to channel its response solely
through government actors, many NGOs closed their programmes, and the
flow of international volunteers also slowed (Hilhorst et al. 2021: 134). In the
absence of proper accommodation and support for migrants on the island,
solidarity from the local population dwindled and tensions with the perma-
nent local population increased, culminating in violent protests by residents
and violent attacks by far right groups onmigrants, humanitarian actors, doc-
tors, and journalists in 2020 (Gordon and Larsen 2021: 429; Hilhorst et al.
2021: 136). As a consequence of the violence and perceived lack of protection
from the local authorities and police, many humanitarian actors left Lesvos,
reducing the overall provision of food and medical assistance, and leaving
migrants, especially the most vulnerable of them, exposed to further harm
and harsher conditions (Gordon and Larsen 2021: 429).

Some humanitarian actors working on the island reported that police not
only failed to protect them, turning a blind eye to violent attacks against
them, but also targeted and harassed them in what they understood was
intended to serve as a deterrent to humanitarian action (Gordon and Larsen
2021: 429). While such harassment falls short of criminalizing (and pros-
ecuting) humanitarian actors,⁸ it fits a broader pattern across Greece and
Europe of policing and disciplining those who provide assistance tomigrants
(Carrera et al. 2019; Gordon and Larsen 2021: 429–43013). At the height of
arrivals in 2015, for example, the Greek government made it illegal to trans-
port migrants in a move that was subsequently overturned by the courts but
nonetheless contributed to antagonistic relationships between the state and
humanitarian actors (Hilhorst et al. 2021: 135–136). Police objected to photos
or video footage being taken ofMoria camp, and vocal critics of the treatment
of migrants by Greek authorities were sometimes arrested in what many saw
as an attempt to silence criticism (Gordon and Larsen 2021: 432).

⁸ For more discussion of the criminalization of solidarity action within and beyond Europe, see
‘Criminalization of humanitarian action’ in Chapter 14 on Law and International Humanitarianism.
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Against this background, advocacy was an important component of the
humanitarian response, its focus and goals changing over time, from scru-
tinizing EU policies and seeking to influence the implementation of the
EU–Turkey deal in 2016 to a focus on local policies and seeking to improve
living conditions for migrants on the island by 2018—a change that seems to
have been driven by perceptions of the likelihood of their advocacy yielding
results (Hilhorst et al. 2021: 136). Differences between the grassroots organi-
zations and the large international humanitarian agencies were particularly
apparent when it came to advocacy. UNHCRworked in a somewhat invisible
way, engaging in private dialogue with the authorities, andmany other actors
criticizedUNHCR for not speaking out publicly to help defend humanitarian
space, condemn violent attacks on migrants, or openly side with Pikpa camp
when threatened with legal action (Hilhorst et al. 2021: 136–137).

Grassroots solidarity initiatives in Greece were sometimes overtly antago-
nistic to established international humanitarian agencies, scrutinizing their
professionalism and uncertain as to whether or not they should cooperate
with them and receive funding from them (Rozakou 2017: 103). Yet, the dif-
ferences and antagonisms have arguably been overstated. Different types of
humanitarian actors sometimes worked together, and very often individu-
als moved between categories, as when former ‘solidarians’ or ‘volunteers’
took jobs with the large international humanitarian agencies, for example, or
agency staff volunteered in activist organizations (Hilhorst et al. 2021: 136;
Papataxiarchis 2016: 8).

Calais

The camps around Calais also attracted large numbers of volunteers, espe-
cially as the ‘Jungle’ grew enormously in 2015–2016, while the established
agencies mostly remained absent. Organizations such as Secours Catholique
(Caritas France), Calais Migrant Solidarity, and Auberge des Migrants had
provided basic assistance—mainly food and clothes—to migrants in Calais
for several years but lacked the resources to provide other kinds of support
(Sandri 2018: 68–69).The ‘Jungle’ campwas unofficial, lacking approval from
the local authorities or the French government, andmostmajor international
humanitarian agencies will not operate without official permission such that
the French agenciesMDM,MSF, and Secours Catholique were the only large,
long-established organizations operating there, while the smaller grassroots
organizations that did so were subject to high levels of scrutiny by govern-
ments (Keen 2021: 15; Sandri 2018: 65–66, 72). While repeatedly expressing
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concern over conditions in the ‘Jungle’, UNHCR took the view that, as France
had the capacity to provide accommodation, it was the French government’s
responsibility to do so and not UNHCR’s (Hilhorst et al. 2021: 132; San-
dri 2018: 69). Instead, grassroots organizations run by mostly inexperienced
volunteers from France, the United Kingdom, and elsewhere took responsi-
bility for supporting the migrants in the ‘Jungle’, responding to immediate
needs and improvising solutions (Hilhorst et al. 2021: 131–132; Sandri 2018:
66, 74). While the work they did was enormously important, their informal-
ity meant that volunteers were not accountable, and their lack of experience
limited their ability to deal with more complex situations that arose, such as
trafficking, exploitation, and violence (Sandri 2018: 74).

Much like the SARNGOs, those providing assistance tomigrants in north-
ern France were routinely accused of creating a ‘pull factor’ and sometimes
of complicity in violence and criminality, with such accusations used to jus-
tify restrictions on their work (Amnesty International 2019: 18). Authorities
sought to discipline humanitarian actors through tactics including ‘smearing
attacks, orders and instructions imposing arbitrary restrictions as to where
and when aid can be provided and by whom; frequent ID checks; numer-
ous parking fines; abusive language; threats of arrest; assault; and in some
cases, detention and prosecution on a variety of grounds, including defama-
tion, contempt, and assault’ (Amnesty International 2019: 17). As in Greece,
French courts offered some protection from efforts by the authorities to pre-
vent or criminalize the provision of basic assistance to migrants, with two
March 2017municipal orders forbidding food distribution in Calais annulled
by the courts, for example, but such efforts nonetheless contributed to a hos-
tile environment for humanitarian response (Amnesty International 2019:
12, 16–17; Keen 2021: 24).

Advocacy was, once again, an important part of the response and, as
in Greece, exposed some of the differences between grassroots organiza-
tions and established agencies, especially UNHCR. Some of the volunteer
organizations in Calais were explicitly non-political, but many emphasized
border contestation and solidarity activism (Sandri 2018: 74–75). Even those
that viewed themselves purely as providers of humanitarian aid ended up
becoming ‘vocal in contesting restrictive policies of migration and refused
to enact mechanisms of control on the refugees’ (Sandri 2018: 75). Set
up to respond to the Calais crisis specifically, grassroots organizations did
not fear the repercussions of speaking out as much as longer-established
organizations with international mandates and were able to take a confronta-
tional approach, bringing legal action against the state, and being outspoken
about police violence and the failure of the authorities to provide water,
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sanitation, and other basic services (Hilhorst et al. 2021: 132–133). Many
of the grassroots organizations operating in Calais comprised large num-
bers of British volunteers, who took their stories and advocacy to the United
Kingdom, where they organized demonstrations, ran awareness campaigns,
and challenged violent border practices and the asylum regime (Sandri 2018:
75, 76).

The longer-established agencies varied in their approach to advocacy. As in
Greece, UNHCR prioritized behind-the-scenes, case-specific advocacy with
the French authorities, through which it sought to resolve particularly seri-
ous cases involving extremely vulnerable individuals rather than pushing for
structural shifts or publicly denouncing abuses on the part of state authorities
(Hilhorst et al. 2021: 133, 134). Furthermore, and again similar to criticisms
levelled againstUNHCR inLesvos,UNHCRwas criticized for failing to speak
out on behalf of other humanitarian actors, including volunteers experi-
encing police brutality and agencies denied permission to provide shower
facilities to migrants, and more generally for failing to defend humanitarian
space (Hilhorst et al. 2021: 141). The French Red Cross stuck to service deliv-
ery rather than advocacy, and other established French agencies sought to
encourage the French national human rights ombudsman and international
human rights organizations to visit the border zone and report on what they
saw (Hilhorst et al. 2021: 133).

Advocacy seems to have had some effect in Calais, where daily food distri-
bution, subsidized by the state and provided by an NGO, began in March
2018 following sustained pressure by civil society organizations involving
legal challenges and advocacy, both at the local and international levels
(Amnesty International 2019: 17). This advocacy, however, came at a dual
cost—diverting time and resources from the direct provision of assistance
and seemingly exacerbating harassment and intimidation by the authori-
ties, much of which occurred when individuals witnessed police abuses of
migrants (Amnesty International 2019: 17).

Conclusions

Many of the largest international humanitarian agencies were founded in
Europe, have their foundations and donor bases there, and felt their identities
shaken by the border security measures implemented by ‘their’ govern-
ments (Hilhorst et al. 2021: 126–127). With suffering and humanitarian need
largely understood to be the consequence of European policies and practices,
humanitarian actors responding to that suffering and need risked becoming



218 The Politics and Everyday Practice of International Humanitarianism

complicit in those policies and practices, above all if they did not accompany
their practical response with advocacy. MSF embraced this, launching SAR
missions and working in both Lesvos and Calais with advocacy as an impor-
tant and integral component in those responses. By contrast, UNHCR—the
agency with a specific mandate for refugee protection—largely avoided any-
thing which could be deemed confrontational. In working with narrow
definitions of vulnerability, and without mounting a robust challenge to EU
policies, UNHCR was arguably complicit in those policies and contributing
to a politics of abandonment (Hilhorst et al. 2021: 141). Many other interna-
tional agencies opted not to respond or to offer only a very limited response,
raising questions as to their effectiveness in their ‘home’ region rather than in
Africa, Asia, or elsewhere (Borton andCollinson 2017: 1). Grassroots organi-
zations stepped in to fill the gap and tended to adopt a much more solidarist
humanitarian approach, in which advocacy was central—not only in the sites
this chapter has focused on but also in places hostingmigrants across Europe.
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CONCEPTS AND TRENDS





Introduction toPart II
The Boundaries of Humanitarianism

The chapters in this section turn to the legal and normative frameworks
for humanitarian action and explore the boundaries, ethics, and ethos of
international humanitarianism.The boundaries of humanitarianism are con-
tested along three main dimensions. First, what constitutes a humanitarian
emergency and hence demands or legitimates a humanitarian response?
What contexts, in other words, should be humanitarianized? Second, should
humanitarian action be limited to saving lives and reducing suffering today or
should a humanitarian response also seek to address the causes of suffering?
More generally, what goals can properly be considered humanitarian goals?
Third, what is the appropriate way to pursue those goals? For example, how,
and towhat extent, should humanitarian actors engagewith political andmil-
itary actors? Under what conditions should they work without state consent?
How, and to what extent, should they speak out about violations of interna-
tional humanitarian law (IHL) and abuses of human rights? The chapters in
this part of the book show how these boundaries have been contested and
how they have shifted over time.

Another way of thinking about these boundary questions is to ask whether,
and where, lines are drawn between humanitarianism, on the one hand,
and development, human rights, or peace-building work on the other (Bar-
nett 2018). A useful starting point here is to distinguish the ideal type
humanitarian ethos from the human rights ethos and the development ethos.
Humanitarianism is most associated with compassion and the charitable
imperative, whereas development workmay emphasize utilitarian social pol-
icy, and human rights initiatives largely focus on principles of justice and
rights (African Rights 1994: 9). Correspondingly, humanitarian action con-
cerns itself with alleviating suffering and addressing its proximate causes,
while development and human rights initiatives often seek to improve the
human condition through structural and institutional change. In this way,
humanitarianism focuses on symptoms rather than root causes and has a less
transformative ambition than human rights or development work.
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The case study chapters in Part I of this book contain several examples of
these lines being blurred and of partial shifts in the boundaries of human-
itarianism. For example, Chapter 12 on the 2015–2016 European ‘Migrant
Crisis’ shows some international humanitarian agencies working to support
migrants in the absence of conflict, famine, or disaster, implying a stretch-
ing of the concept of the ‘humanitarian emergency’. In other emergencies,
international humanitarian agencies sought to do more than address the
symptoms of crisis and pursued goals more associated with peace-building
(see Chapter 6 on Afghanistan, 2001–2014) or development, as in recovery
and rehabilitation efforts after sudden-onset disasters (see Chapter 7 on the
2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami and Chapter 9 on the Haiti Earthquake, 2010).
They have often also usedmeans andmethods beyond traditional humanitar-
ianmodus operandi.This includes working closely with political andmilitary
actors inAfghanistan (seeChapter 6) and placing advocacy centre stage in the
European ‘migrant crisis’ (see Chapter 12).

The chapters in this second part of the book explore in more detail the
positioning and contestation of humanitarianism’s boundaries, arguing that
humanitarian action very often does seek to address causes and may concern
itself with justice, rights, and equality, albeit usually to a more limited degree
than human rights or development actors. The boundaries between human
rights and humanitarianism, or between development and humanitarianism,
are not so much clear dividing lines but large, contested grey areas.

Chapter 13 on Politics, Principles, and Humanitarian Action maps out the
lines of contention regarding the goals and means of humanitarianism—that
is, the second and third dimensions of humanitarianism’s boundaries. On
the second dimension, this chapter introduces the main debates between the
so-called new humanitarians, who believe that humanitarian actors can, and
should, leverage the assistance they provide in pursuit of broader, transfor-
mational goals, and classical humanitarians, who believe that it should not be
used that way.On the third dimension, this chapter discusses the perspectives
of different agencies with respect to speaking out about violations of IHL and
human rights abuses and working without the consent of the state.

Chapter 14 on Law and International Humanitarianism introduces the
bodies of law that have most bearing on humanitarian action and outlines
the ways in which they both facilitate and limit humanitarian response and
outcomes. Different bodies of law apply depending on the nature of the
humanitarian emergency. For example, IHL regulates the conduct of armed
conflict, while international disaster response law (IDRL) applies in disaster
contexts and international refugee law (IRL) sets our the rights of refugees
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and the corresponding obligations of states. To the extent that international
law provides a legal basis for humanitarian response, it also provides—either
explicitly or implicitly—some answers to the questions of what goals and
activities can properly be considered humanitarian.

Chapter 15 on the Shifting Parameters of Humanitarian Emergencies
shows how conceptions of what constitutes a humanitarian emergency—
of what requires a humanitarian response—have expanded, with several of
the major international humanitarian agencies increasingly responding to
protracted and urban crises, working in Europe, and seeking to address the
needs of people on the move. These shifts in the first dimension of human-
itarianism’s boundaries are also linked to shifts in the second and third
dimensions—put simply, humanitarian agencies very often undertake activ-
ities akin to development programming in protracted and urban crises, and
adopt some of the goals andmethods of human rights agencies whenworking
in Europe and/or to support migrants.

Chapter 16 on the Nexus Concept charts the main ways in which inter-
national actors have sought to coordinate or integrate humanitarian, devel-
opment, and peace-building responses to crises over the past forty years. In
doing so, it focuses less on the erosion of boundaries between these differ-
ent fields of practice and more on coordination and collaboration across the
boundaries. At the same time, however, it reveals a general trend towards
expanding definitions of what constitute humanitarian goals and practices.





13
Politics, Principles, andHumanitarian
Action

International humanitarian agencies are principled actors, but different agen-
cies emphasize different principles, and none is driven exclusively by the
principles to which it subscribes. The focus of this chapter is on the four
main principles of humanitarian action: humanity, impartiality, neutrality,
and independence. According to some understandings of what it means
to be humanitarian, these four principles are constitutive of humanitari-
anism itself, and those actors and actions that do not subscribe to them
should not be labelled ‘humanitarian’. Other understandings or definitions of
humanitarianism allow for greater flexibility, particularly with regards to the
principles of neutrality and independence. Among the proponents of these
more flexible definitions are those who argue not only that it is possible to
be humanitarian without being neutral and independent but also that truly
neutral and independent action is either impossible or undesirable, or both.

This chapter does not seek to take one side or another in these arguments
but rather to explain what each principle requires of its adherents and what
themain lines of contention are.Through an analysis of an apparently diverse
selection of international aid agencies, it additionally seeks to show that,
while there are some differences between their respective positions towards
these principles, these differences have often been overstated. Most of the
large international humanitarian agencies continue to profess their commit-
ment to all four principles.The biggest differences arise not in their rhetorical
commitment to the principles but in the ways in which they interpret and
implement the principles in practice. Accordingly, this chapter explains some
of the ways in which the interpretation and implementation of each prin-
ciple vary across different humanitarian agencies and different operational
contexts.

The Politics and Everyday Practice of International Humanitarianism. Miriam Bradley, Oxford University Press.
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Principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality,
and independence

TheRed Cross and Red Crescent (RC)Movement, of which the International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) is a part, has seven ‘Fundamental Prin-
ciples’, officially proclaimed in 1965. Here, we are concerned with the first
four of those principles, namely, those of humanity, impartiality, neutrality,
and independence.1 Contrary towhat is often assumed, these principles ‘were
not part of humanitarianism’s original DNA; rather, they [fell] into place over
decades of action and debate’ (Barnett 2011: 5).That said, these principles are
now central to the identity of the ICRC, and many other agencies have also
adopted them. In 1991, the United Nations (UN) General Assembly adopted
these principles as the operational basis for humanitarian action, and in 1994,
the wider humanitarian system adopted them in the Code of Conduct for the
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster
Relief (Bennett et al. 2016: 48). Even alternative perspectives on the proper
role of principles in humanitarian action often state their position in con-
tradistinction to the ICRC perspective. As such, the ICRC position is a good
starting point for understanding what each of these principles means and the
ethics and logics behind them.2

In his 1979 commentary on the Fundamental Principles, Jean Pictet clas-
sifies the principle of humanity as ‘the essential principle’ from which the
others flow, and it is best understood as an aspirational rather than an opera-
tional principle, deemed to be of moral or intrinsic rather than instrumental
value. The principle of humanity is stated as follows:

The Red Cross, born of a desire to bring assistance without discrimination to
the wounded on the battlefield, endeavours—in its international and national
capacity—to prevent and alleviate human suffering wherever it may be found. Its
purpose is to protect life and health and to ensure respect for the human being.
It promotes mutual understanding, friendship, co-operation and lasting peace
amongst all peoples.

(Pictet 1979: 12)

1 The other three are voluntarism, unity, and universality. Pictet (1979: 9) explains that these ‘are stan-
dards for application, relating to the structure and operation of the institution, coming into play primarily
in connection with specific tasks. They are less far-reaching than the previous principles.’ They are also
specific to the Red Cross and do not apply to international humanitarian action more broadly.

2 For a full explanation of the Red Cross doctrine with respect to these principles, see Jean Pictet’s 1979
Commentary. In his excellent book on humanitarian ethics, Hugo Slim provides a more up-to-date and
sophisticated commentary on the principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality, and independence in
humanitarian action in general, that is, not specific to the Red Cross (Slim 2015: chs 2 and 3).
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Theobjective is to ‘prevent and alleviate sufferingwherever it may be found’
(emphasis added), yet the mention of Red Cross origins on the battlefield
reminds us that humanitarian action is focused on humanitarian emergen-
cies.3 Pictet was clear about the limits and focus of the Red Cross, saying that
as ‘the world confronts new needs, it is natural to attempt to meet them. Not
all suffering however can be alleviated by the Red Cross [. . .] The essential
mission of the Red Cross remains that of protecting human beings in the
event of conflict and of relieving their suffering’ (Pictet 1979: 11, 20). While
the ICRC has expanded its mandate beyond the battlefield to include some
other situations of violence and the International Federation of Red Cross
and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) responds to disasters, the scope of their
action retains limits.Thus, two senior ICRC staff explain that the ultimate and
sole aim of humanitarian action ‘is to prevent and alleviate suffering, protect
life and ensure respect for the dignity of people in desperate situations as a
result of conflict or disaster’ (Labbé and Daudin 2015: 186, emphasis added).⁴

As formulated by the Red Cross, the principle of humanity goes beyond
concern for bare life to encompass dignity and respect for the human being.
Pictet breaks the principle down into three elements: to prevent and alleviate
suffering, to protect life and health, and to assure respect for the individual
(Pictet 1979: 14–18). Hugo Slim discusses this notion in some depth, empha-
sizing that ‘human life is to be understood biographically as personhood and
individuality, as well as biologically as flesh and blood’ (Slim 2015: 48). As
seen in Chapter 1 of this book, however, the construction of humanitarian
emergencies tends to focus on bare life, with consequences for the kinds of
humanitarian response that ensue.

For the Red Cross, both the principles of humanity and impartiality are
substantive principles, defining the objectives of humanitarian action (Pictet
1979: 8).Hugo Slim similarly characterizes these two principles as collectively
constituting the humanitarian goal (Slim 2015). However, the principle of
impartiality can additionally be understood as a more practical principle in
that it further specifies and operationalizes the principle of humanity, stip-
ulating that aid must be provided in accordance with need and need alone.
For the Red Cross, impartial humanitarian action is understood to be that
which ‘makes no discrimination as to nationality, race, religious beliefs, class

3 On what constitutes a humanitarian emergency, see Chapter 1. On how the parameters of humani-
tarian emergencies have shifted to encompass situations beyond conflicts and disasters, see Chapter 15.

⁴ National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies very often do provide a range of services, in particular
health-related services, in their own countries outside of emergencies (see, e.g. O’Callaghan and Leach
2012). However, international humanitarian action both within and beyond the Red Cross Movement is
largely limited to so-called humanitarian emergencies.
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or political opinions [. . .] It endeavours to relieve the suffering of individuals
in proportion to the degree of their suffering and to give priority according to
the degree of urgency’ (Pictet 1979: 4, 27). Thus impartiality consists of two
main components: non-discrimination and proportionality.

Whereas the principles of humanity and impartiality are seen as being of
intrinsic value, the principles of neutrality and independence are usually only
considered to be of instrumental importance.They are characterized as oper-
ational rather than moral principles, indicating the ways and means rather
than the objectives of humanitarian action, and their proponents expect them
to facilitate the acceptance of humanitarian actors by armed parties to con-
flict (Pictet 1979: 9, 31). As such, they are seen as less important than the
‘moral’ principles of humanity and impartiality (Pictet 1979: 8).

The principle of neutrality prohibits taking ‘sides in hostilities or [engag-
ing] at any time in controversies of a political, racial, religious or ideological
nature’ (Pictet 1979: 4). A moral argument for this kind of neutrality can be
made that outsiders have no right to impose their preferences and that, by
taking sides in a conflict or in any contentious political matter, they would be
doing so (Fox 2001: 281). However, as indicated above, arguments in favour
of neutral humanitarian action mainly revolve around access and acceptance
in conflict contexts (see also Slim 2015: 66–67).The logic is that the parties to
armed conflict will be more likely to accept humanitarian action if it does not
interfere with that conflict and that such acceptance will facilitate the access
which is necessary if aid is to be provided impartially.

The principle of independence entails operating independent of influence
from other actors with a vested interest, including states and international
organizations.The primary logic here is that if action is to be impartial, based
on criteria of need alone, it cannot also be driven by othermotives and, hence,
must not be influenced by actors with ulterior motives. The secondary logic
is that if action is to be neutral, it should not be influenced by anyone with an
interest in the conflict or other relevant contentious political issue. In short,
in order to act impartially and neutrally, humanitarian organizations need to
be able to operate as they see fit rather than to further the aims of others.

Political or apolitical humanitarian action

Collectively, the four principles discussed above define a form of human-
itarianism that is often said to be apolitical and is intended to be non-
threatening to authorities and armed actors in the context of armed conflict.
As Nicholas Leader has put it, ‘they are rules for supping with the devil
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without getting eaten, or corrupted; for humanitarian agencies they are the
“long spoon” of the proverb’ (Leader 1998: 290). Whether even this kind
of principled humanitarian action is deemed sufficiently non-threatening to
facilitate acceptance by combatants is an empirical question, and we lack the
necessary evidence to answer it conclusively. On the one hand, it is widely
acknowledged that, in many countries, the ICRC has better access than other
international agencies. However, the ICRC is not by any means immune to
rejection and threats by parties to conflict, as targeted attacks on ICRC staff
and facilities in Baghdad and Afghanistan in 2003, to take just two exam-
ples, have painfully demonstrated. Moreover, to the extent that the ICRC
does have better access than other international humanitarian organizations,
this may be due to a variety of factors other than its strong commitment to
impartial, neutral, and independent action. For example, the ICRC devotes
significant time and energy to building relationships with all parties to con-
flict in the contexts inwhich it is working and tends to havemore contacts and
longer-standing relationships with armed actors thanmost other aid agencies
(Bradley 2016a: 63, 139, 141–148).⁵

Whether or not they facilitate access, the idea that action conforming to
these four principles is truly apolitical is a fiction. First, even the kind of
strictly principled humanitarian action espoused by the ICRC represents a
liberal project and can only be understood as apolitical from within a lib-
eral framework (Barry 1990; Hopgood 2019). The humanitarian ethic of
valuing human life above other goals and of valuing all lives equally is a
fundamentally liberal ethic, with the principle of humanity characterized by
‘radical equality’ (Bradley 2019a; Slim 2015: 56). Second, the ICRC seeks
to influence public policy and international law to the extent that it relates
to the organization’s mandate to protect civilians in conflict contexts and
other situations of violence, in particular when it relates to the develop-
ment or implementation of international humanitarian law (IHL) (Bradley
2016a: 57). Such efforts to influence policy and law can only be understood
as not engaging in controversies of a political nature if the value and man-
date being promoted are accepted as given—acceptance which cannot be
assumed outside of a liberal outlook. Thus, while the ICRC and other organi-
zations committed to the same interpretation of these four principles seek to
avoid involvement in partisan politics and international realpolitik, defining
their approach as apolitical depends on prior acceptance of basic liberal ideals
(Barry 1990).

⁵ On the importance of trust and relationships with authorities and communities, see ‘Relationship-
building interactions’ in Chapter 23 on Dialogue, Negotiation, and Advocacy.



230 The Politics and Everyday Practice of International Humanitarianism

Furthermore, while seeking to avoid involvement in partisan politics and
international realpolitik, even the most strictly principled humanitarian
action has unintended political consequences in many—if not all—contexts.
These unintended political consequences provide the starting point for many
critiques of ‘classical’ or strictly principled approaches to humanitarian
action. According to several commentators, the ICRC perspective was widely
shared until the 1990s, at which point a division arose between ‘classical
humanitarians’ like the ICRC and those who advocate a more ‘political
humanitarianism’, sometimes referred to as ‘new humanitarianism’ (Bar-
nett 2005; Fox 2001; Weiss 1999). The so-called new humanitarianism is
characterized by ‘the integration of human rights and peace building into
the humanitarian orbit; the ending of the distinction between development
and humanitarian relief; and the rejection of the principle of neutrality’
(Fox 2001: 276).

Between those who defend a classical stance and those who advocate more
political engagement and the pursuit of more transformative goals, there are
two main, interconnected, lines of dispute. The first is about the extent to
which humanitarian action can be disassociated from political action, and
the second is about the extent to which any such disassociation is desirable.

Feasibility of apolitical action

Humanitarian action often has unintended political consequences, as sev-
eral of the case study chapters in this book have illustrated. In the Nigerian
Civil War, for example, Biafran secessionist leaders manipulated and exag-
gerated the effects of famine caused by the Nigerian government’s blockade.
The famine kept them in the news and made them seem a worthy politi-
cal cause, and negotiating with relief agencies gave these leaders legitimacy.
The material benefits of humanitarian aid to the Biafran people enabled the
insurgency to continue much longer than it would have been able to in the
absence of such support.⁶ In the context of famine in Ethiopia in 1983–1985,
humanitarian assistance was used to facilitate forced relocations away from
rebel-held areas, and to feed government forces.⁷ After the 1994 Rwandan
genocide, refugee camps in neighbouring countries were militarized as the
perpetrators of genocide hid among the civilian refugees, gained control of
the aid distribution systems within the camps, taxed and diverted aid, and

⁶ See ‘Political impacts: Supporting the secessionists and prolonging the war’ in Chapter 2 on the
Nigerian Civil War, 1967–1970.

⁷ See ‘Use of food aid for non-humanitarian ends’ in Chapter 3 on Drought and Famine in Ethiopia,
1983–1985.
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used the camps to regroup, restrengthen, and re-arm.⁸ In the aftermath of the
Sri Lankan Civil War in 2009, international aid was used to support military-
controlled camps in which internally displaced persons (IDPs) were interned
by the government with complete restriction on movement.⁹

In short, action that is neutral in intentmay be far fromneutral in outcome,
unintentionally assisting one side or another in a conflict and, in some cases,
increasing violence and prolonging conflict. Indeed, it is probably impossi-
ble to operate in a conflict context without having some impact on conflict
dynamics, and this is widely recognized by proponents of classical and more
political humanitarianisms alike. However, it is unclear just what the mag-
nitude of such impacts are. In a few high-profile cases, the effects of aid on
conflict dynamics may have been significant, and in the worst cases, aid may
have done more harm than good for the people it was intended to support,
but in most cases, aid is a relatively small component in the wider political
economy of conflict (Keen 1998b; Slim 2015: 185).

Even those who seek to adhere closely to the principles of neutrality and
independence are aware that the aid they provide is likely to have politi-
cal consequences and may be instrumentalized by other actors in pursuit
of political ends. Two senior ICRC officials demonstrated such awareness in
2015: ‘Humanitarian action has never taken place in a political vacuum—it
has always been politicized and instrumentalized’ (Labbé and Daudin 2015:
184). There may be some disagreement as to the extent to which aid shapes
political outcomes, but the bigger difference is between those who believe
that humanitarian actors can, and should, leverage aid in pursuit of broader,
more transformational aims and those who believe that it cannot, or should
not, be so used. In other words, even if it is not feasible to be apolitical in the
sense of neutral outcomes, is it desirable for aid agencies to maintain neutral
intentions and minimize the political impacts of their work as far as possible,
or should they eschew neutrality and independence in an effort to do greater
good in the longer term?

Desirability of apolitical action

Greater good in this sense means moving from a focus on addressing the
symptoms of humanitarian crises to addressing their causes. As Fiona Fox
puts it, it ‘is easy to see traditional humanitarian aid as a vicious circle
in which agencies continue to apply sticking plasters without healing the

⁸ See ‘Diversion, manipulation, and unintended consequences of aid’ in Chapter 5 on Genocide in
Rwanda and Its Aftermath, 1994–1996.

⁹ See ‘International humanitarian response’ in Chapter 8 on Sri Lanka, 2008-2009.
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wound’ (Fox 2001: 284). Certainly, there is a moral logic to seeking ‘to
prevent suffering rather than simply repair it’ (Slim and Bradley 2013: 4).
Preventing the suffering that arises from humanitarian emergencies usually
means ending or reducing conflict and/or fostering development. Interna-
tional humanitarian agencies can seek to contribute to these goals by using
their aid and influence to affect the course of conflict or development. The
provision of aid becomes conditional on its contribution to these broader
goals, and a decision is made to ‘trade lives and suffering today for political
gains tomorrow’ (Stockton 1998: 356).

The pursuit of thesemore transformative goals raises threemain objections
from those defending a more apolitical humanitarianism. First, a normative
argument questions whether unelected and often unaccountable outsiders
should be deciding what economic, political, and social goals should be pur-
sued (Barnett and Weiss 2011: 107; Fox 2001: 281). Second, even if one
accepts that certain goals reflect sufficiently universal values as to be decided
on by outsiders, it is argued that international humanitarian agencies are not
capable of predicting the long-term impacts of implementing conditionality
policies (Stockton 1998: 356). Indeed, some believe that efforts to use aid to
manipulate political actors actually leave humanitarian actors more, rather
than less, exposed to political manipulation themselves. Third, and in light
of the first two objections, classical humanitarians argue that suffering and
death in the short term are an unacceptable sacrifice for what is only a poten-
tial reduction in suffering in the longer term. They point out that pursuing
a transformative agenda risks creating ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ victims,
with the latter group denied aid because they are not expected to contribute
to peace and development (de Torrenté 2004, 4; Fox 2001: 282; Stockton 1998:
354–355). In short, using aid to further political goals implies accepting some
avoidable suffering in the immediate term in the hope of having a bigger
impact on reducing suffering in the longer term. Proponents and opponents
of such an approach differ in the extent to which they believe it right to define
those political goals, possible to achieve them, and acceptable to sacrifice lives
and suffering in order to do so.

Even without advocating the pursuit of transformative goals, there are two
further objections to ‘apolitical’ humanitarianism in as far as being apoliti-
cal is understood to require silence on the subject of abuses witnessed in the
course of humanitarian work and respect for borders and state sovereignty.
Much of the discussion of politics and principles in humanitarianism con-
flates different ways of being ‘political’, but pursuing transformative goals
is distinct from speaking out about human rights abuses and violations
of IHL, and both are also distinct from compromising state sovereignty
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(Bradley 2022). Humanitarian agencies can adopt none, or one, or any com-
bination of these ‘political’ ways of working.

Inmany humanitarian operations, especially in conflict contexts, aidwork-
ers witness abuses of human rights and violations of IHL. It is sometimes
argued that on witnessing abuses, there is a moral imperative to speak out,
with failure to do so seen to imply complicity with the abuses. There is also
a consequentialist argument based on the idea that public criticism of one or
more actors may contribute to a reduction in abuses.1⁰ Public criticism is a
very different way of being ‘political’ from pursuing transformative goals, and
the relationship between neutrality and speaking out is contested. According
to some analysts, neutrality imposes silence, and advocacy is central to the
move to incorporate transformative goals (Bridges 2010: 1251; Fox 2001).
However, advocacy can be neutral in intent and does not necessarily imply
the pursuit of transformative goals. While public condemnation can have
transformative goals, where a humanitarian agency supports one side or crit-
icizes the other with the objective of affecting the balance of power between
them, it can equally well have the limited goal of saving lives in the short
term, bringing pressure to bear on those actors contravening IHL with the
aim of changing the way they conduct conflict but without seeking to affect
the conflict outcome. Whether neutral in intent or part of a broader strategy
for peace or development, public criticism of authorities or armed groups
may have repercussions that threaten access to the victims who aid agencies
seek to support.11

Where states deny humanitarian agencies access to some or all of their ter-
ritory, humanitarian agencies may consider undertaking operations without
state consent.12 For example, Joint Church Aid operated relief flights into
Biafra from São Tomé during the 1967–70 Nigerian Civil War, without the
consent of the government.13 During the conflict and famine in Ethiopia
in the 1980s, working under the auspices of the Emergency Relief Desk
(ERD) in close collaboration with the relief arms of the relevant rebel groups,
several non-governmental organizations (NGOs) engaged in cross-border
operations from Sudan into rebel-held areas.1⁴ More recently, during the Syr-
ian Civil War, some aid agencies have undertaken cross-border operations,

1⁰ See ‘Threat reduction’ in Chapter 23 on Dialogue, Negotiation, and Advocacy.
11 Formore detailed discussion of the relationship between advocacy and access, see ‘Neutrality, access,

and humanitarian space’ in Chapter 23 on Dialogue, Negotiation, and Advocacy.
12 For a discussion of the requirement for state consent and cross-border operations, see ‘State

sovereignty, responsibility, and practice’ in Chapter 19 onGovernment andCivil Society inAffected States.
13 See ‘International humanitarian response’ in Chapter 2 on the Nigerian Civil War, 1967–1970.
1⁴ See ‘Non-cooperation and access restrictions imposed by the government’ in Chapter 3 on Drought

and Famine in Ethiopia, 1983–1985.
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mainly from Turkey, into rebel-held areas of Syria. While operating on the
territory of a state without the consent of that state can be understood as
‘political’ in the sense that such action contravenes state sovereignty, it need
not be any more ‘political’ than classical humanitarianism in terms of pur-
suing transformative goals and seeking to influence the outcome of conflict
or speaking out about violations of IHL and human rights. While many of
the agencies involved in Joint Church Aid (JCA) explicitly and vocally sup-
ported the Biafran cause, many of those involved in the ERDwere committed
both to limited goals and to discretion (Duffield andPrendergast 1994: 49–52;
Hendrie 1989; Pérouse de Montclos 2009). Indeed, in a discussion of cross-
border operations in the Syrian context, Hugo Slim and Emanuela-Chiara
Gillard argued that the ethics and legality of such operations depended on
them being for limited humanitarian purposes, not part of the pursuit of
broader political goals, and strictly neutral and impartial (Slim and Gillard
2013: 8).

Perspectives of the largest international humanitarian
agencies

At the rhetorical level, then, there exists significant debate on the value
of principled humanitarian action—especially the principle of neutral-
ity. Notably, much of this debate comes from external commentators—
journalists, academics, policy analysts—rather than frompeoplewhowork in
operational aid agencies. Indeed, for all the claims that a new and politicized
humanitarianism has come to dominate the sector, the major international
humanitarian agencies mostly maintain a stance much closer to that of the
ICRC.

Stated commitments to principles

The stated positions of the two largest (by financial expenditure) UN human-
itarian agencies—the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR) and the
World Food Programme (WFP)—and the ‘big five’ humanitarian interna-
tional non-governmental organizations (INGOs)—the International Rescue
Committee (IRC), Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), Oxfam, Save the Chil-
dren, and World Vision—suggest that there is broad consensus on the
appropriateness of apolitical humanitarian action.
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According to the UNHCR emergency handbook, ‘underlining all human-
itarian action are the principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality and
independence’ (UNHCR n.d.-a). The handbook goes on to confirm that
UNHCR ‘is guided by humanitarian principles in its response to all humani-
tarian crises, whether caused by conflict, violence or natural disaster’. In 2004,
the Secretariat of WFP outlined ten principles to guide the agency’s work.
These include the ‘core principles’ of humanity, impartiality, and neutrality
and an additional seven ‘foundations of effective humanitarian action’ (WFP
2004: 9). Although the principle of independence is not included, the docu-
ment in which these principles are set out includes the following statement:
‘We shall endeavour not to act as instruments of government foreign policy’
(WFP 2004: 8).

WhileMSF is sometimes characterized as the polar opposite of the ICRC in
terms of institutional attitude towards politics and principle in humanitarian
action (see, e.g. Fox 2001;Weiss 1999), this is not by anymeans howMSF and
its staff view the institutional position. Instead, they affirm their commitment
to neutral, independent, and impartial humanitarian action and emphasize
the similarities rather than the differences between the ICRC and MSF posi-
tions on the merits of apolitical humanitarianism (Brauman 2012; MSF n.d.;
Tanguy and Terry 1999).

Oxfam asserts its commitment to the principles of humanity, impartial-
ity, and independence but rejects the principle of neutrality, claiming that,
‘Impartial advocacy does not mean saying that every party to violence is
always equally to blame. Nor is Oxfam neutral in the sense of avoiding any-
thing that could be construed as a policy controversy’ (Oxfam2013: 2, 3). One
of the many national identities that collectively comprise the World Vision
partnership, World Vision Australia produced a document in 2017 setting
out its policy on the principles of humanitarian action and affirming that
it ‘carries out all its humanitarian work in accordance with the humanitar-
ian principles: humanity, neutrality, impartiality and independence’ (World
Vision Australia 2017).

Public statements of IRC and Save the Children policies with regard to the
principles of humanitarian action are somewhat harder to find. A commit-
ment to principles does not seem to feature as such a central part of their
identities as it does for the agencies discussed above. Nonetheless, both the
IRC and Save the Children—and, interestingly, considering its rejection of
neutrality, Oxfam—were signatories to a 2017 press release signed by sev-
eral NGOs in Myanmar which specified a commitment ‘to the principles of
humanity, independence, neutrality, and impartiality’ (NGOs 2017). A 2016
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speech by the IRC president, David Miliband, likewise confirmed this com-
mitment: ‘The humanitarian community has always embraced fundamental
principles of action. The principles of independence, neutrality, impartiality
and humanity are important every day in our work—protecting our staff and
supporting our beneficiaries’ (Miliband 2016).

In summary, all but two of the eight international humanitarian agen-
cies with the largest budgets proclaim their commitment to the principles of
humanity, impartiality, neutrality, and independence. Oxfam is the only real
objector, and even Oxfam only rejects one of these four principles, namely,
neutrality. WFP does not commit itself absolutely to independence but will
‘endeavour’ to avoid instrumentalization by governments. In light of such
commitments, any claims that principled humanitarianismhas been replaced
with a new, more political variant should be treated with caution. Yet, what
any actor—aid agencies included—says and doesmay be two different things.
In practice, alongside thiswidespread rhetorical commitment, different agen-
cies understand the main principles of humanitarian action in different ways
(Bradley 2016a: 40–68; Slim 1997).

Interpretation and implementation of these principles
in practice

Examining the ways in which international humanitarian agencies interpret
and implement these principles reveals that there is more nuance than their
rhetorical commitments to these principles might suggest.

First, while the ICRC and MSF reject the pursuit of more transforma-
tive goals altogether, the extent to which the other large agencies pursue a
transformative agenda depends very much on the operational context. In
the aftermath of the US-led intervention in Afghanistan, for example, many
agencies eschewed neutrality and independence in favour of an approach that
integrated humanitarian action with the political goals of the UN and the
United States.1⁵ Elsewhere, however, many maintain a much more apolitical
stance.

Second, with the exception of the ICRC and MSF, the large international
humanitarian agencies do not just have humanitarian mandates. They are
what are commonly referred to as multi-mandate agencies in the sense
that they have a humanitarian strand of work but also development or
human rights strands of work (Schenkenberg van Mierop 2015; Slim and
Bradley 2013).Thus, while they often seek to be neutral in their humanitarian

1⁵ See Chapter 6 on Afghanistan, 2001–2014.
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work, they may pursue a transformative agenda in the other strands of their
work (Slim and Bradley 2013: 4). While this may be unproblematic in theory,
it can be difficult to distinguish different strands in practice (and there may
also be some tension between them). For example, an evaluation of WFP
humanitarian principles and access policy found that neither the institu-
tional policy nor themajority of staffmembers interviewed for the evaluation
distinguished between emergency and development operations, generating
confusion as to the application of humanitarian principles (Steets et al. 2018:
paras 41–42). In Afghanistan, some funders maintained distinct humanitar-
ian and development funding strands, and some agencies accepted ostensibly
development funding tomeetwhatwere essentially humanitarian needs, with
conditions that contravened the principles of impartiality and neutrality,
highlighting the complexities of delineating development fromhumanitarian
assistance (Featherstone 2012: 14).

Third, agencies often adopt other ways of being ‘political’ without embrac-
ing transformative goals (Bradley 2022). Speaking out against human rights
abuses and IHL violations is now considered by most international agencies
to be necessary and important, with Hugo Slim including advocacy as one
of the main strands of humanitarian action alongside assistance and protec-
tion (Slim 1997, 2015).1⁶ While Oxfam cites its commitment to advocacy as
a reason for rejecting the principle of neutrality, MSF makes explicit that the
institutional commitment to principles does not imply silence in the face of
serious human rights abuses:

The principles of impartiality and neutrality are not synonymous with silence.
When MSF witnesses extreme acts of violence against individuals or groups, the
organisation may speak out publicly. We may seek to bring attention to extreme
need and unacceptable suffering when access to lifesaving medical care is hin-
dered, when medical facilities come under threat, when crises are neglected, or
when the provision of aid is inadequate or abused.

(MSF n.d.)

Even the ICRC, which has a reputation for silence, does, in some cases, pub-
licly criticize the authorities of the countries in which it works, as it did, for
example, in Myanmar in 2007 (ICRC 2007a, b). And while MSF is often seen
as having témoignage, or speaking out, at the heart of its mandate, the role
of public statements has been contested among the senior management, and
more often than not the organization undertakes its medical work without

1⁶ See ‘A failure of protection’ in Chapter 8 on Sri Lanka, 2008–2009, and ‘Public advocacy and criticism
of authorities’ in Chapter 23 on Dialogue, Negotiation, and Advocacy.
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making public statements about abuses in its zones of operations (Weissman
2011a). Of course, speaking out about the causes of crises, and as part of a
rights-based approach to poverty, suffering, and injustice, does imply the
pursuit of more transformative goals (Bennett et al. 2016: 52). However, it
is the goals and content of the advocacy, and not the fact of advocating in
itself, that make such action non-neutral in intent.

A willingness to undertake operations without state consent is less
widespread, but in practice most agencies will do so under some circum-
stances. As an intergovernmental organization, respect for state sovereignty
is a fundamental organizing principle of the UN. If an international organi-
zation carries out an unauthorized relief operation, it violates the affected
state’s sovereignty and territorial integrity (Gillard 2013: 370). Unsurpris-
ingly, then, UN humanitarian agencies do not, for the most part, undertake
activities on the territory of a state without the consent of that state, even
where such activities would be practicable (e.g. where they could access
opposition-controlled territory from a third state without the need to tran-
sit through territory controlled by the affected state whose consent has not
been granted). However, they may do so with the authorization of a political
organ of the UN.Thus, in Syria, for example, UNHCR andWFP began cross-
border operations only after a series of UN Security Council resolutions in
2014 demanded that the Syrian authorities allow access and eventually autho-
rized cross-border operations by UN agencies without Syrian government
consent.

NGOs are often more flexible, and many were already operating in
opposition-controlled territory without the consent of the Syrian authori-
ties prior to 2014. The ‘sans frontières’ of MSF’s name refers precisely to
this idea, and for MSF, if it is deemed useful to set up medical services in
opposition-controlled territory without state consent, ‘then the only con-
siderations that are taken into account are practical ones’ (Brauman 2012:
10). ICRC practice demonstrates a strong preference for working with state
consent, but some flexibility, with occasional operations without state con-
sent, including flying relief into Biafra without permission from Lagos and
participating in the cross-border relief operations from Sudan into rebel-
held areas in Ethiopia from 1976 to 1987 (Forsythe 1997: 243–245). In
Syria, the ICRC resisted operating without state consent, prioritizing its pres-
ence in government-controlled territory and seeking to reach opposition-
held areas by negotiating to cross frontlines (Krähenbühl 2013). The ICRC
preference for state consent is based on expectations about the conse-
quences of overriding sovereignty rather than respect for the principle per se
(Sandoz 1992: 224).
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Fourth, beyond these big themes, different individual agencies understand
the principles of neutrality and independence as having different implica-
tions for their practice. These principles are interpreted to mean a range of
quite different things for humanitarian engagement with national govern-
ments andwith armed actors.1⁷ For example, while the ICRC andMSF seek to
avoid the use of armed escorts wherever possible, other agencies take a much
more flexible approach (see, e.g. Labbé and Daudin 2015; Thompson 2008).
On the other hand, the ICRC especially, but also MSF, often engage more
with armed actors in order to negotiate access and, in the case of the ICRC, to
try to increase compliance with IHL (Bradley 2016a). The principle of inde-
pendence is also understood quite differently in terms of its implications
for funding and coordination. MSF attaches importance to both financial
and political independence from states, while the ICRC is financially depen-
dent on a relatively small number of donor governments and emphasizes
its formal independence from the UN and from humanitarian coordina-
tion mechanisms. UNHCR seeks to maintain independent decision-making
despite both political dependence on theUNGeneral Assembly and financial
dependence on a few donor governments.

While most of the debate focuses on the ‘political’ principles of neutral-
ity and independence, the interpretation and implementation of the ‘moral’
principles of humanity and impartiality merit serious attention. Hugo Slim
has highlighted two ‘heresies’ in the way that the principle of humanity
has been interpreted—or, in his words, distorted—by several international
humanitarian actors. The first of these ‘commodifies humanitarianism and
relates it solely to material help’ (Slim 1997: 345). This is problematic because
the reduction of humanitarian action to the provision of material assistance
largely serves to exclude protection, which is not a physical item and is not
susceptible to a commodity-based approach (Bradley 2016a: 41; Darcy and
Hofmann 2003: 6). Humanitarian agencies often prioritize the delivery of
material assistance over protection, as demonstrated very clearly in the case
studies of war in Bosnia (Chapter 4) and Sri Lanka (Chapter 8). Moreover,
such a focus on material concerns tends to prioritize bare life over biograph-
ical life, and an exclusive focus on physical welfare ignores important aspects
of people’s lives and dignity (Slim 1997: 346). The second distortion ‘tends
towards making humanitarianism non-negotiable in war’, and here Slim
argues that the notion of a non-negotiable ‘humanitarian imperative’ may
‘undermine the very serious negotiation which needs to take place between

1⁷ Engagement with these kinds of actors is discussed in detail in Chapter 19 on Government and Civil
Society in Affected States and in Chapter 20 on Armed Actors.
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warring leaders and humanitarians to ensure that humanitarian action is fair’
(Slim 1997: 345–346).

While the principle of impartiality offers greater specificity than the prin-
ciple of humanity, there is sufficient ambiguity in the way the principle is
formulated and understood for it to be consistent with multiple different
distributional commitments. Non-discrimination will often be a necessary
condition for prioritizing those with greatest need or responding in pro-
portion to need, but it is not a sufficient condition. Moreover, these last
two goals can conflict with one another, and aid agencies may incorporate
other considerations—such as efficiency—under the rubric of impartiality
(Parfit 1997; Rubenstein 2008). In practice, aid agencies do not respond
to suffering wherever it may be found but limit themselves to suffering in
humanitarian emergencies.1⁸ Moreover, they interpret impartiality in differ-
ent ways according to their mandates and expertise. The ICRC mandate, for
example, limits it largely to contexts of conflict and violence, whileUNHCR is
mandated to respond to people who have been displaced, and Save the Chil-
dren focuses on children. Furthermore, they are limited in their efforts to
implement their own interpretations of the principle, given the limited avail-
ability and comparability of information on needs and suffering,1⁹ difficulties
accessing populations in need,2⁰ and insufficient or restricted funding21
(Bradley 2016a: 45–49). At the global level, given most international funding
comes from a small set of donor governments, aid is not always distributed
in proportion to need.

Conclusions

Even the most principled humanitarian action is political in that it is
grounded in a liberal ethic of valuing all lives equally and seeks to inject
that ethic into the very contexts in which it is furthest from being realized.
Furthermore, all kinds of humanitarian action can, and do, have unin-
tended political consequences and can impact conflict dynamics or debates
on contentious issues. According to the ‘new humanitarians’, humanitarian
actors should embrace the potential for political impact, eschew neutrality,

1⁸ See Chapter 1 on Humanitarian Emergencies, and Chapter 15 on the Shifting Parameters of
Humanitarian Emergencies.

1⁹ See ‘Assessing needs, contexts, and capacities’ in Chapter 21 on Needs Assessment, Evaluation, and
Response Decisions.

2⁰ See, e.g. ‘International humanitarian response’ in Chapter 8 on Sri Lanka, 2008–2009 and ‘Back-
ground’ and ‘International humanitarian response’ in Chapter 10 on Famine in Somalia, 2011–2012.

21 See Chapter 18 on Donors and the Funding of Humanitarian Action.
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and leverage the assistance they provide in pursuit of broader, transforma-
tional goals. By contrast, ‘classical humanitarians’ believe that humanitarian
assistance should not be used that way, among other reasons because sub-
ordinating aid to other goals undermines impartiality. Although there has
been significant debate, in particular regarding the value of neutrality, most
of the largest international humanitarian agencies continue to profess their
commitment to all four principles, even as they differ in terms of how they
interpret and implement them.





14
Lawand International
Humanitarianism

Law interacts with humanitarian action in multiple and sometimes contra-
dictory ways. The operational agencies whose work is the focus of this book
sometimes play a role in developing international lawonhumanitarian issues.
Under certain conditions, international law, in turn, provides a legal founda-
tion for the work of these agencies and, in some cases, also helps define their
mandates. International law additionally specifies a number of rights and
protections for the victims of humanitarian emergencies and corresponding
obligations of states and other actors. Relevant laws can be used by human-
itarian agencies in their efforts to persuade states and de facto authorities
to meet their obligations, notably those obligations relating to permitting
access to populations in need, refraining from targeting civilians in con-
flict, and granting asylum to those fleeing persecution. These laws are also
sometimes enforced through harder measures, including the use of force
in UN peacekeeping mandates and the administration of justice through
international and regional tribunals. However, law does not only serve to
facilitate the pursuit of humanitarian goals. It can also conflict with them,
and counter-terror and anti-smuggling legislation have served to criminalize
humanitarian action in some contexts.

Processes andpolitics of law-making

International humanitarianism is shaped by both international and domes-
tic laws. This chapter focuses mainly on the former since they have wider
reach. It is often said that domestic law has a vertical structure, with laws that
imply rights and obligations for the people being made by a ‘higher’ author-
ity, and that international law has a horizontal structure, with laws implying
the rights and obligations of states, who are also the lawmakers. Such a
distinction, however, oversimplifies the nature of international law. While
states are the primary lawmakers in the realm of international law, other
actors, including courts, international organizations, and non-governmental
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© Miriam Bradley (2023). DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780198840695.003.0014



244 The Politics and Everyday Practice of International Humanitarianism

organizations (NGOs), also play a role. Furthermore, contemporary inter-
national law implies not only rights and obligations of states but also rights
and obligations of individuals and other entities, including corporations,
international organizations, and non-state armed groups.

The sources of ‘hard’ international law include treaties and the customary
practice of states. International treaties are formal agreements which states
choose to enter into, and they functionmuch like contracts in that states con-
sciously and explicitly consent to them, and the obligations they contain are
binding only on those states that are party to them.Treaties are negotiated and
agreed by states, but other actors, including intergovernmental organizations
and international NGOs, can play a role in drafting laws and campaigning
for states to adopt them. For example, the development of the core interna-
tional humanitarian law (IHL) treaties—the 1949 Geneva Conventions and
their 1977 Additional Protocols—was driven in no small part by the Inter-
national Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC). International NGOs played
crucial roles campaigning for more recent treaties prohibiting the use of par-
ticular weapons such as landmines and clustermunitions (Petrova 2018).The
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and several international NGOs,
including Save the Children, engaged extensively and consequentially in the
drafting of the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child (Cohen 1990).

Customary international law emerges where there is a widespread and con-
sistent practice that is accepted as law. There are two constituent elements,
and evidence for both of them is required to establish the existence of a rule
of customary law: general practice, primarily of states and, under certain
conditions, of international organizations; and opinio juris, which refers to
the conscious conviction on the part of those engaged in that practice that
they are doing so with a sense of legal right or obligation, as distinct from
mere habit. Rules of customary law bind all states (or international organi-
zations), except where a state has persistently objected to a rule during its
formation. Local or regional customary law may also exist and be binding
on the relevant actors within the region. Actors other than states have been
able to draw on their expert and moral authority in particular domains to
influence state practice through the interpretation of treaty-based law and to
establish the existence of customary rules through the identification of state
practice and opinio juris. The ICRC and the United Nations Refugee Agency
(UNHCR) have been very active in this regard and, as such, have contributed
significantly to the development of IHL and international refugee law (IRL),
respectively (Cryer 2017; Goodwin-Gill 2020; Nicholls 2006).

Some of the most important rules supporting humanitarian practice and
outcomes are binding on all states (and, where applicable, on non-state actors
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within them). Many of the most relevant treaties have been ratified almost
universally. Indeed, the four Geneva Conventions of 1949 have achieved
universal ratification. The vast majority of states have also ratified the 1977
Additional Protocols (albeit with some important exceptions, including Israel
and the United States): at the time of writing, there were 174 states parties to
Additional Protocol I and 169 states parties to Additional Protocol II. The
core treaties of IRL—the 1951 Convention on the Status of Refugees and its
1967 Protocol—were not far behind with 146 and 147 states parties, respec-
tively. Furthermore, many of the rules specified within these treaties are also
now considered to be customary law such that they are also binding on and in
states that are not party to the relevant treaties. Beyond the rules of customary
law, there are some peremptory norms which are considered so fundamen-
tal that they are absolute obligations that apply to everyone at all times and
override all other laws and norms. These are referred to as jus cogens, and
they are norms of general international law which have been accepted and
recognized by a very large majority of states as rules from which no deroga-
tion is permitted (UNGeneral Assembly 2019). Several jus cogensnormshave
potential relevance in humanitarian emergencies, including the prohibition
of genocide, the prohibition of torture, and the basic rules of IHL.

International standards, including guiding principles and declarations,
represent an important and voluminous source of ‘soft’ international lawwith
a bearing on humanitarian action. These are negotiated texts which have
been developed and agreed at the international level, sometimes by states
and sometimes by other actors, including operational humanitarian agen-
cies, which set out recommendations and non-binding commitments. They
are important because they can have a direct influence on the conduct of
states and other actors, and they can also contribute to the development of
customary law.

International legal frameworks

Fourmain bodies of law have particular salience for humanitarian action and
outcomes: IHL, international disaster response law (IDRL), IRL (together
with other laws relevant for displaced persons and migrants), and other parts
of international human rights law (IHRL). The state has primary responsi-
bility for meeting the basic needs of the people on its territory or under its
effective control (Akande andGillard 2016: 11–13).Where a state is unwilling
or unable to meet its obligations, whether in a context of armed conflict, dis-
aster, or other humanitarian emergency, international humanitarian agencies
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may seek to respond. Their work is, to varying degrees, facilitated and gov-
erned by international treaties, customary law, jurisprudence, and United
Nations (UN) resolutions. As well as providing a legal basis for humanitarian
action in certain situations, international law helps to define the mandates
of some aid agencies who have corresponding obligations relating to the
implementation or supervision of particular treaties or bodies of law (Bradley
2016a: 79). Furthermore, these different bodies of international law articulate
a range of rights and protections for the victims of humanitarian emergencies
and/or corresponding obligations of states and other authorities.

International humanitarian law

Also called the law of armed conflict or the laws of war, IHL seeks to bal-
ance military necessity with concerns to limit the human cost of war and
imposes limits on how armed conflicts can be fought. It sets out the duties
and obligations of both state and non-state parties to conflict.

IHL provides a legal basis for international humanitarian action in sit-
uations of occupation and armed conflict—both international and non-
international.1 In situations of occupation, the occupying power is obliged
to provide for the survival of the civilian population of the occupied terri-
tory and, where it is unable to meet this obligation, it is obliged to accept
relief operations that are humanitarian and impartial (Akande and Gillard
2016: 18; Gillard 2013: 357–358). In both international and non-international
armed conflicts, each party to conflict has the primary responsibility for
meeting the basic needs of civilians on the territorywhich it controls (Akande
and Gillard 2016: 12–13). Where such a party is unable or unwilling to meet
those needs, impartial humanitarian bodies can offer to help do so, through
relief actions, to provide such necessities as food, water, medical supplies,
clothing, and means of shelter (Akande and Gillard 2016: 14). In general,
the consent of the affected state is required before such relief actions can be
carried out, but such consent may not be arbitrarily withheld (Akande and
Gillard 2016: 16). In the case of cross-border operations, consent is addi-
tionally required from—and may not be arbitrarily withheld by—the states
from which relief actions are taken and those through whose territory the
operations must transit (Gillard 2013: 364).

There is less clarity over what exactly constitutes arbitrary withholding of
consent, and even where consent is withheld arbitrarily, unauthorized relief

1 For a thorough analysis, see the Oxford guidance on the law relating to humanitarian relief operations
in situations of armed conflict (Akande and Gillard 2016).
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operations are only lawful in limited circumstances (Gillard 2013: 360, 369).
Unauthorized operations undertaken by states or international organizations
would constitute a violation of the affected state’s sovereignty and territo-
rial integrity, whereas private actors—such as NGOs—are not directly bound
by the rules of public international law on sovereignty and non-interference
(Gillard 2013: 370). However, while representatives of states and interna-
tional organizations usually have certain privileges and immunities which
include immunity from legal processes in domestic courts, the staff of NGOs
could face proceedings in any state in which they carry out unauthorized
operations (e.g. on grounds of illegal entry or provision of support to the
enemy), although they may not be punished for providingmedical assistance
(Gillard 2013: 371).

IHL also helps define the mandate of the ICRC—the self-described ‘pro-
moter and guardian’ of IHL—providing a legal foundation for its protection
and assistance work in armed conflicts (Giladi and Ratner 2015). That foun-
dation is stronger in international armed conflict than in non-international
armed conflict and especially robust when it comes to the protection of those
deprived of their liberty in international conflicts: Article 126 of the Third
Geneva Convention of 1949 gives the ICRC the right to visit prisoners of
war and civilian internees with no requirement for consent from the rele-
vant state. In other situations of violence (e.g. riots, internal disturbances,
organized criminal violence) that do not meet the IHL thresholds for non-
international armed conflict,2 the ICRC maintains a right of initiative, which
it considers to be customary law, allowing the organization to propose a
response (Bradley 2020: 1066). However, where IHL is applicable, the ICRC
has a stronger institutional commitment to offer a response, and states have
a greater obligation to consent to that response. In other situations of vio-
lence, any ICRC response is at the discretion of both the ICRC and the state
in question (Bradley 2020: 1067).

Where the ICRC—or any other impartial humanitarian body—offers its
services to a country experiencing armed conflict, and the state in question
consents to their operations, IHL specifies rights, roles, and responsibilities
of states and humanitarian actors with respect to relief actions. For example,
once relief operations have been consented to, parties to conflict and other
relevant states must allow and facilitate rapid and unimpeded passage, and
IHL sets out rules and recommendations regarding the entry of personnel,
customs clearance, and the taxation of relief, among other things (Akande

2 These thresholds relate to the intensity of violence and the level of organization and territorial control
of participating non-state armed groups.
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and Gillard 2016: 26–29). Humanitarian agencies must provide relief in an
impartial manner, and the parties to conflict must allow the free passage
of relief items that are essential to the survival of the civilian population
throughout the territory under their control (Akande and Gillard 2016: 26).
The parties to conflict may prescribe technical arrangements, and they have
the right to search relief consignments and convoys (e.g. to check for weapons
or military equipment), to require relief convoys to use prescribed routes at
specific times, and to insist that an impartial third party supervises the distri-
bution of relief consignments (Akande and Gillard 2016: 28–29). However,
these kinds of technical specifications must be applied in good faith, be nec-
essary and proportionate, and not be applied in such a way that they make
it impossible to provide relief items that are essential to the survival of the
civilian population (Akande and Gillard 2016: 29).

The bulk of IHL focuses not on facilitating the work of humanitarian agen-
cies, however, but on the conduct of hostilities, in particular with respect to
protected persons (civilians, sick and wounded combatants, and prisoners of
war). As a body of law which defines duties and obligations (above all, of the
parties to armed conflict) rather than rights, it does not specify entitlements
of individuals, but these are implicit in the duties and obligations of others—
duties and obligations which are underpinned by three main principles. The
principle of distinction prohibits means and methods of warfare that do not
distinguish combatants, who are legitimate targets of attack, from protected
persons, whomust not be targeted. Under IHL, civilians and civilian property
can legitimately be collateral damage, so their presence in and of itself does
not make an attack unlawful, but the principle of proportionality prohibits
attacks when the expected military advantage does not outweigh the risk to
civilians and civilian property. The principle of precaution requires combat-
ants to take into account the presence of civilians or civilian property prior
to any attack.

International disaster response law

In disaster contexts that are not subject to IHL (i.e. that do not occur in the
context of armed conflict), an emerging body of IDRL provides a foundation
for humanitarian response, although most of this is soft law.3 For the most
part, international rules and recommendations on international disaster
response do not seek to impose obligations on states to accept international

3 For a detailed discussion of IDRL, see IFRC (2007), but note that this was published fifteen years ago
and so omits subsequent developments.
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assistance but rather aim to facilitate international responses (through such
measures as expediting visas, work permits, and the export/import of goods
and equipment, as well as cutting costs and taxes on all these processes)
and to ensure their quality (through setting certain minimum standards for
international responders).

At the global level, binding rules related to the provision of humanitarian
assistance to the victims of disasters are scattered across a number of con-
ventions. In some cases, these deal with specific categories of disaster, such
as nuclear disasters, oil pollution, and industrial accidents (Cubie 2017: 254).
In others, they deal with very specific aspects of disaster response. Thus, the
Convention on Facilitation of Maritime Traffic requires states to facilitate
the arrival and departure of vessels engaged in ‘natural disaster’ relief work
and, to the greatest extent possible, the entry and clearance of the people and
cargo arriving in those vessels (Cubie 2017: 254). There are also conventions
on telecommunications in disasters and civil defence assistance (Cubie 2017:
273–277).

At the regional level, more progress has been made in developing hard
IDRL. In 1991, for example, the Organization of American States (OAS)
agreed the Inter-American Convention to Facilitate Disaster Assistance,
which came into force in 1996. It does not place any kind of obligation on
states either to offer or accept assistance in the event of a disaster but sets
out rules for the facilitation and coordination of such assistance should both
the stricken and assisting states agree to it. However, to date this Conven-
tion has only six states parties. The Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN) adopted the Agreement on Disaster Management and Emergency
Response in 2005 following the Indian Ocean tsunami in December 2004.
This is widely considered a progressive and comprehensive example of best
practice and encompasses both risk reduction and disaster response (Simm
2018: 117–118, 125). It affirms the primacy of the affected state and allows for
international assistance only with the consent of that state, but the ASEAN
Secretary-General was able to use the Agreement to help negotiate that con-
sent when the Myanmar government was reluctant to accept international
assistance after Cyclone Nargis in 2008 (Simm 2018: 26, 134–135).

Since the mid-1980s, much soft law (in the form of non-binding resolu-
tions, guidelines, and minimum standards) has been developed to facilitate
and regulate international disaster response. Among the most important
developments are the 2007 Guidelines for the domestic facilitation and reg-
ulation of international disaster relief and initial recovery assistance and
the 2016 International Law Commission (ILC) draft articles on the protec-
tion of persons in the event of disasters. The Guidelines were drafted by the
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International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC)
with input from over 140 governments, 140 National RC Societies and 40
international organizations, NGOs, and NGO networks. They were unani-
mously adopted by the International Conference of the RCMovement, which
brings together the ICRC, the national societies, the IFRC, and states party to
the 1949 Geneva Conventions, that is, all recognized states (IFRC 2011: 7).
Essentially, they are a set of recommendations to states concerning the reg-
ulation of international assistance, with the goal of minimizing bureaucratic
bottlenecks and ensuring minimum quality standards and effective coordi-
nation. The Draft Articles were adopted by the ILC following several years
spent examining the protection of persons in disasters and consultations
with states and relevant intergovernmental organizations, and with the idea
that the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) should use them as the
basis for elaborating a binding treaty in the future (Cubie 2017: 266). Several
provisions pertain to humanitarian response and recovery, addressing coor-
dination, cooperation, the role of the affected state, and the facilitation of
external assistance (Cubie 2017: 271–272). The ILC Draft Articles go beyond
much IDRL by specifying that states have a duty to seek external assistance
when the scale of a disaster exceeds national response capacity and that their
consent to external assistance is required butmust not be arbitrarily withheld.

The Hyogo Framework for Action and its successor, the Sendai Frame-
work for Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) focus primarily on preventing
disasters but also encompass disaster preparedness and thus have some bear-
ing on disaster response.⁴ The Hyogo Framework, adopted by UN member
states in January 2005, set out goals and priorities for governments and the
wider international community over the 2005–2015 period which included
the development and strengthening of national frameworks and improving
contingency planning for rapid and effective disaster response (IFRC 2007:
15–16). However, there is very little detail on disaster response (UNISDR
2005: 12–13). While it calls on international organizations to support states
with the provision of relief assistance, the recommendations to states them-
selves are concerned only with risk reduction and make no mention of
response (UNISDR 2005: 14–16). The Sendai Framework sets out a follow-
up DRR plan for 2015–2030 and has similarly little to say about international
responses to disasters. What it does have to say about response is focused on
national- and local-level disaster preparedness for effective response and on
incorporating DRR thinking into any response.

⁴ On DRR thinking in general, see ‘Disaster risk reduction and “building back better”’ in Chapter 16
on the Nexus Concept.
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International displacement andmigration law

The victims of humanitarian emergencies often seek to flee to safer ground,
whether within the borders of their own country as internally displaced
persons (IDPs) or by crossing borders to neighbouring countries or fur-
ther afield. In addition, a broader category of migrant is increasingly seen
to be in need of humanitarian assistance in transit and/or at their desti-
nations.⁵ International law with implications for protection and assistance
for other displaced persons and migrants is dispersed across different legal
frameworks, the most central of which is IRL.

IRL is a subset of IHRL, and offers a clear framework for the protection
of those who meet the criteria for refugee status.⁶ The core IRL treaties—the
1951 Convention on the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol—define a
refugee as someone who is outside of his or her country of nationality or
former habitual residence due to a ‘well-founded fear of being persecuted
for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social
group or political opinion’. Those who fit this definition are referred to as
Convention Refugees. With the 1969 Organisation of African Unity (OAU)
Convention Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa
and the 1984 Cartagena Declaration on Refugees, states in Africa and Latin
America developed regional approaches with expanded refugee definitions
that better reflected the reality of refugee flows in their respective regions
which were not, for the most part, the result of persecution but of insecurity
associated with armed conflict and generalized violence.

IRL, together with certain complementary strands of IHRL, impose obli-
gations on states regarding the treatment of refugees, above all through the
principles of non-refoulement and asylum. The principle of non-refoulement
prohibits returning or expelling people to places where their lives or free-
dom would be threatened. It is widely agreed that this principle is customary
law, and it has also been argued that the principle has acquired the status
of jus cogens (Allain 2001). In addition to the principle of non-refoulement,
those who meet the criteria for refugee status have the right to enjoy asy-
lum. The content of asylum is largely defined by analogy to the rights and
benefits accorded to nationals or to other aliens in the country of refuge. Asy-
lum provides for a refugee to reside legally in the country of refuge and not
to be discriminated against in terms of economic and social rights, but the
exact nature of those economic and social rights can, and does, vary from one

⁵ See ‘People on the move’ in Chapter 15 on the Shifting Parameters of Humanitarian Emergencies.
⁶ For a wide-ranging explanation and analysis of IRL, see Goodwin-Gill and McAdam (2007).
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country to another. However, not all individuals protected by the principle of
non-refoulement are entitled to refugee status (Goodwin-Gill and McAdam
2007: 285–286). Some countries thus offer one or more kinds of complemen-
tary protection to a broader category of forced migrant (e.g. to people fleeing
generalized violence), often with less expansive rights than are attached to
refugee status (see, e.g. Goodwin-Gill and McAdam 2007: 325–333).

While IRL provides a clear framework for the legal protection of those
who qualify as refugees and a supervisory mandate for UNHCR, neither the
1951 Convention nor the 1967 Protocol provide an explicit legal founda-
tion for the provision of material assistance by UNHCR, nor do they specify
any role for other humanitarian agencies. State representatives participat-
ing in the UN Conference at which the draft of the 1951 Convention was
completed and signed unanimously recommended that governments and
inter-governmental bodies ‘facilitate, encourage and sustain the efforts of
properly qualified organizations’—with special reference to NGOs—to pro-
vide welfare services to refugees (UNHCR 2010: 11). However, this is only a
recommendation, and it is not clear whether it is intended to apply to inter-
national NGOs. UNHCR itself was conceived as a small, non-operational
agency whose task was to provide or negotiate protection and solutions for
refugees but has since grown enormously and become increasingly opera-
tional (Bradley 2016a: 25–26). States hosting large numbers of refugees often
want or need assistance from UNHCR and other humanitarian agencies, but
there is no requirement in international law for them to request or accept it. In
seeking to achieve full harmony with the principles of the 1951 Convention,
the 1969 OAU Convention arguably missed an opportunity to legislate com-
prehensively for the provision of quality humanitarian assistance to refugees
inAfrica (Okoth-Obbo 2001: 99, 101–105). Only the 1989Convention on the
Rights of the Child stipulates the right of (child) refugees to receive appropri-
ate protection and humanitarian assistance (Cubie 2017: 290). Implicit in that
right is an obligation of states hosting refugee children to provide or facilitate
such protection and assistance.

With respect to migrants who do not qualify as refugees, there is no body
of international migration law as such. All migrants, qua human beings, are
entitled to dignified treatment in accordance with basic human rights stan-
dards. Additionally, rights and obligations salient to particular groups or
categories ofmigrants can be found across different international legal frame-
works. For example, the International Convention on the Protection of the
Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families, which came
into force in 2003, details an extensive range of civil and political, as well as
economic and social, rights that are relevant to migrant workers and their
families in countries of transit and employment, but it has not been widely
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ratified (Desmond 2015). For migrants travelling by sea, the duty to rescue
at sea has obvious relevance. In this regard, the main obligations of states are
contained in three UN treaties, rules of customary law, and a set of guidelines
that are soft law.⁷ Each state has the obligation to require all ships flying its
flag to rescue and assist persons in distress at sea, regardless of their nation-
ality or status or the circumstances in which they are found, and to treat
them ‘with humanity’ (Ghezelbash et al. 2018: 322). States must cooperate to
ensure that, following any rescue, ships are able to continue on their intended
voyage ‘with minimum further deviation’, arguably implying that the state in
charge of the most conveniently located port should allow disembarkation.
Coastal states must additionally promote the establishment, operation, and
maintenance of SAR operations, and the world’s oceans have been divided
into SAR regions, with responsibility for each region assigned to a nearby
coastal state (Ghezelbash et al. 2018: 321). States that are responsible for a
SAR region have primary responsibility to ensure that personswho have been
rescued are disembarked and delivered to a place of safety (Ghezelbash et al.
2018: 322).

When it comes to those displaced without having crossed an international
border, the most important instrument at the international level is the 1998
Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, which provide, among other
things, a framework for humanitarian response. Drawn up by Francis Deng,
an individual appointed by the Secretary-General as UN representative on
IDPs, the Guiding Principles are soft law, but they specify a number of rights
based on hard law. These include, for example, the right not to be arbitrarily
displaced and the rights to life, dignity, liberty, and security of person. Several
of the principles concern the provision of humanitarian assistance, stipu-
lating, inter alia, that national authorities have the primary responsibility
for protection and humanitarian assistance’ that international humanitarian
agencies may offer their services, for which consent should not be arbitrarily
withheld; and that humanitarian assistance should not be diverted, in par-
ticular for political or military purposes. At the regional level, the African
Union (AU) Convention for the Protection and Assistance of IDPs in Africa
(the ‘Kampala Convention’), which is the first binding convention on IDPs,
was adopted by the AU in 2009 and came into force in 2012 (African Union
2009). It incorporates key aspects of the Guiding Principles—but here as hard
law. Among other things, it stipulates that states should ensure assistance
to IDPs both by meeting their basic needs and by facilitating humanitarian
agency access.

⁷ For a helpful outline of the international legal regime for search and rescue (SAR) and an explanation
of its humanitarian dimensions, see Ghezelbash et al. (2018: 317–323).
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International human rights law

IHRL is a large body of law, which encompasses IRL as well as a range of
treaties and customary rules concerning issues from the most fundamental
rights (e.g. the right to life) to the more aspirational (e.g. the right to work).
This brief section focuses on those rights with most salience for humanitar-
ian responses and outcomes and that have not yet been discussed. Unlike IHL
and IDRL, which apply only in particular contexts, IHRL is generally consid-
ered to be applicable at all times, although states can derogate from some
obligations in times of emergency. Whereas IHRL was once largely under-
stood to apply in times of peace, there is now increasing agreement that it
applies concurrently with IHL during armed conflict.

Several of the most fundamental human rights, contained in the Interna-
tional Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and the Interna-
tional Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, correspond to basic needs and,
hence, are closely related to humanitarian needs and response. For example,
the rights to life, adequate food and housing, and health imply that where
people cannot realize these rights due to a humanitarian crisis, the state
must either meet their basic needs or allow others (such as international
humanitarian agencies) to do so.

IHRL also provides a legal foundation for much of the advocacy work
of international humanitarian agencies. The Declaration on the Right and
Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs of Society to Promote
and Protect Universally Recognized Human Rights and Fundamental Free-
doms, which was adopted by consensus by theUNGA in 1998, recognizes the
right to defend human rights as an autonomous and independent right and
encourages everyone to defend human rights. This means that humanitar-
ian agencies and workers, among others, have a right to speak out to prevent
human rights violations from taking place and to monitor and criticize the
activities of authorities and other powerful actors without fear of attack or
retaliation (Amnesty International 2019: 25). As a declaration, this is soft law,
but its adoption by consensus by the UNGA indicates strong support among
states for the rights it contains.

Some human rights instruments establish specific rights for specific cate-
gories of person, such as migrants or children (OHCHR 2011: 20). Thus the
previous section discussed a range of IHRL applicable to different categories
of displaced persons and migrants. Likewise, the 1989 Convention on the
Rights of the Child (CRC) applies to children and has relevance for human-
itarian response and outcomes where children are among the victims of a
humanitarian emergency. UNICEF ismandated to promote and protect child
rights, as enshrined in the CRC, by supporting the work of the Committee on
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the Rights of the Child. The remit of UNICEF and the CRC goes well beyond
humanitarian emergencies, but humanitarian response is an important part.
For example, the CRC specifies the right of refugee children to protection
and humanitarian assistance, and its Optional Protocol on the Involvement
of Children in Armed Conflict requires states to provide appropriate assis-
tance for the recovery and reintegration of former child soldiers (Cubie 2017:
160–161).

Finally, it is important to mention two widely used soft law frameworks,
which were developed within the humanitarian sector as voluntary pro-
fessional codes with the aim of increasing quality and accountability. The
1994 Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Cres-
cent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief asserts the right to receive
humanitarian assistance and commits its signatories to a number of princi-
ples, including—roughly speaking—the principles of humanity, impartiality,
neutrality, and independence and others concerning participation, account-
ability, and sustainability. In 1997, a group of professionals from different
humanitarian agencies began drafting the Sphere Humanitarian Charter and
Minimum Standards in Disaster Response (which have since been updated
several times), which takes a different approach from the Code of Conduct.
On the one hand, the Charter sets out relevant legal rights and obliga-
tions together with a set of beliefs shared by the drafters (and those who
have subsequently committed to it) about the principles that should gov-
ern humanitarian response and the roles and responsibilities of different
actors (Slim 2015: 257); on the other hand, the minimum standards sets out
quite technical standards for practical humanitarian operations that were
agreed by the drafters to be the minimum content of a right to life with
dignity (Darcy 2004: 113). These two voluntary codes are difficult to clas-
sify as they are concerned with disaster response, relevant in armed conflict,
and set out rights and standards which are specific to camps for refugees
and IDPs.

Implementation and enforcement of the law

It is often said that international law has no ‘teeth’ in that it lacks the enforce-
ment mechanisms of domestic law (police, courts, prisons), and the lack of
teeth has been seen as especially problematic when it comes to issues relating
to security and defence, including with respect to armed conflict. However,
both hard and soft mechanisms for the enforcement of international law,
including the law of armed conflict, have developed enormously in recent
decades.
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‘Soft’ enforcement measures

A range of actors engage in soft enforcement measures, sometimes with
authority explicitly delegated to them by states (as in the case of UN spe-
cialized agencies and the ICRC) and sometimes without a formal mandate
from states, as in the case of international non-governmental organizations
(INGOs) but with expert andmoral authority acquired over time.Thesemea-
sures can include monitoring, investigation, persuasion, public naming and
shaming, and litigation (Eilstrup-Sangiovanni and Sharman 2021).

The ICRC has long played a part in implementing IHL, primarily through
training for armed parties to conflict and bilateral confidential dialogue with
alleged perpetrators of IHL violations, and since the late 1990s, additionally
draws on IHRL in this kind of dialogue (Bradley 2013; 2016a, 76, 92–98).
UNHCR also favours behind-the-scenes negotiation when seeking to per-
suade states to comply with their obligations relating to displaced persons.
The legal frameworks discussed in this chapter can be used by international
humanitarian agencies in this kind of bilateral dialogue and also in private
and public advocacy⁸—though the ICRC and UNHCR are the two most cen-
trally concerned with implementing law per se. International human rights
organizations and UN special rapporteurs engage in extensive public advo-
cacy, ‘naming and shaming’ violators of human rights, and sometimes those
rights relate to humanitarian needs. In response to appalling living conditions
and mistreatment of migrants in northern France, for example, UN Special
Rapporteurs and Amnesty International called out violations of the rights to
housing, health, food, and physical integrity, among others (Amnesty Inter-
national 2019: 12). Since the 1990s, international human rights organizations
like Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch have increasingly also
spoken out about violations of IHL.

Harder enforcement measures

To the extent that enforcement refers to the use of force, there is little enforce-
ment in the international order, although this kind of enforcement can occur
when the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) authorizes peacekeeping
missions under Chapter VII of the UN Charter. Such action, which primar-
ily seeks to stop or prevent large-scale violations or abuses, is relatively rare.
Beyond UN peace operations, the UNSC has also responded to large-scale

⁸ For a more general discussion of the uses of different kinds of dialogue and advocacy by international
humanitarian agencies, see Chapter 23 on Dialogue, Negotiation, and Advocacy.
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human rights abuses and IHL violations through UN sanctions regimes,
monitoring and reporting processes, the creation of international tribunals,
and the promotion of national and regional accountability mechanisms (UN
OCHA 2019: 6). The UNSC can also refer a situation to the International
Criminal Court (ICC), which empowers the Court to investigate.

On occasion, the UNSC has played a role in enforcing laws relating to relief
operations. It can require states to consent to the implementation of human-
itarian relief operations on their territory or to the transit of such operations
through their territory (Akande and Gillard 2016: 18; Gillard 2013: 359). In
2014, the Security Council made such a binding demand for the first time,
requiring states to allow humanitarian relief operations in Syria (Akande and
Gillard 2016: 19; Gillard 2013: 378). On the few occasions that the Security
Council had adopted binding measures in relation to relief operations prior
to this, the measures had focused on creating security conditions conducive
to implementing relief operations rather than requiring states to allow access
(Akande and Gillard 2016: 18–19).

It is important to note, however, that UNSC action in response to major
humanitarian crises is highly selective (Binder 2009). Given the veto power
of the permanent five members of the UNSC, this is not surprising, and it
means that while Security Council action may serve as a strong enforcement
mechanism in some cases, it is not consistently so.

International justice

International justice offers another mechanism for the enforcement of inter-
national law. Since the 1990s, a range of new international and regional
institutions have been invested with supervisory and adjudicatory powers
such that they contribute to the clarification, development, and enforcement
of international criminal law, notably the International Criminal Tribunal
for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY), the International Criminal Tribunal for
Rwanda (ICTR), and the ICC (Bothe 2005: 147; OHCHR 2011: 8). In addi-
tion, under the principle of universal jurisdiction, domestic courts can, and
do, consider many of the most serious claims of IHL violations, regard-
less of where the alleged crime took place or the nationality or residence
of the alleged perpetrators (Mills 2013: 606–607). Through these different
tribunals, individuals are prosecuted for, among other crimes, serious vio-
lations of IHL. A central aim of international criminal justice is deterrence
(Cryer 2015: 190–193). To the extent that the threat of prosecution serves
as a deterrent to would-be violators of IHL, then international justice can
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contribute to protection and assistance for people in armed conflict, although
the magnitude of any deterrent effect is unclear (Cryer 2015: 199–205).
Courts may also strengthen compliance indirectly as a mechanism of dis-
semination, increasing knowledge of what the law says and acceptance of the
norms contained within it (Cryer 2015: 209–213).

International criminal justice mechanisms are often criticized for their
selectivity, which may take different forms. The Nuremberg trials after the
Second World War largely ignored those crimes perpetrated equally by the
victors as the vanquished and focused instead on the crimes committed only
by the vanquished (Best 1997: 184, 195–196). Established by the UN with
mandates to prosecute all serious violations of IHL, this problem of ‘victor’s
justice’ was supposed to be avoided in the ICTY and ICTR, but in practice,
the victor governments were able to influence the prosecutorial agenda by
withholding cooperation on certainmatters (Peskin 2005).The ICC is widely
perceived to be biased,with a focus onAfrica both in referrals from theUNSC
and in prosecutions by the Court. As a consequence, many African countries
that were strong supporters of the creation of the Court have since lost con-
fidence in it (Mbaku 2013). Selectivity highlights the role of political factors
shaping the process (and hence outcomes) of international justice. Selective
enforcement (or perceptions thereof) can also be expected to limit any posi-
tive impact these courts have in terms of both deterrence from breaking the
law and understanding and accepting the substance of the law (Cryer 2015:
207, 214).

Whereas international criminal justice is about holding individuals to
account, other international justice mechanisms exist to hold states to
account. The principal judicial organ of the UN, the International Court
of Justice (ICJ), adjudicates inter-state disputes and provides advisory opin-
ions on legal matters referred to it by UN organs and specialized agencies.
Unlike the ICC, it is widely recognized and respected, although some states
nonetheless reject its jurisdiction. Some treaties, including the 1951 Refugee
Convention, have a clause which states that disputes over its interpretation
or application can be taken to the ICJ. The clause is not repeated in the
1967 Protocol, and for this reason, a small number of states (including the
United States) have signed the 1967 Protocol but not the 1951 Convention.
This clause is considered customary law anyway, but in practice no state has
ever been taken to the ICJ on the basis of the 1951 Convention. With respect
to humanitarian action and outcomes more generally, the ICJ has probably
donemore to clarify the law than to hold states to account. Additionally, there
are a number of regional human rights courts and other compulsory mech-
anisms for the resolution of disputes. For example, regional bodies such as
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the European Court of Human Rights, the Inter-American Court of Human
Rights, and the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights have long
been delegated authority by member states to enforce human rights, in many
cases going beyond IHRL stricto sensu. There are also mechanisms to moni-
tor the compliance of states with, for example, various human rights treaties,
which are intended to servemore as a preventativemeasure, deterring instead
of punishing violations.

The relationship between international justice and humanitarian action is
not straightforward. Beyond deterrence, the goals of international justice are
quite different from the goals of classical humanitarianism and reflect a dif-
ferent underlying ethic. ICRC staff members do not participate or testify in
judicial investigations on the basis that any such activity would compromise
ICRC neutrality and confidentiality and may endanger people who pro-
vided the ICRC with information about violations of IHL—and they have an
exemption explicitly written into the procedures of the ICC (Forsythe 2005:
195). While some international humanitarian agencies, such as Oxfam, are
much concerned with justice, their ability to provide assistance and meet
needs on the ground could be severely compromised if they participate in
international justice proceedings, particularly in connection with an ongo-
ing crisis. After the ICC issued an arrest warrant for Sudanese presidentOmar
al-Bashir on charges of war crimes inMarch 2009, for example, thirteen inter-
national NGOs were immediately expelled from Darfur and three national
NGOs had their licences revoked by the government of Sudan (IRIN News
2009). Although these agencies had taken care not even to appear to be pro-
viding information to the ICC, the government had long suspected that they
were providing evidence to prosecutors (Addario and Polgreen 2009).

Criminalization of humanitarian action

While a range of international law facilitates international humanitarian
action, and even requires some kinds of response from particular organiza-
tions, some legislation—at the national, regional, and international levels—
poses obstacles to international humanitarian action.

Counter-terror legislation

In the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, several countries and intergovern-
mental institutions strengthened their existing counter-terror legislation and
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developed additional legal measures aimed at preventing attacks and the
preparation of attacks (Burniske et al. 2014: 3). This kind of legislation gener-
ally entails listing individuals and/or groups as terrorists and implementing
a range of sanctions (e.g. asset freezes, travel bans, and arms embargoes)
against those included in each list. For example, in 1999, UNSC Resolution
1267 designated specific individuals and groups affiliated with the Taliban or
al-Qaeda and imposed sanctions on them (Burniske et al. 2014: 3). Related
resolutions subsequently designated additional groups, and all UN mem-
ber states are obliged to impose sanctions on them. In addition, different
countries and regional institutions maintain their own lists of designated
individuals and groups against whom they specify particular sanctions. After
the 9/11 attacks, UNSC Resolution 1373 (28 September 2001) broadened
this counter-terror sanctions regime. Without defining terrorism, it requires
UN member states to implement laws and measures to criminalize the
financing of terrorism, freeze the funds of individuals involved in acts of
terrorism, deny financial support to listed groups, and cooperate with other
governments to prevent and prosecute terrorist acts (Burniske et al. 2014: 3;
Pantuliano et al. 2011: 2).

Of serious concern to international humanitarian agencies, several coun-
tries have enacted legislation that criminalizes acts in support of listed
individuals and organizations, even where such support is unintentional. In
territory under the de facto control of one of these organizations, any kind
of humanitarian operation risks providing support—whether through theft
or diversion of aid before or after distribution or because an aid agency is
unaware that a particular recipient is connected to a listed organization. A
small number of countries, notably New Zealand, have enacted exemptions
for humanitarian aid in their counter-terrorism legislation, but these are the
exception rather than the rule (Burniske et al. 2014: 9–10). It is perhaps the
US legislation that is the greatest source of concern. It makes it an offence,
punishable by up to fifteen years’ imprisonment, for individuals, irrespective
of their nationality, to provide material support—excluding medicine and
religious materials but including other kinds of humanitarian assistance—
to an entity listed as a foreign terrorist organization, regardless of intention
(Burniske et al. 2014: 4; Pantuliano et al. 2011: 4).

This is not merely a hypothetical worry.Theremay not have been any pros-
ecutions of personnel from major international humanitarian agencies to
date, but smaller Islamic organizations have been targeted and found guilty—
for example, of supporting Hamas through contributions to West Bank zakat
committees (Pantuliano et al. 2011: 4). In 2010, the US Supreme Court con-
firmed that the intention of a provider of support to a designated foreign
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terrorist organization is irrelevant, so long as the provider of support knows
that the organization is thus designated, and specified that material support
could include training or expert advice meant to promote peaceable, lawful
conduct, on the grounds that any such support frees up resources of the group
in question for nefarious activities (Burniske et al. 2014: 4; Pantuliano et al.
2011: 5). The potential for prosecution is clear, and the criminalization of
support for listed groups is impacting humanitarian action in practice. There
are several mechanisms through which counter-terror legislation has led to
a reduction in the quality or quantity of programming in areas under the
control of groups listed as terrorists.

First, reduced funding and increased administration have served to limit
the scale and speed of humanitarian response in those countries in which one
or more listed organizations operate (Pantuliano et al. 2011: 7). Two years
after listing Al-Shabaab in 2008, for example, the United States had cut
its funding to Somalia by 88%, with significant impacts for the severity of
famine in 2011 and for the humanitarian response to that famine.⁹ Some-
times, it is not the donors per se but the banks transferring funds from
operational agency headquarters to country offices stopping and investi-
gating these transactions (Pantuliano et al. 2011: 7). Islamic organizations,
especially local or national NGOs in contexts such as Pakistan and the occu-
pied Palestinian territories, have been most affected as they have come under
greater scrutiny than other agencies—but other organizations have also seen
funding for some programmes cut and an increased administrative burden
(Pantuliano et al. 2011: 7). Among both donors and operational agencies,
counter-terror legislation has also reduced transparency and coordination,
with minutes deliberately not recorded in cluster meetings in some contexts
to avoid official acknowledgement of proscribed organizations, and donors
giving policy advice on non-headed paper or preferring not to discuss these
issues openly (Mackintosh and Duplat 2013: 104; Pantuliano et al. 2011: 8).

Second, the threat of prosecution under counter-terror legislation, or fear
of falling foul of related clauses in donor contracts, sometimes leads oper-
ational agencies to self-censor. In this way, the designation of Hamas as
a terrorist group had major implications for humanitarian action in Gaza.
A number of donors introduced clauses into grant agreements that require
operational agencies to ensure that funds do not support terrorism or to vet
local implementing partners and suppliers against numerous lists of desig-
nated groups (Burniske et al. 2014: 6; Pantuliano et al. 2011: 5). After Hamas
won legislative elections in January 2006, major donors made aid grants

⁹ See ‘Background’ in Chapter 10 on Famine in Somalia, 2011–2012.
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conditional on assurances that there would be no contact with, or benefit for,
Hamas, but with the group being the governing authority, such assurances
were impossible, and some NGOs had to suspend or limit their operations
(Mackintosh and Duplat 2013: 94; Pantuliano et al. 2011: 10). Aid agen-
cies also stopped training programmes for elected municipal officials, for
example, which could potentially have exposed the agencies and their staff
to prosecution in the United States (Pantuliano et al. 2011: 10). This kind
of self-censorship was seen in Somalia too and, in both contexts, was exac-
erbated by a lack of clarity as to what counter-terror regulations permitted,
proscribed, and required (Mackintosh and Duplat 2013: 84, 99).

Third, in some cases, the listed groups themselves restrict humanitar-
ian access in response to being listed. For example, Al-Shabaab expelled,
restricted, or banned the work of several international humanitarian agen-
cies during the 2011 famine.1⁰ Although this was probably the consequence
of a variety of different factors, it is likely that the listing of the group by the
United States in 2008 contributed to an environment ofmistrust in which Al-
Shabaab saw aid agencies as politically aligned and taking sides against the
group (Mackintosh and Duplat 2013: 80–82). In Gaza, NGOs found them-
selves caught between Hamas demanding an audit and the United States
Agency for International Development (USAID) announcing that it would
suspend funding to any NGO allowing the audit to take place, and when the
International Medical Corps (IMC) duly objected to the audit, Hamas closed
down the agency’s office (Pantuliano et al. 2011: 10).

Fourth, relations between humanitarian agencies and local communities
have sometimes been undermined as a result of counter-terror laws and reg-
ulations, with negative impacts on the quality of humanitarian response.
Donor-imposed requirements to disclose personal information on partner
organizations and beneficiaries undermine relations between humanitarian
organizations and local communities and, hence, potentially compromise
access to populations in need (Pantuliano et al. 2011: 8).

Through one mechanism or another, then, the quality or quantity of aid
is reduced in areas where there is a risk that its impact could run counter to
the interests of the ‘war on terror’. In this way, counter-terror legislation has
obvious implications for principled humanitarianism.11 Action is not inde-
pendent if those carrying out that action do not have the freedom to decide
how and where to operate. It is not neutral if it is being used to support the
‘global war on terror’, even if support is limited to abstaining from assisting

1⁰ See ‘International humanitarian response’ in Chapter 10 on Famine in Somalia, 2011–2012
11 On the meaning of the different principles, see ‘Principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality, and

independence’ in Chapter 13 on Politics, Principles, and Humanitarian Action.
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people in territory controlled by those designated as enemies by the UNSC
and powerful and donor states. Moreover, it is not impartial if assistance is
being provided on the basis of where designated terrorist groups are (not)
active. Counter-terror legislation also differs from, and conflicts with, IHL
in important ways. The designation of a group as terrorist makes one group
criminal per se under counter-terror legislation, while IHL is grounded in the
doctrine of belligerent equality and regulates the conduct of all parties in the
sameway (Pantuliano et al. 2011: 6). Furthermore, while IHL seeks to balance
military necessity with humanitarian concerns, and in doing so imposes lim-
its on how hostilities can be conducted, counter-terror frameworks threaten
to erode those limits, as seen in Afghanistan, where the ends were seen to jus-
tify the means in the Bush administration’s ‘war on terror’, and war against
the Taliban effectively had no limits.12

Criminalization of support for migrants

Thecriminalization of humanitarian action goes beyond counter-terror legis-
lation and, in recent years, has become a significant issue for efforts to assist
migrants in several places, including Australia, Canada, the United States,
and a number of European countries.

In several countries, anti-trafficking and -smuggling efforts have extended
to the criminalization of not-for-profit assistance to migrants. The 1985
Schengen Agreement and the 2000 UN Smuggling Protocol both explic-
itly stipulate that facilitating the entry or stay of irregular migrants should
only be considered a criminal offence if the facilitation is done for financial
gain (Carrera et al. 2019: 2). In 2002, however, the European Union (EU)
adopted the so-called Facilitators Package, which removed the requirement
for financial or material gain as a requirement for criminalization and made
it optional for EU member states to exempt those providing humanitarian
assistance to irregular migrants from criminal penalties (Carrera et al. 2019:
2; Ghezelbash et al. 2018: 348). Similarly, in Australia, strict anti-smuggling
laws require only that a person organizes or facilitates the entry (or pro-
posed entry) of a migrant who has no right to enter Australia, even if there
is no financial or material benefit to that person, and even if Australia may
owe the migrant(s) in question protection obligations under IRL or other
IHRL instruments (Ghezelbash et al. 2018: 348–349). Where more than five
migrants are involved, this constitutes an aggravated offence punishable by

12 See ‘Addressing violations of international humanitarian law’ in Chapter 6 on Afghanistan, 2001–
2014.
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up to twenty years’ imprisonment (Ghezelbash et al. 2018: 348). In Canada,
the definition of smuggling similarly does not require material benefit or the
exchange of money, which are simply additional factors to consider in sen-
tencing (Watson 2015: 45). US legislation explicitly states that the crime of
smuggling can be for other purposes (such as family reunification) and does
not require financial gain (Watson 2015, 45).

Individuals and civil society groups providing assistance to migrants at sea
have been prosecuted several times in Europe. The first prosecution of the
personnel of a SAR NGO operating in the Mediterranean took place in 2004,
when personnel from the German NGO Cap Anamur were prosecuted for
abetting illegal immigration, forcing the organization to suspend its activi-
ties (Cusumano 2018b: 388). More prosecutions followed, and other NGOs
suspended their activities, although as at 2020, all the NGOs which had been
investigated had also been acquitted (Cusumano andVilla 2021). NGOs have
not been active in migrant SAR off Australia’s coast, so while they could be
liable for prosecution under existing laws, it is not clear how active the author-
ities would be in prosecuting them or whether they would be able to rely on
the defence of a ‘sudden and extraordinary emergency’ (Ghezelbash et al.
2018: 348–349).

Theprovision of humanitarian assistance on land has also resulted in police
action in several countries. In addition to the examples from France and
Greece discussed in the chapter on the European migrant crisis,13 individual
volunteers providing basic assistance (food, clothes, and shelter) in countries
as diverse as Belgium, Denmark, Switzerland, and Italy have been arrested on
charges of human smuggling (Vandevoordt 2019: 249). In both Australia and
Canada, courts have affirmed that familymembers andNGOs are not exempt
from prosecution for smuggling, and humanitarian actors have been charged
for assisting recognized refugees to access protection in these states (Watson
2015: 45). In the United States, volunteers with grassroots aid organizations
providing support to migrants in southern Arizona have been fined for litter-
ing when leaving supplies of water along known migrant trails and charged
with transporting and conspiring to transport ‘in furtherance of an illegal
presence in the United States’ when driving migrants to a clinic for medical
treatment (Cook 2011: 562). Another volunteer in Arizona was arrested in
2019 and charged with harbouring and conspiracy to transport illegal aliens
after providing water and food to migrants crossing the desert (Oztaskin
2020). Other policies stop short of formal criminalization or prosecution but
create suspicion and social stigmatization, with the effect of intimidating and

13 See ‘Lesvos’ and ‘Calais’ in Chapter 12 on the 2015–2016 European ‘Migrant Crisis’.
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disciplining rescuers (Carrera et al. 2019; Cusumano and Villa 2021). Such
policies include harassment by the police and public statements by officials
suggesting that those providing assistance serve to attract migrants or are
actively collaborating with smugglers and traffickers.

Conclusions

International lawprovides a basis—sometimes a relatively strong basis, some-
times weaker—for humanitarian agencies to respond to humanitarian emer-
gencies aswell as a number of important rights andprotections for the victims
of those emergencies. However, some humanitarian emergencies and needs
are not well addressed in existing legal frameworks such that some people in
need benefit from few protections in international law, and working to sup-
port them sometimes lacks a clear legal basis or is even criminalized. Even
for those categories of person who are well protected on paper, in practice,
the implementation of the law depends in large part on the willingness of
domestic actors to apply and enforce it. Although international enforcement
mechanisms have expanded significantly in recent decades, it remains the
case that the vast majority of victims of humanitarian emergencies have only
very limited possibilities to see their rights enforced.





15
ShiftingParameters of Humanitarian
Emergencies

Individual humanitarian agencies have tended to expand their mandates
over time, incorporating new contexts and issues. In parallel, the sector as
a whole has shifted its parameters such that states of affairs that were pre-
viously not seen to constitute humanitarian emergencies are now seen to
demand a humanitarian response. That is to say, there has been a shift in the
first dimension of humanitarianism’s boundaries, outlined in the introduc-
tion to this part of the book: what constitutes a humanitarian emergency and
hence demands or legitimates a humanitarian response.This chapter explores
four relatively recent shifts in the kinds of contexts or crises that humani-
tarian agencies seek to respond to, linked to protracted crises, urbanization,
humanitarian needs in Europe, and migration. Taking each of these in turn,
the chapter outlines the main debates about whether, and how, humanitar-
ian actors should respond in these contexts and discusses how expanding
the parameters of what constitutes a ‘humanitarian emergency’ is connected
to shifts in other dimensions of humanitarianism’s boundaries, in particular
with regard to goals, principles, and advocacy.

Protracted ‘emergencies’

Crises that endure for several years are not a new phenomenon, but they
account for an increasing share of humanitarian assistance, stretching the
meaning of the label ‘emergency’, which arguably becomes inappropriate as
the time horizon of a crisis situation extends. Thus, the International Com-
mittee of the Red Cross (ICRC), for example, has stopped using the word
‘emergency’ in the title of its annual funding appeals (ICRC 2016: 20). Behind
this semantic question lies a more substantive debate about the kinds of
response that are appropriate or required, and an expansion of the temporal
scope of humanitarian action beyond the emergency present has occurred in
parallel withmoves to incorporate human rights and development discourses
and goals into humanitarian practice. However, it is not clear which change
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is driving the other or whether these two kinds of expansion are mutually
reinforcing.

Protracted crises account for a large proportion of humanitarian fund-
ing and a large part of the work of international humanitarian agencies. In
the six years to 2021, the number of countries with five or more consecu-
tive years ofUnitedNations (UN)-coordinated appeals doubled to thirty-four
(Development Initiatives 2021: 12, 89). Around two-thirds of the ICRC bud-
get is spent on protracted conflicts, and in the countries hosting the ICRC’s
ten largest operations, the ICRC has been present an average of more than
thirty-six years (ICRC 2016: 5). At the end of 2014, it was estimated that
one-third of the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR) caseload (or,
combining the UNHCR and United Nations Relief and Works Agency for
Palestine (UNRWA) caseloads, half of all global refugees) had been in exile
for over ten years (Crawford et al. 2015: 13).1 In almost 90% of the coun-
tries monitored by the International Displacement Monitoring Centre in
2014, some internally displaced persons (IDPs) had been displaced for over
ten years (IDMC 2015: 63). In some cases, as with many Palestinian and
Somali refugees, generations have been born and raised entirely in camps.2

As the length of time that people live in crisis increases, their needs and
priorities often change. For example, in addition to the more immediate and
direct suffering resulting from attacks, deprivation, and displacement, pro-
tracted conflict typically results in the cumulative deterioration of infrastruc-
ture, services, livelihoods, and living conditions (ICRC 2016: 5, 10; Policinski
and Kuzmanovic 2019: 968). Impoverishment can become entrenched, and
protracted conflicts such as those in the Democratic Republic of the Congo,
Syria, Libya, South Sudan, and Somalia have made large numbers of peo-
ple ‘war poor’ (ICRC 2016: 11, 16). The cumulative impact of protracted
crises additionally makes those people living in them especially vulnerable
to new shocks. For example, twenty-five of the thirty-four countries expe-
riencing protracted crises in 2020 were deemed at high or very high risk
of the effects of COVID-19 and, at the same time, had some of the lowest
rates of vaccination against COVID-19 worldwide (Development Initiatives
2021: 17).

Arguably, the ethical duties of those international humanitarian actors
seeking to help people living in crisis also change or increase as crisis becomes
protracted. Where the response to protracted refugee situations is limited to

1 Note that these averages were skewed downwards by large recent displacements from Syria and South
Sudan.

2 For a discussion and critique of camps as a response to (protracted) displacement, see ‘Politics of
camps’ in Chapter 22 in Material Assistance and Direct Service Provision.



Shifting Parameters of Humanitarian Emergencies 269

basic needs, for example, refugees are effectively kept in long-term limbo,
with significant costs in terms of wasted potential and human suffering
(Lindley 2011: 49). Thus, some have argued that it is necessary to think
beyond limited goals of saving lives when crises become protracted (Brun
2016: 400). For Hugo Slim, the ethical responsibilities of aid agencies thicken
the longer they spend alongside any given community, stretching beyond
concern for the present to include things like resilience programming (Slim
2015: 97). According to these perspectives, then, in protracted crises, human-
itarian actors have a moral duty to think beyond keeping people alive to
incorporate considerations of how well they are able to live, not only now but
also in the future. Another perspective focuses on cost effectiveness, exem-
plified in the commitments made at the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit
(WHS). Partly motivated by the costs of providing assistance over years and
decades, the ‘new way of working’ seeks not only to meet people’s immediate
humanitarian needs in protracted crises, but also to reduce those needs so
that assistance is not required in the future (UN Secretary-General 2016: 10).

On the other hand, insofar as humanitarian action is legitimized through
emergency claims (as in the humanitarianization process described in
Chapter 1) or through reference to international humanitarian law (IHL),
it should arguably be minimalist in scope, limited to the most urgent and
important tasks (i.e. keeping people alive and well in the immediate term).
Among other things, emergency claims may allow for the suspension of nor-
mal rules in order to return a state of affairs affected by some sudden or
unexpected occurrence to the status quo ante (Rubenstein 2015). In under-
scoring the urgency and importance of responding to conflict and disasters
(e.g. to save lives under imminent threat) such claims allow for exceptions to
the general rule that interventions are not legitimate without the consent of
the intervened (Barnett 2012: 513). In line with this logic, IHL stipulates that
in contexts of armed conflict, states must not arbitrarily withhold consent for
relief actions that are humanitarian, impartial, and necessary (Akande and
Gillard 2016: 16–20). Where such commodities are lacking, the direct pro-
vision of food, water, medical supplies, clothing, and means of shelter fits
indisputably into the category of necessary relief actions, but whether or not
indirectly contributing to the provision of these goods by reforming systems
or structures can also be considered necessary relief actions is less clear (but
cf. ICRC 2016: 12).

In practice, aid agencies adapt their work to protraction by employing one
or both of two main strategies (instead of, or in addition to, their traditional
care-and-maintenance models of assistance). First, through interventions
focused on affected individuals, households, and communities (including the
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distribution of productive assets, vocational training, and microeconomic
initiatives, grants, and loans), they seek to support sustainable livelihoods
and self-reliance (Crawford et al. 2015: 2; ICRC 2016: 28). Such interventions
have been relatively ineffective, in part because they are often short-term
with an overly technical focus on providing assets or developing skills, and
insufficient consideration of the market viability of the activities such inter-
ventions are intended to stimulate, and the financial services that people (the
displaced, in particular) are able to access (Barbelet and Wake 2017; Craw-
ford et al. 2015). Second, through interventions focused on the structures
that affect those individuals, some agencies seek to build resilient systems.
Thus, the ICRC, for example, designs and maintains urban water supply
infrastructure and upgrades government hospitals, among other system-level
interventions (ICRC 2016: 19, 27).

As these examples illustrate, in responding to protracted crises, the bound-
aries between humanitarian and development work can become blurred.The
ICRC, for example, has explicitly acknowledged that in protracted conflicts
it undertakes ‘activities that would, in peacetime, be understood, in interna-
tional policy terms, as development activities’ (ICRC 2016: 12). However, it
is not clear whether, or how much, structural engagement or development
programming can be incorporated into a response without compromising
humanitarian principles, and in particular the principle of neutrality. The
ICRC seeks to maintain its neutrality by engaging in systems support and
long-term activities only with the humanitarian purpose of meeting essen-
tial needs and not in pursuit of a particular ideology of political and social
change (ICRC 2016: 13). Whatever the intentions of the ICRC, support for
state-owned infrastructure and hospitals can be expected to strengthen the
state in practice. Such unintended consequences are not unique to structural
support projects but may be of greater magnitude than when international
actors provide relief items directly to those in need.3 For many agencies,
the protraction of crises has also led to a more rights-based approach and a
move from attending only to the symptoms of crisis to addressing the causes
(Barnett 2018: 327). Such a move invariably implies a departure from neu-
tral intentions and is likely to be in tension with an impartial needs-based
approach.⁴

3 On unintended consequences of humanitarian action, see ‘Feasibility of apolitical action’ in
Chapter 13 on Politics, Principles, and Humanitarian Action.

⁴ On the merits and risks of incorporating transformative goals into humanitarian response, see
‘Desirability of apolitical action’ in Chapter 13 on Politics, Principles, and Humanitarian Action.
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Urbanization

Over the past ten years, international humanitarian agencies have increas-
ingly turned their attention to urban areas. This follows the ever greater
presence in cities of the people these agencies have traditionally sought to
assist, namely, victims of armed conflicts, disasters, and health crises. This
shift to urban response implies challenges related to identifying ‘beneficia-
ries’, addressing the specific needs arising from city living, and adapting to
the constraints and opportunities of urban environments. The urban turn
also reflects increasing international concern with ‘urban violence’. High
levels of violence in cities which does not meet the IHL thresholds for non-
international armed conflict is now seen bymany international humanitarian
agencies as requiring their response, and that response must be adapted not
only to the specifics of working in urban environments but also to addressing
widespread violence without the support of the IHL framework.

Meeting the needs of their traditional beneficiary populations increasingly
requires humanitarian actors to respond in urban areas. According to the
World Bank, 55% of the world’s population lives in urban areas, and that pro-
portion is expected to increase to nearly 70% by 2050 (World Bank 2020). As
more and more people live in urban areas, so more and more of those who
have traditionally been the objects of humanitarian response can be expected
to be living in urban areas. Furthermore, two factors suggest that the per-
centage of traditional recipients of humanitarian assistance living in urban
areas may be growing at an even faster pace than that of the world’s pop-
ulation as a whole. First, those living in informal settlements in urban areas
may be especially vulnerable to the devastating consequences of disasters and
health crises, as exemplified in the earthquake in Haiti in January 2010 and
the spread of Ebola in Monrovia in 2014 (Fallah et al. 2018; Patrick 2011: 2;
see also ALNAP 2012: 6–8). Second, those displaced by humanitarian crises
increasingly move to urban areas, with best estimates suggesting that at least
60% of refugees lived in urban areas by the end of 2016 (Bradley 2017: 8).
Reliable data on the numbers of internally displaced persons (IDPs) living
in urban areas does not exist, but it is widely believed that the proportion
is increasing, with available information suggesting that it reached around
two-thirds in 2020 (UNHCR 2021a: 27).

Most international humanitarian agencies have far greater experience in
rural settings, and working in urban areas poses an initial challenge in
terms of targeting assistance. Urban populations tend to be diverse and their
needs differentiated such that targeting by geography is relatively ineffective
(ALNAP2012: 9; Cotroneo 2017: 288).The vastmajority of refugees and IDPs
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in urban areas are dispersed in individual accommodation rather than liv-
ing in organized camps. Humanitarian agencies often struggle to get data on
these ‘hidden’ or ‘invisible’ populations to identify who to assist and what
they need, and many displaced persons living in urban areas receive little
or no international assistance (Cotroneo 2017: 303–308; Crisp et al. 2012:
S27–S28; Haysom 2013: 6). The interaction of the protracted and the urban
nature of displacement in many cases generates specific challenges, and the
lack of assistance for those displaced in cities is not just due to difficulties
in identifying beneficiaries. It can also be deliberate, with some munici-
pal or central authorities seeing aid as a pull factor, refusing to accept the
long-term presence of displaced populations in their cities, and resisting ini-
tiatives aimed at assisting, or integrating, the displaced (Crisp et al. 2012: S26;
Haysom 2013: 1; Lindley 2011: 38). UNHCR, for its part, long shared the
assumption held by many states that refugees belong in camps and should be
deterred from settling in urban areas but since the 1990s has adopted a more
proactive approach to assisting the displaced in cities (Crisp et al. 2012: S25;
Lindley 2011: 38).⁵

Whether in the context of disasters occurring in cities or the arrival in
cities of people displaced by emergencies elsewhere, traditional humanitar-
ian response models need adapting to urban environments.⁶ For example,
governance institutions are concentrated in cities such that affected states
more often have the expectation and capacity to lead the response to urban
disasters, and international actors may need to work in a support role
(ALNAP 2012: 9; Cotroneo 2017: 289). As well as liaising with national gov-
ernments, an effective response in urban areas requires that humanitarian
agencies develop relationships with municipal authorities, service providers,
and urban police forces (Crisp et al. 2012: S26). Meeting such basic needs
as shelter and water requires not only a different technical skill set (design-
ing and maintaining urban water infrastructure is a very different task from
drilling bore holes) but also knowledge of institutional, normative, and pol-
icy frameworks regarding complex uses of, inter alia, lend tenure, tenancy,
and housing rights (Cotroneo 2017: 290).

The urban turn in humanitarian action also goes beyond adapting tradi-
tional models to respond to the needs of the victims of conflict, disasters,
and epidemics living in, or displaced to, urban areas. Many of those who
have been displaced to cities live among impoverished, and marginalized
residents, and, while some of their needs and vulnerabilities are specific to
displacement, other needs and vulnerabilities are shared with the broader

⁵ See ‘Politics of camps’ in Chapter 22 on Material Assistance and Direct Service Provision.
⁶ For a handbook on good practice in urban humanitarian response, see Sanderson (2019).
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urban poor population (Bradley 2017: 15–19). They are also often competing
for scarce resources and overburdened services with the host population
(Cotroneo 2017: 300–303). In recognition of this, urban programming by
organizations traditionally mandated to address the needs of the displaced
frequently now also seek to support their host communities, who may not
be victims of a humanitarian emergency. Extending humanitarian assistance
to host communities can be done to ease (potential) tensions between the
displaced and host communities but also reflects an interest in notions of
fairness and equity. It means that, in at least some of this work, humanitar-
ian agencies are not responding to an emergency in the sense of a rupture
from what is normal but rather to a state of affairs that is normal for the host
population. Accordingly, the response is not about returning the situation to
the status quo ante but raising the standard of ‘normal’ and, as such, it looks
a lot more like longer-term development work than the traditional tasks of
providing food and shelter in camps (Crisp et al. 2012: S25).

Aid agencies have also increasingly incorporated ‘urban violence’ outside
armed conflict into their mandates. Violent deaths in conflict now represent
only a fraction of violent deaths worldwide, and the high concentration of
non-conflict collective violence in cities hasmade urban violence a particular
concern, especially in Latin America, which has 8% of the world’s population
and 33% of homicides (Moser and McIlwaine 2006; Muggah and Aguirre
Tobón 2018: 2). In 2017, the five most violent cities in the world (as mea-
sured by homicide rate) were all in Latin America, and each of them had a
homicide rate of around fifty times the global average (Seguridad Justicia y
Paz 2018). In addition to the more general adaptations required for an effec-
tive response in urban areas, working in contexts of violence in which IHL
does not apply, humanitarian organizations lack a clear legal basis for that
response. In the case of the ICRC, whose core mandate is for working in
armed conflicts, where its work is structured by IHL, the move to address
urban violence has involved an expansion of its goals to address not only the
symptoms but also the causes of violence and a move away from strict neu-
trality as it seeks to deter people from joining gangs, for example (Bradley
2020).

Europeanization

Europe is primarily a provider rather than a recipient of international human-
itarian assistance. Many of the largest international humanitarian agencies
were originally created to respond to the fallout of wars in Europe. Several
have their headquarters in Europe, and are, in large part, funded by European
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governments and staffed by European citizens, but for the past several
decades, the focus of their operations has been in Africa, Asia, the Middle
East, and, to a lesser degree, Latin America. In recent years, however, some
international humanitarian agencies have turned their attention to Euro-
pean counties, providing a response—albeit a limited one—to needs arising
there. Since the 1980s, for example, Médecins sans Frontiéres (MSF) and
Médecins duMonde (MDM) have worked to support vulnerable populations
on ‘home’ territory in France through medical aid, socio-legal support, and
public advocacy (Hanrieder and Galesne 2021). Oxfam GB launched a UK
Poverty Programme in the mid-1990s (Pickering-Saqqa 2019). Other inter-
national humanitarian agencies with headquarters in Europe also have some
limited domestic programming. Most recently, with the so-called migrant
crisis in Europe from 2015,⁷ some have responded to large-scale humani-
tarian needs in Europe of the kind more commonly associated with armed
conflicts and refugee or IDP camps in Africa or Asia (Gordon and Larsen
2021: 435; Keen 2021: 10; Sandri 2018: 66).

Many humanitarian agencies seem unsure of their role in Europe, with
decisions to launch operations reached only after extensive internal discus-
sion and debate (del Valle 2016; Hanrieder and Galesne 2021, 1720–1723;
Pickering-Saqqa 2019: 480–481). For some humanitarian actors, the fact
of it being their ‘home’ region implies a stronger obligation to respond to
humanitarian needs in Europe. When MSF was debating launching search-
and-rescue (SAR) missions in the Mediterranean, for example, some staff
felt that they had a special responsibility there, given the weight of MSF’s
reputation and support base in Europe (del Valle 2016: 34). Operating on
home-territory can also be seen as a way to counter the ‘othering’ and neo-
colonialism that characterize a Western humanitarian project focused on
faraway places (del Valle 2016: 34; Pickering-Saqqa 2019: 483–484). For other
actors, the fact that European countries have the wealth and capacity to
meet everyone’s basic needs is reason to leave the response to them. This
was apparently UNHCR’s rationale for not providing material assistance to
migrants living in dire conditions in makeshift camps in northern France
(Hilhorst et al. 2021: 132). Some in MSF argued against launching SAR mis-
sions precisely because states in Europe had the infrastructure and resources
to respond themselves (del Valle 2016: 34). By contrast, for those comfort-
able taking a confrontational stance, the fact that European countries have the
wealth, capacity, and responsibility but are not adequatelymeeting everyone’s

⁷ See Chapter 12 on the 2015–2016 European ‘Migrant Crisis’.
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basic needs is a reason to pressurize the relevant authorities—and a practical
response is often the basis for pressurizing them.

For some humanitarian agencies, decisions about whether or not to
respond to humanitarian needs in Europe may come down to more pro-
saic concerns, given that many of their main funders are the same European
governments whose policies and practices are the primary cause of humani-
tarian need there. In some cases, those governments are actively opposed to
the provision of assistance to the migrants most in need of it, as in northern
France and with SAR operations in theMediterranean.⁸ David Keen suggests
that their dependence on UK government funding might be a factor explain-
ing Oxfam and Save the Children’s absence from Calais, despite the level of
humanitarian need there (Keen 2021: 15). Individual donors provide the vast
majority of MSF’s funding, which likely made it easier to support migrants in
northern France and other European countries and to carry out SAR opera-
tions in the Mediterranean in the face of opposition from several European
authorities.⁹ MSF actually lost some of these individual donors over the SAR
operation but gained others who had never previously supported the agency
(del Valle 2016: 35). While its heavy dependence on donations from private
sources ensured that donor governments could only exert limited pressure on
MSF through their funding decisions, in June 2016, MSF went a step further
and, in protest at EuropeanUnion (EU)migration policies, announced that it
would no longer accept funding from the EU or member state governments
for any of its operations worldwide (MSF 2016).

Compared with their operations elsewhere in the world, advocacy has
played a more central role in the work of international humanitarian agen-
cies in Europe. If European countries have the resources and infrastructure to
respond to everyone’s needs, it is a lack of will, not a lack of ability, that is pre-
venting them from doing so. In this context, humanitarian agencies generally
do not want to substitute for the state, which may facilitate its dereliction of
duty, but rather seek to hold the state to account and convince it to fulfil its
responsibility.1⁰ For many international agencies working in Europe, there-
fore, advocacy has been a central part of their response and often amotivating
factor.11 For example, leaders in bothMSF andMDM see their organizations’

⁸ See ‘Humanitarian response’ in Chapter 12 on the 2015–2016 European ‘Migrant Crisis’.
⁹ For a more general discussion of how donors influence the focus and decisions of operational agen-

cies, see ‘Independence, earmarking, and conditionality’ in Chapter 18 on Donors and the Funding of
Humanitarian Action.

1⁰ On the different ways humanitarian agencies relate to the governments of affected states, see ‘Interna-
tional aid agencies and the governments of affected states’ in Chapter 19 on Government and Civil Society
in Affected States.

11 See ‘Humanitarian response’ in Chapter 12 on the 2015–2016 European ‘Migrant Crisis’.
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efforts to document and bear witness to suffering as especially important in
theirwork in France andhave sought to keep assistance short-term in order to
minimize substitution for the state (Hanrieder and Galesne 2021: 1716). On
its work in Greece, for example, the International Rescue Committee (IRC)
alsomakes explicit reference to the fact that these needs are arising in Europe,
where authorities have the capacity to do better (Phillips 2019: 15).

Debates about humanitarian neutrality arguably also shift when Euro-
pean humanitarian actors are working in Europe—on ‘home’ territory.12 One
argument in favour of neutrality makes the case that unelected and often
unaccountable outsiders should not be deciding what economic, political,
and social goals are pursued. When Europeans are working in their home
countries or region, though, they are not outsiders but citizens. Perhaps
unsurprisingly, then, some MSF workers reported feeling a greater sense of
responsibility to speak out on issues relating to immigration detention in
Europe because this advocacy was targeted towards their ‘home’ societies
(Kotsioni 2016: 55). Linked to its SAR operations in Europe, MSF addi-
tionally goes beyond advocating for authorities to comply with the law (e.g.
regarding the duty to rescue at sea) to demand policy change, in terms of
creating legal migration routes.13 Another argument in favour of neutrality
emphasizes the instrumental role adherence to the principle is expected to
play in generating acceptance and access, especially in armed conflict con-
texts.While there are plenty of examples of humanitarian advocacy in Europe
generating a hostile reaction from the authorities, with a negative impact on
humanitarian response,1⁴ the fact that there is no armed conflict and that
many aid workers hold European citizenship (and so do not need visas and
cannot be expelled) make access less problematic, even when advocating on
contentious issues.

People on themove

Again, partly linked to the arrival of significant numbers of migrants in
Europe,migration has increasingly come to be seen as a state of affairs requir-
ing an international humanitarian response. Whereas refugees in refugee
camps in the global South have long been a central humanitarian concern,

12 For a discussion of the principle of neutrality, see ‘Principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality,
and independence’ in Chapter 13 on Politics, Principles, and Humanitarian Action.

13 See ‘Search and rescue’ in Chapter 12 on the 2015–16 European ‘Migrant Crisis’.
1⁴ See ‘Humanitarian response’ in Chapter 12 on the 2015–2016 European ‘Migrant Crisis’.
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international humanitarian agencies have not historically prioritized refugees
arriving to wealthy countries in the global North or migrants who do not
qualify for international protection as refugees. Over the past ten to fifteen
years, however, that has changed. For example, the ICRC undertook to work
more consistently to alleviate the suffering of vulnerable migrants in 2007,
and then, in 2014, identified migration as an institutional priority in its
2015–2018 Strategy (Bradley 2023). As explored in more detail in Chapter 12
on the 2015–2016 European ‘Migrant Crisis’, some international humani-
tarian agencies have responded by launching SAR missions, working with
detained migrants in European countries, and providing assistance to those
in camps, as in northern France and Greece. The ICRC, IRC, MSF, and oth-
ers provide different kinds of support to detained migrants around the world
(ICRC 2015: 5; Kotsioni 2016: 47; Phillips 2019: 6).

Protecting and assisting people on the move generates challenges and
dilemmas for humanitarian agencies. Much of the migration that requires
a humanitarian response is ‘irregular’—or ‘irregularized’ by the border poli-
cies of states.The principle of impartiality requires the provision of assistance
in proportion to need, but needs do not correspond to bureaucratic labels
and legal statuses. Indeed, undocumented migrants are often vulnerable pre-
cisely because they lack legal status. While UNHCR has a particular mandate
focused on refugees, asylum seekers, and stateless persons, and for which
legal statuses are central, agencies such as the ICRC and MSF explicitly take
an inclusive approach, providing assistance on the basis of needs and vulner-
ability (del Valle 2016: 29; ICRC 2015: 1–2). Even when taking this kind of
approach, however, their work can still be conditioned by these policy cat-
egories. Where migrants have a legal status which affords them particular
rights or protections in international or domestic law (e.g. as a refugee or
asylum seeker), humanitarian agencies can provide legal assistance to help
ensure that they receive the protection to which they are entitled. Insofar as
they make use of these legal categories, however, they risk reinforcing them,
potentially to the detriment of those migrants who do not benefit from a par-
ticular status. For those agencies that see these policy categories as part of the
problem, this implies a dilemma.

Humanitarian actors also face a challenge in working to assist migrants
who fall into the ‘wrong’ policy category without endangering thosemigrants
or coming into conflict with the law themselves. The risk of endangering
migrants is an issue which has arisen in the context of NGO SAR opera-
tions in theMediterranean, with some agencies taking care to avoid collecting
any information that could potentially incriminate migrants, while others
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have shared images with the Italian authorities, including, in at least one
case, that led to the arrest of a migrant identified as the driver of a migrant
boat.1⁵ Even in providingmaterial assistance on land, where interactions with
authorities are more easily avoided, there remains a risk that assisting vulner-
able migrants serves to make those migrants more visible to the authorities,
and in the United States, for example, migrants crossing the Arizona desert
have been arrested at posts where water and other supplies are positioned
(Oztaskin 2020). Moreover, many states have gone so far as to criminal-
ize those who provide assistance to ‘irregular’ migrants, and in a number
of cases, humanitarian actors providing assistance to migrants have been
prosecuted.1⁶

In addition, humanitarian agencies face a dilemma when their efforts to
mitigate harm and relieve suffering serve to facilitate the very policies that are
causing the harm and suffering. This issue arises in all kinds of humanitarian
emergencies but is perhaps especially prominent in the case of migration,
where there is not always some other crisis event (an earthquake, famine,
armed conflict, etc.) driving humanitarian needs. Official policies are amajor
factor in making migration dangerous—and in generating the needs which
humanitarian agencies now seek to address. For example, strict border poli-
cies in Europe and the United States have pushed migrants to undertake
more dangerous journeys (Cook 2011: 569–570; Pécoud 2020). Neglect and
harassment by authorities have led to migrants living in dire conditions, and
immigration detention policies are a further cause of suffering. Humanitar-
ian action to relieve that suffering can facilitate the policies that cause it. By
making the consequences of those policies less awful and allowing authori-
ties to point to the humanitarian response as evidence of their humanity, for
example, it can deflect criticism from authorities. By relieving the authori-
ties of some of their responsibilities, humanitarian actors can also serve to
free up capacity which authorities can use to reinforce the harmful policies.
This dilemma is particularly acute in SAR operations1⁷ and in working with
detained migrants.1⁸

In grapplingwith this dilemma, international humanitarian agencies adopt
a range of different strategies to allow them to respond while minimizing the

1⁵ See ‘Search and rescue’ in Chapter 12 on the 2015–2016 European ‘Migrant Crisis’.
1⁶ See ‘Criminalization of support for migrants’ in Chapter 14 on Law and International Humanitari-

anism.
1⁷ See ‘Search and rescue’ in Chapter 12 on the 2015–2016 European ‘Migrant Crisis’.
1⁸ A whole book could be written to discuss the challenges and dilemmas facing humanitarian agencies

working in places of immigration detention, where they are often additionally constrained from providing
independent, impartial, and quality services. For reflections from within IRC andMSF, see Phillips (2019)
and Kotsioni (2016), respectively.
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extent to which they bolster harmful policies and avoiding becoming com-
plicit in policies they oppose. Often, they seek to avoid normalizing their
assistance role, in which they are effectively substituting for the state. In
detention contexts, in particular, IRC and MSF have made difficult decisions
to provide only minimal services and to refuse to undertake certain activities
(e.g. refusing to repair sanitary infrastructures in detention facilities or pro-
vide tents for shelter)—even when these activities would have improved the
well-being of detainedmigrants (Kotsioni 2016: 50–51; Phillips 2019: 15–19).
With respect to SAR operations and immigration detention especially, but
also in responding to migrants more generally, several humanitarian actors
see advocacy as central (Cusumano 2018b: 393; Cuttitta 2018: 640–641; del
Valle 2016: 27, 37; Kotsioni 2016: 50–51, 53–54; Phillips 2019: 5, 29–34).
Advocacy can serve to reduce (perceptions of) complicity andmay also serve
to induce policy change, though it is not clear how effective it has been in
doing so, which calls into question the appropriateness of speaking out in
settings (e.g. immigration detention) where vocal criticismmay be in tension
with access (Phillips 2019: 30). Dialogue and advocacy can focus on demand-
ing that duty bearers fulfil their duties (to rescue at sea,meet the basic needs of
detained migrants, etc.) or can go further and demand more significant pol-
icy changes (e.g. increasing legal migration routes and ending, or reducing,
immigrant detention). The ICRC favours confidential dialogue with detain-
ing authorities to persuade them to improve the conditions of detention but
at the global level additionally advocates publicly for states to limit their use
of detention for migrants (Bradley 2023). In general, MSF has stopped short
of opposing the practice of immigration detention per se, focusing instead on
improving the conditions of detention, but in relation to its SAR operations,
its advocacy goals are more expansive and include calling on European states
to reform their border policies and increase safe and legal migration routes
(del Valle 2016: 31, 37; Kotsioni 2016: 54).

Conclusions

Just as the parameters of humanitarian emergencies have shifted outward
to encompass states of affairs that were not always deemed to require
an international humanitarian response, so too have the goals of human-
itarian action expanded. In protracted crises and urban humanitarian
response, the scope of humanitarian ambition frequently expands beyond
emergency response to include longer-term transformative goals, including
development and peace-building.Those international humanitarian agencies
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working in Europe and to support migrants have mostly understood advo-
cacy as central to this work and, in many cases, have not only advocated for
states to comply with their obligations in international law or with exist-
ing policies but have also challenged those policies and, in some cases, the
law itself.



16
Nexus Concept

ThefirstWorldHumanitarian Summit (WHS) took place inMay 2016, bring-
ing together ‘representatives of [UN] Member States, non-governmental
organizations, civil society, populations affected by crises, the private sector
and international organizations [. . .] to commit to collectively and individ-
ually reduce the unprecedented level of humanitarian need and suffering
in the world’ (UN Secretary-General 2016: 2). Starting from the fact that
assessed humanitarian need was growing faster than funding for human-
itarian response, it was widely agreed that humanitarian actors needed to
address needsmore efficiently. On the assumption that reducing needs would
be more cost-effective than simply meeting them, a range of actors thus
committed to addressing the causes of humanitarian crises, rather than
just their consequences, and to bringing together humanitarian, develop-
ment, human rights, and peace and security efforts. The WHS endorsed a
New Way of Working (NWoW) which, among other things, seeks to tran-
scend the humanitarian–development divide by embracing the so-called
triple (humanitarian–development–peace) nexus. Later that same year, the
Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework (CRRF), which seeks to oper-
ationalize the humanitarian–development nexus in refugee settings, was
adopted by theUnitedNationsGeneral Assembly (UNGA) as part of theNew
York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants.

The nexus, the NWoW, and the CRRF are the latest in a series of concepts
and agendas since the 1980s that have sought to better connect humanitarian
action, development programming and—in some iterations—conflict resolu-
tion or peacebuilding initiatives. Underlying these concepts and agendas are
multiple rationales. Emergencies are costly and disruptive of development,
while development policy and institutions are often insensitive to the risk of
crises and insufficiently focused on protecting vulnerable households against
risk (Ross et al. 1994: 1). In some cases, humanitarian relief has actively
undermined development, and in others inappropriate development pro-
gramming has caused emergencies (Ross et al. 1994: 3). Thus, it is hoped
that better-designed development aid could help mitigate against emergen-
cies by reducing people’s vulnerability to shocks and that better-designed
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humanitarian aid could contribute to development, or at least provide the
basis for future development work (Macrae andHarmer 2004: 2). At the same
time, underdevelopment often contributes to conflict onset, and relief pro-
gramming can exacerbate and prolong conflict (Anderson 1999; Macrae and
Harmer 2004: 2). Designed differently, it is thus hoped that development
aid could help to prevent conflict and humanitarian relief to contribute to
peacebuilding.

For all the potential synergies between different kinds of international
aid, there are also important differences—and sometimes tensions—between
them. As outlined in the introduction to this part of the book (‘The Bound-
aries of Humanitarianism’), the humanitarian ethic differs from that of
development or human rights work. The differences in ethic correspond
to, among other things, differences in time horizons, principles, and rela-
tions with affected states (Harvey 2009: 22; Lie 2020: 5). Despite the fact that
humanitarian agencies often respond to humanitarian crises overmany years,
their funding and programme cycles tend to be short-term and the legitimacy
of their response linked to emergency claims.1 Conversely, development
work has longer time horizons, with changes in social policy, governance, and
equality expected to take time, and its legitimacy is linked to participatory
approaches. The principle of impartiality—according to which humanitar-
ian aid must be provided in proportion to need, and need alone—is in
marked contrast to many development initiatives, which may be subject to
explicit economic or political conditions. These different kinds of interna-
tional response also vary in terms of how they relate to the states affected by
crisis.2 Humanitarian agencies very often substitute for the state, sometimes
eroding its capacity and its accountability to its population, while a primary
goal of development actors is to strengthen state capacity, and human rights
actors emphasize holding the state to account. Indeed, sometimes, donors
have funded humanitarian relief rather than development in protracted crises
precisely to avoid engaging with states that were belligerents in active conflict
or that were perceived to be repressive, undemocratic, or massively corrupt
(Macrae and Harmer 2004: 3).

This chapter surveys themost prominent of their precursors before explor-
ing the NWoW and the CRRF. The structure of the chapter is loosely
chronological, but the different agendas and initiatives have overlapped both
temporally and conceptually. Broadly speaking, the dominant agenda has

1 See ‘Protracted “emergencies”’ in Chapter 15 on the Shifting Parameters of Humanitarian Emergen-
cies.

2 For a discussion on the different ways humanitarian agencies relate to and engage with affected states,
see ‘International aid agencies and the governments of affected states’ in Chapter 19 on Government and
Civil Society in Affected States.
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shifted from one which promoted efforts to avoid gaps between humanitar-
ian response to crises and subsequent, separate development programming
which started (or restarted) after the crisis was over to one which promotes
humanitarian, development, and sometimes also peace programmes that are
not only simultaneous but also pursue shared goals. However, this general
trend obscures significant differences in terms of which actors were driving,
embracing, or contesting different agendas, and the discussion in this chapter
distinguishes the following actors:

• donors, including multilateral donors, such as the European Union
(EU), and individual donor governments;

• mainstream development actors such as the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD), the United Nations Develop-
ment Programme (UNDP), and the World Bank;

• single-mandate or ‘purely’ humanitarian agencies, who ‘work only with
an emergency humanitarian mission based in international humani-
tarian law and humanitarian principles’, the biggest of which are the
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and Médecins Sans
Frontières (MSF) (Slim and Bradley 2013: 4); and

• multi-mandate agencies, who not only respond to humanitarian crises
but also seek to address broader, longer-term issues of poverty,
human development, and social justice; this category encompasses the
majority of the largest international humanitarian actors, including
United Nations (UN) agencies, such as the United Nations Refugee
Agency (UNHCR) and the World Food Programme (WFP), and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) such as Islamic Relief, Oxfam, Save
the Children, and World Vision (Slim and Bradley 2013: 4).

Whereas the shifting parameters of humanitarian emergencies discussed in
Chapter 15 provoke questions about how far humanitarian actors can, and
should, expand their own goals and activities into what is traditionally con-
sidered development territory, the different concepts and agendas introduced
in this chapter are primarily about coordinating and integrating the work of
humanitarian actors with that of development (and, to some degree, peace)
actors. Coordinating with development actors is widely assumed to be desir-
able, andmost debates about bridging the humanitarian–development divide
focus not on the goal itself but rather on how to achieve it. By contrast,
the integration of humanitarian action with peace-building goals has always
raised concerns with humanitarian actors, although the level of resistance
seems to have reduced over time.
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LinkingRelief, Rehabilitation, andDevelopment (LRRD)

Drawing on disaster practices, the Linking Relief, Rehabilitation and Devel-
opment (LRRD) agenda in the 1980s and 1990s represented an early attempt
by humanitarian actors to tackle the humanitarian–development nexus
(Zetter 2021: 1768). LRRD is an umbrella term which encompasses a mul-
titude of ideas, with some progression over time—broadly speaking from
a sequential model (the ‘relief–development continuum’) to a simultaneous
model (the ‘contiguum’). Sequential models assume that not all development
values can be realized in extremis and that it is appropriate to introduce them
progressively, after the emergency phase is over, while simultaneous mod-
els combine long- and short-term goals and seek to integrate emergency and
development ethics (Slim and Bradley 2013: 6).

Underlying ‘continuum’ thinking was the idea of a linear process in which
crises were temporary shocks to the ‘normal’ development path and neces-
sitated relief, but that through rehabilitation, the status quo ante could be
re-established and progress along the development path resumed (Macrae
andHarmer 2004: 2;Mosel and Levine 2014: 3; Ross et al. 1994: 4). According
to this thinking, LRRDwas primarily about humanitarian actors applying exit
strategies to prepare the ground for, and hand over to, development actors
(IRRC 2019: 1053–1054; Mosel and Levine 2014: 1, 3). The expectation was
that better development interventions could reduce the need for emergency
relief, better relief interventions could contribute to development, and better
rehabilitation efforts could help to link them (Ross et al. 1994: 1). Implicit
in continuum thinking, then, was the idea that relief should serve not only
as a palliative but also as a springboard for recovery and the development of
livelihoods (Macrae and Harmer 2004: 2).

Through the 1990s, the continuum model was gradually replaced by the
idea of a contiguum, which sought to adapt the linear model to conflict-
related crises. Contiguum thinking recognized that different needs may exist
simultaneously and that conflicts and displacement crises were often pro-
tracted and disasters often cyclical, not just temporary shocks to an otherwise
progressive development path (Fan 2013: 1–2; IRRC 2019: 1054; Macrae
and Harmer 2004: 2; Mosel and Levine 2014: 3). Operationally, this shift
in thinking implied a move towards greater collaboration between humani-
tarian and development actors and greater coherence between humanitarian
and development programming (IRRC 2019: 1054). In practice, however, the
linear logic persisted, and substantive changes in aid responses were lim-
ited (Macrae and Harmer 2004: 3; Mosel and Levine 2014: 3). Mainstream
development actors tended to wait for conflict to end before intervening,
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and in many conflict contexts, donors restricted their funding to emergency
response, so it was largely left to themulti-mandated UN agencies andNGOs
whowere driving the LRRD agenda to expandwhat they did under the rubric
of humanitarian assistance (Macrae and Harmer 2004: 3).

Beyond LRRD: The security–development nexus and
whole-of-government approaches

By the early 2000s, political and security goals had firmly entered the
equation, and donor governments and development actors were leading calls
for the integration of different types of aid, while humanitarian actors were
often more reticent. The use of aid in pursuit of political goals has a much
longer history, but donor demands to integrate aid and security policy were
intensified after 9/11, with development actors like the World Bank increas-
ingly engaging in so-called failed and fragile states and donors increasingly
expecting aid to contribute to counter-terror efforts (Macrae and Harmer
2004: 4).

Through the 1990s and 2000s, a number of influential publications pro-
moted thinking about the links between aid, conflict, and security. The
human security agenda set out by UNDP in its 1994 Human Develop-
ment Report shifted emphasis from state security to individual security, with
health, developmental, and environmental threats highlighted aswell asmore
traditional security threats relating to violence (UNDP 1994). OECD and
World Bank publications argued that underdevelopment, poor governance,
and inequality were sources of conflict and that conflict and insecurity were
the primary causes of poverty, generating a so-called poverty trap or conflict
trap in which conflict exacerbates poverty and poverty exacerbates conflict in
a vicious circle (see, e.g. Collier et al. 2003; OECD 1997, 2001). Furthermore,
donor governments and multilateral institutions increasingly framed under-
development in the global South as a security problem for the global North,
especially after 9/11. According to this thinking, poverty, underdevelopment,
and state fragility were driving international migration and international
terrorism (Waddell 2006: 537–538). While development was understood as
necessary for reducing conflict and countering terrorism, success in these
endeavours was also presumed to require more systematic linkage between
‘hard’ and ‘soft’ measures (Macrae and Harmer 2004: 4).

In policy terms, these ideas about the security–development nexus had
two principal implications. First, mainstream development actors began to
engage extensively in conflict-affected, ‘fragile’, and ‘failed’ states, seeking not



286 The Politics and Everyday Practice of International Humanitarianism

only to contribute to economic development and poverty reduction but also
to the reduction of violent conflict. Crises were no longer seen as tempo-
rary shocks, so development actors could not simply wait for the ‘normal’
development path to be re-established. Instead, development actors sought
to sustain effective engagement in difficult environments, promoting polit-
ical transformation in ‘poorly performing’ countries (Macrae and Harmer
2004: 6). Humanitarian and development programming were to be under-
taken simultaneously as per the contiguum idea. Second, donors advocated
whole-of-government approaches with an emphasis on coherence across dif-
ferent government departments (in both donor and partner countries) and
integration of different policy agendas—specifically the 3 Ds of defence,
diplomacy, and development. In this context, development was generally
understood as including awide range of civilian actors, with those driving the
security–development nexus agenda not always cognizant of mandate differ-
ences and so undermining important differences between humanitarian and
development aid (Lie 2020: 3–4). Stabilization efforts emerged as an impor-
tant part of this agenda. US-led missions in Afghanistan and Iraq are the best
known, but stabilization discourses and practices also took root at the UN
(e.g. with respect to UN peacekeeping missions in the Democratic Republic
of the Congo and Haiti) and were employed by national governments as part
of counter-insurgency campaigns, for example, in Colombia and Sri Lanka
(Collinson et al. 2010: 5–7).3

The integration of security, development, and humanitarian program-
ming was very much a donor-driven agenda, with varying levels of support,
concern, or resistance coming from different development and humani-
tarian actors. While the main multilateral development actors were largely
on board, some voices within the development sector were concerned that
poverty reduction was being undermined as development was instrumen-
talized in the ‘war on terror’ (Waddell 2006: 532, 538). In humanitarian
circles, there was considerable and widespread—if not entirely consistent or
universal—concern about the integration of civilian and military forms of
intervention and the implications of this for the ability of aid agencies to reach
affected populations and of the vulnerable to access protection and assistance
(Collinson et al. 2010). When it came to contributing to stabilization efforts
in Afghanistan, for example, different humanitarian agencies had different
stances, and in many cases, their stances shifted over time. Immediately after
the overthrow of the Taliban, when many believed peace was within grasp

3 See ‘National militaries of affected states’ and ‘International military forces’ in Chapter 20 on Armed
Actors.
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and donors were promoting a development and reconstruction agenda, sev-
eral humanitarian agencies were unconcerned about working as part of an
integrated approach, but as the intensity of conflict increased, many sought
to distance themselves.⁴

Disaster risk reduction and ‘building back better’

In parallel, new thinking and buzzwords emerged with regard to disas-
ters. While many of the events that trigger disasters—including earthquakes,
droughts, and floods—may be impossible to prevent, at least in the short and
medium term, the extent of disaster is determined by vulnerability and by
local and national capacity to respond.⁵ Disaster risk reduction (DRR) and
the commitment to ‘build back better’ (BBB) are primarily aimed at reduc-
ing vulnerability and strengthening capacity—although DRR has mostly
been used with a technical focus, and the ‘better’ in BBB commitments is
ambiguous and leaves space for widely-varying interpretations.

In 1987, the UNGA proclaimed the 1990s as the International Decade
of DRR, and the Yokohama Strategy and Plan of Action for a Safer World:
Guidelines for Natural Disaster Prevention was adopted in 1994 (IDNDR
1994; IFRC 2007: 55;).These initiatives were, as their names suggest, centrally
concerned with preventing disasters. Thus, the Yokohama text, for example,
argues that a response-only approach is inefficient and calls for prevention,
mitigation, and preparedness to be prioritized instead (IDNDR 1994). The
DRR concept gained increased prominence in the aftermath of the 2004
Indian Ocean tsunami and the 2005 Hyogo Framework for Action and with
increasing recognition of the likelihood of greater numbers of disasters linked
to climate change (Mosel and Levine 2014: 5). Building on the 1994 Yoko-
hama Strategy, the Hyogo Framework set out DRR priorities for 2005–2015
and the Sendai Framework did the same for 2015–2030.

DRR does not solely (or even primarily) take place as part of disaster
response, and the DRR agenda is not, for the most part, driven or imple-
mented by humanitarian actors. While mostly not driven by development
actors either, Yokohama, Hyogo, and Sendai all called on donor governments
to provide funding for disaster prevention and on development actors to
incorporateDRR inro their programming. In linewith a developmental ethic,
there is significant emphasis on strengthening national capacities. However,

⁴ See ‘Integration and coordination’ and ‘Instrumentalization of aid by military actors’ in Chapter 6 on
Afghanistan, 2001–2014.

⁵ See ‘Crises in the contemporary world’ in Chapter 1 on Humanitarian Emergencies.
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and despite the fact that the DRR agenda is underpinned by recognition of
the fact that societal conditions are a major determinant of disasters, DRR
has tended to focus on technical solutions, with less attention to the politi-
cal, economic, and social factors underlying vulnerability (Mosel and Levine
2014: 5). The Yokohama, Hyogo, and Sendai initiatives have little or noth-
ing to say about conflict-affected countries, but some donors began to talk
aboutDRRor disaster resilience in conflict settings in around 2012, and some
recent research highlights the high incidence of disasters in conflict-affected
countries and seeks to understand how, and to what extent, DRR program-
ming is implemented in such contexts (Mena and Hilhorst 2021; Mosel and
Levine 2014: 5).

BBB was the mantra of the international responses to the 2004 Indian
Ocean tsunami and the 2010 earthquake in Haiti. The basic rationale is that
a disaster can provide an opportunity for development, particularly when it
attracts significant external assistance.With funding and international exper-
tise, so the logic goes, it should be possible to do more than simply save
lives—and, indeed, more than simply re-establish the status quo ante. While
the terminology might be relatively new, the basic idea is not—and nor is
it necessarily limited to disasters. Nonetheless, the BBB agenda gained par-
ticular prominence after the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami and again after the
2010 earthquake in Haiti, and the language of BBB is used in the discussion
of disaster response in the Sendai Framework.

In practice, there are three broad BBB approaches. First, in some contexts
international agencies repackage existing programming as BBB activities.
This was the case in Myanmar after Cyclone Nargis, for example, where
some agencies explicitly used the language of BBB to describe activities
that would previously have been classified as sustainable livelihoods pro-
gramming (Fan 2013: 16). Second, in what is perhaps the most common
approach adopted by international actors under the rubric of BBB, technical
rather than political fixes are favoured, and ‘better’ is interpreted narrowly to
mean something more like ‘safer’. This implies activities such as construct-
ing earthquake-resistant housing or distributing drought-resistant seeds. In
this sense, BBB—or BBS, as some have argued would be a better name for it
(Kennedy et al. 2008)—essentially implies incorporating DRR into disaster
response. Third, BBB sometimes goes beyond rehabilitation of better/safer
assets and infrastructure to include more transformative structural changes
in economic, social, or political relations. This was the case with the nation-
ally led tsunami response in Aceh, for example, where the Rehabilitation
and Reconstruction Agency of Aceh-Nias saw an opportunity to pursue such
goals as poverty reduction, gender equality, and peace (Fan 2013: 16–17).
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BBB raises a number of issues for humanitarian actors, beginning with the
question of who is to decide what ‘better’ means. Even if its application is
limited to assets and infrastructure, different actors have different priorities,
and different priorities imply different responses. In relation to the shelter
response in Aceh after the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, for example, con-
cerns about safety, durability, sustainability, modernity, and aesthetics pulled
in different directions in terms of the materials for house building (Kennedy
et al. 2008: 27). Furthermore, when resources are limited and the money for
one earthquake-resistant home could build ten or twenty homes that meet
people’s immediate need for a roof over their heads but could be death traps
if or when another earthquake strikes, it is not immediately obvious which
option is ‘better’ (Fan 2013: 2). Moreover, BBB is arguably most meaningful
when it goes beyond infrastructure and asset replacement to address social
and political factors and focus on transforming power relations in society
(Fan 2013: 25).

Thesemore expansive goals do not alignwell with humanitarian principles,
timelines, and skill sets. While the pursuit of transformative goals may be
comfortable for so-called new humanitarians, it is less so for classical human-
itarians.⁶ There are concerns about BBB distracting attention and resources
from urgent life-saving humanitarian priorities in an emergency and exploit-
ing people’s vulnerability in the aftermath of a disaster to drive social change
(Fan 2013: 2, 26–27). With their top-down approaches, short time horizons,
and tendency to work around rather than with the state, humanitarian agen-
cies are generally also poorly equipped to address wider social and political
issues, which most agree require longer-term, participatory approaches with
significant state involvement. It is probably no coincidence that in Aceh,
where BBB efforts contributed significantly to societal changes, they were led
by national, not international, actors. Less ambitious goals are, by definition,
more achievable, and humanitarian skill sets may bemore suited to a techno-
cratic approach focused on assets and infrastructure. However, responses to
the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami and the 2010 earthquake in Haiti highlight
the importance of land tenure and market conditions and the poor capacity
of international humanitarian agencies to address such issues, suggesting that
the ability of humanitarians to achieve even a more limited version of BBB is
questionable.⁷

⁶ See ‘Desirability of apolitical action’ in Chapter 13 on Politics, Principles, and Humanitarian
Action.

⁷ See ‘Recovery and rehabilitation’ in Chapter 7 on the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami and ‘Recovery and
rehabilitation’ in Chapter 9 on the Haiti Earthquake, 2010.
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Resilience

The concept of resilience brings together thinking about disasters and DRR,
thinking about protracted conflicts and displacement situations, and recog-
nition of the effects of climate change on lives and livelihoods. As early as
the 1990s, when the trend was for LRRD, resilience was deemed key, but
resilience discourses and programming gained renewed prominence in the
2000s (Hilhorst 2018: 5; Ross et al. 1994: 3, 8). The sub-title of the 2005
Hyogo Framework, for example, is ‘Building the Resilience of Nations and
Communities to Disasters’. Resilience approaches have also been promoted
in displacement crises, and building resilient systems is emphasized as a way
to save lives continually throughout protracted conflict (Bailey and Barbelet
2014; ICRC 2016).

Resilience programming moves away from treating crises as exceptions,
instead accepting them as normal and seeking to create conditions in which
individuals, families, communities, cities, systems, and states can withstand
or adapt to shocks and disaster (Hilhorst 2018: 6; Jaspars 2021; Slim and
Bradley 2013: 7). It aims to bring together humanitarian and development
actors, in pursuit of a single ethical goal, and in this sense is closely related
to LRRD thinking (Mosel and Levine 2014: 4; Slim and Bradley 2013: 7).
Whereas LRRD focuses on the links between different kinds of international
aid, however, resilience discourses shift the focus to crisis-affected people,
ascribing them agency to govern and enable their own survival (Hilhorst
2018: 6; IRRC 2019: 1054–1055; Mosel and Levine 2014: 5). In addition, the
concept of resilience is seen as a way to bring climate change adaptation into
mainstream development practice (Levine et al. 2012b: 1).

The rationales underlying resilience thinking involve questionable assump-
tions about the cost-effectiveness of resilience programming and the rela-
tionship between resilience and migration. Investment in building resilience,
which takes into account people’s ability to respond, adapt, and bounce back,
is widely assumed to be more effective and cost-efficient than the direct pro-
vision of humanitarian relief (Fan 2013: 25; Hilhorst 2018: 5; ICRC 2016:
28). However, credible evidence of the impact of resilience programming
on future humanitarian needs and costs is yet to be produced (Fan 2013:
25; Mosel and Levine 2014: 5). Resilience is also promoted by some actors,
including the European Commission, as a means to reduce people’s propen-
sity to migrate (Jaspars 2021: 205). However, the logic underpinning this
rationale may also be flawed in that the factors shaping migration decisions
are multiple and complex, and it is not clear that people migrate to Europe
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due to lack of resilience—indeed, migration can itself be a way of adapting to
or withstanding crisis (Jaspars 2021: 205).

While resilience has become something of a buzzword, it can mean a
range of different things in practice, depending on whether it is primarily
about withstanding shocks or adapting to them and whose resilience is being
built. Resilience programming can be directed at people in crises as well as
those vulnerable to crises, and there is a significant difference between build-
ing resilience to crisis (i.e. to withstand shocks and disasters) and building
resilience within the context of crisis (i.e. to adapt to shocks and disasters).
DRR approaches are primarily concerned with the former, but some human-
itarian actors emphasize that they are focused on the latter. For example,
the ICRC, with its focus on conflict and violence, would not seek to pre-
vent displacement where that is a survival strategy but rather would seek to
support displaced people to become resilient in their new situation (IRRC
2019: 1056). Resilience programming can also be directed at different actors
or units of analysis, including individuals, communities, and systems—and
the resilience of some actors may be in tension with the resilience of others.
For example, a resilient community may obscure the vulnerability of individ-
uals within it, and a resilient system is not necessarily a progressive system.
A social system that is hierarchical, unequal, and exploitative can be highly
resilient, and its resiliencemay thus increase rather than reduce suffering over
time (Pain and Levine 2012: 8).

Critiques of resilience fall into two broad categories. First, there are those
that question the adequacy of the conceptualization, theory, and evidence
underpinning resilience frameworks (Levine et al. 2012b: 2). For example,
the term ‘resilience’ is often used descriptively rather than analytically, and
neither the drivers of resilience nor the individual-level outcomes are well
theorized or understood (Pain and Levine 2012: 6–7). A second set of
critiques highlights the ways in which resilience discourse and program-
ming can serve to obscure the causes of crisis, shift responsibility to vic-
tims, and justify a lack of assistance for them. Resilience programming,
much like classical humanitarianism,⁸ does not seek to address the causes
of crisis (Jaspars 2021: 201, 204). Unlike classical approaches, however,
resilience thinking treats crises as normal. On the one hand, this reflects
recognition of the empirical fact that many crises are protracted or cycli-
cal. On the other hand, it sends a message that people must accept and

⁸ On classical humanitarianism, see ‘Desirability of apolitical action’ in Chapter 13 on Politics, Princi-
ples, and Humanitarian Action.
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adapt to crises and excuses national and international inaction to address
their causes. Resilience approaches thus transfer responsibility for recov-
ery to crisis-affected populations, overshadowing the responsibility of those
who are creating humanitarian needs in the first place and the responsi-
bility of the state to protect the population (Hilhorst 2018: 6; IRRC 2019:
1055; Jaspars 2021: 204–205). Resilience approaches may also reduce assis-
tance to vulnerable populations. This can occur due to a shift of finan-
cial resources away from emergency response to resilience programming
or because transferring responsibility to crisis-affected populations serves
to justify not providing them with assistance (IRRC 2019: 1055; Jaspars
2021: 203–204, 206–207). A decision not to provide direct assistance can
be framed in terms of avoiding aid dependency and ensuring the sustain-
ability of humanitarian response (ICRC 2016: 24; Jaspars 2021: 203–204).
Resilience-orientated approaches also tend to imply deep work on sys-
tems, which may jeopardize humanitarian principles, especially in armed
conflict contexts, where the strengthening of political and economic struc-
tures may advantage one side against another (IRRC 2019: 1055; Slim and
Bradley 2013: 7).

TheNewWayofWorking and the Comprehensive
RefugeeResponse Framework

Following the unanimous adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) by UN member states in 2015, the UN Secretary-General launched
two initiatives which, among other things, sought to bring together different
types of international aid to create more effective, efficient, and sustain-
able responses to humanitarian crises: the NWoW and the CRRF. The 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development included a commitment to ‘leave no
one behind’ and made specific references to humanitarian emergencies in
what has been described as a common results framework in which human-
itarian and development actors can work together (ICVA 2017a: 2). Less
than a year later, at the WHS in Istanbul in May 2016, a range of different
actors committed to the NWoW, which is grounded in thinking about the
humanitarian–development–peace nexus. The NWoW and the triple nexus
are part of an agenda that has been largely driven by the UN secretariat but
with wide buy-in from both development and humanitarian actors. Then, at
the UN High-Level Meeting on Addressing Large Movements of Refugees
and Migrants in New York in September 2016, member states adopted the
CRRF, which then became an integral part of the 2018 Global Compact
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on Refugees. The CRRF is intended to serve as a template for addressing
the humanitarian–development nexus, which can be applied in concrete
situations of large-scale movements of refugees.

The notion of the triple nexus has been embraced by a range of actors
in recent years. On the humanitarian side, some principled agencies have
cautiously adopted nexus thinking and appear broadly supportive of the
SDGs. For example, the ICRC is engaged in long-term, ‘deeper’ inter-
ventions focused on structures and systems, concerned with sustainable
impact, increasingly rejecting a clear distinction between relief and devel-
opment programming and financing, and open to collaboration with peace
and development actors (Carbonnier 2018b; ICRC 2016: 4, 20; IRRC 2019:
1060; Policinski and Kuzmanovic 2019: 970). At the same time, mainstream
development actors are increasingly active in conflict and fragile settings,
discussing the nexus concept, and committing to strengthening coherence
between humanitarian, development, and peace efforts. UNDP is taking a
lead in advancing the NWoW, and both the OECD and the World Bank
are engaging explicitly with the NWoW and the triple nexus (ICVA 2017a:
4; OECD 2022; World Bank n.d.). Notwithstanding some complaints from
NGOs that they have been excluded from many of the fora in which the
NWoW is being discussed, it has brought a bigger range of actors to the
table than previous efforts to achieve coherence across different kinds of
international aid (ICVA 2017a: 7; IRRC 2019: 1054; Zetter 2021: 1769).

The NWoW also includes greater specification at the level of implemen-
tation, as compared with previous efforts to reduce tensions and increase
synergies between humanitarian, development, and peace-building fields of
practice. Implementation is to be structured around collective outcomes,
where a collective outcome is a quantifiable andmeasurable result that devel-
opment, humanitarian, and other relevant actors collectively agree they want
to achieve over a three–five-year time frame, and to which each should
contribute specific interventions, according to their comparative advantage
(ICVA 2017a: 1; UN OCHA 2017: 7–8). Collective outcomes should reduce
needs, risk, and vulnerability and increase resilience, and financing is linked
to collective outcomes rather than specific interventions (ICVA 2017a: 1).
Strong national and local ownership of collective outcomes is seem as central
to sustainably reducing need, risk, and vulnerability (UN OCHA 2017: 7).
At the same time, however, the NWoW underscores the need for humanitar-
ian actors to adhere to the principles of humanitarian action and recognizes
that, in some contexts, the pursuit of development goals may not be feasible
and national priorities may be in tension with impartial humanitarian action
(ICVA 2017a: 1).



294 The Politics and Everyday Practice of International Humanitarianism

The CRRF likewise builds on previous efforts to addressing the
humanitarian–development nexus, incorporating a wider variety of actors
and specifying a more concrete map or template for implementation.
Each application of the CRRF in practice is intended to include multiple
stakeholders—including the private-sector, faith-based groups and develop-
ment and humanitarian actors—and may devolve significant power to local
authorities and seek to promote refugee self-reliance and refugee participa-
tion. It aims for coherence between short-term emergency assistance and
sustainable, resilience-building development that focuses on self-reliance for
refugees and their host communities (Zetter 2021: 1769, 1771). The goals of
the CRRF and the 2018 Global Compact on Refugees include taking pressure
off host states and addressing refugee livelihoods needs in sustainable ways
(Sharpe 2018: 707). Just as preventing migration is often a goal of resilience
programming, so the humanitarian–development nexus in general, and the
CRRF in particular, additionally have the goal of containing refugees in their
regions of origin, even if discussion of these initiatives does not always state
this so frankly (Zetter 2021: 1769).

It remains to be seen whether the nexus approach, as embodied in the
NWoW and the CRRF, will achieve significantly more than its predeces-
sors. Certainly, the CRRF is one of the most advanced statements of the
humanitarian–development nexus with respect to displacement, and the
operationalization of the humanitarian–development–peace nexus as part
of the NWoW also provides a much more concrete framework for coordi-
nation and collaboration between different aid actors than previous efforts
to transcend the divide(s) between them. However, insofar as humanitar-
ian actors are committed to principled humanitarian action, the scope of
their involvement in nexus programming is necessarily limited, especially in
conflict contexts.

Even in displacement contexts, in practice, the understanding of develop-
ment at the heart of the nexus approach is very narrow, focused largely on
employment-generation strategies, requiring host states to open their labour
markets to refugees, development actors to help with minimal infrastruc-
ture provision, and the private sector to create jobs and engage with refugees
as consumers and producers (Zetter 2021: 1775). Cash transfer program-
ming, which has been widely embraced by humanitarian actors, accounts for
a small but growing proportion of humanitarian response⁹ and is often seen
as central to development-led response, turning recipients into consumers,
and potentially also producers, through microfinance (Zetter 2021: 1772).

⁹ See ‘Cash and voucher assistance’ in Chapter 22 on Material Assistance and Direct Service Provision.
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This is development more as technocratic fixes or focused on the individual
than as structural change.

The triple nexus approach in the NWoW is also limited both because
the collective outcomes around which it is structured must be measurable
and quantifiable and because many of the more transformative peace- and
development-related goals would be in tension with humanitarian principles
and approaches. Progress in achieving many of the most important human-
itarian goals may not be easily quantifiable. Standard-setting regulation
mechanisms for humanitarian action have been criticized for being overly
technical and focused on quantitative measures in such a way that they risk
undermining the humanitarian ethic, often coming at the expense of address-
ing more difficult ethical dilemmas and easily sidelining non-quantifiable
aspects of humanitarian response such as solidarity and witnessing (Terry
2000). A similar criticism can be levelled at the collective outcomes approach
of the NWoW; insisting on quantifiable outcomes not only limits the kind
of goals that can be pursued under this approach but also risks diverting
resources and attention from goals that are equally or more important but
not (easily) quantifiable. Furthermore, the NWoW is explicit that it must
be context-specific and always respect humanitarian principles, yet it is not
clear how far principled humanitarian action can contribute to preventing
and reducing, rather than simply meeting, need.

Finally, many of the risks and critiques identified with respect to previous
attempts to integrate humanitarian, development, and conflict-prevention
or reduction activities are equally applicable to these latest initiatives. For
example, several actors have raised concerns that a focus on development
and peace-building outcomes might reduce visibility for rights- and needs-
based humanitarian priorities, with resources directed to long-term goals
at the expense of meeting immediate needs (ICVA 2017a: 6; IRRC 2019:
1058). There is also a risk that the coordinated pursuit of collective out-
comes will compromise impartial, neutral, and independent humanitarian
action. Development is usually coordinated with national governments, and
in armed conflict contexts those governments are often parties to conflict,
such that working to support the government threatens humanitarian neu-
trality.1⁰ If humanitarian actors are associated with the government, this
can also undermine their ability to engage with opposition groups, which
can, in turn, undermine their access to territory and their ability to provide
assistance impartially.

1⁰ On the different ways humanitarian agencies can, and do, engage with the governments, see ‘Interna-
tional aid agencies and the governments of affected states’ in Chapter 19 on Government and Civil Society
in Affected States.
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Conclusions

The fact that attempts to address the interconnectedness of humanitarian-,
peace- and development-related needs and responses have gone through so
many iterations suggests that success in such endeavours is elusive and the
challenges persistent (Fan 2013: 1;Mosel and Levine 2014: 4).While themost
recent iterations—in particular, the NWoW and the CRRF—have achieved
wider buy-in and been more thoroughly institutionalized than many prior
attempts, it remains to be seen how far they achieve their goals. Insofar as
humanitarian actors retain their commitments to impartiality, neutrality, and
independence, it is difficult to see how they can make a significant contri-
bution to the kinds of structural change usually required for development
and peace-building. On paper, these initiatives seek to reconcile principled
humanitarian action with the pursuit of transformative goals, but in prac-
tice, it may be that the different actors involved will only be able to agree on
limited development goals and technocratic means to achieve them.
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AGENTS AND ACTORS





Introduction toPart III
Humanitarian Engagement with Other Actors

We cannot fully understand the politics and practice of international human-
itarianism without taking into account a wide variety of actors. This third
part of the book thus looks beyond the operational international agencies
that are the main focus of the book as a whole and turns its attention to
other actors with important impacts on humanitarian needs, responses, and
outcomes: the media and celebrities (Chapter 17); donors (Chapter 18); gov-
ernments and civil society in affected states (Chapter 19); and armed actors,
including national and international militaries as well as non-state armed
groups (Chapter 20). Each chapter examines the roles of these different types
of actors in shaping humanitarian outcomes, their impact on international
humanitarian response, and the ways in which international humanitarian
agencies engage with them.

International media, celebrities, and donors can all influence the scale and
focus of humanitarian response.Media and celebrities have an agenda-setting
role, through which they help determine which humanitarian emergencies
feature on the global agenda, and an agenda-framing role throughwhich they
help shape how those emergencies are understood and responded to. Their
attention is consequential, but they do not always focus on the most severe
emergencies, and they have a tendency to oversimplify and depoliticize those
that they do focus on. A small number of donor governments provide a large
majority of the funding for international humanitarian action and, hence,
also play an important role in shaping the humanitarian agenda. While the
level of need is amajor factor in determining how they allocate their funding,
it is often not the only factor.Through these different roles, themedia, celebri-
ties, and donors can have an impact on the size and nature of humanitarian
responses around the world.

The governments of affected states and a range of armed and civilian actors
also have important impacts on humanitarian response and outcomes.While
a humanitarian emergency may mean that the state needs external assis-
tance, it does not necessarily mean that the state cannot play a central role
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in the response. Civil society in affected states also plays a significant role in
responding to humanitarian emergencies, yet—much like the state itself—
is often sidelined by international responders. The localization agenda has
emergedwith the goal of transferring power and resources from international
actors to national and local actors, but progress in implementation has so
far been mixed. The conduct of armed actors—both state or non-state—is
probably the most significant factor determining the ability of humanitarian
agencies to reach those in need of protection and assistance. Armed actors
can also have a direct effect on humanitarian outcomes—either negative, by
increasing the insecurity of the population, or positive by providing relief
assistance or protecting the population from threats posed by others.

The decisions and behaviour of these different actors, and hence their
impact on humanitarian response and outcomes, are often treated as if
they were determined independently of operational humanitarian agen-
cies, but the chapters in this part of the book show that influence runs in
both directions. For example, international media and celebrities are very
often dependent on operational humanitarian agencies for information about
what stories to cover and for logistical support with site visits. Sometimes,
humanitarian agencies also produce news coverage directly and launch their
own publicity campaigns, which can trigger further media coverage and
celebrity engagement. Likewise, while donors have significant influence on
operational humanitarian agencies, this relationship is not completely uni-
directional. By lobbying donors directly or launching global campaigns, the
agencies can have an impact on donor funding decisions.

Governments and armed actors in affected states may control access to
territory, but different international humanitarian agencies gain different
levels of access, presence, and acceptance as a result of different methods,
reputations, and attitudes. Operational space should be understood not as
something that is exogenously determined but rather as something that must
be proactively created by humanitarian agencies. Humanitarian actors must
engage not only with the civilian agencies of affected states but also—in
armed conflict contexts at least—with a range of armed actors in order to
get acceptance for their work and to negotiate access. Beyond gaining access
and acceptance, humanitarian actors can work to persuade governments and
armed actors to comply with humanitarian and human rights norms more
broadly. Ignoring any of these actors, or trying to work around them, is gen-
erally not conducive to achieving the best possible humanitarian outcomes.
Instead of asking whether or not they should engage with the different actors
who have a bearing on humanitarian response and outcomes, international
humanitarian agencies need to ask how they can best engage with them.
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The ways that humanitarian agencies engage with governments, local and
national civil society, and armed actors vary depending on the agency in
question and on the context in which they are operating. Different ways
of relating to the state correspond more to humanitarian, development, or
human rights modus operandi, and the attitudes of humanitarian agencies
to other actors is linked to where they position themselves in the bound-
ary debates.1 Those humanitarian actors who embrace a more expansive
humanitarianism, with space for the pursuit of transformative goals and
less concern for independence and neutrality, are sometimes more open to
working closely with political and military actors, although this depends on
the specifics of the context and the political and military actors involved.
Taking the essence of the localization agenda seriously means not only chan-
nelling resources directly to local actors but also shifting power—including
the power to define priorities and goals—from the international to the local
level. Some analysts continue to criticize expanded goals and moves away
from independence and neutrality, and many more continue to see a role for
limited and strictly principled humanitarian response. However, there is a
growing consensus that there is space—and a need—for multiple approaches
to assisting people in humanitarian crises and that themost appropriate com-
bination of approaches in any given contexts depends on the nature of the
crisis and the needs arising from it.

1 See the Introduction to Part II on ‘The Boundaries of Humanitarianism’.





17
Media andCelebrities

The media and celebrities play significant roles in setting and framing the
humanitarian agenda. Without their spotlighting of any given humanitar-
ian emergency, the global public would mostly know little or nothing about
it. Furthermore, the story they tell about any given emergency plays a part
in how the wider public, and sometimes also politicians and policymak-
ers, understand and respond to it. The way that media and celebrities tend
to frame emergencies through simple, often depoliticizing, narratives that
obscure complexity serves to inspire compassion, but those same frames call
for a response grounded in charity and consumption rather than solidarity
or justice.

Television-centred media coverage has facilitated celebrity humanitarian
engagement and, more generally, the massive expansion of the humanitarian
sector (Müller 2013a: 61–62). Between November 1984 and September 1986,
celebrity-led Band Aid (and subsequently Live Aid) not only raised an enor-
mous USD 110 million but also pressured Western governments to donate
more and established itself as an independent operational charity to provide
relief to victims of famine in Ethiopia.1 Since Band Aid, there has been con-
tinuous high-profile celebrity engagement with humanitarian emergencies
and responses (Müller 2013b: 470).

Celebrities performs site visits in the global South, and act as witnesses,
fundraisers, activists, and diplomats in the global North (Richey and Budabin
2016: 2). The roles different celebrities play are often gendered. For example,
Angelina Jolie and Madonna, like Audrey Hepburn, Mia Farrow, and oth-
ers before them, are known for their engagement with children and women
in crisis contexts and emphasize empathy, emotions, and their experience as
mothers (Kapoor 2013: 17; Repo and Yrjölä 2011: 45, 49; Richey and Bud-
abin 2016: 13). By contrast, Bono, Bob Geldof, George Clooney, and Ben
Affleck are business-like in their engagement and operate at the centre of the
world political stage (Kapoor 2013: 17; Repo and Yrjölä 2011: 45, 49; Richey
and Budabin 2016: 14–15). All aim to mobilize compassion and donations or

1 See ‘Celebrity humanitarianism’ in Chapter 3 on Drought and Famine in Ethiopia, 1983–1985.
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purchases to fund humanitarian response, and those operating on the world
political stage often also advocate particular policy responses.

Setting the agenda

Media coverage and celebrity engagement can have a significant impact on
the level of public attention and funds a cause attracts. The general public
in distant countries will usually not know about a humanitarian emergency
unless they are told about it by some intermediary, whether on traditional or
social media. Celebrities can amplify the message about an emergency not
only by increasing the volume of coverage but also by reaching segments of
the public who may not be avid consumers of traditional news media. While
they play an important role in raising awareness of particular emergencies,
celebrities are not elected—this is ‘undemocratic agenda setting’ (Richey and
Budabin 2016: 2). Furthermore, in focusing on particular causes, both the
media and celebrities may inadvertently detract attention from other, equally
important and urgent causes. To the extent that they are influential in setting
the humanitarian agenda, then, it is important to understand what influences
which emergencies they cover and which causes they promote.

Media coverage can be important in generating interest among public
audiences in the global North, encouraging donations from individuals and
driving responses from their governments.The so-called CNN effect refers to
the idea that the media, especially television news, have decisive influence on
political leaders and the foreign policy agendas of Western states (Robinson
1999). Real-time news coverage of distant suffering is expected to stimulate
public demands to ‘do something’ which, in turn, places pressure on pol-
icymakers to offer some response to that suffering (Scott et al. 2022: 170).
Dramatic media coverage from countries affected by the 2004 Indian Ocean
tsunami was a factor driving massive Western public interest and unprece-
dented donations from individuals, with public concern additionally pushing
donor governments to provide large-scale funding.2 Celebrities often visit the
sites and victims of humanitarian emergencies, providing exposure for their
chosen causes—exposure which can also help to generate public awareness,
concern, sympathy, and donations from the mass public in the global North
(Richey and Budabin 2016: 3). They can thus be expected to reinforce or
intensify any CNN effect, and bothmedia coverage and celebrity engagement

2 See ‘Media coverage’ and ‘Funding for humanitarian response’ in Chapter 7 on the 2004 Indian Ocean
Tsunami.
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were seen as instrumental in motivating donations for a large-scale response
to famine in Ethiopia in the 1980s, for example.3

Western media coverage is not balanced or proportionate to the intensity
of crises but may instead be driven by the level of economic or geopoliti-
cal interest in the global North, as well as geographic or cultural and social
proximity (Franks 2006b: 281). Indeed, while the media might drive official
policy on some issues, policymakers set the media agenda on others (Robin-
son 2000). In Afghanistan, for instance, media coverage and humanitarian
funding followed the 2001 invasion by the United States and its allies, rather
than the other way around. Official policiesmay also help to determinewhere
celebrities focus their energy. As Alex de Waal has suggested, it may be no
coincidence that so many celebrities converged on the Darfur issue, one of
the few areas of bipartisan consensus inWashington, even as other criseswere
killing and displacing comparable numbers (de Waal 2008: 46–47).

Where governments lack a clear policy, news value may drive media cov-
erage, and humanitarian emergencies that can be presented as clear cut
and unambiguous stories have greater appeal for news reporters and audi-
ences (Franks 2006b: 283). Celebrities amplify this tendency as they garner
more positive coverage of themselves in transnational media, where their
activism is relatively uncontroversial (Duvall 2015: 591). Sudden-onset dis-
asters, such as earthquakes or tsunamis, have a double appeal in that they can
be explained in a simple narrative, and they can often also be accompanied by
dramatic visual imagery. Conflicts and famines with exemplary victims—the
‘Biafran babies’⁴ or starving Ethiopian children—and the possibility of pre-
senting the story as one for which no one is to blame, or in which there are
clear heroes and villains, may also appeal to media and celebrities. That the
conflict in Darfur could appear, at first glance, to contain a clear moral narra-
tive of (evil) perpetrators, (silent) victims, and (white) saviours undoubtedly
contributed to its popularity as a cause for celebrities (de Waal 2008: 46–47).

Humanitarian agencies themselves can also influence which emergencies
the media covers and celebrities engage with. There is something of a sym-
biotic relationship between aid agencies, the media, and celebrities, and it
is not always clear how the agenda is set or who is driving it. Aid agencies
need media and celebrities to bring attention to humanitarian emergencies
and, indeed, to their own work in responding to emergencies (Franks 2010:
75–78). Celebrities benefit enormously from media coverage in general and

3 See ‘Media coverage’ and ‘Celebrity humanitarianism’ in Chapter 3 on Drought and Famine in
Ethiopia, 1983–1985.

⁴ See ‘Global public response’ in Chapter 2 on the Nigerian Civil War, 1967–1970.
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from coverage connecting them to humanitarian causes and agencies in par-
ticular.Themedia and celebrities very often rely on operational humanitarian
agencies for information about what stories to cover and for practical assis-
tance in covering those stories (Franks 2010: 79; Powers 2018: 46–47). In
some contexts, humanitarian agencies produce news coverage directly and
launch their own publicity campaigns, sometimes stimulating further cov-
erage, as happened, for example, with the United Nation’s ‘four famines’
campaign in 2017 (Scott et al. 2022: 176; see also Powers 2018: 48–50). All
this means that United Nations (UN) aid agencies and non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) play a role in determining which crises are covered in
the media and which causes are taken up by celebrities.

Framing the agenda

The media and celebrities have significant power in determining not only
which issues are brought to the attention of the global public but also how
those issues are represented. More often than not, media and celebrity depic-
tions simplify the complex reality of the humanitarian emergencies they are
representing, albeit through different constructions.⁵These depictions can be
effective in generating public concern and compassion, but they can also be
depoliticizing and serve to perpetuate racial stereotypes and hierarchies.

Some emergencies are decontextualized by themedia and celebrities in the
global North, with humanitarian needs presented as the inevitable conse-
quence of events for which no one is to blame. This is particularly true for
emergencies linked to geophysical or climatological hazards, as we have seen
in the case of drought in the Horn of Africa, which contributed to famines
in Ethiopia in the 1980s, for example.⁶ Very often, celebrity humanitarianism
and media-inspired humanitarian agency fundraising campaigns rely on a
simple narrative of ‘natural’ disaster (Müller 2013a: 62). A simple, straightfor-
ward narrative is preferred because it is more likely to engage audiences and
attract funding (Franks 2010: 81). There appears to have been some change
over time, with increasing—but still limited—nuance. Whereas in the early
1980s, for example, the media and Band/Live Aid celebrities depicted famine
in Ethiopia as a natural disaster, some—but by no means all—of the media

⁵ For more on this, and the role operational humanitarian agencies play in constructing humanitar-
ian emergencies this way, see ‘Constructing humanitarian emergencies’ in Chapter 1 on Humanitarian
Emergencies.

⁶ See ‘Media coverage’ and ‘Celebrity humanitarianism’ in Chapter 3 on Drought and Famine in
Ethiopia, 1983–1985.
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coverage and celebrity responses to famine in Somalia in 2011 were slightly
more nuanced (Müller 2013b: 476–478).

By contrast, representations of emergencies centred on armed conflict and
violence tend to include context—but often a simplified misrepresentation of
context, following one of two templates. In the first, the violence is presented
as irrational and inexplicable. Contemporaneous Western media coverage of
the 1994 Rwandan genocide exemplifies this kind of representation. Reflect-
ing and reinforcing the perspectives of policymakers in the global North,
mainstream media largely avoided calling the violence genocide and por-
trayed it as spontaneous and uncontrollable, the inevitable consequence of
ancient tribal hatreds (Chari 2010; Melvern 2001).⁷ In the second, perpetra-
tors and victims are clearly distinguished in a black-and-white account of
goodies and baddies (Dieter and Kumar 2008: 260). In this way, the highly
complex conflict in Darfur has often been depicted as one in which the forces
of evil (the Sudanese government and the ‘Arab’ militias it mobilized) were
pitched against innocent, ‘African’ victims, lacking in agency, obscuring all
nuance (Lanz 2009: 670; Pantuliano and O’Callaghan 2006: 1).

All these constructions are depoliticizing (but not, by any means, apoliti-
cal) and tend to depict helpless (often black, or at least non-white) victims and
the need for/importance of (usually white) foreign saviours (Balaji 2011: 59;
Chandler 2001: 690–691; Cloud 2014). On the Darfur conflict, for example,
the dominant narrative suggests ‘heroes [. . .] areWestern aidworkers, human
rights activists, and the advocates themselves who courageously save lives
and speak out against the atrocities’ (Lanz 2009: 670). International human-
itarian agencies are not only a factor in determining which emergencies the
media cover but also have significant influence on how the media explain
those emergencies (Franks 2010: 75). They have an obvious incentive to pro-
mote their own roles, so the centrality of the ‘rescuer’ is unsurprising, but
the consequences of such depictions go beyond raising the funds that sus-
tain humanitarian agencies and their work. These representations generate a
racialized politics of pity, which may be instrumental in driving public inter-
est and donations but, at the same time, separates and distinguishes those
who suffer and are pitied from those who are able to pity and to help, either
as donating audiences in the global North or as expatriate aid workers in the
global South (Balaji 2011: 57, 58; Chouliaraki 2012: 2; Hutchison 2014: 3, 8).

Representations of Africa have been particularly problematic, with both
mainstream media and celebrities mostly reducing the continent to a series

⁷ See ‘International inaction’ in Chapter 5 on Genocide in Rwanda and Its Aftermath, 1994–1996.
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of stereotypes. During the colonial period and the Cold War, Africa mat-
tered to Western powers, and media coverage was more comprehensive than
now, with serious, engaged reporting often by full-time, locally based African
correspondents (Franks 2010: 72). Today, by contrast, African stories tend to
be either ignored or misreported, with a focus on disasters and little engage-
ment with the underlying politics (Franks 2010: 74–75). Celebrities tend
to represent Africa as a place of perpetual suffering and with a particular
place in the world system, dependent on charity (Kapoor 2013: 39; Müller
2013b: 471). Celebrity ‘rescue fantasies’ are not much different from the colo-
nial ‘white man’s burden’, and the ubiquity of images of suffering women or
children (the ‘Biafran babies’ and the ‘starving children of Ethiopia’ being
the archetypes) reflects and reinforces paternalistic–colonial relationships
through which the African subject is treated as a victim or a child in need
of Western help (Kapoor 2013: 39, 42).

More generally, celebrity ‘representation’ raises the question of whether
or not their advocacy serves to reduce the voice and agency of the people
suffering in the emergency in question. On the one hand, in their function
as witnesses to crises in the global South, celebrities seek to represent the
plight of ‘others’, who lack such easy access to international media them-
selves (Richey and Budabin 2016: 12). Very often, they present themselves
as giving voice to the voiceless. To make their accounts resonate with their
audiences, however, celebrities tend to rely on their own personal testimony,
emphasizing their emotional reaction to the scenes they have witnessed and
the conversations they have had rather than the experiences of those suffer-
ing themselves (Chouliaraki 2012: 6; Cloud 2014: 48–49). Because celebrity
humanitarian constructs the global South, and Africa in particular, as pas-
sive, voiceless, and invisible, showing Africans as lacking in knowledge and
agency, celebrities can ventriloquize and paternalize them (Kapoor 2013: 42).
In speaking on behalf of the victims of humanitarian emergencies, celebrities
both bring attention to their plight and, at the same time, reinforce the idea
that they cannot speak for themselves.

Shaping (policy) responses

Just as their role in setting the humanitarian agenda helps to determine
which humanitarian emergencies attract public attention and, to some
degree, which attract large-scale funding and responses, the role of the
media and celebrities in framing the agenda has implications for the kinds
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of response deemed appropriate.⁸ Much as with the broader process of
humanitarianization outlined in the introductory chapter on humanitarian
emergencies, simplified narratives inspire responses focused on addressing
symptoms rather than causes. At the same time, certain characteristics of the
media, and especially of celebrity, inspire or demand individual, privatized
responses centred on consumption that ultimately serve to reinforce rather
than challenge the global economic and political order that creates andmain-
tains the underlying conditions of humanitarian emergencies. In some cases,
celebrities additionally advocate for specific political actions, and the influ-
ence of their advocacy can be out of all proportion to their expertise on the
issues about which they are advocating.

Celebrity engagement in particular tends to promote individual initiative
and philanthropy as a solution to structural problems, often calling on audi-
ences to donate to international NGOs or UN humanitarian agencies or to
buy products linked to the cause.With a small number of exceptions, North–
South celebrity humanitarianism conforms to a neoliberal world view that
prioritizes privatized, individual responses (Duvall 2015: 586). Furthermore,
the idea of buying stuff to save lives makes addressing social concerns a
lifestyle choice rather than an obligation. Audiences in the global North are
offered the opportunity to buy a clean conscience through consumption (de
Waal 2008: 47–48). As IlanKapoor has put it, watching ‘charitainment’ events
such as Live 8 give the viewer not only enjoyment but also ‘the illusion that
something humanitarian is being done [. . .] Celebrities save us from hav-
ing to change our world and allow us to be vicarious humanitarians without
actually confronting global problems’ (Kapoor 2013: 43). Through glamour
and spectacle, the celebrity functions to absorb the shock, impact, and trauma
of mass suffering in a humanitarian emergency and to offer a commodified
conduit for charitable giving (Cloud 2014: 46).

The response that individual donations and purchases are expected to
fund is thus one focused on alleviating suffering rather than challenging
the global economic and political order. The representation of an emer-
gency in terms of a simple narrative in which no one is culpable implies
that little can be done to address its causes and, hence, favours an assistance
model focused on alleviating symptoms. This is in the nature of the charita-
ble ethos that characterizes humanitarianism more broadly, and some of the

⁸ For consideration of the role that the media, celebrities, and other factors play in determining the
level of funding for humanitarian emergencies, see ‘In accordance with need?’ and ‘Other factors shaping
funding decisions’ in Chapter 18 on Donors and the Funding of Humanitarian Action.
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more critical scholars of contemporary humanitarianism see it as an essential
part of global governance arrangements aimed at securing a post-Cold War
world order based on capitalism and liberalism (Duffield 2001, 2007). How-
ever, the framings favoured by media and celebrities that serve to generate
compassion towards certain types of innocent victims may be particularly
important in this regard, cementing the ‘pathos of assistance’ rather than
promoting recognition of rights or addressing the conditions that give rise
to humanitarian crises (Müller 2013b: 471). Furthermore, celebrity human-
itarianism is arguably especially implicated in promoting and legitimizing
neo-liberalism and capitalism, since celebrities both depend on and pro-
mote consumerism and mostly fail to recognize (or admit) that capitalism
is driving the inequality they seek to address through humanitarian response
(Kapoor 2013: 32).

In some cases, celebrities also explicitly lobby for particular policy
responses—from humanitarian agencies Western states, and the political
organs of the UN. While their fame and celebrity status does not derive from
expertise on humanitarian crises or response, their elite status frequently sees
them treated as experts (Richey and Budabin 2016: 5). On the one hand, the
celebrity has ‘become a “professional humanitarian” who explains to “us”
what to demand from “our” respective governments’ (Müller 2013b: 472).
On the other hand, celebrities frequently have direct access to political elites.
Bob Geldof and Bono, for example, have each secured one-to-one meet-
ings with a rolodex of world leaders, among them Barack Obama, George
W. Bush, Gordon Brown, Tony Blair, Stephen Harper, Gerhard Schröder,
and Jacques Chirac (Dieter and Kumar 2008: 260; Kapoor 2013: 13–14). In
several cases, ‘celebrity humanitarians’ have been called to high-level polit-
ical meetings, with George Clooney speaking to the UN Security Council
about Darfur and Ben Affleck addressing the US Congress on the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo (Richey and Budabin 2016). Their policy influence
seems vastly disproportionate to their level of expertise on the issues they
are called to discuss, and the resultant policies can be damaging. In 2006, for
example, when Clooney spoke at vast rallies calling for UN troops to ‘save
Darfur’ and additionally addressed the Security Council, he made bombastic
predictions—which were way off the mark—about what would happen with-
out an immediate UN replacement for the African peacekeeping force which
was about to end its mission in Darfur (de Waal 2008: 44–45). His advocacy
served to pressurize the US government into an over-hasty effort to impose
UN peacekeepers on the government of Sudan and arguably undermined
slow-maturing efforts to negotiate an end to the war (de Waal 2008: 45).
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While the media and celebrities wield a great deal of power in setting and
framing the humanitarian agenda, and in (implicitly or explicitly) prescrib-
ing responses, they are unelected and largely unaccountable. With respect
to traditional media, journalists have codes of professional ethics that relate
specifically to how they report the news. Celebrities are neither professional
humanitarians nor professional reporters, and yet they have significant power
to shape dominant understanding of particular emergencies and even to
influence high-level political and military responses. Their fame comes from
acting or music, they are not democratically elected to public office, and they
have no obvious mandate to play such an influential role in global politics
(Dieter and Kumar 2008: 262). Indeed, the entrance of celebrity humanitar-
ians into the elite world of politics depends on the goodwill and invitation
of elite allies rather than the will of the wider public (Richey and Budabin
2016: 5).Thismeans that policy is being driven by individuals who are neither
experts nor elected officials.

Conclusions

Media coverage of humanitarian emergencies and celebrity engagement can
be consequential for humanitarian funding and response. However, neither
kind of actor pays equal attention to all emergencies and nor does their
attention correspond to the level of need. To the extent that they influence
funding and response decisions, therefore, they pose a problem for impartial-
ity. Moreover, while the simple narratives favoured by media and celebrities
in the global North may be especially effective in mobilizing empathy and
donations, they are also problematic. Simplified representations of victims
and saviours generate a racialized politics of pity, and Africa in particu-
lar is constructed as a place of suffering, in need of charity and guidance
from the global North. These representations and the associated politics of
pity call for responses primarily based on compassion and consumption that
aim to reduce the suffering caused by humanitarian crises without trying to
understand or address the causes of those crises. Where celebrities call for
more muscular policy responses, their lack of expertise suggests that these
will often be misguided: as Alex de Waal has put it with respect to Dar-
fur, ‘the moral hyperventilation of celebrities hasn’t helped and probably has
hindered’ (de Waal 2008: 55).





18
Donors and the Funding of
Humanitarian Action

Operational humanitarian agencies depend on voluntary donations to pay
for their operations. Even the United Nations (UN) agencies like the United
Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR) and the World Food Programme (WFP)
receive only a very small percentage of their funding from the UN regular
budget and are dependent on voluntary contributions to be able to operate.
This means that the donors, and their funding decisions, play a crucial role
in determining the scale and focus of humanitarian action. It is not only the
total amount of funding provided that is important but also what propor-
tion of that funding is designated for which emergencies (or even specific
locations affected by those emergencies) and for which particular sectors of
humanitarian response (e.g. health, water, protection, etc.) it is earmarked.

Donors and their funding decisions are thus highly significant for compli-
ance with the principles of humanitarian action.1 For example, the principle
of impartiality requires humanitarian assistance to be provided in proportion
to need, which, in turn, requires funding in proportion to need. However, the
amount of funding different emergencies receive is determined by a num-
ber of factors and not just by the level of need. Furthermore, funding often
comes with restrictions about when, where, or on what it can be spent, or
other conditions imposed by donors, and the policies of operational agencies
are shaped by those restrictions and conditions. As such, the formulation and
implementation of policy cannot be said to be independent of that donor,
and the conditions may additionally prevent the operational agency from
providing assistance impartially.

Concerns about the allocation of funding and the restrictions and condi-
tions attached to it have led to a number of initiatives at the international level
to improve the quantity, distribution, and quality of humanitarian financ-
ing. These initiatives include pooled funding mechanisms and commitments
by donors to provide funding in particular ways, notably through the 2003

1 See ‘Principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality, and independence’ in Chapter 13 on Politics,
Principles, and Humanitarian Action.
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principles of Good Humanitarian Donorship (GHD) and the Grand Bar-
gain agreed by donors and aid agencies at the World Humanitarian Summit
(WHS) in 2016.

Donors

Both public and private donors provide funding for humanitarian action.
Public, or institutional, donors include both individual donor governments
and inter-governmental organizations such as the European Union (EU).
Private donors include individuals, foundations, companies, and national
Red Cross and Red Crescent societies (Development Initiatives 2021: 52).
Figure 18.1 shows how overall funding for international humanitarian assis-
tance evolved from 2016 to 2020. Public donors consistently provide more
than 80% of the total, and for the past three years, total annual funding for
global humanitarian assistance has hovered around the USD 30 billionmark.
To put these numbers in perspective, Italian military spending in 2020 was
USD 28.9 billion—ten countries worldwide spent more than USD 45 bil-
lion each, and they collectively spent USD 1,482 billion (SIPRI 2021: 2). The
global revenue of Coca-Cola, not a sector but a single firm, was USD 33 bil-
lion in 2020, while the combined revenues of the largest 500 companies in
the United States was USD 14.2 trillion (Fortune 2021a: b). In short, while
the sums for humanitarian assistance may appear large, they are a drop in
the ocean relative to global defence spending or private-sector revenues.

Public donors are often divided into two further categories: so-called tradi-
tional donors, who are members of the Development Assistance Committee
(DAC)2 of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD), and non-DAC/non-traditional or ‘emerging’ donors.3 We have
good knowledge of how much DAC donors are providing and where they
are directing their funds because they tend to report their donations pub-
licly, but not all non-DAC donors report their contributions consistently,
leading to an undercounting of their contributions (Dreher et al. 2013: 402).

2 As of 2 December 2021, there were thirty DAC members: Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Czech
Republic, Denmark, European Union, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy,
Japan, Korea, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slovak Republic,
Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and the United States.

3 The category ‘non-DAC’ encompasses an enormous range of countries, of every income level and from
every continent, and is not by any means a homogeneous category. To call some of them ‘non-traditional’
or ‘emerging’ is inaccurate, given that—to take just three examples—Russia/the Soviet Union was a major
donor during the Cold War and China and India have a history of engagement dating at least to the 1950s
(Dreher et al. 2013: 403). Moreover if we take into consideration non-financial contributions such as the
hosting of refugees, non-DAC countries have long been of primary importance—and continue to be so.



Donors and the Funding of Humanitarian Action 315

21.84 22.68
25.10 24.07 24.15

5.22 5.60

6.20 6.77 6.75
27.1

28.3

31.3 30.8 30.9

0.00

5.00

10.00

15.00

20.00

25.00

30.00

35.00

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

U
S$

 b
ill

io
ns

Governments and
EU institutions

Private Total

Figure 18.1 Funding for international humanitarian assistance, 2016–2020
Source: data taken from the Global Humanitarian Assistance Report 2021 (Development
Initiatives 2021; figures for 2020 are preliminary estimates).

Yet, even with such undercounting, it is clear that since the 1990s there has
been an upward trend in the number of governments funding humanitarian
action and in the proportion of aid provided by non-DAC donor govern-
ments (Dreher et al. 2013: 403; Harmer and Cotterrell 2005: 7; Harmer and
Martin 2010: 15, 17). Some non-DAC donors, notably Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates (UAE), Kuwait, and Qatar, regularly provide more
humanitarian funding than several DAC donors. Table 18.1 shows the figures
for DAC and non-DAC governments donating more than USD 40 million in
2020.⁴ When funding is considered as a percentage of gross domestic prod-
uct (GDP), non-DAC donors appear especially generous—the countries on
this list donating more than 0.1% of GDP included two DAC governments
(Norway and Sweden) and three non-DAC (Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and
Kuwait).

Just as the non-DAC component of funding from public donors is likely
to be undercounted, so too is the diaspora component of funding from
individuals, most of which does not flow through official channels. It is dif-
ficult to know how much funding is provided via remittances, but in many

⁴ Bangladesh, Haiti, and Somalia are excluded because 2020 is an anomaly year for them in that they do
not usually donate significant amounts and because most or all of the funding they provided was destined
for a response within their own borders.
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Table 18.1 Humanitarian funding provided by selected DAC and
non-DAC donor governments in 2020

Donor government Humanitarian funding
(USDmillion)

Humanitarian funding
(as percentage of gross
domestic product)

United States 9,220.8 0.044
Germany 3,568.0 0.093
United Kingdom 2,118.1 0.077
Japan 1,216.4 0.024
Sweden 965.4 0.178
Saudi Arabia∗ 887.4 0.127
Norway 755.9 0.209
Canada 696.5 0.042
Switzerland 473.6 0.063
Netherlands 415.9 0.046
United Arab Emirates∗ 399.3 0.111
Denmark 315.1 0.088
Australia 264.3 0.020
Belgium 223.1 0.043
France 212.8 0.008
Italy 206.2 0.011
Ireland 144.6 0.034
Kuwait∗ 142.2 0.134
Finland 135.3 0.050
Korea, Rep. 105.7 0.006
Qatar∗ 70.7 0.049
Spain 60.1 0.005
Russian Federation∗ 59.9 0.004
New Zealand 57.0 0.027
Luxembourg 49.1 0.067
Austria 44.5 0.010
China∗ 43.3 0.000

Note: ∗ = non-DAC donor governments.
Source: Data taken from OCHA Financial Tracking Service and World Bank World
Development Indicators database as at 28 December 2021.

emergencies, this amount is significant, and may dwarf official humanitar-
ian assistance. In 2017, for example, countries with recurrent humanitarian
appeals are estimated to have received on average 4.5 times more per capita
in the form of remittances than in official humanitarian assistance (Devel-
opment Initiatives 2019: 44). In countries with large diasporas, remittances
may account for an even larger share of international assistance.

Different types of donor favour particular channels for their humanitar-
ian assistance. Western governments mainly fund multilateral organizations
(mostly UN agencies) and international non-governmental organizations



Donors and the Funding of Humanitarian Action 317

(INGOs), while non-DAC governmental donors often provide a signifi-
cant proportion of funding bilaterally, either government-to-government
or via national RC societies (Harmer and Cotterrell 2005: 19–20; Harmer
and Martin 2010: 21–22). Private donors generally favour INGOs, to whom
they channelled 85% of their funding in 2019, for example, compared with
just 12% to UN agencies (Development Initiatives 2021: 52). Between 2016
and 2020, the share of global humanitarian funding going directly to local
or national organizations in affected states varied between 3.8 and 9.8%
(Metcalfe-Hough et al. 2021: 53).⁵ Diasporas mainly send remittances direct
to family members or local non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and
this kind of direct giving is also on the increase among distant publics, facili-
tated by crowdfunding andperson-to-person giving platforms (Development
Initiatives 2021: 60). There is some evidence to suggest that remittances
are responsive to humanitarian emergencies, but at the household level, the
receipt of remittances depends largely on historical migration patterns and
so the recipients are not always those most affected by an emergency or with
the greatest need (Bryant 2019: 6–9).

It is not only the preferred channels that differ according to the type of
donor but also the countries and types of emergencies to which they tend to
donate. Non-DAC donors have tended to provide humanitarian aid to states
within their region, although there is some evidence that they are increas-
ingly channelling donations outside their respective regions (Harmer and
Martin 2010: 19). They often concentrate their donations in one or two high-
profile crises per year, which means that, in some emergency contexts, the
importance of their funding exceeds the average. For example, Saudi Ara-
bia contributed 55% of funding to Bangladesh in response to Cyclone Sidr
and floods in 2007, Kuwait was a major donor to the crisis in Gaza in 2009
(Harmer and Martin 2010: 19), and Saudi Arabia and Turkey together con-
tributed around one-third of total humanitarian funding in response to the
famine in Somalia in 2011. Private donors are usually thought to favour
sudden-onset disasters, such as earthquakes, over slow-onset disasters, such
as drought or famine, or armed conflict (Stoianova 2013: 1). Certainly, private
donors provided record amounts of funding in response to the 2004 Indian
Ocean tsunami⁶ and the 2010 earthquake inHaiti⁷, which would support this
notion. However, private donors do not just give in response to particular

⁵ The issue of direct funding for local actors is also discussed in ‘Civil society actors’ and ‘Localization
agenda’ in Chapter 19 on Government and Civil Society in Affected States.

⁶ See ‘Funding for humanitarian response’ in Chapter 7 on the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami.
⁷ See ‘Funding for humanitarian response’ in Chapter 9 on the Haiti Earthquake, 2010.



318 The Politics and Everyday Practice of International Humanitarianism

appeals—individuals, for example, often give regularly to particular human-
itarian agencies, allowing the recipient agencies to allocate the funds to the
emergencies they choose.

While remittances may be significant sources of assistance for the victims
of humanitarian emergencies, they differ in importantways from funds chan-
nelled through international humanitarian agencies or the governments of
affected states—above all in that they are largely provided to kin or commu-
nities, in contrast to a humanitarian project largely defined by a commitment
to the impartial provision of assistance to distant others.⁸ Given these differ-
ences, and the difficulty in tracking remittances, they are mostly excluded
from the discussion in the rest of this chapter.

In accordancewith need?

Focusing on donations channelled through the major international human-
itarian agencies, it is clear that the allocation of funding across different
emergencies is not based solely on need. To put it another way, the prin-
ciple of impartiality, which stipulates that humanitarian assistance should
be allocated in proportion to need, does not function well across time or
countries. This first point is evident from a cursory glance at Figure 18.1,
which shows that following a reduction in overall humanitarian funding
between 2018 and 2019, the global funding level stayed more or less con-
stant in 2020, despite the obvious and sizeable additional humanitarian needs
that year arising from the COVID-19 pandemic.⁹ Disproportionate alloca-
tion of humanitarian funding across the globe is apparent from a comparison
of different emergencies at similar points in time. For example, funding for
the response to the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami amounted tomore than USD
7,000 per affected person, compared with just USD 3 for each person affected
by floods in Bangladesh in the same year—a difference of a magnitude so
enormous it cannot possibly be explained by differences in the scale of needs
of those affected or differences in the costs of meeting those needs.

More generally, we can look to the percentage of different budgets that
are funded, with the caveat that budgets themselves are not always a good
representation of needs. In 2021, for example, UN-coordinated appeals were

⁸ See ‘Meaning of humanitarianism and the focus of this book’ in Chapter 1 on Humanitarian
Emergencies.

⁹ A similar argument can be made by looking at how funding to particular emergencies varies
across time. See, for example, the discussion on ‘Funding for humanitarian response’ in Chapter 6 on
Afghanistan, 2001–2014.
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48.3% funded, and this average conceals enormous disparity between differ-
ent emergencies, from a Flash Appeal for Afghanistan, which was 135.8%
funded, to a Regional Response Plan for the Democratic Republic of Congo
(DRC), which received only 3.1% of requested funds (UNOCHAn.d.). How-
ever, funding appeals and budgets may be only loosely indicative of the level
of need. In part, this is because it is often extremely difficult to get an accu-
rate picture of the number of people affected by a humanitarian emergency,
the ways they have been affected, and the needs they have as a result.1⁰ In
addition, the operational humanitarian agencies appealing for funding are
informed not only by the (usually limited) picture of needs but also by what
they expect they can achieve and by what they know or believe about the
likely funding willingness, preferences, and priorities of donors—especially
their main institutional donors.11 Thus, in the context of impending famine
in Somalia, operational agencies requested insufficient funding through the
Consolidated Appeals Process (CAP) launched in December 2010 due to
their pessimism about the generosity of donors in this context, where much
of the crisis was in territory controlled by Al-Shabaab, a group designated as
terrorist by the United States.12

None of this is to say that need is not a factor in determining aid alloca-
tions, just that it is not the sole factor. Cross-national analysis of funding for
sudden-onset ‘natural disasters’ suggests that both the needs arising from a
disaster and the capacity of the affected country to respond affect the like-
lihood of receiving aid and the amount received (Fink and Redaelli 2011:
747, 750). Funding for humanitarian response in ongoing civil wars also
appears to be sensitive to the level of need in affected countries (Narang 2016:
202–204). Around 70–90% of the humanitarian funding frommajorWestern
donors is allocated on a yearly cycle, set out in annual budgets and plans, and
senior bureaucrats report allocating this in compliance with humanitarian
and GHD principles, suggesting that the level of need is the most impor-
tant factor (Scott et al. 2022: 179–181). However, allocating aid in accordance
with need is open to distinct interpretations—at the most basic level, it can
imply addressing the greatest amount of need overall or prioritizing those

1⁰ See ‘Assessing needs, contexts, and capacities’ in Chapter 21 on Needs assessment, Evaluations, and
Response Decisions.

11 In some cases, it is not only funding appeals that reflect expectations about capacity and donor
demand but also needs assessments themselves. In responding to famine in Ethiopia, for example, UN
agencies massively underestimated the need for food aid until at least mid-1984, presenting as an assess-
ment of needs what was really their estimate of what they thought they could deliver, given their beliefs
about the country’s limited logistical capacity to distribute aid. See ‘Underestimating the need for external
assistance’ in Chapter 3 on Drought and Famine in Ethiopia, 1983–1985.

12 See ‘Funding for humanitarian response’ in Chapter 10 on Famine in Somalia, 2011–2012.
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with greatest needs, and while sometimes these two approaches can be com-
plementary, often there are trade-offs (Obrecht 2017: 13). Furthermore,many
donors seek not only to meet immediate needs but also to reduce needs over
the longer term, and here again, there are trade-offs, given limited resources
(Obrecht 2017: 13).

Other factors shaping funding decisions

It is clear that the level of need is an important factor shaping funding deci-
sions, but it is equally clear that, inmany cases, there are disparities in the level
of funding across time or across different emergencies that do not reflect dif-
ferences in need. If need is not the sole factor determining the allocation of
funding, how do donors choose whether, where, and what to fund? A variety
of factors other than need drive funding decisions, and different factors may
be more or less important for different types of donors and in different types
of crisis.

Media coverage and celebrity engagement

As discussed in more detail in Chapter 17, media coverage and celebrity
engagement play an important role in determiningwhich emergencies attract
significant levels of attention internationally, how those emergencies are
understood, and what kinds of response are deemed appropriate. With
respect to these latter two dimensions, it is not only the level of coverage
but also the nature of that coverage—in particular, the ways that emergen-
cies are framed—that is pertinent. While media coverage is widely deemed
to be an important determinant of humanitarian funding allocations world-
wide, the exact nature of its significance is debated. Several cross-country
analyses show a correlation between the level of media coverage of a human-
itarian emergency and the level of funding for humanitarian response, but it
is not clear that this correlation reflects a causal relationship—rather, it could
be that another factor (issue salience or political agendas) is driving both the
media coverage and the funding (Scott et al. 2022: 169).

Comparing contemporaneous emergencies suggests that, in some cases,
media coverage is decisive in generating funding for humanitarian response
(Franks 2010: 77; Olsen et al. 2003: 114–116). Comparing the funds raised
for particular appeals over time likewise suggests that media coverage can
be decisive, as when a severely underfunded UN appeal in response to a
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severe food crisis in Niger in 2005 reached its target within days of the BBC
covering the story with images of babies in feeding stations, distressed moth-
ers, and anxious aid workers (Franks 2010: 76). Extensive media coverage
is probably a necessary condition for private donors to give on a significant
scale—without prominent media coverage, most members of the public will
simply not have knowledge of humanitarian emergencies around the world.
In some cases, as in the famine in Ethiopia in the 1980s and the Indian Ocean
tsunami in 2004, media coverage seems to have stoked public interest, gen-
erating pressure on policymakers to respond, which, in turn, led to increases
in public funding.13

However, media coverage (and celebrity engagement) is not a necessary
condition for significant funding from donor governments, and sometimes it
is foreign policy that drivesmedia coverage rather than the other way around.
Some humanitarian emergencies attract significant public funding despite
little media attention (Olsen et al. 2003: 118). When planning their annual
aid allocations, bureaucrats report sometimes deliberately seeking out so-
called forgotten crises that have had little or no media coverage (Scott et al.
2022: 181–182). Even where an emergency attracts significant media cov-
erage and significant funding, there is not necessarily a causal relationship
between them.Media coverage sometimes reflects and reinforces, rather than
influences, the foreign policy of powerful states, who are often also major
donors. In Afghanistan after the US invasion at the end of 2001, for example,
it appears that US security interests and foreign policy drove the massive
increase in media coverage, and it is not clear that that coverage had any
impact on funding or whether the funding was also a direct consequence of
US and other donor interests (Olsen et al. 2003: 122).

Strategic interests of donor governments (and other
powerful states)

As they provide the lion’s share of humanitarian finance (see Figure 18.1),
the funding decisions of donor governments are the most important deter-
minant of the global distribution. Governments have strategic interests and a
long history of using foreign aid in support of their foreign policy objectives.
The humanitarian sector is thus highly vulnerable to the political interests
of a small number of major donors among whom funding is concentrated
(Bennett et al. 2016: 58).

13 See ‘Media coverage’ in Chapter 3 on Drought and Famine in Ethiopia, 1983–1985 and ‘Funding for
humanitarian response’ in Chapter 7 on the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami.
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Several quantitative studies have sought to measure the effect of political
and strategic interests, either on the funding decisions of individual donor
governments or on global allocations of humanitarian funding, and have
arrived at somewhat varied conclusions, but none have suggested that polit-
ical interests do not matter. For example, analysis focusing on US human-
itarian funding for responses to ‘natural disasters’ between 1964 and 1995
found that foreign policy was a more important determinant than humani-
tarian need in decidingwhich disasters to fund, and also important (although
less so) in determining how much funding to provide (Drury et al. 2005). By
contrast, a more recent study on US humanitarian funding across both ‘nat-
ural’ and conflict-related disasters in developing countries between 1989 and
2009 found that need is a more important driver of funding decisions than
US self-interest (Kevlihan et al. 2014). Analysis of cross-national data gener-
ates similar results. Focusing on ‘natural disasters’ occurring between 1992
and 2004, one study found that both humanitarian need and political and
strategic factors appear to be crucial determinants of humanitarian funding
allocations (Fink and Redaelli 2011). Another, which focused on civil wars,
suggests that aid allocations to ongoing civil wars are driven more by need
that strategic interests, while aid allocations in the post-conflict phase are
significantly driven by the perceived self-interest of donors (Narang 2016).
All these studies find that political and strategic interests have an impact—
the debate here is not about whether or not they matter but about whether
they are, on average, amore or less important driver of humanitarian funding
allocations than the level of need.

Even if political interests may be of less importance than need in deter-
mining the global distribution of aid, funding decisions for particular emer-
gencies can sometimes be driven primarily by strategic considerations. Aid
to Afghanistan from 2001 to 2014 provides a clear example of donor states
using aid to support their political ormilitary endeavours.1⁴Most humanitar-
ian funding to Afghanistan during this period came from the governments of
countries contributing troops to the International Security Assistance Force
(ISAF), and this funding was often provided explicitly for the provinces
where international troops were present. Furthermore, a massive increase
in humanitarian funding in 2002, followed by a big drop in 2003, did not
correspond to changes in the level of humanitarian need but rather reflected

1⁴ See ‘Funding for humanitarian response’ and ‘Instrumentalization of aid by military actors’ in
Chapter 6 on Afghanistan, 2001–2014.
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changes in the narrativemajor donors wanted to present. Cutting humanitar-
ian funding was the logical corollary of a post-conflict discourse. Similarly, in
Somalia after the installation of the Transitional Federal Government (TFG),
many UN and donor state diplomats sought to downplay the humanitarian
crisis, which they saw as an embarrassment with the potential to delegitimize
the entire government (Menkhaus 2010: S334).

Linked to the strategic interest of states are their counter-terror initia-
tives.1⁵ Counter-terror laws and regulations affect funding not only through
their impact on donor funding decisions, as when the United States cut
humanitarian funding for Somalia by 88% within two years of listing Al-
Shabaab as a terrorist group, but also through their impact on the banking
sector and its willingness to transfer funds to individuals and companies in,
or associatedwith, countries deemed risky. Donors that once quietly accepted
the risk of some aid diversion as a necessary evil in volatile environments
have significantly lowered their risk threshold when it comes to designated
groups (Pantuliano et al. 2011: 7). Islamic charities, and local NGOs in places
like Palestine and Pakistan have come under greater scrutiny than others and
have been particularly badly affected by funding cuts and the freezing of bank
transactions (Pantuliano et al. 2011: 7). Counter-terror measures have also
had an impact on remittances, with bank de-risking affecting transfers to and
from Islamic organizations and accounts held by some money transfer firms,
increasing the costs of remittances and pushing some underground, with
concerns that some diaspora may have turned to individuals or ‘briefcase
NGOs’, which were less likely to be compliant with counter-terror legislation
(Bryant 2019: 4; Pantuliano et al. 2011: 8).

Where humanitarian emergencies occur in places where donor states have
little political or strategic interest, they may provide humanitarian funding
not to support their foreign policy engagement but to avoid any such engage-
ment. This is the idea of the ‘humanitarian alibi’ whereby a (large-scale)
humanitarian response is funded to conceal political or military inaction.
Thus, in the Bosnian war, for example, Western leaders emphasized the cen-
trality of the humanitarian mission, and for a long time, this allowed for a
moral failure (to protect civilians or end the conflict) to be presented as an
organizational triumph (operating an airlift and distributing large quantities
of material assistance).1⁶

1⁵ For a more detailed discussion from a legal perspective, see ‘Counter-terror legislation’ in Chapter 14
on Law and International Humanitarianism.

1⁶ See ‘“Humanitarian alibi”’ in Chapter 4 on the Bosnian War, 1992–1995.
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Prior relationships and humanitarian agency activism

Other factors, which are neither strictly needs-based nor necessarily strategic,
may also guide donor allocation decisions. In particular, prior relationships
between a donor government and any given country in crisis or the long-term
presence of international agencies in a given country have been shown to be
linked to funding decisions.

Some donors explicitly identify prior relationships with countries in crisis
as a criteria for deciding which crises to fund (Obrecht 2017: 8). Cross-
country studies have also shown that donor governments are more likely to
provide humanitarian funding in response to ‘natural disasters’ in their for-
mer colonies and that global funding for post-conflict settings is biased to the
former colonies of the permanent five members of the UN Security Council
(Fink and Redaelli 2011; Narang 2016).

Operational humanitarian agencies can also have an impact on the level of
funding, either by lobbying donor bureaucracies directly or launching global
publicity campaigns, which generate public interest and pressurize policy-
makers to respond. This kind of activism can have both direct and indirect
effects on funding. The presence of significant international humanitarian
architecture in any given context ensures that needs are assessed, responses
designed, and funding appeals launched, and in some cases, significant lev-
els of funding are provided for humanitarian response even in the absence of
media coverage or strategic interests on the part of donor states (Olsen et al.
2003: 119). It can also have an indirect effect in as far as the humanitarian
lobby can influence media coverage, with journalists frequently depending
on aid agencies as a source of information and logistical support or covering
publicity campaigns launched by operational agencies.1⁷

Independence, earmarking, and conditionality

It is not only the quantity of funding but also its quality—or the extent to
which it is provided flexibly or with conditions attached—that affects human-
itarian response. Donors (primarily governmental donors) mainly fund UN
agencies and INGOs and often attach particular conditions to their funds.
These conditionsmay vary from earmarking for a sector of activity (e.g. food,
shelter or health care) or a particular part of the country to more specific

1⁷ See ‘Setting the agenda’ in Chapter 17 on Media and Celebrities.
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conditions prohibiting, for example, working with individuals and NGOs
thought to be associated with organizations listed as terrorist.

Earmarking is a common practice, by which official donors specify where
and/or on what the funds they are contributing can be spent. For example,
UNHCR distinguishes between tightly earmarked, earmarked, softly ear-
marked, and unearmarked donations (UNHCR2021d: 7). Tightly earmarked
funding is earmarked for a specific project or sector within a designated
country or division. Earmarked funded is provided for a designated country
or a designated emergency within a specific country but without restric-
tions as to project or sector. Softly earmarked funding can be spent across
a range of countries and activities in a given region or situation or a spe-
cific theme or activity. Unearmarked funding is provided without restrictions
on its use. Funding from official donors often has to be spent within a
given financial year and is often short-term, requiring operational agencies
to spend money quickly and limiting their ability to plan ahead or develop
long-term programming. By contrast, multi-year funding is pledged for
twenty-four months or more—and may or may not be earmarked (UNHCR
2021d: 7). Even if earmarked, multi-year funding is generally considered to
be quality funding because it provides recipient operational agencies with
predictable income, which allows them to plan ahead, and can thus con-
tribute to efficiency and effectiveness (Development Initiatives 2021: 78;
UNHCR 2021d: 7).

Just as strategic interests may drive allocation decisions across countries,
they can also drive decisions about the allocation of funds across agencies,
sectors, and regions within countries. In the context of a stabilization mis-
sion after the overthrow of the Taliban in 2001, for example, many donor
governments (most of which were also contributing troops) sought to sup-
port that mission by earmarking funds for those parts of the country in
which international troops were present and for activities aimed at bol-
stering the government or made funding conditional on agencies sharing
information with the Afghan army.1⁸ A number of donors attach condition
linked to counter-terrorism laws and policy objectives, requiring humanitar-
ian agencies receiving those funds to ensure that they are not used to support
terrorismor to vet local partners, vendors, and suppliers (Burniske et al. 2014:
6; Pantuliano et al. 2011: 5).

Needs and other factors can also play a role in earmarking and condi-
tionality. It is not always clear what allocating aid in accordance with need
means in practice—since no donor alone can tackle the entire humanitarian

1⁸ See ‘Funding for humanitarian response’ in Chapter 6 on Afghanistan, 2001–2014.
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caseload, donors must prioritize, and this may involve focusing on certain
aspects of need, certain crises or populations, or certain kinds of interven-
tions (Obrecht 2017: 8, 12). There is thus a range of considerations that are
not strictly needs-based but that reflect other broadly altruistic priorities.
For example, some donor governments may have a particular commitment
to supporting local humanitarian action, coordination mechanisms, devel-
opment or peacebuilding efforts, resilience, gender equality, or cash-based
programming (Obrecht 2017: 7, 8, 12, 13).

Some operational agencies receivemuchmore flexible funding than others.
To a significant degree, this depends on their funding model. Private vol-
untary contributions, especially those provided through regular giving from
individuals rather than one-off donations in response to particular appeals,
are seen as high-quality funding. Where provided in sufficient quantity, this
kind of donation helps to ensure that humanitarian response is not lim-
ited by earmarking and conditionality imposed by official donors and can
be used for sudden-onset emergencies and hidden crises (Stoianova 2013:
1, 25). The Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) funding model, in which indi-
vidual donors provide the vast majority of funding, is designed to ensure
financial independence and the autonomy to make decisions without con-
sideration of the preferences of donor governments. In 2020, for example,
more than 7 million individual donors and private institutions (private com-
panies and foundations) provided 97.2% of the €1.9 billion raised (MSF
2021). MSF sometimes also refuses funding from particular governments.
In several conflict contexts, including Afghanistan, for example, MSF has
refused any government funding. In protest at EUmigration policies, in 2016
MSF announced that it would no longer accept funding from the EU or
member state governments for any of its operations worldwide (MSF 2016).
While 97% is exceptional, some other NGOs also receive significant fund-
ing from private sources. For example, 63% of World Vision International’s
operating budget comes from individuals, foundations, and corporations,
and Oxfam receives well over half its funding from private sources, includ-
ing trading revenue from its shops (Oxfam n.d.; World Vision International
n.d.). UN agencies, by contrast, tend to depend heavily on official donors,
and earmarked funding accounts formore than 80% of the total funding they
receive, as shown in Figure 18.2. However, the proportion varies significantly
across different UN agencies, with the United Nations Relief and Works
Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) and the Office
for the Coordination for Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) receiving more than
half unearmarked or softly earmarked in 2020, for example (Development
Initiatives 2021: 76).
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Figure 18.2 Resources received by UN agencies reported as
earmarked and unearmarked
Source: Development Initiatives (2021: 75).

Initiatives to improve the allocation andquality
of humanitarian financing

Since the early 2000s, a number of initiatives have been launched with the
aim of making funding more responsive to needs. These take various forms,
including principles and commitment that donor governments have signed
up to and global and country-level mechanisms through which funding from
different donors is pooled, and to which those donors delegate allocation
decisions.

Good Humanitarian Donorship

In 2003, the main donor governments established twenty-three GHD objec-
tives, principles, and good practices, and in 2005 these were adopted by the
OECD DAC. Led by the Swedish government, the GHD initiative sought to
address concerns that humanitarian assistance was not distributed across the
globe in accordance with need and did not always meet an adequate range
of needs beyond basic sustenance (Schaar 2008: 37). The resulting document
defines humanitarian action to include both protection and the provision of
material assistance; includes a commitment to the principles of humanity,
impartiality, neutrality, and independence; and is concerned with not only
where funds should be allocated but also what kinds of objectives should be
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pursued and, to a lesser degree, what activities should be undertaken (GHD
n.d.). As one of the government representatives driving the initiative puts
it, the vision was that ‘aid should be given according to need, when and
where it was required, in sufficient amounts and with appropriate quality,
and it should includemeasures to prevent and prepare for emergencies, while
also helping people rebuild their lives and livelihoods after a crisis’ (Schaar
2008: 39). Thus, the goals went beyond making funding more responsive
to urgent need in the ‘emergency present’ and encompassed commitments
to prevention (before emergencies occur) and recovery and reconstruction
(after emergency response).

The GHD initiative encompassed stipulations and recommendations for
donors vis-à-vis allocation and quality of funding as well as suggestions for
what they should demand or incentivize from the operational agencies they
are funding. In terms of the allocation and quality of funding, for example,
principle 6 commits donors to ‘allocate humanitarian funding in proportion
to needs and on the basis of needs assessments’ and principles 12–14 recom-
mend that donors increase the flexibility of their funding and contribute to
inter-agency appeals (GHD n.d.). In terms of promoting particular practices
by operational agencies, principles 7–9 address such issues as participation
of beneficiaries, strengthening local and national capacity in affected states,
and supporting recovery and long-term development (GHD n.d.). Principles
15–20 focus on promoting standards and enhancing implementation, and
in 2018, a twenty-fourth principle promoting the use of cash transfers was
added (GHD n.d.).

Pooled funding mechanisms

Funding mechanisms which pool donations, mainly from institutional fun-
ders, seek to improve the timeliness and the distribution of funding for
humanitarian emergencies, with the aim of making it more responsive to
need. Usually administered by the UN, these can be divided into mecha-
nisms that operate at the global level and those that operate at the country
level. By pooling funds, and investing a central body with the authority to
distribute them, donors delegate some of the allocation decisions, with the
goal of reducing the influence of non-needs-based factors in driving these
decisions.

At the global level, the UN Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF),
established by theUNGeneralAssembly at the endof 2005, beganwith aUSD
450 million annual funding target, increased to USD 1 billion from 2017.
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The CERF collects financial contributions throughout the year—most of
which come from governments, but foundations, companies, charities, and
individuals can also contribute—into a central fund, to which operational
humanitarian agencies can apply to finance emergency response (UN CERF
2016: 1). While a large proportion of CERF funds are provided by a small
number of donors (with ten governments providing 87% of funding between
2006 and 2015), the CERF also attracts contributions from countries that
receive CERF funds (Cosgrave 2009: 78; UN CERF 2016: 2). Funds can be
distributed at the onset of a crisis through rapid-response grants, which can
be approved in as little as forty-eight hours, with the aim of ensuring a timely
response, or to underfunded crises through disbursements twice per year,
with the aim of ensuring coverage of otherwise neglected situations (UN
CERF 2016: 1). In this sense, the CERF aims to improve the distribution of
humanitarian funding across different humanitarian emergencies.

While the CERF has undoubtedly helped to make humanitarian funding
more responsive to need, its impact is limited in important ways. In some
contexts, the CERF has played an important role, providing a significant
proportion of funding for some emergencies (Cosgrave 2009: 78–79). How-
ever, the proportion of total donations channelled this way is relatively small,
which necessarily restricts its impact on the global distribution. For the past
ten years, annual contributions to the CERF have hovered around the USD
0.5 billion mark, with the exception of a record USD 831.4 million in 2019
(UN CERF 2021). Between 2016 and 2020, the CERF accounted for between
1.6 and 2.7% of humanitarian funding each year, a small proportion that can
only compensate to a limited degree for insufficient responsiveness to needs
in other donations. The CERF is also limited in its ability to compare needs
(and hence identify underfunded crises) by its dependence on assessments by
operational agencies, whose processes and methodologies are often not con-
sistent or comparable (Obrecht 2017: 21).1⁹ A further limitation of the CERF
is that it is a UN fund, and NGOs can only access CERF funding indirectly.

CERF funding has also had a number of indirect consequences, both posi-
tive and negative. Donor governments often highlight their funding to the
CERF to domestic audiences to show that they have provided funding to
emergencies they have not funded directly (Mowjee and Poole 2014: 9; Scott
et al. 2022: 179). In some cases, this can help them to resist pressure from
elected officials and the public responding to intense media coverage of a
crisis (Scott et al. 2022: 179). For some donor governments, funding the

1⁹ On the lack of consistency and comparability of needs assessments, see ‘Assessing needs, contexts,
and capacities’ in Chapter 21 on Needs Assessment, Evaluation, and Response Decisions.



330 The Politics and Everyday Practice of International Humanitarianism

CERF enables them to ensure—and explain to their constituents—that they
are providing at least some funding to underfunded emergencies even as they
focus their direct funding on other priorities (Mowjee and Poole 2014: 9–10).
Where the CERF accounts for a large proportion of humanitarian funding
for any given emergency, however, it can come at the expense of account-
ability to the donor community. For example, after the end of the war in Sri
Lanka, theCERF compensated for underfunding that resulted from the reluc-
tance of some key donors to foot the bill for a government unwilling to pay
to address the massive human rights needs generated by its own deliberate
military strategy (HPG 2010: 15).

TheUNalso administers regional- and country-based pooled funds.When
a new humanitarian emergency occurs, or an existing situation deteriorates,
the UN Emergency Relief Coordinator in the affected country can establish
a country-based pooled fund (CBPF). The majority of contributions come
from a small number of donor governments, with the top ten providing over
90% of the USD 956 million given to CBPFs globally in 2019 (UN OCHA
2020a: 2). While many of these donors increased their contributions in 2020,
the United Kingdom—by far the largest donor in 2019—cut its funding,
leading to an overall decrease in funding to CBPFs in 2020 (Development
Initiatives 2021: 71; UN OCHA 2020a: 2).

Donors contribute to specific CBPFs, and each CBPF is locally man-
aged by OCHA, which is responsible for allocating funds to specific sectors
and operational agencies. These allocations are based on the country-level
Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP) and made to UN agencies, national and
international NGOs, and Red Cross & Red Crescent (RC) organizations (UN
OCHA 2020a). The allocation process has been praised both for its trans-
parency and for directing a significant proportion of funding to national
actors (Obrecht 2017: 21). Worldwide, the proportion allocated to national
actors was on an upward trend, from 24% in 2016 to 34% in 2020, mostly
going directly to national NGOs, but with some going indirectly as sub-
grants to national NGOs and other national actors (Development Initiatives
2021: 72). However, the worldwide total masks significant differences across
different CBPFs and across time (Development Initiatives 2021: 73).

While the CERF is intended to make funding more responsive to the
distribution of need globally, CBPFs are intended to make funding more
responsive to need within given humanitarian emergencies by providing
unearmarked funding that can be used in the sectors that most need it and by
the implementing agencies best able to use it. As with the CERF, the impact of
CBPFs is necessarily limited due to the relatively small proportion of human-
itarian funding they account for. Total CBPF contributions worldwide have
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risen fairly steadily from around USD 500 million in 2014 to USD 1 billion
in 2021, with a dip in 2020 linked to the cut in funding by the United King-
dom (Development Initiatives 2021: 70).While theCBPFs collectively receive
greater funding than the CERF, they still only account for around 3% of
humanitarian funding each year. Moreover, it is not clear that in-country
allocations of CBPFs are truly responsive to need. Some donors have raised
concerns that HRPs are more the product of negotiation among implement-
ing agencies than of evidence of needs and response effectiveness (Obrecht
2017: 21).

The Grand Bargain

At the WHS in 2016, eighteen donor governments and sixteen operational
agencies agreed a ‘Grand Bargain’, which has since been signed by many
more donors and aid agencies (Metcalfe-Hough et al. 2021: 17). Consisting
of fifty-one commitments aimed at improving the efficiency and effectiveness
of international humanitarian aid, part of the logic underpinning the Grand
Bargain is that if donors improve the quality of their funding (e.g. by reducing
earmarking and increasing multi-year financing) and operational agencies
improve how they spend the funds they received (e.g. through increased use
of cash-based programming and more joint needs assessments), aid delivery
will be more efficient, generating efficiency savings of up to a billion dollars
over five years (ICVA 2017b: 3–4; UN Secretary-General 2016: 14). It was
hoped that the cost savings from efficiency gains would be large and could be
used for the direct benefit of populations affected by humanitarian crises.

Grand Bargain workstreams 7 and 8 (subsequently combined into a sin-
gle workstream, 7+8) are specifically concerned with the quality of funding,
with a focus on increasingmulti-year planning and funding and reducing ear-
marking. While progress has been made in some respects since 2016, many
of the targets agreed in the Grand Bargain have not beenmet. Increases in the
volume ofmulti-year funding and of unearmarked or softly earmarked funds
did not always translate into equivalent increases in the proportion of fund-
ing provided in these ways (Metcalfe-Hough et al. 2021: 101–102, 105–106).
Furthermore, while a core group of donor governments appear committed to
providing flexible funding, some of the largest donors provide only a small
percentage flexibly (Metcalfe-Hough et al. 2021, 95–97). Thus, in 2020, the
proportion of total funding that was unearmarked was well below the target
agreed in the Grand Bargain and even below 2016 levels (Development Ini-
tiatives 2021: 76). Part of the problem is that moving tomore flexible funding
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is a political issue—which requires donor governments to convince their
domestic audiences that the added value of flexibility outweighs any added
risks—whereas theGrandBargain has adopted a largely technical perspective
(Metcalfe-Hough et al. 2021: 96).

Conclusions

For all the diversification in donorship in the first two decades of the twenty-
first century, most of the biggest international humanitarian agencies remain
heavily dependent on a relatively small number of official donors. There is
some indication that the percentage of humanitarian funding provided by
private donors is increasing, and insofar as private donors aremaking regular
donations rather than responding to specific appeals, this funding is flexible.
However, it still accounts for only a tiny proportion of humanitarian funding
overall. Pooled funding mechanisms also offer certain kinds of flexibility, but
they continue to account for only small percentages of humanitarian funding.
In any case, pooled funding mechanisms are not a panacea. For example, the
process through which CBPFs are allocated, based as it is on the HRPs, may
not be any more responsive to needs than earmarked funding given direct
by donor government to implementing agencies. Furthermore, while they
may succeed in reducing the impact of donor political interests on fund-
ing allocations, they can have unintended political impacts. As seen in the
case of the CERF in Sri Lanka, pooled funding can undermine accountabil-
ity. In other contexts, the fact that these different pooled fundingmechanisms
are administered by the UN can pose a risk. In Somalia, for example, some
NGOs questioned whether they should seek finding through such mecha-
nisms, given the political stance of the UN in that context and its designation
of Al-Shabaab as a terrorist group.2⁰ Grand Bargain commitments to increase
the quality of humanitarian funding have not been met, but there are some
signs that the largest donors are beginning to improve the quality of their
funding, and this may mark a turning point.

2⁰ See ‘Funding for humanitarian response’ in Chapter 10 on Famine in Somalia, 2011–2012.
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Government andCivil Society
in Affected States

In principle, international humanitarian agencies respond to emergencies
because the affected population needs external help. This may be because
the capacity of the affected state is temporarily overwhelmed by the crisis or
because it ismore generally unable, or unwilling, to live up to its responsibility
to protect and assist those on its territory.The international response can also
have an impact—positive or negative—on the capacity and will of states and
other responsible actors to fulfil their obligations. This chapter examines the
role that the governments and civil society of affected states play in respond-
ing to humanitarian emergencies and the interaction between international
humanitarian agencies and these different civilian actors in the places where
they are operating.

International responders often sideline governments and civil society in
affected states, despite the fact that, in many cases, these national and local
actors can play a crucial role in humanitarian response. This can serve to
reduce, rather than reinforce, the capacity of domestic actors. Alternative
approaches emphasize working to support the state or to hold the state to
account, but such approaches also have their downsides. While the most
appropriate response from international humanitarian agencies would prob-
ably draw on a combination of these approaches, based on solid contextual
understanding, in practice, responses are often shaped more by donor pol-
itics or ill-informed assumptions about the will and capacity of the affected
state than by analysis of the context.

Primarily with respect to civil society, the so-called localization agenda
promotes the idea that local and national, not international, actors should
be at the forefront of humanitarian responses and that power and resources
should be transferred to them. This agenda has been widely embraced in
recent years and was given added impetus with the Grand Bargain agreed
at the World Humanitarian Summit (WHS) in 2016. However, progress in
implementation has beenmixed, and the impact of localization on the quality
and cost-effectiveness of humanitarian response remains unclear.

The Politics and Everyday Practice of International Humanitarianism. Miriam Bradley, Oxford University Press.
© Miriam Bradley (2023). DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780198840695.003.0019
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State sovereignty, responsibility, andpractice

In the 1990s, ideas about state sovereignty were reconfigured to stress respon-
sibility, although the extent to which this reconfiguration was embraced
globally is contested. Thinking about state sovereignty has traditionally
emphasized the right of states to be free from outside intervention in their
domestic affairs, but more recent perspectives build on the work of a group
of scholars at the Brookings Institution, who conceptualized sovereignty as
responsibility rather than right. According to these perspectives, a state’s
external sovereignty, which implies freedom from outside interference, is
not absolute but is conditional on its internal sovereignty, which depends
on it protecting and assisting its population and ensuring that basic needs
are met. Among other things, these ideas provided the intellectual underpin-
ning for the 1998 Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement1 and for the
responsibility to protect doctrine, initially set out in 2001.2 These normative
developments reiterate the primacy of the state but also set out duties and
obligations of the wider international community.

In the context of a humanitarian crisis, the state has primary responsibility
to protect the population from violence and to assist the victims of emergen-
cies occurring on its territory.Where states are unable or unwilling to protect
and assist the population, international humanitarian agencies have a role to
play. In principle, it is the affected state that should ‘call’ a crisis and appeal
for international aid (Harvey 2009: 6). International humanitarian agencies
may also offer their services in the absence of any such appeal, but, in general,
they cannot provide those services without the consent of the state.

For a number of reasons, states may resist calling for, or consenting to,
international assistance. An international humanitarian response broadly
implies that the state is not living up to its responsibilities, either through
lack of will or lack of capacity, so it can be understood as a criticism of the
state (Harvey 2009: 2; Kahn and Cunningham 2013: S146). States may fear
appearing weak or incapable of managing their own affairs (Harvey 2009:
6; Kahn and Cunningham 2013: S146). Furthermore, states may mistrust
the motivations of international actors, and for many, the predominantly
Western identity of humanitarian actors recalls colonialism (Harvey 2009: 6;
Kahn and Cunningham 2013: 147). Where a state lacks the will to protect
and assist its own population, it may not want those parts of the popula-
tion it is neglecting to be protected and assisted. In the Nigerian Civil War,

1 See ‘International displacement and migration law’ in Chapter 14 on Law and International Human-
itarianism.

2 See ‘International military forces’ in Chapter 20 on Armed Actors.
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for example, the national government imposed a blockade with the delib-
erate aim of starving the secessionists into submission.3 In such situations, a
humanitarian responsemay undermine government strategies.Where a state
is actively targeting some of the population, it may also want to prevent inter-
national actors fromwitnessing the abuses it is perpetrating.Thiswas the case
in the final stages of the Sri Lankan Civil War, when the government sought
to remove international witnesses from the Vanni, where it was shelling the
civilian population.⁴

States should not arbitrarily withhold consent for international humani-
tarian assistance, but sometimes they do. The rule prohibiting the arbitrary
withholding of consent is clear in international humanitarian law (IHL), but
IHL only applies in armed conflict contexts. In other kinds of humanitar-
ian emergency, there is an expectation that states will consent to external
assistance, but the rule is less clear.⁵ It bears emphasizing that the issue of
arbitrary withholding of consent for relief operations only arises when the
population is inadequately provided with essential supplies (Akande and
Gillard 2016: 21). This means that where the state itself is meeting the needs
of the population, it is under no obligation to accept international assistance.
Thus, after the 2004 tsunami, for example, the Indian government stated that
sufficient national resources were available for relief and that international
efforts should focus on the worst-affected countries—though it subsequently
accepted contributions towards longer-term rehabilitation, subject to cer-
tain restrictions and close coordination with the national authorities (Price
and Bhatt 2009: 16–17). By contrast, when Cyclone Nargis hit Myanmar
in May 2008, resulting in 140,000 deaths and affecting around 2.4 million
people, the disaster clearly overwhelmed national capacity, yet the govern-
ment was reluctant to accept international aid (Simm 2018: 133). After some
negotiation, the Myanmar government did eventually accept international
assistance, as states usually do.

States only rarely withhold consent altogether, but they sometimes impose
restrictions onwhere international agencies canwork andwhat activities they
can undertake in such as way as to make quick, impartial, and independent
operations virtually impossible (Bradley 2016a: 130–132). In armed conflict
contexts, parties to conflict must allow and facilitate rapid and unimpeded
passage once relief operations have been consented to. IHL sets out rules and
recommendations regarding the entry of personnel, customs clearance, and
the taxation of relief, among other things (Akande and Gillard 2016: 26–29).

3 See ‘Conflict dynamics’ in Chapter 2 on the Nigerian Civil War, 1967–1970.
⁴ See ‘Manipulation of aid and aid agencies’ in Chapter 8 on Sri Lanka, 2008–2009.
⁵ See Chapter 14 on Law and International Humanitarianism.
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In other kinds of humanitarian agencies, the legal framework is generally
less clear, but there are nonetheless widely shared expectations that states
will facilitate the provision of international assistance, where it is necessary
and they have consented to it. Some restrictions are imposed for legitimate
reasons, and under IHL the parties to conflict have the right to search relief
consignments and convoys to check for weapons or military equipment, for
example, and to require relief convoys to use prescribed routes at specific
times.⁶ Thus, during the Nigerian Civil War, when the government restricted
aid into Biafra, refusing consent for air delivery of food unless transported
on its own planes or those of the International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC), ostensibly due to concerns that other planes also carried weapons, it
was arguably acting reasonably.⁷ However, these kinds of specifications must
be applied in good faith and not in such a way that they make it impossible to
provide relief items that are essential to the survival of the civilian population.
In Sri Lanka in 2008–2009, when the government obstructed the provision of
relief in bad faith and in such a way as to make it impossible for aid agencies
to provide adequate relief in the Vanni, it was thus violating IHL.⁸

Where non-state actors control territory, as is often the case in civil wars
(and sometimes in other situations of large-scale violence), their consent is
necessary to operate on that territory, and such operations may be possible
without the consent of the state. It is not clear that the consent of armed non-
state actors is legally required for humanitarian relief operations, but where
such actors control territory, their consent and acceptance is necessary in
practice.⁹ Conversely, where the territory they control can be accessed with-
out crossing government-controlled areas (crossing the border from Turkey
directly into rebel-held areas of Syria, for example), operations without the
consent of the state may be practicable—and whether or not state consent
is legally required in such situations is a matter of debate (Akande and
Gillard 2016: 16–18; Gillard 2013: 364–367). In deciding whether or not to
act without state consent in any given situation, humanitarian agencies are
considering questions not only of legality but also of safety, potential impacts
on their operations elsewhere in the country, and broader reputational risk.
Thus the consortium of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) provid-
ing cross-border aid from Sudan to Ethiopia’s northern regions in response
to conflict and famine in the 1980s concealed their individual identities
and worked anonymously under the umbrella of the Emergency Relief Desk

⁶ See ‘International humanitarian law’ in Chapter 14 on Law and International Humanitarianism.
⁷ See ‘International humanitarian response’ in Chapter 2 on the Nigerian Civil War, 1967–1970.
⁸ See ‘Manipulation of aid and aid agencies’ in Chapter 8 on Sri Lanka, 2008–2009.
⁹ See ‘Non-state armed groups’ in Chapter 20 on Armed Actors.
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(ERD).1⁰ Elsewhere, international humanitarian agencies have sometimes
sought to ensure that assistance could reach people in need throughout a
country, with some operating exclusively in government-controlled territory
and others exclusively in opposition areas.

The governments of affected states also have a role to play in the coordina-
tion and quality control of outside assistance (Harvey 2009: 8). Given that
most states prize their (external) sovereignty very highly and humanitari-
ans can only operate on their territory with their consent, it is unsurprising
that governments expect that humanitarian actors will operate according to
their rules (Kahn and Cunningham 2013: S145). A government’s regulatory
approach can serve to facilitate or to constrain the delivery of timely and
effective assistance, and in many countries, much of the day-to-day work
of international humanitarian agencies involves negotiating visas for expa-
triate staff, travel permits for different parts of the country, and access to
particular populations (Harvey 2009: 9, 33). In some cases, regulations are
applied in bad faith, as a means to pose obstacles to unwanted international
assistance while claiming to facilitate it. In the final stages of the civil war in
Sri Lanka, for example, the government frequently delayed and obstructed
visas, authorizations to travel within the country, and import licences, using
these bureaucratic obstacles together with threats in order to deter potential
criticism.11

For refugee populations, governments in host states provide the policy
framework. Even where the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR) and
other international agencies take responsibility for the actual provision of
assistance, host governments are responsible for admitting and recognizing
refugees on their territory, respecting the principle of non-refoulement, and
providing security to refugees and humanitarian actors (Slaughter and Crisp
2009: 1–2). They also determine whether refugees will be settled in camps,
whether they will be allowed to work, and what degree of self-sufficiency
they will be permitted to develop (Harvey 2009: 10). Many states fear that
by offering the conditions for integration, they will discourage refugees from
returning. (Somewhat counter-intuitively, the opposite may be true, as the
capacities developed for and through integration also prepare people for
return; see Bradley 2017: 25.) Due to such fears, humanitarian agencies
sometimes have strict limits imposed upon them by the governments of the
countries in which they are operating. In many contexts, host governments

1⁰ See ‘Non-cooperation and access restrictions imposed by the government’ in Chapter 3 on Drought
and Famine in Ethiopia, 1983–1985.

11 See ‘Manipulation of aid and aid agencies’ in Chapter 8 on Sri Lanka, 2008–2009.
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insist that refugees live in camps and/or impose limits on their rights tomove-
ment, work, and status, and constraints on the humanitarian actors seeking
to protect and assist them (see, e.g. Brun 2016: 397–398; Lindley 2011: 20–21,
37; Slaughter and Crisp 2009: 7).

International aid agencies and the governments
of affected states

Beyond getting consent for their operations and adhering to domestic rules
and regulations, there is scope for significant variation in the ways that inter-
national humanitarian agencies interact with the governments of affected
states. It is helpful to distinguish three main approaches adopted by inter-
national agencies: (i) substituting for the state in question, often bypassing it
in the process and sometimes setting up parallel structures; (ii) working to
support that state through such activities as upgrading infrastructure, fund-
ing government posts, and providing advice and capacity-building; and (iii)
seeking to hold that state to account for its own obligations and responsibil-
ities, either directly or indirectly. These three approaches can be combined,
but, inmany cases, tensions arise—substituting for a state can serve to under-
mine its capacities, complicating capacity-building, for example, andworking
closely with a state to support its work in particular areas canmake it difficult
to hold that same state to account when it fails tomeet its own obligations and
responsibilities.

Substituting for the state

Probably the most common mode of action for international humani-
tarian agencies is substituting for the state. During the Cold War, both
development and humanitarian aid were often provided bilaterally, with
donor governments directly funding the governments of affected states
(Harvey 2009: 1, 5). However, with the Washington consensus came suspi-
cion of the state and a tendency to sub-contract public functions to NGOs.
In the humanitarian sector, this translated to a wholesale shift to funding
UN agencies, international governmental organizations (INGOs) and the
Red Cross and Red Crescent (RC) Movement in a model of humanitarian
assistance which implicitly assumes that governments are either too weak or
too corrupt to manage large-scale humanitarian funding (Duffield 1997: 527,
532; Harvey 2009: 1, 6).
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Substitution can mean simply taking on tasks that would normally be the
responsibility of the state but often additionally means doing so in such a
way as to exclude the state from those tasks, as when coordination meet-
ings are held in English or in locations that are difficult for nationals to
access.12 The use of jargon and acronyms can also serve to exclude those
who are not (Western-trained) professional humanitarians (Bennett et al.
2016: 64). Sometimes, substitution is a response to lack of capacity in the
affected state. However, humanitarian emergencies do not necessarily com-
pletely overwhelm the capacity of a state to act, even where the affected
population requires—or can benefit from—international assistance (Harvey
2009: 2). Sometimes, substitution is a reaction to a lack of will on the part
of the affected state to provide an adequate response. Refugee-hosting states
in particular often prefer to leave UNHCR and other international agencies
to assist refugees (Slaughter and Crisp 2009: 7–8). In many cases, however,
the state has both the will and the capacity to play a central role, but inter-
national humanitarian agencies are generally poor at assessing capacities and
tend to disregard local capacity and assume that affected states are too corrupt
to deliver aid effectively (Harvey 2009: 16, 29).13

Substituting for the state can have unintended consequences and some-
times serves to reduce the capacity and accountability of affected states. State
capacity may be reduced due to inactivity where international actors have
taken on functions normally carried out by state officials or due to interna-
tional agencies poaching government staff or paying much higher salaries
than the government (Harvey 2009: 27). Substitution can also allow states
to abdicate responsibility and undermine relationships or mechanisms of
accountability (de Waal 1997; Harvey 2009: 29).

Substitution can thus pose serious dilemmas for international humani-
tarian agencies—where they compensate for the limited will or capacity of
states, they can help to ensure people’s needs are met but risk further under-
mining that will or capacity and even facilitating abuses. In Sri Lanka, for
example, in the aftermath of the civil war when the government set up what
were essentially internment camps for internally displaced persons (IDPs),
the humanitarian agencies which provided shelter, food, water, sanitation,
and other services for the IDPs in those camps were facilitating a system in
which people were deprived of their liberty and forced to live in appalling
conditions.1⁴

12 See, e.g. ‘Coordination, competition, ownership, and accountability’ in Chapter 7 on the 2004 Indian
Ocean Tsunami and ‘Coordination and ownership’ in Chapter 9 on the Haiti Earthquake, 2010.

13 See ‘Assessing needs, contexts, and capacities’ in Chapter 21 on Needs Assessment, Evaluation, and
Response Decisions.

1⁴ See ‘International humanitarian response’ in Chapter 8 on Sri Lanka, 2008–2009.
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Supporting the state

Working with, through, or in support of the state can take different forms,
including capacity-building and channelling assistance through the gov-
ernment. The post-Washington consensus has led to renewed commitment
to centring the state in development, but humanitarian aid is still mostly
not aimed at bolstering the state. There are some exceptions to this gen-
eral rule and some indications that the balance is shifting, albeit slowly.
Non-Development Assistance Committee (DAC) donor governments tend
to channel more of their funding directly to governments or national RC
societies in affected states, so it may be that, with increases in the pro-
portion of humanitarian funding provided by such donors, we will see an
increase in bilateral humanitarian aid in coming years.1⁵ Among operational
humanitarian agencies, there is also increasing concern to work with, and
to seek to strengthen, affected states. In part, this is a response to the criti-
cisms frequently levelled at international responses centred on substitution,
but it is also closely linked to the protraction and urbanization of humani-
tarian emergencies and response1⁶ and to efforts to integrate humanitarian
and development thinking in international response1⁷ as well as demands
from assertive governments of affected states themselves (Harvey 2009: 34;
Hilhorst 2018: 6).

When working to deliver basic services (e.g. health care or water supply)
rather than commodities (e.g. food aid or cash), international humanitar-
ian agencies have always tended to work with the state, often with technical
line ministries in sectors like health, education, and water (Harvey 2009: 1).
Even agencies with exclusively humanitarian mandates, such as the ICRC
and Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), who do not explicitly engage in state-
building processes, continuously work with parts of the state. For example,
ICRC hospitals often go beyond treating patients directly and addition-
ally train medical personnel and secure their government salaries, and the
ICRC sometimes works to upgrade government hospitals, all with the goal of
expanding the quality and quantity of health-care services (ICRC 2016: 27).
The more numerous multi-mandate agencies often have state-building as a
central goal of their development work, and while they may try to keep their
humanitarian work separate, they do not necessarily do so (Harvey 2009: 22).
In contexts where donors or the political organs of the UN seek to support
fledgling regimes, they may pressurize operational humanitarian agencies to

1⁵ See ‘Donors’ in Chapter 18 on Donors and the Funding of Humanitarian Action.
1⁶ See Chapter 15 on the Shifting Parameters of Humanitarian Emergencies.
1⁷ See Chapter 16 on the Nexus Concept.
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support that government with the goal of increasing its strength or domes-
tic legitimacy. This occurred with efforts to bolster the Karzai government in
Afghanistan and the Transitional Federal Government (TFG) in Somalia.1⁸

Like substitution, working to support and strengthen the state carries its
own set of problems. Where governments are corrupt, support for the state
may translate into support for corruption. While the levels of corruption
among the governments of states affected by humanitarian emergencies may
be overstated, some governments are corrupt and seek to control humani-
tarian aid to enrich themselves. Several of the case studies in the first part of
this book provide examples of aid being diverted and manipulated by gov-
ernments,1⁹ and if aid thus becomes embedded in systems of patronage, it
can contribute to cultures of corruption (Harvey 2009: 29).

From a principled perspective, supporting the state can undermine the
impartiality, neutrality, and independence of humanitarian action.2⁰ Work-
ing with and through the state may mean that planning and funding become
contingent on, or subsumed under, processes led by the state, potentially
reducing the autonomy of humanitarian agencies to take programming deci-
sions independently. Working to support the state also risks jeopardizing the
principle of neutrality, above all in armed conflict contexts but also in non-
conflict contexts where supporting the state means supporting the regime in
power. In such contexts, making strengthening the state an explicit goal of
international assistance, even if only a secondary goal, implies non-neutral
intentions. Even where strengthening the state is not a goal of humanitarian
agencies but rather an incidental consequence of, say, expanding the quality
and quantity of health-care services, it is likely to be non-neutral in outcome.
Furthermore, if state-building is a goal that comes to define or shape what
assistance is provided, and to whom, then that assistance is—by definition—
not being provided in accordance with need alone and, hence, cannot be said
to be impartial.

In practice, however, the degree to which humanitarian agencies and,
especially, donor governments are prepared to work to support the govern-
ments of affected states may depend less on concerns about will, capacity,
corruption, or humanitarian principles and more on how governments are
perceived or favoured by powerful international actors (Harvey 2009: 15).

1⁸ See, respectively, ‘Instrumentalization of aid by military actors’ in Chapter 6 on Afghanistan,
2001–2014, and ‘Diversion, manipulation, and instrumentalization of aid’ in Chapter 10 on Famine in
Somalia, 2011–2012.

1⁹ See, e.g., ‘Use of food aid for non-humanitarian ends’ in Chapter 3 on Drought and Famine in
Ethiopia, 1983–1985, ‘Manipulation of aid and aid agencies’ in Chapter 8 on Sri Lanka, 2008–2009, and
‘Diversion,manipulation, and instrumentalization of aid’ inChapter 10 on Famine in Somalia, 2011–2012.

2⁰ For a discussion of these principles, see Chapter 13 on Politics, Principles, andHumanitarian Action.
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Both the Karzai government in Afghanistan and the TFG in Somalia were
widely known to be corrupt, for example, yet donors in Afghanistan and the
political backers of the TFG in the UN sought to use humanitarian assistance
to bolster these governments and increase their legitimacy in the eyes of their
populations.

Holding the state to account

The third way that international humanitarian agencies can engage with the
state in the countries in which they operate is through direct or indirect
efforts to hold the state to account. Such efforts can be aimed at protecting
the civilian population from attack, or from other abusive policies, by the
state. They can also be aimed at getting the state to consent to, and facilitate,
external assistance, or at challenging access restrictions imposed by the state
on humanitarian agencies.

Public criticism and legal action are among the most obvious ways to
hold states to account for abuses. International human rights organiza-
tions like Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch conduct research
on human rights violations and then ‘name and shame’ the perpetrators
through public advocacy. The pursuit of accountability is likewise part of
the purpose of international justice mechanisms, including the Interna-
tional Court of Justice (ICJ), which adjudicates inter-state disputes, and the
International Criminal Court (ICC), which prosecutes individuals, includ-
ing state officials. Humanitarian agencies can also seek to hold a state to
account through naming and shaming or through support for international
prosecutions.21 However, many are cautious about these kinds of activities,
concerned that they may imply compromising the principle of neutrality and
that they may result in losing access if authorities are named, shamed, or
prosecuted, and then retaliate against those they deem responsible. How-
ever, the impact on neutrality is not so straightforward in practice,22 and,
in some situations, naming and shaming authorities who pose obstacles to

21 For more on ‘naming and shaming’, see ‘Public advocacy and criticism of authorities’ in Chapter 23
onDialogue, Negotiation, andAdvocacy, and on support for international prosecutions, see ‘International
justice’ in Chapter 14 on Law and International Humanitarianism.

22 See ‘Interpretation and implementation of these principles in practice’ in Chapter 13 on Politics,
Principles, and Humanitarian Action.
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humanitarian response might pressurize them to extend access rather than
limit it.23

Where public advocacy is expected to be ineffective or counterproductive,
or to have unwanted side effects in terms of principles, reputation, and access,
there is a variety of other activities that humanitarian agencies can undertake
to help increase the accountability of states for their responsibilities to pro-
tect and assist the population. For example, they sometimes pass information
to other states through dialogue with diplomatic representatives or to other
actors who can put pressure on the affected state, such as human rights orga-
nizations.2⁴ Similarly, they can work indirectly to hold the state—or parts of
it—to account through legal mechanisms. International humanitarian agen-
cies thus sometimes provide domestic actors with the information, tools, and
resources they need to hold authorities to account for any failure to fulfil their
duties and obligations. For example, UNHCR and the Norwegian Refugee
Council run programmes focused on providing legal assistance to people
affected by displacement to enable them to claim and exercise their rights
(Bradley 2016a: 138).

As with substitution and support, efforts to hold states accountable carry
certain risks and can be in tension with the other two approaches. As indi-
cated, more adversarial approaches may have negative consequences for
access, operational space, and neutrality, but this is not necessarily the case,
and concerns about the impact on neutrality in particular seem overstated
(but not entirely unfounded). The corollary of substitution activities under-
mining state accountability is that efforts to hold states accountable for their
failures often require humanitarian actors to withhold direct assistance to
those in need. For example, in responding to the so-called migration cri-
sis and other humanitarian needs in Europe, most humanitarian agencies
judged that the EU and its member states had the capacity both to fulfil their
search-and-rescue (SAR) responsibilities and to protect and assist migrants
and other marginalized groups on their territory and that they lacked only
the will. Some agencies thus sought to minimize the extent to which they
substituted for states and instead engaged in more extensive advocacy than
normal.2⁵ In such situations, humanitarian agencies are choosing between
putting significant pressure on states to change the policies that are the cause

23 See ‘Public advocacy and criticism of authorities’ in Chapter 23 on Dialogue, Negotiation, and
Advocacy.

2⁴ See ‘Sharing information with third parties’ in Chapter 23 on Dialogue, Negotiation, and Advocacy.
2⁵ See ‘Humanitarian response’ in Chapter 12 on the 2015–2016 European ‘Migrant Crisis’, and ‘Euro-

peanization’ and ‘People on the Move’ in Chapter 15 on the Shifting Parameters of Humanitarian
Emergencies.
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of suffering, on the one hand, and doing all they can to relieve that suffering
directly on the other.

Combining different ways of relating to the state

Clearly, no single mode of relating to the state is appropriate all of the
time, and in practice, humanitarian agencies can, and do, adopt different
approaches—and combinations of approaches—in different contexts. There
is a certain logic to adapting the approach according to the will and ability
of the state in question. Thus, a humanitarian agency might seek to hold able
but unwilling states to account; to support willing but unable states, perhaps
partially substituting for them until their capacity is strengthened; and to
combine all three approaches in states that lack both will and ability (Bradley
2016a: 135; Harvey 2009: 16). However, this logic may be overly simplistic.

Where a state is failing to fulfil its responsibilities, it can be difficult to
discern how much this is due to insufficient will and how much due to insuf-
ficient capacity, and it is not clear that most humanitarian agencies have
the skills to distinguish. Even if they were able to distinguish lack of will
from lack of capacity, will and capacity are not necessarily fully present or
fully absent. In practice, almost all governments have some capacity and
some will to protect and assist their populations, even if at inadequate levels.
Furthermore, capacity and will often vary across different levels of govern-
ment. It is thus important to distinguish the different branches, levels, and
sectors of government. Where engaging with central government depart-
ments is deemed unwise or difficult, there may still be the option to work
with local government actors or technical line ministries (Harvey 2009: 31).
In some cases, humanitarian agencies work to support the judiciary in a
country through such activities as providing advice or financial support to
oversight mechanisms, so indirectly helping to hold the executive to account
(Bradley 2016a: 138).

In addition, the apparently logical approach is not always the only or best
way of increasing the will or capacity of the state. For example, increasing
the will of a state (or some parts of a state) to ensure that its population is
protected and assisted does not necessarily or only imply holding the state to
account. Behaviour change can be encouraged by carrots as well as sticks,
and support to the state may be used in conjunction with dialogue and
made conditional on certain conduct. Working closely with the state can also
enable international actors to observe state conduct from the inside, provid-
ing them with the understanding necessary to inform other accountability
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measures. Assistance does not have to be completely state-led or completely
state-avoiding, and humanitarian agencies channelling humanitarian assis-
tance through governments can invest in oversight measures to monitor and
audit state-led responses (Harvey 2009: 29). At the same time, there can be
tensions between different goals and the activities undertaken in pursuit of
them—as when substituting for, or supporting, the state serves to undermine
its capacity and accountability.

Civil society actors

Governments are not the only actors in states affected by humanitarian
crises that are frequently sidelined by international responders. Local and
national civil society actors play an important role in responding to crises,
and they have a number of advantages over international humanitarian agen-
cies. However, their role has often been under-acknowledged by international
actors, and they face much greater difficulties in accessing international
sources of funding than do the bigger and well-known international NGOs.

A range of different civil society actors in states directly affected by human-
itarian crises, and in states hosting refugees, are essential players in human-
itarian response. These actors include national RC societies, faith-based
organizations, formal local and national NGOs, and refugee-led organiza-
tions. In the crucial hours immediately following sudden-onset disasters in
particular, local actors are often the only, or the most important, responders.
In the aftermath of the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, for example, local com-
munities were the first to respond, quickly followed by national and regional
(state and non-state) actors from relatively unaffected areas nearby.2⁶ Fol-
lowing the 2010 earthquake in Haiti, and despite the personal suffering and
trauma of survivors, Haitians were the first to respond, with the local staff
of INGOs already operating in the country especially effective in the initial
response.2⁷ The Ebola outbreak which hit West Africa in 2014 was not such
a sudden event, but delays in mounting a large-scale international response
nevertheless meant that local actors, both governmental and civil society,
were the first to respond, implementing protective and isolation initiatives.2⁸
In contexts of conflict and violence, local actors are often active in areaswhere
international humanitarian agencies have little or no presence due to govern-
ment restrictions or insecurity (Svoboda et al. 2018: 8). In many countries,

2⁶ See ‘Tsunami and its immediate aftermath’ in Chapter 7 on the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami.
2⁷ See ‘Background and context’ in Chapter 9 on the Haiti Earthquake, 2010.
2⁸ See ‘Treatment of Ebola patients’ in Chapter 11 on Ebola in West Africa, 2014–2015.
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national RC societies play a central role, sometimes linked to their close
relationship with their respective government and sometimes linked to the
unique relationship they have with the rest of the RC Movement.

Local and national actors often have a number of advantages over inter-
national responders, stemming from their flexibility and their superior local
knowledge and understanding. Local knowledge, understanding, and input
can have an important impact on the quality and effectiveness of responses
to humanitarian crises, with organizations embedded in affected communi-
ties well placed to identify and respond to the needs of those communities
(Svoboda et al. 2018: 11). In the context of the Ebola outbreak in West
Africa in 2014–2015, for example, international responders initially imposed
top-down approaches to infection control and patient care, which were ill
suited to the needs and social conditions of many communities, and pro-
tocols were more effective when adapted based on local understanding.2⁹
Familiarity with the context can also be an advantage in getting access in
insecure environments. In Syria, for example, local organizations have drawn
on their in-depth understanding of different armed groups in access negoti-
ations, adapting language and behaviour at checkpoints depending on the
armed group in charge (Svoboda et al. 2018: 11). Membership of affected
communities and continued presence through periods of high insecurity,
when international actors are more likely to withdraw, have also been shown
to increase trust in the most locally based organizations (Svoboda et al.
2018: 11).

Despite the advantages and the importance of local and national NGOs,
they receive only a small percentage of international funding for humanitar-
ian response and are frequently sidelined by UN agencies and international
NGOs. For the most part, they either receive no international funding at all
or they receive it from INGOs, who effectively sub-contract certain tasks to
them. While called ‘local partners’, the term ‘partner’ implies a level of equal-
ity that seldom characterizes these relationships.The tendency to use English
as the language of coordination meetings and other obstacles that serve to
exclude governmental actors in affected states often also serve to exclude
local and national NGOs (Bennett et al. 2016: 64; Svoboda et al. 2018: 10).
The formal humanitarian system has mostly failed to connect meaningfully
with national and local actors and lacks the incentives for such engagement
(Bennett et al. 2016: 5). Indeed, given the ‘corporatization’ and funding struc-
tures of the humanitarian sector, which tend to mean short-term funding for

2⁹ See ‘International humanitarian response’ in Chapter 11 on Ebola in West Africa, 2014–2015.
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specific activities and tend to reward outputs rather than outcomes, the estab-
lished international agencies are incentivized to pursue funds even when
other actors are better placed to respond (Bennett et al. 2016: 59–60).

Localization agenda

Against the background of international actors holding all the power and
local and national NGOs struggling to attract international funding and
respect, the ‘localization agenda’ has emerged. The basic idea is that, instead
of taking over themselves, international humanitarian actors should support
the efforts and capacities of crisis-affected people and the local actors assist-
ing them (Schenkenberg 2016: 5). Thus, funds should be rechannelled to
local and national actors in countries affected by crisis, local and national
partners of international actors should be more systematically involved in
the development and implementation of projects, and the work of local and
national actors should be properly acknowledged and given greater public
visibility (Roepstorff 2020: 286). ‘Upending humanitarianism’ (Fast 2017) or
‘Turning the humanitarian system on its head’ (Gingerich and Cohen 2015)
can be seen as a goal in and of itself insofar as it serves to transform the
colonial mindset. However, localization is also widely expected to lead to
higher-quality, faster, more cost-effective and sustainable responses, promot-
ing resilience and contributing to developmental and peace-building goals
(Barbelet et al. 2021: 20; Fan 2013: 2; Hilhorst 2018: 6; Metcalfe-Hough et al.
2021: 56; Roepstorff 2020: 286). The agenda is at least partly driven by a per-
ceived need to do more with less, as humanitarian needs outpace funding
increases, concerns about the protracted nature of crises, and a desire not
only to meet but also to reduce humanitarian needs.3⁰

Efforts to transfer power and financial resources to actors within affected
states predate the WHS in 2016, but they were given significant added impe-
tus with the Grand Bargain commitments made by donors and operational
agencies at the Summit. Specifically, Grand Bargain Core Commitment 2.4
set a global aggregated target of at least 25% of humanitarian funding going
to local and national responders as directly as possible by 2020. This is
expected to improve outcomes for affected people and reduce transaction
costs. By 2020, however, only thirteen out of fifty-three grant-giving sig-
natories reported that they had met or exceeded this 25% target, and only
4.7% of global humanitarian funds, representing USD 1.3 billion, went to

3⁰ See ‘Protracted “emergencies”’ in Chapter 15 on the Shifting Parameters of Humanitarian Emergen-
cies, and Chapter 16 on the Nexus Concept.
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local and national responders (Metcalfe-Hough et al. 2021: 52). Between
2016 and 2020, the share of global humanitarian funding going directly to
local or national actors fluctuated between 3.8% and 9.8%, with no dis-
cernible trend (Metcalfe-Hough et al. 2021: 53). Counter-terror legislation
and policy pose an obstacle to meeting the 25% target since smaller local
and national organizations are often unable to meet stringent due diligence
requirements in places where groups designated as terrorist are in operation
(Austin and Chessex 2018: 5).31 There were, however, more positive trends
with respect to pooled funds, with the percentage of country-based pooled
funds (CBPFs) and Central Emergency Response Fund (CERFs) allocations
to national and local responders increasing since 2016 (Metcalfe-Hough et al.
2021: 54).32

Despite only slow progress on meeting the quantitative targets for direct-
ing funding to local and national responders, the Grand Bargain appears
to have helped to move the localization agenda forward in other ways. It
has been credited with driving a system-wide normative shift such that the
appropriateness of localization is no longer in question, even if implementa-
tion of the norm has been slower (Metcalfe-Hough et al. 2021: 46). Progress
has been made on enabling government and civil society actors in affected
states to engage in international coordinating mechanisms, with more than
half of clusters indicating that a national/local language was spoken at meet-
ings, for example (Metcalfe-Hough et al. 2021: 47). However, it remains
unclear how far decision-making power has shifted from international actors
towards local and national actors (Barbelet et al. 2021: 24). Moreover, there
is currently little evidence to show how such a shift in power affects humani-
tarian outcomes. Research and evaluations have largely focused on assessing
how far output goals, rather than outcomes, have been achieved.33 Thus,
progress is tracked against high-level commitments regarding the percent-
age of funding going to local actors, for example, but there is much less focus
on the effectiveness or efficiency of more localized humanitarian response
(Barbelet et al. 2021: 23).

The discourse of localization has been criticized both for a lack of clar-
ity in terms of who is local/international and for reifying the distinction
between the two. It is not always clear which kinds of actors are included

31 On the impact of counter-terror measures on humanitarian actionmore broadly, see ‘Counter-terror
legislation’ in Chapter 14 on Law and International Humanitarianism.

32 For an explanation of pooled funding mechanisms, see ‘Pooled funding mechanisms’ in Chapter 18
on Donors and the Funding of Humanitarian Action.

33 For a discussion of evaluations in the humanitarian sector and the wider tendency to focus on mea-
suring outputs rather than outcomes, see ‘Monitoring and evaluation’ in Chapter 21 onNeeds Assessment,
Evaluation, and Response Decisions.
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in the localization agenda or what exactly is meant by local. Some interpre-
tations include internationally affiliated organizations, such as national RC
societies or local offices of INGOs, but other interpretations exclude these
(Roepstorff 2020: 290). NGOs based within the affected state are consistently
included, whereas less formal entities and governmental actors are some-
times, but not always, included (Schenkenberg 2016: 9). The individuals,
families, and networks that are most directly affected by crises and often
among the most important responders are not always part of the kinds of
formal organizations the aid system is set up to support (Schenkenberg 2016:
10). In refugee settings, actors which are national within the host state are
not local to the refugees, while refugee-led organizations are not necessar-
ily considered local in terms of the localization agenda (Barbelet et al. 2021:
22). Diaspora organizations, run by expatriates to provide assistance in their
home countries, have seen significant growth, with Syrian diaspora organiza-
tions in particular playing an important role in the Syrian war (Knox Clarke
et al. 2018: 106).While theymay be established elsewhere in the world, many
identify as local (Svoboda et al. 2018: 2). Lack of clarity on which actors are
included makes assessing progress difficult insofar as progress is measured
with quantitative indicators, but such ambiguity has the advantage of allow-
ing for context-specific understanding and goals. More problematically, the
localization discourse and agenda risks reinforcing the dichotomy between
international and local or national actors and, as such, risks perpetuating the
issues it seeks to address (Roepstorff 2020).

A second set of critiques calls into question the very goal of transferring
power to local actors. These critiques highlight the risk that the localization
agenda can be used by regimes seeking to assert their external sovereignty and
by government or opposition forces seeking to prevent or reduce an inter-
national presence to bear witness to their IHL violations or human rights
abuses (Schenkenberg 2016: 5). Furthermore, they raise a concern that local
and national actors may struggle to adhere to the principles of humanitar-
ian action (ICRC 2016: 22; Schenkenberg 2016: 5–6). They may not adhere
to the principles of impartiality and neutrality for a variety of reasons—as a
conscious choice to privilege a particular group, as part of an unconscious
repetition of internalized norms of exclusion of a particular group, or as a
response to a fear of reprisals if they do not privilege (or exclude) a particular
group (Austin andChessex 2018: 18–19; Schenkenberg 2016: 15). Local orga-
nizations often adopt a more solidarist approach and do not always separate
out the provision of relief from developmental, human rights, or peace-
building activities—and, in some cases, groups which began with explicitly
and exclusively political goals shifted to a humanitarian focus out of necessity
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(Bennett et al. 2016: 49; Svoboda et al. 2018: 9). An activist past can be per-
ceived by those controlling territory as undermining the neutrality of the
local actor in question, and this has sometimes led to denial of permission
to access that territory (Svoboda et al. 2018: 11).

While these critiques raise important concerns, international humanitar-
ian agencies do not always adhere to the principles of humanitarian action
either, and local actors may sometimes be better, rather than worse, placed
to ensure—or at least increase—the impartiality of humanitarian response.
Their contextual understanding may enable them to identify traditionally
excluded groups, with identification being a necessary, if insufficient, con-
dition for receiving assistance.3⁴ Elsewhere, they may be able to access areas
which international actors cannot, as was the case with the White Helmets
in the Syrian Civil War, known for rescuing people from bombed build-
ings across opposition-controlled territory. Ed Schenkenberg sees the fact
that the Syrian Arab Red Crescent was working mainly in government-
controlled territory and the White Helmets mainly in opposition-controlled
territory as an illustration of some inherent limitations of local humanitar-
ian actors in armed conflict contexts (Schenkenberg 2016: 15). However, this
kind of limitation is not unique to local actors. International humanitarian
agencies were largely limited to operating in government-controlled parts of
Syria (Martínez and Eng 2016). In light of the limitations of international
actors in that context, then, the ability of the White Helmets to operate in
opposition-held territory contributed to a response that met needs across the
country.

Some of the more thoughtful analyses point to complementarity, recog-
nizing that there is no single response model and that different actors and
approaches have a comparative advantage, depending on the context (Austin
and Chessex 2018; Bennett et al. 2016: 6). It is useful not only to distin-
guish between disasters and armed conflicts but also to identify more specific
characteristics of different crises and the actors operating within them to
determinewhat division of labourwill yield the best outcomes for the affected
population (ICRC 2016: 22; Schenkenberg 2016: 16). In insecure contexts,
local actors may be able to access more areas than international agencies,
but it is not always safer for them to do so and relying on local partners to
deliver aid in insecure environments may imply transferring risk to them,
which raises ethical concerns. Moreover, access negotiations take place at
multiple levels, from the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) to the
checkpoint and the affected community, and some organizations are better

3⁴ See ‘Impartiality’ in Chapter 10 on Famine in Somalia, 2011–2012.
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able to negotiate with more leverage at one end of the spectrum while other
organizations are stronger at the other end (Svoboda et al. 2018: iv). The
UN Secretary-General’s call at the WHS in 2016 to make humanitarian
action ‘as local as possible, as international as necessary’ encapsulates this
vision for complementarity at the same time as it recognizes that power and
resources are currently excessively concentrated in the hands of international
responders.

Finally, there is a set of critiques which focuses on how the localization
agenda is being implemented in practice, arguing that current practice does
not go far enough in transferring power. First, despite the formal commit-
ments, local actors are often still relegated to roles as implementing partners
rather than equals or leaders, without significant involvement in decision-
making processes or control over financial resources (Svoboda et al. 2018:
8). In this sense, the agenda has not been sufficiently implemented. Sec-
ond, implementation of the localization agenda is largely led by international
agencies and focused on building capacity through technical fixes and the
transfer of resources, with the implicit goal of making local and national
actors look and function more like international actors (Bennett et al. 2016:
57; Fast 2017: 2–3). The problem identified here is not so much insufficient
but rather misguided implementation. This kind of capacity-building (which
can include, for example, building capacities related to evaluation, impact,
and evidence) might help local actors to access international funding sources
but it might also compromise their flexibility, agility, and situatedness—the
very characteristics that give themmany advantages over international actors
in terms of understanding and responding to needs (Bennett et al. 2016: 57;
Fast 2017: 3; Svoboda et al. 2018: iii). Letting go of power and control means
giving up claims to control the definition of humanitarianism and with it
the insistence that humanitarian action should necessarily be neutral, inde-
pendent, and limited—remaking humanitarian action to encompass more
developmental or solidarist approaches (Bennett et al. 2016: 6; Fast 2017: 5).

Conclusions

The ways that international humanitarian agencies work in relation to gov-
ernmental and civil society actors in affected states have important impacts
on humanitarian response and outcomes, and on the strength of national
and local actors over the long term. Each different way of relating to the
state reflects a different ethos—substitution reflects the humanitarian ethos,
while working with and supporting the state is more often associated with
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development work and holding the state to account is more commonly the
modus operandi of human rights organizations. Similarly, different ways
of working with local and national civil society actors can fit with a more
strictly principled humanitarian ethos and approach or can embrace more
solidarist approaches, which seek to address not only the symptoms but also
the causes of suffering. Each approach is subject to critique, and the chal-
lenge for the humanitarian sector is to strike the best balance in any given
context.Notwithstanding the importance of adapting the approach according
to context, there is now broad—albeit not universal—agreement that, in gen-
eral, humanitarian response should bemore localized, and the debate focuses
primarily on what that means in practice and how to achieve it (Fast 2017: 2).



20
ArmedActors

Invariably in armed conflicts, and frequently in many other kinds of human-
itarian emergency, international humanitarian agencies operate in the same
spaces as armed actors—which can include international military forces, the
nationalmilitaries of affected states, and non-state armed groups. Some inter-
action between humanitarian and armed actors is often therefore inevitable,
but the nature and extent of interaction varies enormously depending
on the humanitarian actor in question and the type of armed actor and
context.

Humanitarian engagement with armed actors is often important, both
because armed actors affect humanitarian outcomes directly and because
they affects the ability of humanitarian agencies to operate and to address
humanitarian need. Whether national or international, state or non-state,
armed actors may pose a violent threat to the civilian population (or part
of it), or they may protect that population (or part of it) from other violent
threats.Theymay block, facilitate, or force displacement, and theymay block,
facilitate, or provide assistance. Accordingly, humanitarian agencies need to
engage with armed actors, either directly or indirectly, to gain acceptance for
their work and access to affected populations.They also need to engage if they
seek to shape the conduct of armed actors towards the civilian population,
notably in terms of security and protection.Many humanitarian agencies and
their staff, however, are uncertain as to whether, and how, they should engage
with armed actors.

Different humanitarian agencies interact with armed actors in very differ-
ent ways. From a classical International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC)
or Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) perspective,1 humanitarian action and
military action represent two completely separate spheres of action—but, in
principle, they engage in dialogue with all kinds of armed actors to nego-
tiate access and, in some cases, to try to persuade those actors to comply
with a wider range of obligations in international humanitarian law (IHL)

1 For a general explanation of how the major international humanitarian agencies position themselves
with respect to principled humanitarian action, see ‘Perspectives of the largest international humanitarian
agencies’ in Chapter 13 on Politics, Principles, and Humanitarian Action.
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and international human rights law (IHRL). This means that they endeavour
to build relationships and engage with armed actors at the same time as they
seek to avoid supporting those actors’ political or military goals or becom-
ing dependent on those actors. Other agencies tend to be more comfortable
engaging with national and international military forces than armed non-
state actors. Indeed, in several contexts, some agencies have been criticized
for working too closely with international forces, sometimes compromis-
ing their commitments to principled humanitarian action as a result.2 By
contrast, many humanitarian agencies are reticent to engage with armed
non-state actors, and there is broad consensus that positive humanitarian
outcomes require more rather than less engagement.

Nationalmilitaries of affected states

As parties to either international or non-international armed conflicts, the
armed forces of affected states can pose a direct threat to civilians. In the
Nigerian Civil War, for example, the national military imposed a siege on
the Biafran enclave, causing severe and widespread famine among the civil-
ian population (see Chapter 2). During the civil war in Ethiopia, government
forces adopted brutal counter-insurgency tactics, including scorched earth
policies and the forcible relocation of famine victims (see Chapter 3). The
1994 Rwandan Genocide was state-led, with the armed forces playing a cen-
tral role (see Chapter 5). In the final stages of the Sri Lankan Civil War,
the military shelled civilian targets and then confined the displaced Tamil
population to internment camps (see Chapter 8). At the same time, national
militaries may serve to protect the civilian population (or some parts of it)
from violent threats posed by other parties to conflict. This is most obvious
in international armed conflict, where the military is expected to use force to
protect the country (and its population) from external attacks, but in non-
international armed conflicts, the armed forces may also protect people from
attacks by opposition forces.

National militaries are often involved in responding to emergencies on
their own territory, particularly emergencies other than armed conflict.
For example, the Indian army established relief camps for 23,000 people
and provided emergency medical care following the 2001 earthquake in
Gujarat, deployed 8,300 troops for rescue and relief operations in tsunami-
affected parts of India (and also in neighbouring Sri Lanka) in 2004, and also

2 See, e.g. ‘International humanitarian response’ in Chapter 6 on Afghanistan, 2001–2014.
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contributed to the response to floods in Bihar in 2008 (Harvey 2009: 12).
The Pakistan military played a central and reportedly highly effective role
responding to the 2005 earthquake, providing food, shelter, and livelihood
and medical services (Harvey 2009: 12). Military support for the domestic
response can also go beyond the provision of relief and does not necessar-
ily have a positive impact on humanitarian outcomes. For example, when
faced with an Ebola outbreak in 2014, the governments of Liberia and Sierra
Leone used the military to enforce quarantines and restrictions on move-
ment.3 In many contexts of large-scale criminal violence that fall short of
the IHL thresholds for armed conflict, as in Brazil, Mexico, and Central
America, governments have also used the military or military police for
law enforcement purposes (Jütersonke et al. 2009; Kalmanovitz and Bradley
forthcoming; Sampaio 2019).

Where the affected state is a party to armed conflict, different interna-
tional humanitarian agencies engage with the national military to varying
degrees. The day-to-day work of the ICRC involves providing training in
IHL and engaging in a dialogue on operational space and the protection
of civilians (Bradley 2016a: 162–163, 171–173). It is precisely because the
national militaries can be parties to conflict that the ICRC seeks to increase
their understanding of IHL and persuade them to comply with it (Bradley
2016a: 133). Some other humanitarian agencies also engage in training, dia-
logue, and advocacy with respect to national militaries but most do not do
so as consistently as the ICRC (see, e.g., Thompson 2008: 21). By contrast,
some other humanitarian actors are reticent to engage with parties to conflict
beyond the bare minimum, which may include negotiating access and only
rarely involves substantive protection dialogue (Bradley 2016a: 134). Somedo
not engage directly even to negotiate access, instead leaving this task to the
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) as part of its
coordination role.⁴ Despite the reticence ofmany agencies to engage with any
parties to conflict, most seem to engage more with the national militaries of
affected states than they dowith other armed actors (Bradley 2016a: 143–146;
Thompson 2008: 13).

The nature of engagement, and the consequences of that engagement,
depend not only on the agency in question but also on the context. In civil
wars, working with the national military raises concerns about neutrality
and about perceptions of neutrality. To the extent that such work serves to
strengthen the military, whether materially or by bolstering their legitimacy

3 See ‘Militarization and securitization’ in Chapter 11 on Ebola in West Africa, 2014–2015.
⁴ See ‘Access negotiations’ in Chapter 23 on Dialogue, Negotiation, and Advocacy.
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in the eyes of the population, it may be non-neutral in terms of outcomes.⁵ To
the extent that humanitarian agencies are thus perceived by other parties to
conflict as taking sides, it may reduce their ability to engage with those other
parties. In the context of disasters linked to natural phenomena, humanitar-
ian agencies are generally more open to working closely with the national
military. In responding to the 2005 earthquake in Pakistan, for example,
while the ICRC and MSF sought to keep their own work separate from the
military’s relief efforts, most other agencies put aside their concerns about
independence and neutrality and worked together with the military—and
even the ICRC coordinated with the army on some aspects of the response
(Harvey 2009: 12).

Non-state armedgroups

Almost all armed conflicts in the contemporary world are non-international
and involve non-state armed groups (hereafter, armed groups), which can
pose a direct threat to the population. Violence from a clash between two
or more parties to conflict can spill over to affect civilians (the idea of
being ‘caught in the crossfire’), or civilians can be directly targeted by armed
actors. In civil wars, clashes between parties to conflict necessarily involve at
least one armed group, and long-term trends suggest that worldwide, armed
groups are responsible for a greater proportion of civilian fatalities from
direct targeting in conflict than are government forces (Eck and Hultman
2007; UCDP 2012). Furthermore, direct conflict deaths now account for only
a fraction of violent deaths worldwide, and organized violence outside armed
conflict—in particular that perpetrated by criminal groups—has significant
effects on the wider population (Krause 2016; Mc Evoy and Hideg 2017).
Armed non-state actors, whether insurgent groups in civil wars, paramil-
itaries supporting (but distinct from) the state, other militias, gangs, or
organized crime groups, are thus a major cause of civilian insecurity.⁶

In addition to posing a direct threat to civilians, armed groups can also pose
an indirect threat by restricting the ability of the population to access life-
saving assistance.Theymay seek to obstruct humanitarian access for a variety
of reasons, including strategic advantage, control of resources, and suspicion
of humanitarian actors (Jackson 2012a: 2). In many contexts, armed groups

⁵ On neutrality of intent and outcome, see ‘Feasibility of apolitical action’ in Chapter 13 on Politics,
Principles, and Humanitarian Action.

⁶ For examples from the case studies in the first part of this book, see Chapter 4 on the Bosnian War,
1992–1995, Chapter 6 on Afghanistan, 2001–2014, and Chapter 8 on Sri Lanka, 2008–2009.
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exercise some control over territory and, with it, control over access to that
territory for international humanitarian agencies. In Somalia, for example,
Al-Shabaab controlled those parts of the country worst affected by famine in
2011 and expelled some agencies, while imposing tight restrictions on those
it allowed to operate.⁷ Even where an armed group’s control over territory is
limited, the fact that itsmembers are armed enables them to exercise coercion
over unarmed actors, and this can include roadblocks, where they prevent
the passage of humanitarian workers and supplies or where they steal or ‘tax’
such supplies. Armed actors sometimes attack aid workers and agencies, and
some research suggests that armed groups are the main perpetrators of such
attacks (Stoddard et al. 2017). Gangs and other armed criminal groups may
pose similar obstacles and threats to aid workers and operations, something
that is of growing concern as many international humanitarian agencies seek
to respond to contexts of urban violence (Stoddard et al. 2021).⁸

Conversely, armed groups can also protect and assist populations. They
can protect by actively defending the population (or some parts of it) from
violence perpetrated from other actors or by exercising restraint towards
that population in the conduct of hostilities (ICRC 2018). In many cases,
insurgent groups in civil wars are also providers of basic services, and in
some cases, criminal groups in contexts of large-scale violence outside armed
conflict also play this role (Lessing 2021; Stewart 2018).

As armed groups are important determinants of humanitarian outcomes,
aid agencies need to engage with them. Where armed groups control terri-
tory, humanitarian agencies need armed non-state actors to consent to, and
accept, humanitarian operations on that territory. While it is not clear that
the consent of armed non-state actors is legally required for humanitarian
relief operations, operating without their consent and acceptance is likely to
imply security risks beyond the risk threshold of most international humani-
tarian agencies. Getting their consent and acceptance requires either direct or
indirect engagement with armed groups in control of territory. Engagement
with armed groups is also widely understood to be a necessary condition for
improved protection outcomes (ADH 2011; Jackson 2012a; Mc Hugh and
Bessler 2006; UN Security Council 2009, para. 40; Zeender 2005).

The extent and nature of humanitarian engagement with armed groups
varies, depending on the agency and on the type of armed group as well
as on the specifics of any given context. Organizations such as the ICRC,

⁷ See ‘Background’ and ‘International humanitarian response’ in Chapter 10 on Famine in Somalia,
2011–2012.

⁸ On the incorporation of contexts of urban violence into humanitarian mandates, see ‘Urbanization’
in Chapter 15 on the Shifting Parameters of Humanitarian Emergencies.
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Geneva Call, and the Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue undertake practical
efforts based on the assumption that engaging with groups is the best way to
alter their behaviour to better conform to international law and human rights
norms. By contrast, the majority of international humanitarian agencies do
not engage strategicallywith armed groups (Jackson 2012a: 1). Even the ICRC
is more reticent when it comes to engaging with criminal groups that are not
party to armed conflict as per IHL (Bradley 2020). In territory where armed
groups of any kind operate, occasional contact tends to be unavoidable, so
humanitarian agencies operating in those areas have some level of interac-
tion, even if they are not keen to publicize it. Occasionally, international
humanitarian agencies contract armed groups to provide armed escorts or
other kinds of protection. Even the ICRC and MSF, who seek to avoid using
any kind of armed escort in an effort to ensure their neutrality and indepen-
dence, have, in some contexts, opted to purchase armed protectionwhen they
deemed that was the only way they could operate. For example, all interna-
tional humanitarian agencies—including the ICRC—operating in southern
Somalia in the early 1990s were forced to buy armed protection from local
clan militias (Menkhaus 2010: S323–S324).

The engagement of the sector as a whole appears to have varied over
time, generally moving from greater engagement during the Cold War to less
engagement today (Jackson 2012a: 1). This is difficult to measure systemati-
cally, in part because humanitarian actors are often reticent to acknowledge
publicly their interactions and engagement with armed groups (Jackson and
Davey 2014: 1; Svoboda et al. 2018). However, there are several examples of
extensive engagement with non-state armed groups in the Cold War, includ-
ing working closely with Biafran separatists in the Nigerian Civil War and
with the relief wings of the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF) and
Tigrayan People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) in Ethiopia from 1983 to 1990.⁹
Throughout the 1990s, the United Nations (UN) took the lead in negotiat-
ing with armed groups on behalf of the wider humanitarian community, as
exemplified by Operational Lifeline Sudan, which operated to provide assis-
tance in both government- and opposition-controlled territory from 1989 to
2005 (Jackson and Davey 2014: 24–26). However, UN leadership of human-
itarian negotiations has diminished significantly since 9/11 (Jackson 2012a:
3). On the one hand, many humanitarian actors feel that the UN has become
too politicized and is no longer an appropriate body to lead engagement
with armed groups (Jackson 2012a: 3). UN humanitarian agencies frequently

⁹ See ‘Political impacts: Supporting the secessionists and prolonging the war’ in Chapter 2 on the Nige-
rian Civil War, 1967–1970 and ‘Non-cooperation and access restrictions imposed by the government’ in
Chapter 3 on Drought and Famine in Ethiopia, 1983–1985.
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show deference to the government even as they profess their neutrality, as,
for example, in Sierra Leone in the early 1990s and Sri Lanka in 2008–2009
(Internal Review Panel 2012; Keen 1998a: 321, 2014). Where the wider UN is
engaged in a state-building project, and especially where this involves inter-
national military forces, the UN may be seen to be taking sides and hence
lacking in credibility as an honest broker for access negotiations.1⁰ On the
other hand, in many contexts this leaves a lacuna since operational agencies
are often ill-equipped to negotiate access directly, and their efforts tend to be
fragmented, which weakens their ability to negotiate effectively (Jackson and
Davey 2014: 27–28; Muggah 2010: S457; Svoboda et al. 2018: 6).

There is wide agreement that humanitarian engagement with armed non-
state actors is insufficient in current practice. The lack of senior-level engage-
ment has been found, in some contexts, to undermine efforts to get the
security guarantees necessary for accessing some populations in need and
has limited the opportunities to undertake advocacy on issues relating to the
protection of civilians (ADH 2011: 4; Jackson 2012a: 3). In Afghanistan, for
example, most international humanitarian agencies did not engage with the
Taliban systematically or at a senior level, and this was seen to contribute to
limited access and high levels of aid worker insecurity.11 In Somalia, weak
or non-existent relationships with Al-Shabaab limited the scale and speed
at which humanitarian agencies could scale up programming in response to
famine in 2011.12 Apart from limiting access to those in need of protection
and assistance, when senior expatriate staff of humanitarian agencies fail to
engage with armed groups, they may inadvertently transfer security risks to
local staff or community leaders, who end up operating as unofficial liaisons
for international actors.13

Respect for state sovereignty and, in some cases, uncertainty over the
political, legal, and ethical implications of engagement, help to explain the
limited extent and effectiveness of interaction between international human-
itarian agencies and armed non-state actors. UN agencies in particular tend
to be very cautious about doing anything which might be seen as antag-
onistic to states, and in many contexts, governments prefer that external
actors avoid interacting with armed groups. Such preferences are some-
times formalized, with governments of affected states imposing legal and
bureaucratic constraints on international humanitarian agencies. In 2005,
for example, the Colombian government banned all organizations other

1⁰ See, e.g., ‘Integration and coordination’ in Chapter 6 on Afghanistan, 2001–2014.
11 See ‘International humanitarian response’ in Chapter 6 on Afghanistan, 2001–2014.
12 See ‘International humanitarian response’ in Chapter 10 on Famine in Somalia, 2011–2012.
13 See ‘Aid agency responses to these challenges’ in Chapter 6 on Afghanistan, 2001–2014.
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than the ICRC and, at times, the Catholic Church, from interacting with
armed groups (Bradley 2016b: 90). In 2008, the government of Afghanistan
similarly banned all contact between international organizations and ‘Anti-
Government elements’ (Mc Hugh and Singh 2013: 4). Governments often
also restrict access to territory controlled by armed groups through bureau-
cratic obstructions (including complex procedures for visas and in-country
travel permits), which can effectively seal off parts of the country, without
the same level of negative publicity or political pressure that an outright ban
might provoke (Jackson and Davey 2014: 9). In the context of UN integrated
missions, mission heads have sometimes limited humanitarian engagement
with armed groups when such engagement was deemed detrimental to the
political objectives of the respective missions, and there seems to be some
confusion among operational agencies as to whether UN policies prohibit
engagement with armed groups (Jackson and Davey 2014: 27).

Counter-terror policy also serves to restrict, and sometimes criminalize,
engagement with members of groups designated terrorist organizations.1⁴
Operational humanitarian agencies sometimes also limit their engagement
with armed groups in line with the interests of their funders. A small number
of mainly Western donor governments provide the vast majority of fund-
ing for the major aid agencies, and heavy financial dependence on a few
donors inevitably enables those donors to exert influence over where these
agencies work and what work they do.1⁵ In some cases, this influence relates
to engagement with armed groups, particularly those designated as terrorist
organizations. Where donors are also participants in a conflict, or support-
ing one side or another, they may restrict their funding in such a way as they
expect to advantage themselves or their allies, and this may include limiting
funding to areas under the control of armed non-state actors. In Somalia,
for example, after declaring Al-Shabaab a terrorist group in 2008, the United
States suspended funding for humanitarian assistance in areas under Al-
Shabaab control.1⁶ Even where engagement has not been criminalized and
humanitarian agencies are not coming under direct pressure from donors,
fear or uncertainty over the legal and financial consequences of engagingwith
non-state armed groups sometimes results in self-censorship by operational
agencies.

Externally imposed legal and financial constraints go a longway to explain-
ing humanitarian agency engagement (or non-engagement) with different

1⁴ See ‘Counter-terror legislation’ in Chapter 14 on Law and International Humanitarianism.
1⁵ See Chapter 18 on Donors and the Funding of Humanitarian Action.
1⁶ See ‘Background’ and ‘Funding for humanitarian response’ in Chapter 10 on Famine in Somalia,

2011–2012.
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types of armed actors, but factors internal to humanitarian agencies also
play a role. Some agencies explicitly cite their commitment to the human-
itarian principle of neutrality as reason to avoid engagement with armed
groups (Bradley 2016a: 60). However, engagement need not imply lending
support. Notably, it is those agencies most committed to neutral humanitar-
ian action—the ICRC and MSF—that engage most consistently and with a
clear idea of what kinds of engagement are, and are not, acceptable to them.
Neutrality implies treating non-state armed groups in the same way as other
parties to conflict, but many humanitarian agencies treat armed groups dif-
ferently from national and international military forces.There seems to be an
ideational factor at play here, with some agencies limiting their engagement
because they view armed groups as inherently illegitimate and dangerous,
and this perspective appears to have become more pronounced over time.

Internationalmilitary forces

In the context of humanitarian crises, international military forces can be
present and active in a variety of capacities and roles. Whether part of a
multilateral operation, as in the North Atlantic Treaty Alliance (NATO) or
UNpeacekeepingmissions, or intervening unilaterally, an international force
may be a party to armed conflict or may explicitly take sides in an armed
conflict. For instance, the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), the
NATO-led force in Afghanistan and the United Nations Organization Sta-
bilization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUSCO)
were both mandated to support government forces against armed groups.
Sometimes, international forces operate in contexts not characterized by
armed conflict per se, as when the Indian military carried out rescue and
relief operations in Sri Lanka in the immediate aftermath of the 2004 Indian
Ocean tsunami, or when the UK and US militaries played a role responding
to the Ebola outbreak in Sierra Leone and Liberia, respectively.1⁷

International military forces can have an explicit mandate for the pro-
tection of the population, although a protection mandate is no guarantee
of protective action or outcome. Some missions are justified precisely on
the grounds of civilian protection, as envisaged by the responsibility to
protect doctrine, and others are tasked primarily with peacekeeping or peace-
building but are additionally mandated to protect civilians. Since United
Nations Security Council (UNSC) Resolution 1270 on Sierra Leone in 1999,

1⁷ See ‘Tsunami and its immediate aftermath’ in Chapter 7 on the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami and
‘Militarization and securitization’ in Chapter 11 on Ebola in West Africa, 2014–2015.
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whenUNpeacekeepers were, for the first time, explicitlymandated to protect
civilians, protection language has been central in nearly every peacekeeping
mandate (Mamiya 2016: 63;UNOCHA2019: 10, 11).This represents a signif-
icant change from the situation in the Bosnian war, where the United Nations
Protection Force in Yugoslavia (UNPROFOR) was limited to facilitating the
delivery of humanitarian assistance and lacked both the mandate and the
strength to protect even those Bosnians concentrated in UN-designated safe
areas.1⁸ However, UN peacekeepers have been much criticized for their ret-
icence to use force to protect civilians in practice, reticence which is linked
to insufficient capabilities, conflicting directives, and ambiguity as to exactly
what the protection of civilians entails (Paddon Rhoads and Welsh 2019:
610, 613–614). The responsibility to protect, set out by the International
Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty in 2001 and institution-
alized as a political principle at the 2005 world summit, sought to clarify,
among other things, the conditions under which the international com-
munity should intervene where a state is manifestly failing to protect its
own population (ICISS 2001; Paddon Rhoads and Welsh 2019: 598, 601).
However, the principle remains contested and has not been consistently
implemented.

Through a range of different mechanisms, international military forces
can have positive or negative impacts on humanitarian outcomes and on the
operating space available to humanitarian agencies (Collinson et al. 2010: 14).
In the best-case scenario, they have a positive impact on both. Prior to the
2010 earthquake in Haiti, for example, the UN peacekeepingmission there—
the United Nations Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH)—was seen
to have reduced armed violence, contributing both to improved protection
outcomes for the population and safer access for international humanitar-
ian agencies (Muggah 2010). More commonly, the impact of international
forces is mixed. For example, during the war in Bosnia, UNPROFOR pro-
videdmilitary protection of relief convoys, expanding operating space for the
United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR) and other operational humani-
tarian agencies, but did not protect the wider civilian population.1⁹ Following
the 1994 Rwandan genocide, the United Kingdom and the United States both
sent military contingents to provide logistical support for the humanitarian
response to the cholera outbreaks in refugee camps in neighbouring Zaire but
not to address the insecurity in the camps.2⁰ In response to the Ebola outbreak

1⁸ See ‘International military response’ in Chapter 4 on the Bosnian War, 1992–1995.
1⁹ See ‘International military response’ in Chapter 4 on the Bosnian War, 1992–1995.
2⁰ See ‘Humanitarianization of the crisis’ in Chapter 5 on Genocide in Rwanda and Its Aftermath,

1994–1996.
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inWest Africa in 2014–2015,UK andUS troops builtmedical facilities for the
treatment of health-care professionals, which served to support the human-
itarian response, but were highly risk averse such that military medics did
not offer direct care to the wider community.21 Conversely, they may pro-
vide some protection or assistance directly to the affected population even as
they compromise agency operating space. There seem to be fewer examples
of this in practice, but it did happen in some parts of Afghanistan, where ISAF
forces were providingmaterial assistance andmedical aid to the Afghan pop-
ulation but their presence and activities were seen to contribute to insecurity
for international humanitarian agencies and their staff.22

International forces also sometimes have contradictory effects on human-
itarian outcomes or on operational space. NATO set up refugee camps in
Macedonia for fleeing Kosovars at the same time as bombing Yugoslavia,
for example, and the US military dropped both bombs and food parcels in
Afghanistan (Lischer 2007). The US-led, UN-authorized Unified Task Force
for Somalia (UNITAF) operation in Somalia from December 1992 to May
1993 temporarily improved security for humanitarian agencies, but work-
ing with UNITAF also reduced their autonomy, and operational constraints
increased (Menkhaus 2010: S325).

Humanitarian agencies can engage with international military forces in a
variety of ways, and there is significant variation in their engagement in prac-
tice, depending on the agency in question as well as the context. At one end of
the spectrum are the dialogue-based activities that aid agencies carry out—
some to a greater extent than others—with all armed actors. These may be
focused on negotiating access to populations in need of protection or assis-
tance or persuading the actors in question to respect international norms on
the use of force. For instance, the ICRC has stepped up its engagement with
UN peacekeeping forces since 2000, providing pre-departure training on rel-
evant legal standards and maintaining dialogue in the field aimed at having
a positive impact on the protection of civilians, compliance with IHL, and
aid agency operating space (Carbonnier 2018a). Other humanitarian agen-
cies are not as consistent as the ICRC in developing protection dialogue with
armed actors of any kind but many will advocate for international forces to
international norms. In Afghanistan from 2008, for example, international
humanitarian agencies engaged in sustained lobbying and advocacy regard-
ing violations by ISAF, which was widely credited with contributing to

21 See ‘Militarization and securitization’ in Chapter 11 on Ebola in West Africa, 2014–2015.
22 See ‘International humanitarian response’ in Chapter 6 on Afghanistan, 2001–2014.
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a reduction in civilian facilities and in the use of force against medical
facilities.23

There are also activities which go beyond the ways humanitarian agencies
commonly engage national militaries of affected states or armed groups and
imply a greater level of trust but not necessarily shared goals. For example,
international forces may provide logistical support and security to interna-
tional humanitarian agencies, and there may be some limited exchange of
information. In Somalia in the first half of the 1990s, aid agencies relied on
armed escorts first from UNITAF and then from the United Nations Oper-
ation in Somalia (UNOSOM) (Menkhaus 2010: S324–S328). The ICRC and
MSF seek to avoid the use of armed escorts of any kind wherever possible,
but many other agencies take a much more flexible approach (see, e.g. Labbé
and Daudin 2015; Thompson 2008). UN agencies in particular often receive
logistical support from UN peacekeeping forces and may also exchange
information with them. In the Bosnian war, UNPROFOR provided military
escorts for the UNHCR-led relief convoys.2⁴ More recently, in the Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo, UNHCR not only used MONUSCO transport
and escorts to access areas it would otherwise have had problems getting to
but also sometimes undertook joint missions with the peacekeeping troops
and exchanged information with them about military movements (Bradley
2016a: 53, 60–61). Informal engagement is probably alsomore commonwith
international forces than it is with other kinds of armed actors; international
aid workers sometimes socialize out-of-hours with foreign troops, especially
when international forces include military personnel from the aid workers’
countries of origin (Thompson 2008: 18).

Finally, there are the kinds of activities which aim to achieve coherence and
complementarity between humanitarian and military approaches in pursuit
of shared goals.This is exemplified by integratedmissions in which the provi-
sion of relief assistance forms part of a broader package of measures aimed at
‘stabilizing’ a conflict zone. Purely humanitarian organizations like the ICRC
and MSF generally resist working with international military forces in this
way, believing that linking political, security, state-building, development,
and humanitarian goals and activities threatens humanitarian principles and
outcomes. Multi-mandate agencies, on the other hand, are sometimes more
open to this kind of collaboration.2⁵ For those that embrace more transfor-
mative goals, seeking not only to save lives and reduce suffering directly in

23 See ‘Addressing violations of international humanitarian law’ in Chapter 6 on Afghanistan,
2001–2014.

2⁴ See ‘International humanitarian response’ in Chapter 4 on the Bosnian War, 1992–1995.
2⁵ See, e.g., ‘Integration and coordination’ in Chapter 6 on Afghanistan, 2001–2014.
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the present but also to bring about changes in society with the aim of sav-
ing lives and reducing suffering indirectly and in the future, the question is
whether the goals andmeans of stabilization accord with those of humanitar-
ian action (Collinson et al. 2010: 13). In practice, there is significant variation
in the extent to which multi-mandate agencies collaborate with international
military forces, both across different contexts and within particular con-
texts across time. In Afghanistan after the US-led coalition overthrew the
Taliban in 2001, for example, several such agencies accepted funding to oper-
ate alongside ISAF, and some initially agreed to provide assistance explicitly
aimed at garnering support for the newly-installed Afghan government or
the international forces or in exchange for intelligence.2⁶ As time went on,
however, it became clear that stabilization and post-conflict reconstruction
would not be straightforward, andmany agencies resisted pressure from ISAF
to participate inwhat they saw as a battlefield clean-up operation and increas-
ingly sought tomaintain their distance from themilitary. In Haiti in the years
prior to the 2010 earthquake, by contrast, international humanitarian agen-
cies broadly moved in the opposite direction. Multi-mandate agencies like
CARE, Concern, and Oxfam shifted from initial uncertainty about how to
engage with stabilization forces to a pragmatic cooperative approach, and
even within the ICRC and someMSF entities, attitudes towardsMINUSTAH
softened over time (Muggah 2010: S445, S448-S449, S456).

While working with international military forces or accepting armed pro-
tection from them often increases access for humanitarian agencies to some
parts of the countries in which they are operating, it can also serve to reduce
their access to those parts of the country controlled by opposing forces. For
instance, armed protection from international military forces for human-
itarian compounds and convoys in Somalia in the first half of the 1990s
increased security for aid agencies at the cost of autonomy (Menkhaus 2010:
S325). While the military protection facilitated humanitarian action in many
respects, a perceived lack of neutrality created dangerous tensions with local
militias and reduced access to some communities, while dependence on
peacekeeping forces for their protectionmay have limited the extent to which
aid agencies documented or openly criticized abuses of the population by
those same forces (Menkhaus 2010: S327). In Afghanistan, many humanitar-
ian agencies were working more closely with international military forces,
and this was understood to have a negative impact on their security and

2⁶ See ‘Instrumentalization of aid by military actors’ in Chapter 6 on Afghanistan, 2001–2014.
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access to populations in need in a context that already had a very high level
of major security incidents involving aid workers.2⁷

Very often, these more collaborative kinds of engagement with interna-
tional military forces are driven by donors, political pressure, and exogenous
shocks. Sometimes, donors provide funds to work in particular areas or even
on condition of collecting and sharing intelligence. Where donor govern-
ments’ foreign policy interests are involved, the international humanitarian
agencies they are funding sometimes find themselves under pressure to con-
tribute to support international forces in stabilization or counter-insurgency
efforts (Jackson 2012a: 2). UN agencies in particular also often come under
political pressure to support UN-led state-building efforts, as in Somalia
(Menkhaus 2010: S328). In the face of exogenous shocks, including sudden-
onset disasters, operational agencies may be more likely to turn to interna-
tional forces for support and collaboration, much as they tend to be more
open to working with national militaries when responding to such disasters.
The major hurricanes that hit Haiti in August–September 2008 appeared to
hasten integration between internationalmilitary and humanitarianworkers,
for example (Muggah 2010: S459). While these external factors are impor-
tant, humanitarian agencies always have some choice in how they work with
international forces, albeit sometimes a very restricted choice. At the extreme,
they can turn down funding that comes with donor pressure, for example, or
even take the decision not to work in a particular context if the only way to
do so involves collaboration with forces and if such collaboration is deemed
too big a compromise. Some agencies are clearly more willing to work closely
with international forces than others, and even if at times they would rather
not do so, they may decide that collaboration is a price worth paying for the
security or funding which enables them to meet needs.

Conclusions

Most aid agencies engagemore with some armed actors—particularly (West-
ern) international military forces and, sometimes, national military forces
of affected states—than others—in particular, non-state armed groups. The
influence of powerful states is apparent through the juxtaposition of pressure
to engage with certain armed actors in integrated missions and the pressure
not to engage with certain other armed actors as a result of counter-terror
laws and regulations. However, it is not only external factors but also the

2⁷ See ‘Insecurity and aid agency access’ in Chapter 6 on Afghanistan, 2001–2014.
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internal characteristics and preferences of aid agencies themselves that influ-
ence the level and kind of engagement. Avoiding all interaction with any type
of actor is not often feasible, and neither is it usually desirable, but too close
a relationship is equally undesirable. The reticence to engage with armed
groups can feed a vicious circle of mutual distrust, and ‘the perception of
being allied with the “other side” in a given conflict has made it difficult for
humanitarian actors to operate—as experiences in Afghanistan, Pakistan and
Somalia illustrate’ (Jackson 2012a: 3). If they want to maximize their access
to populations in need and the chances of achieving positive humanitar-
ian outcomes for those populations, humanitarian agencies need to engage
strategically with all kinds of armed actors—the challenge is to understand
each context and actor sufficiently to identify what strategic engagement
looks like for any given set of agency objectives.





IV

OPERATIONS AND ACTIVITIES





Introduction toPart IV
Humanitarian Assistance and Protection

It is common to identify two main strands of international humanitarian
action—assistance and protection. International humanitarian agencieswork
to save lives in crisis situations, primarily through the provision of food,
medical services, shelter, and other forms of material assistance. However,
in armed conflict and complex emergencies, saving lives requires more than
material assistance, and so humanitarian agencies have increasingly incorpo-
rated the ‘protection of civilians’ into theirmissions. Definitions of protection
vary but, at its core, protection is concerned with keeping people safe from
violence. In addition to protecting and assisting people directly affected by
humanitarian emergencies, aid agencies seek to keep their staff and their
operations safe from violence through operational security management.

Instead of including a chapter on protection and a chapter on assistance,
however, this part of the book is structured by activity type. Chapter 21
explores the ways humanitarian agencies collect and use evidence to support
their practical work—to assess needs and capacities in any given humani-
tarian emergency, to understand what kinds of interventions are effective
for achieving particular goals, and to inform response decisions. Chapter 22
turns to the goods and services provided by humanitarian agencies, and
Chapter 23 examines the different kinds of dialogue and advocacy that
humanitarian agencies engage in. Assistance tends to be equated with the
provision of goods and services, and dialogue- and advocacy-based activities
are often associated with protection, but the reality is more complex. In prac-
tice, the ways in which goods and services are provided can affect protection
outcomes, and dialogue and advocacy are often integral to negotiating the
access necessary to provide goods and services. This structure thus aims to
increase conceptual clarity and to minimize gaps and overlaps.

The three chapters emphasize the importance of distinguishing concepts—
needs, objectives, and activities—and interrogating the relationships between
them. In humanitarian discourses, the category of ‘needs’ is sometimes
conflated with the goods and services humanitarian agencies can offer. In
general, ‘assistance’ refers to a set of activities, but the specific objectives of
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these activities—beyond ‘assisting’ people—are only implicit. By contrast,
‘protection’ is used to refer to both an objective and a set of activities, but
those activities are defined in relation to the objective. For example, accord-
ing to what is probably the most widely used definition in the humanitarian
sector, protection encompasses ‘all activities aimed at ensuring full respect
for the rights of the individual in accordance with the letter and the spirit of
the relevant bodies of law, i.e. human rights law, international humanitarian
law and refugee law’ (Giossi Caverzasio 2001: 19).This definition is problem-
atic because it allows awide range of humanitarian activities to be reframed as
protection, and this expansiveness allows humanitarian agencies to focus on
those activities in which they have experience or those that are relatively easy
rather than addressing the priority issues which tend to be the more difficult
tasks associated with keeping people safe (Bradley 2016a: 102).

Humanitarian agencies can help to keep people safe from violence by
reducing the threat posed by violent actors or by reducing people’s vulnerabil-
ity or exposure to violent threats. Broadly speaking, threat reduction involves
changing the behaviour of those who perpetrate violence, while vulnerabil-
ity reduction accepts the level of threat as more or less given and focuses
instead on facilitating the strategies people undertake to avoid those threats.
Humanitarian efforts to protect civilians have mostly focused on supporting
the victims to reduce their vulnerability, while human rights efforts target the
perpetrators of human rights abuses with public criticism. Where humani-
tarian agencies have sought to change the behaviour of perpetrators, it has
tended to be through indirect methods or, in the case of the International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) in particular, through discreet, bilateral
dialogue with the (alleged) perpetrators (Bradley 2016a: 104–113). However,
as discussed in Chapter 23, they also sometimes engage in public advocacy,
including criticisms of states and other authorities.

Different humanitarian objectives and activities are organized into sectors
in the cluster system, which the United Nations (UN) began to roll out in
2005 in an effort to improve coordination among international humanitar-
ian actors and between those international actors and the governments of
affected states. The cluster system is a coordination structure involving both
UN and non-UN humanitarian organizations, and it operates at both the
global level and country level. Each cluster focuses on a particular sector
of emergency response: food security; camp coordination and camp man-
agement; early recovery; education; shelter; emergency telecommunications;
health; logistics; nutrition; protection; and water, sanitation, and hygiene
(UN OCHA 2020c). At the global level, the approach aims to strengthen pre-
paredness and technical capacity. At country level, the aim is to improve
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predictability, accountability, and partnership to improve prioritization of
resources and coverage of response. Each cluster has a clearly defined lead
agency and a provider of last resort.

Structuring the humanitarian architecture in this way encourages thinking
about needs and making response decisions around different sectors rather
than around the particular constellations of needs and risks facing the pop-
ulation in any given humanitarian emergency. The limitations of this sector-
centric approach are exacerbated by weak inter-cluster co-ordination. They
reflect a more general problem, which comes through clearly in Chapters 21
and 22, that humanitarian response decisions are often made more on the
basis of the convenience and experience of donors and operational agencies
than on the needs and capacities of affected populations. Important needs
may go without being identified, measured, or addressed if humanitarian
agencies are only assessing and responding to those needs they can most eas-
ily address. Furthermore, the effectiveness, efficiency, and accountability of
responses can be limited where decisions reflect organizational inertia and a
desire by operational agencies to retain control of those responses (and even
of the recipients of assistance). Recent moves away from refugee camps as
the default response to large-scale displacement, and towards cash program-
ming in place of in-kind assistance, suggest a shift in thinking, but this shift
has been slow and hasmet resistance from aid agencies reluctant to relinquish
control.

All three chapters in this section also highlight how the ‘digital revolution’
is changing humanitarian practice. Digital technologies have been widely
embraced by much of the humanitarian sector and can serve to help gen-
erate important evidence regarding humanitarian needs and outcomes, as
well as facilitating the delivery of cash transfers in particular, and underpin-
ning some advocacy efforts. However, digital technology is not the panacea to
humanitarian challenges that its champions claim it to be. On the one hand,
many humanitarian challenges are fundamentally political in nature and are
not amenable to technological solutions. On the other hand, the use of tech-
nology as part of humanitarianwork hasmany unintended consequences and
can serve to harm those the response is intended to help.





21
Needs Assessment, Evaluation,
andResponseDecisions

The generation and use of evidence in humanitarian policy and response
matters formaking humanitarian actionmore ethical, effective, and account-
able (Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 5). Donors and operational agencies
need good-quality evidence in order to make well-informed decisions about
where to allocate resources, what goals to pursue, and about how to design
programming.

The ethical distribution of humanitarian resources across the globe
requires comparable evidence about needs and how they can be met in
different contexts. Impartial humanitarian action requires assistance to be
provided on the basis of (and in proportion to) need alone.1 It therefore
depends on knowing who needs what and where. At the most basic level,
evidence is needed to confirm the existence of an actual or impending cri-
sis and to assess its severity in relation to other actual or impending crises
(Dijkzeul et al. 2013: S13).

Donors and operational agencies need evidence not only to determine
where needs are greatest (which countries, which populations) but alsowhere
they can make the best contribution to reducing or mitigating humani-
tarian need; what kinds of intervention modalities work well in general;
what modality would be best for the particular crisis, month, and year;
who (which actors/organizations) is best placed to implement that kind of
intervention,; and which populations they should target (Obrecht 2017: 10).
Designing effective humanitarian programming requires knowledge of what
interventions work, how they work, and the conditions under which they
work. However, talking about ‘what works’ presupposes the goals of the pro-
grammes in question—and raises the question of whose goals are prioritized
(Dijkzeul et al. 2013: S10).

Accountability requires evidence of how funding has been spent, what
goals have been pursued, what activities have been carried out in pursuit of

1 See ‘Principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality, and independence’ in Chapter 13 on Politics,
Principles, and Humanitarian Action.
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those goals, and what impact those activities have had. Operational human-
itarian agencies need to show donors, international civil society, and the
populations and governments of affected states not only that particular needs
exist and merit being prioritized but also that they have made reasonable
choices about the most effective and efficient ways to respond to those needs
(Knox Clarke andDarcy 2014: 5). Ex post, they also need to be able to provide
evidence regarding the effectiveness and efficiency of their chosen response.

Finding or generating sufficient evidence to informdecisions in emergency
environments is inherently difficult. There are a number of practical prob-
lems involved in data collection in situations that are often characterized
by insecurity, on the one hand (making access for data gathering difficult),
and by urgency, on the other (meaning that the time required to gather
good-quality data is simply not available). As a consequence, there is often
insufficient evidence, or evidence of insufficient quality, to inform good deci-
sions. Even where there is adequate evidence, it is not always adequately
shared, with information that is important for the ethical and effective pro-
vision of humanitarian assistance unevenly distributed across donors and
implementing agencies (Obrecht 2017: 18).

While access to good-quality evidence is crucial, it is not enough—ethical
and effective humanitarian programming additionally depends on the will
and capacity of decision-makers to design and fund programming in accor-
dance with the evidence, even in the face of conflicting incentives. In this
sense, problems associated with needs assessment and decision-making go
beyond the technical issue of the (limited) availability of good-quality evi-
dence. They also involve the issue of how evidence is used, and this is often a
muchmore political question. Evenwhen (albeit imperfect) evidence is avail-
able, needs assessments and programme design decisions are often driven
more by personal conviction, or by political or fundraising considerations,
than by that evidence.

Assessing needs, contexts, and capacities

Needs assessments are traditionally carried out by operational humanitarian
agencies, who frequently face a number of obstacles to collecting the evi-
dence necessary to build and maintain an accurate picture of humanitarian
need. In theory, analysts can extrapolate estimates of the level of need across
an entire population through a combination of rapid assessments or surveys
and baseline data, including population figures, epidemiological risks, vac-
cination coverage, and modes of production (Poole and Primrose 2010: 2).



Needs Assessment, Evaluation, and Response Decisions 377

In practice, however, surveys undertaken in crisis contexts often fail to meet
minimum quality criteria, and baseline data and demographic information
are either not available or of poor quality (Colombo and Checchi 2018: 215,
220; Darcy and Hofmann 2003: 7). Ultimately, access, security, time, and
resources limit what kind of needs assessment is possible and appropriate,
and depending on the level of risk facing the population, it may be appro-
priate to settle for less information in some contexts than others (Darcy and
Hofmann 2003: 25).

A range of factors limit the quality and usefulness of surveys in humani-
tarian emergencies. Armed actors sometimes prevent humanitarian agency
access for data collection, counter-terror legislation can impose significant
bureaucratic obstacles in areas where listed groups operate, local authori-
ties may hinder access or expel agencies collecting sensitive information (e.g.
documenting sexual violence or other violations of international humanitar-
ian law (IHL) or international human rights law (IHRL)), and authoritarian
regimes often seek to control information (Colombo and Checchi 2018:
217–218).These obstacles, as well as general insecurity, oftenmean that some
areas are excluded from samples selected for surveying, thus limiting the
representativeness of the surveys (Colombo and Checchi 2018: 221). In prac-
tice, purposive rather than probabilistic sampling is more common to select
the communities, households, or individuals to be surveyed in humanitar-
ian needs assessments, and effective assessment may require using secondary
data to identify different social and economic groups or livelihoods areas
and separate data collection for different sub-groups in the population (men,
women, children, elderly, marginalized groups, etc.), who will have different
types and levels of need (Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 27). Compounding
the external obstacles to data collection are certain characteristics internal to
the agencies carrying out the needs assessments—with skill sets andmethod-
ologies often inadequate and a culture of urgency contributing to quick but
superficial data-gathering (Dijkzeul et al. 2013: S2; Obrecht 2017: 18–19).
Data collection in crisis contexts additionally raises several ethical concerns,
including the question of whether the resources required would be better
used for relief activities, difficulties obtaining informed and voluntary con-
sent in emergency settings, and the potential for participation in a survey
to be traumatizing or expose informants to risk—and with no guarantee of
benefits for participants (Colombo and Checchi 2018: 221; Knox Clarke and
Darcy 2014: 20).

In many emergency contexts, basic data on population numbers and char-
acteristics is anyway inadequate for extrapolating population-wide needs
from assessments or surveys carried out on samples. Crises tend to amplify
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the kinds of difficulties of information management which are common in
resource-poor contexts (Colombo and Checchi 2018: 217; Knox Clarke and
Darcy 2014: 19). For example, disaggregated census data may not exist, and
population estimates based on census data and growth projections do not
take into account the ways in which crisis affects (parts of) the popula-
tion through increased mortality and population movements (Colombo and
Checchi 2018: 220; KnoxClarke andDarcy 2014: 20). Furthermore, basic sec-
ondary data—such as birth, death, and vaccination rates or epidemiological
surveillance—may be lacking or poor quality in countries with fragile institu-
tions, and crises often exacerbate weaknesses in data production and analysis
(Colombo and Checchi 2018: 220).

While needs assessment is frequently treated as a one-off exercise, there are
good reasons to repeat assessments or to monitor needs on an ongoing basis
while programming is being implemented. First, where needs are urgent, aid
agencies may be justified in initiating programming with only limited evi-
dence, but over the course of an intervention, the evidence base can, and
should, be reviewed and expanded (Darcy and Hofmann 2003: 25). Second,
in emergency settings, needs can change very quickly, so even if an initial
assessment was based on solid evidence and offered an accurate representa-
tion of needs in a given place at a givenmoment, it could very quickly become
out of date (Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 26). Even in areas that see regu-
lar emergencies, however, monitoring is not always ongoing, and sequential
assessments do not always use the same questionnaires and methods, mak-
ing it impossible to compare results and understand changes in needs over
time (Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 26). This seems to be a problem of
organizational culture and incentives, with long-term investment in mon-
itoring a poor fit with the shorter-term timelines of humanitarian projects
and programming (Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 32).

A further complication arises because different actors sometimes mis-
represent the level of need. Data may be politicized, with affected states
wanting to avoid seeming weak and parties to conflict or other authorities
facing incentives to mis-represent population and casualty numbers (Knox
Clarke and Darcy 2014: 25). Several of the case studies in the first part of this
book offer illustrations of the ways in which data on needs can be politicized.
In the context of the Ebola outbreak in West Africa, for instance, the govern-
ments of Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone sought to downplay the extent
of the crisis in an effort to avoid appearing weak or deterring foreign invest-
ment.2 In the final stages of the civil war in Sri Lanka, the government claimed

2 See Chapter 11 on Ebola in West Africa, 2014–2015.
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that far fewer people remained in the Vanni region than was the case, both
to justify limiting the quantity of relief allowed into the region and to pre-
emptively reduce casualty figures.3 In the refugee camps inZaire following the
Rwandan genocide, by contrast, the political and military authorities of the
former regime sought to inflate camp population numbers.⁴This served both
to generate economic benefits, in the form of additional aid allocations, and
to challenge the new Rwandan regime’s claim to power. Since needs assess-
ments are the basis for funding decisions, operational agencies themselves
also have obvious incentives to inflate the number of people in need, and this
has been a persistent worry (Colombo and Checchi 2018: 218; Knox Clarke
and Darcy 2014: 28; Obrecht 2017: 18).

In practice, operational agencies have often been criticized for under- or
mis-representing needs, in line with their capacity and skills to deliver or
the level of funding they anticipate being available. Sometimes, assessment
reports include information simply because it is available, even if it does
little to aid understanding of needs (Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 28). Fur-
thermore, humanitarian actors tend to identify needs they know they can
respond to and to (mis)represent needs in accordance with the response
they are best equipped to provide or can most easily provide (Keen 1998a:
322–323; Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 29; Vaux 2006: 77). The ambiguity of
the concept of ‘need’ has facilitated the conflation of needs assessment with
the formulation of responses, and a focus on acute risks to life, health, subsis-
tence, and security has been proposed as a way to define the problemwithout
presupposing the solution (Darcy and Hofmann 2003: 5, 16–17). Such an
approach also helps to incorporate an assessment of, for example, threats to
people’s physical security—the focus of protection concerns—which do not
lend themselves to the commodification implicit in talk of ‘needs’ or to quan-
titative measurement (Darcy and Hofmann 2003: 10, 17; Knox Clarke and
Darcy 2014: 23–24).

A further obstacle to understanding needs within and across different set-
tings relates to a lack of standardization and a tendency for multiple agencies
to conduct independent assessments leading to gaps and overlaps. Very often,
different actors—including the health authorities in the affected state and
international responders—expend significant time and resources to produce
situation analyses, needs assessments, and surveillance data that could more
usefully inform response if it was standardized and disseminated (Colombo
and Checchi 2018: 216). While duplication could improve the quality of

3 See ‘Manipulation of aid and aid agencies’ in Chapter 8 on Sri Lanka, 2008–2009.
⁴ See ‘Diversion, manipulation, and unintended consequences of aid’ in Chapter 5 on Genocide in

Rwanda and Its Aftermath, 1994–1996.
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assessments if results were compared and used to triangulate findings, com-
petition between agencies reduces the incentives to standardize and share
information, and in practice, each agency tends to use its own assessment
methodology (Colombo and Checchi 2018: 219; Knox Clarke and Darcy
2014: 24). As a result, in some contexts, there is too much rather than too
little data and analysis, with information overload and fragmentation mak-
ing it difficult to extrapolate and identify humanitarian priorities (Colombo
and Checchi 2018: 218–219). The lack of standardization also makes it diffi-
cult to compare humanitarian emergencies and judge their relative severity,
and hence to allocate resources across the globe in line with the principle of
impartiality (Darcy and Hofmann 2003: 5).

Significant progress has been made in coordinating needs assessments in
recent years, an important step both in terms of improving the quality of evi-
dence about needs and in terms of reducing unnecessary duplication. For
example, a consensus seems to be emerging for early-phase assessments con-
ducted in the first three to four weeks after a disaster to be based on a review
of secondary data, supplemented with information from questionnaires put
to key informants and focus groups, with communities usually selected for
inclusion in assessments according to purposive rather than representative
sampling (KnoxClarke andDarcy 2014: 25).TheGrand Bargain agreed at the
2016World Humanitarian Summit (WHS) included a workstream dedicated
to improving joint and impartial needs assessments, and the five-year inde-
pendent review of progress found that this was an area in which substantial
progress had been made (Metcalfe-Hough et al. 2021: 77–84). Major donors
and operational humanitarian agencies have engaged with this workstream,
developing—among other tools—a joint intersectoral analysis framework,
which is seen to have significant value, with the potential to improve the pri-
oritization, articulation, and sequencing of responses (Metcalfe-Hough et al.
2021: 82).

In order to prioritize effectively and ethically, donors and operational
agencies need to understand not only what affected populations need—or
what risks they face—but also what capacity other local, national, or inter-
national actors and institutions have to meet those needs or to address
those risks. However, capacity assessment is often even weaker than needs
assessment, and international responders typically assume low national and
local capacities.⁵ Aid agencies tend to focus on quantifying the level of
need for largely pre-determined relief items—the response they can most

⁵ For discussion of the role of local and national actors in humanitarian response, see Chapter 19 on
Government and Civil Society in Affected States.
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easily provide—rather than analysing the broader context, including market
dynamics and the capacities of local actors (Harvey 2009: 16; Knox Clarke
and Darcy 2014: 28; Levine 2017: 15, 19). The governments of affected states
are often assumed, rather than assessed, to lack capacity. In order to identify
how best to respond in any given emergency, each international humanitar-
ian agency needs to understand not only the capacity of local and national
actors but also the capacity and programming of other international actors.
The ‘who is doing what and where’ matrix is essential for effective coordi-
nation, but in the majority of crises, this information is not readily available
in the early stages (Colombo and Checchi 2018: 216). A failure to assess the
capacities of other actors can generate overlaps and duplication at the cost of
gaps in coverage elsewhere, and the imposition of external assistance without
due consideration of local capabilities can also have a negative impact on the
quality of the international response.

Technological innovations have helped to overcome some of the obstacles
to getting quality data on needs, but they cannot overcome them all, and they
often bring new and different problems. For example, satellite-based imagery
and mobile phone data have been used to track population movements and
thus provide some indicators of certain kinds of need, even where insecurity
or other obstacles limit physical access for humanitarian agencies (Colombo
and Checchi 2018: 220–221). However, data on population movements may
be an example of data that is collected because it is available, even if it is
not necessarily a good indicator of salient needs. Mobile phone technologies
have been lauded as enabling crisis-affected people to contribute their own
assessments of needs and, indeed, their own formulation of responses (Ben-
nett et al. 2016: 41). Certainly, such technology facilitates dialogue between
aid agencies and affected populations, but it also has important limits. First,
while mobile phone coverage and access in countries affected by humani-
tarian emergencies has expanded enormously since 2000, those who remain
without access to such technologies are often the most marginalized (Read
et al. 2016: 1322). Second, the extent to which such technology can serve
emancipatory purposes, even for those who have access to them, depends
on what information they are invited to contribute. Where local communi-
ties simply feed data into the machine and the power of design, funding,
and analysis resides with the international agencies overseeing the assess-
ments, the emancipatory potential is necessary limited (Read et al. 2016:
1324–1325). Furthermore, much technology is dual use with surveillance
potential and may contribute not only to care but also to control. The same
drone footage that can help search-and-rescuemissions in theMediterranean
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identify migrant boats in distress, for example, can be used by authorities to
identify and prosecute those migrants who drove the boats.⁶

Even if needs assessment provided a perfect depiction of humanitarian
crisis contexts, understanding needs and risks does not tell us much about
how best to meet those needs or address those risks. Decisions about how
to respond should ideally be based on an understanding of what kinds of
interventions are effective and under what conditions.

Monitoring and evaluation

Prior to the 1990s, systematic monitoring and evaluation of humanitarian
programmes was uncommon, with little pressure on humanitarian actors to
demonstrate that their programming was evidence-based, partly because it
was considered inappropriate, or even unethical, to question the efficiency or
effectiveness of efforts to save lives and reduce suffering in extremis, efforts
that were deemed good in and of themselves, almost regardless of their
consequences (Darcy and Hofmann 2003: 10; Dijkzeul et al. 2013: S2). Pro-
gramme monitoring refers to ongoing analysis of how a programme is being
implemented, and with what impact, while programme evaluations typically
capture progress and results at a particular moment in time. Many evalua-
tions take place after completion of a project or programme, but real-time
evaluations (RTEs) take place at some point while the project or programme
(or even the sector-wide response) is being implemented, with the goal of
feeding back findings to inform the evolution of the project, programme, or
response.

Through monitoring and evaluating humanitarian responses, operational
agencies can learn how needs and risks are evolving, ‘what works’ and
what does not—and, ideally, use the lessons they learn to inform future
programme design. Understanding what measures have been effective in dif-
ferent contexts, and how they have worked, is important to inform future
response decisions. Despite the massive growth in monitoring and eval-
uation, however, the evidence base for much humanitarian programming
remains thin (Colombo and Checchi 2018: 215). Monitoring and evaluating
projects and programmes can make an important contribution to human-
itarian accountability, although they arguably contribute more to upward
accountability (to donors) than to downward accountability (to affected

⁶ See ‘Search and rescue’ in Chapter 12 on the 2015–2016 European ‘Migrant Crisis’.
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populations).While publishing accounts of spending and programming, and
analyses of their effectiveness, could potentially increase accountability to
affected populations, evaluations tend to be geared towards donors and are
not always easily accessible to affected populations.

Approaches to humanitarian programme monitoring and evaluation tend
to focus on how far inputs have been converted into outputs rather than on
how effectively these outputs contribute to addressing the needs or risks fac-
ing the affected population (Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 32–33). Outputs
(e.g. tonnes of food aid delivered or number of households receiving food
rations) are easier to measure than outcomes (e.g. reduction in hunger, mal-
nourishment, or food insecurity). Measures of outputs can serve for upward
accountability to donors as evidence that the operational agencies receiving
funding did what they said they would do with those funds. Indeed, most
donors have not tended to require consistent reporting or evaluations of out-
comes (Obrecht 2017: 16). However, information about outputs is less useful
than information about outcomes for learning what did or did not work to
reduce need or risk, how it worked, and how large its effect was. Further-
more, to understand the impact of programming, it is not enough to depict
the outcomes accurately; it is also necessary to show the relationship between
a particular intervention or series of interventions and the outcomedescribed
(Dijkzeul et al. 2013: S9; Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 40). For a long time,
however, evaluations did not prioritize causal analysis. Even as they sought to
establish whether the intended outcomes hadmaterialized, they largely failed
to assess the contribution of the programme(s) in question to those outcomes
(Hughes and Hutchings 2011: 10).

Attention to the impacts of programmes has increased, with those evalu-
ating humanitarian action—particularly in the health sector or with a focus
on cash-based programming—trying to tackle the more complex questions
of causality and effectiveness (Alexander and Bonino 2015: 1; Obrecht 2017:
15). Indeed, wider concerns to improve methodologies for understanding
‘what works’ in humanitarian response have been driven in part by propo-
nents of cash transfer programming seeking to demonstrate to critics that
such programming is an effective and efficient way tomeet a range of human-
itarian needs.⁷ Cash transfers are now one of the most rigorously evaluated
dimensions of humanitarian response (Bailey andHarvey 2015: 2; High Level
Panel on Humanitarian Cash Transfers 2015: 18).

⁷ On debates about the value of cash transfer programming, see ‘Cash and voucher assistance’ in
Chapter 22 on Material Assistance and Direct Service Provision.
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Experimental approaches, including randomized controlled trials (RCTs),
are sometimes considered the gold standard in assessing the impact of par-
ticular interventions but can be ethically and methodologically problematic
in humanitarian contexts (Alexander and Bonino 2015: 6–7). Comparing
communities that received a particular intervention with those that did not
implies not providing an intervention expected to save lives or significantly
reduce suffering in an emergency setting (Dijkzeul et al. 2013: S8). From
a methodological perspective, experimental methods are also considered
ill suited to examining complex phenomena involving multiple interacting
causal factors (Colombo and Checchi 2018: 219; Dijkzeul et al. 2013: S8).
However, RCTs have been used to evaluate some forms of humanitarian pro-
gramming, including different therapeutic feeding options and cash transfer
programming, in the latter case comparing individuals or households receiv-
ing cash transfers with those receiving in-kind assistance (Bailey and Harvey
2015: 2; Dijkzeul et al. 2013: S8). Because all individuals or households in the
trials receive some assistance, the ethical problems associated with experi-
mental approaches are minimized, and because the assistance is given at the
individual or household level, it is possible to control for other factors in away
that is more difficult with community-level interventions (such as repairing
a water system or operating a primary health clinic). For much humanitarian
programming, however, experimental methods are not appropriate.

Themost common approach to humanitarian impact assessment is to com-
pare a set of indicators linked to anticipated outcomes before and after a
programme or project has been implemented, taking into account other fac-
tors that might have an impact on the indicators being measured (Colombo
and Checchi 2018: 219). However, it may be impossible to isolate the impact
of the programme or project being evaluated. If, for example, a reduc-
tion in malnutrition is observed following a supplementary feeding pro-
gramme, it may be difficult or impossible to say how much the programme
itself contributed to the observed reduction because a range of additional
factors—such as concurrent health-related interventions, seasonal factors,
and higher household income—likely also had an impact (Alexander and
Bonino 2015: 2).

Ultimately, a combination of experimental/quantitative, compar-
ative/qualitative, and theory-based approaches can all contribute to
understanding the factors (including, but not limited to, humanitarian
agency interventions) contributing to particular outcomes on the one
hand, and the range of outcomes (intended and unintended) of particular
interventions on the other (Colombo and Checchi 2018: 219; Dijkzeul et al.
2013: S9). Qualitative methods are sometimes considered second-best, but
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in fact, they can address questions which quantitative approaches are unable
to answer and vice versa (Colombo and Checchi 2018: 219; Knox Clarke
and Darcy 2014: 11). For example, answering questions about the relevance
of the goals pursued, and about the unintended consequences of particular
interventions, tends to require qualitative methods, including narrative
approaches that shed light on the perceptions and critiques of the affected
population and on the broader economic, political, and social contexts in
which aid is provided and on which it may have an impact (Dijkzeul et al.
2013: S10-S11). It is also important to recognize that an intervention which is
effective in one humanitarian crisis may not be effective in another because
social and cultural factors are often crucial for the success of humanitarian
programming, and these factors can vary enormously (Knox Clarke and
Darcy 2014: 21). Given they make different contributions, in many cases the
most robust findings will come from ‘mixed methods’ approaches, which
draw on both quantitative and qualitative methods (Knox Clarke and Darcy
2014: 11, 38). In practice, however, the use of mixed methods appears to be
uncommon and most humanitarian evaluations rely on broadly qualitative
approaches, in particular interviews and personal observations (Knox Clarke
and Darcy 2014: 39).

Beyond understanding the impact of a particular intervention in a partic-
ular context, it is important to understand how far findings about the impact
of that intervention are generalizable or transferable to other contexts (and
to what kinds of other context) and to understand how the humanitarian
sector functioned as a whole in that particular context. Assessing how far
findings are generalizable requires comparison of evaluations across different
contexts and/or identification of the causal mechanisms and relevant contex-
tual factors. For the identification of causal mechanisms, comparingmultiple
evaluations can be productive, and the identification of relevant contextual
factors will often depend on key informant interviews. Assessing the perfor-
mance of the sector as a whole through inter-agency evaluations (including
RTEs) has become increasingly common, and these evaluations may have
more impact on future policy and practice than those focused on one ormore
programmes implemented by a single agency.

As with needs assessment, the quality of evidence is a key issue in mon-
itoring and evaluation. Many of the same challenges and weaknesses apply,
and it is often even more difficult to get good evidence of impact than of
needs due to the requirement not only to identify the outcomes but also
to establish causal relationships between programming and outcomes. For
programme monitoring, which requires frequent and regular access to oper-
ations, the challenge of physical access in insecure settings is particularly
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acute (Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 33). Just as needs assessments may be
politicized, with different actors seeking to inflate or downplay the size of
affected populations or the numbers of people with particular needs, the
quality of evaluations may suffer as a result of a range of different actors
seeking to confirm their view of what has happened (Knox Clarke and Darcy
2014: 38).There are very real disincentives to generating evidence which sug-
gests that an operational agency or a particular programme may have ‘failed’
(Knox Clarke andDarcy 2014: 61). Inadequate skill sets are another problem,
with many humanitarian evaluations failing to meet basic quality standards,
employing qualitative approaches but without using academically recognized
methods (Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 39).

Technology—and, in particular, digital technologies—offer the potential
to improve the quality of monitoring and evaluation but, once again, with
some important limits and risks. Technology, including social media and
customer satisfaction techniques associated with the private sector, has the
ability to improve two-way communication between operational agencies
and crisis-affected people, with the former providing information about their
programming and the latter providing direct feedback on what they think
about that programming (Bennett et al. 2016: 41, 60; Knox Clarke and Darcy
2014: 34). All of this information, in turn, can be used to improve account-
ability, relevance, and effectiveness. If the evidence is collected using mobile
technologies, however, the source of information is limited to those with
access to mobile phones, raising questions about the representativeness of
the data collected and concerns about excluding the perspectives of the most
marginalized (Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 34). Digital cash, in particular,
offers the opportunity to radically improve transparency about howmuch aid
reaches recipiences (High Level Panel onHumanitarian Cash Transfers 2015:
13). However, without the capacity to analyse, understand, and utilize the evi-
dence gathered, the ability to gather large amounts of data quickly may be of
little value, with tech solutions driven more by what is possible than what is
needed or useful (Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 34; Read et al. 2016: 1315).
Particularly in settings with scarce resources and limited capacity, low-tech
options may be more effective, and in practice, face-to-face information-
gathering still plays a central role in most humanitarian responses (Knox
Clarke andDarcy 2014: 34; Read et al. 2016: 1320). Moreover, the use of tech-
nology for monitoring and evaluation often comes with concerns about data
protection and surveillance. For instance, geo-tagging information or images
can be useful but carries security and privacy risks (Knox Clarke and Darcy
2014: 34–35).
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Allocating resources, choosing responsemodalities, and
designing programmes

It is not only the quality of evidence but also the uptake of that evidence that is
important. Even the highest-quality evidence from needs assessments, evalu-
ations and other kinds of policy and academic research is of little value if it is
not used by donors and operational agencies to inform a series of decisions.
Which crises should they prioritize, and how should they distribute finite
resources across crises? Which response modalities should they support in
any given crisis? What shape should the programmes they implement take?
Often, however, these decisions are driven not so much by the available evi-
dence as by other factors, including political and fundraising considerations
(Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 5).

Evidence from needs assessments should inform decisions on whether
assistance is required, how much, for whom, and for how long, but in prac-
tice, the use of needs assessment to support these decisions is inconsistent,
and several other factors also influence them (Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014:
50). Some of these decisions are taken by the donor governments that pro-
vide the vastmajority of funding for international humanitarian agencies and
others by those agencies themselves. Moreover, operational agencies have the
power to influence donor decisions both because they are the primary sources
of needs assessments and because they turn those assessments into funding
proposals in which they offer a programme of work and set out a budget for
it. Donors and operational agencies alike are influenced by evidence from
needs assessments but also by other factors (Obrecht 2017: 12). On the one
hand, political andmedia considerations influence donor thinking, andmar-
keting interests influence where operational agencies want to (be seen to) be
working (Darcy and Hofmann 2003: 8; Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 52). In
the aftermath of the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, for example, needs assess-
ments were mostly not coordinated or shared, and the media were the most
influential source of information for donors.⁸ On the other hand, contextual
factors—including poor security conditions or a lack of trusted partners—
may lead a donor to conclude that an intervention in a particular context
would be unlikely to succeed and, hence, to focus their resources elsewhere
(Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 52).

Donor governments are often sceptical about the quality and impartial-
ity of needs assessments produced by the very same operational agencies

⁸ See ‘Funding for humanitarian response’ in Chapter 7 on the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami.
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who will then use them to justify funding requests, while the agencies doubt
that objective assessment is a central factor shaping donor decisions (Darcy
and Hofmann 2003: 5; Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 50). While both have
good reason for their scepticism, this mutual distrust generates a vicious
circle. Donor governments base their funding decisions on a variety of fac-
tors, not just relative levels of need. Because they do not expect donors to
fund emergencies in accordance with need and need alone, operational agen-
cies draw up budgets based on expectations about what those donors will
be willing to fund. As a consequence, their budgets and funding appeals
are out of synch with needs, and donors do not trust them, so they do not
rely on them to make their funding decisions. Even when needs assess-
ments are of good quality, they are often not shared in time to inform
donor decisions (Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 51). In some humanitarian
contexts—above all, rapid-onset disasters—time is of the essence, and donors
might make greater use of assessments if they were more limited in scope but
carried out and shared quickly in a short, succinct format (Knox Clarke and
Darcy 2014: 51).

Beyond basic prioritization and allocation of resources across different
humanitarian emergencies, donor governments decide which agencies and
what kinds of response to fund. While they might not get too involved in
detailed programme design and planning decisions, they very often ear-
mark their funds for specific sectors and sometimes provide funding for
specific projects.⁹ In this way, donors can impose significant limits on what
kind of response operational agencies can provide. In some cases, donor
governments adopt essentially ideological decisions—for example, regarding
contracting out health service provision to non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) or scaling up performance-based financing—even when the avail-
able evidence is insufficient to support those decisions or contradicts them
(Colombo and Checchi 2018: 218). Very often, they require the operational
agencies requesting funding to provide evidence of the appropriateness and
cost-effectiveness of their proposed response. For food security crises, for
example, most donors expect agencies to justify the proposed response on
the basis of the needs assessment and to provide a cost comparison between
the proposed response and alternatives, for example between cash, vouch-
ers, and in-kind assistance (Maxwell et al. 2013: 73). Increasingly, they have
also demanded market analysis to ensure that the proposed response will not

⁹ See ‘Independence, earmarking, and conditionality’ in Chapter 18 on Donors and the Funding of
Humanitarian Action.



Needs Assessment, Evaluation, and Response Decisions 389

disrupt market systems and analyses of corruption, safety, and protection
implications (Maxwell et al. 2013: 73–74). However, the focus here is on
justifying a proposed response rather than comparing the expected market
impacts of a range of different options (Maxwell et al. 2013: 74). Donors
have also tended to demand more in terms of market analysis and monitor-
ing for cash than for in-kind assistance (High Level Panel on Humanitarian
Cash Transfers 2015: 14, 22). In general, ‘assessment evidence is more likely
to be used when it suggests a course of action that is possible or desirable
for decision-makers, and when it fits their (often unconscious) assumptions
about the situation’ (Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 51).

Donor preferences (or perceptions of donor preferences) constrain
response choices by operational agencies, but so too do a range of other
factors. Perhaps the biggest determinant of the response choices of differ-
ent humanitarian actors is their organizational strategy, capacity, and ethos
(Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 51; Maxwell et al. 2013: 74). There is path
dependence at play here; different operational agencies have developed dif-
ferent specializations and have invested in building certain capacities and
competencies (Maxwell et al. 2013: 74). It would be surprising (and prob-
ably worrying) if an agency without medical expertise proposed a medical-
focused response to any given crisis. On the other hand, agencies competing
for funding rarely propose not responding and so might be inclined to offer
a response that is not needed or should not be a priority.1⁰ Even where they
have the capacity to respond across a wide range of response options, organi-
zational inertia is an important factor, and decisionmakers in aid agencies
often default to the ways of responding that they are most familiar with
and tend to replicate intervention modalities used in previous crises with-
out adapting them to different contexts (Colombo and Checchi 2018: 217;
High Level Panel on Humanitarian Cash Transfers 2015: 22; Knox Clarke
and Darcy 2014: 53; Maxwell et al. 2013: 74). In responding to the 2004
Indian Ocean tsunami, for example, operational agencies went ahead with
responses based on their preconceptions about what would be needed and on
what they couldmost easily offer, given their experience and expertise, rather
than on their own assessments of what needs should be prioritized.11 Some-
times, donors require additional monitoring, evaluation, and reporting for
novel or experimental approaches, and the additional costs and obligations
may further disincentivize innovation (Maxwell et al. 2013: 76).

1⁰ See, e.g., ‘International humanitarian response’ in Chapter 7 on the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami.
11 See ‘Emergency response’ in Chapter 7 on the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami.
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Depending on the context and the agency in question, a range of additional
factors may come into play when choosing response modalities. In some
emergencies, the government of the affected state may favour one response
type or other, and at times, governments act to restrict programming choices,
as when the Sri Lankan government refused to allow medicines on human-
itarian convoys into the Vanni in 2009 or when the government in Haiti
shut down food aid programming in March 2010 due to concerns that it
was undermining Haitian agriculture (Maxwell et al. 2013: 76). In many
cases, decision-makers in operational agencies seek tominimize risk—which
could include security or reputational risks—rather than to maximize poten-
tial programme impact andmay prefer high-profile, media-friendly response
options to those that are less visible (Maxwell et al. 2013: 77).

None of this is to say that evidence as to what affected populations need
and how aid agencies can best meet those needs plays no role in response
decisions. Very often a whole series of decisions are made when choosing
response options, and evidence from needs assessments, evaluations, and
other kinds of research and analysis play some role in some of these deci-
sions (Maxwell et al. 2013: 68). However, arguably, that role is not as large as
it should be, and some sources of information and evidence are less likely
to influence decisions than others. Evidence from professional evaluators
appears more likely to influence operational decisions when the decision-
makers have been engaged throughout the evaluation process, helping to
ensure that the findings are relevant to operational needs, but this kind of
engagement may come at the cost of objectivity (Knox Clarke and Darcy
2014: 56). The perspectives and preferences of the communities directly
affected by humanitarian emergencies do not routinely have a significant
impact on decision-making, and even when they have contributed infor-
mation on context and needs, that information is sometimes greeted with
suspicion (Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 34; Maxwell et al. 2013: 76). This
failure to incorporate community perspectives in programme design can
significantly reduce the quality of the response, as occurred in the early
stages of the international response to the Ebola outbreak in West Africa
in 2014.12

Once a response has begun to be implemented, there is still scope to adapt
programme design in light of evidence emerging from ongoing monitoring
of needs and of the programming being implemented. In the initial, acute
phase of a humanitarian emergency, particularly large, rapid-onset emergen-
cies, operational agencies may have to make quick and difficult decisions

12 See ‘International humanitarian response’ in Chapter 11 on Ebola in West Africa, 2014–2015.
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with minimal information because in the time required for quality needs
assessment, the potential lifesaving impacts of any intervention decreases
(Colombo and Checchi 2018: 215; Cosgrave 2009: 81). As crises continue,
however, better-quality information can be collected and analysed and the
response adapted accordingly. Even where good-quality evidence informs
the initial response choices, without monitoring and adaptation the link
between evidence and programme choice erodes over time, a particularly
important issue in protracted crises.13 RTEs are carried out while a response
or programme is being implemented with the goal of producing informa-
tion that can be used for ‘course correction’ (Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014:
56). However, it seems that recommendations are implemented in a selec-
tive manner, with operational rather than strategic changes more likely to be
implemented.

Over the long term, the results of evaluations—and of research more
broadly, including the outputs of academics, think tanks, and policy research
institutes—can shape the direction of organizational strategy and capacity
and of sector-wide thinking and approaches. However, change tends to be
slow, and evidence alone may not be enough to drive it. For example, it was
not only the accumulation of evidence as to the extensive benefits and limited
risks of cash transfer programming but also advocacy by proponents of cash
programming and more circumstantial factors—above all, the need to pro-
vide assistance in the face of severe famine in Somalia in 2011, where food
aid deliveries were severely restricted—that eventually contributed to a sea
change in policy and practice (Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 58; Maxwell
et al. 2013: 77). Similarly, while evaluation evidence—specifically from the
Joint Evaluation of Emergency Assistance to Rwanda—was a major factor
in driving the humanitarian sector to develop minimum standards in the
form of the Sphere Project, some of the most important conclusions in that
evaluation were swept under the carpet (Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 59).
The basic tenets of the localization agenda1⁴ have become widely accepted
only after decades of evaluations—among them, sector-wide evaluations of
the response to the 1994 Rwandan genocide and its aftermath (Eriksson
et al. 1996), the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami (Cosgrave 2007), and the 2013–
2016 Ebola outbreak in West Africa (DuBois et al. 2015)—reporting that the
humanitarian response could have beenmore relevant, effective, and efficient
if underpinned by better contextual understanding.1⁵

13 For a general discussion of humanitarian response in protracted crises, see ‘Protracted “emergencies”’
in Chapter 15 on the Shifting Parameters of Humanitarian Emergencies.

1⁴ See ‘Localization agenda’ in Chapter 19 on Government and Civil Society in Affected States.
1⁵ See Chapters 5, 7, and 11 respectively on the response to these three humanitarian emergencies.
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Conclusions

Evidence from assessing needs and from monitoring and evaluating human-
itarian response can contribute to making humanitarian work more ethical,
accountable, efficient, and effective. However, there are two major obstacles
which limit this contribution in practice. First, evidence is often not of suffi-
cient quality to have maximum impact or is not available to the right people
at the right time. The nature of humanitarian contexts often make collecting
high-quality data difficult, but even within the bounds of externally imposed
constraints, there is scope for improving the quality of evidence, not least
by asking better, more open questions and enhancing capacity for analy-
sis. Second, even to the extent that decision-makers in donor governments
and operational humanitarian agencies have access to high-quality assess-
ments, analysis, and evaluations, a range of other factors also influence their
decisions—which are better described as ‘evidence-informed’ rather than
‘evidence-based’ (Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014: 52). Increasing the uptake
of evidence requires a shift in will more than capacity—the will to prioritize
humanitarian need, effectiveness, and accountability over political and mar-
keting concerns, on the one hand, and to challenge organizational inertia and
consider new or different approaches when compelling evidence contradicts
conventional wisdom on the other.



22
Material Assistance andDirect Service
Provision

When a humanitarian emergency leaves people hungry or homeless, main-
stream humanitarian response has tended to focus on providing them with
food or shelter—in other words, giving them the commodity they are lack-
ing. Sometimes, the work of international humanitarian agencies extends
to installing or repairing essential infrastructure, including water points or
systems, clinics, and schools. Where people lack basic services, including
medical and health-care services, international humanitarian agencies may
provide them directly or support local actors to do so. Compared with the
dialogue- and advocacy-based activities discussed in Chapter 23, the provi-
sion ofmaterial assistance and basic services is often considered less political.
In general, and in contrast to most dialogue, negotiation, and advocacy, it is
not aimed primarily at influencing the behaviour of states and other actors.
However, the discussion in this chapter shows that programming choices
may be political, and that any kind of programming can have economic and
political consequences.

This chapter first discusses in general terms the provision of goods and
services by international humanitarian agencies before examining in greater
depth the politics of camps and the politics of food aid specifically. Camps
for displaced persons and the delivery of sacks of food have a central
place in the humanitarian imaginary. Material assistance goes well beyond
camps and food aid, but these two archetypal dimensions of humanitarian
response exemplify important issues and critiques. In many cases, pro-
gramme design prioritizes donor preferences or ease of management and
delivery on the part of operational agencies over and above the needs
and preferences of the intended beneficiaries of the programmes. In dis-
counting or deprioritizing their needs and preferences, these ‘beneficiaries’
may be dehumanized and treated as objects rather than subjects. At the
same time, however, both camps and food aid can have significant political
impacts.
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The chapter then turns to two significant areas of recent innovation in
the delivery of humanitarian assistance: cash transfer programming and the
so-called digital revolution. While cash offers advantages over in-kind assis-
tance, many donors and international humanitarian agencies long resisted
extensive cash programming, even in the face of compelling evidence as to the
relative risks and benefits of cash and other kinds of programming. By con-
trast, digital technologies have been uncritically embraced by many human-
itarian actors, despite the fact that they can increase the political complexity
of humanitarian work and often carry significant risks to programming,
‘beneficiaries’, or both.

Providing goods and services

Some international humanitarian agencies specialize in providing one or
more commodities or services but not usually to the exclusion of all else.
For example, Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) defines itself as a medical
humanitarian organization, and Oxfam is known for its expertise in water
and sanitation, but both also provide other kinds of assistance. Inmany cases,
the different kinds of goods and services correspond to a particular clus-
ter, though not all aid agencies work within the cluster system, and even
those that do also sometimes work outside it—indeed, it is not activated
in every humanitarian emergency. These different kinds of interventions all
seek to serve an immediate purpose, related primarily to the material well-
being of affected populations. However, such interventions often also have
the potential to contribute to acceptance of humanitarian operations and to
the (in)security of affected populations.

The provision of goods and services can, under certain conditions, help to
build trust and goodwill with state and non-state authorities and, hence, to
increase the acceptance of humanitarian agencies, increasing their access to
affected populations. Broadly speaking, the provision of quality assistance
that serves the needs of the population and directly or indirectly benefits
the relevant authorities is a necessary but insufficient condition for accep-
tance by those authorities (Bradley 2016a: 50–51; Crombé andHofman 2011:
56–57).Humanitarian space—which encompasses both the ability of human-
itarian agencies to access those in need and the ability of those in need to
access protection and assistance—must be actively constructed (Abild 2010).
Thus, the more sophisticated acceptance strategies combine high-quality
programming with efforts to build trust and strong relationships with all
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authorities and armed actors as well as specific negotiations over the scope
and conditions of access.1

To the extent that the provision of goods and services requires or enables
aid agencies to be physically present in communities in insecure contexts,
their presence may also contribute to the protection of those communities
by deterring potential abuses. Indeed, sometimes that is a primary reason for
providing goods and services in particular places. The logic underpinning
so-called protection by presence is that if aid agency staff—particularly inter-
national staff—are present in a community, armed forces and armed groups
may be less likely to perpetrate abuses against the population. Of course,
this logic only applies where parties to conflict or other weapons-bearers are
keen to avoid (international) scrutiny. In such contexts, the possibility that
humanitarian agencies could witness and report abuses may serve as a ratio-
nal incentive for armed actors to change their behaviour. While this kind of
passive protection by presence does seem to be effective in some contexts,
there is a risk that the presence of humanitarian agencies in some commu-
nities only serves to displace violence to a different place or time (Bradley
2016a: 124).

Depending on context and programme design, providing material assis-
tance and services can have a positive or negative impact on a range of risks.
Especially in insecure contexts, poorly designed programming of almost any
kind may inadvertently expose people to threats from violence. For example,
poor lighting around toilet blocks in a camp may make women more vulner-
able to sexual violence, and the provision of food and other commodities in
large quantities may provide an incentive for attack, thus making the recipi-
ents of these commodities vulnerable to violence. By contrast, programming
that is carefully designed through a protection lens may serve to reduce
exposure to threats—or even to reduce threats in themselves. For example,
programming that helps to reduce the need for people to walk through or
work in heavily mined areas—whether by installing water points in villages,
so people do not have to go far to collect water, or by developing alterna-
tive income-generating activities so that farmers do not have to travel to their
fields—can reduce their vulnerability. However, the impact of different kinds
of assistance and services on people’s (in)security is context-specific, and
these different types of programming should not be universally considered
protection programming.

1 See, respectively, ‘Relationship-building interactions’ and ‘Access negotiations’ in Chapter 23 on
Dialogue, Negotiation, and Advocacy.
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‘Rape-stoves’ exemplify the possibilities and limits of material assistance
as a way to reduce people’s vulnerability to violent threats. The provision of
firewood to vulnerable groups in the Dadaab refugee camps in Kenya in the
1990s, and of fuel efficient stoves in camps for displaced persons in Darfur
in the mid-2000s, was expected to reduce sexual violence because women
and girls were at heightened risk of rape when collecting firewood outside
the camps (Abdelnour and Saeed 2014: 146, 149–150, 153–155). Relegating
sexual violence to one space and activity involved wilfully ignoring the sexual
violence that occurred within the camps and facilitated a focus on the kind of
technical solution humanitarian agencies often prefer (Abdelnour and Saeed
2014: 150, 154–155).The limits of such a reductionist approach to sexual vio-
lence were quickly evident. A decline in firewood-related rape around the
Dadaab campswas accompanied by an increase in non-firewood-related rape
(Abdelnour and Saeed 2014: 150). For camp residents in Darfur, the provi-
sion of fuel-efficient stoves did little even to reduce firewood collection, given
that the low quality of some stove models limited their potential fuel savings,
some recipients of the stoves used them ineffectively or disregarded them
altogether, and wood was also collected for construction purposes and to sell
for income (Abdelnour and Saeed 2014: 146). Furthermore, displaced peo-
ple in Darfur travelled outside the camps for a variety of reasons, including
a host of livelihoods activities unrelated to firewood (Abdelnour and Saeed
2014: 154).

Politics of camps

Many humanitarian crises are accompanied by large-scale displacement,
prompting a need to house large numbers of people. The two clusters most
centrally working on shelter and related issues are the shelter cluster, co-
led by the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies
(IFRC) and the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR), and the camp
coordination and camp management cluster, co-led by the International
Organization for Migration (IOM) and UNHCR. For a long time, the pri-
mary international response to displacement crises was in the formof refugee
and internally displaced person (IDP) camps, and in many crises, camps are
still the response favoured by donors and operational agencies. An estimated
6.6 million people, or 22% of the world’s refugees, live in refugee camps
(UNHCR 2021b). Around 4.6 million of these live in planned or managed
camps, while the other 2 million are in spontaneous or self-settled camps
(UNHCR n.d.-c). Many camps house tens of thousands of people, and the
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very largest house hundreds of thousands, making themmore populous than
many cities. While camps may be an obvious response to emergency shel-
ter needs and are intended to be temporary, where displacement becomes
protracted, camps can become quasi-permanent (Turner 2016: 142).2

Donors and operational humanitarian agencies have historically favoured
camps as a means to care for (and control) people displaced by conflict or
disasters. From the perspective of operational agencies, attracting funding
for their work requires not only counting the displaced for needs assessment
purposes, but also representing them as helpless and dependent, and keeping
people in camps facilitates both these tasks (Harrell-Bond 1998: 22). Fur-
thermore, it is much easier to target, distribute, and coordinate assistance to
people in need when they are all gathered in the same place (Crisp et al. 2012:
S25–S26, S27–S28). Most donor and host governments hope that refugees
will eventually repatriate and often believe that this is less likely if refugees are
able to integrate (Bradley 2017: 25). In fact, those refugees who develop their
skills and acquire resources during displacementmay bemore likely to return
voluntarily when conditions in their country of origin are conducive (Harild
et al. 2015; Harrell-Bond 1998: 22). Host states, who are ultimately responsi-
ble for admitting and recognizing refugees on their territory and determining
the freedoms they can enjoy, nonetheless sometimes insist that refugees are
housed in camps, with limited rights to movement, work, and status.3

While they are often the preferred response of governments and interna-
tional agencies, camps are rarely the only or best way to meet the needs of
the displaced and often contravene their rights, especially when displace-
ment is protracted. It is widely held that camps offermore access to assistance
from the government and aid agencies and often better legal protection,
while self-settlement and urban life offer greater potential for social and eco-
nomic integration (Bradley 2017: 15; Turner 2016: 141). However, recent
research covering a range of contexts suggests that those in camps frequently
do not have better access to assistance and services (Pape and Sharma 2020).
Moreover, camps epitomize the humanitarian tendency to exercise control in
tandemwith offering care, serving both to keep themost vulnerable alive and
to manage, contain, and police these ‘undesirable’ populations (Agier 2010).
Camp authorities may reduce life to bare, biological, temporary survival
and deprive residents of political agency, but camps also offer opportuni-
ties to create new identities, and camp residents have frequently contested

2 On protraction, see ‘Protracted “emergencies”’ in Chapter 15 on the Shifting Parameters of Humani-
tarian Emergencies.

3 See ‘State sovereignty, responsibility, and practice’ in Chapter 19 on Government and Civil Society in
Affected States.
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efforts to render them as bare life (Agier 2010: 40–41; Malkki 1996: 380–382;
Turner 2016: 143). Camps also provide ideal breeding grounds for politi-
cal and ethnic radicalization and for violence and terrorism (Harrell-Bond
1998: 22; Verdirame and Pobjoy 2013: 473). After the Rwandan genocide, for
example, the génocidaires were able to flee across the border, to take control
of the administration of camps in neighbouring countries, and to use them to
regroup, restrengthen and re-arm.⁴Thus, camps can be at once depoliticizing
and (re-)politicizing.

UNHCR—and other international humanitarian agencies in charge of
managing refugee and IDP camps—can wield enormous power over the lives
of camp residents, whohave limited scope to holdUNHCRaccountable for its
use of that power. Camps are an archetypal example of international human-
itarian agencies substituting for the state, often setting up parallel systems,
attracting the best government staff with higher salaries, and undermining
local institutions (Harrell-Bond 1998: 22; Verdirame and Pobjoy 2013: 473).⁵
Although they come under the jurisdiction of the host state, in practice,
refugee camps are often governed by different legal instruments from sur-
rounding areas, and with varying—sometimes almost non-existent—levels
of involvement from the host government (Turner 2016: 141; Verdirame
and Pobjoy 2013: 473). In many cases, national laws are not enforced in
refugee camps, and their residents are instead subject to written and unwrit-
ten rules laid down by the humanitarian agencies running them (Verdirame
and Pobjoy 2013: 472). No wonder, then, that UNHCR has been described
as a ‘surrogate state, complete with its own territory (refugee camps), citi-
zens (refugees), public services (education, health care, water, sanitation, etc.)
and even ideology (community participation, gender equality)’, and camp
administration as ‘a form of de facto international administration of territory’
(Slaughter and Crisp 2009: 8; Verdirame and Pobjoy 2013: 473). The work of
UNHCR and the agencies it subcontracts to run camps and manage refugees
may be inhumane, but ‘accountability is skewed in the direction of the donors
who pay for the assistance, rather than the refugees’ (Harrell-Bond 2002: 53).

There has been a shift in thinking such that, in principle, camps are
no longer seen as the only proper response to displacement crises, even if
changes in practice have not kept pace with this shift. UNHCRwas slow even
to adapt its thinking, with its 1997 Policy on Urban Refugees characterizing
urban refugees as exceptional or deviant, and entitled to only minimal and
temporary assistance (Verdirame and Pobjoy 2013: 474–477). However, a

⁴ See ‘Mass exodus to neighbouring countries’ in Chapter 5 on Genocide in Rwanda and Its Aftermath,
1994–1996.

⁵ For a more general discussion of this issue in humanitarian response, see ‘Substituting for the state’
in Chapter 19 on Government and Civil Society in Affected States.
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number of factors in the 2000s contributed to a shift in UNHCR pol-
icy: the actions of displaced persons, who increasingly settle themselves in
urban areas; the responses of host states, some of whom—including Jor-
dan, Lebanon, and Syria as hosts to the majority of refugees fleeing the
Iraq War—rejected the camp model; and campaigns by human rights and
humanitarian organizations against ‘warehousing’ refugees in camps (Verdi-
rame and Pobjoy 2013). More generally, there has been increased recognition
of the resilience of refugees (and others affected by disasters) and of their
capacity for self-reliance (Hilhorst 2018: 6). UNHCR’s 2009 Urban Policy
marked a significant shift in attitude, recognizing that the responsibilities of
UNHCR towards refugees are the same whether those refugees are in camps
or urban areas and emphasizing the primary responsibility of host states to
provide refugees with protection, solutions, and assistance (Verdirame and
Pobjoy 2013: 479–480). The past ten years have seen increased urbaniza-
tion of humanitarian response, with increased efforts to reach those who are
displaced in cities, but much remains to be done tomake humanitarian assis-
tance as accessible to displaced persons dispersed in cities as it is to those in
camps.⁶

Politics of food aid

Around 2.3 billion people lacked access to adequate food in 2020, and more
than 900 million of them were severely food insecure (FAO et al. 2021: xvi).
The most relevant clusters are the food security cluster, led at the global level
by theWorld Food Programme (WFP) and the Food andAgricultureOrgani-
zation (FAO), and the nutrition cluster, led by the United Nations Children’s
Fund (UNICEF). The dominant response to food insecurity is the provision
of food aid, which is often assumed to be both apolitical and benign. How-
ever, food aid is not necessarily the best way to tackle food insecurity, and it
can be political in multiple ways. The economic and political self-interest of
donor states sometimes drives where and how food aid is provided, and the
provision of food aid sometimes has significant unintended economic and
political impacts in the states receiving it.

Food aid programming has often been driven by political factors in donor
countries. Critiques in the 1950s and 1960s centred on twomain issues. First,
food aid was motivated by a desire to dispose of surplus grains from donor
countries, especially the United States, as a means to bolster agricultural

⁶ On this urban turn, see ‘Urbanization’ in Chapter 15 on the Shifting Parameters of Humanitarian
Emergencies.
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incomes (Clapp 2012: 3). Second, food aid was not provided strictly in
accordance with need but rather used as a tool—either carrot or stick—with
which to influence policies in recipient states in the context of Cold War
geopolitics (Clapp 2012: 3, 19). It was largely provided bilaterally, and recipi-
ent governments often sold the food on the open market to generate income
for other activities (Barrett and Maxwell 2004: 53). In the 1970s and 1980s,
donor countries reduced their surpluses and food aid came to be directed
more according to the needs in recipient countries than the potential for
donor influence (Clapp 2012: 25).The provision of foodwas also increasingly
governed bymultilateral institutions and norms and, by the 1980s and 1990s,
had come to be seen as less controversial (Clapp 2012: 1, 25–26). Emergency
food aid, in response to humanitarian crises, became the dominant form and
was usually freely provided to acutely hungry people (Barrett and Maxwell
2004: 53).

By the 2000s, the focus of the debate had turned to whether or not donors
imposed conditions on where food was sourced and how it was transported.
As donors, the United States and Japan tend to provide funding for so-called
tied food aid, which must be sourced in the donor country (Clapp 2012: 6).
Since the mid-1990s, by contrast, the European Union (EU), Australia, and
Canada, among others, have moved to provide funds to buy food closer to
the recipients (Clapp 2012: 6, 46). Since the United States is by far the biggest
food aid donor, US policies have a significant impact on the provision of food
aid as a whole (Clapp 2012: 6; Murphy and McAfee 2005: 3). US agribusiness
and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have an economic interest in
US food aid being tied since US law stipulates that at least 75% must be
sourced, fortified, processed, and bagged in the United States, and US-based
NGOs are charged with programming and delivery (Clapp 2012: 7; Murphy
and McAfee 2005: 27). The US shipping industry is also a supporter of in-
kind aid because US rules likewise require 75% of such aid to be transported
in US vessels (Clapp 2012: 7; Murphy and McAfee 2005: 27). However, tied
aid is slower and often more expensive than goods sourced more locally to
recipients and sometimes consists of less appropriate foodstuffs (Barrett and
Maxwell 2004: 55).

Much like any kind of external assistance, food aid can have unin-
tended political and economic impacts in recipient countries. In Ethiopia
in the 1980s, for example, food aid provided in response to famine was
instrumentalized by the government to support its counter-insurgency
policies.⁷ More recently, in the context of the civil war in Syria, a country

⁷ See ‘Use of food aid for non-humanitarian ends’ in Chapter 3 on Drought and Famine in Ethiopia,
1983–1985.
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with a history of government subsidies for basic foodstuffs, the provision of
food aid by international humanitarian agencies arguably served to bolster
the power of the state (Martínez and Eng 2016). Where most people’s imme-
diate needs are met by in-kind assistance, demand in local markets suffers
(Levine 2017: 6). Where used inappropriately or poorly managed, food aid
thus risks lowering market prices and undermining agricultural production
in recipient country economies (Barrett and Maxwell 2004: 53). Even where
food aid is sourced locally, the procurement procedures of aid agencies may
serve to exclude the businesses that were the main suppliers pre-crisis and
to favour those from capital cities with large amounts of money, English-
or French-language skills, and the ability to deal with the systems of inter-
national agencies (Levine 2017: 11). In bypassing the normal supply chain,
aid contracts therefore risk exacerbating inequalities and delaying market
recovery (Levine 2017: 12).

Against this background, since the late 2000s, several important actors,
including WFP, have shifted the emphasis from food aid to food assistance,
a wider concept that encompasses a diverse range of approaches to meeting
long-termnutritional needs (WFPn.d.).This shift follows the logic of the now
widespread understanding that the existence of famine, the archetypal food
security crisis, does not necessarily mean that there is an aggregate shortage
in the food supply but rather that not everyone has access to adequate food
and nutrition.⁸ This implies that increasing the food supply through the pro-
vision of food aid is not the only, nor necessarily the best, response option.
In acute emergencies, the food available from local production and commer-
cial imports is sometimes insufficient, and in such contexts, food aid can fill
a crucial gap (Barrett and Maxwell 2004: 53). However, where food is avail-
able but inaccessible to many, alternative responses to increase access may
be more appropriate. Even the United States, which continues to allocate the
majority of its funding for food assistance to in-kind food aid, also now sup-
ports a wider range of responses, including local or regional purchase of food
and the provision of cash or vouchers (Maxwell et al. 2013: 73).

Cash and voucher assistance

The idea that cash and voucher assistance (CVA) should be a standard
and central component in humanitarian response is relatively new, but
there are several historical examples of cash being handed out in response
to particular humanitarian emergencies, including during the 1870–1871

⁸ See ‘Famine’ in the Introduction on Humanitarian Emergencies.
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Franco-Prussian war, in response to famine in nineteenth century India, and
in Botswana in the 1980s (High Level Panel on Humanitarian Cash Trans-
fers 2015: 15). The international response to the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami
marked a major turning point, with extraordinary amounts of funding for
humanitarian response facilitating experimentation and a number of opera-
tional humanitarian agencies providing cash or vouchers to tsunami-affected
populations at scale and, additionally, conducting research which showed
that the programming was effective.⁹Then, in the context of famine in Soma-
lia in 2011,with insecurity amajor impediment to access in theworst-affected
areas, a consortium of NGOs organized a large-scale cash response, provid-
ing a clear demonstration of the potential of cash transfers in highly insecure
environments.1⁰ Since then, the role and acceptance of CVA in humanitar-
ian response have increased dramatically, though some critics and critiques
remain.

Modalities of CVA

Cash programming can employ different approaches. First, CVA can be
conditional or unconditional. Depending on the context, conditions could
include sending children to school, attending particular training pro-
grammes, or rebuilding part of a house (Bailey and Harvey 2017: 7). In
cash-for-work programming, cash is provided as a salary in exchange for
unskilled or semi-skilled labour for projects intended to contribute to recov-
ery or community development (Food Security Cluster 2019: 3). Second,
CVA can be distributed in a variety of ways, many of which do not involve
literal cash. For instance, while transfers may be made as ‘cash in envelopes’,
transfers are more often made via local financial institutions or through elec-
tronic mechanisms including banks andmobile phones (High Level Panel on
Humanitarian Cash Transfers 2015: 16). Cash transfer programmes are also
increasingly using the existing infrastructure of government social welfare
transfer systems (Bailey and Harvey 2015: 5; High Level Panel on Humani-
tarian Cash Transfers 2015: 15). Third, CVA can be unrestricted, or it can be
in the form of vouchers, which can only be spent on certain goods or with
certain businesses. The terms ‘cash-based responses’ and ‘cash transfer pro-
gramming’ have often been used to refer to the provision not only of cash
but also of vouchers, which is problematic because the restrictions mean that
vouchers present quite different opportunities, costs, and constraints (High
Level Panel on Humanitarian Cash Transfers 2015: 16; Levine 2017: 20).

⁹ See ‘Emergency response’ in Chapter 7 on the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami.
1⁰ See ‘Cash programming’ in Chapter 10 on Famine in Somalia, 2011–2012.
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Pros and cons of CVA

Comparedwith in-kind aid, cash gives people greater choice and control over
how best to meet their own needs and a greater sense of dignity. Vouchers
offer greater choice than in-kind aid but less than cash itself. Unconditional
and unrestricted cash transfers maximize recipient choice and agency. By
empowering recipients—rather than aid agencies—to determine what they
need most, cash transfers overcome the limits of aid being restricted to the
kinds of goods and services operational agencies can deliver (High Level
Panel on Humanitarian Cash Transfers 2015: 13). The flexibility of cash
transfers means that aid can meet a greater range of needs, with recipients
reporting using the money for such diverse expenditures as food, building
materials, agricultural inputs, medical expenses, school fees, debt repayment,
clothing, hygiene, fishing equipment, and transport (High Level Panel on
Humanitarian Cash Transfers 2015: 20). In many cases, cash has been shown
to be more effective than food aid at improving diet quality, with recipients
reporting more varied and nutritious diets (Bailey and Harvey 2015: 3–4).
However, where aid agencies give in-kind aid or vouchers with a specific
objective, such as increasing the consumption of fresh food, cash may be
less effective at achieving those particular objectives, which may not align
with recipient priorities (Bailey and Harvey 2015: 4; High Level Panel on
Humanitarian Cash Transfers 2015: 21).

Compared with providing in-kind assistance, CVA tends to be quicker
and is often easier to distribute in areas which are difficult or impossible
to access. Locally or regionally procured food aid (or other in-kind assis-
tance) can often be sourced and delivered relatively quickly, but transoceanic
shipments are significantly slower, especially to landlocked countries (Lentz
et al. 2013: 12). Prepositioning food aid in or near areas likely to need food
assistance would mean that transoceanic shipments could be delivered faster
than food procured locally, but this tends to be more expensive than other
forms of assistance due to higher storage and freight costs (Lentz et al.
2013: 10). Where insecurity limits access, getting assistance to people in
need is hard, but greater use of cash—including through digital payments—
extends the options to reach people (High Level Panel onHumanitarian Cash
Transfers 2015: 14). In response to famine in Somalia in 2011, for example,
cash transfers offered a way to overcome some of the security and logistical
challenges which meant that large-scale food aid was not a realistic option.11

CVA also offers greater value for money than in-kind aid. Transporting
and storing physical goods is costly and often complicated. For example, fol-
lowing the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, USD 92 million of WFP’s USD 210

11 See ‘Cash programming’ in Chapter 10 on Famine in Somalia, 2011–2012.
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million tsunami relief fund was used for the transportation and storage of
food (Oxfam 2005: 4). It usually costs less to get cash to people, although
the relative cost effectiveness of cash over in-kind assistance depends on the
commodity being provided and where. For instance, data from two WFP
programmes in Ethiopia in 2014 suggested that cash was 25–30% cheaper
to deliver than food aid (Cabot Venton et al. 2015: 21). In the context of
famine in Somalia, 2.5 times more of aid budgets went directly to recipients
with cash transfers rather than food aid (High Level Panel on Humanitar-
ian Cash Transfers 2015: 19). A study comparing the two modalities in four
different countries found that, overall, 18% more people could be assisted at
no extra cost if everyone received cash instead of food (High Level Panel on
Humanitarian Cash Transfers 2015: 19).

The greater choice afforded to recipients further increases the cost-
efficiency of cash. When people receive food aid or other in-kind assistance,
they often sell at least some of it in order to get cash to buy other things
they need (or more appropriate food) and often for low prices. The difference
between the price they receive for selling it and what it costs humanitarian
agencies to provide it can represent a significant waste of limited humanitar-
ian resources (High Level Panel on Humanitarian Cash Transfers 2015: 18).
Furthermore, because cash transfers can be used to pay for a diverse range of
goods and services, they offer greater value formoney than in-kind assistance
(High Level Panel on Humanitarian Cash Transfers 2015: 19). Each recipi-
ent likely has a distinct set of needs and priorities, and cash allows them to
buy goods and services tailored to their particular circumstances in a way
that aid agencies cannot easily or efficiently match with in-kind aid. Fur-
thermore, cash can be used for things that do not have in-kind equivalents,
such as debt repayment, land rental, and savings (Bailey and Harvey 2015: 4;
High Level Panel onHumanitarian Cash Transfers 2015: 19). Because the ele-
ment of choice is critical here, unrestricted cash transfers are generally better
than vouchers, which can only be spent on particular goods or in particular
businesses—and may be sold for less than their value to access cash (High
Level Panel on Humanitarian Cash Transfers 2015: 19, 20). Depending on
the size of the transfers, cash may also contribute to resilience, and large
grants have been shown to increase future income (High Level Panel on
Humanitarian Cash Transfers 2015: 20).

Cash is only useful if the markets for the goods recipients need to
buy are functioning, but cash transfers can also help markets to recover.
Humanitarian crises often have an impact on markets, sometimes driv-
ing price increases if stocks are lost, transport made more difficult, or risk
increased, but markets rarely stop functioning altogether (Levine 2017: 5).
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The absence of strong supply does not always imply an inherent weak-
ness in the supply chain but rather may reflect depressed demand such
that cash transfers could stimulate demand, and supply would increase
to meet the increased demand (Levine 2017: 7). More generally, cash
transfers to people in need can have positive multiplier effects on local
economies as recipients spend them in local markets and so the benefits
of the assistance reach beyond the immediate recipients. Voucher pro-
grammes usually have a very limited number of partner retailers, limiting
their positive multiplier effects and creating monopolies, which can lead to
higher prices (High Level Panel on Humanitarian Cash Transfers 2015: 19;
Levine 2017: 20).

Price volatility can make the value of cash uncertain and, conversely, a
large inflow of cash can sometimes cause inflation in local markets. These
are real and important concerns. Where there are high levels of inflation, as
for example, in Ethiopia during the food price crisis of 2008, the amounts of
cash transfers could not keep up with price increases, leading to an increase
in demand for in-kind food aid (Maxwell et al. 2013: 77). If currency markets
are functioning well, it may be possible to mitigate such volatility by provid-
ing cash in foreign currency, but in many high-inflation contexts, in-kind
aid may be preferable. The inflationary impact of cash transfers depends on
how elastic the supply of goods and services people seek to purchase is. Cash
can contribute to price rises by increasing the demand for goods, but where
this stimulates increased supply, the price will normally fall again. However,
where supply is inflexible, cash transfers can drive inflation, which not only
decreases the value of the cash provided but can also make life especially
difficult for those not in receipt of assistance. For example, where displaced
people are provided with cash for rent in an urban setting with limited hous-
ing supply, their demand for housing may drive up rents. Depending on
what the cash is intended for, programming can be designed to minimize
this kind of inflationary impact, as for example, in Somalia in 2011, when the
value of cash transfers was calculated in line with the price of imported rice,
which was more popular than local grains and had a higher but less volatile
price.12

Some donors, decision-makers, and staff in operational humanitarian
agencies, publics in donor countries, and governments in affected states also
raise concerns that recipients could spend cash on ‘anti-social’ goods, includ-
ing weapons, drugs, and alcohol (Ali and Gelsdorf 2012: 61). Some agencies
favour voucher-based programming precisely because they can restrict what

12 See ‘Cash programming’ in Chapter 10 on Famine in Somalia, 2011–2012.
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such assistance is used for (Levine 2017: 20). Arguably, this type of think-
ing reflects a prejudiced resistance to granting agency to the recipients of
humanitarian assistance rather than a reasoned concern (Bailey and Har-
vey 2015: 3). Food (or other in-kind assistance) can also be exchanged for
weapons, drugs, or alcohol. In-kind assistance is often sold so that recipients
can buy other goods and services, and there is nothing to stop them engag-
ing in ‘anti-social spending’ with the proceeds from selling food or other
in-kind assistance. Moreover, a wealth of research shows that recipients of
cash transfers do not, for the most part, use them in ways that international
humanitarian actors deem unwise (Bailey and Harvey 2015: 3; High Level
Panel on Humanitarian Cash Transfers 2015: 21).

Critics also argue that cash transfers are particularly prone to corruption
and diversion and risk feeding war economies, but there is little evidence to
support these claims. Cash transfers appear no more susceptible to theft and
fraud than in-kind transfers (Bailey and Harvey 2015: 5). Risks of diversion,
corruption, theft, and fraud may be different for cash transfers compared
with in-kind aid, but they are not necessarily greater (High Level Panel on
Humanitarian Cash Transfers 2015: 20). Even in Somalia, a highly insecure
environment without a functioning government, more than USD 80 mil-
lion was successfully delivered to 1.7 million people in response to famine in
2011.13 In fact, cash transfers can be distributed more discreetly than in-kind
aid—particularly when people receive payments electronically—and tend to
be in transit for less time, meaning that they may be less vulnerable to loot-
ing or extortion (High Level Panel on Humanitarian Cash Transfers 2015:
20). Likewise, in-kind assistance may do more than cash to facilitate profi-
teering from war economies. When aid agencies procure in-kind assistance
locally, or when they provide vouchers that can only be used in a small
number of businesses, their procedures sometimes favour those with sig-
nificant capital, connections, and ability to do business with international
actors, enabling those with power to capture an important market for foreign
currency (Levine 2017: 9).1⁴

Another concern is that cash may be more difficult to target and may be
more likely to be controlled by men and, hence, to disadvantage women
(High Level Panel on Humanitarian Cash Transfers 2015: 18). Targeting
is difficult whatever kind of support is being provided since comprehen-
sive data on households is often lacking, and powerful actors may seek
to influence the process of deciding who should receive what kinds of

13 See ‘Cash programming’ in Chapter 10 on Famine in Somalia, 2011–2012.
1⁴ See ‘Politics of food aid’ in this chapter.
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assistance.1⁵ The desirability of cash may make targeting cash marginally
more difficult than other less desirable kinds of assistance, but this does not
seem to have posed a fundamental problem (Bailey and Harvey 2015: 4). The
question of how cash transfers affect women and gender relations lacks a clear
answer. On the one hand, if in-kind assistance is more likely to be controlled
by women and cash is more likely to be controlled by men, then the provi-
sion of cash could serve to reduce women’s power (Bailey and Harvey 2015:
5). On the other hand, if cash is provided to women and they retain control
of it, it could serve to empower them and elevate their status in the household
(Bailey andHarvey 2015: 5). Both these scenarios seem equally plausible, and
the evidence to date is inconclusive—most likely, the impacts depend on the
context. However, there is evidence to suggest that cash often helps to reduce
stress and arguments linked to difficulties meeting household needs (Bailey
and Harvey 2015: 5).

While cash transfers clearly offer considerable advantages over in-kind
assistance, and the critiques and concerns discussed here may be overstated,
some of the concerns should not be completely dismissed. Donors and oper-
ational agencies seem to be especially demanding of evidence that cash
transfers will not have negative unintended consequences, whether in terms
of corruption, market dynamics, gender relations, or something else. For
instance, most donors demand market studies to justify CVA, and the same
is not required for transoceanic food aid or other forms of in-kind assistance,
despite the fact that there is no evidence to suggest they represent lower (as
opposed to different) risks to the functioning of markets (Levine 2017: 20;
Maxwell et al. 2013: 73). Thus, the feared negative consequences may not
have materialized in practice precisely because careful analysis has gone into
deciding when to provided cash transfers.

Recent developments in CVA

In 2015, the central recommendation of the High Level Panel on Cash Trans-
fers was to use cash programming more widely and to shift the default
humanitarian assistance from in-kind aid to cash transfers, urging donors
and operational agencies to consider cash the ‘first-best’ response to crises
and to ask the questions ‘Why not cash?’ and ‘If not now, when?’ in every
crisis (High Level Panel onHumanitarianCashTransfers 2015: 23).ThePanel

1⁵ For a broader discussion of the challenges inherent in needs assessment, which is related—albeit
analytically prior—to targeting decisions, see ‘Assessing needs, contexts, and capacities’ in Chapter 21 on
Needs assessment, Evaluation, and Response Decisions.
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was very clear that cash cannot meet all humanitarian needs and called for
cash transfers to be complemented by work to provide additional goods and
services that the market will not provide effectively, including security and
public health, or that require specialist inputs, such as treating acute child
nutrition (High Level Panel on Humanitarian Cash Transfers 2015: 21). The
Panel further argued that by increasing the volume of cash assistance, aid
delivery could be streamlined, thus freeing up time for aid workers to provide
these and other complementary services, including help to secure land rights
or technical assistance to build disaster-resistant housing and to be present
in affected communities affected by crisis, bearing witness to their suffering
(High Level Panel on Humanitarian Cash Transfers 2015: 21).

The 2016 World Humanitarian Summit (WHS) also embraced cash pro-
gramming, recognizing its importance for increasing efficiency, supporting
people’s agency and dignity, and stimulating local economies, with several
donors and operational agencies committing to increase the proportion of
total humanitarian expenditure going to cash programming (UN Secretary-
General 2016: 14).Workstream 3 of the Grand Bargain focused on increasing
the use and coordination of cash and, in keeping with the idea of making
cash a default part of any response, signatories committing to increasing the
routine use of cash (Metcalfe-Hough et al. 2021: 63).

Since then, there have been major changes—both in the quantity of cash
programming and in the way much of the humanitarian sector thinks about
it. The importance of CVA has grown significantly relative to in-kind aid,
from an estimated 10.6% of international humanitarian assistance in 2016 to
17.9% in 2019 (Cash Learning Partnership 2020: 9). The resetting of think-
ing about the default response also seems to have resonated, with ‘Why
not cash?’ seized as a commonsense question (Bailey and Harvey 2017: 5).
By 2020, several operational agencies had adopted ‘cash-first’ policies for
a range of programming objectives, such as basic needs and food security
(Metcalfe-Hough et al. 2021: 60). The myth that cash is more risky than in-
kind assistance has been effectively debunked and cash assistance is now
a norm in humanitarian practice, with an increasing range of program-
ming objectives pursued with cash (Metcalfe-Hough et al. 2021: 60). While
these developments have been almost universally welcomed, it is clear that
there is still some way to go to maximize the scope and benefits of cash
programming—with an urgent need to find ways to reach the most vulner-
able and marginalized, who are often (unintentionally) excluded from CVA
and to improve inter-agency coordination of multi-purpose cash (Doornbos
2022; Metcalfe-Hough et al. 2021: 61).
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Technology and the digital revolution

Recent decades have seen a so-called tech or digital ‘revolution’ in the deliv-
ery of humanitarian goods and services, with proponents promising that
technology can help overcome many of the challenges facing humanitar-
ian agencies. However, it is doubtful that technology can overcome the
kinds of challenges that derive primarily from political—as opposed to
logistical—complexity. Furthermore, in many cases, the technological solu-
tions employed by humanitarian actors actually serve to exacerbate political
complexity, and even successful applications of technology often come with
unintended and unwanted consequences (Jacobsen 2015).

Certainly, technology has facilitated some significant developments in the
delivery of humanitarian services and material assistance, and tech solutions
have been widely—although not universally—welcomed in the humanitar-
ian sector. In many settings, for example, digital technologies have played
an important role in both delivering and evaluating cash transfer program-
ming. As stated by the High Level Panel, the use of ‘digital payments makes
disbursing and receiving transfers cheaper, improves their transparency and
traceability, increases security for recipients and can give people an entry
point into other formal financial systems’ (High Level Panel on Humanitar-
ian Cash Transfers 2015: 13). Biometric data is often used to identify and
verify recipients of digital cash transfers and sometimes also of other kinds
of assistance, potentially making the provision of assistance more efficient,
increasing accountability to donors, and reducing the scope for duplication
and fraud (Holloway et al. 2021: 14, 17–18). Biometric identification is also
lauded as a means to provide a legal identity to people who might otherwise
lack one, including refugees and stateless persons, among other things help-
ing to safeguard their rights to education and health care (Holloway et al.
2021: 12). The use of biometrics illustrates the diversity of attitudes to dig-
ital technology among international humanitarian agencies—with UNHCR
in particular embracing biometric use, while some other organizations are
much more cautious, with the ICRC, MSF, and Oxfam opting to use bio-
metric technologies in only quite limited ways (Açıkyıldız 2021; Oxfam
2021).

Tech solutions also have some important limitations, and dependence on
digital technologies can carry significant risks. Where biometrics are used
to verify the recipients of humanitarian goods and services, the ‘problems’
the technology purports to solve are arguably not the most fundamental or
urgent problems. For example, most fraud in the humanitarian supply chain
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happens at the level of procurement rather than through double registra-
tion at the point of delivery (Holloway et al. 2021: 17). Whether fuel-efficient
stoves or digital cash, the tendency to embrace new technologies and tech-
niques may come at the expense of tackling more tenacious problems in the
architecture and ethos of the formal humanitarian system (Bennett et al.
2016: 42). Indeed, the addition of technology has often served to reinforce
rather than challenge unequal power dynamics between providers and recip-
ients of aid (Holloway et al. 2021: 7). Furthermore, dependence on technology
for the delivery of assistance risks (further) marginalizing those without
access to the necessary technology. Thus, for example, the increase in mobile
phone penetration means that cash transfers made using mobile phone tech-
nology can reach an ever growing number of people, but those without
mobile phones may be excluded (Capgemini Consulting 2019: 30–31; Cash
Learning Partnership 2020: 115; High Level Panel on Humanitarian Cash
Transfers 2015: 21). Where the technology in question fails, the delivery of
assistance may also fail. For instance, where iris recognition technology is
used to prevent refugees claiming the same package of assistance twice, false
matches can lead to refugees being denied the assistance to which they are
entitled (Jacobsen 2015: 61–64).

The technologies employed by humanitarian agencies often also have the
potential to do harm. In particular, many of these technologies, and much of
the data collected, facilitate not only the provision of goods and services to
individuals in need but also the surveillance of those individuals. The issue
of humanitarian action serving both to care and to control is not unique to
digital technology but may be exacerbated by it as such technology facilitates
the policing of populations. Where data collected or stored by humanitarian
agencies is shared or stolen, it can also be used by non-humanitarian actors
for surveillance, and in some cases, the data may then be used against those
who humanitarian agencies are supposed to be helping.

Humanitarian agencies sometimes share data voluntarily with other actors,
including states, but they can also be forced to share data.UNHCR sometimes
shares biometric technology or refugee data with host states, who may use
it to track and control people’s movements and may even share it with the
regimes from which refugees have fled (Jacobsen 2015: 76–79). There have
been cases of biometric data from Syrian refugees being leaked to the Syrian
government (Jacobsen 2015: 76). Search-and-rescue (SAR) NGOs operating
in the Mediterranean can use drones to help spot migrant boats in distress,
and on at least one occasion, authorities have used SAR drone footage—
which NGOs could be legally bound to hand over in the event of a criminal
investigation—to identify and arrest the individual who had allegedly driven
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a migrant boat.1⁶ A hack of the ICRC servers for the Red Cross and Red
Crescent Movement’s Restoring Family Links services in November 2021
compromised the personal data ofmore than half amillion people worldwide
(ICRC 2022). The ICRC has said that the attack was ‘state-like’, raising con-
cerns that a government in a country of transit or destination could use that
data to track down undocumented migrants or a government in a country of
origin could use it to identify members of a minority group seeking to main-
tain contact with people who have fled. Concerns about the (mis-)use of data
for surveillance purposes are not unique to humanitarian settings, but the
ethics are further complicated if those whose data is collected and processed
are not in a position to give truly voluntary and informed consent—and
where humanitarian assistance is conditional on biometric identity checks,
for example, it is difficult to see how consent can be truly voluntary.

Conclusions

Increasing recognition of the agency and self-reliance of people affected by
humanitarian agencies has contributed to shifts in thinking about how best to
assist them. The move away from refugee camps, and the move towards cash
programming, reflect these shifts in thinking, but the resistance those moves
met with is indicative of a resistance among aid agencies to relinquish con-
trol. Such resistance stands in contrast to the uncritical acceptance of much
technology by some humanitarian agencies—technology which often serves
to increase, rather than decrease, their control over humanitarian response
and over affected populations.Thewidespread acceptance of cash transfers as
a central and default component of international responses to humanitarian
crises is arguably one of the most important developments in the human-
itarian sector this century, but neither cash programming nor the digital
revolution is a panacea for the more structural problems of international
humanitarianism.

1⁶ See ‘Search and rescue’ in Chapter 12 on the 2015–2016 European ‘Migrant Crisis’.
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Dialogue, Negotiation, andAdvocacy

Beyond the more concrete tasks associated with the delivery of material
assistance and the provision of services such aswater and health care, human-
itarian agencies must communicate and liaise with a variety of actors in a
variety of ways. Dialogue and advocacy can potentially impact on how dif-
ferent actors treat populations in need and on the ability of aid agencies to
access those populations and fulfil their institutional mandates.

International humanitarian agencies can engage in private dialogue or
negotiation with de jure and de facto authorities, strategically share infor-
mation with select third parties, and make public statements which criticize
authorities. This chapter examines each of these three broad approaches in
turn, explaining how different humanitarian agencies utilize these different
approaches, what and whose behaviour they seek to influence, how effective
they have been in achieving their goals, and what unintended consequences
their efforts have had in different contexts. International humanitarian agen-
cies also can, and do, engage in dialogue with affected communities as part of
needs assessment, implementation, and evaluation of programming andwith
donors to discuss funding and programming. Their publicity and marketing
campaigns can also be understood as a kind of public advocacy. The focus
of this chapter, however, is on the use of dialogue, negotiation, and different
kinds of advocacy with the goal of changing the behaviour of authorities who
contribute to suffering and/or have control over humanitarian access.

While direct dialogue with authorities may be more often associated
with negotiating access and public criticism more associated with efforts
to improve the safety of the civilian population, all three approaches can
be directed at increasing either access or protection. However, the use of
these different approaches varies depending on the humanitarian agency in
question and on the nature of the authorities whose behaviour they seek to
influence. In particular, many agencies seem to engage in private dialogue
and direct negotiation more with state rather than non-state actors, whereas
public criticism in some cases is focused more on armed groups, with gov-
ernment forces sometimes getting off lightly due to aid agency fears of being
expelled.

The Politics and Everyday Practice of International Humanitarianism. Miriam Bradley, Oxford University Press.
© Miriam Bradley (2023). DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780198840695.003.0023
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Direct engagementwith authorities

Dialogue and negotiation with de jure and de facto authorities can help
humanitarian agencies to gain acceptance for their work and security guar-
antees for their staff and to change the way their interlocutors conduct
themselves towards the wider population. Many such interactions take place
in private or even in secret, so it is impossible to know about all of them.How-
ever, it seems that whilemany aid agencies engage in significant dialoguewith
the government of the affected state, and also with civil society, regarding
acceptance, access, and aid agency security, direct structured dialogue with
armed non-state actors is often more limited. Furthermore, there appears to
bemuch less negotiation (with either state or non-state interlocutors) focused
on the conduct of these different actors towards thewider civilian population.

The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and Médecins Sans
Frontières (MSF) seem to be themain exception to these two general patterns,
or at least, they aremore open about the kinds of dialogue they engage inwith
different interlocutors than some other humanitarian agencies. The ICRC
is committed to confidential dialogue and discretion, so it does not tend to
share details of its interactions with particular actors but is quite open about
its general commitment to engaging with both state and non-state parties
to armed conflict in a dialogue on protection, principally aimed at increas-
ing compliance with international humanitarian law (IHL) (Bradley 2013).
MSF is more open about the specifics of its engagement with different actors,
at least once some time has passed,publishing several accounts of different
challenges and dilemmas the agency has faced, including a book focused on
humanitarian negotiations (Magone et al. 2011).

There are several reasons why humanitarian agencies engage more with
state actors than with armed groups, including restrictions imposed by
donor governments or the governments of affected states and concern and
uncertainty over the legal implications of engaging with armed groups des-
ignated as terrorist.1 In addition, however, there seems to be a general fear
of armed groups in some humanitarian agencies and a perception that they
are inherently dangerous and illegitimate. Even the ICRC seems to share this
perception when it comes to criminal groups. While it has a clear mandate
and commitment to engaging with all armed parties to both international
andnon-international armed conflicts, the ICRC’smandate and commitment

1 For a more detailed discussion of the reasons engagement with armed groups is so often limited,
see ‘Non-state armed groups’ in Chapter 20 on Armed Actors. On counter-terror policy specifically, see
‘Counter-terror legislation’ in Chapter 14 on Law and International Humanitarianism.
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is less clear in what it refers to as ‘other situations of violence’, and institu-
tional policy suggests much greater caution in engaging with criminal actors
(Bradley 2020).

Relationship-building interactions

Good-quality programmingmay be necessary for building trust with affected
communities and state and non-state authorities, but the humanitarian agen-
cies with the greatest commitment to maximizing their access to populations
in need additionally place significant emphasis on building relationships with
a range of interlocutors.

For the ICRC, access is understood to be determined by acceptance of
the organization by the government, armed actors, and local communities
themselves (Bradley 2016a: 50). Acceptance, in turn, is perceived to result
primarily from demonstrating the benefits of ICRC work—both for affected
communities and authorities—and by maintaining neutrality2 and confiden-
tiality (Geremia 2009: 5).The ICRC thus sees quality programming as key but
also emphasizes the importance of communication activities with military
forces, armed groups, and affected communities (Bradley 2016a: 51, 62–63).
These communications activities encompass explaining thework of the ICRC
and its principled approach and are aimed at gaining acceptance for its work.
There are also multiple examples of MSF staff building relationships with a
range of de jure and de facto authorities, highlighting the importance of such
activities as drinking tea with community leaders in Afghanistan or golfing
with the generals in Myanmar (De Gryse 2013; Terry 2011a). It is difficult to
gauge how much most other aid agencies invest in interacting with state and
non-state actors with the explicit goal of building relationships and trust with
those actors.

Efforts to build relationships and trust with both de jure and de facto
authorities may be especially important—and especially difficult—where
those authorities have antagonistic relationships with Western powers. For
instance, the military government in Myanmar prior to the transition to
nominally civilian government in 2011 (and, to some degree, again since the
military coup in February 2021) was an isolationist regime with pariah sta-
tus in the West that was suspicious of the Western-headquartered and largely
Western-funded aid agencies that dominate the international humanitarian
system, imposing severe restrictions onwhere they could work andwhat they

2 On neutrality, see ‘Principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality, and independence’ in Chapter 13
on Politics, Principles, and Humanitarian Action.
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could do. More commonly, it is armed groups, and, in recent years, espe-
cially those associated with Islamic terrorism, that are ostracized by states in
the global North and often distrustful of the large international humanitar-
ian agencies. Since the US-led coalition overthrew the Taliban government
at the end of 2001, for example, Afghanistan has been an incredibly difficult
operating environment for aid agencies. During Operation Enduring Free-
dom, the ICRC credited its—admittedly limited—ability to operate there on
its intense efforts to build trust with the Taliban and demonstrate its worth
to all sides (Terry 2011b).3 Conversely, it was precisely the lack of trust and
established relationships with local communities and Al-Shabaab that pre-
vented agencies from rapidly scaling up their activities in South-Central
Somalia after funding was increased following the declaration of famine
in 2011.⁴

Remote control or remote management operations—underpinned by dig-
ital technology—reduce the need for the kinds of day-to-day contact and
meetings on which trust and relationships are built. One of the reasons ‘digi-
tal humanitarianism’ has been so enthusiastically embraced is the increasing
risk aversion among aid agencies, who use a combination of technology
and sub-contracting of local actors to orchestrate operations in challenging
or politically difficult environments without the need for expatriate staff to
be physically present (Duffield 2016: 148–149). In this way, tech solutions
offer a means to assess needs and deliver assistance from a distance, facil-
itating humanitarian response in insecure contexts where relationships are
weak or non-existent, but they also increase the epistemological and social
distance between international humanitarian actors and affected commu-
nities and authorities. Thus, they may serve to undermine this important,
face-to-face aspect of humanitarian work and can feed a vicious cycle accord-
ing to which aid agencies are ever more distant—physically, socially, and
epistemologically—from those they seek to assist.

Building trust is important because itmay be a prerequisite for access nego-
tiations and dialogue on more concrete or more sensitive issues, but close
relationships (or relationships that are perceived to be close) with authorities
carry some risks. Drinking tea with the warlords or golfing with the generals
can affect how humanitarian actors are perceived by competing authorities.
In contexts where trust is so important, humanitarian actors have to tread
a fine line between building sufficient relationships with one authority and
losing the trust of another.

3 See ‘Aid agency responses to these challenges’ in Chapter 6 on Afghanistan, 2001–2014.
⁴ See ‘International humanitarian response’ in Chapter 10 on Famine in Somalia, 2011–2012.
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Access negotiations

In all humanitarian emergencies, aid agencies need the consent of the state
in order to operate and, hence, must negotiate with the government in
question.⁵ In conflict contexts, humanitarian agencies generally also need
to negotiate with other parties to conflict, in particular where they control
access to territory in which the humanitarian agencies seek to work. Nego-
tiations with state and non-state authorities concern not only consent for
humanitarian operations but also the terms of those operations, which may
include stipulations regarding the kinds of activities humanitarian agencies
can undertake, where, and when.

The United Nations (UN) Emergency Relief Coordinator is mandated by
the General Assembly to facilitate access to emergency contexts for opera-
tional humanitarian agencies and is expected to be assisted in this role at
the country level by the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
(OCHA) and the Humanitarian Coordinator (UN General Assembly 1991;
UN OCHA 2020b: 2). Throughout the 1990s, the UN took the lead in nego-
tiating with armed groups on behalf of much of the wider humanitarian
community and has continued to play a central role in somenegotiationswith
both de jure and de facto authorities. For example, in Darfur between 2004
and 2006, OCHA and the UN Department of Safety and Security (UNDSS)
coordinated near-daily negotiations with rebels, which enabled largely unfet-
tered access to rebel-held territories (Jackson andDavey 2014: 9). OCHA and
UNDSS have also negotiated access to Gaza with Hamas on behalf of the
wider humanitarian community, a role that is particularly important since
the designation of Hamas as a terrorist group has left many humanitarian
agencies concerned that they might be liable to prosecution if they were to
negotiate directly (Jackson andDavey 2014: 15).⁶ In both these examples, ‘the
relatively large degree of separation of UN humanitarian entities from polit-
ical concerns, combined with resources dedicated to engagement’ facilitated
effective coordination by the UN (Jackson and Davey 2014: 28).

For a variety of reasons, operational agencies nonetheless often negoti-
ate access for themselves. OCHA’s leadership of humanitarian negotiations
with armed groups in particular has diminished significantly since 9/11.⁷
Where the UN supports the government, many non-governmental organi-
zations (NGOs) have sought separation from UN-led negotiations, fearful

⁵ See ‘State sovereignty, responsibility, and practice’ in Chapter 19 on Government and Civil Society in
Affected States.

⁶ See ‘Counter-terror legislation’ in Chapter 14 on Law and International Humanitarianism.
⁷ See ‘Non-state armed groups’ in Chapter 20 on Armed Actors.
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that association with the UN taints how they are perceived by opposition
groups (Jackson andDavey 2014: 27).⁸ EvenwhereOCHA leads negotiations,
individual agencies may also need to negotiate directly, not least because,
in many contexts, access depends on consistent and comprehensive engage-
ment, often involving repeated negotiations at multiple levels (Svoboda et al.
2018: 7). Humanitarian agencies operating in the ‘messy’ post-1995 political
environment in Somalia, for example, had to negotiate access continuously
and often on a village-by-village basis (Menkhaus 2010: S329). While OCHA
may be well placed to negotiate with higher-level state (and sometimes non-
state) authorities, operational agencies may still need to undertake their own
negotiations on the ground when passing through checkpoints, etc. Indeed,
most aid agencies seem to focus their efforts at the local level, although the
ICRC and MSF also invest at national and regional levels, and most access
agreements are made bilaterally, either through direct dialogue or through
each agency’s own intermediaries (Harmer et al. 2018: 10–11).

Access negotiations can be grounded in legal arguments, to a greater or
lesser degree, depending on the nature of the humanitarian emergency.
Armed conflict is regulated by IHL, according to which state and non-state
parties to conflict must not arbitrarily withhold their consent for humanitar-
ian relief operations, and when they consent, they must allow and facilitate
rapid and unimpeded passage for relief.⁹ In other kinds of humanitarian
emergencies, the legal obligation of states not to arbitrarily withhold consent
is less clear. Acceptance for humanitarian operations is often most contested
in armed conflict contexts, but there are also examples of states denying or
limiting access to international humanitarian agencies in the context of other
crises.1⁰ Furthermore, states sometimes deny the existence of conflict on their
territory to argue that IHL does not apply and thus that they do not have any
obligation to consent to humanitarian access and assistance (Jackson and
Davey 2014: 8–9). Thus, the government of Pakistan has defined its mili-
tary campaigns against the Pakistani Taliban as law enforcement campaigns,
denied the applicability of IHL, and restricted or prevented relief and pro-
tection work (Jackson and Davey 2014: 9). Even where IHL is applicable and
accepted by parties to conflict, legal arguments alone are often insufficient
to convince those authorities to grant humanitarian agencies the access they
seek (Harmer et al. 2018: 7).

⁸ See, e.g. ‘Integration and coordination’ in Chapter 6 on Afghanistan, 2001–2014 and ‘Background’ in
Chapter 10 on Famine in Somalia, 2011–2012.

⁹ See ‘International humanitarian law’ in Chapter 14 on Law and International Humanitarianism.
1⁰ See ‘State sovereignty, responsibility, and practice’ in Chapter 19 on Government and Civil Society

in Affected States.
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In practice, the shape and outcome of negotiations is, in large part,
determined by the conditions authorities seek to impose on humanitarian
operations, the leverage the humanitarian actors can bring to bear, and the
compromises they are prepared to make. While aid agencies often consider
the ‘taxation’ or diversion of a proportion of aid to be the price of doing
business in contested environments, sometimes authorities set conditions
which go far beyond this. For instance, in the late 1990s and early 2000s,
theMyanmar government restrictedwhere international aid agencies worked
and what kind of programming they implemented, insisting on projects that
matched the government’s ownpriorities (Bradley 2016a: 17–18; Terry 2011a:
114–120). During the war in Afghanistan, the armed opposition at various
times demanded that aid agencies pay a tax, hire local staff selected by the
Taliban, employ only male staff, or refrain from pursuing projects directed at
women or girls (Jackson and Giustozzi 2012: 5, 23–24, 27). Access depends
not simply on insisting on adherence to humanitarian principles and IHL
but on taking a pragmatic and transactional approach, which appeals to the
interests of the relevant authorities without necessarily giving way to their
demands (Allié 2011: 3; Harmer et al. 2018: 10).

The leverage that aid agencies have is context-specific. For example, where
an authority is keen for the assistance a humanitarian agency is providing
(or proposing to provide), then the threat of withdrawal may be effective.
Where an authority seeks international legitimacy, the threat—explicit or
implicit—of going public on obstructions or denial of access may be effec-
tive. While Hamas has sought to regulate aid agency activities, for example,
its desire for international recognition and for support from the population,
many of whom depend on international assistance, have enabled human-
itarians to negotiate more favourable terms of access (Jackson and Davey
2014: 15).

In addition to exercising leverage, gaining access tends to require com-
promises on the part of humanitarian agencies, and different agencies are
prepared to make different kinds of compromise. In the early 2000s in
Myanmar, for instance, the ICRC and the United Nations Refugee Agency
(UNHCR) took quite different approaches. Seeking to establish a presence
in the south of Myanmar, UNHCR acquiesced to doing only commu-
nity assistance projects with the non-displaced population in exclusively
government-controlled areas, which the ICRC saw as collusion with the
government and contrary to humanitarian principles (Bradley 2016a: 17).
Even within a single organization, the Dutch, French, and Swiss sections of
MSF each had different levels of tolerance for the government conditions
(Terry 2011a).
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A lack of clear and shared policies on acceptable compromises can weaken
the negotiating hand of humanitarian actors. International agencies do not
always have clear red lines or well-developed internal policies and are reluc-
tant to articulate what conditions they are willing or unwilling to accept
(Harmer et al. 2018: 11). For instance, many of the agencies operating in
Afghanistan during the 2001–2014 war appeared to lack clear guidelines or
official policies regarding the kinds of compromises that could be made in
order to gain acceptance from the Taliban or local power-holders (Jackson
and Giustozzi 2012: 5, 15, 23, 24, 27, 29). Moreover, where agencies have dif-
ferent red lines, authorities may be able to play them off against one another
(Harmer et al. 2018: 12; Svoboda et al. 2018: 7). In Myanmar in the early
2000s, for example, it became increasingly difficult for the ICRC to do its
classic protection work as the government pushed it to be more like UNHCR
and the International Organization for Migration (IOM) and to stop raising
concerns about the protection of internally displaced persons (IDPs), whose
existence the government preferred to deny (Bradley 2016a: 17). The com-
petition and lack of unity among aid agencies in Sri Lanka in 2008–2009
similarly reduced the potential for collective pressure on the government,
first vis-à-vis aid convoys into the Vanni and later the camps in which Tamil
civilians were interned.11

Effective negotiation thus requires skills on the part of the negotiators,
clarity on each agency’s position and willingness to compromise on rele-
vant issues, and coordination across different agencies. Coordination does
not necessarily mean joint negotiations and sometimes takes the form of
joint operating principles, guidelines, or ground rules at the country level,
which can provide a framework for (joint or bilateral) negotiations (Harmer
et al. 2018: 12).There is some suggestion that humanitarian negotiationswere
more coordinated in the past, with agreed sets of ground rules, and that they
have become increasingly fragmented (Jackson and Davey 2014: 23, 26–28).
There are, nonetheless, many recent examples of more ad hoc, local-level
coordination, which can help agencies avoid manipulation (Harmer et al.
2018: 12). However, agreeing red lines is not enough—they also need to be
implemented, andwhile there are examples of this happening, there aremany
more examples of lines constantly being redrawn to accommodate demands
and threats on the ground (Svoboda et al. 2018: 7).

11 See ‘Manipulation of aid and aid agencies’ and ‘Advocacy vs access and assistance?’ in Chapter 8 on
Sri Lanka, 2008–2009.
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Protection dialogue

International humanitarian agencies can also maintain a protection-focused
dialogue with the parties to conflict and with other kinds of weapons-
bearers—which, in other contexts characterized by large-scale violence, may
include the police and criminal groups. In essence, this means engaging with
the perpetrators of violence in an effort to persuade them to reduce the
threat they pose to the population. Humanitarian actors can seek to convince
weapons-bearers that it is in their own self-interest to change their behaviour
or that it is simply the right and moral thing to do, and in either case, they
can use legal or non-legal argumentation, and engagement can range from
more official written interventions to unofficial verbal interactions (Bradley
2016a: 110–111).

Some humanitarian agencies have a particular mandate for protection in
international law, albeit each with a distinct focus. The ICRC has a mandate
for the protection of civilians and others hors de combat, which is grounded
in IHL. UNHCR has a mandate for the protection of refugees, linked to its
supervisory role for international refugee law (IRL). UNICEF is mandated to
promote and protect child rights (as enshrined in the 1989 UN Convention
on the Rights of the Child) by supporting the work of the Committee on the
Rights of the Child, but its mandate is for child protection broadly conceived
rather than for the protection of children during humanitarian emergencies
per se. The OHCHR is mandated by the international community to pro-
mote and protect the human rights that are guaranteed under international
law and stipulated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948,
which is also not primarily concerned with humanitarian emergencies. The
different foci of each of these mandates thus imply different understandings
of protection and different kinds of protection dialogue.

For the ICRC, protection dialogue is directed at improving the conduct
of combatants towards the rest of the population. While the formal policy
includes a range of other activities, the understanding of many within the
ICRC is that bilateral, confidential dialogue with the perpetrators of vio-
lence is the main protection activity at the field level (Bradley 2016a: 162).
Drawing on the testimony of victims or their families, ICRC staff document
alleged violations of IHL and present those allegations to state- and non-
state armed actors with the aim that the violations will be investigated by the
organization in question and individual violators punished (Bradley 2016a:
162). Where presenting specific allegations might put someone at risk, or
where they want to bring attention to patterns of abuse, ICRC staff gather
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information on multiple incidents of the same kind of abuse and present a
thematic intervention in which they discuss a trend with alleged perpetra-
tors (Bradley 2016a: 163). In line with its role as the ‘guardian of IHL’ and
the institutional expectation that reference to rules and norms is more per-
suasive than general moral arguments, the ICRC relies heavily—though not
exclusively—on legal argumentation, and particularly on IHL (Bradley 2013).

UNHCR engages in dialogue with states on refugee protection, and while
this shares some characteristics with the classic humanitarian protection dia-
logue of the ICRC, it is different in important ways. Like the ICRC, UNHCR
has a preference for legal argumentation but based on IRL rather than IHL.
Its main interlocutors are states, andUNHCR seeks to get them to respect the
principle of non-refoulement and to grant asylum to those who meet the cri-
teria for refugee status.12 Beyond its legal mandate, the institutional mandate
of UNHCR also encompasses IDP protection, particularly in armed conflict
contexts, and here UNHCR also engages with the state, seeking compliance
with the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement and promoting the
development of public policies that would benefit the displaced. Unlike the
ICRC,UNHCR’s protection dialogue is principally about vulnerability reduc-
tion rather than threat reduction.13 Furthermore, whereas the ICRC seeks to
engage with all parties to conflict, including national militaries and non-state
armed groups, UNHCR engages primarily with the civilian agencies of the
state. Where UNHCR dialogue does raise concrete protection concerns with
the aimof threat reduction, it does not often extend beyond advocacywith the
state, although there are some exceptions, as in eastern Democratic Republic
of the Congo in the mid-2010s (Bradley 2016a: 163).

Other operational agencies have no mandate in international law that
requires them to protect particular categories of person, but many nonethe-
less receive funding for, and implement, programming under the rubric of
‘protection’. Most of this programming, however, is focused on providing
goods and services and tends to emphasize vulnerability reduction ormitigat-
ing the consequences of violence after the fact rather than threat reduction.
No other agency engages in protection dialogue with such a wide range
of weapons-bearers or so consistently as the ICRC, but some do so on an
occasional basis. There is broad consensus among humanitarian policy ana-
lysts that direct engagement with armed groups on protection issues is a
necessary (if insufficient) condition for improving protection outcomes and

12 On non-refoulement and asylum, see ‘International displacement and migration law’ in Chapter 14
on Law and International Humanitarianism.

13 On threat reduction and vulnerability reduction as protection strategies, see the Introduction to Part
IV on Humanitarian Assistance and Protection.
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is currently inadequate (ADH 2011; Jackson 2012b; Zeender 2005).The same
can probably be said of engagement with states.While humanitarian agencies
engage much more with states on other issues (including access, coordinat-
ing responses, and collaborating in some sectors, e.g. health care), systematic
and robust engagement with the governments of affected states regarding
protection issues seems to be lacking.

The extent and effectiveness of protection dialogue depend not only on the
strength of the relationship between the humanitarian agency in question
and the authorities it is engaging with but also on the substantive protection
concerns under discussion. With any given authority, humanitarian actors
may choose to discuss some issues and avoid more sensitive concerns or to
address them in a more limited way (Bradley 2013: 125–128, 2016a: 165–
166). Where an armed group makes use of landmines and kidnapping, and
the ICRC does not expect to be able to stop this behaviour altogether, for
example, rather than pushing for full compliance with IHL, ICRC delegates
might instead negotiate with the armed group to encourage it to inform civil-
ians of the locations of mines or to allow the ICRC to bring medicine to
hostages and transmit news of them to their families (Bradley 2016a: 166).
In general, with any given party to conflict or other authority, humanitar-
ian agencies report more success addressing some protection concerns than
others and may have a more positive impact on protection outcomes if they
focus on the areas where they can make most difference rather than pushing
for full compliance with IHL or other international norms.

Sharing informationwith third parties

Where direct engagement with authorities is not yielding adequate results,
operational agenciesmay choose to engage in private advocacy, either instead
of or as well as their more direct efforts. Private advocacy or ‘mobilization’
entails sharing information in a discreet way with selected third parties who
have the capacity to influence those actors whose behaviour a humanitar-
ian agency seeks to change (Bradley 2016a: 168–169; ICRC 2005: 396–7;
Slim and Bonwick 2005: 81). In particular, this may involve sharing infor-
mation with the diplomatic community, who may be able to put pressure
on governments and other authorities either publicly or behind closed
doors, and international human rights organizations, who may be able to
go public with criticisms of authorities more easily than operational human-
itarian agencies, who need acceptance and access for much of their work.
Mobilization is unlikely to be aimed at building relationships but can be
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about gaining, maintaining, or expanding access to populations in need or
about convincing de jure or de facto authorities to treat those populations
better.

Given that this kind of approach is discreet, it is difficult to know the
extent to which different humanitarian agencies work to mobilize third par-
ties this way. However, there are many anecdotal examples of aid agencies
using this approach both to secure access for their operations and in an effort
to reduce the threats posed to the civilian population. In terms of access,
for instance, in 2007–2008, MSF sought assistance from Western diplomats
and representatives of UN agencies to help pressurize the Ethiopian gov-
ernment to allow access to Ogaden and stop misappropriating aid (Binet
2011: 39). With respect to protection aims, in the years immediately follow-
ing the 2011 transition to a civilian government, UNHCR in Myanmar and
the Protection Working Group in Rakhine State specifically were produc-
ing advocacy notes for the diplomatic community and sharing information
with key donors (Bradley 2016a: 169). This was done in the hope that these
third parties could pressurize the Myanmar government to reduce the threat
posed by the armed forces to the civilian population, and the embassies and
donors reported using the information and analysis they received in their
own bilateral dialogue with the government (Bradley 2016a: 170).

Since the logic of private advocacy or mobilization involves third par-
ties pressurizing or influencing particular authorities, it depends on the
humanitarian agencies in question having good enough relationships with
third-party actors who have the will and capacity to exert some leverage over
the authorities in question. Where authorities are not much concerned with
how they are perceived in the global North, for example, Western diplomats
may not be able to bring effective pressure to bear on those authorities. Thus,
when the ICRC was having difficulties with the Myanmar government in
2006 and 2007, it shared its concerns with US diplomats but asked them not
to intervene, anticipating that Asia-Pacific countries could better influence
the Myanmar government (Bradley 2016a: 169). On the other hand, third
parties that are too close to the authority in question may lack the will to
exert what leverage they could. In Ethiopia in 2007–2008,MSF thus sought to
work with Western diplomats and UN representatives instead of the African
Union because Ethiopia itself occupied such a prominent role in the orga-
nization (Binet 2011: 39). Given that the largest international humanitarian
agencies are Western-headquartered, largely Western-funded, and tend to
have stronger relationships with other Western actors, they may find it more
difficult to mobilize non-Western third parties, and in some contexts, this is
likely to limit the scope of private advocacy.
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The logic of this approach additionally depends on the humanitarian agen-
cies sharing information that will either motivate or enable the third parties
in question to put pressure on the target actors. The examples of MSF in
Ethiopia and the Protection Working Group in Myanmar show that human-
itarian agencies sometimes do this in a deliberate way. However, there have
also been important missed opportunities, and in some cases, third parties
have assumed that the absence of information coming from humanitarian
agencies implied an absence of grave access restrictions or abuses of the pop-
ulation. At the end of the war in Sri Lanka, when most international agencies
were forced to evacuate from the Vanni, for example, the UN did not explain
the full circumstances of this evacuation (notably, that the main threat to
aid agencies came from the government side, so when the same government
claimed it could not guarantee their safety, this was disingenuous) to mem-
ber states, with the consequence that the Sri Lankan government did not face
significant criticism for expelling from the main theatre of war almost all the
international actors who could have witnessed abuses by the army.1⁴

Finally, the logic of mobilization depends on the third-party actors engag-
ing with humanitarian agencies, responding to the information they provide,
and using it to put pressure on the relevant authorities. They are sometimes
willing to prioritize humanitarian concerns, but in some contexts, they have
other priorities. In Sri Lanka, for example, the weakness of a competitive and
uncoordinated humanitarian sector, which failed to share pertinent informa-
tion with the diplomatic community and donor states, was exacerbated due
to a lack of political will in the UN and a lack of unity among donors.1⁵ Fol-
lowing a renewed outbreak of conflict in the South Kordofan and Blue Nile
states of Sudan in 2011, donor governments were largely preoccupied with
the political negotiations between Sudan and South Sudan, and high-level
diplomatic engagement on government restrictions on aid agency access to
rebel-held areas within Sudan was lacking (Jackson and Davey 2014: 9).

Even when humanitarian agencies have good relationships with appro-
priate third parties and share pertinent information with those third par-
ties, who use that information to call out—either publicly or privately—the
behaviour of the target authorities, this kind of mobilization does not always
achieve the desired effect. Thus, humanitarian agencies may decide to publi-
cize information about access restrictions or abuses of the population either
as well as or instead of their efforts to change behaviour through direct
dialogue or private advocacy.

1⁴ See ‘Manipulation of aid and aid agencies’ in Chapter 8 on Sri Lanka, 2008–2009.
1⁵ See ‘Manipulation of aid and aid agencies’ in Chapter 8 on Sri Lanka, 2008–2009.
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Public advocacy and criticismof authorities

Many international humanitarian agencies engage in some kind of public
criticism of de jure or de facto authorities, sometimes referred to simply as
humanitarian advocacy, a modus operandi more often employed by human
rights organizations like Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch.
Public advocacy can take various forms, including issuing press releases,
media interviews, and speeches in high-level political forums like UN Gen-
eral Assembly or Security Council meetings. This kind of activity is most
often associatedwith protection goals but can also be used in pursuit of access
and humanitarian space—and sometimes, humanitarian agencies make pub-
lic statements less out of an expectation that they will persuade the targets of
their criticism to change their conduct and more as a means to avoid being
(seen to be) complicit in that conduct.

Neutrality, access, and humanitarian space

Unlike international human rights organizations such as Amnesty Interna-
tional and Human Rights Watch, the core work of humanitarian agencies—
providing material assistance and services—generally requires them to be
physically present, and many are committed to the humanitarian principle
of neutrality. They face dilemmas because public criticism of authorities is
often assumed to be non-neutral and may have repercussions that threaten
access to the victims they seek to support. Thus, the debate on humanitar-
ian advocacy is dominated by discussion of apparent or assumed tensions
between public advocacy and neutrality or access.

The relationship between public advocacy and neutrality in humanitarian
response elicits significant concern but often without concomitant analy-
sis. According to one perspective, neutrality requires silence (Fox 2001).
However, neither the ICRC nor MSF—the two agencies most committed
to neutral humanitarian action—see it this way.1⁶ Advocacy can be consis-
tent with neutral intentions, but this depends on the goals and the content of
the advocacy. Where humanitarian agencies advocate for structural change
to address the causes of crises, for example, or where they publicly criticize
one side in a conflict in an effort to delegitimize it, their advocacy cannot be

1⁶ See ‘Interpretation and implementation of these principles in practice’ in Chapter 13 on Politics,
Principles, and Humanitarian Action.
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said to be neutral. However, much public criticism has limited aims, such as
increasing access to relief or reducing the targeting of civilians, which are con-
sistentwith neutral intentions (Bradley 2022: 1038–1039). Speaking out is not
inherently less neutral than more practical activities undertaken by human-
itarian agencies—both can have either limited or more transformative goals,
and even with limited goals, both very often have unintended consequences
(Bradley 2022: 1039).

Even if advocacy does not necessarily pose a problem in terms of neutrality,
it can often have negative repercussions in terms of access and humanitar-
ian space. In some cases, public statements by humanitarian agencies—in
particular, those criticizing the authorities—appear to have led directly to
the expulsion of the agencies in question (and to violence against them
and their staff), and governments are increasingly demanding confiden-
tiality as a condition for their consent to operations (Weissman 2011a).
During the Sri Lankan Civil War, for example, the government made visas
for aid workers, authorizations to travel within the country, and import
licences explicitly or implicitly conditional on the aid agency requesting
them not making public statements on the conduct of the government or
the armed forces.1⁷ Where both direct negotiations and public advocacy
are focused on expanding access, there can be a tension between the two
approaches, and advocacy in intergovernmental forums like the Security
Council, in particular, can quickly politicize the dialogue in the eyes of rele-
vant authorities, undermining direct negotiations with them (Harmer et al.
2018: 10).

In practice, the relationship between humanitarian advocacy and access
is more complex, and advocacy does not always have a negative impact on
staff security and access. Indeed, it can be explicitly focused on access issues;
access for humanitarian agencies, and acceptance of their work by authori-
ties, are very often the product of both direct negotiation and public advocacy
(DuBois 2007; HPG 2007). Public advocacy can also be undertaken in con-
junction with private advocacy, and this combination of approaches was
adopted byMSF in Sri Lanka in 2006 (Weissman 2011b: 20). Of course, just as
direct negotiations and private advocacy are not always successful in improv-
ing access, neither is public advocacy, but the fact that it sometimes plays a
role in extending humanitarian access shows that the relationship between
advocacy and access is not straightforward.

1⁷ See ‘Manipulation of aid and aid agencies’ in Chapter 8 on Sri Lanka, 2008–2009.
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Threat reduction

Naming and shaming ismost often associatedwith effort to reduce the threats
faced by the population. Arguments that humanitarian actors have a respon-
sibility to speak out against abuses are frequently made in the context of
criticizing one or more international humanitarian agencies for failing to
speak out in a specific setting. In many cases, such criticisms are based on
the explicit or implicit assumption that public criticism would have led to
improved conduct by the target of the criticism and, hence, to better protec-
tion outcomes for the affected population (Bradley 2014; Niland 2014). The
expectation is that in being called out for its abuses, the criticized party would
be concerned for its reputation and potential retribution and so would adapt
its behaviour in the desired direction, hence reducing the threat.The evidence
base on humanitarian advocacy is thin, but the extensive literature on naming
and shaming by human rights organizations suggests that it is only effective
under certain conditions and can sometimes be counter-productive (see, e.g.
Franklin 2008; Hafner-Burton 2008; Hendrix and Wong 2013; Krain 2012;
Murdie and Davis 2012). On the other hand, where humanitarian agencies
fail to call out abuses they have witnessed, or have compelling evidence of,
the perpetrators of those abuses may see this as a signal that the international
community is not concerned with their conduct and take it as a green light
to continue with more or worse abuses.1⁸

Of the largest international humanitarian agencies, MSF is the most asso-
ciated with ‘speaking out’ or témoignage, while the ICRC is most associ-
ated with discretion, but the reality is more nuanced. According to the
origin myth surrounding MSF, témoignage has always been a central insti-
tutional principle, but in fact, this principle emerged over time, and in
practice, MSF usually undertakes its medical work without making public
statements about abuses in its zones of operations.1⁹ That said, in some con-
texts (as, for instance, in response to the treatment of migrants in Europe),
advocacy is considered an essential component of MSF’s work and even a
motivating factor.2⁰ On the other hand, the ICRC commitment to confi-
dentiality and discretion is conditional, not absolute. The ICRC does, on
occasion, publicly criticize authorities—particularly states, as the primary

1⁸ This is what seemed to happen in the final stages of the Sri Lankan Civil War. See ‘Advocacy vs access
and assistance?’ in Chapter 8 on Sri Lanka, 2008–2009.

1⁹ See ‘Longer-term significance of the humanitarian response to the war in Biafra’ in Chapter 2 on the
Nigerian Civil War, 1967–1970.

2⁰ See ‘Search and rescue’ in Chapter 12 on the 2015–2016 European ‘Migrant Crisis’ and ‘Europeaniza-
tion’ in Chapter 15 on the Shifting Parameters of Humanitarian Emergencies.
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duty-bearers in IHL—although it has a strong preference for seeking to per-
suade authorities to change their behaviour through bilateral and confidential
dialogue.

Public advocacy aimed at threat reduction does not have to name the per-
petrators of abuses, and often it involves publicizing the suffering of the
population in a specific context, without attributing blame to any given actor
(Bradley 2016a: 170). Thematic advocacy campaigns that relate to a partic-
ular kind of threat—such as sexual violence in war—but not to a specific
perpetrator or context can also be conducted at the global level. Where the
perpetrators of abuses are identified, this is not always done in an even-
handed way. In the last months of the Sri Lankan Civil War, for example,
most of the humanitarian community—with the exception of MSF—avoided
public criticism of the government even as they spoke out about abuses by the
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE).21There is some evidence to suggest
that there is a wider tendency for UN humanitarian agencies in particular to
call out armed non-state actors more often than they do the governments
of affected states (Bradley 2016a: 171). While this might reflect a tendency
amongUN agencies to support the state, and calls into question their neutral-
ity, it might also reflect fears about the negative impact of public statements
on humanitarian space and operations, given that states tend to have greater
control over access.

Sometimes public advocacy is limited to identifying problems, but
sometimes, humanitarian agencies also advocate for particular solutions.
For instance, in the mid-2000s, some humanitarian agencies emphasized
demands for a stronger peacekeeping force inDarfur in their public advocacy
(HPG2007: 2). In 2014,MSF called for immediate deployment of civilian and
military assets with expertise in biohazard containment to address the Ebola
outbreak in West Africa.22 As they increasingly move to address migration,
several humanitarian agencies have also gone beyond calling on authorities
to fulfil their duties, with the ICRC advocating (at the global level) for states
to limit their use of detention for migrants and MSF calling on European
states to reform their border policies and increase safe and legal migration
routes.23 In prescribing solutions, such advocacy will often be non-neutral,
particularly in conflict contexts. For those agencies without a strong com-
mitment to neutrality, the question then becomes one of weighing advocacy

21 See ‘A failure of protection’ in Chapter 8 on Sri Lanka, 2008–2009.
22 See ‘A public health emergency of international concern’ in Chapter 11 on Ebola in West Africa,

2014–2015.
23 See ‘People on the move’ in Chapter 15 on the Shifting Parameters of Humanitarian Emergencies.
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against its expected impact on access and programming. In responding to
the crisis in Darfur in the mid-2000s, for example, many agencies developed
a ‘more pragmatic’ form of neutrality, which was ‘sufficiently non-partisan
to facilitate access to affected communities, while also sufficiently flexible to
allow advocacy’ (HPG 2007).

In light of fears that publicly criticizing an authority—especially if that
authority is a state—may compromise the terms of access or lead to expul-
sion from the country, in many contexts, this kind of activity is seen as
a last resort. Several examples from MSF’s own accounts of negotiations,
private and public advocacy, suggest a preference for the first two, and recog-
nition that in many cases, MSF (or the specific national section doing so)
would have to leave the country in question if and when it went public
with criticisms of authorities (Magone et al. 2011). Only where bilateral,
confidential dialogue and mobilization have been tried and deemed ineffec-
tive will the ICRC make a public statement (ICRC 2005: 397). ICRC policy
distinguishes two kinds of public statement: public declarations and public
condemnations. A public declaration comments on the quality of dialogue
with a particular party to conflict, or on the responses of that party to ICRC
recommendations, but it does not detail the violations perpetrated by that
party or the content of the recommendations made to the party by the ICRC
(ICRC 2005: 397). By contrast, a public condemnation enumerates IHL vio-
lations perpetrated by a named party to conflict and is seen as the last resort
(ICRC 2005: 398).

Complicity

Ostensibly, public criticisms of authorities are aimed at changing the
behaviour of those authorities—either to improve access of humanitarian
agencies to people in need or to improve the way the authorities treat those
people—but, in many cases, public criticism is also a strategy through which
humanitarian agencies seek to avoid being complicit in abuses. Complicity
can be said to occur when humanitarian actors inadvertently facilitate, or
contribute to, abuses, something they may do in a variety of ways, including
by paying a tax to the perpetrator of those abuses or by absolving the per-
petrator of some of its responsibilities and so freeing up time and resources
with which to perpetrate abuses. Examples of such complicity can be found
inmost of the case study chapters in the first part of this book, indicating how
widespread the phenomenon is.
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The accusations of moral complicity sometimes levelled at humanitarian
agencies working alongside those responsible for serious abuses ‘can carry
a strong if unfocused moral charge and are frequently the source of sig-
nificant moral unease’ (Buth et al. 2018: 299). The sense of complicity and
associated uneasemay be feltmore intensely in the ‘home’ regions of humani-
tarian agencies, where ‘their’ governments or regional institutions are directly
involved in wrongdoing.2⁴ Where they find themselves complicit in abuses,
agencies can choose to accept complicity and the associated unease as a price
worth paying for the support they are able to provide to people in need, they
can suspend their operations and withdraw, or they can publicly criticize the
abuses their work is inadvertently contributing to. Of course, sometimes, that
kind of criticism will lead to restrictions on their work or expulsion from the
place in question.

Speaking out about wrongdoing is seen as a way to avoid—or compen-
sate for—complicity in that wrongdoing, but public criticisms do not always
serve the best interests of the populations whose safety and well-being is at
stake. As Fiona Terry has put it, ‘sometimes public denunciation feels good
[. . .] but it doesn’t necessarily improve the situation for those we seek to help’
(Terry 2022). Sometimes, humanitarian actors, when faced with their com-
plicity in abuses, ‘may focus more on their image as self-consciously good
actors than on the interests of potential beneficiaries’ (Buth et al. 2018: 299).
However, there are at least three reasons—beyond vanity and feeling good—
why a consequentialist logic might lead humanitarian agencies to denounce
abuses in which they are complicit, even at risk of expulsion. First, sometimes
a humanitarian agency might assess that the indirect harm they are doing by
contributing towrongdoing outweighs the good they are doing there. Second,
complicity in wrongdoing can cause reputational damage, and publicly call-
ing out those abusesmay help tominimize that damage.This obviously serves
agencies’ self-interest but may also be essential to generating the funds nec-
essary to support those in need in other humanitarian emergencies. Third,
to keep working alongside the perpetrators of abuses without calling them
out can send a message to would-be abusers elsewhere in the world that their
wrongdoing will be tolerated and so contribute to harm on a wider scale.
Under some conditions, then, complicity might be a good motive for naming
and shaming, but without careful analysis, there is significant risk of moral
narcissism (Buth et al. 2018).

2⁴ See, e.g., ‘Humanitarian response’ in Chapter 12 on the 2015–2016 European ‘Migrant Crisis’ and
‘Europeanization’ in Chapter 15 on the Shifting Parameters of Humanitarian Emergencies.
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Conclusions

The effectiveness of these three approaches—direct engagement, mobiliza-
tion, and public advocacy—is unclear and likely highly goal- and context-
dependent. Most humanitarian agencies seem more comfortable engaging
directly with state, rather than non-state, actors, and counter-terror legis-
lation and domestic laws often pose an obstacle to direct engagement with
armed groups. NGOs in particular may fear prosecution, which suggests an
important role for OCHA, but in practice, its role has been limited in recent
decades, especially in terms of engaging with armed opposition in contexts
where the UN is supporting the state. Anecdotally, most examples of private
advocacy seek to mobilize third parties to bring pressure to bear on govern-
ments, and it is not clear that the same strategy would be expected to have
much effect with most armed groups. By contrast, in many settings, public
criticisms of authorities focus on the armed opposition, with humanitarian
agencies fearful of the repercussions of speaking out about abuses by the state.
The different approaches are not mutually exclusive, and in some cases, all
three can be effectively combined to bring about desired changes. However,
they can be in tensionwith one another, as when speaking out over protection
concerns damages relationships and reduces the access necessary for produc-
tive bilateral dialogue. There is scope for different agencies to adopt different
approaches in ways that are complementary, but the activities of any given
humanitarian agency can limit the scope of action of others—either because
they are collectively punished by authorities or because they are played off
against one another.
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Conclusion
International Humanitarianism after COVID-19

Since I began writing this book, the COVID-19 pandemic struck. The pan-
demic has had obvious and significant impacts on humanitarian needs,
responses, and outcomes. However, as I write this concluding chapter from
the vantage point of late 2022, the experiences of the pandemic do not
alter the book’s central claims. In this short conclusion, I draw out some of
the main arguments of the book and reflect briefly on how the pandemic
has—and has not—affected different dimensions of international humani-
tarianism. For all the talk of critical turning points in the early months of the
pandemic, the impacts of COVID-19 and the ways that humanitarian donors
and agencies have responded seem to confirmmuch of what we already knew
about humanitarian needs and practices and to crystallize or accelerate some
of the pre-existing trends in the sector.

The COVID-19 pandemic compounded existing humanitarian crises. In
the sense that it exceeded the capacity of every country to respond, the pan-
demic could itself be conceptualized as a global humanitarian emergency.
At the same time, in much of the world, the pandemic did not require the
kind of external institutionalized response we associate with international
humanitarianism. It is also quite different from the case studies in the first
part of the book in that each of those was delimited in space and time, while
the pandemic has affected the whole globe, and its temporal extension is not
yet clear. In many countries around the world, however, it did increase the
kinds of needs we normally classify as humanitarian needs. As a result of eco-
nomic contractions worldwide, extreme poverty has increased for the first
time since 1998, and food insecurity has increased due to movement restric-
tions and disruptions to supply chains (Allouche and te Lintelo 2022: 3). The
Global Humanitarian Assistance Report attributed higher than ever needs in
2020 to the compounding effects of COVID-19, with an additional 19million
people and 10 more countries in need of humanitarian assistance compared
with 2019 (Development Initiatives 2021: 33).
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The pandemic offers a clear illustration of the argument introduced in
Chapter 1 regarding the importance of economic, political, and other struc-
tural factors in determining the vulnerability of people and societies to crises.
Whether we compare across or within countries, vulnerability to COVID and
the wider impacts of the pandemic was not distributed equally, and often
those who were already marginalized have suffered the most. In the United
Kingdom, for example, black, Asian, and minority ethnic communities are
disproportionately represented on the frontline of health-care services and
more likely to live and work in conditions that increase vulnerability to the
virus (Allouche and te Lintelo 2022: 3). In the context of lockdowns and
other restrictions, those working in the informal sector, including many dis-
placed persons, have seen their livelihoods severely disrupted (Allouche and
te Lintelo 2022: 4). Police enforcement of quarantine policies poses a par-
ticular threat to undocumented migrants. The pandemic and the measures
adopted to limit its spread have thus generated a socio-economic crisis as
well as a public health crisis and have further deepened structural inequalities
(Allouche and te Lintelo 2022: 3).

Funding for humanitarian response through the COVID-19 pandemic has
followed familiar patterns. Total humanitarian funding invariably falls well
short of needs, and the pandemic has exacerbated the shortfall as it has
multiplied needs without a concomitant increase in resources (Development
Initiatives 2021: 31, 2022: 15). In many emergencies, donors have prioritized
COVID aid over other issues such that the overall volume of humanitar-
ian funding for requirements not related to the pandemic fell in 2020 for
the first time since 2015 (Development Initiatives 2021: 35). It is not only
the quantity but also the quality of humanitarian funding that matters, and
the urgency of the COVID-19 response reinforced the need for more flexi-
ble funding (Development Initiatives 2021: 76). Donors initially responded
positively to the call for greater flexibility, with the volume and proportion
of unearmarked funding received by UN agencies increasing in 2020, revers-
ing the previous year’s drop (Development Initiatives 2021: 76). However,
the proportion of unearmarked funding remained below the targets set in
the Grand Bargain and fell again in 2021 (Development Initiatives 2021: 76,
2022: 18).

In recent decades, the concept of the humanitarian emergency has been
stretched, and COVID has intersected with its shifting parameters in a
number of ways. For example, the number of countries experiencing pro-
tracted crisis—defined here as countries with five or more consecutive years
of UN-coordinated appeals, as of the year of analysis—doubled to thirty-
four in the six years to 2020, and increased again to thirty-six in 2021
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(Development Initiatives 2021: 12, 89, 2022: 10). Almost three-quarters of all
people in humanitarian need live in these thirty-six countries, where the aver-
age COVID vaccination rate is considerably lower than elsewhere, including
other developing countries (Development Initiatives 2021: 12, 2022: 10).
Over the past ten to fifteen years, international humanitarian agencies have
also increasingly responded to migration, going beyond their traditional
work supporting refugees in the global South to assist those arriving in the
global North and those who do not qualify for refugee status. Much of the
suffering endured by migrants is the direct consequence of the state bor-
der policies, which serve to generate humanitarian need at the same time as
they pose significant challenges and dilemmas to those humanitarian actors
who seek to respond. There was some hope that the pandemic could drive
lasting migration reform as it offered a compelling insight into the extent
to which many countries in the global North rely on migrant workers in
health care and other essential sectors (Kumar 2021). In practice, however,
the COVID-19 pandemic has served as a motivation or pretext for further
tightening border and migration policies and weakening protection regimes
(Allouche and te Lintelo 2022: 4–6).

The historical case studies, as well as the chapters in the second part of this
book, show that the boundaries between humanitarianism and development,
on the one hand, and between humanitarianism and human rights, on the
other, have long been contested. In protracted crises and urban responses,
humanitarian agencies very often undertake activities akin to development
programming, and when working in their home regions and/or to support
migrants, they often adopt some of the goals and methods of human rights
agencies. Grounded in the assumption that reducing needs is more efficient
than simply meeting them, the New Way of Working (NWoW) endorsed at
the World Humanitarian Summit (WHS) in 2016 seeks to bring together
humanitarian, development, human rights, and peace and security efforts
to address the causes and not just the symptoms of humanitarian emergen-
cies. As COVID-19 has widened the gap between humanitarian needs and
resources, the efficiency motivation may be stronger than ever.

The localization agenda, through which humanitarian responses are
expected to be more efficient, more developmental, and more human rights-
focused, has—in some respects—been given a boost by the COVID-19
pandemic. As in other emergencies, local and national civil society actors
played a crucial role in the pandemic response around the world, with peo-
ple and communities stepping up to provide care and assistance (Aneja and
DuBois 2020). While their role is often underacknowledged and sidelined
by international responders, the scale of needs resulting from the pandemic,
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combined with travel restrictions and a reduced international presence in
many humanitarian settings, reinforced the centrality of local and national
actors (Allouche and te Lintelo 2022: 7; Development Initiatives 2021: 68).
This underscores the need for more funding for local and national actors, yet
the Grand Bargain target of least 25% of humanitarian funding going to local
and national responders as directly as possible by 2020 has not been met. In
fact, following an increase in 2020, direct funding to local and national actors
dropped by almost two-thirds in 2021 to only 1.2% of total humanitarian
assistance (Development Initiatives 2022: 17).

While international funding and recognition for local and national efforts
might be inadequate, local actors are nonetheless driving what appear to be
broader shifts in thinking about humanitarianism, solidarity, and neutral-
ity. Even before COVID, very few mainstream humanitarian policy analysts
maintained the view that neutrality was a necessary condition for action to
be humanitarian, and most had long seen a role for differentiated approaches
to encompass the classical humanitarianism of the International Committee
of the Red Cross (ICRC) as well as more expansive, flexible, and integrated
forms of relief (Bennett et al. 2016: 53). However, local responses to the pan-
demic, and concurrent events, have breathed new life into age-old debates on
the value of neutrality and on the relationship between neutrality and sol-
idarity. An important characteristic of many community-level responses to
COVID-19 has been an expanded remit that goes beyond material aspects
to relieve the immaterial and emotional impacts of the pandemic (Allouche
and te Lintelo 2022: 7). The citizen volunteer role many have adopted in
response to the pandemic intersected with the Black LivesMatter movement,
and widespread action against social injustice, and in the Ukraine war and
post-coup Myanmar, local humanitarian responders have taken a leading
role with a self-consciously solidaristic approach (Aneja and DuBois 2020;
O’Callaghan et al. 2022).

Finally, two major trends in international humanitarianism in the twenty-
first century—the growth in the use of cash transfer programming and the
so-called digital revolution—have been catalysed by pandemic-related needs
and restrictions. If the 2004 IndianOcean tsunami and the 2011–2012 famine
in Somalia were major milestones in the process of convincing much of
the humanitarian sector of the value of cash programming, the pandemic
served as an accelerator. Many operational agencies favoured the use of cash
transfers to provide humanitarian assistance, given the ability to scale up
quickly and deliver remotely (Development Initiatives 2021: 65). The pan-
demic contributed not only to a significant expansion in the quantity of cash
programming but also to shifts in how cash is provided, with emergency
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cash transfers increasingly incorporated into existing social safety net pro-
grammes in such a way as to support local actors (Development Initiatives
2021: 80; Metcalfe-Hough et al. 2021: 61).

Technology already served to facilitate remote management approaches
and, hence, to support a reduced international presence. With pandemic-
related restrictions on international travel, the combined trend towards
reliance on remote management and digital technologies was further
entrenched. On the surface, by supporting a reduced international presence,
digital technologies can be seen as facilitating localization, but the way they
are used in practice tends to pull in the opposite direction, with tech allow-
ing international actors to retain power, even from a distance (Aneja and
DuBois 2020). More generally, reliance on technology to assess needs and
deliver humanitarian assistance carries some obvious benefits and some less
obvious risks. The pandemic has served as a catalyst not only to the uptake of
new technologies but also to recognition of the need for better risk manage-
ment procedures, increasing the urgency and focus on inter-agency dialogue
on data protection requirements, for example Metcalfe-Hough et al. 2021:
61). However, progress on addressing the risks around safe programming
and data management has not been as rapid as the take-up of the use of
biometrics and digital technologies, developments which are all the more
concerning given that tech tends to be ‘sticky’ so that new tech adopted
during the pandemic is likely to persist for years to come (Holloway et al.
2021: 16).

It is too soon to be certain about the long-term impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic on international humanitarian action, but the evidence to date
suggests that it is mostly business as usual. Some changes that were already
in motion have been accelerated, but opportunities for more fundamental
rethinking of humanitarianism have not been seized, and in many cases,
previously emerging patterns have become entrenched.
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