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Executive summary
This report outlines humanitarian needs over the past three years;
provides an overview of the resources made available to address these
needs; describes the current size and structure of the humanitarian system;
and presents an assessment of the system’s performance in addressing
humanitarian needs.
The State of the Humanitarian System project aims to provide a
longitudinal assessment of the size, shape and performance of the
humanitarian system. It reports every three years. This is the fourth report,
covering the period 2015–17. It is based on the same broad structure,
methodology and questions as the previous editions, to allow an assessment
of progress over time.
Composition of the humanitarian system
In 2017, the total combined field personnel of the humanitarian sector
numbered approximately 570,000. This represents an increase of 27%
from the last SOHS report (450,000 in 2013). Growing numbers of national
humanitarian workers appeared to drive this increase, while the number
of international (expatriate) staff remained stable. On average across
humanitarian organisations, this growth in personnel did not keep pace
with the overall rise in operational expenditure.
The majority of funding continued to flow through UN agencies, with
the World Food Programme (WFP), the UN High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR) and the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) the three largest
in terms of expenditure. Much of this funding was then passed on as grants
to non-governmental organisations (NGOs). These three agencies were
also among the largest in terms of staffing, although for the first time they
were outstripped in staff numbers by an NGO (Médecins Sans Frontières
(MSF)). As in 2015, UN agencies and NGOs spent similar amounts overall
($16 billion for the UN and $16.8 billion for NGOs). Expenditure by the Red
Cross/Red Crescent Movement fell in proportion to both UN organisations
and NGOs as a result of reduced expenditure by National Societies. The
concentration of funding flowing through a small number of international
NGOs evident in previous editions of The State of the Humanitarian System
continued, though it was less marked than in the past: in 2017, 23% of
funding went through six large international NGOs, compared to 31%
through five in the previous edition of the SOHS.

17

UN agencies•

NGOs (estimates)

Red Cross/Red Crescent
Movement**

Field personnel

79,000

331,000

159,700

569,700

• 68,000 nationals

• 304,000 nationals

• 14,000 ICRC/IFRC, nationals

• 11,000 internationals

• 27,000 internationals

• 2,700 ICRC/IFRC, internationals
• 143,000 RCS, nationals

Humanitarian
expenditure
(not cumulative)***

$16 billion

$16.8 billion

$15.7 billion

All figures are for the 2017 calendar year, apart from National Red Cross/Crescent Societies, where the most recent data is from 2016.
* Includes UN agency members of the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC), plus the UN Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) and the International
Organisation for Migration (IOM).
** Includes the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) and
National Red Cross/Red Crescent Societies in non-high-income countries.
*** Figures for humanitarian expenditures cannot be totalled across provider types as this would result in double counting because UN agencies
programme large portions of their humanitarian spend through NGOs.

An estimated

201
million
people needed
international
humanitarian
assistance in
2017, the highest
estimate to date.

Humanitarian needs and funding
Over 2015–17, humanitarian need was driven by protracted large-scale
conflicts, primarily in Yemen, Syria and South Sudan. An estimated 201
million people needed international humanitarian assistance in 2017, the
highest estimate to date.1 Most countries requiring international assistance
were affected by multiple crisis types, with many conflict-affected countries
also hosting refugees or experiencing disasters associated with natural
hazards. The number of people forcibly displaced by conflict and violence
increased over the period, reaching 68.5 million in 2017; close to two-thirds
of these people were internally displaced.
A small number of complex crises continued to receive the majority
of funding, sustaining a growing trend from 2014 – 58% of international
humanitarian assistance was directed to just five crises in 2017, a 5%
increase on 2014. This increasing concentration of allocations was
accompanied by a gradual shift from recipients primarily in the South of
Sahara region to the Middle East and North of Sahara. Syria was the single
largest emergency in all three years of the 2015–17 period, receiving 28% of
international humanitarian assistance in 2017.
International humanitarian assistance continued to grow, reaching its
peak to date at $27.3 billion in 2017. However, after a significant increase
(16%) in 2014–15, growth slowed to 3% per year for 2016 and 2017. A small
number of donor governments continued to contribute the majority of
international humanitarian assistance over 2015–17. The three largest
donors accounted for 59% of all government contributions in 2017,
compared to 56% in 2014.

Executive
summary

Table 1 / Organisational resources devoted to humanitarian aid
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While overall humanitarian contributions grew, the shortfall between
requirements and contributions to UN-coordinated appeals also increased.
The amount requested through UN appeals stood at $25.2 billion in 2017,
the highest ever requested, exceeding the total 2014 volumes by $4.9 billion.
Funding to the appeals, while increasing to $14.9 billion in 2017, 19% higher
than 2014, left a gap of $10.3 billion, again the largest to date.
The increase in the number of people displaced by conflict and
violence was reflected in how funding was spent. Assistance to refugees is
predominantly reported under the ‘multi-sector’ code, under which the
largest amount of funding was both requested and received over 2015–17.
Although the level of ‘Multi-sector’ funding grew, the shortfall against
the level requested (i.e. coverage) also increased: in 2017, only 51% of
the amount requested was received. Of sector-specific assistance, food
security remained the largest in terms of volumes requested and received,
with coverage of 61% in 2017, against 53% in 2015. Detail beyond broad
sectoral categories remains difficult to gather. The same data availability
challenges also hold with regard to quantifying volumes directed to
disaster preparedness and prevention (DPP). Of the data reported to
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
Development Assistance Committee (DAC), humanitarian assistance for
DPP amounted to $0.7 billion in 2016, almost 4% below 2015 volumes.
Humanitarian assistance reaches people in need through multiple
channels, following long transaction chains. In 2016, $12.3 billion or 60%
of all direct government funding went to multilateral organisations in
the first instance. NGOs received $4 billion directly – 20% of the total.
This configuration is broadly in line with the previous reporting period.
There was a slight increase in direct funding to national and local NGOs,
from 1.7% of all NGO funding in 2016 to 2.7% in 2017. However, local and
national NGOs received just 0.4% directly of all international humanitarian
assistance reported to the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs (OCHA) Financial Tracking Service (FTS) in 2017, a rise of just 0.1%
from 2016. The majority of international humanitarian assistance to NGOs
continues to go to international organisations, which received 94% of total
NGO funding in 2017, up from 85% in 2016. Improved reporting may in part
explain the changes seen in 2017, with a decrease in levels of
‘undefined’ funding.
Flexible funding volumes through pooled funds continued to grow,
reaching a record $1.3 billion in 2017, 53% higher than 2014. Within this,
funding for both the Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) and the
18 country-based pooled funds grew by 27% and 76% respectively over the
same period. Cash transfers also grew, reaching an estimated $2.8 billion in
2016, a 40% increase on 2015 levels.
International resources in crisis contexts beyond humanitarian assistance
remained limited. For example, levels of foreign direct investment and
remittances are lower for the largest recipients of international humanitarian
assistance compared to the group of other developing countries. Some
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Performance of the humanitarian system
The period 2015–17 was marked by important and rapid changes in
the geopolitical landscape. Most – although not all – of these changes
were negative, in that they increased needs and made responses more
difficult. At the same time, the humanitarian system itself – despite calls
for transformational change – continued along a path of incremental
improvement in some areas, and a lack of movement in others.
Globally, the most notable features of the period from a humanitarian
perspective were a rise in populist political movements and an increase in
the number and political visibility of refugees, asylum-seekers and other
irregular migrants attempting to enter high-income countries. In many
cases, the two phenomena were related: populist politicians in a number
of states built support by mixing concerns about immigration into their
nationalist rhetoric.
This political shift away from a more internationalist, liberal worldview
was particularly marked in a number of states that are important
humanitarian donors, and that have, traditionally, provided political and
financial support to international humanitarian action. This shift appears to
have affected the global environment in which humanitarians work. Many
experts interviewed for this edition of The State of the Humanitarian System
gave examples of countries that were traditionally strong supporters of
International Humanitarian and Refugee Law failing to challenge abuses,
and in some cases even acting against the spirit and letter of the law. There
are strong suggestions that this has emboldened some refugee-hosting
governments and governments engaged in internal conflict to conduct
abuses against civilians, ignore their obligations to refugees or obstruct
access to humanitarian agencies. These changes account, in part, for the
continued decline in performance in the areas of coverage (the ability to
reach everyone in need) and coherence (the ability to conduct operations in
line with international humanitarian and refugee law) outlined in this report.
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Some financial
sources and
instruments in
crisis settings
evolved and
became more
prominent over
the period, notably
from initiatives
from international
financial
institutions and
Islamic social
giving.

financial sources and instruments in crisis settings evolved and became
more prominent over the period, notably from initiatives from international
financial institutions and Islamic social giving. While not new in themselves,
these sources received increasing attention given their potential to broaden
the ‘traditional’ resource base of humanitarian assistance.
New funding instruments were developed primarily in response either
to disasters associated with natural hazards or in relation to displacement:
examples being trialled in crisis settings include Forecast-based Financing
(FbF), the European Investment Bank (EIB)’s Economic Resilience
Initiative and the Humanitarian Impact Bond (HIB). The World Bank
trialled new types of instruments over the study period, with both sovereign
and non-sovereign partners. Challenges remain not only in quantifying
the volumes of assistance available from the Bank and other international
financial institutions, but also in making this information available in a
speedier manner to inform a more comprehensive and coordinated
financial response.
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At the same time, the increased political visibility of asylum-seekers
and irregular migrants drew attention to poverty and insecurity in the
countries that these people were leaving. This contributed to increased
‘developmental’ funding – through the World Bank and a series of bilateral
compacts – for fragile and conflict-affected states, and for states hosting
refugees. Humanitarian actors have, for many years, called for greater
engagement by development actors in these contexts. It remains to be seen
how the humanitarian system will accommodate itself to these changes now
that these calls have, to a degree, been answered.
The European Migration ‘Crisis’ also challenged the traditional model of
humanitarian action, which was largely developed in response to famines
in states with little machinery of governance. The people entering Europe
had a broad range of humanitarian needs – from the preservation of life
while crossing the Mediterranean to help dealing with bureaucracies when
they arrived in Europe. These needs occurred in, or off the shores of, some
of the richest countries in the world. Not for the first time, humanitarian
agencies were forced to consider their role in a context to which they were
unaccustomed, and where the traditional model did not apply. A similar
challenge faced the humanitarian system in its response to the Ebola
Epidemic in West Africa. Originally seen by the United Nations and other
international and regional bodies purely as a ‘health crisis’ (and so outside
the ambit of most humanitarian organisations), it was eventually addressed
in a more holistic and effective manner. Humanitarian organisations played
an important role in this, but time was lost while they attempted to clarify
their role and deploy human and other resources.
Large-scale migration into Europe and the Ebola Epidemic both
underline the degree to which transport and communications technology
have built stronger connections between different parts of the world and
eroded the distance between the rich world of traditional donors and the
poor world of traditional recipients of resources and venues of operations.
Both were also, very largely, urban responses (as is much humanitarian
work in Syria, Iraq and the Middle East more widely), taking place against
new backgrounds of constraint and opportunity. The period 2015–17 showed
that the system can adapt to these (still) unfamiliar situations, but it cannot
yet do so quickly or reliably.
In response to these and other trends, a number of new operational
actors emerged in 2015–17. In Europe, there was a growth in civil society
groups responding to the needs of migrants. In Nepal, NGOs from China
and India became involved on a significant scale in disaster relief activities
outside their own countries. Chinese NGOs in particular can be expected to
take on an increased role in humanitarian action over the coming years as a
result of the Belt and Road Initiative.
Within the humanitarian system, the period saw a large number of
initiatives aimed at improving humanitarian action. Many were reflected
in, and given further impetus by, the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit
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(WHS). In particular, there was increased attention and institutional
support for the ‘localisation’ of humanitarian action (supporting the
governments and civil societies of crisis-affected states to play the lead role
in humanitarian response); for improving the links between humanitarian
and development programming; and for the provision of cash, rather than
relief goods, to people affected by crisis. Recognising the continued pressure
on humanitarian resources, donors and a group of the larger operational
agencies also agreed a ‘Grand Bargain’ aimed at creating efficiencies
and freeing up funding: donors agreed to make funds more flexible and
reporting less onerous, while agencies agreed to greater transparency over
how funds were spent.
At the end of 2017, discussions on how to implement many of these
ideas were still taking place at the policy level: in the headquarters of donor
organisations and humanitarian agencies. While many people had hoped
that the WHS would catalyse a rapid and radical transformation to ‘fix’
a ‘broken’ system, actual changes appear to have been evolutionary and
incremental – in fact, the process appears to have been most successful
in giving impetus to changes and improvements already under way. As a
result, progress on the ground has – to date – been modest in many areas;
improvements appear to be moving more rapidly within individual agencies
than they are in inter-agency contexts and in the system as a whole, and the
tendency (noted in the SOHS 2012 report) to focus on specific changes to
the process of aid delivery, rather than on the outcomes of humanitarian
action (saving lives; securing livelihoods; protecting people from abuses) is
still very evident.
A number of areas where improvement is needed, many of which were
noted in the 2012 and 2015 editions of the SOHS, are still largely overlooked.
These include: collection of information in a number of key areas, including
information on mortality and on the longer-term impacts of aid; monitoring,
particularly monitoring of the outcomes of humanitarian interventions;
ensuring staff have the skills for humanitarian responses; incorporating
the views and feedback of crisis-affected people into programme design;
making programmes more context-specific and more adaptable to changes
in context; and preventing abuse and exploitation in humanitarian
programmes (although this was an area of renewed interest in early 2018).
Nevertheless, this edition of The State of the Humanitarian System does
point to changes on the ground. Relations between international actors
and the governments of affected states continue the trend of improvement
seen in the last two editions of the report. While less has been achieved in
handing over power and resources to local civil society organisations, the
case studies and surveys for this report suggest that some small steps have
been made. More programmes include elements of ‘resilience’ and attempt
to address both immediate needs and the drivers of need than was the case
in 2015. There appear to have been some limited improvements in the
relevance and efficiency of aid.
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Most importantly, the report identifies improvements in the quality,
timeliness and effectiveness of humanitarian aid. The 2015 report concluded
that there had been improvements in rapid responses to sudden-onset
disasters: essentially, that the humanitarian system had become more
effective in saving lives in the aftermath of hurricanes, earthquakes
and large refugee movements. These improvements seem to have been
maintained in 2015–17. The same report identified responses to slowonset disasters (notably food insecurity related to drought and conflict) as
‘abjectly slow’. In the period since 2015, the system appears to have become
faster and more effective in identifying and meeting the life-saving needs of
people in this type of situation, and in situations where people are dispersed
and not living in camps – as demonstrated by activities in Somalia, Kenya
and – to a lesser extent – South Sudan. However, these improvements,
while significant, are neither sufficient nor universal. Even in these areas of
relative success, mortality was still high, and in some situations – notably
in Kasai in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) – responses were still
very slow.
Improvements in the provision of immediate assistance have not been
mirrored by improvements in meeting longer-term needs in protracted
crises: there may be more humanitarian programmes addressing this
area, but they do not seem to be particularly successful. At the same
time – as noted above – development actors are becoming more engaged
in addressing chronic needs in fragile states, and this may lead to
improvements before the next edition of the SOHS. The system has also
not improved in its ability to meet protection needs: performance here
remains very mixed, with examples both of success and of failure. Similarly,
in the area of advocacy and negotiation there are some examples of success
– often at an operational level – but the conclusion of the 2015 report still
holds: advocacy efforts are often unsuccessful because they ‘lack a strategic
and unified approach’.
In short, the period 2015–17 has seen progress – some of it fairly
unheralded, but nevertheless important. But this progress has been slower
and less transformational than many would have hoped. There are a
number of reasons for this. Most systems resist change – there are many
incentives to preserve the status quo. It may be unrealistic to expect a
system as diverse as this to fundamentally change in one or two years, and
even if fully committed to change, many of the most important levers for
improvement lie outside the control of humanitarians themselves: they have
limited influence over the amount of money the system receives; over many
aspects of how it is spent; over the budgetary priorities of crisis-affected
governments; and over the behaviour of combatants in conflicts. But the
research for this report also suggests that there are some areas where
improvements could be made if humanitarians were prepared to reconsider
their attitudes and ways of working.
The first of these areas is coverage – ensuring that everyone in need
is able to access humanitarian assistance. This element of humanitarian
performance has got steadily worse since 2012, and is currently far short
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of adequate. As noted above, much of the blame for this lies at the door
of governments and non-state armed groups. However, at least part of
the problem lies in the attitudes and behaviours of (many) humanitarian
organisations themselves: overly risk-averse and insufficiently prepared to
move rapidly from one location to another.
The second area where improvement is required is around collective
action. The system currently demonstrates a lack of effective methods,
structures and (often) desire to collaborate. In many areas – accountability,
protection against sexual exploitation and abuse (PSEA), innovation,
procurement, working with civil society and many more – some individual
agencies have made significant advances. But these advances have not led
to improvements at the level of the system as a whole, which is, as a result,
consistently less than the sum of its parts. The nature of the humanitarian
system makes working together difficult: there is no overall authority, and so
no effective way of compelling organisations to collaborate. In addition, the
organisations that make up the system are competing with one another, and
may not wish to collaborate. Previous editions of the SOHS have reported
on improvements in coordination at the level of individual countries, but
the impression remains that, if the humanitarian system is to make major
improvements, it needs to fundamentally reassess how it can address this
challenge of collective action at all levels.
A third area is understanding of, and ability to adapt to, context. The
humanitarian system still operates, very largely, according to a standard set
of activities, structures and procedures. This approach is effective, and has
many benefits where the standard set is being used to address the situations
for which it was designed. However, as noted above, in the last three years
there has been an increase in non-standard emergencies: in urban contexts,
in middle- and high-income countries, in response to new and unexpected
crises. The model also fails to take into account the capacities of the state
and of civil society affected by crises, and so allow the system to ‘fill gaps’
and work in support of mechanisms that are already in place.
None of these problems are new: they have been pointed out extensively
in research, including previous editions of The State of the Humanitarian
System. All of them are pressing, all relate directly to the core humanitarian
concern of saving human life and none can be addressed by pushing only
for changes in one process or approach. If the humanitarian system wants
to keep pace with changes in its environment, any one of these three areas
would be a good place to start.
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Table 2 / Progress against SOHS performance criteria by study
period

SOHS 2018 (compared to SOHS 2015)
Sufficiency

No progress
• Despite increased funding, the system still does not have sufficient resources
to cover needs. This is a result of growing numbers of people in need of
humanitarian assistance and also, potentially, of increased ambition on the
part of the humanitarian sector.

Coverage

Decline
• Poor coverage of internally displaced people (IDPs) outside camps identified
in the 2015 report has not been effectively addressed.
• Concerns about addressing the needs of people and communities hosting
refugees have increased.
• The ability of people to access humanitarian assistance in situations of
conflict has got worse, with governments and non-state armed groups
increasingly denying access or using bureaucracy to hinder access.
• Humanitarian coverage has been poor for large numbers of
irregular migrants.

Relevance &
appropriateness

Limited progress

Accountability &
participation

Limited progress

Effectiveness

Improvement

• Humanitarian aid comprises a basic package of life-saving assistance, which is
seen as relevant in many situations.
• Priority protection needs are often not met, although there has been
increased focus on this area in country strategies over the period.
• Needs beyond the acute, immediate response ‘package’ are often not
understood and generally not met.
• The specific needs of the elderly and people with disabilities are often not
met, but the system has taken limited steps to better meet the specific needs
of women and girls.
• Multi-purpose cash grants can go some way to increasing the relevance of aid.

• The main challenge identified in the 2015 report – that feedback mechanisms
are in place, but do not influence decision-making – has not been addressed.
• While there are a number of initiatives and approaches that show potential,
they have not yet delivered greater accountability or participation.
• Many interviewees are concerned that AAP is becoming a
‘box-ticking exercise’.

• Effectiveness in meeting immediate life-saving needs in ‘natural’ disasters
and in responding to sudden movements of refugees has been maintained,
although agencies have found it hard to identify their role and objectives in
the European Migration ‘Crisis’.
• Effectiveness – including timeliness – improved in responding to food
insecurity in complex emergencies.
• The system is still not effective in meeting protection needs overall, but there
are more examples of specific programmes meeting (often quite limited)
protection objectives. Do no harm approaches appear to be more
commonly used.
• The quality of responses appears to have improved.

No
progress

Limited
progress

Improvement

Decline

Mixed
progress
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Sufficiency &
coverage

Decline
• Despite an increase in funding, overall coverage decreased.
• Most gaps were seen in support for chronic crises, including deficits in
funding, technical capacity, and recruitment, as well as access constraints.
• Some coverage improvements were cited in responses to natural
disasters.
• Perceptions of sufficiency among humanitarian actors surveyed dropped to
24% (from 34% in 2012).
• More pessimism was expressed about ability to reach people in need in
conflicts, mostly due to insecurity.

Relevance &
appropriateness

No progress

Effectiveness

Mixed progress

• A slight majority (51%) said needs assessment had improved but saw no
progress in engaging local participation.
• Some methodological innovations occurred in needs assessment, but no
consensus was reached on tools.
• More feedback mechanisms were developed, but there is little evidence of
affected populations’ input to project design or approach.

• Improvements were noted in both timeliness and mortality/morbidity
outcomes in rapid responses to major natural disasters.
• Improvements were noted in coordination, and in quality of leadership and
personnel in major emergencies.
• Performance was poor in conflict settings.
• A majority of survey respondents graded effectiveness low.
• Cross-cutting issues have not yet been systematically addressed. Most
progress has been in the area of gender, but more needs to be done in the
areas of age and disability.

Executive
summary

SOHS 2015 (compared to SOHS 2012)
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Table 2 / Progress against SOHS performance criteria by study
period (cont.)

SOHS 2018 (compared to SOHS 2015)
Efficiency

Limited progress
• The main constraints to efficiency identified in the 2015 report – particularly
non-harmonised reporting and ‘pass through’ arrangements for funding –
have not been addressed.
• Increased work on early response – and particularly the use of social safety
nets – has prevented inefficient ‘peak of crisis’ response in some areas.
• Some improvements have been made in joint procurement and supply chains
within the UN.
• Increased use of cash has increased efficiency in many (but not all) areas.
• The ‘Grand Bargain’ process, initiated during the study period, aims to address
a number of areas related to efficiency.

Coherence

Decline
• The increased integration of humanitarian action into development and
stabilisation agendas has made coherence with humanitarian principles more
difficult for operational agencies.
• Humanitarians are operating in a context of declining respect for IHL and
refugee law.

Connectedness

Improvement
• Changes in policy and increases in funding have led to closer connections
between humanitarian and development activities, often in the form of
‘resilience’ work.
• There is some evidence that this has been effective at protecting against
future shocks where the work has been done with governments, and where it
addresses foreseeable ‘natural’ disasters (droughts, earthquakes).
• There is much less evidence that this work is effective in other circumstances.
• There has been a significant increase in interest among donors in fragile
states and refugee-hosting states.
• Development financing is increasingly available for the provision of services
in countries experiencing conflict.
• Donors are supporting more ‘developmental’ approaches to
refugee situations.
• Donors are also supporting work in ‘stabilisation’ and peace-building: many
humanitarian agencies are not engaged, or do not wish to engage, with
this work.

Complementarity2

Improvement
• Relations with the governments of crisis-affected states are improving in
many cases, although there is still a tendency to push governments aside in
rapid-onset, ‘surge’ situations.
• Relations with governments are often more difficult where the state is a party
to internal armed conflict or in refugee contexts. There has been an increase
in governments using bureaucratic obstacles to hinder the provision of
impartial humanitarian assistance.
• There has been significant activity at policy level in strengthening the role
of national and local NGOs in the international humanitarian system, but, to
date, this has had limited effect on the ground.

Impact

Insufficient information to draw a conclusion
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SOHS 2015 (compared to SOHS 2012)
Efficiency

Limited progress
• No significant change or new development was noted since the last review.
• A few small-scale (project-level) examples of new efficiencies were noted.
• Some inefficiencies were cited in surge response to Typhoon Haiyan and in
the Syrian Refugee Response.

Coherence

No progress
• Stabilisation and counter-terror agendas continued to influence donors’
humanitarian funding decisions.
• Donor firewalling of humanitarian aid, and their consideration of principles,
has weakened.
• There is a perception of increasing instrumentalisation and politicisation of
humanitarian assistance, including by affected states.
• Despite the rise of the resilience concept, no progress occurred in changing
aid architecture to suit, or in phasing in development resources earlier in the
response and recovery phases.

Connectedness

Limited progress
• Limited progress in Asia was outweighed by lack of progress in many
other regions.
• Survey participants saw little participation and consultation of
local authorities.
• Consultation and participation of recipients ranked poorest
among practitioners.

Endnotes for this chapter
1.

People in need by country is calculated selecting the maximum number of people in need by
cross-referencing five different databases:
a. primary source – ACAPS (people in need published in the most recent weekly report from 2017
b. GRFC Population in Crisis (people in need gathered from 2018 Global Report on Food Crises)
c. Global Humanitarian Overview 2018 report (people in need by country); d. UNHCR refugees,
refugee-like situations and asylum-seekers
e. UNRWA total of refugees (and IDPs in Palestine).
The UNHCR and UNRWA data refers to the number of refugees (and IDPs) in hosting countries.
As a result, this figure includes people in need numbers for countries beyond those with a UNcoordinated appeal and will therefore be higher than OCHA’s Humanitarian Needs Overview
estimate.

2.

This criterion was not looked at separately in previous reports. The improvement is based on
comparison with information that was previously under other categories.

2

4
I NTRODUCTION
This fourth edition of The State of the Humanitarian System report covers
the three years from January 2015 to December 2017. As with previous
editions, the report aims to provide answers to three key research
questions: What was the humanitarian caseload over the period? What is
the current shape and size of the system? How has the system performed
over the study period?
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Goals and objectives of The State of the Humanitarian
System report 2018
This fourth edition of The State of the Humanitarian System report covers the
three years from January 2015 to December 2017. As with previous editions,
the report aims to provide answers to three key research questions:
1.

What was the humanitarian caseload over the period?
•

•
•

2.

What is the current size and shape of the humanitarian system, and
how did this change over the period?
•

•

•

3.

How many emergency responses were there in 2015–17,
and where did they take place? How does this compare to
previous periods?
What types of crises did the system respond to in 2015–17?
How does this compare to previous periods?
Approximately how many people were affected, and how many
received aid? How does this compare to previous periods?

What were the levels and trends in international funding flows
for humanitarian action in the period 2015–17? How does this
compare to previous periods?
What was the distribution of human and financial resources by
source, type of crisis and number/type of agencies? How does
this compare to previous periods?
How many agencies and humanitarian staff are there? What
types of agencies?

How has the humanitarian system performed over the
study period?
•

•

How have humanitarian actors, and the system as a whole,
performed on the basis of OECD DAC criteria? How does this
compare to previous periods?
To what degree does performance differ from one type of crisis
to another?

The research is primarily descriptive. It aims to provide an objective
and evidence-based picture of the current situation with regard to
internationally-funded humanitarian assistance. In doing so, it serves a
number of functions:
•

Performance improvement: it allows humanitarian decision-makers
to identify key areas of success and concern, providing information
that can be used as the basis for performance improvement.
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•

Structure of the report
Scope and analytical structure

The humanitarian
system is an
example of a
complex system.
It is made up of
parts that are at
once interrelated
and which can also
determine their
own actions, and
which interact
with many other
elements outside
the system.

What do we mean by ‘the humanitarian system’?
The SOHS report series aims to provide a longitudinal analysis of the size,
shape and performance of international humanitarian assistance. To do this,
it uses the concept of a ‘system’ to define its unit of analysis over time.
The Oxford English Dictionary defines a system as ‘a group of
interacting, interrelated, or interdependent elements forming a complex
whole working toward a common set of objectives’. Systems come in a
number of different types, depending on the degree to which the elements
can make independent choices, and the degree to which they interact with
other systems in a wider environment.
Mechanical systems (the simplest form of system) are made up of parts
that can only perform predetermined actions – a cog cannot choose what
it does. They are also closed: they see relatively little exchange between
their parts and the wider environment (the cog’s behaviour is very largely
controlled by other elements in the system, not by external elements).
In contrast, more complex, open systems have parts that can make
independent choices, and which interact with the wider environment. Social
and ecological systems are generally complex and open.
The humanitarian system is an example of a complex system. It is made
up of parts that are at once interrelated and which can also determine their
own actions, and which interact with many other elements outside the
system. Because it is a complex, open system it behaves in particular ways.
It is non-linear: the very large number of interacting elements makes it
almost impossible to predict how the system will behave. It is also emergent:
as a result of the interactions between the elements, the system itself may
develop characteristics which are the result of multiple interactions and
are more than the sum of the component parts. Some observers have taken
to labelling the humanitarian system as an ‘ecosystem’ to emphasise its
complex, open and adaptive nature. The idea of an ecosystem is useful
as a metaphor – ecosystems are another (although different) type of
complex adaptive system. But as ecosystems are essentially about biological
processes, rather than political, social or economic processes, we have
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•

Accountability: it provides a single assessment of the overall
performance of a system largely funded by taxpayers and individual
donors, and which provides services to people in crisis who are
often poor and marginalised. In doing so, it provides a tool for these
various stakeholders, and their representatives, to hold the system
to account.
Learning: it provides an introduction to the main elements of the
humanitarian system, and the main issues affecting
humanitarian performance.
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preferred to stay with the terminology ‘humanitarian system’: we are
looking at organisations, not organisms.
The definition of the ‘humanitarian system’ used for this report is:
The network of inter-connected institutional and operational entities
that receive funds, directly or indirectly from public donors and
private sources, to enhance, support or substitute for in-country
responses in the provision of humanitarian assistance and protection
to a population in crisis.
This definition builds on the one used in previous editions of the report,1
but emphasises that the nature of connection, and a defining characteristic
of the system, is that it is based around financial flows. Additionally, it
underlines that, while the common objective is to provide humanitarian
assistance and protection, humanitarian actors work in a variety of different
configurations in a variety of different contexts: the roles of various actors
will change from one situation to another.
The system as defined here comprises all organisational entities funded
specifically to undertake humanitarian action, which constitutes their
primary mandate or mission. They are operationally or financially related
to each other and share common overarching goals, norms and principles.
They include:
•
•
•
•
•

local, national and international NGOs conducting
humanitarian activities
UN humanitarian agencies
the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement
host government agencies and authorities and regional/
intergovernmental agencies
donor agencies: primarily government agencies, but also trusts and
other donors.

As the humanitarian system is open to other influences, these
organisations will often interact with and be influenced by entities involved
in crisis contexts, which are not related to the same funding mechanisms
as the humanitarian system and/or whose main objectives are not the
provision of humanitarian aid and protection. These entities include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

national militaries and civil defence groups
development actors
the private sector
diaspora groups
civil society groups (such as faith groups) that do not have an
explicitly humanitarian function
the media
academia.
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Figure 1 / Organisational entities in the humanitarian system
Introduction
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These organisations also play critical roles related to humanitarian
responses, and may work in parallel to, and at times in coordination with,
actors from the system. This report focuses on the ‘formal system’ as it is
a construct which is more amenable to quantification and analysis than
‘all individuals and organisations involved in crises’. However, it does not
seek to obscure the importance of these actors, and wherever possible their
contribution and relationship to the response is captured in the report.

In the 2018
edition, ALNAP
aims to provide
a more focused
picture of how
the humanitarian
system engages
with activities
related to risk
reduction,
resilience,
development and
peacebuilding, and
allow for a more
specific assessment
of the relationships
between
international
agencies and local
and national actors.

What do we mean by ‘performance’?
As in previous editions, this report uses the OECD DAC criteria2 to assess
humanitarian performance. However, following a review of the criteria
ALNAP has made two important revisions.
The first concerns accountability and participation. In past editions,
these issues have been examined under ‘Relevance/appropriateness’,
because accountability and participation have been considered as an
important means for achieving relevant assistance. After discussions with
the SOHS Methods Group,3 ALNAP has amended the criteria to include
‘Accountability and participation’ as a separate criterion for measuring
performance. This reflects the group’s view that accountability and
participation are not just tools to achieve relevance, but are also ends in
themselves. As such, it is not possible to say that the system has performed
satisfactorily unless aid is provided in a way that is accountable to those who
receive it, and allows them some measure of influence in decisions over the
aid they receive.4
The second revision concerns the relationship between international
humanitarian action, affected states and civil society and agendas such as
risk reduction, recovery, development and peacebuilding. These issues have
all been addressed in previous SOHS editions under the DAC criterion of
‘Connectedness’. However, this has meant that the Connectedness criterion
has considered both how the international humanitarian system connects
with development and peacebuilding activities, and how it connects with
national actors, including the state. Although there is significant overlap
between these two areas, they are distinct: it is possible for international
actors to work on humanitarian response in close coordination with the
state, and not engage in development work, for example.
Two of the major policy directions during the study period have been on
the ‘nexus’ between development and humanitarian action and (separately)
on localisation – moving responsibility to the affected state and civil
society. In the 2018 edition, ALNAP aims to provide a more focused picture
of how the humanitarian system engages with activities related to risk
reduction, resilience, development and peacebuilding, and allows for a more
specific assessment of the relationships between international agencies
and local and national actors. To do this, the criterion of Connectedness
focuses on links between humanitarian action and other activities
such as development and peacebuilding, while the recently proposed
criterion of ‘Complementarity’ (Bourns and Alexander, 2016) looks at the
relationship between international humanitarian action and national and
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Sufficiency: the degree to which the resources available to
the international humanitarian system are sufficient to cover
humanitarian needs.
Coverage: the degree to which action by the international
humanitarian system reaches all people in need.
Relevance & appropriateness: the degree to which the
assistance and protection that the international humanitarian
system provides addresses the most important needs of recipients
(as judged both by humanitarian professionals and by crisisaffected people themselves).
Accountability & participation: the degree to which actors
within the international humanitarian system can be held to
account by crisis-affected people, and the degree to which crisisaffected people are able to influence decisions related to assistance
and protection.
Effectiveness: the degree to which humanitarian operations
meet their stated objectives, in a timely manner and at an
acceptable level of quality.
Efficiency: the degree to which humanitarian outputs are
produced for the lowest possible amount of inputs.
Coherence: the degree to which actors in the international
humanitarian system act in compliance with humanitarian
principles and IHL, and the degree to which they are able
to influence states and non-state armed groups to respect
humanitarian principles and conform to IHL.
Complementarity: the degree to which the international
humanitarian system recognises and supports the capacities of
national and local actors, in particular governments and civil
society organisations.
Connectedness: the degree to which the international
humanitarian system articulates with development, resilience, risk
reduction and peacebuilding.
Impact: the degree to which humanitarian action produces
(intentionally or unintentionally) positive longer-term outcomes
for the people and societies receiving support.
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local capacities. ALNAP will also use a honed approach to the criterion
of ‘Coherence’ to focus specifically on the degree to which humanitarian
activities are aligned around humanitarian principles, International
Humanitarian Law (IHL) and Refugee Law.5
Following these changes, the criteria used to judge the performance of
the humanitarian system in this report are:
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The SOHS takes the view that humanitarian performance should be
judged against all of these criteria – and that, ideally, it would perform at
least satisfactorily against all of the criteria at the same time. However,
experience suggests that there can often be tensions between the criteria
– that performing well against one makes it harder to perform well against
others – and so in practice it is difficult for any operation or organisation, or
for the system as a whole, to perform well under all criteria simultaneously.
Different actors – while generally agreeing on the importance of all the
criteria – will also prioritise them differently (Dunantist6 operational
agencies may give more emphasis to coherence; multi-mandate agencies
more emphasis to connectedness; donors more emphasis to efficiency).
For this reason, the report does not give an overall statement or score for
performance over the period 2015–17, concentrating instead on assessing
each criterion separately.

Contexts considered in the report
The international humanitarian system engages in many different ways
in many different crises. Every crisis involves a specific set of needs in a
specific social, political and economic context. This context will, obviously,
affect how humanitarians work (although perhaps not as much as it should
– the system has been regularly criticised for its failure to adapt to context),
and the success of humanitarian operations.
The individual and specific nature of each crisis can make it hard to
provide an overall view of system performance. Effectiveness, or coverage,
or coherence will likely be very different when working in partnership with
a government to address the consequences of drought than when working
in a violent conflict in an area controlled by armed militia. And because
every crisis is unique, it is difficult to extrapolate a general assessment from
very diverse situations. To (partially) address the problem of creating a
common assessment for very different responses, this edition of the SOHS
considered three different ‘types’ of humanitarian response separately, in
order to compare sets of information that are more internally coherent. The
three types were:
•
•
•

humanitarian response to complex emergencies
humanitarian response to disasters connected to natural phenomena
and to health crises in non-conflict settings
humanitarian response to refugee and migration situations.

With regard to the first crisis type, complex emergencies, this report uses
the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) definition:
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To the degree
possible, research
for this report
avoided the
assumption
that any
specific country
represented only
one of the three
types of crisis.

The second crisis type, disasters connected to natural phenomena and
to health crises in non-conflict settings, includes all crises in which natural
processes (geological, hydrological, meteorological or biological) play a
significant part in increasing mortality, disease morbidity and damage
to livelihoods, and where these effects are not compounded by war or
widespread armed violence.7
The third crisis type covers all situations in which there has been largescale movement across national borders, and where people – refugees,
asylum-seekers or other categories of international migrant – are in need of
international humanitarian assistance and protection.
These three broad contexts were chosen because they are commonly
recognised and understood, and because each demonstrates certain
characteristics that are not generally found in the other two types,
and which we would assume a priori to have significant effects on how
humanitarian action might take place.8 Specifically, they differ in terms
of the legal framework within which humanitarian activities take place,
the degree to which the state is likely to be able and willing to provide
assistance and the nature and possible duration of activities.
The three contexts are useful but imperfect models. They are based on
criteria which are not fixed or agreed. Many ‘stable’ countries suffer from
high levels of internal violence and some degree of breakdown of authority:
determining whether a crisis is ‘complex’ becomes a matter of degree, and
can depend on the judgement of the researcher or the specific part of the
country they are looking at. Similarly, ‘natural’ disasters are not always
categorically clear: there is, for example, no universal definition of drought.
As a result, and as demonstrated in chapter 5 on needs and funding, it is
common to find all three contexts in different parts of the same country.
To the degree possible, research for this report avoided the assumption
that any specific country represented only one of the three types of crisis.
In many cases, researchers allocated interviews or evaluations related to
one country into different crisis types (as some interviewees in Colombia,
for example, might be talking about displacement caused by conflict, while
others were talking about the effects of natural disasters). Respondents to
the practitioner and recipient surveys were asked to identify the specific
context that best applied to them – and in many cases respondents to the
recipient survey in ‘natural’ disaster countries (such as Kenya and Ethiopia)
said that their needs were predominantly a result of local violence, while
those in countries more commonly associated with conflict (such as DRC or
Afghanistan) responded that their needs were a result of natural disasters.
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a humanitarian crisis in a country, region or society where there is
total or considerable breakdown of authority resulting from internal
or external conflict and which requires an international response that
goes beyond the mandate or capacity of any single agency and/or the
ongoing United Nations country program (IASC, 1994).
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Nevertheless, the three context types do help us to better understand
the performance of the system across very diverse environments. For some
criteria, there are marked similarities between performance from – say –
one complex emergency to another, and differences between performance
in complex emergencies and the other two contexts. However, this is not
true of all criteria – for some there does not appear to be a great deal of
difference between complex emergencies, ‘natural’ disasters and refugee
situations. As a result, this final report was structured according to the
criteria, and not according to the contexts – and where results differed by
context, this is addressed by providing specific sub-sections for
each context.

A note on terminology
The humanitarian sector is closely entwined with the broader global
situation. Political and economic decisions are the causes of many crises,
and political and economic inequalities have a strong influence on who is
affected. Humanitarian action itself is an exercise of a type of power: the
ability of those with means – governments, organisations or individuals – to
support those in need. In this context, vocabulary matters. The words used
to describe a situation can obscure injustices and inequalities, deny the
dignity and agency of people in crisis and (perhaps more helpfully) betray
biases and assumptions.
Throughout this report, the authors have been mindful of these realities,
while also preserving readability and consistency with previous reports.
This has meant that the term ‘disasters connected to natural phenomena
and health crises in non-conflict settings’ has generally been shortened to
‘natural’ disaster. The reader should, however, be aware that the human
effects of these natural phenomena are a result of human and political
factors, as well as the natural phenomenon itself. In describing the people
that the humanitarian system serves, the authors have used the phrase
‘people receiving humanitarian assistance and protection’ – shortened in
some cases to ‘recipient’ – in preference to ‘beneficiary’. The term ‘people
affected by crisis’ has been used when talking more generally about all
people in a crisis situation, including those who do not receive assistance
or protection.

39

Introduction

The study period saw a notable rise in the number of irregular migrants,
including asylum-seekers, entering Europe, and increasing politicisation
of these population movements. This has been widely referred to as the
‘European Refugee Crisis’ or ‘European Migration Crisis’. While the idea of
a crisis captures attention, and may accurately refer both to the situation of
some migrants and to popular perceptions of and political responses to the
situation, it is also a loaded term, suggesting that the fact of migration leads
to a crisis for Europe, rather than, say, an opportunity. For this reason this
report refers to the Migration ‘Crisis’, placing the ‘crisis’ in apostrophes.
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Endnotes for this chapter
1.

‘The network of interconnected institutional and operational entities
through which humanitarian assistance is provided when local and
national resources are insufficient to meet the needs of a population in
crisis’ (ALNAP, 2015: 18).

2.

Using the criteria as laid out in Beck, 2006.

3.

This review was based on ALNAP’s experience in producing the briefing
papers for the 2015 Global Forum for Improving Humanitarian Action.
Similar issues with the DAC criteria are also addressed in OCHA’s study
on humanitarian effectiveness (Bourns and Alexander, 2016).

4. Similarly, the OCHA report proposes ‘Accountability’ as one of the 12
elements of humanitarian effectiveness (Bourns and Alexander, 2016).
5.

The assessment of coherence in Beck (2006) entails a ’focus on the
extent to which policies of different actors were complementary or
contradictory’. This requires consideration of whether humanitarian
actors are working to similar policies; whether humanitarians and
other actors (such as the military and the private sector) are working
to similar/complementary policies; and whether these policies ‘take
into account humanitarian and human-rights considerations’. The
definition requires an assessment of all policies – including security,
developmental, trade and military policies. In this edition of the SOHS
we have significantly narrowed the focus to look only at the degree
to which the actions of humanitarian and other actors align with
humanitarian and human rights considerations. In practice, this means
that, while we look at how the policies of ‘other’ actors (particularly
states) align with ‘humanitarian’ law and policy, we do not examine how
the policies of humanitarians align with, for example, the trade policies
of affected states. Alignment with developmental policy is addressed
separately under the criterion of connectedness.

6. ‘Dunantist’ humanitarianism refers to Red Cross founder Henry
Dunant. These organisations generally seek to position themselves
outside of state interests, and are strong supporters of
humanitarian principles.
7.

This – or a similarly defined category of emergencies – is widely used,
by bodies including the Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of
Disasters (CRED), the IFRC and the International Strategy for Disaster
Reduction (ISDR).

8.

International humanitarian law – at least in its customary provisions –
is generally applicable in armed conflicts. International refugee law is
applicable in refugee situations.
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3

4
COM PON E NTS,
M ETHOD AN D
APPROACH
The State of the Humanitarian System report is based on several different
research components including: reviews of evaluations and research
literature, interviews, case studies and questionnaires.
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Components
Needs and funding
The section covering humanitarian needs and funding is based on a desk
review of data from public sources and a survey of private funding. For more
information on sources, see the methodology section below.
Composition of the system
This element of the report is based on Humanitarian Outcomes’ database of
humanitarian organisations. Information on data sources is included in the
methodology section, below.
Performance of the system
The element of the report that assesses the performance of the system
over the period 2015–17 is based on a synthesis of the following
components, each of which uses distinct methods (see the methodology
section ).
1. Evaluation synthesis – a synthesis of key points from 120 evaluations.
2. Case studies – visits to Bangladesh, Kenya, Lebanon, Mali and Yemen,
combining observation with interviews with a total of 346 individuals:
aid recipients, international NGO (INGO), UN and Red Cross/Crescent
staff working in the country, members of national and local NGOs and
government representatives.
3. Key informant interviews – 151 interviews with 153 interviewees at HQ
level in donor organisations, UN agencies, INGOs and national NGOs
(NNGOs), the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement,
academia, the private sector and the military, plus another 150 interviews
with representatives of organisations working in humanitarian
operations in crisis-affected countries.
4. Aid recipient survey – a mobile phone questionnaire completed by
5,000 people who had received humanitarian assistance in Afghanistan,
DRC, Ethiopia, Iraq and Kenya.
5. Global aid practitioner survey – an online survey aimed at humanitarian
staff working in country programmes, which received 1,170 responses.
6. Government questionnaire – based on the practitioner questionnaire, a
questionnaire sent to individuals working in the governments of affected
states who are involved in humanitarian action, or who liaise with the
international humanitarian system.
7. Targeted literature review – addressing specific information gaps not
covered by the other methods.
In addition, the SOHS was supported by Ground Truth Solutions, who
kindly shared recent data from their new Humanitarian Voice Index, and
the Peer2Peer support team (formerly STAIT), who allowed the SOHS to
access P2P reports for the period 2015–17.

Figure 2 / The geographical spread of SOHS 2018 components

Needs & funding

Global aid practitioner survey

Aid recipient survey

Government survey

Case studies

Additional interviews

Note: This map shows where evidence was gathered for the SOHS 2018. Where components recorded geographical data these have been visualised above. This map is not to scale.
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Methodology
Humanitarian needs and funding

The analysis in
this edition of
the SOHS draws
on data reported
to OECD DAC
and FTS. These
two sources use
different criteria
regarding what
can be counted
as international
humanitarian
assistance.

Overview
The analyses on people in need, humanitarian funding and crisis-related
financing are primarily collated from public sources; private funding figures
were collected through a survey. The main reporting platforms for international
humanitarian assistance are the OECD’s Development Assistance Committee
(DAC) and OCHA’s Financial Tracking Service (FTS). It is mandatory for OECD
DAC members to report their humanitarian contributions as part of their
reporting on official development assistance (ODA), and in accordance with
definitions set out by the DAC. Some non-DAC governments and multilateral
institutions voluntarily report to the DAC. FTS is open to all humanitarian
donors and implementing agencies to voluntarily report international
contributions of humanitarian assistance, according to agreed criteria.
The analysis in this edition of the SOHS draws on data reported to OECD
DAC and FTS. These two sources use different criteria regarding what can
be counted as international humanitarian assistance. This has been taken
into account when calculating aggregate volumes, and where necessary
the analysis explains the data sources and methodologies used to reconcile
figures or to prevent double counting. At the beginning of 2017 FTS released
a new flow-based model which, along with a number of new functionalities,
also makes it easier to trace funding, allowing us for the first time to compile
figures beyond first-level recipients.
Crisis categories
For the analysis of crises by category, we determined the category into
which each crisis fell by considering a series of indicators on conflict,
displacement and losses associated with natural hazards. We used indicators
in INFORM’s Index for Risk Management and data from the Internal
Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC) to identify countries affected by
conflict; for countries affected by disasters associated with natural hazards,
we used data from the CRED Emergency Events Database (EM-DAT) and
Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) reports on El Niño; and to identify
refugee-hosting countries, we used data from UNHCR and the UN Relief
and Works Agency (UNRWA).
For a clearer visualisation, figure 12 shows ‘Complex crises’ as those that
were marked as having scored the criteria for all three of the types of crisis
above (conflict, refugee crisis and natural hazards).
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International humanitarian assistance
Our estimate of total international humanitarian assistance is the sum of
that from private donors and from government donors and EU institutions.
Our calculation of international humanitarian assistance from government
donors is the sum of:

The calculation of ‘official’ humanitarian assistance comprises:
• The bilateral humanitarian expenditure of OECD DAC members, as
reported to the OECD DAC database.
• The multilateral humanitarian assistance of OECD DAC members.
This comprises:
• The unearmarked ODA contributions of DAC members to nine
key multilateral agencies engaged in humanitarian response:
FAO, IOM, United Nations Development Programme (UNDP),
UNHCR, OCHA, UNICEF, UNRWA, WFP and World Health
Organization (WHO), as reported to the OECD DAC. We do not
include all ODA to FAO, IOM, UNICEF and WFP, but apply a
percentage to take into account that these agencies also have a
development mandate. These shares are calculated using data on
humanitarian expenditure as a proportion of the total core ODA
spent by each multilateral agency.
• The ODA contributions of DAC members to other multilateral
organisations (beyond those already listed) which, although
not primarily humanitarian-oriented, still report a level of
humanitarian aid to OECD DAC. We do not include all reported
ODA to these multilaterals, just the humanitarian element.
• Contributions to the CERF that are not reported under DAC
members’ bilateral humanitarian assistance. This data is taken
from the CERF website (https://cerf.un.org/).
Official humanitarian assistance from OECD DAC countries that
are also members of the EU includes an imputed calculation of their
humanitarian assistance channelled through EU institutions, based on their
ODA contributions to these institutions. This is not included in our total
calculations for international humanitarian assistance and response to avoid
double counting. Our estimate for official humanitarian assistance in 2017 is
derived from preliminary DAC donor reporting on humanitarian aid grants.
Turkey’s humanitarian assistance, which it voluntarily reports to the DAC,

Components
and methods

• ‘Official’ humanitarian assistance (OECD DAC donors).
• International humanitarian assistance from OECD DAC donors to nonODA eligible countries from FTS.
• International humanitarian assistance from donors outside the OECD
DAC using data from FTS.
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largely comprises expenditure on hosting Syrian refugees within Turkey.
This is not included in our total international humanitarian assistance and
response calculations elsewhere in the report as these only include amounts
directed internationally by donors.

Composition of the humanitarian system
The organisational mapping research for The State of the Humanitarian
System reports encompasses the core actors in the international
humanitarian system, defined as the UN humanitarian agencies, the
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs engaged
in humanitarian relief efforts. Searching publicly available documents, the
researchers gathered and compiled, to the extent available, the following
figures for humanitarian organisations for the years 2014–2017:
• operational programme expenditure (OPE), i.e. excluding HQ and nonprogramme costs
• humanitarian expenditure (a subset of OPE, as distinct from
development, religious or other work)
• total field staff
• national staff
• international staff.
Most of these figures were sourced from annual reports and financial
statements, supplemented by website information and direct queries to the
organisations concerned. UN agency information was also supplemented by
figures from the databases of the UN Chief Executives Board (www.unsystem.
org). The UN humanitarian agencies include the full members of the IASC,1
plus the IOM and UNRWA.
The International Red Cross/Crescent Movement consists of the
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), the International Federation
of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) and 190 individual National
Societies. Figures for the national societies come from IFRC’s Databank and
Reporting System (http://data.ifrc.org/fdrs/data-download), of which the most
recent year available was 2016. The National Societies’ data used for these
measures exclude those in high-income countries, on the reasoning that they
are unlikely to require an international humanitarian intervention in response
to crisis, and their disproportionately large staff sizes would inflate the global
estimate of humanitarian workers. International NGOs encompass those that
operate in humanitarian response, as indicated by inclusion as a recipient
or provider agency on FTS, registration with a major consortium or registry
of international aid organisations, a past implementing partnership with a
UN humanitarian agency or a recipient of humanitarian funds from a large
government donor or the European Commission.

49

Components
and methods

NGOs comprise the largest part of the Humanitarian Outcomes’
database used to compile this information. For the largest, most significant
humanitarian actors, and roughly 200 organisations of decreasing size,
budget and staffing data were gathered manually, and their formally
reported numbers entered into the database. Because of the large number
of far smaller organisations, and the lack of publicly available annual reports
or financial statements for most of them, Humanitarian Outcomes uses an
algorithm for imputing the missing data, which improves in accuracy the
more hard data is gathered directly from these organisations. In this model,
NGOs are divided into tiers according to overseas programme expenditures
and operational profiles. The tiers are used to calculate the mean values of
staff and expenditures that are used to extrapolate missing data, on the logic
that similarly sized and mandated organisations have similar operational
configurations, presence levels, and staff-to-budget ratios (a process known
as conditional mean imputation). Because data is largely unavailable for the
lower tiers of smaller and local NGOs, these figures are the softest estimates
with the most imputation used. However, given the great disparity in size
between the largest and smallest organisations in the system, we expect
much of this to fall within a rounding error.
As part of the research assignment for the SOHS 2018, Humanitarian
Outcomes recruited a data scientist/statistician to review and test the
imputation methodology for validity and rigour, and to recommend
improvements. The report found that the first-level imputations (estimating
missing data based on previous actual numbers and staff-to-budget ratio
from that organisation) were highly accurate, and second-level imputations
(using tier averages) significantly less so, given the amount of missing
data. The report recommended a modification to the algorithm based on
this finding to increase the accuracy of second-level imputations, which
Humanitarian Outcomes has adopted and used in this year’s mapping. This
involves taking forward previous years’ first-level imputations to include as
data points for the second-level imputations.
As a general caveat, while the model used produces rigorous, systematic
estimates for the organisational mapping, they are still just estimates, and
should be considered and cited as such.
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Performance of the humanitarian system

In line with
recommendations
from the SOHS
Methods Group,
this edition made
a specific attempt
to increase
the amount of
information
collected in
humanitarian
operations, and
in particular
to increase
the amount of
information
collected from aid
recipients.

Developments to the method for the 2018 edition
This edition of the SOHS, like previous editions, has been created through
a synthesis of findings from separate research components using distinct
methods. To better facilitate this synthesis and make the process more
transparent, ALNAP developed a study matrix with indicators for each of
the DAC criteria, used to ensure consistency across the different consultants
and research components, and to ensure that all of the key issues were
addressed, and that the different components addressed these issues in the
same way using a common set of questions. This study matrix is available in
annex 3.
For the first time, all of the interviews (key informant interviews
and case studies) were recorded and transcribed verbatim. To ensure
consistency between the various elements of the research, and to allow
for comparison of all the data from different elements on the same topic,
these interview transcripts and the evaluation synthesis were then coded in
MaxQDA using a common coding framework (essentially a list of topics and
sub-topics, based on the study matrix described above).
These improvements to the methodology are part of ALNAP’s
continuous attempts to ensure and improve the quality of evidence used in
its research. They are particularly important, given the increased amounts
of data gathered as part of the 2018 edition. In line with recommendations
from The State of the Humanitarian System Methods Group, this edition
makes a specific attempt to increase the amount of information collected
in humanitarian operations, and in particular to increase the amount of
information collected from aid recipients:
• This edition includes 346 interviews with individuals in five country
case studies and 17 other countries (compared to 201 interviews in four
countries in 2015).
• This edition includes responses from 5,000 aid recipients in five
countries (compared to 1,189 aid recipients in four countries in 2015).
In addition, statistical regression was used for the first time on the aid
recipient surveys to understand relationships between participants’ responses
to performance questions, as well as relationships between these responses and
participants’ characteristics (age, gender, type of crisis, status).
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Selection of evaluations
The sample of evaluations was purposive, designed to give a reasonable
balance of evidence across the following parameters:
•
•
•

subject matter by type of crisis: ‘natural’ disaster/health crisis, conflict,
forced displacement or generic
region/country
commissioning agency

A bias was noted in the pool of available evaluations towards evidence
from certain countries and regions, notably the Syria region and countries
affected by the Ebola Epidemic in West Africa. This is reflected to some
degree in the sample chosen, since these appear to represent particularly rich
areas of learning for the humanitarian sector, and have to a significant degree
reshaped thinking about the role of the system and appropriate programme
approaches. Each evaluation included in the Evaluations Matrix produced
as part of the evaluation synthesis process includes an evidence score for
each report included in the sample. This is done on a scale of 1–3, with 3
representing the strongest evidence. These scores are based on the judgement
of the researchers against two parameters, each with its own criteria:
• Evidence depth: the depth and extent of relevant analysis in the report
(‘relevant’ here means that it relates to the themes highlighted in the
coding system – see below). The related criteria included whether the
work appeared to add significantly to the existing evidence base on
the subject.
• Evidence quality: the quality of the analysis and the related evidence
base. Here, we considered in particular how well argued and evidenced
the conclusions of each evaluation were.
Each of the two parameters was scored 1–3, with the overall value score
being the average of the two scores (e.g. 3/2 = 2.5). Reports that scored 2.5–3
were considered core reference documents for the purposes of the synthesis,
and a primary source of evidence. Reports scoring 1.5–2 were considered a
secondary source, and those scoring 1 were used to supplement the evidence
base where appropriate. In-depth and multi-sector evaluations tended to score
higher than lighter reviews, based on depth of coverage.

Components
and methods

Evaluation synthesis
A synthesis of relevant evaluation findings from the period January 2015 to
December 2017 forms one component of the evidence base for the SOHS
2018. Around 170 evaluations were considered, based primarily on a search
of the ALNAP evaluation database. Of these, 121 of the most relevant were
included in the synthesis process. These were then scored for quality and
depth of relevant evidence (see below), and the synthesis process was
organised in such a way as to prioritise findings from evaluations with the
highest evidence scores.
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Analysis of information
Analysis was conducted according to the common coding system in
MaxQDA 2018. The researchers coded and grouped extracts from the
evaluations under the relevant themes. Decisions about which extracts to
include were made by researchers based mainly on relevance. Results were
then synthesised. The synthesis process involved two main elements:
1. Collating the material according to related findings on common themes.
2. Identifying common findings: findings that appeared to be (broadly)
common across a range of evaluation evidence. In addition to this, some
‘meta findings’ were identified; in other words, findings that emerged
not from any one source or sources but from a ‘helicopter’ view of
the evidence as a whole. This included findings about the state of the
evidence itself.
A ‘first cut’ synthesis was made based on around 30 evaluations from
the sample that were judged to provide the greatest depth and quality
of evidence. Provisional findings were identified as the process went
on, with extracts grouped under sub-headings (provisional findings or
hypotheses) within each theme, according to whether they tended to
confirm (or contradict) the finding in question. These were then tested
against the wider sample, with additional extracts added as appropriate.
The process was thus both inductive and iterative.
The main findings from the synthesis were presented in a preliminary
summary according to the common format (an Excel spreadsheet) agreed
for the SOHS 2018 process, i.e. according to the criteria and indicators
agreed in the Study Matrix. In the summary, evidence for each point was
presented as strong, moderate or weak.
Constraints and limitations
Attempts to conduct a systematic, comparative review of evidence from
humanitarian evaluations across the sector are hampered by several factors.
One is the variability in the object of evaluation: most of the evaluation
material is response- and organisation-specific. Related to this is the difficulty
of controlling for contextual variables. A third factor is the variability in the
methods of investigation adopted in the evaluations, and the way in which
results are recorded. Most of the available evidence is qualitative; where
quantitative results are available, the factors noted above tend to make
comparison difficult or impossible. This rules out any statistically valid process
of meta-analysis, and variations in the quality of evidence from different
sources require some weighting of evidence that invariably involves a degree
of subjectivity and hence bias. In short, evaluation synthesis does not meet
the criteria for systematic review in the stricter sense. That said, a systematic
approach to reviewing the available evidence, using evidence quality criteria
to identify an analytical sample from a relatively large pool of evidence,
can have greater validity than would be the case with a smaller sample,
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Case studies
Selection of countries and of interviewees
Full case studies were conducted in five countries (Bangladesh, Kenya,
Lebanon, Mali and Yemen). In addition, team members interviewed
individuals and focus groups in a number of other countries (Afghanistan,
Cameroon, Central African Republic (CAR), Chad, Colombia, Côte d’Ivoire,
DRC, Greece, Haiti, Nepal, Nigeria). In total, 346 people were interviewed
through 171 bilateral or focus group meetings.
Case study countries were chosen to provide a sample with geographical
diversity (across regions) and contextual diversity (across the three main
contexts considered in the report).

Table 3 / Number of interviewees per country

Afghanistan

5

Haiti

55

Bangladesh*

31

Kenya*

42

Cameroon

5

Lebanon*

44

CAR

1

Mali*

52

Chad

6

Myanmar

2

Colombia

16

Nepal

40

Côte d’Ivoire

9

Nigeria

8

DRC

9

Yemen*

17

Greece

4

Total
* Case studies produced for this research

346

Components
and methods

The pool of
publicly available
humanitarian
evaluations for the
period 2015–17
is substantial,
and allows a
sample to be
compiled covering
a reasonable
cross-section of
different crisis
and organisational
types.

randomly selected and analysed in a non-systematic way. Although there is
considerable reliance on the judgment of those compiling the synthesis – and
some inevitable bias in this process – we believe that the evaluation synthesis
conducted for the SOHS meets these criteria. Triangulating the results with
those from the other methods of enquiry used for the SOHS also gives greater
confidence in the findings.
The pool of publicly available humanitarian evaluations for the period
2015–17 is substantial, and allows a sample to be compiled covering a reasonable
cross-section of different crisis and organisational types. However, enquiries
suggest that a large amount of relevant material – particularly internal reviews
on more sensitive issues such as accountability and remote management – is
not publicly available, and so was not included in the sample used for the SOHS.
This suggests that some more sensitive issues in particular may be underrepresented in the sample.
Finally, as noted the sample is biased towards particular contexts (e.g. Syria
region, Ebola Crisis) and tends to reflect the predominant concerns of the
system in the period 2014–16, given the time lag in conducting evaluations. For
example, there is more analysis of relevance to the UN’s Transformative Agenda
than there is to the agenda that emerged from the WHS in May 2016.

54

THE STATE OF THE HUMANITARIAN SYSTEM

Of the total, 38% of interviewees were from Africa, 18% from the Middle East
and North Africa, 23% from Asia, 20% from the Americas and 1% from Europe.
As noted above, it is not entirely accurate to say that any country
represents only one crisis context. However, we can say, broadly, that
44% of interviewees were from disasters linked to natural phenomena
(Colombia,2 Haiti, Kenya and Nepal), 33% from conflict-affected
areas (Afghanistan, Cameroon, CAR, Chad, Côte d’Ivoire, DRC, Mali,
Myanmar, Nigeria and Yemen) and 23% from refugee-hosting contexts
(Bangladesh, Greece and Lebanon).
The interviewees were selected to be representative of the diversity
of organisations taking part in humanitarian action and its coordination.
However, as the key informant section of the research was oriented
towards HQ staff and international organisations (see below), the case
study interviews aimed to give a higher profile to national organisations
and to aid recipients . As a result, local actors (national and local NGOs,
national and local authorities) represent the larger group, with 36% of
interviewees, aid recipients 34% and international actors (international
organisations and INGOs) 30%.

Table 4 / Number of interviewees per category

Category

Number of
interviewees

Percentage of the total

Aid recipients

117

34%

NNGO

31

9%

LNGO

17

5%

Local and national authorities

75

22%

International organisation

35

10%

INGO

71

20%

Total

346

100%

Interviewee selection was partially purposive (inasmuch as interviewers
attempted to interview a certain number of people from each category) and
partially by convenience (interviewers were working on a short timeframe,
and within categories tended to interview people who were available
and qualified to speak on the situation). Aid recipients interviewed were
selected on a convenience basis. Although the study team tried to achieve
an appropriate level of diversity in terms of gender and age criteria this was
not always possible and, in some cases, very few or no women were reached.
Overall, 42% of interviewees were women and 58% men.
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Table 5 / Gender ratio of interviewees

Country

Total interviewees

Women

Men

Afghanistan

5

0

5

Bangladesh

31

18

13

5

0

5

1

0

1

Chad

6

1

5

Colombia

16

5

11

Côte d’Ivoire

9

2

7

DRC

9

5

4

Greece

4

3

1

Haiti

55

34

21

Kenya

42

14

28

Lebanon

44

28

16

Mali

52

12

40

Myanmar

2

1

1

Nepal

40

15

25

Nigeria

8

4

4

Yemen

17

0

17

Total

346

142

204

Interview structure
Interviews were semi-structured. The interview protocol was constructed
using the common study matrix (see annex 3). Interviews were conducted
in local languages wherever possible (English, French and Spanish, as
well as Arabic, Dari, Creole, Turkana, Rohingya and Bangla). Interviews
followed ODI’s research ethics policy, which covers all ALNAP research, and
informed consent was obtained either in writing or, where written consent
was deemed contextually inappropriate, verbally. Interviews were recorded
and transcribed. Interviews in languages other than English, French or
Spanish were then translated into English for coding.
Analysis
The interview transcripts were coded by two team members, using the
common coding framework, in MaxQDA 12. This exercise resulted in the
identification of 4,329 coded sections of text. These were then assessed
to identify key findings under each code. To determine the strength of
evidence for each code, team members used two main and combined
criteria: quantity and consistency of quotes.
• If a large number of interviewees reported the same response/issue/
perception for that topic, and there were no significant or alternative
findings, the finding was recorded and classed as ‘strong’.

Components
and methods

Cameroon
CAR
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Five country case
studies fed into the
analysis for the SOHS
2018 report:

Bangladesh
Kenya
Lebanon
Mali
Yemen

• If a smaller but homogenous group reported the same response/issue/
perception, the finding was recorded as strong, but attributed only to one
group of respondents (category of key informant, or one country, or one
category of context).
• If interviewees reported diverging responses/issues/perceptions, the
finding may be ‘moderate’ (where a significant number of interviewees
raised the issue and the majority agree) or ‘weak’ (where a small number
of interviewees raise the issue).
• If an issue is only discussed by a few interviewees, no finding was
recorded (however, where this was the case for findings from aid
recipients, a lower threshold was applied – so that weak findings from
recipients had a higher chance of being included in the final analysis).
These findings were then presented, by OECD DAC criterion, in a
preliminary summary. During the writing process, the lead author returned
to the codes to check the strength of findings for particular points.
Constraints and limitations
Despite attempts to select countries that broadly mirrored the distribution
of activities conducted by the international humanitarian system, the
interviews tend to over-represent disasters linked to natural phenomena,
and to over-represent some regions (particularly Latin America) when
compared to the size of humanitarian activities in that context/region (as
measured by humanitarian expenditure).
The convenience nature of the sample, particularly with respect to
interviewees from the affected population, is a significant constraint.
As described above, recipient interviewees were selected mainly on an
opportunistic basis (communities available during a short field visit,
beneficiaries living in urban areas near aid agencies’ offices), introducing
potential bias into the results. People further from towns and roads were not
adequately represented. As noted, women and girls were under-represented.
A further constraint was the limited amount of time available for data
collection. The researchers had only ten days in each country to meet
stakeholders and run the interviews. This was, to a degree, compensated by
the fact that the international researchers worked with a local counterpart,
who was able to provide information on the context and situation. Finally,
case study findings are based almost exclusively on perceptions rather than
objectively verifiable data. To a degree, this constraint can be addressed by
triangulating the perceptions of different types of respondent – recipients,
local authorities and international NGOs, for example.
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Key informant interviews

Table 6 / Breakdown of interviewees by type of agency

Category

Male

Female

Total

Academic/analysis

18

10

27 (17.7%)

Donors

9

11

20 (13%)

UN

25

10

35 (23%)

RCRC

5

5

10 (6.6%)

INGOs

21

9

30 (19.8%)

NNGOs

2

1

3 (2%)

Humanitarian networks

7

6

13 (8.6%)

Regional organisations

3

3

6 (4%)

Other (media, private
sector, peace orgs, etc.)

3

5

8 (5.3%)

Total

93 (60.8%)

60 (39.2%)

153

Interviews were semi-structured, based on a protocol derived from the
common study framework. Interviewees generally took a global, rather than
an operation-specific, view of the performance of the system. Interviews
were conducted in English, and followed ODI’s research ethics policy.
Analysis
Interviews were either noted or recorded and transcribed, and the
resulting documents were coded in MaxQDA 12 using the common coding
framework. The coding exercise resulted in 3,320 coded sections of text.
The team analysed the coded texts against the common study matrix to
identify evidence relating to each element of the matrix and determine the
strength of this evidence. Evidence strength was assessed using a scoring

Components
and methods

Selection of interviewees
The key informant interviews were designed to be as representative as
possible. The team aimed to cover all of the major types of actor within
the sector: UN agencies, the Red Cross and Crescent Movement (RCRC),
international NGOs, national NGOs, donors, development banks and other
multilaterals, think-tanks, academia, the media, affected governments and
commentators. The team also sought out respondents at different levels
of the system and of the organisations and bodies outlined above – from
senior leaders to those working at functional, operational or operational
coordination levels in humanitarian programmes. The team also used a
snowball approach, asking interviewees to recommend people who had
differing views or who represented a particular aspect of a discussion, or
who had specific technical or geographic expertise. In all, 153 people were
interviewed. The breakdown of interviewees by type of agency is given in
Table 6.
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?
Interviews with around

500
PEOPLE
fed into the analysis for
the SOHS 2018.

system. If an issue recurred in a significant number of interviews (typically
10–20-plus) in largely the same way then it was assessed as ‘strong’. If an
issue recurred in a similar way in a number of interviews, either numerically
(5–10) or in a very similar way among a smaller number of people with
expertise in that particular topic, it was assessed as ‘moderate’. If the issue
recurred in a handful of interviews, or in a number of interviews but in a
different way (for instance a wide range of divergent views on a particular
issue), the evidence was assessed as ‘weak’. The findings were presented, by
OECD DAC criterion, in a preliminary summary.
Constraints
The major constraint, as might be expected with an exercise of this nature,
was getting people to commit to and then attend interviews. People within
the humanitarian sector have high workloads and unpredictable travel, and
senior leaders are regularly responding to similar interview requests. As a
result, the interview team became overly reliant on personal connexions
and relationships, influencing respondent selection. Some groups were
under-represented because, despite numerous invitations, very few
individuals agreed to be interviewed. As with the case studies, a further
constraint with the interview approach was that the results were almost
entirely perceptional.
Aid recipient survey
Selection of countries and participants
For this State of the Humanitarian System report, ALNAP again commissioned
GeoPoll to carry out telephone surveys in DRC, the Horn of Africa (Kenya
and Ethiopia), Iraq and Afghanistan. The SOHS 2012 was one of the first
major surveys of aid recipients in humanitarian action, reaching 1,104 aid
recipients in DRC. This iteration surveyed 5,000 aid recipients across the
five countries. These countries were chosen to represent humanitarian
responses in a variety of geographical areas and contexts. The selection
was partially influenced by the choice of case study countries, and aimed to
include more conflict contexts to make up for their under-representation in
the case studies.
The survey used a probability sample of mobile phone respondents, with
a two-step sampling methodology:
1. Pre-stratification: respondents were selected based on key factors such
as age, gender or location, to allow for comparisons across different
demographic groups and to ensure representation. Respondents in
the GeoPoll database are incrementally indexed for pre-stratification
purposes. With respect to location, as the aim of the survey was to
elicit responses from people who had been in receipt of aid, certain
geographical regions (where a higher proportion of the population had
been in receipt of humanitarian aid) were chosen for the survey in DRC,
Iraq and Kenya.
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Table 7 / Geographical regions chosen for the aid recipient survey
Iraq

Kenya

Majority of the sample from
the following provinces
(though not limited to these
provinces):

Limited to the following
provinces:

Limited to the following
locations:

North Kivu

Anbar

Turkana

South Kivu

Ninewa

Wajir

Katanga

Erbil

Marsabit

Maniem

Kirkuk

Isiolo

Salahal-Din

Mandera

Baghdad

Garissa

Dahuk

Nairobi

Diyala

Tana River

Sulaymaniyah
Babylon

2. Simple Random Sample (SRS): respondents were randomly selected
from the GeoPoll database (a database of all mobile phone subscribers
or mobile subscribers with the largest service providers in the country)
to participate in a survey. GeoPoll asked eligibility questions at the
beginning of the survey to determine if the respondent had been an
aid recipient within the past two years. Only those who were eligible
continued on to complete the survey. Recipients were all aged 15 years
and over.
In total, 693,795 surveys were sent out, 31,987 people responded
and 5,000 completed responses were received (including 331 responses
to the CATI voice questionnaire (see below) in Iraq). The relatively low
number of completions among those who responded is largely a function
of the eligibility question: many respondents had not received aid in the
past two years.

Questionnaire structure
ALNAP provided GeoPoll with the content of questions for the survey,
which used the same or slightly modified questions from the 2012 and 2015
editions to provide consistent comparisons over time. The 2018 survey
used text-based (SMS) survey instruments (with the exception of Iraq) to
collect data, which was the same method used in the 2012 and 2015 editions.
In Iraq, GeoPoll collected a portion of the responses with computer-aided
telephone interviewing (CATI). CATI was used as a supplemental method in
order to increase response rates.

Components
and methods

DRC
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Constraints and limitations
The methodology used for the aid recipient survey suffers from a number of
potential biases.
Selection bias: as there is no overall, country-level list of aid recipients,
it is not possible to conduct a probability sample specially targeting all
aid recipients. Rather, GeoPoll targeted the whole population, and then
screened out those who were not aid recipients. In some cases, it may
be theoretically possible to conduct a probability sample of the whole
population, using census data as the sampling frame. However, it is not clear
that aid recipients mirror the entire population in composition, and so data
on the overall population would not represent the subset of the population
who had received aid.
The aid recipient survey uses a database of mobile phone subscribers as
the sampling frame. The degree to which this reflects the entire population
will differ from country to country, depending on the proportion of the
population who are mobile subscribers (see Table 8).

Table 8 / Rates of mobile phone ownership

Country

Mobile phone penetration

Unique subscribers (m)

Kenya

59%

28.3

Ethiopia

34%

34.7

DRC

26%

21.0

Iraq

50%

Not applicable

Afghanistan

41%*

Not applicable

Source: GSMA The Mobile Economy 2017, https://www.gsma.com/mobileeconomy/
Notes: m: million. As Afghanistan was not included in the GSMA report, we have inserted the following
calculation as an estimate: the GeoPoll database in Afghanistan as a percentage of the national population,
multiplied by the reverse proportion of mobile network operators (MNOs) on which GeoPoll is active.

The fact that only those individuals with access to a mobile phone are
able to participate in the survey research introduces important selection
biases, when comparing respondents to the whole population. In particular,
respondents will tend to be more urban, male, younger and of a higher
socio-economic status.
Non-response bias: the relatively low response rates suggest that some
respondents elected not to participate in the study. There could be a number
of reasons for this, in particular literacy levels (as the survey was delivered
by SMS, people with low levels of literacy would tend not to respond). One
concrete illustration of these biases was the relatively low rate of female and
older respondents. Overall, 28% of respondents were female and 72% male;
43% were aged 15–24, 33% 25–34 and 24% 35 and above.
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Surveys of

aid practitioners

116

countries

28

governments

5,000
aid recipients from
Afghanistan, DRC,
Ethiopia, Iraq and
Kenya
informed the
SOHS 2018.

Practitioner and government surveys
The practitioner and government surveys for this iteration of the SOHS
were updated to ensure that the questions asked covered all of the areas in
the study matrix, but without sacrificing the comparability of the survey
over time. The surveys were translated into French, Spanish and Arabic and
uploaded to SurveyMonkey for dissemination.
The ALNAP team prepared a dissemination plan mapping local NGO
networks and national disaster management agencies (NDMAs), liaised
with the SOHS Strategic Advisory Group to spread the word and supported
ALNAP Members that are operational with messaging and channels so
that the surveys could reach staff on the ground. Adverts were placed on
ReliefWeb and Dawns Digest, and the survey was also promoted with social
media campaigns. The surveys were open for six months (from August
2017 to January 2018) and were completed by 1,170 practitioners and 38
government representatives from a wide geographical spread.
The ALNAP team cleaned and prepared all the answers collected
through pivot charts in spreadsheets, to allow for cross-cutting and analysis
of the data received. Datasets from past SOHS surveys were incorporated to
allow for comparison of responses over time.

Components
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1,170

GeoPoll ran a test to check for any statistically significant differences
between gender or age categories in each country. There were statistically
significant differences in answers by gender in only 14% of the response
sets,3 and by age in 42% of response sets. We considered applying a weight
to the results, but in the majority of cases there was no need to apply a
weight to the results (as there was no statistically significant difference
based on gender or age), and on those where it would have been useful,
the weights GeoPoll would need to use would be higher than typically
recommended, which would have led to significant over-compensation.
These constraints are important, but it is worth remembering that it is
not currently possible to create a true probability sample of aid recipients,
and that any survey mechanism will suffer from selection bias. The SMS
approach, while affected by the biases above, does offer the ability to
collect responses from hard to reach areas (those which were not accessed
by the case studies, for example). It may also avoid interview effects
(such as interviewees providing responses that they think will please the
interviewer) and provide better-quality data from those who respond (Link
et al., 2014).
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Literature review
The literature review was used mainly to provide information on specific
areas not captured fully by other means in the Study Matrix. These related
primarily to the functions of the humanitarian system beyond the provision
of humanitarian assistance, including protection and resilience. The rationale
for considering these elements in a separate literature review is that, while
these activities should be addressed in humanitarian evaluations, there is
some evidence that they do not receive consistent attention in humanitarian
activities, and so will not be adequately covered in programme evaluations.
Selection of literature to review
Following a review of gaps in the SOHS evidence base in October 2017, and
taking account of the limited time available, the literature review focused on
the following topics:
•
•
•
•
•
•

cash transfers and vouchers
livelihood support and social protection
urban humanitarian issues
the humanitarian–development nexus
‘systemic’ issues – those that went beyond specific agencies or programmes
protection and the humanitarian system.

From the search process described below, the researchers identified around
50 key sources to inform a thematic synthesis on the list of topics above. The
literature search was conducted using a variety of sources, including:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Humanitarian Policy Group and Humanitarian Practice Network
Disasters journal
ALNAP
Groupe URD
Feinstein International Center (Tufts)
Refugee Studies Centre
Chatham House
Other academic sources
OCHA
IRIN
Other relevant publications, including NGO policy papers

A JSTOR search was undertaken with the following search string:
((humanitarian) OR (disasters)). Search results were limited to works
addressing the topics above, published in 2015–17 and concerning current or
recent humanitarian responses. Works of a speculative nature or covering
topics that are well-addressed in evaluations were excluded.
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Analysis of literature
The same coding system was used to organise the literature review material
as was used for the evaluation synthesis, for consistency and simplicity. The
synthesis process involved two elements:

Again, the process was inductive and iterative, with provisional synthesis
findings identified as the process went on, and extracts grouped under subheadings (provisional findings or hypotheses) within each topic, according
to whether they tended to confirm or contradict the finding in question.
These were tested against the wider sample, with additional extracts being
added as appropriate to strengthen the evidence base.

As the literature
tends to take the
form of ‘illustrated
argument’, the
potential for
bias is clear. But
the comparative
strength of the
literature review
is that it allows
a topic-based
investigation
across multiple
crises and
organisation types.

Constraints and limitations
Many of the same factors noted above for the evaluation synthesis also
apply to the literature review. Indeed, the nature of the evidence is even
more variable, being based on sometimes ill-defined questions and unclear
methods of enquiry. However, a significant part of the literature reviewed
itself consisted of a review of results from different studies, and so provides
a useful (if not always fully reliable) meta-analysis on the topics in question.
As the literature tends to take the form of ‘illustrated argument’, the
potential for bias is clear. But the comparative strength of the literature
review is that it allows a topic-based investigation across multiple crises and
organisation types. In some areas, notably in the field of cash transfers and
the comparative strengths and weaknesses of this modality compared to
others (e.g. food assistance), the evidence base is relatively strong and some
valid quantitative comparison appears possible. In other areas, the analysis
is considerably more subjective.
One of the main constraints was available time. This was a limited and
strictly topic-focused exercise, designed mainly to fill identified gaps in
the evidence base for SOHS. As with the evaluation synthesis, there was
considerable reliance on the judgment of those conducting the synthesis as
to the relevance and strength of the evidence, as well as its interpretation.
Synthesis
Once the preliminary reports from the various elements of the research had
been completed, outlining key points for each of the OECD DAC criteria and
the strength and source of evidence for each, the ALNAP Secretariat team
compiled nine reports, one for each of the criteria, containing all the points
from the various sources. These reports highlighted where components agreed
and where they disagreed. They also proposed alternative explanations for
phenomena which had been observed in the components, aiming to challenge

Components
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1. Collating the material according to related findings on common topics.
2. Identifying findings that appeared to be broadly common across a
range of evidence from the source material. Some meta-findings were
also identified.
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the explanations given by interviewees, as a way of interrogating the arguments
presented in the preliminary reports. The ALNAP team and the consultants
in charge of each of the components met for a two-day writing conference to
discuss these reports, and in particular to:
• Consider the key points and agree on those they felt were sufficiently
well evidenced to be included in the final report.
• Identify any evidence that they were aware of that contradicted these
points or that suggested alternative explanations.
• Weigh the balance of information where the reports pointed to
disagreement: attempt to explain or resolve the disagreement on the
basis of the evidence collected.
• Consider alternative explanations, and the evidence for these, and
determine how viable these explanations were.
• Identify important gaps in the information, including information
required to address disagreements or alternative explanations, and any
research that might address these gaps.

[T]he main points
included in the
report were those
for which there
was strong or
moderate evidence
from a number
of sources, and
where there
was very little
evidence, or only
weak evidence, to
support alternative
descriptions of the
situation...

On the basis of this writing conference, the SOHS team agreed the main
outlines of the report. The lead author then developed the report around
this agreed structure. In doing so, he worked with a research assistant to
identify research, other literature and additional interviewees to address
important gaps, resolve contradictions in the evidence (where these had not
been resolved in the writing conference), allow a more thorough assessment
of alternative explanations or provide information that would enable points
that were only weakly evidenced to be supported or rejected. The lead
author also conducted a number of spot-checks comparing the original
coded material to key points and strength of evidence, in order to validate
the consultants’ assessments.
In the final analysis, the main points included in the report were those
for which there was strong or moderate evidence from a number of sources,
and where there was very little evidence, or only weak evidence, to support
alternative descriptions of the situation, or explanations as to the causes
of the situation. Obviously, in some instances the balance of evidence was
closer. Where this was the case, this is noted in the text. The text also
includes points for which there was limited supporting evidence, but which
are important because they challenge existing orthodoxies and may inspire
further research. Where this is the case, the limited nature of the evidence
is noted in the text.
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Constraints and limitations
Two key constraints emerged in the synthesis phase, both of which relate
to the nature of the information on which conclusions are drawn. The first
is that the report, while aiming to discuss the system as a whole, is actually
building up an assessment of the system from descriptions of its various
disparate elements: from particular countries or organisations. This is
problematic because there can be significant variety between one situation
and another: any ‘overall’ assessment can obscure these differences, and
end up describing generalities that are not true in many places. To the
degree possible, the report addresses this by identifying elements that
were common in the large majority of situations, and – where this was not
the case – clarifying elements that were common only in one of the three
contexts, or elements that appeared to be specific to a particular country
or type of organisation. Nevertheless, the reader should be aware that the
general performance assessments and trends identified in this report will
not be true in all situations, from Afghanistan to Zimbabwe, and that any
particular operation is likely to have at least some elements that differ
appreciably from those outlined in the report.
By building up the sum from the parts, this approach also, arguably,
misses out important elements of system performance – of those properties
of the humanitarian system that are more than the sum of the parts. For
example, the adequacy and added value of the collective processes (e.g.
needs assessment and strategic planning) to which so much time and effort
is devoted are only captured tangentially. Although the composite approach
can shed light on these issues, the overall performance of the system as a
system – and the ways in which that system is evolving – can only be partly
captured by this approach.
The second key constraint has already been mentioned in the sections
above – but holds good for the whole as well as for the parts. The State of the
Humanitarian System report is largely based on perceptions – the perceptions of
humanitarian professionals, of aid recipients and of academics and government
representatives who work alongside or observe humanitarian activities. In
some cases, this is exactly the right type of information on which to base an
assessment. If we wish to know whether people feel that they are treated with
dignity, then we are, essentially, asking about their perceptions of their lived
experience. In other cases, it is much less useful. Perceptions are a poor basis
on which to determine whether we are reaching all people in need, if one of
the reasons we fail to reach these people is that we don’t know they are there in
the first place. Perceptions are also poor guides to phenomena such as excess
mortality in a population, which tends to become visible only at a scale which is
not visible to the individual observer. One of the troubling elements of the state
of the system in 2017 is the number of things that it doesn’t know, and doesn’t
find out (see box on information gaps in the humanitarian system).
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Information gaps in the humanitarian system
In researching this edition of the SOHS, it became clear that many of the
most important information gaps identified in previous versions have still
not been filled. In particular:
•

The number of people in need of humanitarian assistance. Estimates
for the number of people in need have improved over the past three
years: rather than being based primarily on the number of people in
appeals for humanitarian assistance, Humanitarian Needs Overviews
now separate ‘People in Need’ from ‘People Targeted’ (generally a lower
figure). However, the figures for people in need are often extrapolated
from weak or outdated population data. In addition, different humanitarian programmes use different classifications and understandings of
need, making it more difficult to create an accurate global total.

•

The number of people dying in humanitarian crises. For a number of
reasons, it is still extremely unusual for humanitarians to obtain and
use data for excess mortality in a population affected by crisis, particularly in non-camp situations. This makes it impossible to say whether
humanitarian activities are having, or have had, any effect on keeping
people alive.

•

The costs of humanitarian response at an organisational level. Different
organisations use very different approaches to accounting for funds, and
these accounts are generally closed (at least at any level that would allow
serious examination) This prevents any serious consideration of actual or
potential efficiencies.

•

The longer-term impact of humanitarian response. Very little
research is done on the longer-term, positive and negative impacts of
humanitarian responses on the lives, societies and economies where
they take place.

The State of the Humanitarian System report and the World Humanitarian
Summit
For this edition of The State of the Humanitarian System report, ALNAP also
developed two small research components to explore issues of performance (as defined by the DAC criteria) related to the WHS. The first, using
a method modelled loosely on outcome harvesting, sought to understand
how policy aims expressed in the WHS commitments are unfolding on the
ground in two countries: Ethiopia and Lebanon. The second used an indicator-based approach to look at how the system might monitor progress
on the WHS commitments, and how these indicators map onto the DAC
criteria used to evaluate humanitarian performance. These elements are
published separately, and more information on the methodology is available
in these reports.
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Endnotes for this chapter
1. FAO, OCHA, UNDP, UN Population Fund (UNFPA), UN Habitat,
UNHCR, UNICEF, WFP and WHO.

3. In Iraq: on quantity of aid, quality of aid, communication by
humanitarians, ability to give feedback. In Afghanistan: on
communication by humanitarians, ability to give feedback, being treated
with dignity. There were no statistically significant differences by gender
in CAR, Ethiopia or Kenya.
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2. Interviews in Colombia related both to ‘natural’ disaster and to conflict –
but the majority were concerned with ‘natural’ disasters.

4

4
TH E STU DY
PE R IOD
This chapter provides background and context to the report by outlining
key events involving the international humanitarian system over the period
January 2015–December 2017.

70

THE STATE OF THE HUMANITARIAN SYSTEM

Complex emergencies

With between

19 & 22
million
people thought
to be in need of
humanitarian
assistance in
the period, the
situation in
Yemen has been
called the worst
humanitarian
crisis in the world.

The civil war in Syria continued. Over 13 million people inside the country
were assessed as being in need of humanitarian assistance in 2016 and 2017
(OCHA, 2015b; 2016d; 2017a), of whom almost 3 million were living in
besieged or hard to reach areas (OCHA, 2017a). Despite a number of UN
Security Council resolutions (S/RES/2139 (2014), S/RES/2165 (2014), S/
RES/2209 (2015), S/RES/2268 (2016)) over the period, civilians were subject
to indiscriminate attacks, sieges and blockades, shelling and bombing and
chemical attacks (HRW, 2015; 2016; OCHA, 2015b). The war also became
increasingly international. Russia significantly intensified its military and
political support to the Syrian government, supplying fighter jets, other
military equipment and some troops (ICG, 2015b). Iran also provided
military and diplomatic support to the Syrian regime, while countries
including the US, UK, Turkey and several Gulf States supported groups
fighting the regime.
In neighbouring Iraq, the IASC maintained Level 3 (L3) humanitarian
emergency status until the end of 2017. The takeover of significant
territories by Islamic State and subsequent military operations against the
group led to widespread human rights violations and the displacement of
nearly 6 million people.1 In 2017, some 11 million people were in need of
humanitarian assistance.
Civil war broke out in Yemen in March 2015 following several months
of political turmoil. The following July the situation was classified as an L3
emergency. With between 19 and 22 million people thought to be in need of
humanitarian assistance over the period (OCHA, 2015a; 2016e; 2017b), the
situation has been called the worst humanitarian crisis in the world (UN,
2018a). A cholera epidemic in October 2016 led to a million suspected cases
– the largest in history (WHO, 2016a; 2018c) – and in early 2017 Yemen
was one of four countries identified as facing impending famine (along
with Somalia, South Sudan and Nigeria), with 8.7 million people at risk of
starvation (UN, 2017) as a result of a naval blockade by Saudi-led forces and
repeated denial of humanitarian access by all parties to the conflict (ICG,
2017a). As in Syria, there is significant international involvement, by Iran,
Saudi Arabia and a number of Gulf States, as well as offshoots of al-Qaeda
and Islamic State (ICG, 2015c).
Continued conflict in South Sudan saw widespread violence against
civilians, including sexual violence, as well as increasing shelter, health,
education and food security needs. The conflict also generated mass internal
displacement and large refugee flows. Famine was declared in two counties
in early 2017 following poor harvests, exacerbated by the impact of conflict
on food production and exchange and displacement (ICG, 2017b). South
Sudan also experienced a major cholera outbreak. While the number of
people estimated to be in need of humanitarian assistance increased from
6 million to 7.5 million in 2016 and 2017, humanitarian responses were
hampered by conflict, the very large distances involved and
poor infrastructure.
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Crises in the Sahel were driven by a convergence of factors, including
extreme poverty and chronic vulnerability, the impacts of climate change
and instability stemming from conflict and the activities of radical groups
including Boko Haram (OCHA, 2016g). Between 2014 and 2016 a multiyear regional strategy was established for nine Sahelian countries2 to tackle
food insecurity and malnutrition, provide immunisations and other health
services, deliver access to safe water and sanitation, support livelihoods
and education and address the needs of displaced people (OCHA, 2017g).
Although the strategy produced some results (ibid.), 24 million people
were still in need of humanitarian aid in 2017. Conditions were particularly
severe in conflict-hit areas of northern Mali and the Lake Chad basin.
While famine in north-eastern Nigeria was largely averted by concerted
humanitarian and government efforts (OCHA, 2018c), almost 11 million
people were in need of humanitarian assistance in the Lake Chad
basin (ibid.).
Chronic insecurity and high levels of humanitarian need persisted in
DRC. Seven million people were estimated to be in need in 2015 as a result
of internal displacement due to fighting, refugee inflows from neighbouring
countries and recurrent cholera, measles and malaria outbreaks (ACAPS,
2018c). In August 2016, violence in the Kasais displaced some 1.3 million
people and forced 30,000 to flee to Angola (ReliefWeb, 2018). The UN
declared an L3 emergency in October 2017 (UN, 2018b), by which time the
number of people in need had reached 13 million.
The L3 emergency response was deactivated in CAR in May 2015
following a ceasefire and the deployment of a peacekeeping mission, but
progress towards peace and stability was uneven, and conflict escalated
again from mid-2016 (IASC, 2018; OCHA, 2016f; 2017f; AP, 2014). Nearly half
of the population (around 2.5 million people) were in need of humanitarian
assistance, including protection and access to basic services (OCHA, 2015c;
2016f; 2017f ). An internal UN report leaked in 2015 alleged that several
soldiers serving as part of the French military contingent in the country
had sexually exploited children (Laville, 2015; Morland, 2016). A subsequent
investigation by the French authorities was closed two years later due to
insufficient evidence (Magistrates dismiss sex abuse case against French
soldiers in Africa, 2018; Morenne, 2017; Morland, 2016).
The humanitarian situation in Afghanistan deteriorated in 2015–17
as armed conflict intensified between Afghan forces and the Taliban and
Islamic State. By the end of the period over 9 million people were in need of
assistance (OCHA, 2016). The conflict has been characterised by repeated
violations of IHL, including attacks on civilians and civilian infrastructure.
According to WHO data, between 2014 and 2016 ‘there was a 110 percent
increase in the number of healthcare facilities attacked (from 25 to 53) and
a 163 percent increase (from 72 to 189) on healthcare facilities closed by
parties to the conflict’ (OCHA, 2017).
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Internal displacement as a result of the conflict in Ukraine remained
high, at 1.8 million in 2017. Elderly people make up nearly 30% of the
population in need of humanitarian assistance. Access to humanitarian aid
and basic services was limited; freedom of movement remained severely
constrained in non-government-controlled territories, and between these
territories and government-controlled regions (OCHA, 2015;
2016a; 2017b).
In a historic development, the government of Colombia signed a
peace deal with the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC)
in September 2016. The demobilisation process was completed the
following February, and in September FARC launched its own political
party. Following 50 years of conflict, Colombia has the largest displaced
population in the world (Latimer and Swithern, 2017). Elsewhere in Latin
America, violence in El Salvador, Honduras and Guatemala (the Northern
Triangle) reached levels unprecedented outside of a war zone (MSF, 2017),
including murder, kidnapping and extortion. In 2015, there were 6,650
homicides in El Salvador, 8,035 in Honduras and 4,778 in Guatemala (ibid.).
Violence against Rohingya people in Rakhine State in Myanmar
escalated in 2017, forcing hundreds of thousands of Rohingya to take
refuge across the border in Bangladesh (ACAPS, 2018d). UN and other
humanitarian agencies were largely prevented from accessing Rakhine State
by the Myanmar government.

‘Natural’ disasters and health crises
The earthquakes in Nepal in April 2015 were the deadliest and costliest
‘natural’ disasters over the period (Guha-Sapir, Hoyois and Below, 2016a).
The death toll exceeded 8,800 (ibid.; OCHA, 2017) and the financial cost to
the country was $5.2 billion (Guha-Sapir, Hoyois and Below, 2016b). More
than 5.6 million people were affected, over 600,000 houses destroyed and
another 288,000 damaged across 14 districts (OCHA, 2016j; 2017e). The
humanitarian response was led by the government of Nepal and local civil
society organisations, requiring international actors to adapt their ways of
working and operate through partnerships and collaboration with local and
national actors (Featherstone and Bogati, 2016; Grünewald and
Burlat, 2016).
The El Niño phenomenon passed its peak by early 2016 but its effects
were felt long afterwards. In East Africa, over 20 million people were made
food insecure due to El Niño-related drought, with Somalia (threatened
with famine in 2017), Ethiopia and Sudan the hardest-hit (OCHA, 2016b;
2016c). In Southern Africa over 30 million people were food insecure by
early 2016 (OCHA, 2016c; 2016b; ReliefWeb, 2017c). Nearly 7 million people
were in need of humanitarian assistance in Malawi in 2016, and 4 million in
Zimbabwe. In the Asia-Pacific, countries most severely affected by El Niño
included the Marshall Islands, Papua New Guinea, Vietnam, Timor-Leste,
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Refugee contexts
In 2017, the global refugee population reached 25.4 million people3 –
the highest ever recorded, with the refugee population under UNHCR’s
mandate increasing by 65% over the previous five years. The number
and proportion of refugees in protracted displacement also increased
significantly, accounting for two-thirds of all refugees by the end of 2017
(UNHCR, 2016a; 2017b; 2018). Overall, 85% of refugees under UNHCR’s
mandate – 16.9 million people – were hosted in developing regions in 2017
(UNHCR, 2018).

The study period

The Ebola Crisis
highlighted
a number of
shortcomings
in the system,
particularly in
addressing a
new or relatively
unknown type of
crisis, while also
demonstrating the
effectiveness of
certain elements of
the humanitarian
architecture.

Fiji and Vanuatu, which were simultaneously recovering from the impact
of Tropical Cyclones Winston and Pam (OCHA, 2016c; 2016b). In Latin
America and the Caribbean, El Niño resulted in drought conditions in some
areas and heavier than normal rainfall in others, leading to increased food
insecurity and the spread of diseases such as cholera, Zika, malaria, dengue
and chikungunya (OCHA, 2016c). Countries most severely affected included
El Salvador, Guatemala, Haiti and Honduras (ibid.).
Hurricane Matthew impacted a number of Caribbean nations in 2016,
and Hurricanes Irma and Maria, which hit within two weeks of each other
in August–September 2017, caused significant damage. In mid-2017, 1.4
million people in Haiti – over half of those affected by Hurricane Matthew –
remained in need of assistance.
The Ebola Virus Disease (EVD) Outbreak in West Africa continued. The
outbreak was the largest in history, and the first where the disease affected
densely populated urban centres. This led to unprecedented infection rates,
particularly in Liberia, Guinea and Sierra Leone (US Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, 2017). By the time the region was declared Ebolafree in June 2016 (WHO, 2016c), 28,616 cases and 11,310 deaths had been
recorded (WHO, 2018a). Countries affected by the outbreak also suffered
serious socioeconomic consequences. For example, Liberia lost ‘8 per cent
of its doctors, nurses and midwives in the crisis, leading to a 111 per cent
increase in maternal mortality and a 28 per cent increase in under age 5
mortality’ (OCHA, 2016j). The crisis highlighted a number of shortcomings
in the international humanitarian system, particularly in addressing a
new or relatively unknown type of crisis, while also demonstrating the
effectiveness of certain elements of the humanitarian architecture (DuBois
et al., 2015; Harmer and Grünewald, 2016; House of Commons International
Development Committee, 2016; Panel of Independent Experts, 2015). In
December 2016, a final trial of an experimental Ebola vaccine confirmed
that it provides high protection against EVD (WHO, 2016b). There were
new Ebola outbreaks in DRC at the end of the period under study, with
many lessons learnt from the previous outbreak being implemented.
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4.8
million
Afghans were
forcibly displaced
(including
internally
displaced) at the
end of 2017, with
perhaps

2.5
million
more living in
Pakistan and Iran
in 2017.

The number of Syrian refugees grew steadily in 2015–17, reaching 6.3
million by the end of the period (UNHCR, 2016e; 2017d; 2017c; 2018). In
2015, Turkey surpassed Pakistan as the world’s largest refugee-hosting
country, with 2.5 million Syrians and around a quarter of a million refugees
and asylum-seekers from other countries. By the end of 2017 Turkey was
hosting over 3.5 million refugees, 90% of whom were in urban centres
rather than camps (UNHCR, 2015c; 2016f; 2018g). In Lebanon, the Syrian
refugee population was estimated at 992,000 at the end of 2017 (UNHCR,
2015b; 2018d), with a further 653,000 in Jordan (UNHCR, 2018c), alongside
over 2.1 million Palestinian refugees. Restrictions on registration and
employment meant that most Syrian refugees were forced to scratch a living
in the informal economy, where they were vulnerable to harassment and
abuse at the hands of employers. In Jordan, almost three-quarters of Syrian
refugees were living below the poverty line at the end of 2017 (UNHCR,
2016c; 2018d).
Some 4.8 million Afghans were forcibly displaced (including internally
displaced) at the end of 2017, with perhaps 2.5 million more living in
Pakistan and Iran without refugee status. Some 365,000 refugees and
610,000 undocumented Afghans returned from Pakistan and Iran in 2017
(IOM/UNHCR, 2017; 2018). According to Human Rights Watch, returns
from Pakistan amounted to coercion – and refoulment in some cases – by
the Pakistani authorities (HRW, 2017). The EU signed an agreement with
Afghanistan in 2016 to collaborate on returning Afghans found to be in
the EU illegally, but this did not appear to have had a significant effect on
the numbers being deported back to Afghanistan: 38,890 were ordered to
leave in 2015, 30,325 in 2016 and 29,035 in 2017. The numbers for returned
Afghans were much smaller: 3,290 in 2015, 9,480 in 2016 and 6,620 in 2017.
South Sudan overtook Somalia in 2016 as the third-largest source
country for refugees after Syria and Afghanistan, with the number of
refugees fleeing the country doubling over the course of a year, from
778,700 at end-2015 to over 1.4 million people at end-2016. By 2017, 2.4
million South Sudanese were refugees. Most fled to Uganda, Sudan,
Ethiopia, Kenya and DRC (UNHCR, 2017b). Uganda, which hosted
1.4 million refugees in 2017, a 44% increase over 2016, maintained its
comprehensive framework for refugees, providing them with freedom
of movement, the right to work and establish businesses, the right to
documentation, access to social services and plots of land for shelter and
agricultural production. However, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees,
Filippo Grandi, said in 2017 that the system was at ‘breaking point’ (Uganda
at breaking point, 2017). In Burundi, political violence in 2015 forced over
400,000 people to flee the country (UNHCR, 2018a). The following year,
violence in the Kasais in DRC led to large numbers of refugees crossing into
neighbouring countries, pushing the total Congolese refugee population up
from 537,500 to 620,800, alongside 4.4 million internally displaced
persons (IDPs).
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In Kenya, UNHCR has been implementing voluntary repatriation of
Somali refugees since 2014. Critics argue that refugees are being coerced
into returning to Somalia, which still faces a complex emergency, including
severe food insecurity and violent extremism. The Kenyan government
stopped recognising Somalis as prima facie refugees, closed the Department
of Refugee Affairs and sought the closure of the Dadaab refugee camps.
In February 2017, the Kenyan High Court blocked these efforts (Amnesty
International, 2017; UNHCR, 2017a).
Escalating violence in Rakhine State in Myanmar led to the exodus of an
estimated 650,000 Rohingya people into Bangladesh between August and
December 2017, as well as significant displacement inside the country. The
Bangladesh government is not a signatory to the 1951 Refugee Convention
and does not recognise the Rohingya as refugees, regarding them instead as
temporary migrants awaiting return to Myanmar (Wake and Yu, 2018).
Migrant arrivals in Europe peaked in October 2015. In 2015 and 2016,
the number of first-time asylum applications in the EU doubled, to a record
high of nearly 1.3 million each year. In Germany, the refugee population
increased by 45% in 2017, to 970,400, making Germany the world’s sixthlargest refugee-hosting country (and the only high-income country in
the top ten). Most applications were from people from Syria, Iraq and
Afghanistan. At least 3,771 people died in 2015, 5,096 in 2016 and 3,139 in
2017 trying to cross the Mediterranean to Europe (UNHCR, 2018e). In
2016, the EU and Turkey signed an agreement intended to prevent irregular
migration from Turkey to the EU. As part of this deal, all new irregular
migrants crossing from Turkey to the Greek islands would be returned to
Turkey. For every Syrian being returned to Turkey from the Greek islands,
another would be resettled to the EU. The agreement appears to have
reduced irregular migration: asylum applications dropped significantly in
2017, to 650,000. The EU also signed a Compact with Jordan addressing
the movement of refugees from Syria, offering Jordan multi-year grants,
concessional loans and relaxed trade regulations in return for allowing
Syrian refugees greater access to education and employment (Barbelet,
Hagen-Zanker and Mansour-Ille, 2018). A similar, smaller Compact was
signed with Lebanon.
Overall, the issue of migration became highly politicised in Europe
during this period, and the response to migrants became characterised by
a mix of hostile attitudes and, in some states, an increasing lack of political
will to fulfil legal obligations. European governments increasingly focused
on preventing the movement of refugees, asylum-seekers and migrants into
the EU. Humanitarian organisations found it hard to identify their role in
a refugee emergency in high-income countries. There was an upsurge in
volunteer movements and organisations set up by EU citizens to lead relief
efforts in EU countries including Greece, Italy and France.
Violence in Central America was a major factor in the movement of
thousands of people into Mexico and the US. In 2016 an estimated 500,000
people entered Mexico irregularly, mainly from El Salvador, Guatemala
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and Honduras (UNHCR, 2016d). Arrivals, who were seldom registered
as asylum-seekers, faced further violence from organised crime groups
and smugglers in Mexico (ICG, 2017d; MSF, 2017). In 2017, the US was
the world’s largest recipient of new asylum applications, with 331,700.
Admissions subsequently plummeted due to vigorous detention, deportation
and deterrent policies (ICG, 2017d), a temporary ban on refugee admissions
and enhanced vetting. A cap on refugee admissions limited the number of
refugees that could be resettled in the country in 2018 to 45,000 (Hirschfeld
Davis and Jordan, 2017).

Humanitarian policy
In March 2015, UN member states adopted the Sendai Framework for
Disaster Risk Reduction. The framework established four priority areas for
disaster risk reduction and set seven goals. The agreement, which runs for
15 years, is voluntary and non-binding. Key milestones for implementation
of the framework were established at the Global Platform for Disaster Risk
Reduction in May 2017. This was followed by the Cancun conference in
Mexico, where key implementation milestones were operationalised.
The World Humanitarian Summit in May 2016 in Istanbul brought
together 9,000 participants (OCHA, 2016l; 2017j). The summit was intended
to discuss and agree on core commitments to help bring about reform of
the humanitarian system. Unusually for a summit of this nature, the WHS
did not follow an inter-governmental process, but built on consultations
with both governments and civil society. At the summit, participants
made 32 core commitments under five priority responsibilities covering
conflict, civilian protection and the norms of war, displacement and
migration, ending need and humanitarian financing. Together, these core
responsibilities comprise the Agenda for Humanity, the framework laid out
by the Secretary-General to improve humanitarian action worldwide. The
summit was criticised for a perceived failure to address the increasing
marginalisation of humanitarian and refugee law in international politics.
It also did not set out any large-scale reforms and, as a civil society process,
was not intended to create binding commitments. Even so, it appeared to
provide important impetus for a number of initiatives including the ‘Grand
Bargain’, a set of commitments and workstreams designed to make the
humanitarian system more efficient, transparent and accountable.
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Endnotes for this chapter
1.

This figure is cumulative. At the time of writing, the number was
estimated at 1.5 million people (HRP, 2018). Previous HNOs and an
OCHA displacement timeline document (OCHA, 2018b) suggest that
the largest single figure at any one time was 3.42 million.

2.

Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Chad, Gambia, Mali, Mauritania, Niger,
Nigeria and Senegal.

3.

The UNHCR number includes 2.2 million Palestinian people in Gaza and
the West Bank. Elsewhere in this report, this population are counted as
IDPs, and so the number of refugees is given as 23.2 million refugees.

The study period

Also in May 2016, the United Nations Security Council adopted
Resolution 2286 reinforcing the protection granted under IHL to medical
facilities and healthcare personnel during armed conflict.
In response to the growing numbers of refugees and the increased
prominence of migration as a political issue, UN member states adopted the
New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants in 2016. The declaration
outlined a framework for addressing the global challenge of refugees (the
Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework (CRRF)) and committed
member states to adopting two global compacts – one on refugees and one
on migrants. The CRRF, on which the refugee compact was to be based,
aims for more equitable and predictable support to refugees, but does
not change or add to existing legal obligations on states. The compact
on migration was to ‘set out a range of principles, commitments and
understandings among Member States regarding international migration
in all its dimensions’ (United Nations, 2016a).

5

N E E DS AN D
FU N DI NG
The period 2015–2017 saw both the highest ever numbers of
people in need and the highest ever expenditure on international
humanitarian assistance. As in previous periods, funding was
inadequate to meet needs.
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Humanitarian needs
In 2017, an estimated 201.5 million people in 134 countries were assessed as
being in need of international humanitarian assistance.1 Close to a quarter
(23%) were living in just three countries – Yemen, Syria and Turkey. This
exceeds the 2016 estimate of at least 164.2 million2 people in need, 27% of
whom were again concentrated in three countries, Yemen, Syria and Iraq.
These countries received the largest amounts of international humanitarian
assistance that year. The figures for 2016 and, especially 2017, are a marked
increase on the 124.7 million people assessed as being in need in 2015,
although this figure, as well as figures in the last SOHS (2012–14), are not
directly comparable.3 Even so, there does appear to have been a year-onyear increase4 in the number of people in need of humanitarian assistance
across the period. This was driven by complex crises5 – crises triggered
primarily by conflict as well as at least one other type of crisis (disaster
associated with natural hazards and/or refugee situations).6
With conflict comes displacement, either within or between countries.
From 2014 to 2017, the number of people forcibly displaced due to conflict,
violence or persecution increased from 59.2 million to 68.5 million. Over
the period, the total number of IDPs7 rose by 6% (from 39.9 million to 42.2
million), and the total number of refugees by 33% (from 17.5 million to 23.2
million). Of the total displaced population, IDPs accounted for 62% in 2017
(down from 67% in 2014), and refugees 34% (up from 30%). Sustaining an
established trend, most displaced people8 were being hosted in middle- and
low-income countries9 (70% and 22% respectively in 2017). The period has
seen incremental rises in the proportion of people hosted in lower-income
countries (from 15% to 18% to 22% by 2017). High-income countries hosted
less than 7% of displaced people across the three years.

Figure 3 / Displaced populations by host country income,
2015–2017

Sources: Development Initiatives based on UNHCR, UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) and Internal
Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC) data.
Notes: World Bank classification has been used for income groups; the ‘Middle Income group’ aggregates Upper Middle Income and Lower Middle Income
groups. Based on UNRWA data, Palestinian registered refugees are included as refugees for Jordan, Lebanon and Syria, and as IDPs for Palestine.

Figure 4 / Number of people in need and top three countries by region, 2017

23% of people in need in 2017
were living in just three countries:
Yemen, Syria and Turkey

Sources: Development Initiatives based on ACAPS, FAO, GRFC Population in Crisis, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East
(UNRWA), Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters and UN OCHA.
Notes: DRC: Democratic Republic of the Congo. Region naming conventions used throughout this report are primarily based on those used by the OECD DAC; the Middle East and North of Sahara regions have been combined.
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Since 2011, the Middle East and North of Sahara10 has accommodated
more displaced people than any other region, with 14.2 million IDPs and 6.8
million refugees in 2017, followed by South of Sahara, with 13.8 million IDPs
and 6.3 million refugees.

Figure 5 / Regions hosting displaced populations, 2008–2017

Source: Development Initiatives based on UNHCR, UNRWA, and IDMC data.
Notes: OECD country naming has been used for regions, except the Middle East and North of Sahara, which have been combined. According to OECD,
Turkey is classified to be in Europe. Based on UNRWA data, Palestinian registered refugees are included as refugees for Jordan, Lebanon and Syria, and
as IDPs for Palestine. Numbers for Oceania, Fas East Asia and North and Central America represented on average less than 2% of total forcibly displaced
people for the period 2008-2017. The regions with the five largest displaced populations over the period 2008-2017 are shown in the chart.

Volumes of humanitarian assistance
The SOHS 2015 noted pronounced increases in international funding for
responses to humanitarian emergencies. The high levels of growth seen
in the previous period continued into 2015, with an increase of 16% in one
year. As a result, the total volume of international humanitarian assistance
increased significantly compared to the previous three-year reporting
period: by 2017, total funding was $27.3 billion – the highest figure ever,
and 23% higher than the equivalent sum for 2014. However, funding also
appeared to have plateaued, remaining fairly stable for most of the period
of the report: from 2015 to 2017, large annual increases were replaced by
marginal growth of around 3% per year.
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Figure 6 / International humanitarian assistance, 2013–2017

Needs & funding

Source: Development Initiatives based on OECD DAC, FTS, CERF and DI’s unique dataset for private contributions.
Notes: Figures for 2017 are preliminary estimates. Totals for previous years differ from those reported in previous Global Humanitarian Assistance
reports due to deflation and updated data and methodology. Data is in constant 2016 prices. Totals in this chart will differ from those calculated based on
humanitarian expenditure in figures 8,9,11 and 12.

Private funding grew at a faster rate than institutional funding. Again,
compared to the last SOHS period, private funding grew by 30%, and
institutional funding by 21%. However, volumes of private funding vary
year-on-year, with high-profile sudden-onset crises seemingly driving larger
volumes. There was an exceptionally high level of private giving in 2015,
possibly in response to the Nepal Earthquake and the Ebola Outbreak in
West Africa. The growth in private funding was not enough to significantly
change the balance between private and institutional funding as proportions
of the total (see above).

Sources of humanitarian contributions
Funding from governments and EU institutions continued to form the
majority of humanitarian funding. Overall, institutional contributions make
up 76% of the 2017 total, 77% in 2016 and 73% in 2015. This is consistent
with the pattern from the three years previously, where institutional
contributions made up 75% of international humanitarian assistance in 2012
and 2013, and 77% in 2014.
The majority of institutional funding continued to come from a small
group of donors. The largest 20 donors provided 96% of the institutional
total in 2017, the same proportion as at the start of the period. Contributions
from the three largest donors (the US, Germany and the UK)11 increased
from 53% of total international humanitarian assistance in 2015 to 59% in
2017, representing a further concentration of donors providing the lion’s
share of contributions.
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Figure 7 / Humanitarian assistance from donor governments, 2017

Source: Development Initiatives based on OECD DAC, FTS and CERF.
Notes: 2017 data for OECD DAC is preliminary. Contributions of EU member states include an imputed amount of their expenditure (see chapter on
components, methods and approach). EU institutions are also included separately for comparison and are shaded differently to distinguish them from
government donors. Although Turkey is the largest donor on the basis of the humanitarian assistance it voluntarily reports to the DAC (providing
$8,070 million in 2017), this largely comprises expenditure on hosting Syrian refugees within the country. As such, it is not strictly comparable with the
international humanitarian assistance from other donors in this figure (which does not include expenditure on refugees in the donor country) and has not
been included.

The SOHS 2015 was positive about the role that Gulf donors could play,
particularly in light of the crises then emerging in the Middle East and
North of Sahara. The surge in funding reported in 2015 was, however, shortlived, and by 2017 the UAE and Saudi Arabia, the two largest Gulf donors,
had dropped off the list of the largest ten contributors of international
humanitarian assistance.

How does the funding get there?
The long-standing trend of directing funding through UN agencies and
INGOs in the first instance held throughout the current study period.
In 2016, the most recent year for which data is available, the majority of
government funding went to UN agencies as first-level recipients, which
received $12.3 billion, equivalent to 60% of the total, the same proportion as
in 2015. In contrast, the majority of private contributions – from individuals,
trusts, foundations and corporations – were channelled through NGOs (87%
of the total), while multilateral organisations received 10%, and the Red
Cross/Red Crescent, 3%. These figures are broadly in line with the trend
over the past five years.
Current reporting practices make it impossible to track funding down
the transaction chain to aid recipients. The new functionalities provided
by OCHA FTS have improved traceability, but data beyond first-level
recipients is not yet reported comprehensively. Better reporting would help
in understanding the volumes passed to implementing partners and
the number of transaction layers in the chain, and would provide valuable
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Figure 8 / Funding channels of international humanitarian
assistance – first-level recipients, 2016

Needs & funding

Source: Development Initiatives based on Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) Development Assistance Committee (DAC), UN Office
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) Financial Tracking Service (FTS) and UN Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) data and Development
Initiatives’ unique dataset for private contributions.
Notes: RCRC: International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. First-level recipient data from government donors and EU institutions uses OECD DAC Creditor
Reporting System (CRS), UN CERF and UN OCHA FTS data. Calculations for total humanitarian assistance from OECD DAC donors use data from OECD DAC Tables 1, 2a
and ‘Members’ total use of the multilateral system’, so totals may differ. ‘Public sector’ refers both to the OECD definition and reporting to the FTS. OECD DAC CRS codes
‘other’, ‘to be defined’ and ‘public–private partnerships’ are merged to ‘other’. Private funding figures use DI’s unique dataset on private contributions for humanitarian
assistance. Data is in constant 2016 prices.

insight into the quality of funding – how much is multi-year or unearmarked
at each transaction layer. This is currently not visible.
The SOHS 2015, which covered the period prior to the WHS and the
Grand Bargain commitment to ‘localisation’, noted limited progress in
investment in local and national responders. Funding is only one aspect of
localisation, but the Grand Bargain workstream target to channel 25% of
total international humanitarian assistance ‘as directly as possible’ to local
and national responders by 2020 (The Grand Bargain, 2016) seems unlikely
to be met at current rates of progress.
Based on data reported to FTS, funding directed to local and national
responders as first-level recipients rose in 2017 to $603 million, from $458
million in 2016.12, 13 This means they received 2.9% of total international
humanitarian assistance in 2017, higher than the 2016 share of 2% but still
a long way short of the 2020 target. Most of this funding was directed to
national governments (84%, or $509 million). This left local and national
NGOs directly receiving $85 million, representing 0.4% of all international
humanitarian assistance in 2017. Compared to 2016, volumes increased by
just 0.1% ($6 million).
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The Localisation Marker Working Group14 interprets ‘as directly as
possible’ to include funds passed through one intermediary – that is, to a
second-level recipient. Using this definition, funding provided to local and
national responders both directly and through one intermediary totalled
$736 million in 2017, accounting for 3.6% of international humanitarian
assistance reported to FTS.15 This is a marginal increase on 2016, when the
figure was $535 million, or 2.3% of total funding.
Contributions to pooled funds continued to increase, possibly thanks
to the momentum generated around the Grand Bargain commitments. An
emphasis on the need to provide more unearmarked funding to allow for
quicker adjustments to changing needs, along with signatories’ efforts to
give funds ‘as directly as possible’ to local responders, may have led to an
expectation that a number of Grand Bargain targets could be met through
pooled funds.
In 2017, contributions to UN pooled funds were almost double what
they were a decade previously, in 2008. Overall volumes reached a record
high of $1.3 billion in 2017, up by 32% on 2015 levels. Funding to the CERF
increased by 18% between 2016 and 2017, from $426 million to $505 million.
While this represents the largest increase since its launch in 2006, both
in volume and proportionally, it still leaves the CERF some distance from
its $1 billion by 2018 target.16 The majority of contributions (two-thirds) to
pooled funds in 2017 came from five donors: the UK ($1.5 billion), Sweden
($721 million), the Netherlands ($553 million), Germany ($532 million) and
Norway ($368 million).
Over 2015–17, contributions to the NGO-led pooled fund, the Start Fund,
totalled an estimated $40 million. While the absolute volumes of funds
available through this Fund are small compared to the global total, such
mechanisms do enable direct funding to member NGOs.

Funding against need
The extent to which the consolidated funding requirements of UN appeals
are met is often regarded as a proxy measure of the extent to which funding
meets humanitarian needs (notwithstanding that additional funding flows
beyond appeals may be used to reach the same populations). The collective
requirement of UN appeals in 2017 was $25.2 billion, an increase of 24%
($4.9 billion) on 2014. Between 2012 and 2014, requests were largely
constant around the $20 billion mark. The increase was primarily driven
by larger requests for ongoing crises in Syria, Yemen, Somalia and Nigeria
($13.8 billion) and new appeals for Ethiopia and Pakistan ($1.8 billion).
Funding to 2017 appeals also increased, but at a slower rate than
requirements. Total funding in 2017 was $14.9 billion, the largest ever,
representing a 24% increase on 2014. However, despite these growing
funding volumes there was a shortfall of $10.3 billion in funding against
appeals – again the largest volume to date.
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Figure 9 / Requirements against funding in UN-coordinated
appeals (2008–2017)

Needs & funding

Sources: Development Initiatives based on UN OCHA FTS and UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) data.
Notes: 2012 data includes the Syria Regional Response Plan (3RP) monitored by UNHCR. 2015 data does not include the Yemen Regional Refugee and
Migrant Response Plan. To avoid double counting of the regional appeals with the country appeals in 2015, the Burundi Regional Refugee Response Plan
does not include the DRC component, CAR’s Regional Refugee Response Plan only includes the Republic of Congo component, and the Nigeria Regional
Refugee Response Plan does not include any country component. 2016 and 2017 data does not include regional appeals tracked via UNHCR (CAR and
Yemen in 2016; South Sudan, Burundi and Nigeria in 2016 and 2017). Data is in current prices. Totals in this chart will differ from those calculated by
crisis, rather than country, in figures 11 and 14.

This meant that appeals were 59.2% met in 2017, below the 2016 figure
of 61% but above the 55% registered in 2015 (which saw the largest
proportional shortfall to date, 45%). Only in 2016 did funding reach or
exceed the proportion against requirements seen in 2012 (60% met), 2013
(65% met) and 2014 (62% met). There is no clear direction of travel in terms
of securing funding against requirements.
The same appeals data allows some cross-country comparison of per
person requirements against per person funding. Notwithstanding the data
caveats around recording the number of people targeted within appeals, two
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Figure 10 / Requirements and funding per targeted person in UNcoordinated appeals, 2017

Source: DI based on UN OCHA appeals documents and Financial Tracking System (FTS).
Notes: Only appeals mentioned in the write-up have been visualised. For appeals documents, plan version with the requirements figure closest to that
recorded on FTS is used. For Syria and Iraq HRPs, the figure for ‘people directly targeted’ is used. For Hurricane Irma the ‘affected people’ figure is used. For
Syria 3RP the total figure for refugees in the area is used. For Niger Plan, the ‘people in need’ figure is used. Data in current prices.

things still stand out: the large difference in amounts requested per person
from one appeal to another; and the very different degree to which these
requests are met (from 17% to 117%). The average per person requirement
across 2017 plans was $190,17 higher than the previous SOHS’s reported
average of $179, while average funding per person targeted was $109,18
marginally above the figure reported in the last SOHS.19

Where did humanitarian funding go?
Over the last decade, humanitarian funding has become increasingly
concentrated among a small number of countries. In the period 2015–17,
the concentration remained, but did not significantly increase. Based on the
most recently available data from the DAC and FTS, the ten largest country
recipients of international humanitarian assistance accounted for 60% of
both the 2015 and 2016 international humanitarian assistance countryallocable20 totals. Syria was the largest recipient country for the fifth year in
a row, seeing a 23% increase on 2015, to reach $2.6 billion. Turkey saw the
largest growth in volume of humanitarian assistance (up $604 million,
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or 197%), followed by Iraq ($525 million, 59%) and Greece ($505 million).
Greece and Turkey21 featured among the ten largest country recipients for
the first time due to levels of assistance to the refugee response in these
countries. Volumes to Jordan and Lebanon fell by 23% ($224 million) and
20% ($160 million), respectively.
The SOHS 2015 report noted the persistence of chronic crises, and this
trend did not significantly change in 2015–17. Most funding continues to
be absorbed by long-term emergencies.22 Of the total country-allocable
international humanitarian assistance in 2016, the most recent year for
which data is available, 86% was directed to long- and medium-term
recipients.23 Close to three-quarters (74%) of the 2016 total went to longterm recipients, higher than 2014, when this group received 71% of the total.
Of the 20 largest recipients of humanitarian assistance, 16 were long-term
recipients in 2016, compared to 15 in 2014.
Based on data reported solely to OCHA’s FTS, analysis of 2017 funding
by crisis, rather than by country only, displays a similar concentration from
2014 onwards. In 2013, the five largest emergencies accounted for 48%
of total funding. This proportion has increased year-on-year since then,
such that, by 2017, 56% of all funding went to five crises: Syria, Yemen,
South Sudan, Iraq and Somalia. This progressive concentration of funding
was accompanied by a gradual shift in the geographic focus of the top ten
recipients,25 from crises predominantly in South of Sahara to the Middle
East and North of Sahara. Volumes of international humanitarian assistance
to South of Sahara increased from $5.2 billion in 2008 to $7.2 billion in 2017
(38.4%), while countries in the Middle East and North of Sahara received
progressively higher volumes each year, from $960 million in 2008 to
$10.2 billion in 2017 (up 1,097%). The share of international humanitarian
assistance going to these two regions increased from 9% to 48% in 2008–17.
In South of Sahara, it fell from 50% in 2008 to 34% in 2017.
For the fifth consecutive year, the Syria regional crisis received the
largest single-crisis proportion of funding in 2017, despite a 12% decrease in
volumes of humanitarian assistance; it accounted for 28% of the total ($5.7
billion), the same share as in 2016. Yemen’s share of humanitarian assistance
increased by nine percentage points, from 2% in 2014 to 11% 2016.
Analysis of funding recorded in FTS (2017) by country, and coded by
crisis type, shows that most (80%) is spent in countries experiencing conflict
alone, or conflict combined with at least one other crisis type. Over half
(51%) of all humanitarian assistance was directed to countries experiencing
conflict and hosting refugees; 6% went to countries experiencing conflict
and natural hazards; and 22% went to countries experiencing complex crises
with elements of all three. Only 10% of funding was directed to countries
coded as having a single crisis type (conflict alone, natural hazard alone or
refugee alone) in 2017, and only 1% ($147 million) went to countries affected
by natural hazards alone.
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Figure 11 / Five emergencies24 receiving the most international
humanitarian assistance (2008–2017)

Source: Development Initiatives based on UN OCHA FTS data.
Notes: Bars scaled by volume of international humanitarian assistance reported. Totals are shown by crisis rather than country and, in the cases of Syria,
Yemen and South Sudan, funding is for the regional crises. Data is in constant 2016 prices. Totals in this chart will differ from those calculated by country,
rather than crisis, in figures 2 and 5, and from those sourced based on appeals only in figure 9.

What were funds spent on?
Appeals for refugee responses drove an increase in both requirements and
funding under the Multi-Sector27 category, which both requested and received
the largest, and increasing, amounts over 2015–17 – up from $6.3 billion
requested and $3.5 billion received to $7.5 billion requested and $3.9 billion
received (20% and 10% of total appeal requirements, respectively). Coverage
reached 60% in 2016, but decreased in 2017, to 51%. Food Security continues to
attract the largest requests and receive the largest sector-specific contributions
(that is, excluding undefined contributions or contributions spanning multiple
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Figure 12 / International humanitarian assistance by crisis
type, 201726

Needs & funding

Source: Development Initiatives based on ACAPS, FAO, UNHCR, UNRWA, INFORM Index for Risk Management, CRED and FTS data.
Notes: Complex crises in the chart comprise those countries that were marked as having scored the criteria for all three of the types of crisis above
(conflict, refugee crisis and ‘natural’ hazards). ‘Other’ refers to those recipients that were not specified and therefore could not be coded using DI’s
methodology. Data in constant prices 2016. Diagram not to scale. Calculations are based on shares of country-allocable humanitarian assistance. Totals
in this chart will differ from those calculated by crisis, rather than country, in figures 11 and 14, and from those based on UN appeals only in figure 9.

sectors), while most other sectors see significantly less investment. Aggregate
requirements for the Food Security sector increased from $4.7 billion in 2015
to $6.5 billion in 2017; 61% of requirements under Food Security were met in
2017, compared to 53% in 2015. Multi-Sector and Food Security accounted
for the largest proportion of total requirements, consistently at 30% and 24%
respectively. Overall, the largest funding increases (by percentage) over the
period were for Nutrition (272%) and Protection (61%). The sector with the
largest funding against requirements was Coordination and Support Services,
at 84%. At the other end of the scale, Early Recovery had only 24% coverage in
2017. These two sectors have some of the lowest requirements.
Cash is reported as a modality, rather than a sector. The majority of cash
that is reported is captured within Food Security, but the focus on multipurpose cash means there is as yet no agreement on how to record these
activities, whether as part of the existing Cluster classification or outside it.
Cash transfer programming is not yet comprehensively tracked, and
current reporting allows for only partial global figures.28 In 2016, an
estimated $2.8 billion of humanitarian assistance was provided in the form
of cash and vouchers,29 representing a 40% increase on the 2015 estimate
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Figure 13 / Requirements and funding per sector on UNcoordinated appeals – 2015, 2017

Source: Development Initiatives based on UN OCHA FTS data and UN OCHA Humanitarian Clusters criteria.
Notes: CCCM: Camp Coordination and Camp Managemen; NFI: Non-Food Items. ‘Humanitarian clusters’ have been categorised according to OCHA
and IASC (Inter-Agency Standing Committee). A new category (‘Multi-sector’) has been created in order to allocate those activities which are related to
more than one humanitarian cluster. Please note that those activities whose cluster is not specified on FTS have been categorised as ‘Not specified’, thus
excluded in the final chart due to its nature and because they are not comprehensive. Refugee Response Plans (RRPs) in Burundi, Nigeria and South Sudan
for 2017 are thus excluded as UNHCR provides financial requirements by Cluster/technical sector, but not funding data. Other includes agriculture, CWC
(Communication with Communities) and Community Restoration. The total requirements for this sectors together represented less than 3% on average for
the period 2015-2017. Data is in current prices.
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of $2 billion. Consistency of reporting at recipient country level varies,
making any aggregated figures for cash unreliable. However, we can say
that, in 2017, 6% and 7% respectively of humanitarian assistance to Ethiopia
and Nigeria was in the form of cash, while Zimbabwe, Dominica and Haiti
reported 29%, 13% and 11% implemented as cash transfers.30 Given the
caveat on reporting above, no trends can be clearly identified, despite
growing recognition of the value of providing cash transfers.

Figure 14 / Concentration of funding by region (2008–2017)

Needs & funding

Source: Development Initiatives based on UN OCHA FTS data.
Notes: Data is in constant 2016 prices. Totals are shown by crisis rather than country. Totals in this chart will differ from those calculated by country and from
those based on UN appeals only in figure 9.
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In Somalia, where reporting may be comparatively stronger than
for other recipient countries, up to 17% of international humanitarian
assistance as reported to FTS contains cash elements, determined on the
basis of modality reported (cash or ‘traditional’ aid) and project descriptions.
This splits further into 11% wholly or primarily cash-based, and 6% for
which cash is one of multiple modalities.
The only data available that provides an indication of investment
in disaster preparedness and prevention (DPP) is reported to the DAC.
Looking first at 2016, $738.9 million of official31 humanitarian assistance was
directed towards DPP, representing 3.7% of donors’ official humanitarian
contributions that year, a 10% increase compared to 2014 volumes.
Additional non-humanitarian ODA grants are made towards flood
prevention and climate change adaptation (CCA) and are similarly
identifiable on OECD DAC. Over the 2012–16 period, both disaster
preparedness and flood prevention increased at a smaller rate (up by 22%
and 18% respectively) than climate change adaption (up by 68%). In 2016
volumes of ODA for flood prevention reached $92.0 million, while CCA
contributions amounted to a significantly larger $8.6 billion. This analysis
has not examined whether contributions of CCA have been directed either
less or more proportionally to the largest recipients of
humanitarian assistance.
In 2016, the largest donor to these three sectors (DPP, flood prevention
and CCA) combined was the UK, accounting for $2.1 billion, or 23% of the
total. This was closely followed by EU institutions ($1.8 billion or 19%) and
Germany ($1.5 billion or 16%). The ten largest donors jointly accounted for
84% of the resources directed to DPP, flood prevention and CCA.

What other funding is available?
A wide range of financial resources flow within crisis-affected countries,
both international and domestic. Within this, official humanitarian
assistance represents only a small portion of the mix. In 2016,32 official
humanitarian assistance for the largest 20 country recipients represented
1.7% of total reported resources available. Within the same group of
recipients, government non-grant revenues made up 63% of total resources.
Of the international resources flowing into these countries, the largest
was commercial long-term debt, such as bonds, private bank loans and
private credit from manufacturers and exporters (12.5%); ODA (excluding
humanitarian assistance) accounted for 6.9%.
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Figure 15 / Resource mix in the 20 countries receiving the most
international humanitarian assistance, 2016

Needs & funding

Source: Development Initiatives calculations based on OECD DAC, FTS, CERF, UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), World Bank and
IMF data and data from peacekeeping budgets or funding snapshots.
Notes: OOFs: other official flows. Government revenue may include grants for Turkey and Yemen. Negative flows for net portfolio, short-term debt and
foreign direct investment have been set to zero at the country level.

Aggregate figures conceal differences in the resource mix at country
level. For example, volumes of remittances vary greatly across the largest
recipients of humanitarian assistance, representing just 0.3% and 1.8% of all
resources for Turkey and Iraq, while making up 26% and 37% for Pakistan
and Nigeria.
Compared to the group of other developing countries,33 the resource
mix to the largest 20 recipients saw higher proportions of peacekeeping,
non-humanitarian ODA and official humanitarian assistance flows (2.2%
compared with 0.1%, 6.9% compared with 4.4% and 4.6% compared with
0.2%, respectively). While for both groups the proportion of long-term
commercial debt was similar (37% for other developing countries and
34% for the largest 20 recipients), foreign direct investment made up a
significantly higher proportion of the mix for other developing countries
(26% compared with 12%).

96

THE STATE OF THE HUMANITARIAN SYSTEM

Endnotes for this chapter
1.

People in need by country is calculated selecting the maximum number
of people in need by cross-referencing five different databases:
a. primary source – ACAPS (people in need published in the most recent
weekly report from 2017
b. GRFC Population in Crisis (people in need gathered from 2018 Global
Report on Food Crises)
c. Global Humanitarian Overview 2018 report (people in need by country);
d. UNHCR refugees, refugee-like situations and asylum-seekers
e. UNRWA total of refugees (and IDPs in Palestine).
The UNHCR and UNRWA data refers to the number of refugees (and
IDPs) in hosting countries. As a result, this figure includes people in
need numbers for countries beyond those with a UN-coordinated
appeal and will therefore be higher than OCHA’s Humanitarian Needs
Overview estimate.

2.

See endnote 1.

3.

Figures pre-2016 are from countries with UN coordinated appeals only,
and so will be lower than those for 2016–17, which also include countries
that did not have an appeal.

4. While not directly comparable with the 2016 and 2017 estimates, in
2015 UN-coordinated appeals were identifying 124.7 million people in
need of assistance globally, which by the end of the year had increased
to 128.6 million.
5.

Throughout the chapter, ‘complex crises’ refer to those which
simultaneously experience at least two of the three crisis types –
disasters associated with natural hazards, refugee situations or conflict.
The only exception to this is in figure 12 (see note).

6. Just three countries in 2017 experienced disasters associated with
‘natural’ hazards alone. In 2016 the analysis identified nine countries
affected by ‘natural’ hazards alone, primarily driven by El Niño.
7.

Both reporting and methodologies for counting the numbers of conflictdriven internal displacement have improved in the current reporting
period, which may have implications for the aggregate numbers used in
the analysis.

8.

‘Displaced persons’ refers to IDPs, refugees, asylum-seekers and people
in refugee-like situations.

9.

Country income groups are based on four classifications: higher income,
upper middle income, lower middle income and lower income, as
defined by the World Bank based on gross national income per capita
in US$.
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10. These figures include displaced Palestinians.
11. See GHA, 2018: chapter 3 for further details.
12. Due to new functionalities introduced to FTS in 2017, analysis of
funding to national and local responders is possible for 2016 and 2017,
but not before that.
13. The Global Humanitarian Assistance Report 2016 was showing $87.6
million going to national and local NGOs directly; these figures are not
comparable to 2016 and 2017 analyses, which are based on an
upgraded methodology.

15. Analysis of funding through one intermediary was made possible by the
new FTS flow model released at the start of 2017. It is therefore likely
that more recent data is reported to a more accurate degree than that
predating the new release. However, only around 22% of financing is
reported beyond first-level recipients, and so this figure may contain a
significant margin of error, either positive or negative.
16. The UN Secretary-General, subsequently endorsed by the UN General
Assembly, called for the CERF to increase to $1 billion by 2018. See
UN General Assembly Resolution, A/RES/71/127, available at: https://
undocs.org/A/RES/71/127. See also UN CERF, 2017. Making the
case for an investment in the Central Emergency Response Fund.
Available at: www.unocha.org/cerf/sites/default/files/CERF/CERF_
BriefingNote_20171108.pdf.
17. This calculation discounts two outliers: the Europe and North Korea
appeals. The former has the highest requirements/person figures, while
the latter has the lowest.
18. As above.
19. To calculate these averages, the Europe Situation Regional Response
Plan was excluded from the analysis as an outlier, having requirements
per person averaging $2,020 and funding received per person
amounting to $1,244, above the next largest appeal in terms of both
requirements and funding per person – the Syria 3RP ($857 and
$557, respectively).
20. 2016 is the most recent year for which OECD DAC data on where
humanitarian assistance goes is available. Country-allocable
humanitarian assistance refers to data reported to the DAC that
specifies a recipient country.

Needs & funding

14. IASC Humanitarian Financing Task Team, 2018. Localisation
Marker Working Group: Definitions Paper, available at: https://
interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/hftt_localisation_
marker_definitions_paper_24_january_2018.pdf.
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21. The methodology used to identify assistance channelled to recipients
includes flows of international humanitarian assistance directed to nonODA eligible countries.
22. There currently does not exist a universally agreed definition of what
constitutes a ‘protracted crisis’.
23. Long-term recipients are defined as those who have received an aboveaverage share of ODA as humanitarian assistance annually for eight
years or more. Medium-term recipients are those that have received
such a share for between three and seven years.
24. ‘Emergency’ and ‘country’ are not used coterminously; some
emergencies are country-specific, whereas others cover more than
one country but will be regarded as one country: for example the Syria
emergency includes Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq and Egypt.
25. 2010 was atypical in that two natural-hazard-related disasters (Haiti
(23%) and Pakistan (20%)) featured among the largest five crises
mobilising large volumes of international humanitarian assistance.
26. The analysis uses country-allocable only international humanitarian
assistance figures and therefore totals will differ from aggregates
calculated by donor or emergency in other analyses.
27. The regional and/or refugee response plans with a focus on
displacement tend not to provide disaggregated data by sector, and so
much of the reporting captures figures across the overall appeal.
28. Developments to UN OCHA’s FTS functionalities will make it easier
to track Cash Transfers Programming (CTP) and provide greater
granularity on CTP data in 2018.
29. This figure is from CaLP and Accenture Development Partnerships
(2018). The methodology builds on research by Development Initiatives
in 2016 for ODI (Spencer, Parrish and Lattimer, 2016)
30. This is the percentage of flows on FTS with the modality cash-transfer
programming out of total international humanitarian assistance the
respective countries reported to FTS in 2017.
31. Official humanitarian assistance refers to assistance given by DAC
donors and reported to OECD DAC. International humanitarian
assistance comprises funding from non-DAC donors as well
(see chapter on components, methods and approach).
32. 2016 is the most recent year for which data is available.
33. ‘Developing countries’ refers to the World Bank’s classification.
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COM POSITION
OF TH E SYSTE M
In 2017, the total combined field personnel of the humanitarian sector
numbered approximately 570,000. This represents an increase of 27%
from the last SOHS report (450,000 in 2013). Growing numbers of national
humanitarian workers appeared to drive this increase, while the number
of international (expatriate) staff remained stable. On average across
humanitarian organisations, this growth in personnel did not keep pace
with the overall rise in operational expenditure.
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Overall trends
The total estimated number of humanitarian workers in the field has grown
by 27%, from 450,000 in the last SOHS period to 570,000 (Table 9). Most of
this increase was accounted for by national aid workers, while international
staff numbers stayed roughly the same (figure 16).
The growth in personnel was not commensurate with the overall
growth of operational budgets, which increased by 50% on average across
organisations from the previous period. In short, over the period the sector
became more capital-intensive in programming and more national
in personnel.

Table 9 / Humanitarian personnel by organisation type
UN agencies

NGOs (estimates)

Red Cross/Red Crescent Movement

SOHS 2018

79,000 field personnel

331,000 field personnel

159,700 field personnel

SOHS 2015

56,000 field personnel

249,000 field personnel

145,000 field personnel

Source: Humanitarian Outcomes (2018).
Notes: The figures shown are for the calendar years 2013 (SOHS 2015) and 2017 (SOHS 2018).

Figure 16 / National and international humanitarian
field personnel

Source: Humanitarian Outcomes (2018).
Notes: The figures shown are for the calendar years 2013 (SOHS 2015) and 2017 (SOHS 2018).

These trends reflect the types of emergencies that currently comprise
the work of the humanitarian sector. While protracted conflicts have for
many years accounted for the bulk of international humanitarian response,
this was even more marked during the current report period given the
absence of very large-scale non-conflict emergencies and the system’s focus
on the needs of people trapped and/or displaced by major armed conflict in
Syria, Iraq, Yemen and South Sudan.
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Agency-specific findings
The bulk of financial resources continues to flow through UN agencies,
much of it in grants to NGO implementing partners. However, NGOs’
operational budgets grew at a slightly greater rate than UN agencies’ (57%
versus 51%). Conversely, UN agencies grew more quickly in terms of staff
than NGOs (41% versus 33%).
The largest humanitarian actors within the UN system, both in terms
of staff and humanitarian expenditure, remain, in descending order, WFP,
UNHCR and UNICEF. All three grew, though growth was steepest for
UNICEF, a function both of receiving more contributions for humanitarian
response and an increase in the proportion of its budget allocated to
humanitarian relief work as against development. Once again, the law
of small(er) numbers cautions against drawing strong conclusions about
these differences.
There was some slight movement among the sector’s other dominant
actors. MSF remains the largest humanitarian NGO in terms of operational
expenditure and is now the largest humanitarian entity of any kind in terms
of staff size, outstripping even the largest UN agencies in the number of staff
dedicated to humanitarian response.

Composition of
the system

Responding to conflicts of this nature tends to be more capital-intensive
and relies more heavily on nationally recruited staff. Challenges around
access also make conflict responses more expensive and less likely to
involve expatriates: in South Sudan, reliance on air transport and mobile
deliveries has increased the costs of the response without commensurate
staffing increases, and in Syria conditions have dictated a greater reliance
on national partners and hybrid national/diaspora organisations, with
international organisations acting more as intermediary donors than
implementers. Aid projects in these contexts tend towards simpler
interventions, such as deliveries of food and hygiene items, requiring fewer
and less technically skilled personnel (Stoddard, 2017).1
The concentration of humanitarian expenditure in a smaller number
of countries (see chapter on needs and funding) may also have affected
the number of new staff hires: agencies are likely to have fewer staff in a
small number of large programmes than when they are spending the same
amount on a larger number of small programmes. Increased activity in
middle income countries, with educated populations and governments that
expect agencies to hire locally, is also likely to have affected the number of
nationally recruited staff.

104

THE STATE OF THE HUMANITARIAN SYSTEM

Figure 17 / INGO shares of humanitarian spend

SOHS 2018

SOHS 2015

Source: Humanitarian Outcomes, Global Database of Humanitarian Organisations
Notes: These figures were sourced from annual reports and financial statements, supplemented with website information and direct queries to
the organisations.

Six organisations or organisational ‘families’ (including MSF) accounted
for nearly a quarter of the combined humanitarian spend. While the NGO
sector is a little less lopsided than it was in 2013, when just five organisations
accounted for 31% of expenditure, it is unquestionably still oligopolistic in
composition.
Not all NGOs report in detail on the specific amounts spent in different
emergency contexts, but a common feature of those organisations that grew
the fastest during the period was significant programming in the Middle
East, which has seen a surge in funding to meet humanitarian needs created
by conflict and mass displacement. One striking example is the Norwegian
Refugee Council, whose budget growth (33% in a single year, 2016–17) was
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Table 10 / Reported humanitarian expenditure,
SOHS 2018, 2015

UN agencies

NGOs

Red Cross/Red
Crescent Movement*

IFRC/ICRC only

SOHS 2018

$16 billion

$16.8 billion

$15.7 billion

$1.9 billion

SOHS 2015

$10.6 billion

$10.7 billion

$15.7 billion

$1.3 billion

% change

51%

57%

0%

46%

*Red Cross/Red Crescent figures for 2016.
Notes: This chart captures expenditure as reported by agencies themselves. As a result, funding that goes from donors to a UN agency and then on to an
NGO will be counted twice – once by the UN agency and once by the NGO. This explains why the total of reported expenditure is much higher than the
total for humanitarian funding given in chapter on needs and funding.
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fuelled by expanding programmes in Somalia, Iraq and Syria/ the Syria
region. In Syria in particular, the high volume of funding combined with
sparse agency presence on the ground has seen greater amounts flowing to
fewer agencies, with large individual growth effects. In the case of GOAL,
for example, funding for its Syria response made up more than half of its
global operational budget in 2017.
Growth was more modest among the Red Cross/Red Crescent
organisations than for either UN agencies or NGOs. The Movement’s
international capstone organisations, IFRC and ICRC, experienced an
average increase in expenditure of 46% between 2013 and 2017, and a 21%
increase in field staff. Data for National Societies appears to show an overall
decrease in expenditure (from $14.4 billion in 2013 to $13.8 billion in 2016).
This flattens out the overall expenditure figure for the Movement, with
combined spending of $15.7 billion for both periods. Staff numbers for the
Movement as a whole grew by 10%.
It is possible that the dip in funding for National Societies is another
reflection of the absence of large-scale non-conflict disasters during the
period, which would normally swell the budgets of National Societies in
affected countries.
Southern INGOs operating regionally or globally tend to be more active
in development than in the humanitarian sphere, so the Humanitarian
Outcomes model, which focuses on resources dedicated to humanitarian
emergencies, is unlikely to capture major trends within this subsector.
In terms of humanitarian resources, no Southern INGO stood out as
experiencing notable change (i.e. growth far above or below the mean).
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Very few
national NGOs
are represented
in the tiers of
organisations with
budgets over $2
million, even those
that have been in
existence for many
years.

Very few national NGOs are represented in the tiers of organisations
with budgets over $2 million, even those that have been in existence for
many years. The lack of organisational growth across a significant number
of these organisations illustrates the continued ‘contractor trap’ most of
them find themselves in. This involves chronic dependence on short-term
projects, sub-granted through international counterparts, for which they
typically must staff up during implementation and cut back again when
the contract ends, creating large swings in staff size multiple times a year.
With very limited direct access to international funding, and with contracts
that provide little or no overhead that would allow for institutional growth,
national NGOs are unable to reach the escape velocity that would put
them on the same stable growth trajectory enjoyed by Western INGOs.
An illustration of this can be seen in Afghanistan, where a humanitarian
response has been ongoing for years and where needs are still high, but
the number of operational national NGOs has been decreasing2 alongside
shrinking international funding and operational presence.
One area that has seen significant growth is that of ‘diaspora NGOs’,
organisations founded by expatriates (and particularly by Syrian
expatriates) to provide humanitarian assistance in their home countries.
These organisations are generally registered in Europe or North America,
but largely staffed by nationals of crisis-affected countries. International
organisations unable or unwilling to operate in Syria have increasingly
channelled their resources via these diaspora NGOs, creating significant
growth among very young organisations such as the Union of Medical Care
and Relief Organizations (UOSSM) and Hand in Hand for Syria.
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Endnotes for this chapter
1.

See, for example, www.saveresearch.net; (Stoddard, 2017).

2.

Rather than growth in the local NGO sector, OCHA’s ‘3Ws’ mapping
for Afghanistan shows an average decline of National NGO Common
Humanitarian Fund partners between 2013 and 2018 of 8% (https://
www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/afghanistan/3w).
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The 2015–2017 period was marked by important and rapid changes in the
geopolitical landscape, with implications for the nature of humanitarian
action and for the ability to conduct humanitarian responses successfully.
Res maios assimet rero eatemodis as nientur molum voluptat
am as dolupta spedipsae ped most ius site nus as aperorestrum
There were important improvements in some areas of performance –
autent ium rerem doluptatecto tem aspe nonsequi cusae de
notably effectiveness. However, the ability to reach everyone in need and to
eribere sectionemped mod ma accum quunt ad quo consequi
work in accordance with humanitarian principles declined in this period.
odis moles adiscil lamenis dolorer roreius esed modit fugiaturio
corem volores doluptasit quod quias es cumquo tento

110

THE STATE OF THE HUMANITARIAN SYSTEM

The performance of the humanitarian system
This chapter assesses the performance of the international humanitarian
system against the following OECD DAC evaluation criteria (for further
explanation of the criteria, see the chapter on components, methods
and approach):

Sufficiency

Coverage

Relevance &
appropriateness

Effectiveness

Efficiency

Coherence

Impact

Connectedness

And two additional criteria:

Complementarity

Accountability &
participation

The icons below are used to show progress against each criterion when
compared with The State of the Humanitarian System report 2015.

No
progress

Limited
progress

Improvement

Decline

SU FFICI E NCY
As in previous editions of The State of the Humanitarian System, resources
were not sufficient to meet needs.
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Sufficiency
In brief
Despite concerns that economic and political conditions in major donor
countries may lead to a fall in humanitarian funding, the period saw funding
continue to rise (albeit at a much slower rate than in previous periods),
reaching a new record of $27.3 billion in 2017. However, requests for funding
also increased significantly over this period, and as a result there was no
improvement in sufficiency: available resources were still not adequate to
meet needs. Increased funding requests appear to reflect an increase in the
number of people around the world needing humanitarian assistance. It
may also reflect the increased costs of providing a greater variety of services
to people in crisis, and the higher costs of providing services to urban and
middle income populations. The degree to which funding was sufficient
to meet needs also varied by country and activity – some sectors were
consistently better-funded than others. Despite funding constraints, the
recipient survey for this report suggested that levels of satisfaction with the
quantity of aid received were fairly high.

This sustained
inadequacy of
funding may
seem surprising
given that, over
the period,
humanitarian
funding continued
to rise, and the
system has never
been better
resourced.

To what degree are available resources sufficient to meet needs?
All of the sources used to compile this edition of The State of the
Humanitarian System indicate that financial resources are insufficient to
cover humanitarian needs. Over the three-year period, UN coordinated
appeals were, on average, only 58% funded.1 Almost three-quarters (72%)
of respondents to the practitioner survey felt that funding was insufficient
or far below needs, and evaluations often reported that programmes were
under-funded (generally by 30% to 50%). In most of the case studies, and
particularly Yemen, Kenya, the Lake Chad basin and Mali, humanitarians
complained of inadequate funding, and suggested that this had negative
effects on humanitarian programming. Key informants at HQ echoed these
findings. As one said: ‘I don’t think anybody in the sector would name any
single crisis that we could say we feel is adequately covered’.
The perception that humanitarian action is under-funded is not new.
The results of the practitioner survey have been more-or-less consistent in
2012, 2015 and 2018, with over 70% of respondents believing that funding is
below needs. The proportion of appeals funded has declined slightly – from
62.5% in 2010–11 to 62% in 2012–14 to 58% in the current reporting period
(2015–17). This sustained inadequacy of funding may seem surprising given
that, over the period, humanitarian funding continued to rise, and the
system has never been better resourced. The problem – as figure 9 shows
– is that, while funding has risen significantly over the last decade, the
amounts requested for humanitarian activities have grown even faster: this
was particularly evident in 2016–17, when UN appeals rose by 21% in a year
when total funding increased by around 3% (Development Initiatives, 2018).
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Funding availability
The two key factors affecting sufficiency are the amount of available funding
and the scale of needs. Funding continued to increase over the period
(albeit at a much slower rate than in the past), and in 2017 was estimated
at a record $27.3 billion.3 However, this did not meet needs as reflected in
appeals. In addition, there are important questions as to how this funding
was distributed. Both HQ and field staff often said that they believed money

Sufficiency

Factors affecting sufficiency

Performance of
the System

While inadequate funding is a problem across the sector, interviewees and
survey respondents also suggested that resourcing was uneven, and that certain
crises, and certain sectors, were less well-resourced than others. Figures for UN
coordinated appeals bear this out: in all three years, some appeals received less
than 20% of funding requested, while others received over 80% (see chapter
on needs and funding). With respect to funding disparities between sectors,
interviewees generally felt that education and protection in particular tended
to be poorly funded (although there were some situations where this was not
the case: in Lebanon, for example, interviewees suggested that a large amount
of funding was going to the education sector). Again, available data bears this
out: in the reporting period, education elements of UN appeals were between
30% and 36% funded, and protection 35% to 38% funded. These figures were
lower than for most other sectors (although shelter tended to fare even worse,
at between 26% and 32% funded).
In terms of the impact of insufficient resources on people in need, the
picture was slightly confused. Overall, 43% of respondents in the aid recipient
survey said that they were satisfied with the amount of aid they received,
another 43% said that they were partially satisfied and 15% said that they
were not satisfied. Women and men tended to respond in the same way.2 This
overall response is less negative than one would expect, given the figures
around funding shortfalls, the findings of numerous evaluations and the views
of many aid professionals. It may be partially a result of the countries where
the survey was conducted: Iraq and Afghanistan were both well-funded at the
time of the survey (although in Iraq the number of people who responded
‘no’ was far higher, at 26%, than in DRC, which was much less well-funded).
It may also reflect how agencies deal with a lack of funding: by cutting where
they work, rather than the amount they provide to people in areas covered.
The respondents to the survey are, after all, people who have received or are
receiving assistance. Or agencies may be cutting back on certain services and
types of assistance that are not as highly valued by recipients, and so do not
greatly affect their perception of sufficiency. At the same time, insufficient aid
was mentioned as a problem by a number of recipients who spoke to the teams
conducting country studies. Overall, 23% of respondents to the recipient survey
said that the main challenge for people receiving aid in their area was not
enough aid, and 16% said that the greatest improvement that aid organisations
could make would be to provide more.
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was going to crises which were more strategically important for donors
or more visible in the Western media. This political aspect of funding
was mentioned particularly by those working on refugee and migration
crises. The importance of political interests and the media in the allocation
of aid has been underscored by research in the past (see for example
Moeller, 2010; Van Belle, 2010). While a thorough review of the correlation
between these factors and funding was beyond the scope of the SOHS, it is
striking that the best-funded responses in 2015–17 were in countries where
responses were both large and well publicised, such as Iraq, Afghanistan,
South Sudan and Bangladesh. The least well-funded responses were smaller,
and disproportionately in Central and Latin America and West Africa.4
A number of interviewees felt that donors were increasingly moving
funding away from responses in Africa to crises in the Middle East: HQ
interviewees mentioned DRC and CAR particularly as having suffered
from a shift in donor attention to the Syrian regional response. Over the
last decade, while there has certainly been a trend for the proportion of
humanitarian expenditure in Africa to decrease and the proportion in the
Middle East to increase (see figure 14), the actual amounts allocated to both
Africa and the Middle East have increased. In some cases, the proportions
going to particular African emergencies have also increased: in 2015, 2016
and 2017, DRC received a higher proportion of funds requested than it did in
2014.5 At the same time, field staff in Chad and Mali also said that they had
seen funding decrease, and that the funding that was available was focused
on areas from where migrants might come.
Interviewees explained disparities in funding by sector in a number of
ways. First, donors differ on where they draw the boundary around lifesaving activities. The less well-funded sectors were considered outside
this boundary by some donors, and so were not prioritised for resources.
Second, less well-funded activities were often difficult to do well, requiring
more complex, systemic interventions than other forms of humanitarian
action. Third, results were often visible only in the long term and could be
hard to measure, making activities difficult for agencies to ‘sell’ to donors. A
number of interviewees felt that the sectoral nature of the system itself was
a problem – if donors and agencies thought less about sectoral interventions
and more about the whole package of inter-connected needs, the disparities
between, say, funding for food security and for education would probably
be reduced. During the study period, there has been increased interest and
efforts towards building multi-sectoral responses, as well as a rise in the use
of multi-purpose cash, which is inherently multi-sectoral.
The number of people in need
Estimates of the number of people requiring humanitarian assistance showed
an increase in humanitarian need over the period (OCHA, 2016b; 2017c).6
Interviewees offered a number of good reasons to explain this trend, and why
it might be expected to continue. The increasingly protracted nature of many
responses – particularly for refugees and IDPs – means that there is a large
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Expectations of humanitarian action
A number of key informants suggested that our understanding of need,
and so of sufficiency, is also conditioned by knowledge of needs and level of
ambition. In other words, the more humanitarian actors know about needs,
and the more needs they aim to address, the greater the strain on available
funds. A few interviewees suggested that the issue was as much about
the visibility of need as absolute numbers: the number of people in need
globally may not have increased appreciably over the past decade, but better
communications technology has made us more aware of them. In effect, the
numbers in appeals have increased because humanitarians are aware of, and
aiming to assist, a greater proportion of global need. Unfortunately, it is not
possible either to prove or disprove this with the data available.
A related point, made by a number of interviewees, was that the
humanitarian system has become more ambitious, and that increased
requests for funding are – at least partially – a result of trying to do more.
Humanitarian appeals continued to increase over the period 2015–17
because humanitarian budgets were expected to address both short-term
needs and longer-term, structural challenges. Concerns were repeatedly
raised about the widening scope of humanitarian action, and interviewees
who discussed this saw it as an extremely serious problem: ‘humanitarian
aid will never be sufficient’; ‘the needs are just too great’. For their part, field
staff tended to focus less on perceived issues of mandate creep and more
on the increased costs caused by developments in technology and practice.
Several mentioned the increased importance of mental health activities and
of protection around gender-based violence, and explained that these are
both more expensive than ‘traditional’ activities and also more difficult to
fund. Others spoke of the increased costs of providing advanced healthcare.
This is also, potentially, a consequence of the location of humanitarian
activities: as more responses take place in middle income countries, there
are likely to be higher requirements for care for conditions such as diabetes
and heart disease (Drummod et al., 2015). Responding to needs in urban
contexts, in middle income countries or in economies in transition is often
more complex and costly than in low-income agrarian societies (Grünewald
et al., 2017). Similarly, responding to needs in areas with access constraints
– particularly areas which are besieged or cut off – can be extremely
expensive (Stoddard et al., 2016).
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Interviewees
attributed this rise
to a number
of factors:

and growing volume of chronic need. While the number of armed conflicts
appears to have slightly decreased over the period (OCHA, 2016b; 2017c), some
interviewees felt that the tactics of many combatants are increasingly geared
towards inflicting violence on, and denying services to, civilians (UN SecretaryGeneral, 2017: 1; 2018: 3). An increasing number of responses are occurring
in cities (Boano and Martén, 2017; GAUC, 2016), which have high population
densities and will tend to have higher caseloads in times of crisis. And climate
change is increasingly undermining people’s ability to cope, making them more
vulnerable and more likely to become displaced.
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If humanitarian action was growing in ambition and working in
more expensive locations, we would expect to see an increase in the
cost per person assisted. Over the period there was, in fact, an increase
of 6% overall in the amount of funding requested per person assisted.
Moreover, this (fairly small) increase hides massive disparities between
locations: to give one example, planned expenditure per recipient
in Europe and Syria (areas which are growing as a proportion of
humanitarian activity) were much higher than in most responses in SubSaharan Africa (see figure 10) and almost ten times that in the CAR. The
figures appear to provide some support to the idea that humanitarian
action is becoming more expensive.

Box / Financing in crisis settings
In the run-up to and following the WHS, there have been growing calls for
reform of the humanitarian system, particularly in relation to responses
to protracted and complex crises. Whether due to growing needs or to an
insufficient and inefficient response, new sources of funding and finance
have emerged, broadening the ‘traditional’ resource base of humanitarian
assistance. Two main provider types have become more prominent since
the previous SOHS study period: multilateral development banks and
Islamic social giving. While not new in themselves, both are often referred
to as ‘innovative’ in crisis contexts, either because they generate additional
funds or because they make existing funds more efficient. Several
multilateral development banks introduced concessional-like financing
in crisis contexts between 2015 and 2017, focused on resilience and
displacement. While no reporting tool exists to track contributions
from these institutions in a timely manner, their own reports provide a
starting-point for compiling estimates based on annual disbursements.
Likewise, no single tracking mechanism currently measures volumes
of Islamic finance, including zakat. It is estimated that at least $600
billion of zakat from Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC)
countries is potentially available annually, including for humanitarian
response. Most notably, the IFRC is exploring the development of
Sukuk social impact bonds, waqf and zakat endowment in partnership
with the Global University of Islamic Finance (INCEIF) to understand
the extent to which these instruments could support the RCRC
Movement’s activities in crisis settings, alongside existing resources.
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Contributions to countries with UN-coordinated appeals, 2017
(US$ million)

World Bank

European Bank for Reconstruction
and Development

Asian Development Bank

Inter-American Development Bank

Nigeria

1,511

Iraq

1,485

Tanzania

1,205

Bangladesh

1,152

Pakistan

1,126

Turkey

1,735

Ukraine

834

Greece

692

Serbia

430

Jordan

178

FYROM

55

Pakistan

3,339

Bangladesh

3,197

Sri Lanka

1,015

Nepal

864

Myanmar

592

Afghanistan

486

Cameroon

199

Kenya

183

Senegal

172

Rwanda

144

Uganda

110

Ethiopia

102

Greece

18,108

Turkey

17,984

Serbia

2,690

Ukraine

1,139

Lebanon

406

Jordan

356

Colombia

1,060

Peru

151

Haiti

123

Dominican Republic

115

Bahamas

16

Source: Development Initiatives, based on institutions’ annual reports.
Notes: Data in current prices. For IAB, EIB, AfDB and EBRD, amounts are disbursements for projects.
World Bank and AsDB amounts are project approvals.
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European Investment Bank

1,687

Performance of
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African Development Bank

Colombia
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More funding instruments are also becoming available. In the current
study period a number of tools were introduced, borrowed from the
financial sector and redesigned to suit particular types of crisis. The
majority were developed in isolation from existing mechanisms,
and specifically for responses deemed less risky and more accessible
to agencies that tend not to have an established presence in crisis
environments. An emerging bundle of instruments can be deployed for
responses to disasters associated with natural hazards and refugees,
but far fewer are available for use in responses to conflict-driven crises.
One notable innovation is Forecast-based Financing (FbF). As part of
the IFRC’s Disaster Relief Emergency Fund (DREF), these mechanisms
are used to forecast recurrent natural hazards. When a threshold is
met, pre-positioned funds are released to support pre-agreed activities.
Contingency funds are supplementary to core programming, and are
tied to organisations with existing field operations and demonstrated
contextual understanding. Warnings have been used to release funds
for early action in Bangladesh, Mongolia, Peru, Togo and Uganda, and a
further 17 countries are developing FbF protocols. FbF had an anticipated
turnover of CHF1 million (approximately $1 million) in 2018. This is
expected to increase in coming years.
Many refugee-hosting states, particularly more recent host states in the
Middle East, are middle income countries (MICs) (see chapter on needs
and funding). This can provide a foundation on which to build sovereign
partnerships that can support government programmes for both refugees
and host communities. Pledging conferences for Syria and the region saw
a number of institutions scale up their responses, including the World
Bank, the European Investment Bank (EIB), the European Bank for
Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) and the Islamic Development
Bank (IsDB).
The EIB launched the Economic Resilience Initiative in 2016 to
support host communities and displaced populations in the ‘Southern
Neighbourhood’ countries and the Western Balkans. The initiative, which
focuses on stimulating growth, creating jobs and improving infrastructure,
aims to supplement existing 2020 lending targets of €7.5 billion by another
€6 billion. Mechanisms include funding through existing channels, such
as local banks; investment for infrastructure projects (essentially grants
alongside loans); and lending to the private sector, including through
grant-supported ‘Impact Finance’ instruments, such as private equity
funds, local currency lending, risk-sharing instruments (where the
EIB shares risks with local banks to encourage them to lend to small
enterprises) and direct financing through debt or equity investments (as
loans or through buying stocks).
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Sufficiency

It is still difficult to create incentives to bring in non-traditional
partners such as multilateral development banks and the private
sector into conflict-driven crises. Although the World Bank has
increased operations in conflict-affected states (see box on the World
Bank in humanitarian contexts), no mechanisms specific to these
contexts have emerged since the last SOHS report. One initiative
that suggests there is space to increase the range of financing options
for humanitarian responses in conflict settings is the World Bank’s
partnership with the ICRC and FAO in developing the Humanitarian
Impact Bond (HIB). The HIB aims to encourage up-front private
investment for ICRC services for people with disabilities in conflictaffected countries. The ‘bond’ is in fact a ‘private placement’, through
which private investors provide funding for new rehabilitation centres,
with donor ‘outcome funders’ committing to pay back investments
after five years at rates dependent on ICRC services meeting outcome
targets. As of September 2017, ICRC reports that $27.6 million had
been raised via the bond to fund new physical rehabilitation centres
in DRC, Nigeria and Mali over a five-year period. This figure is the
amount pledged by the ‘outcome funders’ – Belgium (€8.6 million),
Switzerland (CHF10 million), Italy (€3.2 million), the UK (£2.5 million)
and the La Caixa Banking Foundation (€1.1 million), proportions
of which they will make available in five years’ time depending
on performance. Amounts committed by social investors – which
constitute actual operational funds – have not been disclosed.
Most of these instruments are still being trialled, and little is known
about their scalability or adaptability. Each will provide its share
of lessons, which should be captured and disseminated to promote
further research, development and refinement. More work is also
needed to overcome the insular manner in which these tools are
being developed to identify the right combination of instruments to
respond to multi-dimensional crises, bringing together preparedness,
humanitarian response and longer-term investments, both public and
private. • LUMINITA TUCHEL, DEVELOPMENT INITIATIVES
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Endnotes for this criterion
1. See chapter on needs and funding. Note that UN coordinated appeals
are not an exact measure of need, and the level of funding is not
an exact measure of sufficiency. Similarly, UN coordinated appeals
are not the only appeals made for humanitarian relief, or the only
appeals to which donors respond – and so additional funding is being
channelled (for example through the Red Cross/Crescent Movement)
to humanitarian crises. Nevertheless, the degree to which UN appeals
are funded can be used to try to understand overall sufficiency, in
combination with other sources.
2. Displaced people in the survey were more likely to be satisfied with the
amount of aid they received – 51% to 38%.
3. This figure does not fully represent funding from diasporas, Islamic
giving and other sources that are not easily captured at a global level.
4. In 2016, the best-funded responses were Burundi, Iraq, South Sudan,
Afghanistan and the Mosul flash appeal (Iraq). The least well-funded
were the Libya flash appeal, Gambia, Honduras, the Sahel and North
Korea. In 2017, the best-funded were Kenya, Iraq, Niger, Afghanistan and
Bangladesh, and the least well-funded Hurricane Irma (the Caribbean),
Senegal, Cuba, Djibouti and Peru. The better-funded responses generally
had far higher numbers of page views on ReliefWeb than the least wellfunded (OCHA, 2016b).
5. In 2014: 46%; 2015: 55%; 2016: 60%; 2017: 57%. All figures from
Development Initiatives Global Humanitarian Assistance reports.
6. Although these estimates should be used with some caution (see box
on Information gaps), country-level estimates of people in need have
improved significantly over the past five years, with clear distinctions
between those in need and the (generally smaller number of ) people
to whom humanitarian agencies aim to provide assistance. However,
the calculation and aggregation of these figures is still problematic
and ‘there are many gaps and inconsistencies’; ‘the data should only be
interpreted to indicate major trends and characterize major differences
between emergencies’ (OCHA, 2016b: 55, 62; see also ACAPS, 2016;
Latimer and Swithern, 2017; OCHA, 2016b).

COVE RAG E
This is the third edition of The State of the Humanitarian System to report
that coverage is getting worse.
In 2015–2017, coverage was particularly poor in remote regions, in localities
where there was a high perceived risk to humanitarian staff and in areas
under siege. It was also poor for IDPs and refugees who were not resident
in camps, and for irregular migrants.

The number of people affected
by lack of coverage – particularly
irregular migrants and people in
areas under siege – increased over
the period. There are signs that some
humanitarian agencies have become
less willing to operate in areas deemed
to be high-risk, and that a number
of governments are becoming more
adept at using bureaucratic delaying
tactics to prevent humanitarian
agencies from reaching areas in need
of assistance.
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To what degree do all people in need receive humanitarian assistance
and protection?
Failures in coverage take a number of forms. The international
humanitarian system can miss crises – and entirely fail to respond to
crisis conditions which would, in other circumstances, be seen to merit a
response. Alternatively, it can overlook or fail to reach certain geographical
areas within a broader response, or it can fail to provide assistance and
protection to certain groups, such as populations hosting refugees or IDPs,
or people who are not physically able to access distribution points.1
The issue of coverage is difficult to assess because, almost by definition,
humanitarian actors know much less about the areas where they are not
present than about the areas where they are. They know even less about
areas that they have not noticed as requiring assistance. This problem
was particularly stark in the evaluation synthesis. Many evaluations
concentrated on the degree to which programmes met the needs of
identified beneficiaries: often, the number of identified beneficiaries had
been revised down over the course of the programme, and little was said
about those who had fallen off the lists.
Research for this report produced only very limited information
on crises which were entirely overlooked. A very small number of key
informants mentioned the failure to respond to the economic crisis in
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In brief
This is the third edition of The State of the Humanitarian System to report
that coverage is getting worse. In some cases, the humanitarian system has
largely overlooked crises – generally because they take place in countries
with authoritarian governments which prevent access, or because people in
acute need fall outside the accepted scope of humanitarian action. In many
cases, the problem is that particular areas or groups of people are missed
out during humanitarian programmes. In 2015–17, coverage was particularly
poor in remote areas with low population densities, in areas where there
was a high risk (or perceived risk) to humanitarian staff and in areas under
siege. Coverage was often poor for IDPs and refugees who were not resident
in camps, and for irregular migrants. In general, marginalised groups –
particularly minority ethnic and cultural groups and the elderly – were
most likely to be overlooked.
While none of these problems are new (and several were noted in
previous editions), the number of people affected – particularly irregular
migrants and people in areas under siege – increased over the period.
There are also worrying signs that some humanitarian agencies have
become more risk-averse and less willing to operate in areas deemed to be
high risk, and that a number of governments are becoming more adept at
using bureaucratic delaying tactics to prevent humanitarian agencies from
reaching areas in need of assistance.
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Venezuela and the movement of Venezuelans into neighbouring states
from 2015 onwards. Similarly, there were isolated mentions of the unmet
humanitarian needs of people being trafficked, of urban populations displaced
by gang violence (particularly in El Salvador) and of urban populations living
with levels of malnutrition and disease morbidity high enough to warrant
humanitarian intervention (Twigg and Mosel, 2018; WFP, 2017). All of these
examples suggest that people may be overlooked by the humanitarian system
because, while they have acute needs, they fall outside the boundaries of
humanitarian action as it is commonly understood. The situation in Venezuela
has tended to be seen as an economic rather than a humanitarian crisis. Gang
warfare is generally seen as a criminal problem, not a humanitarian concern
(unlike conflict with other non-state armed groups). Urban poverty is seen as a
developmental issue.
Among the key informant interviews there were also isolated mentions
of small crises – particularly small ‘natural’ disasters – being overlooked
by the international humanitarian system, even when they occurred in
places where the government was unable or unwilling to respond. While
each individual disaster might affect a small number of people, the total
involved globally could be significant. There were also mentions of nationallevel crises being covered up by authoritarian regimes, and where lack of
media coverage, international political will and the affected government’s
reluctance to request assistance come together to ensure that large numbers
of people are left without assistance. In North Korea, an estimated 70% of
the population do not have enough to eat, while in Eritrea up to 2 million
people may have been food insecure in 2016 – but it is impossible to know
for sure (CARE International, 2017).
Key informants had much more to say about areas which had not been
reached by ongoing responses. In general, interviewees described strenuous
– and often largely successful – efforts to extend coverage as far as possible
(for displaced people in Mosul in Iraq, or for Rohingya people fleeing
Myanmar for camps in Bangladesh), but set these against an overall failure
to reach all people in need. According to one manager at the HQ of an
international NGO:
We’re quite proud of what we’ve done in Yemen, but we’re
scratching the surface. South Sudan is a black hole, we could be
ten times the size. Syria … well, we have our hands full just in
the few places we can get access, let alone the rest which need
us more.
This tension between specific successes and general failure seems to
be reflected in the practitioner survey, where 7% thought that their sector/
operation had performed excellently in reaching all people in need, 33%
thought that the response had been good, 37% fair and 23% poor.2 While
higher than might have been expected from the interviews, these responses for
coverage were among the lowest ratings in the survey.
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Gaps in geographical coverage were noted in almost all of the field studies,
in all contexts: Greece, Lebanon, Chad and Cameroon (refugees and migration);
Somalia, Afghanistan and Yemen (conflict); Haiti and Nepal (‘natural’ disaster).
They were often referred to in evaluations – again in all contexts (Bousquet,
2015; Coste et al., 2016; Kebe and Maiga, 2015; More, 2016): a smaller number
of evaluations suggested that attempts to achieve coverage had been broadly
successful (for example, Díaz and Betts, 2017; Turnbull, 2016a).
In general, coverage appeared to be poorer for remote, sparsely
populated areas. Conversely, there were a number of situations where
coverage appeared to be poorer in urban areas – largely as a result of the
difficulty of identifying households in need in dense and diverse urban
environments (Patel et al., 2017; Smith and Mohiddin, 2015). In some of
the field studies (notably Mali and Lebanon), informants felt that urban
coverage was, overall, better than in rural areas because urban populations
were on the whole wealthier, and so needs were lower, or because urban
areas were closer to agency offices and stores, and more secure. It would
seem unwise to generalise about coverage in urban areas: each situation
presents a different picture of needs, vulnerabilities and access conditions.
As well as problems with geographical coverage, there was some
evidence that humanitarian responses failed to reach specific categories
of people.3 In particular, the elderly, women and girls, disabled people
and socially marginalised classes, castes or ethnic groups appeared to be
less likely to receive assistance than others in their community. Some key
informants at country level, and a small number of evaluations, suggested
that women and girls may not receive aid as a result of aid agencies failing
to consider social norms, family structures and distribution within the
household (Bousquet, 2015; Chaffin, 2016; World Vision International,
2015). Similarly, key informants and evaluations noted that marginalised
ethnic groups failed to receive aid in settings as diverse as Nepal, the Sahel,
CAR (UNICEF, 2016) and Ukraine (Conoir et al., 2017). Recent research by
IFRC suggests that elderly and disabled people may not be able to access aid
because they cannot physically reach distribution sites, or because they may
not be aware that aid is available, or may be left behind by families when
they are displaced or they move to find better conditions (IFRC, 2018).
Work by Ground Truth Solutions confirms that women are sometimes
left out of aid distributions (in two of 11 surveys of crisis-affected people)
and that the elderly and disabled are often left out (in eight of 11 surveys).
A number of other factors related to powerlessness and marginalisation
can lead to people being overlooked or not receiving assistance. These
factors will differ depending on the social structure of the area: family size,
nationality, lack of social networks and lack of official documents are all
important reasons why particular sub-sections of a population may not
receive aid (Ground Truth Solutions, 2018).4
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Coverage in situations of conflict
Poor coverage was a consistent theme in interviews with humanitarians
working in situations of conflict: this was echoed in the evaluation synthesis,
where a large number of evaluations mentioned coverage and access issues.
In the practitioner survey, 29% of respondents in conflict environments
said that coverage was ‘poor’, compared with 18% of respondents in ‘natural’
disasters. The fact that the number of poor responses was not higher should
remind us that there are many situations (although still a minority) where
humanitarian staff feel that good coverage is being achieved, even under
very challenging conditions. However, there are also particular areas and
populations that are unlikely to be reached.
Unsurprisingly, the research – and particularly the evaluation synthesis
and HQ key informant interviews – strongly suggested that areas with a
combination of poor logistics and high perceived risk to aid workers were
very under-served relative to needs (Syria, Northern Nigeria and Yemen
were repeatedly mentioned), as were areas where, although there may be less
conflict, governments prevented access (such as Rakhine State in Myanmar).
Some interviewees at country level also said that less support went to areas
controlled by non-state armed groups, particularly where these groups
were seen as terrorists: ‘civilians associated with terrorists suddenly become
ineligible’ for assistance. The failure to reach populations in besieged cities in
Syria – a phenomenon that was particularly visible in 2015–17 – was repeatedly
mentioned, by informants and in the literature (Stites and Bushby, 2017).5
These findings were given further weight by the SAVE research conducted
by Humanitarian Outcomes and GPPI, which showed that ‘Considerably
fewer humanitarian organisations … respond to highly violent, conflict-driven
emergencies, irrespective of funding available and the needs of the population’
(Stoddard et al., 2016: 7), and that, within countries suffering from conflict, the
majority of agencies tend to avoid areas perceived as being more dangerous
– often those areas under the control of non-state armed groups. These
conclusions are supported by a number of STAIT Peer Review mission reports.
Less visible, and perhaps less explicable, was the widespread failure
to provide assistance to IDPs living outside camps. In many conflicts, the
locations and needs of these people are ‘largely undefined and unquantified’
(Darcy, 2016b: 44), although very often there were far more IDPs outside
than inside camps. Evaluations suggest that the urgent humanitarian needs
of displaced people outside camps were largely unaddressed in responses
in South Sudan and CAR, as well as elsewhere (Briggs, 2017; Maxwell et al.,
2015; UNICEF, 2016). There were also concerns that, where the needs of
IDPs were being addressed (for example in Yemen and Chad), similar needs
among the host population were often overlooked (Niland et al., 2015).
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Box / Internal displacement: a humanitarian and
development challenge
Millions of people flee their homes each year because of conflict,
violence, development projects, disasters and climate change. The
large majority remain displaced within their countries of residence.
These IDPs often remain in situations of protracted displacement or
face chronic displacement risks. They are among the most vulnerable
people in the world, and face specific challenges arising from their
displacement. Between 2015 and 2017, estimates of new internally
displaced people globally averaged close to 30 million, though the
actual figure is almost certainly higher.
The persistence of high numbers of IDPs is leading to a growing
recognition that humanitarian assistance and protection will not be
enough to significantly reduce the phenomenon, and that effective
development responses will also be critical. While internal displacement
was not included as a separate goal in the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), progress on preventing and reducing internal displacement will
be critical to achieving the SDG targets, and to meeting the UN SecretaryGeneral’s call to ‘leave no one behind’, made at the World Humanitarian
Summit in 2016. Internal displacement is mentioned in the Sendai
Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, and has been recognised in other
global processes, including the New Urban Agenda, GAUC and the Warsaw
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Coverage in refugee and irregular migration situations
A quarter (26%) of respondents to the online questionnaire felt that coverage
in refugee responses was poor. As with IDPs, concerns centred on refugees
who were not in camps: this was a particular issue for Syrian refugees, and
came up in field interviews and evaluations (Moughanie, 2015). Again as with
IDPs, there was also concern over the failure to extend assistance to refugeehosting communities (Garcia et al., 2015; Hagen-Sanker et al., 2017), and
related concerns over social cohesion in communities where refugees were
present. A number of agencies had taken steps to include host communities in
programming (Church World Service, 2016; Drummod et al., 2015; Guay, n.d.).
A second concern related to coverage for refugees and irregular migrants
was that of status: agencies not providing assistance to people because
they did not have – or were not perceived to be likely to obtain – refugee
status. This was raised in evaluations and in interviews in agency HQs and
in refugee environments, particularly in Greece. Interviewees pointed out
the importance of providing humanitarian support on the basis of need,
and the consequent imperative to provide assistance and support to all
migrants who needed it, irrespective of whether or not they were entitled to
the additional protections of the 1951 Refugee Convention. The perceived
discrimination against those who were not refugees (and, in some cases,
their criminalisation) was generally seen to particularly affect young men
and certain nationalities, such as Afghans and Iranians.
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International Mechanism for Loss and Damage under the UN Framework
Convention on Climate Change, which in 2017 established a taskforce to
develop recommendations for addressing displacement related to climate
change. OCHA also looked at the impacts of protracted displacement in its
2017 study Breaking the Impasse: Reducing Protracted Internal Displacement
as a Collective Outcome. Although the two global compacts on refugees
and migration under negotiation in 2017 and 2018 do not address internal
displacement, the 2016 New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants
noted the need to prevent displacement and provide protection and
assistance to IDPs. In 2018, UN actors, states and international NGOs
launched the ‘GP20 Plan of Action’ to mark the twentieth anniversary of
the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement.
While the humanitarian needs of displaced people are of overriding
concern to the international community, reversing current trends
will require addressing the underlying social, economic, political and
environmental factors behind displacement. More research on the
complex and intersecting drivers of displacement, the link between
internal and cross-border displacement and the economic and social
impacts of displacement on IDPs, host communities and states, has
been undertaken, and more will be needed if the phenomenon is
to be fully addressed. Better data and analysis will also help inform
the development of indicators to monitor progress on reducing
displacement and IDP vulnerabilities at both the global and national
levels. Efforts towards better cooperation on data collection and
analysis, and initiatives to build government capacity to collect and
use data, have improved the quality of the numbers, but significant
gaps remain in data-sharing, interoperability and disaggregation. This
makes it difficult to obtain information around specific vulnerabilities,
including in relation to health, education and livelihoods. Addressing
these data gaps will be a necessary first step in informing development
approaches to reducing internal displacement. • AVIGAIL SHAI AND LUISA
MENEGHETTI, IDMC

Factors affecting coverage
This edition of the SOHS asked aid practitioners what they felt the main
constraints to coverage were in their programmes – although there were
some differences between the responses from conflicts, ‘natural’ disasters/
health crises and refugee operations.
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Of the 1,170
practitioners who
completed the
SOHS 2018 survey

40%

when you arrive with a convoy, wherever you are, you need
to deal with interior affairs, air security, political security,
public security, local governments, until you reach officials
responsible for distribution points.

Insecurity
Insecurity is regularly cited as a major problem in evaluations of
humanitarian action in conflict (Clarke et al., 2015; Darcy, 2016; Duncalf
et al., 2016; Global Affairs Canada, 2017; Lawday et al., 2016; Poulsen et
al., 2015; UNICEF, 2015; 2016), and was a repeated theme in interviews.
Interviewees also made the point that constrained access is not just about
the delivery of aid – it also prevents assessment and understanding of needs
(see also AAN Associates, 2016). In Afghanistan and DRC,7 aid recipients saw

Coverage

Issues of bureaucracy also appear in relation to refugees and irregular
migrants, where 40% of respondents saw this as the main constraint to
reaching people in need. This may reflect the increase in the number of
refugee operations taking place in middle- and high-income countries,
where the machinery of government may be more present and more active.
A number of key informants in Lebanon, for example, noted government
policies and behaviour as a constraint to accessing certain groups. It may
also reflect an increase in political concern around refugees, leading to less
sympathetic treatment and more complex attention from host governments.
Bureaucratic restrictions were also the single most important constraint
in ‘natural’ disaster contexts (25% of respondents reported this as the
main constraint to accessing people in need). In the aid recipients’ survey,
an average of 25% of respondents said that corruption was the biggest
challenge to receiving aid in their area – the most common response to that
question. This is not necessarily corruption by government officials (it could
equally have been by aid agency personnel), but the field interviews with aid
recipients clearly indicated that the corruption they saw or suspected was
taking place within the government bureaucracy.
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saw bureaucracy
as the main
constraint to
reaching people
in need in refugee
and irregular
migration
contexts.

Bureaucratic restrictions
This is the first time in The State of the Humanitarian System series that
bureaucratic restrictions have been cited as the most important overall
impediment to providing humanitarian support to people in need.6
Interviewees reported having to obtain clearances from multiple government
departments to enter certain geographical areas, long delays in visa processing
and unclear and changing rules related to customs and imports. This may
simply be part of the legitimate workings of a government, but in situations
of internal conflict in particular, interviewees believed that restrictions were
a conscious tactic on the part of governments or non-state armed groups
to prevent humanitarian aid from reaching particular areas. The problem
appeared to be particularly acute in Syria (Al Nabhy et al., 2017; Sule Caglar et
al., 2016) and Yemen. Interviewees in Yemen were vocal about the challenges
involved in obtaining permission to reach vulnerable communities. As one NGO
staff member explained:
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insecurity as the most important challenge to receiving aid, a reminder that
violence and conflict is primarily a problem for the civilians caught up in it,
both in its primary effects (leading to humanitarian need) and its secondary
ones (making it harder to address those needs).

Other sources
suggest that agency
behaviour, and
choices, may be
more of a problem,
and that agencies
and agency staff
may be assuming
that they can’t
work in insecure
environments when
in fact they can.

Organisational constraints
Several studies have suggested that aid organisations are deliberately
avoiding areas deemed too high risk (Castellarnau and Stoianova, 2018;
Healy and Tiller, 2014; Jackson and Zyck, 2017). In the practitioner survey for
this report, only 6% of respondents said that agencies’ reluctance to operate in
remote locations/areas of need was the main obstacle to accessing all people in
need. Other sources suggest that agency behaviour, and choices, may be more
of a problem, and that agencies and agency staff may be assuming that they
can’t work in insecure environments when in fact they can. Many of the survey
respondents who said that insecurity was the problem could, more correctly,
have said that the problem was the reluctance of their agency to work in areas
it perceives to be insecure. A number of key informants spoke of donors and
agencies becoming more risk-averse in situations of conflict, and felt that this
trend was getting worse (see also Castellarnau and Stoianova, 2018). The SAVE
project has shown that the link between insecurity and access is complicated,
and mediated by many factors that have more to do with the agency than
with the environment: some agencies – a minority – are able to continue
humanitarian operations in insecure environments because they consciously
configure themselves to do so by developing independent logistics capacities,
cultivating relationships with belligerents and local communities and securing
funding with fewer donor restrictions over were they operate. They also,
fundamentally, have to reconsider their attitudes to risk (Stoddard et al., 2016).
SAVE researchers found that areas deemed to be high risk by humanitarian
agencies were not always seen as dangerous by the people who lived there.
Several STAIT missions have found that agencies are taking an overly
conservative position on risk, or are failing to understand risk, and assuming
that an entire country presents the same level of risk.
Organisational constraints to coverage are not solely a result of risk
aversion, and do not only apply to conflict. One evaluation noted that:
Once aid agencies had established projects and bases … there
was a natural tendency for them to stay there, so it was only the
most dynamic agencies that continually sought to address unmet
needs in new locations. Some agencies also tied themselves to
centres where they were working before the crisis (Clarke
et al., 2015).
Some interviewees suggested that, in a number of high-profile responses,
they had been able to map the disparity between organisational operating
areas and areas of need (the SAVE research backs this up (Stoddard et al.,
2016)). ALNAP research also found that, unless directed by the government
or confronted by a clear and highly visible crisis, aid agencies do not
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routinely monitor new areas to assess whether they should move operations
there. Where there are new crises, the key factor facilitating a fast response
was pre-existing presence in the locality, suggesting that organisations are
not well-equipped to move quickly to meet needs in new areas (Obrecht,
2018). This is supported by MSF’s finding that, over the past five years, few
if any agencies have responded to a new conflict crisis within the first few
months (Castellarnau and Stoianova, 2018).

Coverage

Donor restrictions on operations
Only 6% of respondents in the practitioner survey suggested that donor
restrictions were the main obstacle to reaching people in need. To the
degree that interviewees talked about donor restrictions as a constraint to
coverage, they tended to discuss one of two issues: earmarked funding and
an inability to use funding flexibly to address new and emerging needs; and
the impact of counter-terror legislation.
Where lack of flexibility was discussed, it was generally as a constraint
to coverage at the global level – earmarking prevented funding from
being moved from well-funded situations to less well-funded ones. Some
interviewees noted that this issue was being discussed as part of the Grand
Bargain, while also noting that they had not, as yet, seen less earmarking
actually occurring. ALNAP research in DRC found that responses to people
displaced by conflict were often delayed due to the need for donor approvals
to shift resources from one area to another (Obrecht, 2018).8
Counter-terror legislation and related constraints were mentioned by
some interviewees at headquarters level, and also by a small number working
in crisis-affected countries.9 Interviewees mentioned problems in making
bank transfers (see the Yemen case study), hiring staff and partnering with
certain organisations – the latter a very real constraint to achieving coverage
where these organisations had access to areas international organisations
found difficult to reach. In a survey by the Harvard Law School Program
on International Law and Armed Conflict, respondents ‘generally agreed
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Funding
Despite the broad consensus that funds are insufficient to meet needs,
funding does not appear to be the most important constraint to coverage.
This was suggested by the results of the practitioner survey (where 18%
of respondents said it was the most important constraint – less than
bureaucracy or insecurity), and borne out by interviews: a number of
humanitarian managers were at pains to point out that ‘we are overly reliant
on the idea that it’s the money’ that prevents effective coverage. However,
as noted in the chapters on needs and funding and composition of the
system, funding is not spread evenly across the humanitarian system, which
means that, in some situations, lack of funding and decreases in funding
undoubtedly had an impact on coverage. Field staff pointed to villages,
communes or districts where they knew there were needs, but were unable
to provide assistance.
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In a survey by
Harvard Law
School, the majority
of respondents felt
counter-terrorism
laws failed to
provide clear
direction, and

88%
of respondents
felt that further
guidance would be
helpful.

that counterterrorism laws have affected their work and the work of their
organizations’ (Burniske and Modirzadeh, 2017: 6). One informant suggested
that agencies and donors working to address these issues have come to a
‘stalemate’:
governments insist that humanitarians need to produce hard
evidence that CT restrictions have a negative effect on their
ability to respond, [but] … to establish a direct correlation and
hard evidence of such effects is an impossible task – there are
far too many volatile variables.
The problem may also relate to the complexity of this legislation, and to
limited understanding of the implications of the legislation among operational
agency staff. In the Harvard survey, the majority of respondents said that
the laws failed to provide clear direction, and 88% of respondents felt that
further guidance would be helpful. This may explain why, over the reporting
period, some agencies have established units to specifically address issues of
compliance and the regulatory environment – an area into which discussions
on counter-terrorism have increasingly been incorporated.
Logistics and accessibility
In some cases the main constraint to achieving coverage was simply a
result of physical conditions: a lack of roads or infrastructure. Physical
and logistical constraints were mentioned by 11% of respondents to the
practitioner questionnaire, and by 18% of those in situations of ‘natural’
disaster. Poor logistics can also be a problem in situations of conflict: key
informants in Yemen and Mali both spoke of the challenges of accessing
communities in areas with no roads. Overall, 20% of people in receipt of aid
said that physical access difficulties were the main challenge to receiving aid
in their area – a response similar to that for insecurity.
Box / Humanitarian action in urban environments
Throughout the period covered by this edition of The State of the
Humanitarian System, humanitarian actors have had to contend with
an increasing number of urban crises, including the Ebola Epidemic
in West Africa, urban conflict in Syria, Ukraine and Yemen and
displacement in many cities worldwide. These crises challenge existing
ways of working, which were generally developed in rural areas. Over
three-quarters of the world’s 685 million forcibly displaced people are
in urban areas (Cosgrave et al., 2016), and more than 50 million people
now live in conflict-affected cities (ICRC, 2017). With more than half of
the world’s population living in urban areas, and that number growing
all the time (UN, 2016), humanitarian engagement in crises in urban
areas is only going to increase.
Several new initiatives to improve responses to urban crises
emerged over the period. The Global Alliance for Urban Crises
(GAUC), a network originally established to inform the World
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Coverage

•

The need to adapt analysis mechanisms for urban response,
including needs assessment (Mohiddin and Smith, 2016), and
the need to better understand the context as well as the crisis
(Campbell, 2017).
The impact of urban crises on infrastructure and services in
cities (ICRC, 2015) and preparedness measures to mitigate this
impact (Grünewald and Thakur, 2015).
The need to understand and support social cohesion between
displaced people and urban host communities (World Vision
International, 2015).
The importance of supporting and working alongside local
governments and built-environment professionals (GAUC, 2016).
The critical role of coordination at city and neighbourhood
levels, both between humanitarians themselves and between
humanitarians and local actors (GAUC, 2016; Sanderson and
Sitko, 2017). • LEAH CAMPBELL, ALNAP
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Humanitarian Summit and Habitat 3, brings together humanitarian
actors, local government representatives and built-environment
professionals. A number of donors and agencies also took steps to
develop their capacity and understanding of urban crises. European
Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid Operations (ECHO), which
now has a Policy Officer dedicated to urban issues, undertook an
internal review and released a policy paper in 2017 (European
Commission (DG ECHO), 2017). The World Bank issued a policy
note on forced displacement in cities (World Bank, 2017), and the
UK’s Department for International Development (DFID) funded a
three-year learning initiative, the Urban Crises Learning Fund (see
Sanderson and Sitko, 2017), in partnership with the International
Institute for Environment and Development (IIED), which
developed a large number of reports and tools aimed at improving
response to urban crises.
While it is difficult to say whether humanitarian response in urban
contexts has actually improved – and responses during the focus
period for this edition of the SOHS have been criticised for many
of the same issues that have come up in previous urban crises –
humanitarian actors have at least tried new approaches and generated
learning in a number of areas, including:
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Groupe URD

Yemen: Life-saving assistance and beyond
The war in Yemen is now the
world’s worst humanitarian
crisis, with more than 22 million
people – three-quarters of the
population – in desperate need of
aid and protection.
UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres,
speaking at a donor conference in
Geneva, April 2018.

The conflict in Yemen between
Houthi rebels and forces loyal to
the government of Abdrabbuh
Mansour Hadi has displaced
some 3 million people. It has
also had a devastating impact
on food security and livelihoods,
the economy and the health
and sanitation sectors, leading
to crippling poverty and high
rates of malnutrition and disease,
including a cholera outbreak
in April 2017 that led to almost
a million cases and more than

2,000 associated deaths (WHO,
2018). Almost 2 million children
(27% of the 7.3 million school-age
children in Yemen) are unable to
attend school, with more than 1,800
institutions affected by the conflict.

The humanitarian response
Delivering aid in Yemen is
extremely challenging, with
numerous constraints ranging
from insecurity in frontline areas
to administrative restrictions and
the logistical difficulties associated
with rough and mountainous
terrain. All parties to the conflict
have been criticised for increasing
the suffering of civilians by
impeding the delivery of
humanitarian aid. Humanitarian
workers have accused the Saudiled coalition supporting Hadi’s
government of obstructing
assistance, first by imposing a
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blockade and then, when the
blockade was partly lifted in
November 2017, by excessively
cumbersome procedures (UN
Panel of Experts, 2018). Import
restrictions and local blockages
are affecting markets and
hindering the delivery of critical
supplies to people in need.
Checkpoints and regular air
strikes restrict the movements
of humanitarian staff and goods.
Humanitarian workers have
been denied permits for internal
travel, and access is impossible in
areas deemed ‘military zones’.
The UN Panel of Experts on
Yemen has criticised all parties
to the conflict for increasing the
suffering of civilians by impeding
the delivery of humanitarian
assistance. According to the
Aid Worker Security Database,
between January 2015 and
December 2017, 36 humanitarian
staff were affected by security
incidents, including 18 national
staff killed and 12 aid workers
kidnapped. Hospitals and other
health facilities have faced
repeated attacks, including
airstrikes (MSF, 2016). In
this context, international
organisations have adopted
very risk-averse policies; UN
agencies are almost completely
‘bunkerised’, and many
international organisations limit
staff movements to a minimum,
making proper assessments and
surveys very difficult.
More broadly, efforts by
governments and the EU
to restrict terrorist funding
have made transfers through
the formal banking system
extremely difficult, for national
and international organisations,
the private sector and the
Yemeni diaspora. As well as
hampering aid operations, these
restrictions have contributed to
the expansion of a black market,

the war economy and corruption,
with serious implications for
post-conflict reconstruction and
economic rehabilitation.
Despite these constraints,
life-saving operations have
continued. Case fatality rates in
the last cholera outbreak were
low thanks to the combined
efforts of local actors and the
international community in
responding to and containing the
outbreak, and famine has so far
been averted. Aid agencies have
also engaged in active advocacy
with conflict parties around
IHL. This work appears to have
contributed to a reduction in
the number of medical facilities
targeted between 2015 and 2018.

Rethinking approaches to
community resilience
Basic preparedness measures are
essential to cope properly in light of
the multitude of risks Yemenis face,
but very few resources are available
for preparedness and prevention
activities. As one aid worker put it
in relation to the cholera outbreak:
‘Because the intervention is shortterm in nature, donors were not
willing to continue funding the

Delivering aid in Yemen
is extremely challenging,
with numerous constraints
ranging from insecurity
in frontline areas to
administrative restrictions
and the logistical difficulties
associated with rough and
mountainous terrain.

facilities, so they were closed. For
future outbreaks, which are likely,
donors will need to invest again to
get these facilities working’. This
conflict also highlights the need for,
and relevance of, new approaches to
aid in fragile situations and middleincome countries. In a context
where the economy is in transition
and extremely dependent on key
infrastructure and institutions, the
consequences of their stopping due
to the war are dire. More support
to the health system and for the
rehabilitation of basic infrastructure,
such as water pumps, electricity
plants and communications
infrastructure, would have a major
impact on daily life.
The crisis in Yemen shows
no signs of abating. With basic
infrastructure no longer functioning
and the risk of further health crises
and famine, the humanitarian
sector has managed to limit the
damage, but more attention
and resources are required to
rehabilitate infrastructure, support
preparedness and address the
blockages in the banking system.
However, this will be of no avail if
IHL is not respected. Unfortunately,
the drastic reduction of ICRC
presence in June 2018 and the
second bombing of MSF-supported
health infrastructure in Abs do not
augur well in this respect. As such,
regardless of the quality of technical
programmes, they will be a drop
in the ocean when set against the
scale of the suffering in this terrible
crisis. • VÉRONIQUE DE GEOFFROY,
GROUPE URD

This write-up is based on a case
study conducted for the SOHS
2018 by Groupe URD. The full case
study can be found at:
sohs.alnap.org
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Endnotes for this criterion
1. The system can also reach people, but then fail to provide enough of
the right type of support – for example, protection. This challenge is
discussed in the section on relevance.
2. Responses from representatives of governments of crisis-affected
countries were very similar.
3. Generally, the evidence was much stronger that humanitarian assistance
did reach these people, but it did not address their specific needs – see
section on relevance.
4. Unpublished data used to produce the cited report.
5. Between January 2014 and January 2017, according to successive
reports of the Secretary-General on the implementation of Security
Council Resolutions 2139 (2014), 2165 (2014), 2191 (2014) and 2258
(2015), the number of people under siege in Syria increased from
240,000 to 700,000. It then declined in 2017, and by the end of the
period stood at 420,000.
6. 26% of total responses overall: 21% of responses in conflict; 40% in
refugee and irregular migration; 25% in ‘natural’ disasters. This made it
the single most important constraint in refugee and irregular migration
situations and in ‘natural’ disasters, and the second most important in
conflict responses (after insecurity).
7. 32% in Afghanistan and 29% in DRC. Surprisingly, insecurity was seen as
less of an issue in Iraq, where only 6% of respondents thought it was the
most important challenge.
8. Donors aim to achieve a certain level of geographical coverage incountry, through a set group of partners. If a partner wishes to shift their
work to another area, donors may refuse this, as it would reduce their
geographical coverage in the country.
9. The small number of interviewees who discussed this may reflect the
countries selected for case studies/interviews.

R E LEVANCE &
APPROPR IATE N ESS
The humanitarian system generally provided relevant assistance in acute, life-saving
situations, but was less good at understanding and meeting priority needs for
protection and in protracted emergencies. There were some limited improvements in
the period.
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The humanitarian system was good
at addressing priority needs where
they related to life-saving assistance.
For some interviewees this did not
present a problem... For others, there
were concerns that this focus was too
narrow, particularly given that much
humanitarian work takes place in
protracted crises.
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the humanitarian system is working hard to ensure that people
in most need are provided with what they most need. I know
that in some situations the people in need in surveys say they
want other things that aren’t maybe life-saving assistance … but
I do feel that more or less the humanitarian system is providing
what’s needed with the limited resources that are there.

Relevance &
appropriateness

To what degree do interventions address the priority needs
of aid recipients?
The evaluation synthesis painted a positive picture for the criterion of
relevance,1 while pointing to a number of specific problems. The majority
of practitioners responding to the survey thought that they were successful
in prioritising and addressing the most urgent needs.2 They also thought
that they were more successful in this area than in any other aspect of
performance. Key informants agreed that humanitarian interventions had,
in general, responded to the most important needs (saying, for example,
that famine had largely been averted in Somalia and South Sudan by the
prioritisation of specific types of assistance). However, they tended to add
one extremely important caveat: that the humanitarian system was good at
addressing priority needs where they related to life-saving assistance. For
some interviewees, who viewed the overall goal of humanitarian action as
saving lives, this did not present a problem.
One donor representative explained:

Performance
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In brief
The humanitarian system is generally able to identify and prioritise those
activities most important in keeping people alive in acute crisis (health
assistance, clean water and particularly – according to affected people
themselves – food). Humanitarian agencies are generally less good at
identifying and programming for the most relevant protection activities, or
meeting priority needs once the initial phase of the crisis has passed. The
system is also generally poor at understanding the specific vulnerabilities
of particular population groups. For example, it often fails to ensure that
assistance is relevant to the needs of elderly or disabled people. There have
been some improvements – at a policy level at least – in making responses
more relevant to women.
Weaknesses related to relevance in protracted emergencies, and to
understanding and responding to the vulnerabilities of specific population
groups, were mentioned in the 2012 and 2015 editions of the SOHS and
appear to be unchanged. However, there do appear to have been some
improvements related to relevance over the last three years. Assessments
have improved (although monitoring remains very weak) and the increased
use of multi-purpose cash grants has allowed some aid recipients to decide
on their priorities for themselves.
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For others, there were concerns that this focus was too narrow,
particularly given that much humanitarian work takes place in protracted
crises and middle- or high-income settings, where priorities may go beyond
simply keeping people alive. According to one UN manager at HQ:
Are we meeting the needs of the Rohingya? Yes, we have them
all in a camp, but is that meeting their needs? They want to
go home, they want their rights, and we’re not meeting those
needs whatsoever. We can give a roof over their head, but
that’s it.

Of the 5,000
aid recipients
who took part in
the SOHS 2018
survey,

87%
responded ‘yes’
(39%) or ‘partially’
(48%) when
asked whether
the assistance
received
addressed their
most important
needs. These
responses were
better than in
previous surveys.

When asked whether the assistance people received addressed their
most important needs, 39% of aid recipients in the survey said yes, 48%
said partially and 13% said no. These responses were better than previous
surveys, and appear comparable to those in the practitioner survey.3
However, answers on this criterion were less positive than those for several
other criteria,4 and 30% of aid recipients said that the most important area
for improvement for aid agencies was in providing the type of aid most
needed.5 In the country studies, the majority of recipients who discussed
this topic felt that they had received the right type of aid, though they
generally noted that the quantity had been insufficient.
The views of people in the recipient survey are illuminating when it
comes to understanding how they perceive priority needs. Overall, when
asked what sort of aid was most needed, most respondents said food,6
followed (in order) by cash/vouchers, education, health, shelter and clean
water and sanitation.7 However, needs are also context-specific. Of the five
countries surveyed, only two (Kenya and Ethiopia) shared the same top
three priority needs.8 This suggests that the core set of life-saving needs are
similar across emergencies, but that the specifics of what is needed (food
assistance, clean water, cash) can vary markedly from one situation
to another.
When asked by Ground Truth about needs that had not been met, it was
striking how many people said shelter and housing.9 Food and healthcare
were also both important unmet needs.10 Cash was the most important
unmet need for people in Iraq, but was less prominent elsewhere (Ground
Truth Solutions, 2018). Again, these responses suggest that the basic
package of humanitarian assistance is relevant for many people in many
places, but that the relative importance of elements within this package
may change from place to place, and over time (shelter, for example, may
become more prominent over time as other needs are met).
It is also important to recognise that the specific activities carried out
in each of these elements – health, water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH),
shelter – may also vary significantly from one place to another. Interviewees
across a number of sectors spoke of how the needs of Syrian refugees, and
of urban besieged Syrians, differed from those of rural people in South
Sudan: the nature of health problems, and relevant responses, were very
different; rehabilitating urban water infrastructure was a very different job
from digging wells; and urban populations often require rental support or
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support for land tenure or in disputes with landlords, rather than shelter
construction (see box on humanitarian action in urban environments).
The Ground Truth data also highlights the fact that there are a number
of humanitarian needs beyond saving lives which people feel are important,
and which are not being addressed. Some of these appear to relate to
livelihoods: water pumps in Afghanistan; access to credit in Haiti. A need for
employment opportunities occurs (often along with education) in almost all
the contexts. Refugees also report needing help with language lessons and
legal processes.

Performance
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Relevance &
appropriateness

Meeting the specific needs of vulnerable population groups
Overall, the research strongly suggests that humanitarian actors are not
particularly good at meeting the specific needs of women, the elderly,
disabled people, LGBT people and other groups who may have specific
priority needs in addition to basic life-saving interventions, or who may
require aid to be provided in a different way. Responses from women and
men to the relevance question in the ALNAP survey11 were very similar, as
were responses from women and men to Ground Truth’s questions around
relevance (Ground Truth Solutions, 2017). However, the country studies,
evaluations and key informant interviews suggested that the aid system still
believes that it is poor at meeting the specific needs of women in crises. In
some cases, agencies fail to get the basics right: not addressing essential
concerns such as menstrual hygiene or safety in latrine areas. In others,
assumptions are made about the needs of women, and imposed with very
limited, if any, consultation with the people concerned. Some programme
staff interviewed in the country visits suggested that this failure to consult
is partly a result of a broader failure to engage with crisis-affected people,
and partly a result of the cultural position of women, who often find it more
difficult to be heard or have their opinions valued in their own societies.
There are tensions here between the humanitarian imperative to address
the specific needs of the vulnerable and the need to be respectful of the
culture and values of crisis-affected communities.
Evaluations and interviews both noted that, in the 2015–17 period, the
situation of women and girls had received more attention than in the past,
at least in policy terms. Donors more consistently asked for information on
how agencies were addressing gendered needs, and there was more activity
on the issue at HQ level. The next step is making a reality of this work on
the ground. Specific obstacles that were mentioned included the fact that
information is still not routinely disaggregated by gender (and age), and a
lack of tools to help design programmes that address the specific needs of
women. These needs – and the broader gap between policy and practice –
were also pointed out in the 2012 edition of The State of the Humanitarian
System, and have obviously not been fully addressed.
The situation was less positive with respect to other groups with
specific needs and vulnerabilities. Interviewees consistently mentioned
elderly people and people with disabilities not receiving the same level
of attention as women and girls at the policy level, and being overlooked
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in programming. The latest edition of the World Disasters Report explains
in some detail the disproportionate effect that disasters have on elderly
people and people with disabilities. It also suggests that humanitarian actors
generally do not address this group’s specific needs – for example, assistive
technology or particular diets (IFRC, 2018).
In general, the picture that emerged was one of a system that is
not good at understanding or addressing the specific vulnerabilities of
different groups of people in different contexts. Where differences within
a population are addressed, this is often through predetermined activities
for predetermined ‘vulnerable groups’. Assessments to identify the actual
vulnerabilities of different groups of people within a specific context are still
uncommon. This is another area where little progress appears to have been
made since earlier iterations of The State of the Humanitarian System.
Meeting protection needs
[People here] don’t really understand the term ‘priority needs’;
for them, what counts most is security and not being attacked,
not having their goods stolen by bandits … and humanitarian
aid can’t bring them that.
– Local government official
Only 6% of people responding to the recipient survey suggested that
protection was the form of aid they needed most.12 However, this may reflect
a lack of familiarity with or understanding of the term ‘protection’.13
A number of interviewees, both at HQ and in humanitarian operations,
made the point that the largest crises of the period (those in the Middle
East) were primarily crises of protection, yet protection funding as a
proportion of requirements remained low.14 Some advances were made in
2015–17, particularly at policy level: protection was included in the Syria
Strategic Response Plan (SRP) (and subsequent Humanitarian Response
Plans (HRPs)) from 2015, and in 2016 the IASC adopted a policy on
protection requiring Humanitarian Country Teams (HCTs) to develop a
strategy to address the most urgent risks. Peer reviews facilitated by P2P,
however, suggest that many country teams are struggling to operationalise
these strategies.
As a result, concerns remain that insufficient attention is paid to
protection needs in the context of people’s overall needs. Given the breadth
of protection needs in many contexts (from bombing civilian populations
to child labour and domestic abuse), there are also concerns that agencies
and HCTs are failing to identify clear priorities to address the most relevant
and pressing protection needs in any given context (Ambroso et al., 2016;
Hidalgo et al., 2015; Turnbull, 2015) and that, in at least some cases,
humanitarians are resorting to ‘readymade approaches’ (Niland et al., 2015)
rather than basing their interventions on an understanding of people’s
specific requirements. The difficulties of identifying and prioritising
relevant protection activities were also a theme of P2P reviews in Chad,
Haiti and Iraq.
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The system is
extremely poor at
monitoring, and
so agencies can
fail to understand
how the needs
and priorities of
affected people
are changing over
time.

Relevance/appropriateness in different crisis contexts
Although needs differed from one situation to another, the aid recipient
survey did not show any significant difference in the degree to which people
in the three contexts (conflict, disaster and refugee/migrant) felt that their
most important needs had been addressed. Humanitarian actors, however,
faced different constraints in these different contexts. Evaluations suggest
that assessment and monitoring were more difficult in situations of conflict
than in disasters or refugee situations. The humanitarian system was also
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Meeting ‘new’ or unexpected needs
A limited number of evaluations suggest15 that the system struggled to
understand and meet priority needs in the Ebola Crisis in West Africa. For
many of the agencies involved this was a new type of emergency demanding
‘innovative thinking’ (Adams et al., 2015: 16) and presenting ‘unprecedented
challenges and risks for which … [the] multi-sector emergency model was
not well adapted’ (UNICEF, 2017: 53). Initially, many humanitarian agencies
were not clear on whether this was a humanitarian emergency at all, or
whether it was outside the scope of life-saving work. Having determined
that they did have a role, agencies still struggled to identify priority needs
(such as support to safe burials). The European Migration ‘Crisis’ appears to
have posed similar challenges of unfamiliarity.
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Meeting protracted needs
Several key informants noted that the system is not very good at meeting
people’s priorities as they evolve over time, from emergency response to
protracted relief activities. This should not be surprising: as the system
seems to be most effective at meeting acute life-saving needs (and some
would argue that this is what it was designed to do), it is less skilled,
and less well-designed, to address chronic need. Beyond this, a number
of constraints make it difficult to move from an emergency footing to
protracted responses. The system is extremely poor at monitoring, and so
agencies can fail to understand how the needs and priorities of affected
people are changing over time. Funding structures can also be a constraint:
until recently, humanitarian financing has tended to come in short cycles
(of one year or less), encouraging repetitive, short-term programming and
leaving little space to consider emerging priorities. Humanitarian agencies
may not have the skills, staffing or procedures to address the situation once
the immediate crisis phase has passed.
There have been some limited improvements in this area over the
period covered in this edition of the SOHS. Several donors have begun to
experiment more widely with multi-year funding (a trend encouraged by the
World Humanitarian Summit and Grand Bargain), although interviewees
and published studies suggested that this was not, as yet, leading to much
change on the ground (FAO et al., 2017; Taylor et al., 2017a). There has
also been increased interest in adaptive management, and in adaptive
programming more generally.
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The Ebola
Epidemic
reminded
humanitarian
actors that there
is a far broader set
of less common
disasters, and
that the ‘standard
package’ needs to
be reassessed to
ensure relevance
to these events as
well.

particularly poorly equipped to provide the physical protection that was
often a primary need in conflicts (although the presence of peacekeepers
had allowed for the creation of ‘Protection of Civilians’ sites in South
Sudan and CAR, and there had been some success with communitybased protection). Wars in middle-income, urban environments created
new priority areas (requirements for dialysis, or repairing large water
purification plants) which were difficult to address. Limited access to
conflict areas appears to have led agencies to favour the simple delivery of
items over more complex, process-oriented activities such as health and
protection, which may have been more relevant to people’s needs (Stoddard
et al., 2016). Refugee and migration situations, particularly in Europe,
exposed new – or newly acknowledged – needs for physical protection
during the Mediterranean crossing, and for protection from violence at
the hands of people-traffickers. A number of agencies increased their legal
support and support for irregular migrants in dealing with bureaucracies.
In ‘natural’ disasters – arguably the basis for the standard model of
assistance, and for which the humanitarian system is best designed – the
Ebola Epidemic reminded humanitarian actors that there is a far broader
set of less common disasters, and that the ‘standard package’ needs to be
reassessed to ensure relevance to these events as well.
Box / Cash in humanitarian response
The policy and practice of cash transfers have evolved since the
publication of the last edition of The State of the Humanitarian System.
In 2015, the High Level Panel on Humanitarian Cash Transfers made
recommendations on increasing the scale, efficiency and quality of
cash (High Level Panel on Humanitarian Cash Transfers, 2015). In
2016, 53 signatories to the Grand Bargain formally committed to
increase the use and coordination of cash programmes. Since then,
many humanitarian actors have made strategic commitments to
expand cash programming, either through equal consideration of
all modalities for every response, or through quantitative targets for
cash as a share of total relief (Smith et al., 2018). While a broad range
of organisations have adopted one or both of these approaches, some
concerns have been raised that the quota approach can interfere with
other Grand Bargain commitments to increase unearmarked funding,
or that focusing too much on scale-up can undermine consideration of
key contextual factors that determine appropriateness (Smith et
al., 2018).
The most recent available figures show growth of 40% in the use
of cash, from $2 billion in 2015 to $2.8 billion in 2016. As a share
of total humanitarian aid, this represents an increase from 7.8% in
2015 to 10.3% in 2016. Caution is called for, however: figures for total
humanitarian aid and total cash delivery come from separate sources
(Smith et al., 2018), and two-thirds of the total cash delivered in
2016 came from just two sources, WFP and UNHCR. Even so, there
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does seem to be a broad movement towards cash, with 89% of Grand
Bargain signatories reporting activities in this area during 2018,
making it one of the highest-performing Grand Bargain workstreams
overall (Metcalfe-Hough et al., 2018).
A range of challenges also emerged over the reporting period,
centred around capacity, quality, monitoring and coordination:
•
•

•

•

Factors affecting the relevance & appropriateness
of humanitarian action
Assessment
Evaluations and key informants suggested that there had been advances
in thinking and practice around assessment over the past three years (see
Darcy, 2016b; Mowjee et al., 2016; Taylor et al., 2017b; UNHCR, n.d.).16 In
particular, they noted improvements in assessment methodology and in the
technical quality (and so accuracy) of agency assessments. They attributed
these advances to factors including the work of specialist groups such
as ACAPS, the importance placed on the Humanitarian Needs Overview
(HNO) in the programme cycle, and the increased focus on the topic as a
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Despite these challenges, the growth of cash presents a significant
opportunity. Its disruptive potential has been linked with a number
of reform areas, including humanitarian coordination mechanisms,
the strengthening of social protection systems and accountability
to affected populations. By forcing organisations to ask strategic
questions about their functions and interrelations, cash has the
potential to cut across established practices and incentive structures
within the humanitarian system (Smith et al., 2018).
• NEIL DILLON, ALNAP
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Organisational capacity, including systems and human resources,
remains a barrier to the increased use of cash (Smith et al., 2018).
Common quality standards and guidelines for cash delivery –
including common outcome indicators for multi-sectoral cash
programmes – are yet to be agreed (Smith et al., 2018).
Systematic monitoring is hampered by a lack of agreement on
which costs to count and how much programme detail to record
regarding modality and conditionality (Metcalfe-Hough
et al., 2018).
Coordination is ad hoc and contested, which can result in gaps,
duplications and tensions between actors, as well as hindering
the use of common mechanisms for assessment, delivery and
monitoring (Knox Clarke and Campbell, 2016; Steets and
Ruppert, 2017).
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result of the WHS and Grand Bargain processes. However, less than half
(48%) of respondents to the practitioner survey felt that assessment was
good or excellent, and there were consistent criticisms around the design
and use of assessments, and suggestions that the humanitarian sector still
has some way to go in this area.
Interviewees suggested four main areas of concern. The first was around
the scope of assessments: a sense that they are generally designed to reflect
the ‘traditional’ model of life-saving humanitarian assistance, and so focus
on food, health, WASH and so on. As a result, they may fail to capture needs
as they are experienced by affected people themselves (such as a need for
mobile phones to stay in touch with relatives): ‘our assessments don’t allow
for flexibility and capturing what’s most needed’.17 The second criticism was
that, while there has been significant methodological improvement, there
has been much less methodological convergence over the period. Different
agencies continue to use very different approaches, which are not easily
compared or harmonised with one another (see Clarke et al., 2015; Darcy,
2016b). Some interviewees suggested that the introduction of the HNO
process had been helpful in bringing agencies together to create a common
understanding of need, while also agreeing that there is a long way to go.
And there were examples of good practice in common/joint assessment
from a number of countries (see also Metcalfe-Hough et al., 2018). But the
Grand Bargain commitments to ‘[p]rovide a single, comprehensive, crosssectoral, methodologically sound and impartial overall assessment of needs
for each crisis’ and ‘[c]oordinate and streamline data collection to ensure
compatibility, quality and comparability’ appear hard to achieve: ‘in 2017
there was limited evidence of the major political or institutional shift in
culture and operating practice that is required’ (Metcalfe-Hough et al., 2018:
45). The problem of assessment highlights, once again, the challenges of
collective action in a highly atomised system.
The third main concern was that, in some cases (particularly where
funding does not meet anticipated levels) assessments do not really
inform what happens: decisions are instead made on the basis of funding
availability, the ability to access certain populations or donor preferences
for certain sectors. One respected observer of the humanitarian system
contrasted the increased quality of assessments with what they saw as
their declining use by decision-makers: ‘time and time again you see
information … just simply ignored’. Evaluations, however, were less negative
on this point: while there were examples of assessments not being used
– or not being fully used – (Clarke et al., 2015; Darcy, 2016; Hidalgo et al.,
2015; Lawday et al., 2016), evaluations also described a good number of
programmes based on assessment evidence (Abdula, 2017; Advisem Services
Inc., 2016; Ambroso et al., 2016; Betts and Coates, 2017; Conoir et al., 2017;
ICF, 2016; UNICEF, 2016; Wihaidi and Wehaidy, 2016).
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Strategy
A number of interviewees and evaluations suggested that the relevance
of humanitarian programming is compromised by an inability to clarify
and agree strategic priorities, both at the level of individual agencies and
– more often – at the inter-agency, ‘whole of response’ level. Without clear
priorities, each agency provides what it is best able to supply. Agencies
can also be more easily swayed by political concerns: in one example,
local politicians pushed for food aid because it was politically popular,
although not necessarily the priority for the most vulnerable people. A
lack of strategic prioritisation across the response was noted in a number
of evaluations (Darcy, 2016; Lawday et al., 2016) and P2P reviews, where it
often seemed to be a result of failure by individual members of the HCT to
look beyond the mandates of their organisations and identify overarching
priorities for the response as a whole.
Conversely, interviewees noted that, where there was a focus on
prioritising the type of relief required (as in South Sudan), aid was both
more relevant and more effective. Previous research by ALNAP suggests
that clusters and HCTs find it easier to identify clear priorities where there
are high levels of acute need, and more difficult in longer-term situations
where needs may be more complex and diverse. In these cases, a ‘bottomup’ approach to building strategy – based on monitoring activities to see
what is working, rather than making prior judgements about what should be
done, may be more successful (Knox Clarke and Campbell, 2015a; 2016).
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Relevance of
humanitarian
programming is
compromised by
an inability to
clarify and agree
strategic priorities,
both at the level of
individual agencies
and – more often –
at the inter-agency,
‘whole of response’
level.

Finally, there was a sense that the system has over-concentrated
on ‘one-off’ assessments as the key tool for understanding need, and
that these assessments are not well adapted to fluid, rapidly-changing
situations: they provide a picture of need at a single point in time, but
this picture is slow and cumbersome to collect, and can quickly become
inaccurate and out of date as the situation changes (see also Campbell and
Knox Clarke, 2018; Knox Clarke and Campbell, 2016). While recognising
progress in needs assessment, interviewees – particularly those engaged
in humanitarian programmes at country level – suggested that the system
should concentrate more on monitoring over time and on understanding
the specific vulnerabilities of different population groups, rather than trying
to establish whether there was a need for, say, food or shelter, and should
invest more in monitoring, to understand needs over time. The same point
was made in a number of evaluations (Clarke et al., 2015; Lawday et al., 2016;
Peacocke et al., 2015; Sida et al., 2016; Steets and Derzsi-Horvath, 2015).
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Cash-based programming
Cash-based programming allows people to choose what they need most
(as long as this is available in a market), rather than having these choices
made for them. Key informants were excited by the possibilities of cash, and
it was often mentioned in discussions of relevance. Where aid recipients
discussed cash with the case study research team, they often made the point
that cash allowed them to buy what they most needed. This is not to suggest
that cash is a magic bullet: evaluations showed that beneficiary preferences
for cash or vouchers over in-kind assistance vary according to context18 (this
is backed up by the findings of the aid recipient survey, the data gathered
by Ground Truth and research by the SAVE consortium), and people’s
priorities may not be met through market mechanisms, either because
the market is not functioning, or because what people need, for instance
infrastructure or services, is not generally available in the market (see more
in box on cash in humanitarian response).
Organisational skills, mandates and structures
A number of key informants suggested that the system fails to meet
priority needs because it is supply-driven. Agencies tend to push for their
particular sector or specialisation to be prioritised, rather than being led
by the priorities outlined in assessments. This makes it difficult to establish
common strategies for the response. Within sectors, agencies tend to favour
what they understand and have used before, irrespective of the degree to
which these activities meet priority needs.
It was hard to triangulate this claim. The issue was not raised by any
interviewees in the country case studies, and only three of the evaluations
reviewed (two of which related to responses in Pakistan (Khan, 2015; World
in Consulting Ltd., 2015)) explicitly mentioned responses being determined
by supply rather than demand. The P2P reports were more direct,
suggesting that agency mandates and priorities had strongly influenced the
response in a number of situations, including CAR, Somalia and Iraq. Only
one evaluation mentioned the problem of supply-driven responses in the
context of activity selection.
While the general set of standard responses appears to be relevant in
many contexts, it is entirely possible that a supply-driven approach comes
into play in choosing between the standard responses – in determining the
relative priority given to, say, shelter, healthcare and food. While the formal
country coordination architecture (of HCT, Clusters and inter-cluster
mechanisms) should address this issue, the inter-cluster mechanisms which
would be expected to guide this prioritisation are often not particularly
effective (Knox Clarke and Campbell, 2016). It is also very possible – even
likely – that agencies use tried and tested formulae for response, both to
avoid risk and because they do not have staff skilled in specific technical
areas. This has been noted in DRC (Obrecht, 2018). More generally, the lack
of skilled technical staff, particularly at field level, is a recurrent theme of
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evaluations in all emergency contexts. In contexts where standard responses
are less relevant, or where people need additional or different types of
response, these problems will have an even greater effect
on relevance.
Objective and perceived needs
One issue central to the discussion of relevance is the degree to which
humanitarian actors meet needs as they are experienced by people in need
themselves. Failing to ask people what they need (discussed more in section
on accountability and participation) risks agencies not understanding, and
not addressing, priority needs; conversely, an objective judgement of needs
– such as nutritional measurement – might uncover needs that are not
obvious to affected people themselves. In one case:
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many families discovered malnutrition through the
programme: they just saw that their children were ‘thin,
cranky’ but were not aware that they were malnourished. So,
once children were treated, they realized the relevance and
importance of the programme. But, before that, they had
not realized the need for it, neither that an emergency had
happened in the area. So, the assistance provided corresponded
to real risks and vulnerabilities … but not always to perceived
priorities (Ferretti, 2017 p.10).
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Kicker: Headline
Lebanon:
Between
in here
stability and stagnation
HEADLINE IN
Where have these
little maps come
from in the past?
SBX?

We speak about refugees every
single day. The politicians,
the media and, of course, the
humanitarian actors … We
have this feeling that they
are everywhere, and they are
actually. But we barely ever
hear their voice.
Humanitarian worker in Lebanon.

Neque suntota quuntis ad excerum
auta cusame exerunt, Neque
suntota quuntis ad excerum auta
cusame exerunt, Neque suntota
quuntis ad excerum auta cusame
exerunt, Neque suntota quuntis

The influx of Syrian refugees
into Lebanon since 2011 has
created a massive migration
crisis. The country is currently
host to the highest percentage of
refugees per capita in the world,
putting immense pressure on its
already fragile infrastructure and
basic services. The relationship
with Syria has not been easy. The
country’s historical involvement
in Lebanese internal affairs and
the civil war between 1975 and
1990 has led to a great deal of
resentment in some segments

of the population. The links
between the Syrian government
and Lebanese political actors
(notably Hezbollah) and
Lebanon’s strategic position in
a very turbulent region have
only increased the complexity
of the crisis. The decades-long
presence of a large Palestinian
refugee population is another
source of political and economic
instability. Concerned that
history does not repeat itself,
the Lebanese government has
vetoed the establishment of
camps for Syrian refugees, and
has prevented any assistance
or other support that might
encourage the refugees to stay.
Lebanon is an unusual
humanitarian environment
in that physical access to the
affected population is relatively
easy: the country is very small,
with a developed communication
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infrastructure and relatively few
security concerns. It is also a very
attractive base for international
humanitarian employees; working
and living conditions are good, it
is comparatively safe, goods and
leisure activities are numerous
and agency staff can bring their
families with them.

From an international to
a locally led response
A large number of Lebanese civil
society organisations (CSOs) have
been involved in basic service
provision for years, and have been
some of the first actors to respond
to the refugee crisis. While initially
perceived by international actors as
lacking neutrality and impartiality,
by 2014, when the international
response shifted towards targeting
host communities, international
NGOs began to regard local CSOs
as natural subcontractors, even
equal partners. While there is still
competition between Lebanese
organisations and international
NGOs over funds, leadership and
visibility, tensions have eased as
attention has turned towards how
‘aid localisation’ will evolve in the
coming years. The government
has restricted work permits for
foreign humanitarian staff, and
many Lebanese have taken up these
positions. Despite often having no
previous humanitarian experience,
one UN representative felt that
‘the operation has benefited from a
very high level of education when
it comes to national staff. So, this
also has contributed to very high
standards in terms of quality’.
The government’s position
towards Syrian refugees has been
ambivalent. On the one hand, it has
discouraged them from settling for
the long term, while on the other
requiring the response to their
needs be integrated into national
health and education systems. The
authorities have also helped in

the design of a response that goes
beyond a classic humanitarian
operation. Only around 20% of
Syrian refugees live in informal tent
settlements, with the rest spread
among host populations in urban
and peri-urban areas. The Lebanese
situation is therefore a hybrid
situation that is to some extent
closer to an internal displacement
context, despite significant legal
constraints on Syrians in terms of
residency and work.

Towards a single cashbased response
This very particular environment –
a protracted crisis with refugee and
host populations in an expensive
middle-income country – has
encouraged the humanitarian
system to innovate and adapt. One
of the most significant changes
has been the gradual evolution of
cash-based assistance towards a
single cash system. This began at
the end of 2015, when the major
cash providers introduced a single
e-card incorporating the various
forms of cash transfer available
(with varying amounts and payment
frequencies, unrestricted cash
versus cash for food, etc.). In 2017,

The Lebanese situation
is therefore not a ‘classic’
refugee crisis, but rather
a hybrid situation that is
to some extent closer to
an internal displacement
context, despite significant
legal constraints on
Syrians in terms of
residency and work.

donors decided to guarantee Syrian
refugees an unconditional monthly
fixed amount of cash assistance for
three years. The creation of this
single cash system is considered one
of the greatest recent humanitarian
achievements, not only in Lebanon
but also more generally within
the humanitarian system as a
whole. These changes are based
on a longer-term approach and
vision for both refugees and host
communities, as explained by a
donor representative:
We’ve always said, if we’re
going to try to reform the cash
assistance sector, it can’t just be
for the next two, three years. It
has to be a longer-term goal, with
some kind of social safety net
system for the most vulnerable.

The invisible wounds of
conflict
After seven years, the exceptional
situation of refugees has merged
with normality. Refugees are
scattered among vulnerable host
populations with similar needs,
adding to the complexity of the
response and the risk of tensions
between and among communities,
for instance around access to
healthcare. Some of the most
vulnerable appear to be overlooked
because they are very isolated,
because of their status or because
of their specific needs (the elderly,
people with disabilities, Palestinian
refugees and refugees living in small
and isolated informal settlements).
As one INGO representative
explained:
I have an example of a family
who lived in a building in Tripoli,
with an elderly person who
hadn’t gone out since arriving
in Lebanon and probably didn’t
have the [physical] ability [to do
so]. It was a building with flights
of stairs, probably no facilities in
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the bathroom, nothing, and this
person had no wheelchair. Those
people become a bit transparent,
but there are contextual and
structural difficulties: locating
people, managing to follow [up
on] them.
In a country where the wounds
of past wars are still healing,
refugees from Syria have been
welcomed with compassion. Over
time, however, the psychological
trauma of the war is being
forgotten. With their relatives at
home still in danger and prospects
for the future in ruins, Syrians
have to live with the stigma of
being refugees and the shame of
being dependent on aid. These
traumas are rarely spoken about
openly, making them difficult
to identify and address. Aid
interventions need to integrate
more localised decision-making

with the affected population,
particularly with young people,
who have been violently propelled
into adult life, carrying a heavy
load supporting their families but
unable to get on with their lives,
get married and start a family of
their own.

From stability to longer-term
development?
Seven years after the Syrian
crisis began, and with no
resolution in sight, its impact on
Lebanon continues to grow. It is
very unlikely that every refugee
from Syria will be able to return
home, at least in the near future.
While the aid response has helped
to establish a degree of stability
in the here and now, the question
remains how the transition can be
made to longer-term development.
If stability is not to become
stagnation, future aid programmes

will need to adopt a political vision
of society, embracing the specific
dynamics of this context and
aiming for social transformation.
Refugees may be at the centre
of current debates and of the aid
response, but they continue to
be excluded from decisions that
will have an impact on their lives.
They, along with other vulnerable
people in Lebanon, will need to be
given a voice. • NAWAL KARROUM,
GROUPE URD

This write-up is based on a case
study conducted for the SOHS
2018 by Groupe URD. The full case
study can be found at:
sohs.alnap.org

HEADLINE IN

Neque suntota quuntis ad excerum
auta cusame exerunt, Neque
suntota quuntis ad excerum auta
cusame exerunt, Neque suntota
quuntis ad excerum auta cusame
exerunt, Neque suntota quuntis

Adam Patterson/ DFID
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Endnotes for this criterion
1. Affected people were asked their opinion on the relevance of activities
in 19 cases: in 15 (Aberra et al., 2015; Coombs et al., 2015; ST Hidalgo
et al., 2015; Mutunga et al., 2015; Peacocke et al., 2015; Shepherd et al.,
2017; Chaffin, 2016; Kebe and Maiga, 2015; Khan, 2015; Okeyo et al.,
2017; Samuel Hall, 2015; Stone et al., 2015; Sunwoo and Cascioli Sharp,
2015; Ullah, 2015; Yila, 2017) they said that interventions had met their
needs at the time. In four they said that activities had not (Ferretti, 2017;
Lawday et al., 2016; Okeyo et al., 2017; Sanderson et al., 2015).
2. In the practitioner survey, 13% of respondents said that their sector’s
ability to prioritise/address the most urgent needs was ‘excellent’, while
45% said that it was ‘good’; 11% felt that performance in this area was
‘poor’. The combined positive score of 58% was the highest for any of
the criteria.

5. Surveys by Ground Truth are even less positive (although hard to
compare, because they use a five-point scale and the question is
somewhat different). The Ground Truth questions tend to ask whether
aid covers basic needs – putting more emphasis on quantity, and less
on relevance.
6. The importance of food as a relief item is borne out in research by the
SAVE consortium, where it was the ‘most needed’ form of assistance in
both Afghanistan and Somalia, according to surveys of affected people.
7. Food was the most important need in both conflict and non-conflict
environments, followed by cash (in conflicts) and health (in
natural disasters).
8. Food, health and education, in that order. In the other countries, the
results were: Afghanistan – cash, education, food; DRC – food, cash
(equal), education; Iraq – food, cash, shelter.

Relevance &
appropriateness

4. Unlike the practitioner survey, where this criterion scored well
against others.
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3. 2015: 27% yes, 46% partially, 24% no; 2012: 33% yes, 41% partially; 25%
no. The recipient and practitioner surveys cannot be directly compared
because they use different scales (three point and four point) and
have different wording. However, it is noticeable that, if the middle of
the three scores in the recipient survey were split equally into two, to
approximate the middle two ‘good’ and ‘fair’ results in the practitioner
survey, then the overall positives in the two surveys would be 58% and
63%, and the overall negatives would be 42% and 37%. In both, the
lowest-scoring answer would be similar: 10% for the recipient survey, and
13% for the practitioner survey.
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9. This was the main unmet need among respondents to Ground Truth
surveys in Haiti and Afghanistan and among Syrian refugees in Istanbul,
and the second among Syrian refugees in Lebanon. This may suggest
that the need for shelter becomes more prominent over time, as other
needs are met either by the activities of people themselves, or by the
interventions of government or humanitarian actors.
10. Food was among the top three unmet needs in Haiti and Afghanistan,
among Iraqi IDPs and refugees and for Syrian refugees in Lebanon;
healthcare was among the top three for refugees and IDPs in Iraq, and in
Somalia and Lebanon.
11. The question was: ‘Did the aid you received address your most important
needs at the time?’.
12. Protection was not cited as a ‘type of aid most needed’ in the SAVE
surveys in Afghanistan or Somalia, but 48% of respondents in South
Sudan cited it as such.
13. This would not be surprising given the challenges humanitarian
practitioners face in agreeing on a shared definition of what ‘protection’
is.(FAO et al., 2017; Global Protection Cluster, 2017).
14. On average, 36% over the three years.
15. The evidence is not particularly strong: key informants did not discuss
this element of the Ebola crisis.
16. There were also a significant number of evaluations that indicated that
assessments were of adequate or good quality, without suggesting that
this was an improvement on previous years: see for example Abdula,
2017; Advisem Services Inc., 2016; Ambroso et al., 2016; Betts and Coates,
2017; Conoir et al., 2017; ICF, 2016; Lawday et al., 2016; UNICEF, 2016;
Wihaidi and Wehaidy, 2016.
17. UN manager, UN.
18. Affected people/recipients expressed a preference for cash in Duncalf
et al., 2016; IFRC and KRCS, 2015; Kenya Red Cross, 2017; Watson et al.,
2016), and for in-kind support in Ibrahim et al., 2016 and Lewins et al.,
2016). In Downen et al., 2016 and Samuel Hall, 2015, opinions were
more mixed.

ACCOU NTAB I LITY
& PARTICI PATION
In 2015–2017, there was significant activity to improve accountability and the
participation of crisis-affected people in humanitarian programmes. More
aid recipients were consulted and able to provide feedback. However, the
information they provided seldom resulted in major changes.

A focus on information collection as
an approach to participation made
many people feel that the issue was
becoming bureaucratised and seen
as a ‘box-ticking exercise’. There
were more ambitious examples of
‘handing over power’ in humanitarian
programming, but these were
generally isolated, and did not lead to
changes in the system as a whole.

157

Accountability & Participation

Accountability
& participation

Defining accountability and participation
Accountability and participation is not included in the OECD DAC criteria
for humanitarian performance, possibly because the engagement of
crisis-affected people in humanitarian responses is considered to be a
means to achieving better programmes (by increasing the relevance and
impact of programming, for example), rather than an end in itself. Many
humanitarians, however, would argue that accountability and participation
are objectives in themselves: that no matter how well a programme
performs in other areas, it cannot be judged as performing well unless
crisis-affected people have meaningful control over decisions, and are able
to hold humanitarian actors to account for the decisions they make on
their behalf. As a result, we have added accountability and participation
as a new criterion in this edition of the SOHS. The criterion refers only to
accountability to, and participation of, people affected by crisis (and not
wider forms of accountability, such as to donors or to the affected state).

The State
of the System

In brief
Accountability to Affected Populations (AAP) combines a large and growing
number of activities related to regulating the relationships and power
imbalances between people affected by crisis and humanitarian agencies. This
report focuses on two areas in particular: participation in decision-making
by affected people, and the degree to which humanitarian agencies are held
accountable for the decisions they make on behalf of affected people.
Much of the activity related to improving participation in the reporting
period centred around establishing systems of consultation – particularly
in assessments and feedback systems. Growing activity in this area was
noted in the 2015 report, and increased further in 2015–17, reflected in
an increased number of respondents in the recipient survey saying that
they had been consulted on the assistance they received. However, this is
a limited form of participation, and is further limited by the fact that the
views of crisis-affected people collected in these ways do not seem, in most
cases, to have been influential in creating or changing humanitarian plans.
The focus on information collection systems as an approach to participation
also made many people feel that the issue was becoming bureaucratised
and seen as a ‘box-ticking exercise’. There were more ambitious examples
of ‘handing over power’ in humanitarian programming, but they were
generally isolated, and did not lead to changes in the system as a whole.
The picture was similar with respect to accountability. There was an
increase in reporting mechanisms, but on their own these are not sufficient
to improve accountability. There was also some progress on making people
aware of their rights and entitlements, but very little on mechanisms for
redressing grievances or imposing sanctions. Despite high-level attention to
the issue of sexual abuse and exploitation, there was still a lack of joined-up
activity on the ground.
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Of the 5,000
aid recipients
who took part in
the SOHS 2018
survey,

51%
reported they had
been consulted
on what they
needed prior to
distribution. This
suggests

1 in 2
people had
been involved
in some form of
assessment.

Accountability has been the subject of much debate and some
confusion. Several key informants suggested that the term ‘AAP’ is used
to mean different things by different people (see also Donino and Brown,
2014), including communication of information to crisis-affected people;
the ability of affected people to make complaints about, or suggest
improvements to, aid programmes; the ability of affected people to
design and implement their own activities; and the prevention of sexual
exploitation and other abusive behaviour by aid workers. Key informant
interviews also suggested that discussions on AAP are being expanded to
cover aspects of ‘localisation’. What all of these activities have in common
is that they concern the relationship between the people in a crisis and
the people who aim to assist them – a relationship that contains large
disparities of power.
ALNAP’s work on this topic generally distinguishes between two key
areas: the ability of crisis-affected people to make or influence decisions
about the use of external funding (‘participation’) and the ability of crisisaffected people to hold humanitarian actors to account for decisions that
are made on their behalf (‘accountability’) (Knox Clarke and Obrecht,
2015; Obrecht et al., 2015). These areas differ significantly – in ambition, in
rationale and in the mechanisms and approaches that would be required for
them to be fully achieved. However, at present many AAP activities aim to
address both.
To what extent are affected people able to participate in/influence
decisions that affect them?
Although this area has continued to receive attention at both the policy and
operational levels of the humanitarian system, the period 2015–17 did not
see any large-scale shift in decision-making power away from humanitarian
organisations and towards people affected by crisis. In the recipient survey,
a slim majority of respondents (51% overall) reported that they had been
consulted on what they needed prior to distribution. On the face of it this is
a remarkable figure (particularly given the fact that there was no significant
difference between men’s and women’s responses), suggesting that one in
every two people had been involved in some form of assessment: responding to
questionnaires, being interviewed or participating in community meetings. It is
also a significant increase on the 2015 (33%) and 2012 surveys (34%).
In the evaluations, including people in assessments and targeting exercises
(deciding what people receive and who should receive it) appeared to be the
most common approach to enhancing participation (Khan, 2015; Moughanie,
2015; Poulsen et al., 2015). It was also presented as an example of participatory
programming by interviewees in several case studies. However, answering
a questionnaire on needs or participating in an interview are very limited
forms of participation, particularly when answering questions entails a choice
between predetermined options. As one UN official explained: ‘Do we include
affected populations in design? No. Do we include them to find out needs? Yes.
Are we allowing for needs to be broadly expressed? No. Are we allowing it to be
addressed by a tick in the box? Yes’.
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There are, of course, good reasons for standardising assessment tools,
but doing so does not add greatly to the empowerment of crisis-affected
populations, and may further reduce their sense of dignity and agency. One
local NGO staff member explained an assessment process as follows: ‘they
come to their houses and do the assessments, asking about their expenses,
their debts, how many times do they eat meat. Some, they think this is …
humiliating for them’.
A second approach to consulting affected people – and one which
appears to have become more widespread over the 2015–17 period, is the
provision of feedback mechanisms as part of project implementation. In
many cases, these mechanisms are designed (or used) to provide feedback
(inputting into decisions) and make complaints (holding to account),
and thus have both accountability and participation functions. In the
recipient survey, a slightly higher number answered yes than no (36%
to 32%) to the question ‘were you able to give opinions on programmes,
make complaints, and suggest changes to the aid agencies?’. This is a
significantly higher number of positive responses than in the 2015 survey
(where 19% of respondents said yes and 44% said no) and a lower number
of negative responses to 2015, where 37% said yes and 55% said no. Overall,
there were no statistically significant differences according to the gender
of respondents, although there were statistically significant differences in
Afghanistan and Iraq. The responses of refugees and people affected by
‘natural’ disasters were very similar to each other (the responses of people
in conflict were slightly less positive: 29% yes, 32% no). There was no
statistically significant difference in responses between people who received
support from international and from national organisations.
Suggesting a change is one thing; having that suggestion acted on is
another. Case study interviews with aid recipients and humanitarian staff
indicate that, in a limited number of cases, agencies had made changes as
a result of feedback, but that generally these were quite small (changing
the items in a food distribution, for example). Similarly, the review of
evaluations provided some examples of changes as a result of consultation
or feedback, such as adjustments to food baskets (Duncalf et al., 2016), the
design of transitional shelters (IFRC, 2015) and winterisation activities in
refugee camps in Syria (Austin, 2016). One evaluation gave examples of
more substantial changes being made as a result of feedback (Al Nabhy
et al., 2017), but this seemed to occur in only a small minority of cases. In
general, interviewees in the case studies – particularly aid recipients –
were pessimistic about their ability to influence, let alone determine, how
humanitarian assistance was designed and delivered. In Ground Truth
surveys in Haiti, Afghanistan and Lebanon, only one in nine respondents
believed that their opinions were actually taken into account (Ground Truth
Solutions, 2017). Subsequent surveys in six countries also gave low scores
for responsiveness (Ground Truth Solutions, 2018).
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Of the 1,170 aid
practitioners
who completed
the SOHS 2018
survey,

42%
felt that the
participation of
affected people
was good or
excellent.
But only...

21%
of practitioners felt
that aid recipients
held influence
or control over
decisions.

Humanitarian practitioners were similarly dubious about the ability of
affected people to influence decisions. Only 42% of respondents thought
that the participation of affected people in their programmes was good or
excellent. While this was an improvement on 2015 (when the score was
33%), it was still one of the most negative results in the survey. Even lower,
however, were the results when practitioners were asked about the degree of
influence or control aid recipients had over decisions. Here, the combined
score of 21% was the lowest of any in the survey, again suggesting that, while
a growing number of mechanisms are available to give crisis-affected people
a voice, they are limited and do not constitute a legitimate consultation,
let alone a transfer of control. The system appears to have got stuck at the
feedback stage: roughly two-thirds of the key informants who discussed
accountability felt that little, if any, progress had been made in this area over
the previous three years.
Some interviewees pointed to positive developments, including the potential
for technology to allow people to express opinions more visibly, and the role of
cash in giving people more choice (the improved agency and control cash can
offer were also appreciated by aid recipients interviewed in the case studies).
They also discussed increased pressure from donors – in particular USAID – to
report on measures to engage people in projects. A few mentioned the Core
Humanitarian Standard and Ground Truth Solutions as initiatives that might
support change in the future, and the revised HCT Terms of Reference, which
highlight accountability to affected populations and prevention of sexual abuse
as mandatory issues for all HCTs.
Set against this was a repeated concern that participation was becoming
a professionalised, technical exercise rather than a value or commitment.
Some mentioned that there had been a proliferation of guidance, but that
this was not fully operationalised on the ground – a point that has also
been made in a number of STAIT/P2P peer reviews. It was noticeable
how many key informants talked of AAP as a ‘box-ticking exercise’. This
‘professionalisation’ of accountability, turning it into ‘a big thing’, had in
some cases made humanitarian workers cynical about the whole idea. One
local NGO staff member told interviewers: ‘We joke that you put the letters
CB before everything, so we have many things, now it’s all community-based
and the same things that you always used to do, we just add the letters,
community-based’.
At the same time, the case studies and evaluations suggested a number
of organisations for whom the accountability agenda is a core commitment
(Grünewald and Schenkenberg, 2016; Wihaidi and Wehaidy, 2016). Interviewees
from affected populations were clear that some agencies were more
interested in taking their views into account than others. These agencies are
experimenting with approaches that go beyond assessments and feedback
mechanisms, often providing grants to community groups and allowing them to
take the lead in decision-making, rather than ‘participating’ though information
collection mechanisms. However, many informants spoke of ‘pilots’ or ‘islands’:
promising activities that, while good in themselves, were unlikely to create
change across the system.
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People who gave
feedback were 3.5
times more likely
to say that they had
been treated with
dignity and respect
than people
who had not.
People who were
consulted were 3.1
times more likely
to say that they
had been treated
with dignity and
respect than those
who had not.

How important is participation?
One important outcome of the recipient survey is that it demonstrates a
statistically significant correlation between the degree to which people
are consulted on a programme, or are able to give feedback about a
programme, and the degree to which they feel they are treated with respect
and dignity. People who had been able to give feedback were 3.5 times more
likely to say that they had been treated with dignity and respect than people
who had not been able to do so, and people who had been consulted were 3.1
times more likely to say that they had been treated with dignity and respect
than people who had not.
The correlation is striking and important, but we should be careful
about the conclusions that we draw from it. We cannot say with certainty
that putting feedback mechanisms in place will lead to people feeling
more respected: the figures show that relationship, but they do not show
that one element causes the other. Similarly, we cannot assume feedback
mechanisms and consultation are necessary to ensure that people are
treated in a dignified way. One of the highest scores in the survey for dignity
(76%) was in Iraq, which scored lowest on questions related to consultation
and ability to provide feedback (37% and 15% yes responses, respectively).
Other factors – such as the demeanour of aid staff, the efficiency of
processes (such as the length of time which people are made to wait for
distributions) and respect for local culture – support feelings of dignity, and
these go well beyond feedback processes (Holloway and Fan, 2018).
Certainly, some of the people interviewed for this report did not feel
they had been consulted about the aid they received, but they were not
especially concerned. There may be a number of reasons for this. People
in a crisis have other priorities, and may not want to spend time providing
information or making decisions. They may also not want to appear critical.
Or as one local NGO informant suggested, ‘participation is a culture in
itself. People need to be able to know how to participate and have practiced
it to be able to do it. This is a culture we don’t have much’. The idea that
participation may be more highly valued in some cultures than others
received some slight support in the case studies – interviewees in Haiti
were consistently more unhappy about being denied the opportunity to
make decisions than interviewees in Yemen, for example. This is an area
that would benefit from more study. What is important here is the idea
that participation is largely about agency, and so should entail choice. In
some cases people may choose not to participate, without feeling that this
affects their dignity. Even so, while we should be careful not to project
assumptions, there can be little doubt that many people, in many places,
prize participation (and see also Ground Truth Solutions, 2017).
Participation also seems to correlate with better programming. In the
recipient survey, there was a statistically significant correlation between
consultation and feedback on the one hand, and the relevance and
quality of programming on the other. People who reported that they had
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been consulted and were able to provide feedback were around two to
three times more likely to give positive responses around the relevance
and quality of the aid they had received than those who had not.
The link between greater participation and the quality of programming
was particularly evident in the Ebola response in West Africa. The initial
response demonstrated the shortcomings of an overly technical approach
that relied on external expertise at the expense of the knowledge and
understanding of the societies facing the epidemic. This meant, for example,
that ‘[t]he early instructions on so-called safe burial – rigid and unworkable
– were, in that context, a textbook manual for unsafe burial that then had
to be overcome by working with local religious and community leaders’
(DuBois et al., 2015: 31). In that context at least, seeing people’s behaviour as
a problem, rather than as a key to the response, hampered effective action
and cost lives (DuBois et al., 2015; Moon et al., 2015; IRC, 2016f ).
Factors affecting participation
Clarity around concepts and approaches
As noted above, evaluations and interviews at HQ and in country
offices demonstrated a very broad understanding of what terms such as
‘accountability’ and ‘participation’ actually mean, and how external actors
can most effectively establish systems that give affected people a meaningful
say. While there will never be one ‘right’ way to achieve participation,
key informants suggested that confusion in these areas prevents the
development of expertise and sharing of knowledge.
One concrete operational area where this confusion can have important
implications is the decision on who participates, and who represents
whom. Informants suggested that it is unrealistic to expect everybody in a
community to participate in decision-making: there will generally need to
be some representative structure. However, this raises the question of who
does the representing. Should it be the established community authorities?
Or representatives of marginalised groups? Either choice has significant
consequences (potentially beyond the boundaries of the programme), and
it can be difficult to make a decision without clarity on why participation is
being encouraged.
Time
The most frequently cited constraint to establishing more participatory
programmes – at least among practitioners interviewed as part of the
case studies – was time. As one national NGO staff member put it: ‘When
it is about emergency, usually you have, what, three days? A week, if
you’re lucky, to draft everything. So, it’s not really easy to really involve
people’. It is interesting how often time was raised as a constraint, even
in situations which were not rapid-onset, and where agencies had been
in place for many years. Some interviewees suggested that the need for
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rapid proposals was driven as much by agency and donor timescales as
it was by needs on the ground, and, to the degree that it is a constraint
in longer programmes, shortage of time may be related to business
processes and priorities rather than the urgency of the situation itself.

Accountability
& participation

Culture
Participatory programming – and accountability to affected populations
in general – is fundamentally about power. To be effective, it requires
an understanding of how power is constructed and expressed in a given
situation. In the case of participatory programming, in particular, it also
aims to disrupt and change existing dynamics of inequality.
The distribution of power – the basis on which power rests, and the ways
in which it is distributed – is a core element of the culture of any society, and
differs from one society to another. As a result, key informants were clear that
participatory programming is only likely to be effective where an agency has
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Flexibility in funding and programming
One element that determines the degree of participation – and particularly
the degree to which feedback is used – is whether agencies are able and
open to changing their initial expectations or plans on the basis of input
from affected people. At present, neither practitioners nor affected people
involved in humanitarian operations believe that agencies are flexible
enough: there were many concerns over needs being determined and
programme design shaped by donor priorities and the perspectives of aid
professionals, rather than by the views of affected communities (see also
Darcy, 2016a; Lawday et al., 2016; World Vision International, 2015). It
is hard to judge the degree to which this is based on attitudes of ‘expert’
superiority, or whether it is based on the external constraints imposed by
donor contracting processes or the structures and processes of the agencies
themselves. The tendency for agencies to specialise in particular sectors
renders them unable to respond to requests from affected people that
fall within a different sector, or no clear sector at all. Since much donor
reporting focuses on outputs over outcomes, many agencies are also unable
to significantly change the activities they carry out within a sector, if this
leads to a significant change in the outputs being provided (Obrecht, 2018).
Within the study period, some donors began to experiment with more
open partnership agreements (see section on relevance) to allow agencies
to move more flexibly between outputs and activities in order to achieve
an overall outcome. However, despite increased donor endorsement of
accountability to affected populations (including a requirement passed by
the US Congress in 2015 that all foreign aid projects provide opportunities
for feedback, DANIDA and other donors’ strong support for the CHS
and the ‘participation revolution’ in the Grand Bargain), implementing
agencies note that these expectations are in direct tension with the donor
push for greater efficiency and the implicit desire for speed and scale in
humanitarian response (see also Obrecht, 2018).
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the skills to understand the power dynamics of a particular society. It is also
hard to transfer approaches that work in one place to another, with another
culture. Participatory activities need to be bespoke, which sits uneasily with the
standardisation of tools and programmes required to ensure some degree of
consistency and efficiency across humanitarian organisations.

Of the 5,000 aid
recipients who took
part in the SOHS
2018 survey,

39%
reported that
organisations
providing
them with
assistance had
communicated
about plans and
activities well.

36%
of practitioners
broadly agreed,
reporting that their
organisation was
good or excellent
at providing
information.

Incentives
Participatory programming also means giving power away, with decisions
currently taken by agency staff instead being in the hands of affected people or
their representatives. A degree of resistance to change is an inherent part of the
culture of all organisations (Knox Clarke, 2017), and in this case resistance may
be reinforced by concerns about loss of power and control (CHS, forthcoming;
Steets et al., 2016). Key informants from the Red Cross, NGOs and the UN
were all clear that real participation would require a paradigm shift that the
humanitarian system is currently not prepared to make.
To what extent are aid recipients able to hold humanitarian actors
to account for decisions made on their behalf?
In order for aid recipients to be able to hold humanitarians to account
for the actions taken on their behalf, at least three elements need to be in
place: people need to know what they should expect from the humanitarian
response and whether this is, in fact, what is happening; they need to have
a way to complain when these expectations are not met; and there needs
to be some mechanism for redress or sanction. In the recipient survey, 39%
of people said that the organisations providing them with humanitarian
assistance had communicated well about their plans and activities: again,
there was no statistical difference in the survey between those who had
received assistance from governments, national NGOs or international
agencies. These results suggest that there is significant room for
improvement in communicating with people in crisis about the assistance
and support they can expect. Practitioners broadly agreed: only 36% of
respondents said that their organisation was good or excellent at providing
information to aid recipients and allowing them to lodge complaints. It
is probably not surprising that the case studies provided a number of
examples (in Kenya, Yemen and Haiti) of people being unaware of what
they should receive, or when and how they should receive it. At the same
time, the case studies also provided a number of examples of organisations
actively attempting to communicate with recipients in order to raise
awareness of their entitlements and make them aware of their rights.
Turning to the second element supporting accountability – reporting
mechanisms – key informants suggested that there had been a significant
increase in complaints mechanisms over the reporting period, and this was
supported by the evaluations. The practitioner survey also suggested that
there were more complaints mechanisms, showing an increase from 30% to
36% in positive responses between 2015 and 2017. Key informants suggested
that the growth in such mechanisms may have been driven, in part, by the
expectations of donors.
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At the same time, the case studies suggested that there were a number of
situations where complaints mechanisms had still not been put in place, and
this was confirmed in evaluations (Baker et al., 2016; House, 2016; Patko, 2016).
Evaluations also suggested that, even when mechanisms were in place, affected
communities were unaware of them (Advisem Services Inc., 2016; Turnbull,
2016) or unable to access them (Baker et al., 2016; IFRC and KRCS, 2015). In
many cases, mechanisms may exist, but they are not working as intended.
Broadly, findings from the evaluation synthesis and from the interviews echo
those of a Disasters Emergency Committee (DEC) evaluation of activities
in Yemen: ‘Engagement sometimes, but not always, includes an adequate,
standardised and well-communicated complaint process. Hotlines are common
(though often used for requests rather than complaints), as are complaint boxes
and the option of channelling a complaint through a member of the community
committee’ (Al Nabhy et al., 2017: 21).
The third element one might expect to see as part of an effective
accountability system is some method for redress and/or sanction:
essentially, if the humanitarian agency has not provided people with their
entitlements, it will put things right – and if the behaviour constitutes a
particularly flagrant breach of expectations, individuals or organisations will
be sanctioned. This element appears to be the weakest of the three: it is not
addressed in the evaluations (which tend to look for the presence or absence
of mechanisms, rather than how they work), and was not mentioned by key
informants or in the case studies. It is, then, not surprising that only around
10% of respondents (averaged across three countries) in Ground Truth
Solutions surveys trusted complaints mechanisms to deliver (Ground Truth
Solutions, 2017).
One important failing in the area of accountability relates to sexual
exploitation and abuse. The sexual exploitation of crisis-affected people
by aid workers represents an extreme example of the conscious abuse
of power, and provides a basic test of how effective the system can
be in holding individuals and organisations to account for violations
of law and ethical principles. The issue received increased attention,
particularly at the UN: in 2016 the Secretary-General appointed a Special
Coordinator on improving the UN response to sexual exploitation
and abuse, and the following year presented a strategy to the General
Assembly ‘to improve the Organization’s system-wide approach’ to
the issue (UN Secretary-General, 2017b: 1). Movement on the ground
was, however, slow. The reports of P2P missions were clear that this
area saw only limited progress over the period 2015–17. In some cases,
reports suggest that ‘agencies and NGOs have specific policies and
mechanisms to support a PSEA agenda, including codes of conduct that
are mandatory for humanitarian workers to sign and abide by; whistle
blowing opportunities; and support assistance to survivors’ (STAIT
(P2P), 2016a: 9), but it is not clear how well these policies are being
implemented. At the inter-agency level, there appeared to be even less
attention to the problem. While in some cases ‘[t]he RC/HC and DHC …
stressed the importance of preventing sexual exploitation and abuse by
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humanitarian staff and partners [and] … elevated PSEA successfully onto
the humanitarian agenda’ (P2P, 2017: 15), attention to the issue seemed
to rest very much on individual efforts, rather than broad systemic
commitment. In other situations, ‘[t]here was an almost complete
absence of discussions during the OPR mission on the humanitarian
community’s obligations to the Protection against Sexual Exploitation
and Abuse (PSEA) agenda’. The report goes on to say that ‘the fact that it
was rarely mentioned, is mentionable in itself’ (STAIT (P2P), 2016a: 16).
In the SOHS research, only four of 120 evaluations considered agency
performance on this issue, and only five key informants mentioned
abuse of affected people as a problem. All five felt that the issue was
being largely ignored.
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THE PERSPECTIVES OF AID
RECIPIENTS
One of the most important ways of assessing the performance of
humanitarian assistance is to ask people in crisis to evaluate the support
they receive. The perspectives of aid recipients have played a significant
role in grounding the findings and analysis of all three State of the
Humanitarian System reports.7 This section takes a focused look at what we
heard from aid recipients in our research for the 2018 report, and highlights
key sets of insights from this data.
The way the humanitarian sector consults aid recipients has changed
dramatically since ALNAP’s first survey in 2012. Not only are individual
humanitarian agencies doing more to collect feedback from aid recipients,
but there are also more system-wide approaches to surveying crisis-affected
people. Accountability initiatives such as the Humanitarian Accountability
Partnership (now the CHS Alliance) and Ground Truth Solutions have
led to an increase in surveys of aid recipients. These surveys inform
both operational decisions and humanitarian policy, for example the
implementation of the Grand Bargain.
This section draws on the mobile survey data gathered by GeoPoll for
ALNAP and the field-level interviews with aid recipients, as well as Ground
Truth Solutions’ Human Voice Index (HVI – a database that includes all of
their large perceptual surveys) and the CHS Alliance self-assessment data
for 2017.

Figure 18 / SOHS aid recipient aggregate survey responses – SOHS
2012, 2015 and 2018

Notes: The countries covered by the SOHS aid recipient surveys are as follows: 2012: DRC, Pakistan, Haiti and Uganda; 2015: DRC, Pakistan and the
Philippines; 2018: DRC, Kenya, Ethiopia, Afghanistan and Iraq.
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INSIGHT 1: Overall, aid recipients see aid getting better

‘it’s not enough,
but it makes
a difference’
AID RECIPIENT, KENYA

Overall, aid recipients in 2017 reported higher levels of satisfaction with
the quality, quantity and relevance of the aid they received, compared
with 2012 and 2015.8 A much higher percentage of aid recipients also
reported being able to give feedback on programmes, and that they
were consulted prior to an aid distribution. In face-to-face interviews,
aid recipients were concerned with the quantity of assistance provided,
but generally indicated that the support they received was relevant
to their needs and highly appreciated (deviations from this trend
were most evident in Haiti). Interestingly, given current debates
around the ‘localisation’ agenda, we found no meaningful distinctions
between different types of aid actors in terms of how aid recipients
assessed performance (this is discussed in more detail in section on
Accountability and participation).
Positive appraisals by aid recipients were also found in the first baseline
assessments carried out by the CHS Alliance on how well its members were
performing against the nine Core Humanitarian Standards. The ratings aid
recipients gave either matched or were more positive than the self-assessed
ratings that agencies gave themselves on eight of the nine standards. Aid
recipients were particularly positive about the relevance of the aid provided
and the competence of aid agency staff.

Figure 19 / SOHS aid recipient survey responses for DRC – SOHS
2012, 2015 and 2018

Notes: Figures have been rounded to the nearest percentile.
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Figure 20 / Assessments against the Core Humanitarian Standard
– Scores by commitment

Source: Core Humanitarian Standard
Notes: Aggregated assessments of 15 CHS Alliance members, as of December 2017. For each commitment the upper bar reflects the average selfassessment scores for Key Actions from CHS Alliance members (CHS Requirements at project level) while the lower bar shows the average ratings given
by aid recipients served by the CHS Alliance members. The ratings from aid recipients were collected by CHS Alliance members themselves rather than
through an independent party.

Figure 21 / Comparison of feedback, consultation and respect
responses – SOHS 2018 aid recipients survey
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36
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Notes: While consultation and feedback mechanisms strongly correlated with the degree to which people felt respected, many aid recipients who were not able
to provide feedback also reported that that they had been treated with respect, and some aid recipients who provided feedback did not feel treated with respect.
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INSIGHT 2: Overall trends don’t tell us what is happening
in a specific response
Given the many years of attention and effort invested in improving
accountability to affected populations in the humanitarian sector, it is
heartening that performance is improving in the eyes of aid recipients.
However, while the aggregated data indicates an overall positive trajectory,
aggregated trends are not always reproduced within individual countries, which
means that global trends can mask, or run counter to, trends within individual
countries or crises.
For example, in the DRC, the only country that has been featured in all
three SOHS surveys, there has been an overall decline in satisfaction among aid
recipients from 2012 to 2017. Aid recipients were less satisfied in 2017 than they
were in 2012 with the quantity of aid (57% in 2012 and 45% in 2017) and the
quality of aid (64% in 2012 and 51% in 2017), and fewer reported being able to
offer feedback (55% in 2012 and 47% in 2017).
Yet aid recipients in DRC in 2017 were more positive about performance
compared to 2015, when the humanitarian response was considered quite poor
by aid recipients and there were significant declines in satisfaction from 2012.
These changes illustrate how humanitarian performance is fluid, not linear:
levels of satisfaction can change dramatically, either up or down, and may be
shaped by contextual factors affecting aid delivery at particular points in time.

INSIGHT 3: Accountability and participation mechanisms
make a difference
Aid recipients are more likely to feel respected and view aid as relevant
and high-quality if they are consulted and have the opportunity to provide
feedback or complain. The GeoPoll surveys, for example, showed a strong
relationship between feedback and consultation and how aid recipients
perceived the quality of the aid they received. This correlation was even
stronger with regard to feelings of dignity and respect (see more in section
on Accountability and participation).

INSIGHT 4: The majority of aid recipients feel respected by
aid providers
In the survey, 68% of aid recipients said that they were treated with respect
and dignity by aid providers. Similarly, in survey data gathered by Ground
Truth Solutions in 2015–2017, the average score for ‘respect’ was the highest
for any question on the survey.
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INSIGHT 5: There are a number of ways in which agencies
can demonstrate respect for aid recipients
While consultation and feedback mechanisms strongly correlated with the
degree to which people felt respected, many aid recipients who were not
able to provide feedback also reported that that they had been treated with
respect, and some aid recipients who provided feedback did not feel treated
with respect. Similarly, in the Ground Truth data, high scores for respect
were not accompanied by high scores for being able to voice opinions. This
indicates that other factors beyond feedback and consultation mechanisms
can come into play in shaping whether aid recipients feel respected, and
how they assess the quality of aid. More research and evidence is needed
on what these factors might be, and how aid agencies can move beyond
feedback mechanisms to improve their relationships with aid recipients.

Figure 22 / Biggest challenges to receiving humanitarian aid –
SOHS 2018 aid recipient survey

Notes: Responses to the question: ‘What is the biggest challenge to people receiving aid in your area? 1)Insecurity and violence 2)Corruption 3)Not enough aid 4)
Difficulty with access 5)Other 6) Don’t Know’. Percentages have been rounded to the nearest whole percent.
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Figure 23 / Affected people’s relative views of different aspects
of humanitarian assistance – Ground Truth Solutions

Source: Ground Truth Solutions (GTS)
Notes: GTS perception surveys with affected people in Lebanon, Iraq, Somalia, Afghanistan, Haiti and Uganda provide information about affected people’s
views on different aspects of the humanitarian assistance and how it affects their lives. The chart above shows to what extent each of the listed performance
dimensions deviate from the global mean scores. In other words, it captures to what extent specific aspects of the humanitarian response are rated relative to
each other. Positive scores suggests that those aspects of humanitarian assistance work relatively well compared to average scores, whereas negative scores
suggest a need for improvements.

INSIGHT 6: Aid recipients identified a number of problems
with humanitarian aid, including corruption, access
constraints, unmet needs and poor targeting

Aid recipients felt
that support does
not always reach the
most vulnerable and
can exclude children
and youth, women,
elderly people, poor
people and people
with disabilities.

Finally, while aid recipients are broadly satisfied with the basic aid
they receive, they also identified a number of problems and areas for
improvement. A majority of survey participants chose corruption as the
most significant obstacle to aid delivery, followed by the limited amount
of aid available, insecurity and problems with accessing aid. A review of
aid recipients’ answers to open-ended questions, carried out by Ground
Truth Solutions for ALNAP, found that the most common concerns raised
by aid recipients over 2015–17 across seven countries were information
provision, unmet needs and targeting. Unmet needs cited by aid recipients
ranged widely across different countries, from food and cash to housing and
employment opportunities. With respect to targeting, aid recipients felt
that support does not always reach the most vulnerable: when asked which
groups are excluded from assistance, respondents mentioned children and
youth, women, elderly people, poor people, people with disabilities, the ill
and people without information about assistance. • ALICE OBRECHT, ALNAP

174

CASE STUDY

European Union 2018

Kicker: Headline
Bangladesh:
What
in here
future for the Rohingya?
HEADLINE IN

Neque suntota quuntis ad excerum
auta cusame exerunt, Neque
suntota quuntis ad excerum auta
cusame exerunt, Neque suntota
quuntis ad excerum auta cusame
exerunt, Neque suntota quuntis

Ovit harum
int ant,
nonseque es
Nearly
700,000
Rohingya
dolorpostem
est
alique
laborae
people have fled to Bangladesh
puditium
volorrum
quis
quis
since August 2017, escaping
consequam
exceribus
et vel id
human
rights
violations,
quosam, con reritand
lignat.
discrimination
violence
Uptat. NiState
dolutainsuscidi
conse
in Rakhine
Myanmar.
volupta
prorehenda
consed
Villages have been razed, mi, ilit
voluptumand
doles
dis moskilled
eius. in
parents
relatives
Borepedistis
aliqui children
front
of traumatised
dolupistibus
nimpor
and women entem
and girls
raped
sandand
ellesed
es
eum
rem alitior
and abused. These latest
ehentemhave
nonseque
sinis
eost
arrivals
joined
hundreds
aliquiaspero
voluptatio.
of
thousandsque
of velit,
Rohingya
Doloratius
non et
eos exerferum
from previous
refugee
inflows
quam
experitis
iur,
nullupic
dating back to theeum
1970s.
tem comnihiti
ipidenisci
ut
With
a population
of more
omnisim
fuga. Catur
si in nis
than
800,000,
the Balukhaliandanda
ndelibus,
samcamp
labor a
Kutupalong
refugee
dolupta
tiasit
at
il
everfer
fererum
in Cox’s Bazar is the largest
il idiam
consequat.
in
the world.
Altogether,
Ed estiat
dita quis
id ute
UNHCR
believes
that
a nient
ius
dolora
dolorerit
di
res
dolupta
million Rohingya are living
tionse
vent
eum
consequo
outside Myanmar. Thoseminus
still
et eum
a pra dolupta
temporatin
in
Myanmar
are effectively

nost as mos
delit liqueand
voluptatur
denied
citizenship,
their
moluptat
aligenectus
quae
movements and access to land,
etur?
Qui inusapicim
dolest
at a
education
and public
services
consequatem
ni cus esto consenti
are
restricted.
beaThe
natioBangladesh
inihilias esecum
estor
Government
rehendae
pre
vit
fuga.
Lecuptatem
responded to the latest influx
que
dolupta its
tempero
by opening
bordermod
with
magnatemolum
rem quodisc
Myanmar,
allocating
land for
ienimusand
apelproviding
inulpa volorem
aut
shelter
assistance.
doles
con
rectur,
auta
praecto
However, it does not consider
inullupta
volo core
que
the Rohingya
to beporum
refugees,
voluptathe
speribu
sdanti cus
accus
rejects
possibility
of local
eatqui occatias
estisit to
harupis
integration
andutwishes
see
seque
excea
ped
quam
ressed
their swift return to Myanmar.
ut
earumrepatriation
rem dollo temquiam
Several
plans
aliquis
moluptamusae
idebis
are
being
discussed, but
the
iliquia eum for
sus,aexerepta
comnis
conditions
safe return
of
aspe
laboreium
et
minctem
iunt,
the Rohingya to Myanmar are
voluptis
nonsequ
still not in
place. ibusapere,
UNHCR and
explabother
int, teUN
latiagencies
aut ea voluptatur,
most
have
volores
tiatur
apellum
not
been
ablead
to quos
access
Northern
sequisi
tatatempor
nisit in
Rakhine
since the sinum
crisis began
aut
volor
renimagnime
sedipsam,
2017. Despite the government’s
sit voloritae
ambition
to cor
see adignata
a quick volorpo

CASE STUDY 175

riorror apernatem libust apid
quae. Ilitati berissit labo. Niam
reicien dissinullam, ipsundae vero
de et fugitae omnim ut volendam
latur a periantem volestibus aut
exeremporem fugiam voloritatur
aut adi conest, untio. Nam
Neitheriaeperum
the
volupiet autemqu
fugiaep erchitat
molenti onsectis
international
pore dolor ma consequunt quia
community nor
quiatestrum anducit, cus magnam
Bangladesh
doluptiathe
atinvel
is corehent quam
Government
seems to
ipsum est volor sanduntibus
isquae.
Antiis
non exceptat.
have
a plan
to address
Citem faciminciae nam
these people’s longervoles ea ipis es doloreiciet aut et
term needs.
dolo dit volupicil
inum liquata
temquam facest, ute nos volum
fuga.
Nam qui
beritatur?
Qui
resolution,
refugees
themselves
solorem
ut
optaquideris
excest,
strongly oppose return until
arum duciaturi
siminvendem
conditions
are safe
and theresequi
id molorpo
rruntum consecum
has
been accountability
for
hariberatquo
maiossuntus.
abuses suffered at the hands of
commoluptas
doluptat.
theCate
Myanmar
authorities
and
Bus.
Pos es eaqui
doloreic
army.
However,
neither
the tem
entiundi quas ium
fugiant maio
international
community
nor the
in
consequ
iandae
nusandi
con re
Bangladesh Government seems
volorerum
et,
nonsed
quis
ipsae
to have a plan to address these
con pore longer-term
nossi conseque
mo tem
people’s
needs.
nia dendel magnit, tenimpostem
iscius
moluptatio
temperibus
il et
Another
massive
yet
quaepud
iatatur?
disorganised humanitarian
Ihilist volupta vent estem
response
atquame
nis erorepe
repelia
A
numbernam
of people
interviewed
quodipitas
minvelitas
eos
illes
as part of the case study told assit
deliqua
tempero
escia
us that the
earlyeicipid
response
didquis
inis meet
ventota
quiaspicium
not
basic
standardseaquat
of
ant exereassoluptasped
qui officit
quality,
the government
and
ionseque
eum
eaquiatia
derferitem
local and international agencies
facerem
cumvery
aut
struggledquident
to copeestrum
with the
quissi numbers
vellitatur?of people entering
large
eiumqui
consequunt
theEst
country.
While
quality has
accum
acest
utem
faccus
subsequently improved, veles
the
niae
nuscill
aborit,
venetcamps
facerae.
location
of the
refugee
Nam,poses
excessum
repel
inuscitate
still
massive
challenges.
volupta are
senisit
evenditat areas
molest
Camps
in low-lying
laccumquate
pere,
odit,
coremque
at high risk of flooding and
vent
estruptAtatquiae
nulloreperum
landslides.
the time
of the
aut et as
dictionet
alitius
study,
there
appeared
todentent,
be
as molorer
se
little
in theenihictotas
way of preparedness
voluptatio
elibus
iusandam
activities for
the porerit
forthcoming
quam
nonecto
estia
volupta
rainy season, and refugees were
tustisto blabora
sandis
ea dolupie
extremely
anxious
about
the
effects of torrential rain.

nesequat.
Major gaps remain
To quo
esequas
During
the minum
initial months
of
peleseque
non
ent
eosam
ius
the response priority was given
atquas
ut
quas
conet
verchit
to life-saving assistance, food quate
inctorit,
utatia volendit
occab
security, shelter
and WASH
in
rehente
icipsanda
over
mentalndipsap
health support.
dese
ex esdepression,
moditio. Ita
quist,
However,
anxiety
sa
voluptamus
eosandi
and other mental healthgnatas
issues
numendu
cidebit
atetur,
are common,
and there
is optatectus
a clear
quid
nost
molupta
need et
forparume
consistent
mental
health
tioness
equiscieni
dolorum
iliqui
and psychosocial support to help
cus
dolum
restota
qui
omnitas
the refugees cope with their
remodiassed
experiatque
experiences and
begin to heal.
rerchilibus.
Protection is another challenge.
Aliquiate
volenim
et quam
There
are questions
about
safety in
es
aut
ommolorpor
sequistis
am
the camp, particularly for women
fugitio
volupta
cum labreports
inullatiate
and girls,
with frequent
of
vid
quatiosam,
quas autaquo
abuse
and exploitation,
including
ssinctem
ma quiae
veliquamus
within thehil
Rohingya
community
ut
elibeaq
uiatusa
inti
ditibusci
itself. Victims of gender-based
diciae.
ex eos
inctur, ut
re
violenceUtmay
wellmo
be dealing
with
nit
quo te venienemquam
pregnancy
and childbirth. asim faci
ut adipient fuga. Ne magnatquat.
Vent praare
apednot
es quis
Refugees
being heard
dernatibus,
comnis
et illaut
The Rohingya
response
in
elitiatum
ratiber
arias
Bangladesh
is alsosperum
failing toeameet
simi,
que
quam
fugitiunt
fuga.
mandated accountability standards.
Nam,
ea accupta
tiusani blaut
Refugees
are not systematically
dolo
te quibus,
sinus
et inciet
involved
in needs
assessments
volo
volupta tendaer
spitate
or programming
activities,
and
reped
quias
ut
aut
moluptate
there is talk of aid agencies being
volupta
quibea
qui omnisi
odition
disrespectful
towards
and excluding
rem
utem
accaectur amus,
themqui
from
decision-making.
Language barriers make
communication difficult, as neither
Bangladeshi nor international staff
generally speak Rohingya. Literacy
levels are low among the Rohingya,
so complaints boxes are not very
effective, but as the government
does not allow refugees to have
Bangladeshi SIM cards or mobile
phones other standard approaches
to accountability, such as agency
hotlines, are also largely redundant.
Cultural norms restrict women’s
involvement in many areas of
life, and make it hard for them to
raise complaints. There have been
accusations that some of majhis
(traditional leaders), who should
represent the community, have
withheld beneficiary cards and
demanded money from refugees.

serationse
consent
quiscianimi,
No short-term
fixes
sus With
eossintibus
autMyanmar
ommolor– at
return to
erferum
fugiatu
restem
adis
least in the short term – looking
elendest
ea
il
estotatur
aria
unlikely, donors and aid actors
volupta
intenimaxim
are
now ipsam
advocating
for longer-sa
sum harum
volorestia
term
approaches
in the digeniminis
refugee
expeliquas
assimpo
rehenis
camps and with host communities.
volum,
odisofetRohingya
mod ullam
alia
The
future
refugees
pelectu ribusda
nihilitisincusciae
depends
on investment
the Cox’s
sa desdistrict
reperio.and
Nam
re nonecul
Bazar
Bangladesh
as
lestium
fuga.
Esciatist
auta
pedis
a whole. To achieve a sustainable
ut dollupta major
asimilicae.
Optatquibus
solution,
shift in
policy
et mi,
volorit,
will
beacerferi
required,iumque
easing pressure
odicat
hicius, sendis
nis dus
on
Bangladesh,
enhancing
refugee
moloria
dipicti
accabor
am
qui
self-reliance, expanding access
ut
quidi
dent
erumquis
quiatem
to third-country solutions and
re, quibus, ut
am nam labor
supporting
conditions
in the
mo voluptatur,
evelis
quatur
country
of origin
to allow
a safe
alicipsa
quas
reperum
et
prepra
and dignified return.• CHARLOTTE
doluptatur
abor adis
que persperae
HEWARD, GROUPE
URD
nonseque dionectius dem que
nobiscitis
destiumqui
blabore,
This write-up
is based on
a caseilla
simporeprat
eatam
fuga.
Nam re
study conducted for the SOHS
dolorernat.
2018 by Groupe URD. The full case
Inti
acestibeatem
study
can
be found at:fuga. Et pos
vidust
ese dolorempore, sanisquis
sohs.alnap.org
es delitinto et, nonse pa que
omniendit ex eos exped molupta
alit a nus eumquia quis re, odit,
optatusti cusci voluptat.
Tem quiatur? Vent explantiis
simus andis consequi berum
voloreped quas aperovit, ut oditae
voluptatem sum quo qui core
moloreh enturep rehenitiatet
aborerf erorro volupiet officaessus
nienisc iaessit andis modis magnis
de autas eum faci di ipsuntur, est
The Rohingya response
repe ne con plabore sit plandae
in Bangladesh is also
expliquibus.
failing
to meet
mandated
Quiat harupta
comnihil
il
ipicabore
plit
la
ab
il
in
resendis
accountability standards.
antinti busanducil estis et quatin
Refugees are not
plabor alis dolecti buscium fugiae
sitasystematically
sunt voloreperuminvolved
fugiaeped
quaersp
idisquam
ut ma nem or
in needs
assessments
quam
enti ditatur?activities, and
programming
Sed quia sima dolo ex
there is talk of aid agencies
eumquatqui con evelia prenimet
being disrespectful
towards
velluptas
am non pos modi
utat ut
autand
ut qui
sim dolorib
usapienis
excluding
them
from
eum doluptas minihil landebis
decision-making.
event reiciae sam quis a

176

THE STATE OF THE HUMANITARIAN SYSTEM

Factors affecting accountability
Design of accountability systems: completeness
In order to work effectively, formal complaints mechanisms require
elements to collect, assess and potentially verify complaints; store
them in a confidential manner; input them into decision-making;
identify redress; and respond to the complainant (Bonino and Jean,
n.d.). Currently, many mechanisms appear to focus on the collection
of complaints, and put less focus on other elements: as a result, many
existing systems are not particularly effective. In one – not untypical
– example, ‘the few complaints/suggestions registered are marked
“management look into it” – but it became apparent that there is no
internal reference system by which “management” is to be approached,
and even less taking action’ (Leber, 2015: 20; see also Advisem Services
Inc., 2016; Duncalf et al., 2016; House, 2016; Kenya Red Cross, 2017;
Oxford Policy Management, 2015; Turnbull, 2016a). This constraint may
reflect a structural challenge in humanitarian agencies: accountability
systems are often the province of monitoring and evaluation sections
in organisations, and are not ‘owned’ by the organisations’ leaders in
country (CHS, forthcoming).
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effective.

Design of accountability systems: cultural appropriateness
A number of evaluations and interviewees suggested that the systems
humanitarian organisations put in place were not appropriate for the
societies in which they were working. At its simplest, this could be a
reliance on using written complaints in societies with low levels of
literacy (Adams et al., 2015; Schofield, 2016). Both evaluations and
interviewees suggested that, in many contexts, the best way to encourage
people to make legitimate complaints was to spend time with them:
‘Really, the best thing is to be present. Complaint boxes don’t really
work’ (see also More, 2016; Wihaidi and Wehaidy, 2016).
Establishing a cultural ‘fit’ is about more than literacy. Just as
some cultures may have differing ideas of participation, so the idea
of making direct complaints about powerful people or organisations
can run against cultural norms (Leber, 2015). It can also be dangerous:
one UN interviewee said that ‘refugees in Jordan and Lebanon are in
a very precarious legal situation and so their willingness to talk might
not be what it might be’. Interviewees suggested that, if complaints
mechanisms are to be effective, they must be established on the basis
of an understanding of how accountability works within the particular
society where the humanitarian operation is taking place. This would
involve a variety of designs and formats, tailored to local conditions.
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Design of accountability systems: integration
The accountability mechanisms discussed in the evaluations and
by interviewees in case studies overwhelmingly aimed to address
the relationship between the humanitarian agency and individuals
receiving support from the agency. They were not embedded in existing
mechanisms in a society for holding power to account, and ignored
the role of the state and other customary structures in addressing
grievances. However, a number of aid recipients suggested that people
would take a complaint to the local authorities or traditional leaders
rather than directly to the agency itself. Moreover, they might be
concerned about going to the agency because this might be seen to
question the judgements of community leaders and local hierarchies.
This suggests that, in many situations, humanitarian accountability
mechanisms might be more effective if they built on existing
mechanisms within the community (including legal and government
systems) rather than establishing new and separate ones.

Accountability
& participation

Coordination
While an increased focus on accountability is to be applauded, the fact
that so many agencies are establishing mechanisms in the same places
can lead to overlap and confusion: ‘if you were a community member,
you really had to understand how the heck we were structured to
even begin to know how to then feed in [your] respective complaint’.
A number of countries have begun to address this issue by creating
common feedback and complaint mechanisms, but there is still room for
improvement. All the P2P reports reviewed for this research mentioned
that common accountability systems were lacking, often adding that
there was no mechanism to feed information from multiple agency
mechanisms into the decision-making of HCTs. At the time of the P2P
missions active steps were being taken to develop common mechanisms
in CAR and Iraq, and the system in Iraq is now fully functioning.

The State
of the System

Resources
Given the complexity of these issues, it is not surprising that effective
accountability requires resourcing: funds need to be available, and staff
have to know how to establish and maintain accountability systems. Over
the period, it seems that more funding became available for AAP (for
example, for common platforms in Nepal, Yemen and CAR). However,
limited resources were identified as a constraint in Yemen, Haiti and
Greece. As one INGO manager explained: ‘some donors want to give us
project money for this which is great but it gets more difficult when this
is just an additional requirement which has to come out at the expense
of something else’. A lack of resources was also identified as a problem in
some evaluations (Adams et al., 2015; Schofield, 2016).
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Incentives
The importance of issues of power to participation and accountability
has been noted above. However, with respect to accountability the
problem may go beyond a lack of incentives to change to encompass
powerful incentives not to change. One factor that may affect the degree
to which agencies are prepared to invest in accountability mechanisms
(mentioned, admittedly, by only a small number of interviewees) is the
response of donors and the general public when the mechanisms start
to work. Any effective mechanism should identify problems for which
the agency, and individuals, should be held accountable. This can raise
difficult questions. One interviewee with long experience in the UN
explained: ‘they [humanitarian agencies] are absolutely not ready to get
scrutinised from a public eye. They are absolutely not ready for this for
one reason and one reason only, negative competition. That they will not
be able to withstand public scrutiny that is linked to financial allocation
process. Any negative remarks or any negative findings could jeopardise
the next funding and so from a humanitarian system perspective, this is
something that should be addressed’.
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Endnotes for this criterion
1. The ALNAP survey is with mobile phone owners, which might skew
the results towards those more capable of engaging with aid agencies.
Nevertheless, this would not explain the improvement between this and
previous surveys.
2. The question was: were you consulted by the aid group on what you
needed prior to distribution?
3. The question was: were you able to give your opinion on the programme,
make complaints and suggest changes?

5. Including a consultation in preparation for the World Humanitarian
Summit: https://www.agendaforhumanity.org/sites/default/files/
resources/2017/Jul/COMMUNITY_CONSULTATIONS_ON_
HUMANITARIAN_AID_-_OVERALL_FINDINGS.pdf.

7. The aid recipient survey data collected for the State of the Humanitarian
System Report is taken from a sample of humanitarian crises for
each iteration of the report. Due to year-on-year variations in the
geographical location of crises, different countries were sampled for
2012, 2015, and 2017. The 2012 survey covered Pakistan, Haiti, DRC and
Uganda; 2015 covered Pakistan, DRC and the Philippines; 2017 covered
DRC, Iraq, Afghanistan, Kenya and Ethiopia.

Accountability
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6. See more at: http://www.oecd.org/dac/conflict-fragility-resilience/docs/
Grand-Bargain-briefing-note-June-2018.pdf.
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4. Those who were consulted were 3.77 times more likely to give a yes
response to the quality of aid question compared to those who said no
to consultation. They were 3.05 times more likely to give a yes response
to the relevance of aid question. Those who were able to give feedback
were 2.12 times more likely to give a yes response to the quality of aid
question than those who were not. They were 1.83 times more likely to
give a yes response to the relevance of aid question.
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1
E FFECTIVE N ESS
In 2015–2017, humanitarian responses got better at meeting life-saving objectives,
but made less progress in meeting resilience and long-term objectives. Surveys
suggested that the quality of responses also improved.
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The humanitarian system improved
in this area since 2015, notably in its
response to food insecurity in complex
environments and more broadly in
saving lives in non-camp situations.
Progress on meeting protection
objectives was mixed. The system was
less effective at addressing longerterm and resilience objectives.
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Effectiveness

To what degree do humanitarian activities meet their stated objectives?

Effectiveness

Measuring effectiveness
It is more difficult than it should be to say whether humanitarian activities
are effective. Many of the evaluations reviewed for this report did not make
a clear statement about whether or not objectives had been achieved. There
are a number of reasons for this: objectives are often not clearly set during
programme design, or they change over the course of a programme or use
indicators that are not good measures of achievement (often standardised
indicators expected by the donor). In many programmes, objectives are
expressed as outputs (number of people receiving assistance, or planned
activities delivered) rather than as outcomes. This means that agencies
focus on – and measure – what is being done, not results such as lives
saved or decreased incidence of disease. Some programmes set objectives
that consider the results of activities, but these are often aspirational and
extremely unlikely to be achieved. This confusion around objectives was
also evident when talking to humanitarian staff in the country studies: on
several occasions, they were unclear about the specific objectives of their
programmes. Similarly, several headquarters-level interviewees expressed
frustration at the vagueness of targets and the lack of evidence around
measuring success.
It is also difficult to assess the effectiveness of combined humanitarian
activities in response to a particular crisis. Like individual country plans, the
objectives and targets in inter-agency HRPs tend to concentrate on numbers
receiving assistance, not the effect of assistance on mortality, disease morbidity
or the human crisis. To a degree, this is understandable. It is difficult to measure
many outcomes: collecting epidemiological data (such as disease morbidity or
mortality) on a population requires a monitoring system, is resource-intensive

Performance of
the System

In brief
The humanitarian system was generally effective in meeting life-saving
objectives in 2015–17. It appeared to have improved in this area since 2015,
notably in its response to food insecurity in complex environments, and
more broadly in saving lives in non-camp situations. Progress on meeting
protection objectives was mixed, though the system did record some
notable successes in this area. The system was less effective at addressing
longer-term and resilience objectives.
The timeliness of responses improved, albeit not across the board. There
was a much faster response to indications of famine in the Horn of Africa than
there had been in 2011, and there were timely responses in highly visible rapidonset disasters such as the Earthquake in Nepal and the movement of Rohingya
people into Bangladesh. Responses were slower in less well-publicised crises in
countries with a long-term humanitarian presence. A final, and significant, area
of improvement was in the quality of responses.
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and necessitates a long-term commitment. Even in the rare cases where data is
available,1 it is still difficult to establish the contribution of humanitarian action
in bringing down disease morbidity or mortality. Nevertheless, as the issue of
saving lives is at the heart of the humanitarian endeavour, it is surprising that
more is not being done to understand the scale of the problem, or the degree of
success in addressing mortality.

Of the 1,170
practitioners who
completed the
SOHS 2018 survey

52%
felt that the
achievement of
objectives was good
or excellent.
A continued trend
of improvement
from previous
surveys:

42%

in 2015, and

36%
in 2012.

Meeting life-saving objectives
A little over half (52%) of respondents in the practitioner survey felt that
the achievement of objectives was good or excellent, showing a continued
trend of improvement from previous surveys (36% in 2012; 42% in 2015).
The figure was a little higher for government respondents: 60% said
that achievement of objectives was good or excellent. There was general
agreement across the various sources2 that life-saving objectives were
generally being achieved, although key informants felt this was true mainly
in rapid-onset emergencies. Other – non-life-saving – objectives (and
specifically those related to longer-term recovery and resilience activities)
were generally not met, or only partially met.
In the single-agency evaluations, the majority of those that mentioned
achievement of objectives suggested that activities and outputs had
been delivered according to the initial targets.3 As noted above, far fewer
evaluations considered the effects of meeting these targets, but where
they did these were also generally positive in terms of basic needs: helping
people to survive or stabilising food consumption. The pattern was the
same with the multi-agency evaluations of whole responses. In response to
the Syrian Refugee Crisis, a review of evaluations suggested that ‘most …
agencies delivered well considering the operational constraints they were
faced with’ (Darcy, 2016). Evaluations, key informants and interviewees
concurred that meeting these targets had saved lives. In CAR, the interagency evaluation concluded that ‘the response contributed enormously
to relieving the crisis, saving the lives of many Central Africans, reducing
suffering and preventing much worse outcomes’ (Lawday et al., 2016). Key
informants pointed to success in meeting life-saving objectives4 in a number
of other contexts, including the ‘four famines’ (South Sudan, Somalia,
Yemen and Nigeria); the Ebola Crisis; the response to the Rohingya Refugee
Crisis; and the exodus of people from Mosul in Iraq.
Where these claims can be verified by data on mortality and disease
morbidity, they appear to be solid (although unfortunately at the time of writing
only limited research and evaluation had been conducted on responses in
Bangladesh, Somalia and South Sudan). Mortality among displaced Rohingya
decreased significantly between September and October 2016, returning below
crisis levels at a time when many were entering refugee camps in Bangladesh
(MSF, 2017; 2018).5 Despite widespread concerns that there would be a cholera
outbreak in the camps,6 humanitarian efforts appear to have prevented an
epidemic (Qadri et al., 2018).
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In Somalia, the UN declared that there was potential for famine in
February 2017, and three months later, after a significant ‘scale up’ among
humanitarian agencies, famine had been averted. This was in stark contrast
to the slow response in 2011. The two situations are not entirely comparable:
humanitarian access was better in 2017 than in 2011, and the Somali
government played a more significant part in the 2017 response. In 2017,
humanitarian actors also had the example of 2011, and were determined not
to repeat it. However, the international system appears to have responded
more rapidly and effectively, and so to have played a significant role in
the prevention of famine (Dubois et al., 2018; FSNAU/Fewsnet, 2017;
Grünewald, 2018) and to have successfully controlled a concurrent cholera
epidemic (Crook, 2018).
In South Sudan, the picture was less positive (and the data less reliable:
Maxwell et al., 2018). Famine was declared in certain parts of the country in
February 2017, and there was a rapid, large-scale humanitarian response. By
May, famine in these areas had been addressed or prevented (IPC, 2017b),
but only for a few months: by September famine had returned to some areas
and the overall food security situation was significantly worse than it had
been a year before (IPC, 2017a).
The Ebola Crisis posed a very different challenge to the international
humanitarian system. Again, despite a number of very evident challenges
and failures, the humanitarian response (as part of a much broader effort
by governments and civil society) contributed to the basic objectives of
reducing deaths and stopping the epidemic. While there have been many
criticisms of the response (see for example Bradol, 2017; DuBois et al.,
2015; International Rescue Committee, 2016f; Moon et al., 2015; Panel of
Independent Experts, 2015), there seems to be consensus that the overall
programme, involving health education, case finding, testing contacts and
isolating those who were symptomatic, while late, averted a ‘catastrophe’
(DuBois et al., 2015; House of Commons International Development
Committee, 2016). Indeed, a number of reports have suggested that the
formal humanitarian system, with its developed funding and coordination
mechanisms, would have performed better than the systems which were
initially put in place, and should have been deployed earlier in the response
(DuBois et al., 2015; Panel of Independent Experts, 2015).
The evidence we have suggests that the humanitarian system, at the
very least, made a significant contribution to preventing famine and
halting epidemics of Ebola and cholera. These are huge achievements, and
they suggest that the humanitarian system may be improving over time
on the criterion of effectiveness – at least as it refers to the fundamental
activity of saving lives. To understand this improvement, it is necessary to
go back a few years. In the period 1985 to 1995, advances in humanitarian
practice led to the development of a fairly standardised approach to
humanitarian response. By 2004, a review of data on mortality suggested
that this approach, where it could be consistently applied, had been
effective in curbing excess mortality. However, full application was almost
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invariably in camp situations, where humanitarian actors had a higher
level of supervision and control. The review concluded that: ‘Since 1995,
mortality rates in camps have rarely been more than double the emergency
threshold of one death per 10 000 per day. In long-established refugee
camps, mortality rates are systematically lower for refugees than for the
surrounding host population’ (Salama et al., 2004: 1803). Humanitarian
effectiveness – as it related to preventing loss of life – was much worse
in non-camp settings, because of problems achieving coverage (often as
a result of poor access), and because humanitarian activities were failing
to address underlying health problems. Another review in 2010 came to
similar conclusions (Spiegel et al., 2010). What is notable about the cases
of Somalia and – possibly – South Sudan and the Ebola response7 is that
the humanitarian system may, slowly and incrementally, be improving
effectiveness in non-camp settings. Certainly, a number of interviewees (as
well as respondents to the questionnaire) seemed to believe that the system
was becoming more effective.
We should also note that these achievements, while important, are
often modest compared to the scale of need. In particular, a focus on
preventing famine, while necessary to save large numbers of people
from malnutrition and death, does not mean that all deaths have been
prevented. Famine is the worst level of crisis on the International
Phase Classification (IPC) scale (level 5), but it is not the only level
at which people die. At the next level down, ‘emergency’, 20% of the
population have ‘large food consumption gaps resulting in very high
acute malnutrition [but less than 30% global acute malnutrition (GAM)]
and excess mortality [but less than 2/10000]’. In both Somalia and South
Sudan, the numbers of people at level 4 increased over 2017 (ACAPS,
2017). Unsurprisingly, crisis-affected people in the case studies said that,
while they appreciated the aid they had received, they did not feel that
it had been effective in creating food security. Beyond this, an exclusive
focus on famine can divert attention from other important causes of
mortality (Checchi et al., 2018).
Meeting objectives related to protection
In 2015, the Independent Whole of System Review of Protection in the Context
of Humanitarian Action (Niland et al., 2015: 11) identified ‘a significant gap
between rhetoric and reality on protection’ in humanitarian action, and
laid out a number of challenges around the definition and understanding
of the term, the humanitarian structures tasked with tackling issues of
protection and the skills, processes and programmatic responses by which
humanitarians addressed protection concerns.
The period 2015–17 saw both an increase in protection needs, and in
attempts to address these shortcomings. A number of ‘meta-evaluations’
have considered protection in specific agencies. Their results were mixed.
In one agency, between one half and two-thirds of protection activities met
their objectives (Betts, Blight et al., 2016; Taylor et al., 2017b). In another,
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the proportion meeting objectives was significantly lower (UNICEF, 2017b).
Evaluations and key informants point to a number of positive examples of
protection activities in individual programmes (Blake and Pakula, 2016;
Dewast and Glette, 2016; Econometría, 2016; ICF, 2016), as well as some
failures (Ambroso et al., 2016).
At the level of the system as a whole, the reporting period saw both
highly visible failures by the international community to ensure the
protection of civilians from violence, as well as some successes. In CAR
‘[t]he response achieved sporadic, but modest-to-good results in protection
programmes … Protection consisting of preservation of life and relief
of suffering was generally an area of strength’ (Lawday et al., 2016: 56).
In South Sudan, ‘despite resource constraints, protection agencies have
carried out good quality work in terms of monitoring rights abuses,
providing follow-up services for identified victims of abuse and promoting
community-based approaches to the prevention of protection violations’
(Clarke et al., 2015: 38). A new element in the South Sudan response
was the establishment of protection of civilians (PoC) sites in UN
peacekeeping bases. As a result of changes in policy at the UN Department
of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO), these bases are likely to become a
feature of future responses where DPKO is present (Briggs, 2017). Similarly,
while many interviewees identified a general failure to protect migrants
in Europe, a number (as well as a number of evaluations) also saw refugee
protection in the Syria region as having been successfully pursued by
UNHCR and others, even without the protective umbrella of the Refugee
Convention (Hidalgo et al., 2015; Sule Caglar et al., 2016). Protection of
refugee rights in these contexts appears, however, to have become more
difficult over the period 2015–17.
Interviewees – particularly those involved in programmes on the ground
– were often aware of an increased interest in protection among donors and
within their agencies, and of activities aimed at protection. They generally
felt that these programmes were meeting their specific objectives, but often
pointed out that protection needs were so many and diverse that these
activities could not meet them all. A number of interviewees also questioned
– or failed to see – a distinction between assistance and protection: rather,
basic humanitarian assistance was seen as meeting the most fundamental
needs of people affected by crisis, and as such also meeting their most
important protection needs.
The interviews help clarify a number of constraints around
implementing effective protection programmes. The first is the sheer
breadth of needs – the ‘multidimensional aspect’ of protection (UNICEF,
2016). This is well illustrated by one community leader, who ‘emphasized
the need for “global protection” of rights, including those of nationality,
freedom of movement, access to justice [and] peace and security’. Protection
activities in many situations go from mine action to prevention of sexual
violence and abuse. Different groups – and individuals – within the
population have different protection needs. In the protection field, perhaps
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more than anywhere else in humanitarian engagement, it is possible to
have programmes which are effective in meeting their narrow objectives,
but which are not relevant to meeting overarching priorities (see section
on relevance). Over the last three years, the system has continued – slowly
– to develop approaches to this problem: attempting to identify and
prioritise key protection concerns in the development of HRPs; taking a
more bespoke approach to meeting the protection needs of particularly
vulnerable individuals (Conoir et al., 2017); and supporting communitybased protection initiatives (Niland et al., 2015). There was also frequent
recognition of the importance of ‘do no harm’ as a minimum requirement of
programming: taking protection into consideration in programme design,
and trying not to make the situation worse. This was particularly noticeable
in the case studies.
Some protection challenges are embedded in deep-seated cultural attitudes
towards issues such as power, gender and ethnicity:
It is about cultural changes: child marriage for example … the
impact won’t happen in one or two years. It’s long-term. The
problem is the environment. It is great to work on protection, but
if the family still needs money, the child will still work. The child
will still get married young.
Meeting some protection objectives may require uncomfortable
compromises between the values of the humanitarian actor and those of the
society in which the crisis occurs. It will also require the sort of long-term social
engagement for which humanitarian actors are generally poorly equipped.
A third constraint to meeting objectives is a lack of skilled staff in the many
areas effective protection responses require. This constraint was identified,
particularly, in evaluations (Grünewald and Schenkenberg, 2016; UNICEF,
2016); it is not unique to protection activities, but does seem to be a particular
challenge here.
Meeting objectives related to longer-term action: risk reduction, resilience
and early recovery
The degree to which the humanitarian system meets objectives related to
recovery and resilience is central to the criterion of connectedness, and so
is discussed in detail in the section. Essentially, there is little evidence that
humanitarian action in the period 2015–17 was effective at addressing the issues
that contribute to vulnerability and need in crises. The main exception to this
was in relation to vulnerability to ‘natural’ disasters, where action was taken as
part of a broader plan involving government and development actors. In other
contexts, the Inter-Agency Humanitarian Evaluation (IAHE) of the response in
CAR is typical in suggesting that ‘[o]perational actors … achieved … poor results
in livelihoods and recovery … [and] missed the opportunity to use the great
surge of capacity to address the country’s protracted crisis’ (Lawday et al.,
2016: 55).
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How timely is humanitarian action?
The issue of timeliness – whether aid reaches recipients when they need it –
was interesting in that it was an area where humanitarian practitioners were
less positive than the people in receipt of aid. Only 41% of practitioners
thought that the speed of response was good or excellent – a number very
similar to the 2015 survey. Government representatives were more positive:
57% believed that the speed of the response was good or excellent, and 69%
of respondents to the aid recipient survey were satisfied with how quickly
aid arrived.
One area where timeliness undoubtedly improved was in response to
drought in the Horn of Africa. Several interviewees in the Kenya case study
contrasted the response in 2017 to the extremely slow response in 2011 (while
also suggesting that the 2017 response still took three months from the
declaration of an emergency). Responses were rapid in Somalia (Crook, 2018;
DuBois et al., 2018) and South Sudan. At the same time, several interviewees
noted that, while the response to food insecurity had been rapid, an earlier
response might have prevented the situation from deteriorating so far in the
first place. The emphasis on timely response, rather than effective prevention,
means that ‘you’re not solving the problem because you’re late, you’re always
late. You’re always too late and too little’.
Interviewees were also positive about the speed of response in the aftermath
of the earthquake in Nepal and in response to the Rohingya people coming into
Bangladesh. The general consensus – as in the 2015 edition of this report – was
that humanitarian responses are timely in highly visible rapid-onset crises,
and where there are fewer constraints on access. In contrast, interviewees in
Yemen, Afghanistan and Mali all said that responses had been slow. Several HQ
interviewees also spoke of a lack of timely response by international actors8
to large-scale displacements in DRC and food insecurity in Northern Nigeria.
Again, this echoed the 2015 edition of The State of the Humanitarian System. The
timeliness of responses to flare-ups in longer-term situations also does not
appear to have improved.
The system failed to respond in good time to the two atypical crises during
the period: the Ebola Outbreak in West Africa and large-scale migration into
Europe. In the case of Ebola, poor early warning, a desire by some governments
to play down the seriousness of the crisis, slow disbursement of funds, a lack of
understanding of the situation and of potential responses and low risk appetite
among agencies and staff all contributed to a response that, while massive and
ultimately effective, was several months later than it should have been (DuBois
et al., 2015; House of Commons International Development Committee, 2016;
Panel of Independent Experts, 2015). A subsequent response to an Ebola
Outbreak in DRC in 2017 appears to have been much more rapid, but it is
not clear that the two outbreaks are comparable. In the case of the large and
increasing number of irregular migrants arriving in the EU from 2015, ‘people
were stunned and didn’t really know what to do as it was a completely new
situation’. While many civil society groups mobilised fairly rapidly, the majority
of established humanitarian organisations took some time to decide whether
they should respond, and what that response should be.
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From the perspective of many people affected by crisis – particularly
protracted crisis – reliability and continuity are more important than speed:
being timely is less about the initial response, and more about the response
continuing to arrive when people expect it to. This point emerged in a
number of interviews during the case studies, and in several evaluations
(Clarke et al., 2015; Drummod et al., 2015; Sida et al., 2016).

Of the 5,000 aid
recipients who
completed the
SOHS 2018 survey

89%
were satisfied (54%)
or partially satisfied
(35%) with the
quality of aid they
recieved.

Do humanitarian activities meet acceptable levels of quality?
During the period, there was continued interest in the use of standards
within the humanitarian community, with a revision of the Sphere
standards and external assessments of a number of agencies against the
Core Humanitarian Standards. In the aid recipient survey, a majority (54%)
of respondents were satisfied with the quality of aid provided, and a further
35% partially satisfied: aid recipients were more satisfied with quality than
they were with the quantity or relevance of aid. Responses were significantly
more positive than in 2015 or 2012.9 A majority of humanitarian
practitioners surveyed (55%) also thought that the quality of responses was
good or excellent, again an improvement on 2015 and 2012.10 There were
no significant differences across emergency type, although responses from
those working in refugee contexts were slightly less good. Responses from
government officials were a little better than from practitioners, and also
showed improvement from the previous survey (60% good or excellent, up
from 39% in 2015).
The majority of key informants who discussed the topic felt that
quality standards were generally used and met, and that the situation
was on the whole improving. Evaluations were less illuminating on the
quality of humanitarian programmes than one might expect: only a
minority of the evaluations reviewed considered whether programmes
had met quality standards. Some agencies appear to consider standards
more routinely in evaluations than others.11 Of those evaluations that
did consider the topic, the majority suggested that standards (generally
Sphere, but also a number of agency-specific standards) had been
incorporated in programming.12 It appeared, on the limited evidence
available, that standards had been more difficult to apply in the Ebola
response, because many activities were atypical (Adams et al., 2015;
UNICEF, 2017a), and in the Syria response (Darcy, 2016; Turnbull,
2015), which had raised questions around the applicability of quality
indicators to middle-income populations. A sizeable minority of
key informants also pointed to problems with the standards. Several
informants mentioned that quality assurance was particularly difficult in
work related to protection and gender. A few also discussed the growing
importance of standards in situations where a large number of new
actors (local actors, but also international financial institutions) were
entering the sector. Interviewees working in the case study countries
concentrated mainly on constraints to quality, in particular the impact
of reduced funding: this was mentioned in Afghanistan, Côte d’Ivoire,
Kenya and Chad.
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Funding
The availability and predictability of funding had a major impact on the
quality and timeliness of aid. In the practitioner survey, inadequate funding
was seen as the single largest problem hindering humanitarian response.13
Key informants at headquarters and interviewees in the case studies gave
numerous examples of programmes failing to meet quality standards
because not enough funding was available: in some cases, where there were
new influxes of displaced people, or where funding was cut from one year
to the next, they said that the quality of responses (in terms of meeting
technical standards) had actually declined over the period.
The evaluations, in particular, emphasised the importance of the speed
of funding in meeting needs in a timely fashion: in several cases, delays
in making funding available had led to delays in initiating operations (see
for example Darcy et al., 2015; Grünewald et al., 2016). Slow and delayed
funding has been identified as a key constraint to timely response in every
previous edition of The State of the Humanitarian System, which have also
noted delays even in those facilities, such as the CERF, which exist to
‘kick-start’ a more rapid response. In the period 2015–17, CERF allocations
appear to have become faster (Baker, 2015; Mowjee et al., 2018), although
delays can occur in the submission process, particularly when combined
proposals from multiple agencies ‘move as fast as the slowest member’
(Stoddard et al., 2017: 23). In addition, Country Based Pooled Funds (CBPFs)
‘are improving year by year and becoming reasonably efficient and effective
funding mechanisms’, although they differ significantly in timeliness and
efficiency from one country to another (ibid.). In 2015–17, the START
fund made rapid funding available for NGOs, and the Rapid Response
to Movements of Population (RRMP) progamme in DRC has helped to
‘smooth’ the funding of critical responses. However, all these facilities are
relatively small, and should not be seen as replacements for rapid funding
through more conventional channels, which is, generally, slow (Stoddard et
al., 2017). It is also important to note that many interviewees, especially at
country level, felt that funding delays were part of the larger, bureaucratic
process involved in initiating a response: funding can come late because of
a desire not to appeal for funds until the crisis is already widespread and
visible, or because of slow assessment and planning procedures. A number
of evaluations also mentioned the challenge of interrupted funding leading
to breaks in programming (Clarke et al., 2015; Drummod et al., 2015; Mowjee
et al., 2015; 2016).
At the same time, and in addition to dedicated rapid response
funds, there was a move towards increasing the timeliness of funding
by integrating humanitarian action – and expenditures – into existing
development and welfare activities: the idea being that, in particularly bad
years, pre-existing mechanisms could be rapidly expanded or realigned to
meet the needs of people affected by the crisis. Donors – and particularly
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USAID – have been using crisis modifiers (an approach to development
programming that allows for rapid shifts in targeting to address emergency
needs if they arise during the development programme) in areas regularly
affected by drought for many years, and in some cases these have been
able to accelerate humanitarian responses (Peters and Pichon, 2017). In
2015 a significant new crisis modifier, the PHASE fund, was launched
in the Sahel. At the same time, a number of governments and agencies
further incorporated vulnerable populations into existing social protection
programmes: in Kenya, for example, the government manages the Hunger
Safety Net Programme (HSNP), a scalable cash transfer programme piloted
in 2011 that provides regular household payments to a core set of vulnerable
households, and can be expanded to a wider number of households in case
of an emergency.14 The HSNP was used in 2017 to address drought. It didn’t
work perfectly, as some humanitarian agencies disagreed with the level of
payment that was set or the households being targeted (Obrecht, 2018),15 but
it nevertheless offers significant potential for improving the coordination
and coherence of humanitarian action in these countries, by connecting this
to existing state support systems.

Failures in
leadership were
noted as a key
constraint to
effectiveness in
the 2010 pilot
report.

While SOHS 2012
and 2015 note
improvements,
practitioners still see
both coordination
and leadership as
important factors
in either helping or
hindering effective
response.

Leadership
Leadership – the function of identifying what needs to be achieved, and then
developing and implementing strategy to achieve it – is critical to effectiveness.
Failures in this area were noted as a key constraint to effectiveness in the 2010
pilot report for The State of the Humanitarian System, and while some aspects of
the situation appeared to have improved between the 2012 and 2015 reports,
practitioners still see both coordination and leadership as important factors in
either helping or hindering effective response.
In the humanitarian system, the distinction between leadership and
coordination is not always clear. Leadership – as defined above – occurs at
multiple levels. The sources used for this report tended to concentrate on
two types of leadership.16 The first was the leadership of individual agencies
at the country level. The second was the inter-agency leadership of the
whole response provided by the Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) and the
HCT, or (in refugee responses) by the UNHCR representative and Refugee
Consultation Forum.17 As the latter form of leadership, particularly in nonrefugee responses, relies almost entirely on the voluntary participation of
independent agencies,18 the HC has no form of command or control. As a
result, this ‘inter-agency’ leadership is perhaps more realistically thought of
as a form of coordination.
At the level of the individual agency, slightly less than half of
practitioners (48%) responding to the survey thought that leadership was
good or excellent, a very similar result to that in the 2015 survey. Both the
2012 and 2015 editions of The State of the Humanitarian System described
initiatives to improve the leadership skills of individuals, but it appears that
these initiatives are not leading to significant changes across the system as a
whole. Evaluations and interviews show, for example, that agencies are still
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often unclear about what specific interventions are meant to achieve – a
key leadership failure. It is also not clear that issues identified in the 2012
edition, particularly risk aversion and an overly procedural approach, have
been addressed, possibly because these are as much structural as individual
problems, and would require more than training or capacity-building.
With respect to inter-agency leadership, 45% of respondents to
the practitioner survey thought that leadership by the HC/Resident
Coordinator (RC) was good or excellent.19 A lack of clear, common vision
and effective strategy for the response, while by no means universal, was
worryingly evident, and a common feature of evaluations in all context
types (Conoir et al., 2017; Darcy et al., 2015; Global Affairs Canada, 2017;
Grünewald et al., 2016; Hidalgo et al., 2015; UNICEF, 2017a) and of
P2P reports.20
Some of this may be attributable to the calibre of individuals in
leadership positions. This was an area of improvement in the 2015 SOHS
report, but a number of key informants still noted that individuals had
been appointed as HCs who had very limited humanitarian experience, or
did not appear temperamentally suited to a form of leadership that relies
on consensus rather than coercion (although informants also identified a
number of individuals whom they thought were particularly successful).
A more significant constraint to effective multi-agency leadership (in
non-refugee situations) is the ability of the HCT to work as an effective group.
Many interviewees were keen to point out that ‘leadership’ in humanitarian
contexts – and particularly at the level of the whole response – is generally
a function of the HCT, rather than of a specific individual. The quality of
leadership ‘depends on where you are … on how good the team on the ground
is’. Key informants identified a number of effective teams with members able
to work together around a strategic view of the situation in a country, and to
see beyond the specific viewpoints and interests of their own agency. However,
this is not the case everywhere, and may not be the case in the majority of
countries: evaluations frequently criticised HCTs for providing weak strategic
leadership, and the weaknesses around common strategy identified in the P2P
reports were invariably a result of the inability of the team to identify or work to
common objectives. HCTs are commonly affected by competition among their
constituent agencies for resources and visibility, a problem which, according to
some key informants, is exacerbated by the differing priorities of donors. Splits
within the HCT may also be a result of the broadened scope and expectations
of humanitarian programmes, which are increasingly expected to include, or
relate to, developmental and stability objectives.
There are also structural constraints to the HCT effectively fulfilling
a leadership role. A common finding of P2P reviews is that the leadership
function is too centralised in the HCT, and too distant from operations.
The Whole of Syria review found that ‘the single framework for the Syria
response needs to be balanced with devolved decision-making authority
to the hubs in regard to their own operations’. In Niger, ‘[p]lanning of
humanitarian operations … is essentially centralised in Niamey (in a top
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down manner) … It is necessary to … take [into] account inputs from the
field in strategic planning (use a bottom up approach)’. These findings, like
those of ALNAP consultation and research (Knox Clarke, 2014; Knox Clarke,
2013; Knox Clarke and Campbell, 2015a), strongly suggest that a rethink is
required of how ‘leadership’ can be achieved in a structure where leaders
have limited control.
Coordination
As noted above, in an ‘atomised, voluntarily coordinating, multi-actor
system’ (ALNAP, 2015: 106), it is hard to identify where leadership ends
and coordination begins. But wherever that line is drawn, it is clear that
successful inter-organisational coordination plays a key part in effectiveness
(as well as in ensuring coverage and efficiency) (Salama et al., 2004; Spiegel
et al., 2010). The Cluster system, in particular, has succeeded in reducing
gaps and overlaps and in improving the quality of humanitarian response
(Knox Clarke and Campbell, 2015b).
Effective coordination was central to the success of the Somalia response
(DuBois et al., 2018; Grünewald, 2018), and an important factor in South
Sudan (Baker et al., 2017). Reviews of the Ebola response also suggest that
it would have been more effective had the Cluster system been put in place
earlier (Panel of Independent Experts, 2015). In general, interviewees at
country level wanted to see humanitarian coordination systems established
where they were not already present.21
Practitioners believe that coordination is improving, but also that there
is a long way to go: 48% of those who responded to the survey felt that
coordination was good or excellent – a fairly low figure, but an improvement
over previous years.22 They suggested that it was one of the three areas that
had shown most improvement over the last three years,23 and also that it
was still one of the two ‘biggest problems hindering effective humanitarian
response’.24 Interviewees, evaluations and literature also identify a set of
common problems with the IASC coordination architecture.
Interviewees – including crisis-affected people – noted a lack of
coordination at the ground level: coordination activities tended to take place
in the capital city, and were more often concerned with the ‘big picture’
than with the specifics of implementation.
As importantly – at least when considering the criterion of effectiveness
– the weakest element of the coordination architecture was often at
the inter-Cluster level. This led to operations that were ‘siloed’: while
coordination worked well within a sector, coordination between sectors was
less effective. At the same time, the focus on sector-based clusters often left
some areas (particularly cash assistance) poorly coordinated.
Some key informants spoke of a ‘cookie cutter’ approach to coordination,
which established the same basic architecture without reference to the
needs in that context, and without reference to existing government
coordination systems. This point was made in previous editions of The
State of the Humanitarian System, and has consistently cropped up in
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ALNAP research (Knox Clarke and Campbell, 2016). However, a number
of interviewees suggested that the situation was improving, and that more
context-specific coordination mechanisms were being put in place.
The time investment required by coordination is a perennial problem.
According to one interviewee from a national NGO in Lebanon:
There are too many meetings. There’s not enough work
on ensuring the effectiveness of those meetings … meeting
syndrome, like the solution to every problem is a meeting.
That’s not the case. So we do not have the resources to
participate in all these meetings.
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Any improvement
in leadership and
coordination will,
at some point,
have to address
the fundamental
question: how is
leadership and
coordination meant
to work
in a system
composed of
independent actors?

In the practitioner survey, 47% of respondents said that the demands
of the humanitarian coordination mechanism in their setting were either
far too high (16%) or somewhat too high (31%). This does not represent
any significant change from 2012 or 2015: the situation may not be getting
worse, but it is also not improving. As the quote above suggests, the time
requirement is one of a number of constraints that have prevented local and
national organisations from participating in coordination mechanisms.
Taken together, the evidence suggests that there is a need for
coordination, and that the coordination system, as it is established, is both
fundamentally useful and in need of significant improvement. It has been
improving over time – the Somalia and South Sudan responses mentioned
earlier both appear to have benefitted from more effective coordination and
collective action – but improvements are slow. In this context, several HQ
interviewees suggested that they had been disappointed that coordination
had not been included in the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit.
Any improvement in leadership and coordination will, at some
point, have to address the fundamental question: how is leadership and
coordination meant to work in a system composed of independent actors?
The last edition of The State of the Humanitarian System suggested that ‘HC
leadership mechanisms … have all been improved though determined
efforts to wring the most out of the non-authoritative position’ (ALNAP,
2015: 107), suggesting that little more could be achieved through voluntary
coordination approaches. However, there do not seem to be any other
credible options to this approach. For an HC or HCT to exercise any form
of command or control over other agencies – even UN agencies – would
require very significant structural reform of the UN system. While the
idea of structural reform appeared popular in the run-up to the World
Humanitarian Summit (Knox Clarke and Obrecht, 2015), it did not feature
on the Summit’s agenda, and so a command and control approach to
coordination is no more possible now than it was in 2015. Despite this,
recent attempts to improve coordination and joint leadership appear to
be based on this logic (Knox Clarke and Campbell, 2016), even while the
structure and culture of the system prevent this. There is still a mismatch
between the nature of the problem and the nature of the solutions being
developed to address it.

196

THE STATE OF THE HUMANITARIAN SYSTEM

Addressing coordination problems will probably also require considering
the role of donors, and the degree to which they are able to coordinate
among themselves. This issue was raised in the 2010 pilot of The State of the
Humanitarian System, and is another area where there does not appear to
have been significant improvement.

Interviewees
talked about
successes in the
Philippines,
Mali, Nigeria and
Kenya, where
government-led
preparedness
activities
contributed to an
earlier response.

Preparedness
In a number of countries preparedness activities improved the timeliness,
and to a degree the quality, of humanitarian responses. In almost all
cases, these activities were related to ‘natural’ disasters in countries with
fairly stable government structures – there were very few examples of
preparedness in conflict situations. This continues the trend seen in the
2012 and 2015 editions of the SOHS of gradual improvement concentrated
largely on stable states affected by periodic ‘natural’ disasters. Evaluations
suggested that preparedness activities had improved responses in Nepal and
Haiti. Interviewees talked about successes in the Philippines, Mali, Nigeria
(although this was disputed – several interviewees said that the scale-up
was slower than it should have been) and – in particular – Kenya, where
government-led preparedness activities contributed to an earlier response.
There were also suggestions that resilience programmes had enhanced
humanitarian presence, and so the ability to scale-up rapidly in the event of
a crisis (Grünewald, 2018).
Despite these successes, preparedness was not a ‘magic bullet’, and did not
work everywhere: preparations for epidemics of communicable disease in Sierra
Leone do not appear to have had a significant effect in improving the timeliness
or quality of the Ebola response (DuBois et al., 2015).25 It was also not as effective
as it might have been in all cases: humanitarian actors in Haiti and Colombia
felt that preparedness had been compromised by a lack of funding and political
commitment. And, as noted above, there was very little effective preparedness
activity related to conflicts and violence – there seems to have been little
movement in this area since 2015. A further shortcoming – and area for
improvement – was the inclusion of vulnerable people in preparedness activities.
In a number of the case studies, members of crisis-affected communities told
interviewers that preparedness activities had not reached them, and that, as a
result, they did not feel personally prepared for future crises.
Organisational factors and staffing
A number of factors inherent to the aid organisation itself influence the
effectiveness, timeliness and quality of the humanitarian action that it
undertakes. The research suggested that it is unwise to generalise about
types of organisation: there was no statistical difference in the aid recipient
survey between international actors, national NGOs and governments
on the quality or timeliness of their responses. However, there appear
to be significant differences between individual organisations. Crisisaffected people interviewed as part of the case study (particularly in Haiti
and Yemen) were clear that they saw differences between individual
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humanitarian agencies, particularly in terms of aid quality. Evaluations also
point to quite large differences in timeliness and quality between agencies.
As noted above, agencies appear to vary with respect to the degree that they
regularly use quality standards – with more established UN entities, INGOs
and national NGOs more likely to use standards in programme design and
implementation. Evaluations also suggest that those agencies which had
– and used – mechanisms to learn from previous experiences were able
to implement higher-quality responses (Hidalgo et al., 2015; IFRC, 2015;
Shepherd et al., 2017). However, it appears that only a minority of agencies
are effective at this type of learning: 31% of respondents to the practitioner
survey said that organisations in their setting were good or excellent
in using the results of monitoring, evaluations and relevant research to
improve programmes.
A consistent pattern in previous editions of the SOHS has been
the importance for effectiveness of having experienced staff, with the
right technical skills, in place throughout the response. This is still the
case (Clarke et al., 2015; Darcy et al., 2015; Garcia and Bassil, 2016). In
the practitioner survey, 59% of respondents said that the quality of aid
personnel where they were working was good or excellent: a fairly high
score compared to other responses, and very similar to the 2015 survey.
However, lack of skills and experience appear to have been a constraint in
a number of emergencies, including the largely volunteer-led response to
the European Migration ‘Crisis’ (Saliba, 2016). Rapid turnover of staff is still
a constraint to effective response, and informants expressed concern about
the lack of skills in key areas such as WASH and urban response.
The ability to ensure that skilled staff were available was also key to ensuring
timely responses – a number of evaluations noted delays while staff were
recruited or deployed from elsewhere. Rapid recruitment and redeployment
were often part of a conscious orientation on the part of certain organisations
to be more flexible, and to build rapid response capacity – and those agencies
which had focused on this area generally managed more timely responses
(AAN Associates, 2016; Bayntun and Zimble, 2016; Betts et al., 2015; Clarke et
al., 2015; Mutunga et al., 2015). Other elements of rapid response included good
situational awareness and the ability to ‘read’ emerging situations (Darcy et al.,
2015), mechanisms to finance activities before donor support became available
(for example, Mutunga et al., 2015), ensuring that clear, flexible operating
procedures were in place (Shepherd et al., 2017) and using cash in preference
to in-kind relief, and so avoiding long delays during procurement (Grünewald,
2018). In some cases, having an existing programme on the ground helped
improve the speed of the response (AAN Associates, 2016; Darcy, 2016; Kebe
and Maiga, 2015), although a number of agencies found it difficult to transition
from existing developmental programming to emergency response (Darcy,
2016; Shepherd et al., 2017).
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Effectiveness in different contexts
In general, all of the sources agree that achievement of objectives is better
overall in ‘natural’ disasters than in either conflicts or refugee and migration
situations (although the system appears to be fairly good at addressing
life-saving objectives in the latter). There are a number of possible reasons
for this. Unconstrained, consistent access is a requirement for the basic
life-saving ‘package’, and this type of access is particularly hard to secure in
conflict environments. Protection activities, where objectives are generally
difficult to achieve, are often particularly important elements of refugee,
migrant and conflict responses. Evaluations suggest that humanitarian
work is generally more effective where conducted in partnership with,
or under the umbrella of, the government: this is more likely to be the
case in ‘natural’ disasters and in refugee-hosting situations. Humanitarian
operations are more effective in ‘closed’ environments, such as camps;
objectives are harder to reach with dispersed and highly mobile populations.
Timeliness is worst in conflict situations – the humanitarian system
appears to have made progress in timely response to drought and to large-scale
movements of refugees. Progress on timely responses to drought – and to other
‘natural’ disasters, such as earthquakes – appears to be partially attributable
to improvements in preparedness. There has been very limited work on
preparedness for conflict and for related population movements, although there
has been some progress in making funding available more rapidly.
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Endnotes for this criterion
1. In fact, the amount may be declining: a recent review (Blanchet et
al., 2017) points to a lack of epidemiological work in humanitarian
contexts: the work it does refer to is all pre-2010. CRED, the main centre
for collecting global epidemiological data on disasters, was unable to
maintain resource support for its complex emergency database (CEDAT) past 2015, which provided the only epidemiological data on
mortality and morbidity from complex crises and conflicts.
2. Although some HQ interviewees, in particular, were less positive,
particularly about saving lives in protracted crises.
3. For example Aberra et al., 2015; Coombs et al., 2015; Hidalgo et al., 2015;
Leber, 2015; Lewins et al., 2016; Schofield, 2016; Shepherd et al., 2017;
Watson et al., 2016.

6. See for example https://www.rte.ie/news/2017/1010/911127-rohingyacholera-outbreak/; https://reliefweb.int/report/bangladesh/racingprevent-cholera-rohingya-refugee-camps; https://www.aljazeera.
com/news/2017/10/cholera-vaccination-campaign-kicks-rohingyacamp-171011140127195.html.
7. Although not the CAR response, which focused on IDP sites and
enclaves – ‘camp-like’ settings.
8. In many cases, local NGOs and civil society organisations responded
much more rapidly.
9. In 2015: 30% satisfied, 32% partially satisfied; in 2012: 37% satisfied, 32%
partially satisfied.
10. 2015: 49%; 2012: 41%.
11. Most Oxfam and UNICEF evaluations considered the use and
achievement of quality standards, for example.
12. Aiken and Dewast, 2015; Clarke et al., 2015; Darcy, 2016b; Downen
et al., 2016; Hidalgo et al., 2015; Levers, 2016; Peacocke et al., 2015;
Shepherd et al., 2017; Stone et al., 2015; Turnbull, 2016b; Duncalf et al.,

Effectiveness

5. MSF data on crude mortality rates was collected by date, not by location,
and so it is not possible to say conclusively that mortality rates decreased
when people crossed the Bangladesh border (although this is a fair
assumption). It should also be noted that the elevated mortality rates
between 25 August and 25 September were largely a result of violence
against the Rohingya, and so the decrease in mortality was to a large
extent a result of people not being exposed to violence.
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4. In some cases, these life-saving objectives had not been made explicit
in mortality/disease morbidity/malnutrition targets, but ‘life-saving’ was
understood by informants to be the basic objective of the response.
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2016; Gardner et al., 2016; Hidalgo et al., 2015; Stigter and Morris, 2016;
Turnbull, 2016a.
13. 17% of respondents answered inadequate funding, making this the most
common response.
14. Another good example is Ethiopia’s Productive Safety Net
Programme (PSNP).
15. In particular, there were challenges around setting payments at a level
where they would meet food needs in a situation of widespread food
insecurity (when costs are higher), and disagreements around the
degree to which payments should be based on need (measured by food
insecurity indicators) and targeted at those most in need, or should be
made more broadly to the population as a whole.
16. There was much less discussion of the role of the UN Emergency Relief
Coordinator or of the IASC principals – potentially an area to explore in
future reports.
17. See UNHCR, 2013. There are also guidelines for ‘mixed’ situations,
where both refugees and non-refugees are present in a humanitarian
crisis (OCHA and UNHCR, 2014).
18. The situation in refugee emergencies is different. UNHCR has specific
accountabilities under the Refugee Convention, and also tends to have
more control over funding than the HCT in non-refugee emergencies.
19. The responses were slightly better in ‘natural’ disasters – 50% – and
slightly less good in refugee contexts – 40%. However, in the latter there
was a problem with the question, as it referred to HCs (who might not be
present) rather than to the UNHCR representative.
20. Including Ukraine, Iraq and Somalia.
21. This tendency – to want humanitarian coordination mechanisms where
they are not present – has been noted elsewhere (Knox Clarke and
Campbell, 2015).
22. In 2015, 42% thought coordination was good or excellent; in 2012 only
36% thought the same.
23. Behind ‘collaboration with host governments and local organisations’
and ‘programme quality’.
24. 8% of practitioners said that coordination was the main problem, behind
only funding (17%), and ahead of insecurity and limited access.
25. Just as preparedness for drought conditions and associated food insecurity
did not significantly improve the performance of humanitarian actors in the
Horn of Africa in 2011: the mere existence of contingency plans does not
guarantee that they will be used in a timely way.
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E FFICI E NCY
In 2015–2017, the system saw some limited gains in efficiency, mainly at the
operational level. However the larger constraints to efficiency that come
from duplication within the architecture of the humanitarian system were
not successfully addressed.
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The system is not inherently
inefficient, but there are numerous
areas where efficiency could be
improved, and the continued shortfall
between needs and resources makes
this a pressing area for action.
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Efficiency

Efficiency

Defining and measuring efficiency
The criterion of efficiency considers the relationship between inputs
and outputs (such as the number of boreholes dug or tonnes of food
delivered), aiming to achieve the highest quantity of outputs for the lowest
quantity of inputs. Cost efficiency is distinct from cost effectiveness, which
considers the relationship between inputs and results (such as decreasing
malnutrition in a population). It also differs from Value for Money, which
may consider the relationship between inputs and a number of criteria
(connectedness, effectiveness, accountability) – depending on what is
believed to have ‘value’.
Efficiency is both an important and a limited criterion for judging the
performance of humanitarian action. Important, because resources are far
below needs and so must be spread as far as possible. Limited, because the
measurement focuses purely on outputs, and not on broader achievements,
such as lives saved. There is little hard data available with which to measure
efficiency (Darcy, 2016b; Drummod et al., 2015; UNICEF, 2017b).1 In most
operations, very few performance indicators are allocated specifically to
measuring efficiency (Logistics Cluster, 2018). Establishing any measure of
the relationship between specific inputs and specific outputs (for example
between a specific donor grant and a borehole) is complicated by the fact
that programmes usually produce a variety of outputs, making it more
difficult to allocate costs to any specific one (Doocy et al., 2015). It becomes
even more complicated where – as often happens – a project is funded by
several donors, each using a different accounting model.
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In brief
A shortage of budgetary information and a lack of valid comparisons
with other service providers make it difficult to say, overall, whether
humanitarian aid is efficient or not. However, the limited information
available suggests that the system is not inherently inefficient, particularly
when providing goods and services to remote and sparsely populated areas.
At the same time, there are numerous areas where efficiency could be
improved, and the continued shortfall between needs and resources makes
this a pressing area for action. The period 2015–17 saw modest progress,
largely through the increased use of preparedness and early warning
mechanisms, increased integration of humanitarian activities into social
safety nets, increased use of technology and cash programming, and moves
to establish common procurement mechanisms and supply chains. There
was less progress on the systemic and structural barriers to efficiency – such
as overlaps between agencies and multiple, often duplicatory, reporting
requirements to different donors.

204

THE STATE OF THE HUMANITARIAN SYSTEM

Under the Grand
Bargain, many
agencies have
agreed in principle
to move towards
comparable
cost structures.
However, some
INGOs have
expressed concern
that the purpose
of providing
transparent cost
structures was
not clear.

A further challenge lies in the nature of efficiency as a relative rather
than an absolute measure. Calculating it ‘generally requires comparing
alternative approaches to achieving the same outputs, to see whether the
most efficient process has been adopted’ (DAC, n.d.: 21). It can be difficult
to compare the relationship between inputs and outputs for similar
activities – even within the same agency – because of differences in scale
and context between one programme and another. Comparing between
agencies is even more challenging, as different agencies use very different
accounting models for their costs. During the reporting period, some
work was done on this area by donors such as DFID, but this has not been
made public, and neither key informants nor the literature reviewed for
this report offered any examples of this type of comparison. Under the
Grand Bargain, many agencies have agreed in principle to move towards
comparable cost structures, which would allow for a better understanding
of efficiency. However, the second independent assessment of the Grand
Bargain noted that ‘some INGOs expressed concern that the purpose of
providing transparent cost structures was not clear, and the amount of work
potentially involved in achieving this means there has been little appetite to
take forward this commitment’ (Metcalfe-Hough et al., 2018: 42).
Comparing humanitarian agencies with other types of organisation
seems to be more difficult still. The nature of humanitarian contexts, and
of humanitarian responses, means that other actors may not be present
to allow a comparison. Many humanitarian operations take place in
areas which are extremely remote, with limited transport and storage
infrastructure. Simply getting supplies to these areas is expensive – in
many cases too expensive to make it economical for other actors to do so.
Activities are also prone to high levels of risk and uncertainty, and these
have – to the degree possible – to be priced into the operation, often
significantly increasing costs. A good example of the challenge of pricing
risk is given by the Logistics Cluster’s 2017 lessons learned report for
Yemen: small local ships were available for hire at a price far below that of
internationally registered cargo vessels, but using them to transport relief
supplies was judged too risky in that it potentially increased costs over the
operation. However, not using these ships led to large extra up-front costs
(Logistics Cluster, 2017). Over-specification (using materials, such as ships,
that are more expensive) and redundancy (having contingency stocks, or
more storage or personnel than are necessary, in case of massive surges
in need) are standard elements of ‘high reliability’ organisations which
operate in situations of extreme risk. Preparing for eventualities that may
never happen does, however, add costs, and makes judgements of efficiency
harder. It would be instructive to compare the costs of humanitarian actors
with those of the military providing services to civilians in similar contexts
(as part of stabilisation efforts, for example), but the figures do not appear to
be available to support this type of analysis.
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Until recently, there has been very little guidance on how to calculate
efficiency in humanitarian operations (Bailey, 2014; Maxwell et al., 2013;
Obrecht, 2017). This may be slowly changing (Baker et al., 2013). Few
agencies routinely collect and use data on efficiency, although they may
provide some information to donors who request this as part of project
proposals. However, the bulk of the work done on efficiency takes the form
of one-off studies, often focused on the relative efficiency of cash compared
to other modalities of assistance (in-kind or vouchers) (ADE, 2016; Bailey,
2014; Doocy et al., 2015, International Rescue Committee, 2016e), and
occasionally on other elements of humanitarian assistance (Grünewald and
Burlat, 2016; Grünewald and Schenkenberg, 2016; International Rescue
Committee, 2016b; 2016d).

Performance of
the System
Efficiency

To what degree are humanitarian activities conducted with the lowest
possible costs?
In the practitioner survey, 9% of respondents thought that performance
around ‘efficient use of resources’ was excellent and 44% thought it was
good, making this one of the better-performing criteria as perceived by
humanitarians involved in operations – although, as already noted, these
results necessarily reflect perceptions based on limited ‘hard’ data.
As noted above, it is currently impossible to say with the data available
whether the humanitarian sector is inherently efficient or inefficient
compared to other sectors. However, the very limited data that is available
– mainly through analysis of cash transfers – suggests that the relative
efficiency of humanitarian agencies compared to private sector actors2
is context-dependent. In some circumstances humanitarians may be
more efficient than market actors inasmuch as in-kind deliveries lead to
better performance in terms of calorific consumption or scores on Food
Consumption Indicators than do equivalent values of cash transfers or
vouchers which have been converted to food available at local market prices
(Hoddinott et al., 2013).3 Some evaluations have identified situations where
food in kind was cheaper, once costs had been taken into account, than
food in local markets, suggesting that humanitarian agencies were at least
as efficient as the local private sector in food purchase and transportation
(Drummod et al., 2015; Hidalgo et al., 2015). A working hypothesis would
be that the humanitarian sector is able to provide outputs more cheaply in
remote areas with low population density and poor infrastructure, while the
private sector can provide commodities more cheaply where markets are
functioning well, particularly in areas with higher population density and
better infrastructure.
In the period 2015–17, humanitarian actors made a concerted effort to
improve efficiency through the Grand Bargain. The Grand Bargain increased the
focus on a number of areas which were seen to be inefficient, or where progress
on efficiency was already being made – in particular, on cash programming,
increased use of technology, reduction of duplication between agencies and
simplified and harmonised reporting requirements between donors.
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It is probably
safe to assume
that cash is
more efficient in
situations where
there are large
well-functioning
markets (such as
cities)
and where
transfers are to
large numbers of
people.

Cash programming is often seen as more efficient than in-kind delivery,
and from the agency perspective this is true: the evidence shows strongly
that it is cheaper to deliver $100 of cash than $100-worth of food (at
wholesale prices) (ADE, 2016; Bailey, 2014; Doocy et al., 2015; Doocy and
Tappis, 2017). It is also likely that, in many cases, cash is more efficient from
the point of view of the crisis-affected person: for the same expenditure
by the agency, they can buy more goods with cash than they would receive
in kind. However, while assumed by a number of key informants and
interviewees, this is much less well evidenced.4 There is, according to one
expert, ‘a frustrating lack of data’ on the efficiency of cash from the point
of view of cost per output received by the affected person.5 Noting the
evidence around the relative costs for private sector and humanitarian
transport above, it is probably safe to assume that cash is more efficient
in situations where there are large, well-functioning markets (such as
cities) and where transfers are to large numbers of people. Given this, the
estimated doubling of the use of cash as a transfer modality in 2014–16
(Smith et al., 2018) and moves to streamline delivery through electronic
transfers and single platform delivery mechanisms suggest that efficiency
gains are being made.
More broadly, although largely anecdotally, significant efficiencies have
been produced through the use of technology: biometric technology for
the registration of aid recipients and – although only at the pilot stage –
blockchain technology to reduce the costs of using mediating institutions
such as banks. These and other areas appear to have great potential, but
this will most effectively be realised only if large numbers of agencies adopt
the same platforms and approaches. In 2015–17, the majority of approaches
to technology and innovation were ‘ad hoc and uncoordinated’ (MetcalfeHough et al., 2018: 42). Another area that several interviewees suggested
had been given impetus by the Grand Bargain, and where they felt some
initial progress was being made, was in the development of common
procurement and supply chains for UN agencies.
Factors affecting efficiency
Scale
There is good evidence that larger programmes produce efficiencies
of scale. One of the most comprehensive efficiency studies to date was
produced by the International Rescue Committee (IRC) as part of its Best
Use of Resources Initiative. The study, which covered a range of sectors and
activities, found that ‘[s]cale is important. Because of the “fixed” nature of
program management costs, large scale (in terms of quantity of latrines built
within a program) latrine-building efforts made programs cost much less
per person-year of access achieved’ (IRC, 2016b: 1), while in child protection
case management, ‘the scale at which programs operate has major impact
on the cost per child served’ (IRC, 2016a: 1). Similar findings were made
with respect to legal aid and cash transfers (IRC, 2016c; 2016e). An Overseas
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Development Institute report on ECHO funding likewise found that
‘larger projects benefitted from a critical mass of investment in support
services and structures. This meant that … support costs did not increase in
proportion with the scale of activities after a certain point’ (Mowjee et al.,
2017: 14). The importance of scale is also one of the main conclusions of a
major evaluation of transfer modalities conducted by ECHO, which found
that it is ‘a key driver of cost efficiency’ (ADE, 2016: ii).
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The structure of the humanitarian system
The structure of the humanitarian system itself is seen as a major cause
of inefficiency. The fact that the system is composed of a large number of
agencies with overlapping agendas can lead to the duplication of costs,
while reducing the scale (and hence the efficiency) of activities by dividing
them among various different actors. Duplication occurs at all levels, from
donors to activities on the ground. Despite some discussion in the runup to the World Humanitarian Summit on the practicality of merging or
reconfiguring UN agencies to reduce duplication and competition (Knox
Clarke and Obrecht, 2015), there was little appetite at the Summit for
radical reform, and instead donors and agencies agreed, as part of the Grand
Bargain, to reduce duplication and management costs within the existing
structure. Some progress has been made by the UN in this area, particularly
on procurement.
One obstacle to efficiency particularly remarked upon by key informants,
and which has received some attention in the literature, is the requirement
to provide large numbers of different reports, in different formats, to
different donors (Penoy et al., 2016; Stoddard et al., 2017). The issue
was central to the International Council of Voluntary Agencies’ (ICVA)
‘Less Paper More Aid’ campaign and, again, is part of the Grand Bargain.
A common template was developed in 2016, but key informants and
interviewees generally felt that little progress had been made subsequently
in Grand Bargain discussions: the independent review judged that the issue
had reached an ‘impasse’ in 2017 (Metcalfe-Hough et al., 2018).
At the level of operations, the Cluster approach was developed in part to
reduce duplication between agencies. Previous ALNAP research suggests
that it has been broadly effective (Knox Clarke and Campbell, 2015a;
2016), and country-level interviews for this report, as for the two previous
editions in 2012 and 2015, confirmed this. However, both the interviews
and a number of evaluations suggest that coordination mechanisms are
not always themselves particularly efficient, notably in their use of time
(Darcy, 2016a). This may reflect a move away from operational coordination
– making sure that programmes do not overlap – to the production of
information for the creation of country strategies, Humanitarian Response
Plans and the like (Knox Clarke and Campbell, 2016). In 2015–17, the
Cluster-based coordination system struggled to provide effective platforms
for coordinating cash assistance (Bailey and Harvey, 2017; Knox Clarke
and Campbell, 2016; Steets and Ruppert, 2017b). A number of interviewees
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talked about duplicatory, fairly small-scale cash programmes, often
seemingly conducted in competition by different agencies.
The humanitarian system is not only atomised, it is also layered. Money
often passes through a number of organisations as it moves from donor
to output, and this obviously creates the potential for inefficiencies as
funds are consumed to support the machinery of the agencies involved
at each stage. ODI research in relation to ECHO grants (Mowjee et al.,
2017) illustrates the difficulties of understanding the path that funds take
from donors to crisis-affected people: projects are very different, and so
the amounts received by end users vary wildly, from 2% to 91% of the total
grant amount.6 The same report considered the amount of money lost
in intermediate ‘layers’, and concluded that the different organisations
involved appeared to be providing different and complementary services,
adding value at different stages of the project, rather than wastefully
duplicating one another’s activities. Other research on this topic also
suggests that intermediate actors can add value, but cautions that, where
this does happen, it may not be ‘commensurate with the transaction costs
generated’ (Stoddard et al., 2017: 20).

While it seems
that certain types
of early response
could lead to
significant cost
savings, there is
little empirical
evidence that early
response has
saved costs.

Timing
A number of key informants and evaluations (Logan et al., 2015; UNICEF,
2017a) make the point that responses that occur at the peak of a crisis are
typically more expensive for the same results7 than earlier, more preventive
action. As a result, there has been some focus on preparedness as a way
to improve efficiency (Logistics Cluster, 2018; Meerkatt et al., 2015). The
problem here is that, if the anticipated event does not happen, the costs of
preparedness can be wasted. One way of addressing this is to focus on ‘no
regrets’ options: that is, preparedness activities which produce outputs that
are useful regardless of whether a specific crisis occurs. Another possibility
is to focus on areas where the cost of a crisis would be inordinately high
(e.g. major cities at risk of earthquakes), or on areas where the chances of a
crisis occurring are particularly strong (e.g. the Horn of Africa). A number
of researchers have tried to examine the cost-efficiency of earlier response
in these areas (Cabot Venton, 2018; Cabot Venton et al., 2012; Catley and
Cullis, 2012). One study suggests that an early humanitarian response in
Kenya, Ethiopia and Somalia would save an estimated $1.6 billion over a
15-year period. Another $1.5 billion could be saved through social safety
net programming, compared to the provision of food assistance. However,
in considering these findings it is important to remember that they are
estimates of potential cost savings, based on predictive models involving
a number of important assumptions.8 While it seems that certain types of
early response could lead to significant cost savings, there is little empirical
evidence that early response has saved costs.
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A number of
studies have
shown that local
procurement
(where it can be
achieved at scale)
can be cheaper,

Efficiency

Efficiency in different contexts
In the responses to the practitioner survey, 60% suggested that efficiency
was good or excellent in ‘natural’ disasters, compared to 51% in situations
of conflict and only 48% in refugee contexts. The other sources do not give
any clear indication of why this should be. It may relate to improvements
in preparedness and to the increased use of social protection mechanisms
in ‘natural’ disasters (although social protection systems – and cash – are
also being used in a number of refugee contexts). Alternatively, the siloed
nature of responses may be more cumbersome and inefficient in conflict
and refugee contexts, where life-saving activities almost invariably turn into
longer-term service provision and livelihood support.
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particularly
for low-value
non-processed
products such
as food, but also
commodities,
including building
supplies.

Local or international?
The final factor often seen as affecting efficiency is the degree to which
goods and services are obtained in the country where the crisis has
occurred, or are obtained on international markets and transported to the
crisis. There are two main elements to this: the procurement of goods and
the relative efficiency of international as opposed to local organisations as
service providers. A number of studies have shown that local procurement
(where it can be achieved at scale) can be cheaper, particularly for lowvalue, non-processed products such as food (Catley and Cullis, 2012; Lentz
et al., 2012), but also other commodities, including building supplies
(Matopoulos et al., 2014).
With respect to the share of assistance provided by national and local
institutions, the picture is a little less clear. There appears to be only limited
evidence in this area (perhaps because national authorities do not regularly
publicise expenditures, while national NGOs do not in most cases receive
the levels of support that would allow a direct comparison). Investing in the
capacity of national and local government should be a cheaper alternative in
the long term (Grünewald and Burlat, 2016; Grünewald and Schenkenberg,
2016); one would expect national NGOs to be able to provide assistance
more cheaply were they the same size as an international NGO or UN
agency, but few national NGOs are this large and so will not benefit from
the efficiencies of scale outlined above. It is also dangerous to assume that
national response is somehow the ‘budget option’, and that national and
local NGOs should necessarily accept paying lower wages or spending less
on equipment or security in order to keep costs down.
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Box / Innovation in the humanitarian system
The SOHS 2015 report highlighted the growing role of innovation in
humanitarian action, noting that ‘[t]he concept of innovation itself, as
an organisational aspiration and area of activity, has taken root in the
humanitarian system’ (ALNAP, 2015: 102).
In the years since, innovation ‘labs’/‘hubs’ have continued to be
established, with some organisations closing or scaling down their
innovation units, and others creating or expanding theirs. Several
organisations have developed learning materials and training to
support better and more consistent innovation, with an increased focus
on field-level and operational innovations. While it is difficult to verify
this because of a lack of baselines, funding for humanitarian innovation
appears to be increasing, with several high-profile competitions and
challenge funds launched by UN agencies and donors, including the
USAID–DFID–Grand Challenges Canada fund, a $15 million fund to
support ‘innovations that enhance the effectiveness and efficiency
of humanitarian assistance’ over a five-year period from 2018–23.
Support for field-level innovation is increasing through individual
organisational initiatives such as the UNHCR Innovation Fellowship
programme, as well as multi-organisational initiatives such as the
Response Innovation Labs, established after the Nepal earthquake in
2015, and START Network Innovation Labs.
There have been several significant innovations in specific
areas. Finance has seen the lion’s share of bold, potentially gamechanging ideas. The ICRC launched the first social impact bond
for humanitarian action, generating a €22 million investment in
humanitarian response over a five-year period. Several actors are
exploring risk financing for humanitarian action, including the World
Bank, whose increased engagement in humanitarian settings is
expected to drive further financial innovation. Blockchain, relatively
unknown in the sector just a few years ago, is being piloted by
several agencies as a tool for more efficient and transparent financial
transactions between donors, suppliers and affected populations.
The health sector accounted for a third of all innovation outputs
from 2015–17, followed by food security and early recovery (Elrha,
2017). Despite increasing recognition that innovation is broader
than simply ICT, ICT-focused solutions continue to offer some of the
most notable innovations. OCHA’s humanitarian exchange language
(HXL) project, mentioned in the SOHS 2015, has continued to grow
its user base and is now supported by a newly-established Centre
for Humanitarian Data in The Hague. Humanitarian agencies are
developing new digital tools and applications to collect and share
information with crisis-affected people to carry out diagnostic
and assessment tasks, and to deliver assistance. Some agencies are
exploring Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) and artificial intelligence,
but these technologies are not in mainstream use, in part due to
national regulations and ethical concerns.

211

Performance of
the System

A global review
of innovation
found that most
innovation activity
is focused on crises
driven by natural
hazards rather
than conflict,
despite the fact
that conflict
generate a greater
proportion of the
humanitarian
caseload.

Efficiency

Few innovations have truly taken hold, however, raising questions
as to how innovation can be taken to scale for wider impact. A global
review of innovation activity and funding from 2015–17 found that
funding for humanitarian innovation is mostly going to organisations
headquartered in Europe and North America (Elrha, 2017). The
same review found that most innovation activity is focused on crises
driven by natural hazards rather than conflict, despite the fact that
conflicts generate a greater proportion of the humanitarian caseload.
Innovation activity in humanitarian settings is still largely a-contextual
and driven by the interests and perspectives of international agencies
(Ramalingam, 2016).
The failure to bring innovations to scale is driven by multiple
factors, none of which has been deeply explored, as humanitarian
actors have instead focused more on early-stage innovations and
piloting. Research and the growing experience of innovators in the
sector (Ramalingam et al., 2015; Deloitte, 2015; Gray and McClure,
2015; Elrha, 2017) are driving a consensus that the scaling gap is a
core challenge that must be addressed if the sector is to reap the full
benefits of innovation. Several scaling initiatives have been established
to address this challenge, including the UNHCR–UNICEF accelerator
for humanitarian education innovations and the Humanitarian
Innovation Fund’s (HIF) Journey to Scale programme. The World
Humanitarian Summit also saw the creation of a multi-agency
member-based organisation, the Global Alliance for Humanitarian
Innovation, to address the collective and systemic barriers to scale
more explicitly. By the time the next SOHS report is published, ideally
these efforts to take innovation to scale in humanitarian action will
have made progress, though, as noted in the 2015 edition, ‘it will be an
uphill battle’ (ALNAP, 2015: 103). • ALICE OBRECHT, ALNAP
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Endnotes for this criterion
1. Although some key informants (KI) felt that this data could be obtained
through interviews and other approaches, if there were an interest in
doing so.
2. At the national and local level, in-kind aid is always dependent on the
private sector for the production of commodities; the question is where
in the supply chain humanitarians can most efficiently engage.
3. There could be a number of reasons for this – including purchasing
choices made by cash recipients – so it does not conclusively show that
food is more expensive locally than when imported.
4. As Bailey (2014: 11) explains: ‘[generally] the calculation does not take
into account that the cost of the food aid to an aid agency might have
been more expensive or cheaper than the cost of goods on local markets.
If the food costs an aid agency more to procure compared to local prices,
the efficiency of cash approaches would be even greater. If not, food
could emerge as more efficient. Whether or not a transfer is cheaper
depends on whether an aid agency, for reasons of economy of scale and
access to goods at global prices, can procure goods more cheaply than
the local market can provide them, while factoring in associated costs
like transport and storage, contamination and wastage’.
5. WFP’s system of Omega values attempts to address this by comparing
the nutritional value of different food baskets and the cost of providing
them (Bailey, 2014). The point also underlines the importance of market
assessments in deciding between cash and in-kind distribution.
6. The 2% and 91% were outliers: ‘The projects at both extremes were a
number of UN agency projects with clear reasons for the unusual levels
of Tier 1 costs. The UN agency project with 91% Tier 1 costs involved
the purchase and transport of vaccines to Ethiopia, with no other
costs included. In the project with 2% of Tier 1 costs, the UN agency
purchased cholera supplies as part of another project’. However, even
leaving these two projects aside, the range was just under 70%.
7. Timing is arguably as much about cost-effectiveness – costs to results
– as it is about cost-efficiency – costs to outputs. However, many inputs
cost more to procure and transport at the peak of a crisis than at an
earlier point.
8. For example, assumptions about how people would behave if they
received assistance earlier.
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COH E R E NCE
Against a background of decreased respect for IHL and Refugee Law, and
with increased pressure to link humanitarian action to activities related to
security and migration, humanitarian agencies found it more difficult to align
their actions with humanitarian principles, and to build support for IHL.
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Increased security concerns have
forced difficult choices between staff
safety and the provision of assistance
to people in need, and security and
developmental agendas at policy level
have made it more difficult to provide
humanitarian aid in an impartial and
neutral manner. Humanitarian actors
are also concerned that they are
becoming more involved in attempts
by states to control flows of migrants
and refugees.
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Coherence

• Humanity: human suffering must be addressed wherever it is found. The
purpose of humanitarian action is to protect life and health and ensure
respect for human beings.
• Impartiality: humanitarian action must be carried out on the basis of
need alone, making no distinctions by nationality, race, gender, religious
belief, class or political opinion.
• Neutrality: humanitarian actors must not take sides in hostilities or
engage in controversies of a political, racial, religious or
ideological nature.
• Independence: The autonomy of humanitarian objectives from any
actors’ political, economic, military or other objectives.

Coherence

To what degree are humanitarian efforts coherent with core
principles and IHL?
The four core principles of humanitarian action are:

Performance of
the System

In brief
The criterion of coherence is used in this report to indicate the degree
to which humanitarian agencies follow core humanitarian principles,1 as
well as the degree to which their actions encourage support for IHL and
refugee law.2 There is a sense among humanitarian agencies that this has
become more difficult over the period: increased security concerns have
forced difficult choices between staff safety and the provision of assistance
to people in need, and security and developmental agendas at policy level
have made it more difficult to provide humanitarian aid in an impartial
and neutral manner. Humanitarian actors are also concerned that they are
becoming more involved in attempts by states to control flows of migrants
and refugees.
Humanitarian advocacy and negotiation has seen a number of successes
– particularly at the country level – and has improved in a number of ways
since the SOHS 2015 report. Donor states – often supported or lobbied by
other humanitarian actors – have combined to create agreements to support
IHL. However, these agreements appear to have had limited effect on the
ground. The reporting period saw numerous flagrant breaches of IHL and
refugee law. While this is not new, there are indications that the situation
has got worse since 2015. Interviewees also suggested that states that had
previously supported the international legal regime are increasingly taking
actions that suggest this support is weakening.
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Of the 1,170
practitioners who
completed the
SOHS 2018 survey

82%
said their agencies
were good or
excellent at
following the
principle of
humanity,

75%
responded good
or excellent
with respect to
impartiality,

73%
with respect to
neutrality, and

68%
with respect to

independence.

Practitioners responding to the survey were fairly positive about the degree
to which their agencies and operations followed these principles: 82% said
that their agencies were good or excellent in following the principle of
humanity; 75% responded good or excellent with respect to impartiality,
73% with respect to neutrality and 68% with respect to independence.
These results did not differ significantly from one context to another, and
were very similar to responses in 2015. Results from people affected by
crisis were similar in that they also suggested that agencies uphold the
principle of humanity more effectively than the others, although responses
were slightly less positive: 68% of respondents in the beneficiary survey
said that they felt treated with respect by aid providers,3 and in recent
Ground Truth surveys the mean score for this was higher than for any other
criterion (Ground Truth Solutions, 2017). If we use ‘treating crisis-affected
people with respect’ as a proxy for following the principle of humanity,
then humanitarians appear to be doing fairly well here. Ground Truth also
asked affected people about the degree to which they think that aid is fair
(a proxy for impartiality). Responses are less positive, but at 2.7/5 were still
better than for most other areas (Outcomes; Recipient Independence; Aid
Appropriateness; and Recipient Voice).
In the period 2015–17 there were several high-profile attempts to make
humanitarian action more principled. In the 2017 self-reporting exercise
following the World Humanitarian Summit, 20 organisations noted that
they had taken steps to train staff in the principles or to further embed
them in their programming (David et al., 2017). In the case studies, many
interviewees working in humanitarian operations (in all three contexts)
said that they applied – or attempted to apply – the principles, and gave
numerous examples of how they did this.
A significant majority of those who discussed the principles felt that they
were relevant and important to humanitarian action. As one NGO worker put
it: ‘it’s part of our DNA … we aren’t there to make money, we are there to deliver
aid according to the principles’. Interviewees working in situations of conflict –
as well as a number of key informants – made the point that the principles are
not only a value system, but also an important operational tool. In the words of
an NGO manager: ‘Losing impartiality, neutrality, would be the worst mistake
we humanitarians could make … we have access to places only because we do
good work and people know we don’t have a political position’. Interviewees
– particularly on the ground – were also under no illusions as to how difficult
principled aid work can be. Several discussed the principles as ideals to aim for,
recognising that they would seldom, if ever, be fully achieved. Others talked
of daily negotiations and attempts to balance principles against concrete
constraints, such as denial of access. What emerged was a constant attempt to
hold to the principles in the midst of shifting political pressures. This mirrors
the findings of other recent research, which suggests that ‘[a]dherence to the
core humanitarian principles involves contradictions and compromises’ (Haver
and Carter, 2016: 10).
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Some interviewees (albeit a relatively small number) specifically questioned
the principle of neutrality. These interviewees tended to be involved in
explicitly political social justice work advocating for the rights of marginalised
ethnic or caste groups. In previous ALNAP research, one local NGO explained:
‘I think we have to be impartial, being neutral paralyses us. Being neutral places
you in zero, and that is paralysing. Being impartial does not paralyse you but
you have a position, you have a voice, you have something to say. Some INGOs
say they are neutral. Well we are not, we are impartial, we are in favour of the
families, the victims, which does not leave me at zero. I have a position, I have
a discourse’ (Saavedra, 2016: 40). Discussions around neutrality are not new:
it was not included in the 2014 Core Humanitarian Standard because ‘[m]any
humanitarian organisations that actively engage in both advocacy related to
justice and humanitarian action do not believe that they are able to fully adhere
to this principle’ (CHS Alliance et al., 2014: 5). At the same time, experts in this
area stress that advocacy – as long as it is even-handed and addresses threats
to rights from all parties – is entirely neutral. The growth of citizens’ groups
providing assistance to irregular migrants in Europe may have added to this
debate, at least in the European context.
Several key informants also suggested that, as national and local
organisations gain more influence in the sector, the humanitarian principles
may be increasingly questioned, either because they are cultural constructs
of a ‘Western’ system, and as such not appropriate to other cultures, or
because many national and local NGOs are explicitly political. Interviews
for the case studies, however, showed how difficult (and perhaps unhelpful)
it is to make this sort of generalisation. A number of interviewees from local
authorities and civil society organisations suggested that they fully agreed
that humanitarian action should be conducted according to the principles.
As one local government official said: ‘they are very close to our own
cultural and religious beliefs. What we don’t understand is why, in the name
of the principles, the NGOs avoid us’. Research in Afghanistan, Somalia
and Syria has found that local actors use a number of ethical frameworks
(including Islamic principles and the Hippocratic Oath) to separate
humanity from politics (Haver and Carter, 2016). On occasion, people in
crisis themselves may question the value of the principles. In at least one
evaluation ‘parts of the population … did not see the use of armed escorts as
a problem. They preferred to receive secured assistance than see it delayed
or cancelled for the sake of “independence”’ (Lawday et al., 2016: 20).
The evidence for this report – and in particular the case studies – show
that the humanitarian principles (in practice) are not unerringly applied, nor
do they command instant respect. They are better thought of as norms to be
considered, argued over and understood in context. From this perspective,
localisation does not in itself challenge principled action, but it certainly
increases the number of voices in the discussion. Rather, the main challenges
to coherence in the period 2015–17 appear to have come from another
direction entirely – increased pressure from states (including donors) to align
humanitarian action with broader policy objectives.
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In Syria, UN
agencies were
criticised for
being too close to
the government
in Damascus,
and government
control over aid
created significant
challenges to
impartiality and
neutrality.

Humanitarian principles in conflicts
The nature of conflict – the fact that humanitarians are working in a highly
contested environment and will generally need to work to some degree with
all sides to ensure access to civilians – makes application of the principles
a constant challenge (Betts, O’Grady et al., 2016; Magone et al., 2011). In
the period covered by this report, humanitarian actors – and particularly
the United Nations, which as an intergovernmental body does not have
the option of ‘avoiding’ the state – found this a problem in a number of
contexts (Drummod et al., 2015; UNICEF, 2017). In Syria, UN agencies
were criticised for being too close to the government in Damascus, and
government control over aid created significant challenges to impartiality
and neutrality (Drummod et al., 2015; Martínez and Eng, 2016).
Humanitarian agencies also attempted – often unsuccessfully – to
balance the operational demands of security and principled action.
Lack of respect for IHL – including attacks on clearly marked medical
facilities in Afghanistan, Yemen and Syria, including by military
forces belonging to members of the UN Security Council – compelled
agencies either to withdraw or to turn to international forces to provide
security (Lawday et al., 2016). Attempts by donors and the UN to
use humanitarian action to address developmental and stabilisation
concerns also created difficulties, particularly where the Humanitarian
Coordinator ‘double-hatted’ as the Resident Coordinator, a position that
tends to work closely with government.
Concerns among humanitarians that they are being co-opted to support
the strategic interests of major donors are, of course, nothing new, but
there was a sense among some key informants that this trend was becoming
more pronounced. The head of one NGO considered that ‘openings for
an independent humanitarian voice to defend the norms of humanitarian
action have definitely constricted over the past few years, and you feel in
government that there is just less space for defending those values when
they are set against foreign policy objectives and security agendas’.
Humanitarian principles in refugee and migration contexts
In the period 2015–17 long-standing concerns about co-option by donors in
situations of conflict extended to humanitarian action to support refugees
and irregular migrants. One head of a humanitarian network said: ‘[it has]
become more and more difficult to use principled response in relation to
a donor when it has migration-related, counter-terrorism related political
constraints and priorities’. This was, perhaps, an inevitable consequence
of the rise of public and political interest in migration issues in many
donor states. While a number of prominent organisations clashed publicly
with donor states, criticising policy and taking action – such as maritime
activities to save the lives of irregular migrants in the Mediterranean
– that put them at odds with European and other governments, there
was a concern that, overall, humanitarians were becoming ‘actors in
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a containment strategy’. One director of an INGO said: ‘I do feel that
aid agencies are depleted as an extension of foreign policy of Western
governments. For example: the EU–Turkey compact for refugees and
migrants – with humanitarian agencies and EU actors very much deployed
to prevent people from moving and to accomplish domestic policy agendas
… contravenes humanitarian principles’. At the same time, the large number
of civil society groups supporting refugees and migrants in Europe did so
without reference to the humanitarian principles, either because they were
not aware of them, or because they did not feel they were relevant.

Coherence

To what degree are humanitarian actors effective in encouraging
support for IHL and International Refugee Law?
Humanitarian evaluations have very little to say on the degree to which
agencies have been successful in encouraging states and non-state armed
actors to abide by their obligations and providing support to mechanisms
to ensure accountability. This is a difficult area to evaluate because, as one
donor explained, ‘much of it will remain invisible because it all had to be
done very discretely in the background’. It is also difficult to know how
much worse a situation might have been without negotiation and advocacy.
According to one UN staff member in a country programme: ‘there’s been
a tempering at points of stuff that the [government] would have otherwise
done on clamping down on the UN’. Even where there are visible effects, it
is extremely difficult to know how, and how much, advocacy and negotiation
contributed to combatants’ decisions.
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The humanitarian principles in ‘natural’ disasters
While challenges to coherence were more persistent, and perhaps more
acute, in armed conflicts and refugee contexts, a number of informants also
talked about the challenges that attempts to address the ‘humanitarian–
development divide’ (see section on connectedness) were creating, or
could potentially create, to working in ‘natural’ disasters. There was a
concern that developmental approaches would lead to aid being given
on criteria other than immediate need, and a more generalised concern
around working with governments to achieve developmental objectives.
Governments are political, and political considerations will always be an
important priority. As one evaluation reported: ‘as Haiti was in the middle
of an election campaign [at the time of Hurricane Matthew], and is a
country where political and financial manoeuvres are commonplace, the
need for humanitarian space and principled action is obvious’ (Grünewald
and Schenkenberg, 2016: 11). One particular challenge to principled
humanitarian action noted over the period was the growing use of social
safety nets as part of humanitarian response. Research indicated a desire
by governments that aid be spread as broadly as possible (the principle
of equity), contrasting with the humanitarian principle of impartiality, by
which assistance is given only to those who need it most (Grünewald and
Schenkenberg, 2016; Obrecht, n.d.).
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Compared to
the SOHS 2015,
advocacy activities
have improved,
inasmuch as there
appear to be more
of them (although
this is hard to
measure) and their
goals are clearer.

Interviewees and key informants pointed to specific local activities
that they believed had been successful in influencing state authorities
or armed groups in Yemen, Somalia and Greece. A small number of key
informants pointed to the importance of negotiating with the governments
of affected states in securing access to areas of famine in South Sudan,
Somalia, Yemen and Nigeria. The ICRC project ‘IHL in Action’ describes
successful examples where humanitarian intervention has strengthened
adherence to IHL. As the authors note: ‘[d]espite numerous violations of
the law, compliant behaviour shows that existing rules are adequate and
can significantly reduce human suffering’.4 With respect to refugee law, a
number of evaluations note UNHCR’s success in advocating for the rights
of refugees in the Syria emergency (Darcy, 2016b; Hidalgo et al., 2015). This
is particularly notable given the fact that key refugee-hosting countries
such as Lebanon and Jordan (and, in another context, Bangladesh) are not
signatories to the 1951 Refugee Convention.5
Key informants also discussed the impact of campaigning and advocacy
on donor governments, pointing to work such as Oxfam’s campaign on UK
arms sales to Yemen; InterAction’s ‘Civilians Under Fire’ initiative (which
contributed to Executive Order (EO) 13732 outlining measures to limit
civilian casualties from US airstrikes, and to elements of the 2017 National
Defense Authorisation Act (NDAA), adopted in November 2017 to address
civilian casualties); and MSF’s public denunciations of attacks on hospitals.
Compared to the SOHS 2015, advocacy activities have improved, inasmuch
as there appear to be more of them (although this is hard to measure) and
their goals are clearer. However, given the multiple elements involved in,
say, UK arms sales to Saudi Arabia, interviewees were not sanguine about
how much could be expected of this work: ‘[the UK is] lobbying the Saudis
very hard … but in truth, that might be point number nine on an agenda
which starts by talking about the London Stock Exchange and then goes all
the way through all of the other houses and then eventually … [there might
be] something about humanitarian access’.
Over the period, governments that are donors to the international
humanitarian system continued with (and in some cases achieved advances
in) efforts to buttress IHL. These include support to Resolution 2 of the 32nd
International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent on strengthening
compliance with international law; continuing support for the implementation
of UN Security Council Resolution 2286 (2016) on the protection of medical
care in armed conflict; support for the Austrian-led initiative to achieve a UN
declaration on the use of explosive weapons in populated areas; continued
support to the International Criminal Court (ICC); and discussions with
Gambia and South Africa, which may have contributed to these two states
remaining within the ICC.
Implementation and enforcement of these and other instruments have
proved more difficult. Security Council resolutions on Syria appear to have
made very little difference to the situation on the ground: while they may
have improved access in some instances, they have had almost no effect on
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Box / Promoting compliance with IHL
International Humanitarian Law (IHL) seeks to ensure that wars are
fought within limits, restricting the ‘means and methods’ of warfare, and
protecting those who are ‘not or no longer’ participating in hostilities
(ICRC, 2004). There can be a variety of reasons why a party to a conflict
– a state or non-state armed group – does not stay within those limits,
including wilful disregard for, lack of familiarity with or inability to comply
with the law (Svoboda and Gillard, 2015). While there are a range of ways
to promote compliance with the law, from dissemination and training to
naming and shaming violators, pursuing individual criminal and state
responsibility, targeted sanctions and helping violating parties to remedy
their wrongdoing, in recent years attention has focused on accountability,
and in particular individual criminal responsibility.
The primary responsibility for investigating alleged violations of
IHL lies with states. States are responsible for incorporating IHL
into their criminal and military law, and for prosecuting suspected
violations. All states have signed the 1949 Geneva Conventions and are
bound by customary IHL (as are non-state actors), and most (there
are some significant exceptions, such as the United States, Turkey,
Israel, Iran and Pakistan) are party to the 1977 Additional Protocols.
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broader protection issues (Hartberg et al., 2015). The Security Council, in Syria
and elsewhere, appears blocked by differences among the five Permanent
Members (P5), and attempts by France and Mexico to secure agreement that P5
members will not use their veto in cases of mass atrocities have not succeeded.
One possible positive element in an otherwise depressing story of failure is
the continued support by many states for UN General Assembly Resolution
71/248 (2016), which established the international, impartial and independent
mechanism (IIIM) to assist in the investigation and prosecution under
international law of those responsible for the most serious crimes in the Syrian
conflict. The IIIM has received the majority of funding requested for its 2018
budget and has begun work on case files.
In general, however, progress on the use of mechanisms to encourage
commitment to IHL and refugee law, and particularly on activities to hold
people and states to account for breaches of IHL, has been poor over the
period. The second core responsibility of the World Humanitarian Summit
was to ‘Uphold the norms that safeguard humanity’. In the annual progress
report for 2017, the WHS secretariat concluded that this area had been ‘left
behind’, and that a ‘global effort to enhance the protection of civilians in
conflict should be pursued with urgency. Serious violations of international
humanitarian law continue to create unacceptable human suffering in
armed conflicts. Obligations to protect civilians and allow humanitarian
access are plagued by a failure to respect them and by a culture of impunity
around violations’ (David et al., 2017: 9).
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However, the extent to which these obligations have been translated
into domestic law differs, and the political will to prosecute suspected
violations varies by government and circumstance. That doesn’t mean
this never happens: the United Kingdom carried out the Baha Mousa
inquiry to examine the conduct of British forces in Iraq, resulting
in the dismissal and jailing of a British soldier on the grounds of
inhumane treatment of a prisoner. But domestic trials or inquiries are
unlikely to be conducted by states that wilfully violate IHL.
At the international level, the ICC prosecutes individuals for war
crimes, genocide, crimes against humanity and aggression, and ad
hoc tribunals such as the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda
focus on crimes committed within a certain context. But, despite
the establishment of the ICC, there is still no international court
with compulsory jurisdiction to hear allegations of violations of IHL
by states. The UN Security Council has applied targeted sanctions
(arms embargoes and travel bans, and freezing assets) against
parties and individuals involved in serious IHL violations, but their
effectiveness in changing behaviour is less than positive (Targeted
Sanctions Consortium, 2013), and when used in isolation they are often
insufficient or ineffective (La Rosa, 2008).
Many discussions around IHL focus on obtaining accountability,
rather than encouraging compliance to prevent violations (Svoboda and
Gillard, 2015). Approaches that encourage compliance include the listing
process used by the UN Special Representative of the Secretary-General
on Children and Armed Conflict (CAAC), which claims to have been
instrumental in the release of 115,000 child soldiers since 2000. Parties
found to have committed one of five ‘trigger’ violations against children
are listed in the annex of the Annual Report on CAAC. The UN Security
Council then requests an Action Plan of ‘concrete, time-bound steps’ to
bring listed parties into compliance with IHL. As of May 2018, 28 parties
have signed Action Plans and 11 Action Plans have been implemented
fully, resulting in the parties being delisted (Gamba, 2018). To promote
ownership of the law among actors unable to sign treaties, Geneva Call
works with non-state armed groups to sign a Deed of Commitment (DoC)
to respect humanitarian norms, and be held publicly accountable for doing
so. So far, 52 armed groups have signed a DoC banning anti-personnel
mines (with at least one destroying its stockpiles), 26 on protecting
children in armed conflict and 24 on the prohibition of sexual violence
and gender discrimination (Geneva Call, n.d.).
• TIM HARCOURT-POWELL, ALNAP
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Factors affecting coherence

Coherence

An increasingly hostile geopolitical environment
Many of the key informants who discussed this topic felt that some
humanitarian donors are becoming more overtly political, making it harder
to work in ways consistent with humanitarian principles. Interviewees said
that politics had influenced the areas that received funding (comparing
Aleppo to Mosul), the degree to which donors were prepared to criticise
parties to conflict (particularly in Yemen) and the increase in funding
to stabilisation activities in countries such as Mali. Some felt that an
alternative system was being established, based around funding streams
devoted to securitisation and the prevention of migration, separate from
and possibly in competition with the existing system, and untroubled by any
requirement to observe humanitarian principles.
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Advocacy,
negotiation and
dialogue have
achieved both
local gains and a
number of broader
successes, but
humanitarian
agencies alone are
highly unlikely to
be able to change
geopolitical
realities.

Level of ambition
A number of commentators have suggested that it is unrealistic – and
even naïve – for humanitarian agencies that are largely funded by donor
governments to claim that they act independently and impartially: after
all, the availability of funds at a global level (and so the ability to act) is
not dependent on need alone, but on a number of other considerations,
including foreign policy (De Geoffroy et al., 2015; Obrecht, 2017; Dalrymple
and Smith, 2015). As one donor put it during the interviews: ‘if it’s part
of a political organisation like we are then you’re not entirely neutral on
all of these things … the choices you make in terms of where you put the
money and where you pay the most political and humanitarian attention is
not neutral’. Similarly, while agencies may attempt to act in a neutral way,
‘when international assistance is given in the context of a violent conflict,
it becomes part of that context and thus also of the conflict’ (Anderson,
1999: 1). This has been repeatedly demonstrated in Syria, where one study
concluded that ‘by bringing external resources into life-or-death situations
characterized by scarcity, aid agencies inevitably become implicated in war’s
inner workings’ (Martínez and Eng, 2016: 171).
Humanitarian agencies also need to be realistic about the influence
they can exert over states and non-state armed actors when attempting
to increase adherence to IHL. Some interviewees felt that the inclusion
of these issues on the agenda of the World Humanitarian Summit had
given the impression that the humanitarian system could somehow bring
about improvements in the way combatants behaved, and that this had
obscured the real problems: one donor suggested that ‘it would just be
inappropriate and I don’t know, lying, if we presented it as we could do
this through a better humanitarian system’. Advocacy, negotiation and
dialogue have achieved both local gains and a number of broader successes,
but humanitarian agencies alone are highly unlikely to be able to change
geopolitical realities.
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‘The perception
that IHL is always
violated and
therefore useless is
not only wrong, it
is also dangerous.
Yes, violations do
occur. However,
such a negative
and dismissive
discourse renders
violations banal
and risks creating
an environment
where they may
become more
acceptable’.

Most interviewees who discussed the topic also felt that respect for
IHL and refugee law had declined, citing attacks on civilians and civilian
infrastructure in Yemen, Syria, Afghanistan and Myanmar; the use of rape
and alleged use of starvation as a weapon of war; the use of prohibited
weapons; and attacks on humanitarian workers. These concerns are echoed
in the Secretary-General’s reports on the protection of civilians in armed
conflict (UN Secretary-General, 2017a; 2018), which speak of ‘a broader
trend of blatant disregard for international law in armed conflict’ (UN
Secretary-General, 2016; see also OHCHR, 2016; Svoboda and Gillard, 2015).
Increasingly, humanitarian actors are working in situations where neither
government nor non-state armed groups are prepared to follow IHL, and
where many non-state armed groups see humanitarians as ‘Western’ and are
not prepared to grant them access (Clarke et al., 2015; Darcy, 2016).
Some key informants felt it important to see this issue in perspective. An
academic who has studied IHL commented: ‘Whether or not violations of
IHL are more severe now than they were, I don’t know. It harkens back to
an era that is often mythical where things were great. Civilians have always
been targeted. Rape has always been used as a weapon of war’ (Changing
the Narrative on International Humanitarian Law, n.d.). A relentless focus
on the negative might, in fact, make the situation worse: ‘The perception
that IHL is always violated and therefore useless is not only wrong, it is also
dangerous. Yes, violations do occur. However, such a negative and dismissive
discourse renders violations banal and risks creating an environment
where they may become more acceptable’ (Changing the Narrative on
International Humanitarian Law, 2017). It may well be the case that,
taking the longer view, the story of IHL is one of gradual but significant
improvement (Yvette et al., 2015). However, in the shorter timescale of
this report there does seem to have been a marked change, not necessarily
in the number of contraventions, but in terms of a lack of support for the
international, rules-based order among powerful states. As the executive
director of one NGO explained: ‘There is increasingly talk in our space
about erosion of IHL … To be honest, I do see that erosion … because you’ve
had sort of pariah abusive governments before, but you increasingly have
abusive governments who are backed up by permanent members of the
Security Council’. In this, the governments on the Security Council may
be echoing the views of their populations. An ICRC survey of citizens of
P5 countries (ICRC, 2016) compared results from 2016 and 1999. It showed
decreased belief in the utility of the Geneva Conventions; decreased desire
for the international community to intervene to help stop violations; and
growing acceptance that civilian death is an inevitable part of war and
that it is acceptable to torture enemy combatants for information. Key
informants suggested that this lack of support for IHL among powerful
states led to a belief among other governments that they could act with
impunity. One individual who had been involved in negotiations with a
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Lack of understanding/commitment on the part of humanitarian staff
A number of evaluations suggest that humanitarian staff and leadership
do not fully understand the humanitarian principles and IHL, and so
are unable or unwilling to apply and advocate for them (Lawday et al.,
2016; Sida et al., 2016). However, this is by no means the case everywhere:
in particular, many interviewees in the case studies showed significant
engagement with and understanding of the humanitarian principles.
They discussed IHL less often, perhaps reflecting its significantly greater
complexity and the specialist legal knowledge required to understand and
relate it to humanitarian programming.

Coherence

Increased links between humanitarian and development/stabilisation activities
As noted above, and in the section on connectedness, the period
2015–17 saw a general movement towards increased links between
humanitarian and development (and sometimes peacekeeping) work.
This trend may well be related to the political and financial concerns
of donors, but has also been endorsed by many humanitarian agencies.
While it brings a number of potential advantages, key informants and
interviewees suggested that it also involves humanitarians more closely
in (government-led) development planning, and that this can affect their
ability to work in an impartial manner.
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government around the protection of medical facilities during a civil war
said: ‘we were desperately trying to get them to do anything to keep them
over the line on IHL for all the reasons that are well-known and then the
Americans bombed [the Kunduz trauma centre in Afghanistan] and …
they just were like, who are you kidding? … I guess it’s an exposure of the
hypocrisy that’s always been there but it’s never been quite so public and
well-known’. One interviewee referred to the seven vetoes Russia had used
on draft resolutions related to Syria over the period, and suggested that this
had had the effect of making the international order seem impotent.
Key informants, and research, also suggest that respect for refugee law
has eroded among many of the countries that had been active and vocal
supporters of refugees’ rights in the past: one UN official said: ‘I have watched
the international refugee protection system be steadily undermined over the
last year … [I am] horrified really to see that the architects, state architects
of the very system who formulated and pushed it and got it accepted were
themselves in clear violation of it. And that they have lost any moral high
ground’. Informants were particularly critical of the EU–Turkey deal on
Syrian refugees. According to research by ODI, the agreement, as well as
border control measures introduced by Australia and other states, ‘sent a
message to other countries hosting refugees that providing protection to
people fleeing persecution is optional and subordinate to domestic priorities’,
and had contributed to ‘a clear trend in the erosion of refugee protection on a
global scale’ (Hargrave et al., 2016: 22).
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Endnotes for this criterion
1. As defined in the Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and
Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief (which does not
specifically cite the four terms humanity, impartiality, independence and
neutrality) and in UN General Assembly Resolutions A/RES/46/182 and
A/RES/58/114.
2. This is a slightly different, narrower definition than that provided in
Beck, 2006, which suggests that evaluators ‘focus on the extent to which
policies of different actors were complementary or contradictory’ (p. 33).
3. The response did not differ in a statistically significant manner for
different types of aid provider.
4. See https://www.icrc.org/en/document/ihl-action-respect-law-battlefield.
5. Turkey is a signatory, but there is a geographic limitation to its ratification
which means that those fleeing states outside Europe are excluded.
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In 2015–2017, humanitarians had some success in linking their activities
to development, generally when working as part of larger, government-led
programmes. More development actors began working in fragile contexts, but it
remains to be seen how the humanitarian system will engage with
these organisations.
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The humanitarian sector is
increasingly engaging with the
underlying problems of poverty,
vulnerability and conflict. These
activities have been effective when
working with governments to address
vulnerability to recurrent ‘natural’
disasters. In other contexts, activities
have been less successful.
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Connectedness

Changes in policy, structures and finance
There has been notable activity at the policy level: key informants suggested
that this had been catalysed by (and reflected in) the World Humanitarian
Summit process. The Secretary-General’s report One Humanity, Shared
Responsibility spoke of transcending ‘humanitarian–development divides’:
‘Humanitarian actors need to move beyond repeatedly carrying out shortterm interventions year after year towards contributing to the achievement
of longer-term development results’ (UNGA, 2016: 34). At the WHS, UN
agencies signed a commitment to action agreeing to a ‘new way of working’
intended to meet people’s immediate humanitarian needs, while at the same
time reducing risk and vulnerability (OCHA, 2016b: para. 1). The agreement

Connectedness

To what degree does humanitarian action take longer-term
and interconnected problems into account?

Performance of
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In brief
Connectedness is one of the areas that has seen significant movement over
the last three years. Key informants, interviewees and – to a lesser extent –
evaluations and literature suggest that the humanitarian sector is increasingly
engaging with the underlying problems of poverty, vulnerability and conflict.
There is evidence to suggest that these activities have been effective in some
cases – particularly when working with governments to address vulnerability to
recurrent ‘natural’ disasters. In other contexts, there is much less evidence that
these activities have been successful.
Some agencies and practitioners question the relevance of the concept
for humanitarian action, and argue that humanitarians should focus on
life-saving activities. There is also concern that increased attention to
resilience may divert funds from these activities. Beyond these concerns,
the main constraints to successful action relate to links, relationships and
coordination with development actors. While development actors are
frequently present, humanitarian counterparts have generally not been
good at handing over programmes, and joint planning and implementation
is difficult. In many cases, particularly in conflicts, this reflects a lack of
development planning and structures within governments.
At the same time, the international community (beyond the
humanitarian system) has begun to engage more robustly with the
challenges of poverty and insecurity in fragile states. For many years,
humanitarian actors complained that development actors did not involve
themselves in these contexts. In the period 2015–17, this changed.
Significant amounts of funding and assistance were allocated – bilaterally
or through international funding institutions – to states experiencing
conflict or hosting large numbers of refugees. It remains to be seen how
humanitarian actors will adapt to these changes in the operational and
funding environment.
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Policy change
[on resilience] has
been backed by
increased funding,
and funding that
is better adapted
to meeting longerterm, more
developmental
needs.

was also endorsed by the World Bank and the International Organisation for
Migration (IOM). The issue of the humanitarian–development relationship
was subsequently included as a workstream in the Grand Bargain (although
this workstream closed in early 2018, it continues as a formal initiative of
the WHS).
These issues have also received increased attention in humanitarian
literature and research (see Berg and Seferis, 2015; Stites and Bushby, 2017),
and individual donors and agencies have developed and promoted strategies
aimed at addressing longer-term vulnerability to crisis, generally through
the frame of resilience. Institutions including USAID, DFID, DFAT, the
World Bank, the UNICEF, the WFP and the FAO have all implemented
organisational strategies in this area, and in several cases have set up
specific units to support them.
Policy change has been backed by increased funding, and funding that
is better adapted to meeting longer-term, more developmental needs.
Case study interviewees in some countries reported that (possibly as
a consequence of policy changes) it was easier to obtain financing for
resilience objectives. Since 2015, under the Grand Bargain, donors and
agencies have also committed to increasing multi-year planning and
funding (Derzsi-Horvath et al., 2017; Metcalfe-Hough et al., 2018; Taylor
et al., 2017b), which in theory is better adapted to longer-term activities.
According to a recent review: ‘Multi-year humanitarian financing is an
established and growing donor practice’, although it ‘still represents a
relatively small proportion of total humanitarian funding and has not
yet reached the critical mass necessary to shift incentives and drive
transformative change’ (FAO et al., 2017: 5).
Key informants and interviewees in the country case studies expressed
some concern that increased resilience funding might serve to move
money from humanitarian budgets to cover cuts in development funding.
This concern is echoed in the literature (FAO et al., 2017), although there
is no hard evidence to suggest that this is happening. While the period
2015–17 saw increased pressure on development financing, it also witnessed
the entry of a key development financer – the World Bank – into the
humanitarian funding landscape (see box below).
Box / The World Bank in humanitarian contexts
Over the period 2015–17, the World Bank played a more prominent
role in humanitarian contexts. The Bank uses a range of funding,
from itself, its branches – the International Development
Association (IDA) and the International Bank for Reconstruction
and Development (IBRD) – and government donors, to support a
diverse portfolio of instruments, many of which are currently
being trialled.
The Global Crisis Response Platform (GCRP), established in
2016, acts as a network of Bank departments to provide a range
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of financing in crisis-affected or at-risk contexts. Instruments
span preparedness, prevention, response and recovery. The Bank
estimates that around $110 billion1 was committed over 2006–2016
in crisis-affected countries, representing over a quarter of IBRD
and IDA commitments combined (27.4%). Of the Bank’s available
suite of instruments, two are described in more detail here: the
Global Concessional Financing Facility (GCFF) and the Somalia
Emergency Drought Response and Recovery Project.

Connectedness

The Somalia Emergency Drought Response and Recovery Project
On 30 May 2017, the World Bank approved a $50 million emergency
project5 – the Somalia Emergency Drought Response and Recovery
Project (SEDRP) – to scale up the response to drought in Somalia.
The project, a partnership between the Bank, the ICRC, the Somali
Red Crescent and FAO, targeted about half a million people, the
majority of whom were in areas deemed inaccessible to international
humanitarian agencies. Initial activities aimed to provide high-impact,
rapid interventions, including the provision of food, water, cash, health
services and essential household items, to be followed by programmes
to support productive assets, production capacity and livelihoods
(including through cash-for-work programmes).
• LUMINITA TUCHEL, DEVELOPMENT INITIATIVES
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The Global Concessional Financing Facility
The GCFF, officially launched at the 2016 UN General Assembly,
provides development support on concessional terms specifically to
middle-income countries hosting refugees. The World Bank both hosts
and functions as a supporting implementing agency within the GCFF,
with a target of raising $6 billion in concessional financing over the
five years following its inception. Of this, $1.5 billion is to be provided
as grants.
In 2017, ten donors committed a total of $515 million2 to the GCFF,
for Jordan and Lebanon, of which $357 million had been contributed
by the end of the year. Two-thirds of the contributed funding ($244
million) had been approved for implementation through three
‘Implementing Support Agencies’ by the end of 2017, with the World
Bank channelling the majority of this funding (87%, or $212 million).3
The GCFF states that, for every dollar provided by supporting
countries, $3–4 can be unlocked in concessional loans. Contributions
through the GCFF to Jordan and Lebanon supplement grants given
in the form of humanitarian assistance to these countries, which
combined stood at $1.7 billion in 2017.4
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There has also been an increase in the level of development funding
available to support refugees and host communities outside the funding
channels of the humanitarian system. In February 2016, governments
signed the ‘Jordan Compact’ for refugees whereby, in return for a
package of grants, loans and preferential trade agreements, the Jordanian
Government agreed to provide Syrian refugees with access to services
(notably education) and employment. The idea is to ‘turn “the Syrian
refugee crisis into a development opportunity” for Jordan by shifting the
focus from short-term humanitarian aid to education, growth, investment
and job creation, both for Jordanians and for Syrian refugees’ (Barbelet et
al., 2018: 2). The sums involved are separate from, and much greater than,
humanitarian spending: ‘pledges of $12 billion in grants and more than
$40 billion in loans for the region up until 2020’ (CGD and IRC, 2017b;
IRC, 2017), compared to $3.2 billion for the humanitarian response inside
Syria and for refugees in the region’ (ibid., quoting Huang and Ash, 2017).
A smaller EU–Lebanon Compact was also agreed in 2016, and there are
ongoing discussions on similar mechanisms in other countries.

‘It takes a long
time for a good
idea in New York
to translate to what
our partners are
doing in South
Sudan’
INGO MANAGER AT HQ

Changes in programming
Some key informants stressed that it might take time to see changes in
policy translate into changes on the ground: one INGO manager at HQ
explained that ‘it is slow moving. It takes a long time for a good idea in New
York to translate to what our partners are doing in South Sudan’. In fact,
the case study research suggested a continuation of the trend identified
in the SOHS 2015 report: much humanitarian programming now includes
elements of connectedness – at least with respect to addressing economic
vulnerabilities. The increase since the last reporting period is also suggested
by surveys in 2013–14, when there seemed to be much less of this type of
programming (see for example WHS, 2014).
Multi-year Humanitarian Response Strategies and Plans have been
introduced in several contexts, including Cameroon, Sudan, the DRC and the
Occupied Palestinian Territories, with collective outcomes to be jointly attained
by humanitarian and development actors. The majority of key informants
and case study interviewees who discussed these inter-agency approaches
felt that they had not, to date, led to much change in terms of activities. One
particularly important multi-year, multi-agency approach during the period
was the Sahel Regional Humanitarian Response Strategy, which alongside its
life-saving activities, aimed to help vulnerable people cope better with shocks.
A review of the programme suggests that, while the strategy provided a good
basis to build partnerships with governments and civil society, and allowed
space for additional tools (particularly cash programming), ‘the integration of
humanitarian and development programming remains a challenge’ (OCHA,
2017a: 9). It had not been possible to build resilience in adverse situations
(where there was insecurity or climate shocks), although where ‘the absence
of violence coincided with two relatively good rainy seasons … progress and
success can be seen’ (ibid.: 12). A formative evaluation of multi-year response
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felt that
performance
related to
connectedness
between
humanitarian,
development and/
or peacekeeping
activities was
excellent or good,
making it the
worst performing
criterion in the
survey.

Connectedness

33%
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Of the 1,170 aid
practitioners
who completed
the SOHS 2018
survey,

planning suggests that ‘strategic objectives tend to be general statements of
intent, framed in such a way that defies easy measurement and often with no
measurement mechanism in place’ (Taylor et al., 2017: 9).
At the single agency level, many of the case study interviewees said
that their organisations were working according to longer-term country
strategies addressing both immediate humanitarian needs and resilience or
developmental objectives. In all of the countries visited, some humanitarian
agencies were involved in programming to address the underlying causes
of humanitarian need. These activities were being undertaken both by
national and international organisations, in conflict and refugee contexts
as well as in situations of ‘natural’ disaster. Interviewees mentioned a
wide range of approaches, including broader targeting of relief supplies to
preserve assets and livelihoods, the provision of small-scale infrastructure to
support economic activities, livelihoods diversification through training and
grants, linking humanitarian efforts to social protection mechanisms and
expanding access to basic services (particularly health and clean water).
In some cases, agencies appeared to be operating on a traditional
‘relief to development continuum’ logic, where humanitarian assistance
transitions to development activities once the crisis is over.6 The failure
to effectively plan for or conduct this transition was a consistent thread in
evaluations (Conoir et al., 2017; Gardner et al., 2016; More, 2016; UNICEF,
2016). That said, a large number of interviewees described programmes
conducting humanitarian and longer-term activities at the same time, and
the importance of parallel, rather than phased, approaches is a common
theme in evaluations (Drummod et al., 2015; Turnbull, 2016a; UNICEF,
2016) and in the literature (Omar et al., 2016).
Although a large number of agencies are now conducting ‘resiliencestyle’ activities, there are very real questions as to whether these are
having significant effects. Only 33% of respondents to the practitioner
questionnaire felt that performance related to connectedness between
humanitarian, development and/or peacekeeping activities was excellent or
good, making connectedness the worst-performing criterion in the survey.7
In Ground Truth surveys of crisis-affected people ‘the overwhelming
majority of respondents do not feel that the aid they receive empowers
them to live without support in future’ (Ground Truth Solutions, 2017: 9),
and this measure scored worse than most other questions.8
Evaluations and other research – as well as interviews with practitioners
on the ground – suggest that only a minority of resilience efforts have
enabled vulnerable people to prepare for future shocks. Successful
initiatives tend to relate to ‘natural’ disasters (cyclical drought in the Horn
of Africa, and to a lesser degree hurricanes in Haiti and earthquakes in
Nepal), and have been undertaken as part of a broader, government-led
strategy (Béné et al., 2016; IFRC, 2015; More, 2016). Where this is not the
case, there is little evidence to suggest that resilience approaches have been
effective (Barbelet and Wake, 2017; Cabot Venton et al., 2015; FAO et al.,
2017; Levine, 2018; Maxwell et al., 2015; Stites and Bushby, 2017). Granted,
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resilience is hard to measure, but evaluations show a fairly consistent
‘theme of relatively strong relief responses but much weaker responses to
more structural problems’ (Darcy, 2016a: 17) – or, as one interviewee put it:
‘Despite the new concepts … of resilience, or the nexus; all that jargon … we
aren’t really any further forward, either in knowing what to do or in being
more effective’.
Connectedness in situations of conflict
As noted above, several agencies were involved in resilience activities
in countries such as Yemen and the DRC. There is, however, only very
limited evidence on the nature or success of this form of programming in
conflict contexts: a recent review noted that ‘relatively few sources examine
resilient livelihoods in the face of conflict’ (Stites and Bushby, 2017: 7). What
evidence there is shows that investments in microfinance, infrastructure
development and agricultural/livestock support have had a weak, or at best
mixed, record. Targeting to effectively support the resilience of the most
vulnerable is a consistent problem, and obtaining funding for these types
of activities can also be difficult depending on the strategy of the donor
involved (Stites and Bushby, 2017). Certainly, some interviewees in the case
studies had found it difficult to access funds for these sorts of activities.
One manager of an INGO in Yemen explained: ‘it is very hard to convince
donors [to pay for projects with longer-term, resilience components] … how
can [you] ensure the sustainability of schools or farms that can be gone with
an air strike?’. At the same time, as the P2P report for the Whole of Syria
response notes, humanitarian solutions are expensive ways of addressing
infrastructure problems (STAIT (P2P), 2015: 26).
A number of other factors militate against successful resilience
programming in conflicts. The P2P reports suggest that the approach is
hard to operationalise in these contexts, and there is little established
good practice on which to build. More fundamentally, the conditions
that appear to have supported more successful work in ‘natural’ disasters
do not exist in conflicts. Humanitarian actors do not understand the
underlying risk of and vulnerability to violence in the same way as they
understand vulnerability to drought, say, and national, government-led
plans do not exist. In Afghanistan and Yemen, agency staff explained
that it was not possible to support broader national frameworks for
resilience because there were none.
The evidence collected for this report on resilience work in conflicts is
consistent with the findings of the two major evaluations of conflict responses
published by the IASC in this period, in South Sudan and CAR. In the former,
despite the focus on livelihoods in the HRP, resilience work ‘lost out in practical
terms to the narrow focus on life-saving interventions’, and as a result ‘was
relatively modest and unlikely to offset reliance on … food aid to any significant
degree’ (Clarke et al., 2015: 60, 39).9 In the latter ‘[o]perational actors … achieved
… poor results in livelihoods and recovery’ and ‘missed the opportunity to use
the great surge of capacity to address the country’s protracted crisis’ (Lawday et
al., 2016: 8–9).

235

Performance of
the System
Connectedness

Addressing economic vulnerability is by no means the only approach
to tackling the root causes of humanitarian need in conflict. Just as
important – and largely overlooked by humanitarians – are the areas
of conflict prevention and peace-building. Peace-building and conflict
prevention receive some attention in the literature (Maxwell et al.,
2015; Omar et al., 2016), but there appears to be less focus – or at least
fewer publications – on this than in the past (particularly compared
to the immediate post-Cold War period in the 1990s). Evaluations are
almost silent on the topic: only three of the 120 looked at in the review
consider peace-building, perhaps because this is seldom an objective
in humanitarian responses. Similarly, it was not generally an area
discussed by key informants. While a wide variety of organisations made
commitments at the WHS related to preventing and ending conflict,
this was the least popular of the five areas for action, with the smallest
number of commitments and the fewest organisations involved.10 A
2017 review of action on the WHS commitments concluded that ‘few
self-reports indicated a stepping up of efforts to resolve or prevent
conflicts’ (David et al., 2017: 8). International humanitarian workers
interviewed for the case studies in Afghanistan, the DRC and Yemen
suggested that they did not engage with work to address the causes of
conflict because they did not know the actors involved, were not sure of
the role their organisation might play and did not see this type of work
as an organisational priority (a finding underlined by recent research
suggesting that UN humanitarian agencies found ‘understanding their
role in sustaining peace … challenging’, and that this tended to lose out
to other agendas and operational priorities (Pantuliano et al., 2018: 9)).
In these contexts, work in this area was being done by national NGOs,
which saw it as a natural extension of their humanitarian activities. The
situation was different in Mali, where donor and government strategies
tended to link humanitarian work to development, security and
migration. Here, a number of interviewees expressed concern about the
politicisation of humanitarian aid, and saw the growing links between
humanitarian action and peace-building as potentially compromising
humanitarian impartiality.
While international agencies generally seemed to ignore or avoid work that
explicitly aimed to build peace, they were aware of the fragility of the contexts
in which they were operating, and sought to design humanitarian interventions
in such a way as to not put people at further risk. This awareness was also (and
perhaps particularly) visible in refugee and migrant contexts, where a number
of interviewees spoke of the importance of addressing tensions between
migrants and host communities. This concern – often discussed under the term
‘social cohesion’ – also appeared in a number of evaluations (see for example
Hidalgo et al., 2015; Sule Caglar et al., 2016), and seems to be an increasingly
important part of the policy discourse around refugees and migration.
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‘The blockage isn’t
… development
partners coming
in and saying,
“Yeah, we’ll fund
this for years
and years and
years”. It’s the
government’.
INGO INTERVIEWEE

Connectedness in refugee and migration contexts
A number of high-level initiatives during 2015–17 sought to address the
longer-term needs of refugees and migrants. While these activities have
often taken place in parallel to, rather than as part of, humanitarian
action, they are significant in scale and, potentially, in their implications
for the way humanitarian agencies work. The issue of connectedness
has always been an important part of the response to refugee situations:
addressing the long-term needs of refugees is a fundamental element of
the durable solutions approach, in the form of activities to support the
voluntary repatriation of refugees, facilitate their resettlement in a third
country or assist them in integrating into the economy and society of the
country to which they have fled.
Over the last three years, as a result of the large and growing numbers of
people fleeing violence and conflict, considerable pressure has been placed
on the international refugee system and the implementation of durable
solutions has become increasingly challenging for those who have been
granted refugee status. Similar problems around addressing longer-term
need also apply to the very large numbers of people moving to Europe, the
US, Australia and elsewhere who require humanitarian assistance in the
short term, and the ability to live with dignity in the longer term. Given the
ongoing nature of many conflicts that have produced refugees – including
those in Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan – only a small percentage of refugees
have opted for voluntary repatriation (UNHCR, 2017).11 Although the
numbers of refugees being resettled in third countries reached a 20-year
high in 2016 (ibid.), there are questions as to whether these numbers are
even keeping up with the natural growth of refugee populations, as children
are born to refugee parents. The number of people being resettled also
decreased in 2017 (UNHCR, 2018) as governments cut resettlement quotas:
in many countries an increase in nativist discourse in politics seems to be
making resettlement harder, and leading wealthy nations to take in fewer
people. At the same time, the third plank of the durable solutions approach
– integration in the country of first asylum – is becoming more difficult as
a number of countries hosting large numbers of people fleeing conflict –
overwhelmingly countries in the global South – become less welcoming.12
Interviewees in Lebanon noted that the main problem in addressing
the longer-term needs of refugees was government policy, in particular
the exclusion of refugees from formal employment. As one INGO
interviewee put it: ‘the blockage isn’t … development partners coming
in and saying, “Yeah, we’ll fund this for years and years and years”. It’s
the government’. Local government interviewees agreed that they did
not want to see integration: ‘There is no solution in Lebanon, Syrian
refugees should go back to safe areas in Syria. If this is not possible for
now, they should be moved to safe camps supervised by the government
… with shelter, WASH and educational services … Syrians [should] not
compete with Lebanese on job opportunities’. In Greece, integration was
also difficult, again because of barriers to entering the labour market,
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actors have also
tried to breathe
new life into
the concept of
durable solutions,
and explore new
ways for states to
collaborate to meet
their obligations
to refugees (e.g.
the UN’s New
York Declaration
for Refugees and
Migrants in 2016).

Connectedness

with refugees finding it very hard to obtain the necessary permits.
Overall, practitioners working in refugee and migration contexts felt that
‘difficulties in working with government’ was a much more important
constraint to addressing the ‘humanitarian/development divide’ than
those working in ‘natural’ disasters or conflicts.13
Donors and others have attempted to address the challenges presented by
large refugee populations in the Middle East for some time, and with particular
urgency following the large-scale migration flows into Europe. In 2014, the
EU established a Regional Trust Fund in Response to the Syrian Crisis (the
‘Madad fund’) to provide support to Syrian refugees and host communities
(largely in Jordan and Lebanon) through programmes focusing on education,
livelihoods, health, socio-economic support and water and sanitation.
International actors have also tried to breathe new life into the concept of
durable solutions, and explore new ways for states to collaborate to meet their
obligations to refugees. In September 2016, the UN General Assembly adopted
the New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants, which committed states
to establishing two global compacts – one on refugees and one on migration
– by September 2018. With respect to refugees, the declaration, which is
based around a Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework (CRRF),
essentially reaffirmed states’ obligations under the existing legal architecture,
rather than proposing additional obligations. Critics have suggested that the
declaration lacks ambition and that its language is weak (ICVA, 2017). Many
were disappointed that the CRRF was not used in the Rohingya Crisis (although
it was implemented in 13 countries in 2016–17). There is also disappointment
that the additional resources required from donors have been less than hoped
in situations such as Uganda. That said, the CRRF does appear to have helped
refugees access state facilities (particularly for health and education) in a
number of countries (UNHCR, 2017).
As noted above, one concrete example of new thinking around
longer-term refugee needs that is already in implementation is the
Jordan Compact. An early review of the Compact concludes that, while
‘considerable progress has been made, challenges remain’ with regard
to access to education and to work opportunities for refugees. These
challenges essentially stem from the fact that the Compact is ‘a narrow
agreement that does not adequately reflect reality on the ground’ (Barbelet
et al., 2018: 1, 6). The Compact did not benefit from the views of refugees (or,
indeed, from the humanitarian and other agencies that work for them)14 in
its design – a defect that, the review’s authors suggest, should be remedied
in future agreements.
It remains to be seen how many humanitarian agencies (beyond
UNHCR) will engage – or attempt to engage – with these initiatives.
Several key informants were clear that humanitarian actors are attempting
to reconfigure their refugee programming in order to bring humanitarian
and developmental concerns more closely into line. Similarly, a number of
evaluations note that UN agencies in particular are aligning their work with
government policies for long-term support to migrants and refugees (Darcy
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et al., 2015; Moughanie, 2015; Peacocke et al., 2015). Humanitarian actors
have been involved in integration-related activities for refugees, particularly
in cash assistance and linking this assistance to social safety nets.15 However,
this work is starting from a low base: ‘livelihoods and developmental
approaches to forced displacement remain ad hoc and sidelined in aid
agencies’ responses to refugee crises’ (Barbelet and Wake, 2017: 23), and
many agencies may decide to maintain a focus on acute needs. At the same
time, donor and host governments may conclude that the humanitarian
system is not the most effective channel for addressing these issues, and rely
instead on government-to-government agreements or on other actors to
implement developmental activities.
Box / Irregular migration
Efforts to manage international migration have long sought to reduce
irregular mobility and unsafe migratory practices, such as smuggling
and trafficking, by targeting their underlying socio-economic drivers.16
While such development-led, ‘root-cause’ strategies are not new,17
they have gained significant momentum through the post-2015
development agenda. Key milestones include the Global Forum for
Migration and Development and the UN High-Level Dialogues on
Migration. The 2016 New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants
and subsequent 2018 Global Compact for Migration promote a global
commitment towards promoting ‘safe, orderly and regular migration’
aligned with the 2030 SDGs, in part by addressing the root causes of
irregular migration.18 Similar efforts have also featured prominently
in EU policies following the so-called European Migration ‘Crisis’.
Measures include a €2 billion EU Emergency Trust Fund (EU-TF) and
the 2016 EU Partnership Framework on Migration, which established
bilateral agreements between Europe and ‘priority countries of origin
and transit’. Both initiatives are controversial, in part due to the use of
conditional aid to compel third countries to cooperate with European
migration management priorities.
More broadly, while major knowledge gaps remain around the
causes of irregular migration, a growing evidence base has begun to
challenge a number of long-held assumptions underpinning the ‘root
cause’ debate. Data suggests, for instance, that greater development in
lower-income countries may in fact increase, rather than depress, rates
of migration. And research into the lived experience of migrants draws
the important distinction between unsafe and irregular migration –
the latter of which can, in certain contexts, represent best-alternative
livelihood and protection strategies for migrants themselves.
Consensus surrounding the New York Declaration and the Global
Compact has also made clear the need to balance efforts to reduce
irregular migration with corresponding steps to expand regular
migration pathways.19 This is in tension with increasing restrictions
on legal pathways, particularly the closure or narrowing of routes for
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obtaining legal visas in Northern states. The EU’s Malta Declaration
has imposed restrictions on migration flows and returns between Libya
and Italy, and an increasing reliance on detention, family separation
and returns at the US–Mexican border all point to a hardening of
border control policies worldwide.
Against this background, ongoing dialogue emerging from the
Global Compact process continues to struggle with questions of state
accountability towards irregular migrants’ fundamental rights, including
non-refoulement.20 Irregular migrants displaced by adverse conditions
(severe poverty and food insecurity, environmental change or denial of
basic social services) are often difficult to distinguish from refugees in
contexts of mixed migration. They are also outside the definition and
associated protections set out in the 1951 Refugee Convention. Efforts,
including the Nansen Initiative’s agenda for extending protections to
migrants affected by climate-induced displacement, seek to address this
protection gap, but significant work remains. • JOSIAH KAPLAN, GLOBAL
MIGRATION AND DISPLACEMENT INITIATIVE, SAVE THE CHILDREN INTERNATIONAL

Connectedness

Commitment
Connectedness is unusual among the OECD DAC performance criteria in
that there is disagreement as to whether it should be used as a measure of
humanitarian performance at all. The debate over whether, to what degree
and how humanitarian action should connect to developmental action and
peace-building has a long history (see de Waal, 1997; Rieff, 2003). Over
the period covered by this edition of The State of the Humanitarian System,
there appears to have been a move towards an approach to humanitarian
action which explicitly considers developmental and peacebuilding
approaches, and – in some cases – actively works towards these ends.
This found particular expression in the World Humanitarian Summit and
the UN Secretary-General’s report One Humanity, Shared Responsibility.
However, many humanitarians remain sceptical about the desirability of
the ‘explicit elision of humanitarian and development goals into a single
global challenge … wrap[ping] humanitarian action into the wider project
of the SDGs in a totalizing ambition to “end needs”’ (ICRC, 2016b: 3).
From this perspective, the WHS objective of ending needs ‘threaten[s] to
dissolve humanitarian assistance into wider development, peace-building
and political agendas’ (MSF, 2016: 2). Critics point, in particular, to the risk
that humanitarian funding will be diverted away from saving lives, and that
greater connectedness will damage the ability of humanitarian actors to
behave in an impartial and independent manner. Questions over the degree
to which humanitarian agencies should be involved in longer-term activities
emerged in a number of evaluations (Darcy, 2016a; Taylor et al., 2017b;
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UNICEF, 2016), and in some key informant and case study interviews. At
the same time, many critics also recognise that the humanitarian system is a
broad church containing many approaches: there is no need for one single,
canonical understanding of ‘humanitarian’; ‘People in armed conflicts and
disasters are not best served by a single humanitarian machine. Principled
diversity that cooperates to meet people’s needs will serve them better’
(ICRC, 2016a). While the system as a whole may become more connected
to other international systems (such as the development system), specific
agencies will not assess their own performance by the degree to which they
achieve developmental objectives.

Of the 1,170 aid
practitioners
who completed
the SOHS 2018
survey,

29%
cited coordination
mechanisms
and planning
processes as
the single most
important
challenge
in linking
humanitarian
and development
programming.

Clarity around concepts and approaches
One key informant from the Red Cross/Red Crescent Movement described
the attempt to relate humanitarian and development activities as ‘still
embryonic and a bit of a mess’. While there appears to be greater clarity
over the meaning of key concepts such as resilience than there was at
the time of the last SOHS report, evaluations still noted confusion over
what resilience means, and how it might be achieved (Hidalgo et al., 2015;
Lawday et al., 2016; Taylor et al., 2017b; UNICEF, 2016). Some interviewees
also mentioned that their efforts in this area were hampered by a lack
of tools and programming approaches – there is still significant work
to be done in building evidence on practical ways to achieve effective
resilience programming in humanitarian contexts. This point was also
made by participants in the Grand Bargain workstream on this issue: ‘Some
signatories also expressed frustration that this issue had been framed as an
HQ-based conceptual problem, when the Grand Bargain should focus on
how the nexus can be operationalised at country level’ (Metcalfe-Hough et
al., 2018: 61).
Structures
Just under a third of respondents (29%) in the practitioner survey cited
coordination mechanisms and planning processes as the single most important
challenge in linking humanitarian and development programming. The figure
was highest in ‘natural’ disaster-type settings, at 36%, but this option also
received the most responses in conflict settings, above funding and difficulties
in working with governments. This was also a constraint discussed by key
informants, who added that, even where structures were in place, important
actors (for example private sector entities performing development activities
under contract to donors) did not attend, and there were often disagreements
over who did what. One INGO director suggested that ‘humanitarian and
development was born at a time when it was clear what was humanitarian
and what was development. And the development of the UN bodies reflected
that and maintain the political power which they are unwilling to give up’.
Different cultures can also make coordination challenging: an INGO staff
member, observing this from the ground, suggested that ‘humanitarians have
their own way of doing things … they want to go quickly, get rapid results,

241

they are obsessed by speed. Development actors work to different timescales;
so you don’t get too many coordination meetings between humanitarian and
development actors’.
In 2016 and 2017, OCHA and a number of other agencies concerned
with this issue began to investigate how humanitarian coordination
mechanisms might be better structured to address these challenges.
However, given the number of functions that the existing humanitarian
architecture is expected to fulfil, it may not be easy to expand the
scope of coordination mechanisms while maintaining a strong focus on
operational humanitarian coordination.

Performance of
the System
Connectedness

The problem
should not be
seen simply as
one of ‘principled
humanitarianism’
versus
‘unprincipled
stabilisation’.
Humanitarian
action already
struggles to work
according to
the principles
and there are
always tensions in
operationalising
them.

Tensions between connectedness and humanitarian principles
As noted above, engagement with developmental and political agendas
will generally bring humanitarian agencies into closer contact with
the host state and – often – with the broader geopolitical programmes
of donor states, and may lead humanitarian agencies into conducting
activities which go against humanitarian principles. While this is
often seen as a problem particular to conflicts, these tensions can
equally occur around ‘natural’ disasters. As one evaluation of activities
in Haiti explained: ‘The common tension between … humanitarian
and development processes is frequently the missing link between
what people need (i.e. the concern of humanitarians) and what the
government wants (i.e. the driver for development frameworks).
Especially in a politically-charged context like Haiti, this tension is no
small issue’ (Grünewald and Schenkenberg, 2016: 44). Involvement in
development processes would challenge both the principle of impartial
provision of assistance based on need alone, and the principle of
independence from government direction.
Most key informants and interviewees focused on the challenges to
humanitarian principles that could arise when engaging with governments
or donors to implement connected approaches in conflict. In the case studies,
this was a particular concern in Mali – perhaps because humanitarian agencies
there were often encouraged to support humanitarian, resilience and peacebuilding objectives simultaneously. As one NGO interviewee put it, including
stabilisation activities was ‘a total contradiction of humanitarian principles’.
Key informants tended to take a more global view of the system as a whole,
expressing fear that humanitarians would be ‘co-opted’: ‘as the system gets
more and more political, then it loses its teeth in the real life and death
protection situations’.
Key informant interviews also pointed to the importance of nuance
in this discussion. The problem should not be seen simply as one
of ‘principled humanitarianism’ versus ‘unprincipled stabilisation’.
Humanitarian action already struggles to work according to the
principles. There are always tensions in operationalising the principles –
between speaking out over protection abuses and maintaining access to
provide physical assistance, for example – and the challenges raised by
increased connectedness only make these tensions more acute.
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Scale, breadth and the role of government direction and planning
As noted above, humanitarian actors appear to have been most
successful in supporting the resilience of crisis-affected people where
they were able to do so as part of a much larger, more comprehensive
strategy. A recent evaluation suggests that resilience efforts have been
too small to make a difference, and that a ‘narrow focus on household
level assets was … ineffective’ in building resilience (Levine, 2018:
4). The evaluation goes on to say that household resilience needs to
be understood in a broader economic context, where access to land,
education and economic opportunities are all critically important in
establishing resilient livelihoods. Both the scale and nature of resilience
activities, then, generally require that they be led by the state if they
are to be successful. It is no surprise that humanitarians were able
to contribute most successfully to resilience where they worked with
effective state structures preparing for ‘natural’ disasters. Interviewees
in states undergoing internal conflict tended to say that the state was
not engaged in development activities, and – even where humanitarians
prioritised resilience – there were no larger plans or strategies to
which they could connect. In refugee contexts, the attitude of the
host state was also critical – but here the problem was less the lack
of a development strategy than a desire not to support or encourage
activities that might lead to refugees becoming more integrated into
social and economic structures. Where activities had been developed
outside government planning processes and structures, agencies
struggled to hand over to the government at the end of their funding
period (Advisem Services Inc., 2016; Duncalf, 2015).
Resources
Questions remain as to how much the humanitarian system can achieve
with existing resources in situations where development actors are not
present. A number of interviewees expressed concern that humanitarian
funding, at the global scale, would never be able to address developmental
needs. However, the number of situations where humanitarian agencies are
the only service providers, and are expected to substitute for the state and
for other development actors, may be declining. Development actors – and
particularly development finance – are increasingly present in humanitarian
contexts, and a relatively small number of respondents to the practitioner
survey (6% overall, and 6% in conflicts) said that the lack of development
actors was the main constraint to addressing the humanitarian/development
divide in their setting.
At the level of the individual country or programme, the concern
was more about obtaining funding for resilience work. While more
funding has become available, and this appears to have led to an
increase in work on the ground, many interviewees, particularly in
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conflict situations, talked of the difficulties of obtaining funding,
and 25% of practitioners responding to the survey said that shortterm funding was the main challenge they faced in addressing
the humanitarian/development divide. A lack of sufficient, multiyear funding was a particular constraint for the Sahel Regional
Humanitarian Response Strategy (OCHA, 2017a). Another theme
that emerged from key informants and interviewees was that more
resilience funding was being made available because donors were
becoming less willing to fund responses to cyclical or recurrent
emergencies, and that resilience funding was being used to phase
out of humanitarian commitments. There is, however, very little
empirical evidence on the relationship between resilience and
humanitarian funding. One evaluation found that, in Ethiopia,
resilience investments had not compromised funding for
humanitarian relief (Levine, 2018), but further analysis in this area
would be helpful.
Performance of
the System
Connectedness
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Mali: Between hope and despair
One day, the war will come to
an end and the Festival of the
Desert in Timbuktu will resume
Chief of a Tuareg faction north
of Timbuktu.

Mali used to be known for the
beauty of its desert, the hospitality
of its people and its ‘cousinage
à plaisanterie’, a peaceful social
contract between its communities.
Today, however, tensions are high
and many areas are no longer
accessible to outsiders. The
current crisis, and the constraints
affecting humanitarian operations,
are a source of great concern.
Ongoing unrest is the result of a
combination of historical factors,
unequal development between
the south, north and east of the
country and unresolved issues
raised by the conflict in the 1990s.
Libya’s implosion in 2011 and

the subsequent flow of armed
groups and weapons into Mali,
alongside the rise of domestic
and international radical groups,
has led to spiralling conflict.
Military operations by France and
the UN helped the government
regain control of its territory and
a peace agreement was reached
in May 2015, but genuine peace
still seems a long way off: a new
crisis has flared up in the central
region of the country, fuelled by
competition over land, grievances
around state corruption and
violence by the armed forces.
In early 2016, many observers
regarded Mali as a crisis nearing
its end, and anticipated a smooth
transition from humanitarian
response to development. Instead,
it has gradually transformed
into a highly complex and
explosive conflict, with insurgents
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establishing bases in the arid lands
along the country’s borders. It is
unlikely that a military response
will succeed in resolving the crisis,
but political negotiations are
making little headway. Malians
want and need justice and good
governance but, caught in the
midst of this multi-faceted crisis,
they are losing hope. With donor
fatigue growing, regular droughts
and resilience eroded by years of
conflict, this is an increasingly
challenging context.

Reaching the population:
a key challenge
Security remains a major barrier
for aid organisations. Until
recently, the humanitarian
community was able to work
almost everywhere in the
country, but as the situation has
deteriorated access has become
more difficult. While NGOs have
attempted to adjust their strategies
to continue providing assistance,
Western aid workers now rarely
travel to the north of the country
because of the risk of abduction
or robbery: break-ins and vehicle
theft in the north account for more
than 80% of attacks against NGOs
in the country. Although access
is possible, including through
the use of UN aircraft, the UN
mission in Mali is a political entity
and humanitarian organisations
are reluctant to use UN logistical
assets for fear of compromising
their perceived neutrality.
Most international aid workers
stay in Bamako or are based in
bunkers cut off from the field.
This effectively transfers risks
to African expatriates, national
staff and local NGOs, which are
supposedly less visible and are,
as one humanitarian worker put
it, ‘less valued in the hostage
market’. While a practical
solution, this is neither ideal nor
particularly ethical.

Large parts of northern and
central Mali are neglected: in
areas north of Timbuktu, east
of Gao and in the central Niger
Delta, it takes hours to travel short
distances on sandy desert roads or
on muddy tracks in flooded areas.
The population is very widely
dispersed and the insurgents are
extremely mobile. Working in
low-density areas north of the
river Niger is difficult and costly,
and the majority of assistance
goes to the most accessible and
secure areas. As one Malian
livestock specialist explained:
‘These are huge, practically empty
areas, with a few settlements at
water points. It can take hours
or days to cover the harsh sandy
or rocky terrain that separates
villages and settlements’. In
areas where humanitarians are
present the impact is generally
positive, albeit insufficient and
largely unsustainable. Livestock
programmes connected with
human health are reasonably
effective, and a significant amount
of assistance has been funnelled
into providing free healthcare,
though the system depends on
external assistance and it is

Until recently, the
humanitarian community
was able to work
almost everywhere in
the country, but as the
situation has deteriorated
access has become
more difficult.

unclear what will happen when
the aid stops and the pre-war
practice of cost-recovery resumes.

The difficulty of providing
‘protection’
Providing protection is also a
complex challenge in northern
and central Mali. On their
own NGOs are often unable
to do much, as this is either
the responsibility of the state
or is managed by traditional
local systems that international
agencies are generally not
familiar with. Civilians are
regularly attacked by armed
groups or find themselves caught
in fighting between opposing
groups, and sexual violence is a
serious problem. Human rights
organisations have underlined
how the national army and police
have regularly behaved ruthlessly,
leading to widespread distrust
of ‘men in uniform’. Specialised
NGOs have worked hard to
document abuses and violence
by the army and have engaged in
advocacy to mitigate them, but in
the absence of sanctions impunity
remains the norm. Donors have
tried to support the Protection
Cluster and its partners, but
resources and specialised
personnel are lacking and state
institutions are very weak in large
areas of the north and centre
of the country, which remain
practically lawless.

Humanitarian principles
in the vicinity of a UN
integrated mission
Humanitarian organisations
have to manage their
relationships with state
institutions with great care.
Being perceived as too
close to the authorities can
be interpreted as a loss of
neutrality and independence,
which can put NGO staff
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directly at risk. NGOs also want
to avoid appearing too close to
the UN integrated mission in
the country, MINUSMA, or even
sometimes to the UN in general.
The armed groups active in
much of the north and centre
of the country tend to target
military forces. As one NGO staff
member stressed: ‘the danger for
humanitarians is being too close
to these military forces, and
being in the wrong place at the
wrong time’.
With around $1 billion spent
on military operations each year
by the UN,21 the situation remains
unsettled and the future uncertain.
In the absence of sustained
development efforts, basic needs
are still not being met and will
only grow as a result of a rapidly
deteriorating food security situation,
triggered by a crisis in a pastoral

economy already weakened by the
impact of insecurity resulting from
the conflict and the deteriorating
law and order situation. Faced
with these conditions, combined
with increasing insecurity and the
challenge of working in parallel
with a range of different armed
forces (from France, the UN and
regional states), humanitarian
actors are going to need a great deal
of imagination and stamina. Staff
security will depend on the ability
to negotiate with all stakeholders,
and a continued commitment
to demonstrating respect for
humanitarian principles.
While it is likely that
humanitarian resources will
decline, new funding mechanisms
are being deployed with the
aim of bridging the gap with
development. It remains to be seen
whether these are agile enough, or

whether development donors will
be sufficiently flexible to enable
the response to adapt to such a
fast-changing and unpredictable
environment. For the time being,
sustainable peace in Mali, and
the Tuareg Chief’s hopes that the
Festival in the Desert will resume,
appear a long way off.• FRANÇOIS
GRÜNEWALD, GROUPE URD

This write-up is based on a case
study conducted for the SOHS
2018 by Groupe URD. The full
case study can be found at:
sohs.alnap.org
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Endnotes for this criterion
1. World Bank Group Global Crisis Response Platform, 24 August 2016
(http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/334721474058771487/pdf/
WBG-Global-Crisis-Response-Platform-08252016.pdf ).
2. This includes investment income.
3. The other implementation support agencies are the Islamic
Development Bank and the European Bank for Reconstruction and
Development, which received 11% ($27 million) and 2% ($4.6 million),
respectively, of GCFF disbursements.
4. Data sourced from FTS only, and not based on DI’s international
humanitarian assistance calculations.
5. See more at: http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/
fragilityconflictviolence/brief/fact-sheet-the-world-bank-groupsresponse-to-the-famine-crisis.

7. This question was not asked in the 2015 survey, so it is not possible to
make a comparison over time.

9. Although the authors note that, as there was little monitoring data, these
findings are ‘impressions’.
10. 8% of commitments were in this area, compared to 34% related to
development and resilience work.
11. Although the annual number more than doubled over the period, to
667,400 in 2017 – but it still did not keep pace with the rate of new
displacement (UNHCR, 2018). There are also real concerns that not all
of these repatriations were voluntary.
12. For example: the government of Kenya issued a directive to close
Dadaab refugee camp in 2016; in Turkey, President Recep Erdoğan had
suggested that Syrian and Iraqi refugees might be granted citizenship,
but this was met by popular opposition, and by early 2018 the Turkish
government was leaning more heavily towards voluntary return; and in
Lebanon, a number of evaluations suggest that governments and the
public are becoming less receptive to Syrian refugees.
13. 19% said that this was the major constraint to addressing the
humanitarian/development divide, compared with 14% in conflicts and
12% in natural disasters.

Connectedness

8. The other questions were on sense of safety felt by aid recipients,
relevance and fairness of aid and degree of participation.
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6. This seemed to be particularly the case in Côte d’Ivoire, where there
was a general sense in the interviews that, with the end of hostilities, the
country was in a ‘recovery phase’.
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14. UNHCR was consulted in the final stages.
15. For example, WFP and the Turkish Red Crescent’s engagement in the
Emergency Social Safety Net programme in Turkey.
16. ‘Irregular migration’ refers broadly to movement outside the regulatory
norms of sending, transit or receiving countries, including irregular
entry, residence or employment (IOM, 2011). The term is disputed; while
irregular movement frequently involves unsafe migratory practices,
including smuggling and trafficking, it can also represent a livelihood
and protection strategy for migrants.
17. For example, Article 13 of the 2000 Cotonou Agreement.
18. See New York Declaration, Para 11–12; and Global Compact for
Migration, Final Draft, 11 July 2018.
19. This point was made in the UN Secretary-General’s December 2017
report Making Migration Work for All, and migration dialogues such as the
2014 Khartoum Process.
20. Examples include the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the
Convention Against Torture, the Migrant Workers Convention and,
for children, the Convention on the Rights of the Child.
21. See https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/mission/minusma.
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COM PLE M E NTAR ITY
The importance of local humanitarian response and the links between the
international system and national actors were key themes in 2015–17. Relations
between international humanitarians and governments continued to improve
overall. There was less progress in enhancing the role of national and
local NGOs.
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The state, civil society and the international system
Affected states are expected to play the primary role in responding to
humanitarian crises, with the international humanitarian system engaging
only where the state and civil society are unable (or unwilling) to provide
impartial humanitarian assistance. In practice, this is generally not an either/
or arrangement, and in many cases government agencies, civil society and
international organisations will all be engaged in humanitarian activities.
In the period 2015–17, the importance of national and local actors
was evident in a number of high-profile crises. Government and civil
society organisations were critical in the response to Ebola in West Africa
(Campbell et al., 2017; DuBois et al., 2015; Polygeia, 2016), and a large
proportion of the response in areas of Syria outside government control
has been provided by civil society groups (Svoboda and Pantuliano, 2015).
In refugee situations, host governments and civil society have long played
a central role. In the reporting period, this was demonstrated in many
countries, perhaps most notably in Turkey, which spent $8 billion in 2017 on
hosting refugees.1
The importance of the state and civil society in humanitarian response
was underlined by the recipient questionnaire, where 22% of respondents
said that the government had been the main source of aid, and 23% that civil
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In brief
While relationships between international actors and the governments of
crisis-affected countries vary significantly from one situation to another,
the general trend of improving relationships noted in the SOHS 2015
report has continued. Relationships are generally good in countries where
the state takes a lead role in the coordination and implementation of
humanitarian activities. In situations where government bodies are less
engaged in implementation relationships have also improved, but there is
often less communication and transparency than governments would like.
Problems have also emerged in rapid-onset emergencies, where there is still
a tendency for humanitarian surge deployments to ignore local capacity.
The poorest relationships appear to be in states where the government is
involved in major internal conflicts and in refugee-hosting situations, and
there is a growing tendency for states to use bureaucratic impediments to
prevent the impartial provision of assistance and protection.
The 2015–17 period saw greatly increased focus on the role of national and
local NGOs in humanitarian response. Various policy initiatives were given
significant impetus by the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit and followup activities. In particular, there was widespread agreement on the need to
increase the amount of funding going directly to national and local NGOs, to
support these organisations to develop their capacity and to build more genuine
partnerships. While a number of donors and operational agencies have taken
action in these areas, overall progress since the Summit has been limited.
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society organisations (religious groups, local/national NGOs and Red Cross/
Red Crescent National Societies) had been the main source of aid. Another
9% said that family abroad was the main source of aid, and 5% businesses.
This compared with 34% who said that international humanitarian
organisations had been the main source of aid (19% INGOs, 12% UN and 3%
the ICRC).2 The results did not differ greatly between people affected by
conflict and by ‘natural’ disaster, challenging the idea that ‘in most conflictaffected contexts … the bulk of the humanitarian response continues to be
provided through international assistance mechanisms’ (Darcy, 2016a: 7).
A number of authorities, evaluations and key informants have argued that
humanitarian response by the affected state and civil society should be faster,
more relevant and more effective than international responses (see Particip
GMBH et al., 2016; Sumaylo, 2017; Taylor and Assefa, 2017; Wall and Hedlund,
2016a). Case-based research bears out these assumptions – to a degree. Overall,
national and local responders, particularly NGOs, do seem to offer advantages
in terms of the relevance of aid (Cohen and Gingerich, 2015; Featherstone, 2014;
Ramalingam et al., 2013; Svoboda et al., 2018), though there are exceptions;
in South Sudan, for example, questions have been raised around the extent to
which civil society organisations were aware of the specific needs of women
(Tanner and Moro, 2016). The picture with respect to timeliness is less clear:
in some cases, national responses are significantly quicker (Svoboda et al.,
2018; Tanner and Moro, 2016), and in others they are not (Featherstone, 2014;
Ramalingam et al., 2013). There is also some research to suggest that responses
are most effective when international and national agencies work together
(Featherstone, 2014; Ramalingam et al., 2013). Organisations based in affected
countries may have more interest in recovery and longer-term resilience,
and may be in a better position to provide support over longer periods
(Featherstone, 2014; Sumaylo, 2017), though securing funding for this type of
work can still be a problem.
Interestingly, though, and in contradiction to some of the sources
above, the results of the recipient survey for the SOHS did not really
support the idea that any type of organisation (national or international,
state or non-government) is inherently ‘better’ at fulfilling the
criteria than any other. While there were some statistically significant
differences between the performance of governments on the one
hand and humanitarian organisations (national and international)
on the other, these effects were small: those who received aid from
humanitarian organisations were slightly more likely to be positive
about the quality and quantity of that aid, and slightly less likely to
be positive about the speed of aid than those receiving aid from other
sources.3 Most interestingly, there was no statistically significant
difference between responses on the quality, quantity, relevance or speed
of aid between those who received assistance from local NGOs and those
who received assistance from international agencies (international NGOs
or UN). Nor was there any difference in the degree to which people were
consulted or were able to give feedback.4
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To what degree does the humanitarian system recognise and support
the capacities of the host state?
Over half (52%) of respondents to the practitioner survey felt that the
participation/consultation of local actors (including government actors) was
good or excellent. This shows a steady increase from 2015 (42%) and 2012
(38%). Practitioners also cited cooperation with host government authorities
and local organisations as one of the three most improved areas over the
period 2015–17. The relatively small number of government respondents
were more positive still: 62% felt that collaboration was good or excellent
(though this was a slight fall from the 67% giving the same result in 2015,
albeit the question was worded slightly differently). Similarly, a significant
majority of the evaluations that considered the relationship between
international humanitarian agencies and governments (including a number
of evaluations in conflict contexts) suggested that these relationships were
broadly positive.5 Some noted attempts by donors to support collaboration
with the governments of affected states (Global Affairs Canada, 2017;
Mowjee et al., 2016; Ovington et al., 2017). In the case studies, government
representatives suggested that collaboration was very good in Kenya, and
‘very good, fraternal and professional’ in Côte d’Ivoire.
The majority of government representatives interviewed suggested
that relations were generally good, but that there was room for
improvement. These interviewees tended to be working in countries
where humanitarian activities were taking place within an overall
framework established by the government, but where the government
was not active in planning or implementing specific operations (this
appears to be the most common model of government/humanitarian
relationship, to judge by the responses to the practitioner survey).6
There would typically be less contact between humanitarian and
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A number of potential benefits to more localised or national responses
are not easily captured using the existing OECD DAC criteria. As one
report notes: ‘humanitarian aid is not just the assistance delivered, it is
also the process … what makes local actors different is their understanding
– and operationalizing – of the principle that humanitarian response is
… a social interaction’. The report suggests that we should ask ‘whether
it is appropriate that international benchmarks of effectiveness are the
sole criteria for evaluating response’ (Wall and Hedlund, 2016: 16). For
this edition of The State of the Humanitarian System, we have attempted
to address this point by considering complementarity – the degree to
which ‘[h]umanitarian action recognizes and supports the capacities
and accountability of national and local actors’ (Bourns and Alexander,
2016: 42) – as an additional criterion for assessing the performance of the
humanitarian system. This recognises that, for many, achieving national
ownership of humanitarian programming is not only a means to more
effective programmes (in terms of saving lives in the short term), but also an
important end in itself.
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government actors in these countries than there was in Kenya or Côte
d’Ivoire, where humanitarian staff and government employees work
alongside one another. Interviews suggested that, in these situations,
government representatives were more likely to identify specific
problems in the relationship (see also Betts, Blight et al., 2016; Betts and
Coates, 2017; ICF, 2016; World Vision International, 2015). In particular,
government interviewees felt that internationals should be more open
with sharing documentation and plans (Nepal, Afghanistan), and should
be clearer about where funding was coming from. Reviewing evaluations
of L3 humanitarian responses, one author concludes that ‘the overall
impression … is that more can be done … than is currently acknowledged’
(Darcy, 2016a: 32). Humanitarians seem to be particularly unlikely to
engage with the state in the early stages of large-scale or rapid-onset
crises: as one UN manager noted, with reference to planning the Ebola
response: ‘We had to get so much done in that 2.5 day period, had the
governments been there I don’t think we could have accomplished
it’.7 Even in countries where relations are generally good, there has
been a tendency for incoming surge deployments to ignore existing
partnerships and relationships, particularly in large-scale responses.
For international agencies, the most challenging issues in relations with
governments were where they prevented access to particular areas, or
prevented agencies (often NGOs) from working, either directly or – increasingly
– through the imposition of bureaucratic constraints. This was frequent in
conflict environments such as Yemen and Syria, and was also a problem in a
number of refugee-hosting contexts (see section on coverage). The cases and
evaluations also provided examples of humanitarian actors actively avoiding
contact with the state. In Yemen, government officials appeared philosophical
about this, recognising the difficulties NGOs faced in working with two
‘governments’. In Mali, local government officials recognised the importance
of humanitarian principles, but questioned whether this meant they should be
excluded from humanitarian action. Evaluations suggest that some agencies
have also bypassed governments in a number of ‘natural’ disasters (Blake and
Pakula, 2016; Darcy, 2016; Ovington et al., 2017). It should also be noted that
a small number of NGO interviewees felt that it was the government that
was avoiding them, rather than the other way around: the government was
disengaged, and quite happy for humanitarian actors to provide services that it
was either unable or unwilling to supply itself.
One area that has received attention as part of the wider discussion
on state/humanitarian relationships is coordination. There has been
criticism that the humanitarian coordination architecture does not take
sufficient account of the state, and may exclude government agencies or
duplicate existing government mechanisms (Knox Clarke and Campbell,
2016; Lawday et al., 2016; Hanley et al., 2014; Swithern, 2015). Here again,
the situation appears to be gradually improving: 52% of government staff
surveyed felt that their engagement in coordination mechanisms was good
or excellent, up from 33% in 2015.
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The changing context and nature of humanitarian action
Some key informants suggested that improvements in collaboration
may largely be a result of changes in where humanitarian action was
taking place – specifically, a move to working more in cities (where state
institutions tend to be stronger) and in middle income countries. They
noted that collaboration with government was often a result of government
pressure: in contrast to the ‘push’ to work with civil society, there were few
humanitarian initiatives that focused directly on improving links with states
(the Disaster Response Dialogue, one such initiative, closed in 2015).
The increased emphasis on longer-term resilience activities has also
inevitably brought humanitarian agencies into closer contact, and led
to stronger working relationships with government bodies, as well as
with intergovernmental organisations such as the UN Development
Programme (UNDP) and the World Bank, which work more consistently
with governments.

The State
of the System

The capacity of the state
One of the most important factors in determining the relationship between
the state and humanitarian actors is the capacity of the government to
lead, or at least actively participate in, a humanitarian response (Advisem
Services Inc., 2016; Bousquet, 2015; Coombs et al., 2015; Darcy, 2016a;
Gardner et al., 2016; Grünewald et al., 2016; Stone et al., 2015; UNICEF,
2015; 2016; Watson et al., 2016). This is often a matter of resources. Some
crisis-affected states may lack the finances, staff and structures to coordinate
or participate in a response. Alternatively, governments may temporarily
lack capacity because of the crisis itself: local authorities in Nepal suggested
that this was the case immediately after the earthquake in 2015. However,
capacity does not always correlate directly with resources – it is also related
to experience of crisis response. A number of interviewees suggested
that some governments in middle and high income countries had proved
ineffective in crises because they did not have significant experience of
similar situations.
A number of interviewees (generally from national and international NGOs)
also mentioned corruption as an important factor in making state bodies less
effective, or more difficult to work with. Corruption is also mentioned in a
number of evaluations (Al Nabhy et al., 2017; Clarke et al., 2015; Duncalf et al.,
2016), and in the recipient survey. According to one recent report, ‘corruption
is deeply entrenched in the economy and systems of governance’ in many
humanitarian contexts (Harmer and Grünewald, 2016: 4). The report goes on
to caution, however, that ‘humanitarian resources are not only manipulated by
governmental actors and national NGOs, but also as a result of the practices of
international agencies’ (ibid.: 4).
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Differing approaches by different humanitarian agencies
As one evaluation notes: ‘Implementing organisations vary significantly in their
approaches to engaging with government. Some … partner with and provide
material support to health and water authorities, and seek to build capacity
of government facilities and staff … At the other end of the spectrum, some
organisations work as separately as possible, engaging only where needed to
obtain the necessary permits’ (Al Nabhy et al., 2017: 15). This is partly a matter
of organisational strategy, but also reflects the variety of organisations in the
humanitarian system. UN agencies are intergovernmental bodies, governed
by states and generally expected to work alongside the mechanisms of the
state. The members of the IFRC are auxiliary bodies, with specific roles in
disaster mandated by the law of the particular state where they work. NGOs
are civil society organisations, and may be wary of state control (Al Nabhy et
al., 2017; Downen et al., 2016; Stone et al., 2015), though NGOs that also engage
in development work are likely often to have long-standing relationships with
elements of government.
The triangular relationship between state, people and external agencies
One particular example of how the nature and priorities of humanitarian
agencies – and particularly NGOs – might influence their dealings with
the state arose in situations where there appeared to be a tension between
working with the government and working with the community (More,
2016; UNICEF, 2016). In some cases, agencies might be concerned that
government bodies do not legitimately represent the concerns of the
crisis-affected community, and so attempt to work with the community
directly. In others, NGOs might default to working with community groups
or traditional representatives at the local level, not through any particular
desire to avoid the state but rather as part of regular working practices.

A key constraint
for many actors
in working with
governments is
the fear that doing
so will lead them
to contravene
humanitarian
principles.

Humanitarian principles
A key constraint for many actors in working with governments is the fear that
doing so will lead them to contravene humanitarian principles. As noted in
the section on connectedness, this is a particular problem in situations of
intra-state conflict, but political interference in humanitarian programmes
has also been seen in a number of ‘natural’ disasters/health crises and refugee
situations (DuBois et al., 2015; Featherstone and Bogati, 2016; Grünewald
and Schenkenberg, 2016; Hidalgo et al., 2015). However, interviewees in
the case studies made it clear that, even where the state was keen to suborn
humanitarian aid for political ends, it was generally impossible to completely
avoid contact: at the very least, government assent was required to allow access
to crisis-affected communities. In most cases, the choice for humanitarian
actors is not whether to work with the state, but how. Interviewees and
evaluations suggested that, even in the most politicised environments, it was
often possible to find interlocutors within government structures who would
work to enable humanitarian aid to be provided in an impartial manner
(AAN Associates, 2016; Clarke et al., 2015; Lawday et al., 2016).
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Knowledge and comparability of systems and structures
A final factor affecting collaboration was the degree to which international
actors understood government structures (the opposite may also be true,
but did not feature in evaluations or interviews). A number of evaluations
pointed out that humanitarian actors did not know which elements of
government they should engage with (Austin, 2016; Darcy et al., 2015; Sule
Caglar et al., 2016), overlooked local or municipal governments (Citiés
Unies France, 2016) or assumed that the government was a more monolithic
entity than it in fact was.
To what degree does the humanitarian system recognise and support the
capacities of national and local NGOs and civil society organisations?

The State
of the System
Complementarity

A number of international humanitarian organisations have called for more
authority and funding to be transferred to civil society organisations in crisisaffected countries (Cohen and Gingerich, 2015; Poole, 2014). In 2015, a group of
NGOs initiated the Charter for Change (C4C), a set of commitments to change
the way INGOs related to and worked with national organisations. These calls
were given added momentum by the World Humanitarian Summit process,8
and subsequently by the Agenda for Humanity and the Grand Bargain. The
inclusion of the issue in the WHS and Grand Bargain arguably moved the
discussion from one focused primarily on the relations between international
and national NGOs to one which aimed to link Southern organisations directly
to donors, and reposition these organisations as more central actors in the
humanitarian system.
Many of the commitments made in the C4C, WHS and Grand Bargain relate
to increasing the funding that goes to national and local NGOs, supporting
capacity development and working in more collaborative and less contractual
ways. Overall, the progress reports for these various global initiatives (Charter
for Change, 2017; David et al., 2017; Metcalfe-Hough et al., 2018) suggest that
awareness of the issue has increased, and many international organisations
see it as a priority: ‘“reinforce, do not replace, local and national systems” has
become the norm in policy discussions’ (David et al., 2017: 63), and there is ‘a
strong interest and appetite for progressing the Grand Bargain commitments’
(Callaghan and Harmer, 2017: 5). This has led to changes in policy in a number
of organisations – including some donors – and some changes in funding and
coordination. However, these have not been as comprehensive as many in the
sector may wish. The independent review of the Grand Bargain concluded
that, in 2017, this agenda had made ‘some progress’, but that ‘donors have
struggled’ (Metcalfe-Hough et al., 2018: 38). Some humanitarian agencies
have made significant changes, while others have changed very little. Overall,
the Grand Bargain review concluded that ‘[m]any signatories, particularly aid
organisations, asserted that the localisation commitments are a high-level
policy priority and important progress was made in some areas. However,
negotiations on key definitions were prolonged and there is limited evidence
of what collective progress the individually reported actions add up to. There is
also a general sense among signatories that the desired end goal of “localisation”
is unclear’ (ibid.: 34).
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In the practitioner survey, only 19% of respondents thought that ‘the
ability of local NGOs to access direct funding from international donors’
was good or excellent – a very low figure, and one which showed very little
change on 2015 (when it was 16%) and below 2012 (25%). The local and
national NGOs that responded to the question were slightly more positive
than the average – 24% thought that access to direct funding was good
or excellent: again, this was only a slight increase on 2015 (19%). In the
case studies, some respondents (from international NGOs in Chad and
Cameroon, and from national NGOs in Kenya and Côte d’Ivoire) thought
that the situation was improving, but this was not a message that came
across strongly.
It is perhaps not surprising that progress on direct funding has been
slow. Many donors have legal constraints that prevent direct transfers to
national NGOs, or eligibility and reporting requirements that make direct
transfers extremely difficult. Some governments have addressed these
constraints directly, while others have sought to increase funding through
indirect routes, such as Country Based Pooled Funds or via international
organisations. In 2017 Country Based Pooled Funds allocated $163.5 million
(24% of the total of $647 million) to national NGOs. While this was a
significant increase on the $74.06 million allocated in 2015 (14.6% of the
total), it is still a relatively small sum compared to overall humanitarian
expenditure in these countries. In the same year, 14 of the 29 C4C
signatories transferred approximately 24% of their humanitarian funding
directly to ‘southern based NGOs’ (Charter for Change, 2017). Despite these
increases, the NEAR network has suggested that such indirect funding goes
‘against the intent’ of the Grand Bargain commitment, and will ‘perpetuate
the status quo’ (NEAR, 2017).
Beyond the direction and amount of funding, challenges also remain as
to the nature of the funding that national NGOs can receive – particularly
its duration, and the support national NGOs receive for overheads and
core costs (Charter for Change, 2017; Mowjee et al., 2017). The multiple
constraints of international funding make alternatives attractive, and many
national NGOs are attempting to build a funding base through private
donations in their home countries, contributions from diasporas and online
crowd funding (Sumaylo, 2017; Wall and Hedlund, 2016a).9 Although these
sources of funding have not always proved sustainable over longer periods
(Svoboda and Pantuliano, 2015), this approach may open the way for
alternatives to the existing international humanitarian system.
Another area of focus in the period 2015–17 was capacity development
for local and national NGOs. In the practitioner survey, 35% of respondents
thought that the support of international aid organisations and donors for
capacity-building of local actors was good or excellent – a slight rise on 2015 and
a fall from 2012 (31% and 51% respectively). The local and national NGOs that
responded to the survey were even less positive, with only 30% saying that this
support was good or excellent – a figure very similar to 2015’s 32%. The case
studies showed that a great deal of capacity-building was going on, and that it
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was wanted where it was not (Colombia, Afghanistan), but interviewees were
divided on how useful and relevant these activities were. Participants in DRC
and Côte d’Ivoire were positive, while interviewees in Greece felt that they
were ‘a repetition of … PowerPoint-based courses, not adjusted for relevance,
not adapted to the context, so unfortunately in most cases it is an activity that
has to be done because it’s written in the project plan somewhere’ (see also
Betts, Blight et al., 2016). Other reviews confirm that capacity-building activities
vary in effectiveness from one place (and organisation) to another (Sumaylo,
2017), and are still often disjointed, rather than being part of a response-wide
plan (STAIT (P2P), 2015; 2016c). The literature indicates that longer-running
mentoring relationships and working together can be more valuable than oneoff training (Betts, Blight et al., 2016; Howe et al., 2015; Svoboda and Pantuliano,
2015). Some interviewees suggested that the only way to build capacity would
be to ensure long-term funding – and that training activities were really a
distraction from the real problems. Others felt that, without support in grant
management, it would be hard for them to manage larger budgets successfully.
A third area that received some attention in the period 2015–17 is the
engagement of national and local NGOs in humanitarian coordination
mechanisms. National and local organisations often find it difficult to
participate in these mechanisms (and so gain visibility, access funds and link
effectively into the larger response) for a number of reasons. Meetings are
often held some distance from the site of humanitarian operations, where local
organisations may be based. The working language of coordination is generally
English or French, rather than the language of the country in which the
response occurs, and – particularly where organised by sector – coordination
can be extremely time-consuming (Knox Clarke and Campbell, 2016). In the
period 2015–17, a larger number of HCTs have incorporated national NGOs
as members (Metcalfe-Hough et al., 2018), and there has been a small but
significant increase in satisfaction in this area, as measured by the practitioner
survey: 32% of respondents, and 39% of respondents from national and local
NGOs, rate the participation of local actors in interagency coordination
mechanisms as good or excellent, an improvement on 2015 (when the figures
were 24% and 32% respectively).
While the aspiration may be to establish working relationships as fully
fledged partnerships, based on equality and mutual respect, in many cases the
national organisation is a sub-contractor to the international agency (STAIT
(P2P), 2015; 2016b; 2016d; Svoboda and Pantuliano, 2015; Wall and Hedlund,
2016a). These relationships do not, necessarily, involve a lack of respect (a
recent Ground Truth survey found that most national respondents felt that
they were treated with respect by international agencies (Ground Truth,
2018)), but they are generally unequal and can be exploitative. Overall, there
does not appear to have been a significant move away from sub-contracting
towards more equal partnership over the period covered by this report. In
only a minority of cases (such as the DRC case study) did local and national
NGO staff suggest that their relationships with international agencies
were becoming more equal – although international staff tended to be
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more positive. Evaluations gave examples of both good (Econometría,
2016; Grünewald et al., 2016; House, 2016; Moughanie, 2015) and bad
(Ferretti, 2017; Ovington et al., 2017) relationships. And the practitioner
survey suggested that local and national ‘partners’ were more likely to be
engaged in programme delivery than in programme design – suggesting
that, in many cases, sub-contracting is alive and well: the international
agency is taking the large design decisions, and the national partner is then
implementing them.10
Factors affecting complementarity of local/national NGOs and
international humanitarian agencies
International processes: the WHS and Grand Bargain
Many key informants felt that the World Humanitarian Summit process
and the Grand Bargain had provided a major boost to discussions around
‘localisation’ – particularly with respect to national and local NGOs. In some
organisations, the issue was already an important one, but the processes
lent it force. In others, the WHS and Grand Bargain brought the issue onto
the agenda for the first time. Either way, these processes ‘provided a vehicle
to galvanise institution-wide efforts to take, or speed up, action’ (MetcalfeHough et al., 2018: 4).
Differences in meanings and objectives
At the same time, as these processes developed over 2016 and 2017, it
became clear that there was not total alignment over objectives and key
terms. In particular, there have been disagreements over what counts as a
‘local’ or ‘national’ organisation (specifically regarding national members
of international federations or families), and what should be counted in
the 25% of funding that should be going to national and local organisations
under the commitments made in the Grand Bargain.
Donor policies and processes
As noted above, many (although not all) government donors have laws or
regulations that prevent them from transferring funds directly to national or
local organisations. (Derzsi-Horvath et al., 2017). In some cases, donors have
found ways to work around these constraints in order to address needs that
could not otherwise be met (Svoboda and Pantuliano, 2015), or to move towards
their commitments under the Grand Bargain (Metcalfe-Hough et al., 2018).
A number of other donor processes also militate against localisation.
Among the most important are challenges around scale and duration.
Many national and local NGOs require only limited sums, but small
grants often require too much time on the part of the donor to be
economical. Donors are putting money through pooled funds and
other mechanisms, such as the START Fund, thus sub-contracting the
administrative element. Regarding duration, to develop capacity national
NGOs need long-term, consistent funding in order to retain staff and
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maintain structures ready for immediate response (Charter for Change,
2017; Sumaylo, 2017). Multi-year humanitarian financing may go some
way to addressing this, but – at least in countries where crises are
infrequent – alternative ways of funding humanitarian capacity will need
to be found (Conoir et al., 2017; Wall and Hedlund, 2016a).

Limited capacity of
national and local
NGOs was noted as
a major constraint
to greater
localisation.
This was
particularly felt:

Access: the ability of international humanitarian agencies to operate
effectively in hard to reach areas
As discussed earlier (see section on coverage), there are many areas where
international humanitarian agencies are not present, and which they find
difficult to access. In situations such as these international agencies have
increasingly been turning to local agencies, which may be more acceptable
to combatants (particularly to non-state armed groups) and so better
able to go where risks to internationals might be deemed too high. This
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Space: the ability of national NGOs and civil society organisations to operate
A small number of interviewees – from both national and international
NGOs –suggested that issues around ‘political space’ were an important
factor in the degree to which national and local organisations were
able to operate effectively. In some cases, governments strongly
supported national organisations – or some national organisations – to
take a leading role in response, but more often interviewees spoke of
governments blacklisting civil society organisations that took a different
political position, or imposing restrictions on civil society organisations
(Espada, n.d.; Wall and Hedlund, 2016b).
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Capacity: the ability of local and national NGOs to operate
effectively at scale
A number of evaluations (Grünewald et al., 2016; Kebe and Maiga,
2015; Poulsen et al., 2015) and respondents in the practitioner survey
suggested that a major constraint to greater localisation is the limited
capacity of many national and local NGOs. This theme also features in
studies assessing the potential of national NGOs to play a greater role in
humanitarian response (Ramalingam et al., 2013; Sumaylo, 2017; Tanner
and Moro, 2016). This lack of capacity seems to be felt particularly
keenly in two areas: the ability of these organisations to fulfil the
onerous reporting requirements for funding, and their ability to cover
large areas and large numbers of people. The problem of scale has been
particularly acute in situations where organisations have been required
to increase the size of their operations and the number of partners
with which they work very quickly (Grünewald et al., 2016). Perhaps
understandably, where international organisations have looked for
partners in situations of rapid scale-up, they have tended to work with
national organisations that already have the ability to cover larger areas
(Al Nabhy et al., 2017). Emergent NGOs can easily be overlooked, and so
do not gain the experience (and ability to attract resources) needed for
larger-scale work.

262

THE STATE OF THE HUMANITARIAN SYSTEM

form of humanitarian action is often referred to as ‘remote programming’
or ‘remote management’. Peer reviews by the P2P programme suggest
that local organisations have played a vital role in accessing affected
communities in countries including Somalia and Ukraine, and SAVE
research shows that local organisations consistently had a larger presence
in the most dangerous areas (Stoddard et al., 2016). As the international
humanitarian system struggles to access populations at risk, this form of
‘localisation’ may become more widespread.

Most international
agencies also
struggle to
conform entirely
to the principles,
and should be
careful not to hold
national NGOs to
higher standards
than they hold
themselves.

National NGOs and humanitarian principles
As noted above (see section on coherence), some humanitarian actors
– including key informants for this study – are concerned that national
NGOs do not necessarily follow humanitarian principles, and that this
makes them unsuitable partners for humanitarian responses. The reality,
however, is more complex. Most international agencies also struggle
to conform entirely to the principles, and should be careful not to hold
national NGOs to higher standards than they hold themselves. The
case studies for this report, as well as a number of other recent pieces
of research, suggest that at least some national NGOs do recognise the
principles, and attempt to work accordingly. This was the case with some
local NGOs in Lebanon and Mali, and in Syria researchers found that
‘most respondents from Syrian groups interviewed emphasised that they
strived for impartiality … some clearly distanced themselves from the
opposition … or refused funds from political or military groups’ (Svoboda
and Pantuliano, 2015: 15). Similarly, SAVE research suggests that ‘in
Somalia and Syria … affected people and aid actors at the local level do
not report that national NGOs are more susceptible to corruption or
bias’ (Haver and Carter, 2016: 11). In Ukraine, ‘local actors explicitly
referred to the principles as guiding their operations, though in
practice adherence to and understanding of the principles was variable’
(Svoboda et al., 2018: 14). Of course, many civil society groups involved
in providing assistance in Mali, Lebanon, Syria and Ukraine would not
want to see themselves as neutral or impartial (interviewees in Mali
and Lebanon were clear that their views did not hold for all NGOs).
The important point here, as in any partnership, seems to be that each
organisation is different, and entering into partnership requires a clear
understanding of the specific values and objectives of the other party.
Competition and attitudes of mistrust
A number of reviews have pointed out that national and international NGOs
can be in competition for the same funds: ‘On a[n] … existential level, INGOs
are expressing concern that locally-led responses will lead to them being
redundant on the ground, challenging their authority in advocacy work and
even their very existence’ (Wall and Hedlund, 2016: 14; see also Bennett et
al., 2016; Charter for Change, 2017). In the case studies for this edition of
The State of the Humanitarian System, a small number of interviewees alluded
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Complementarity in different contexts
Key informants were clear that there is generally less collaboration with
governments in conflicts than there is in ‘natural’ disasters or refugee
situations. Where the government is party to a conflict, it can be extremely
difficult to retain independence and neutrality while working with state
institutions. Governments may also have extremely limited access to
vulnerable people, and those elements of the government that would
normally address issues of health and welfare may be neglected. In disasters
and refugee situations, in contrast, specific ministries or departments will
often be designated to address the situation, and there should be fewer
problems of legitimacy and principle.
The practitioner survey bore these assumptions out, at least to a
degree. The participation of governments in the assessment, design and
implementation of humanitarian programmes was 50–60% lower in
situations of conflict than in refugee contexts or ‘natural’ disasters.11 This
does not mean that governments were entirely absent in humanitarian
programming in conflicts: 17% of respondents said that collaboration with
governments in these situations was good or excellent in assessment and
implementation (for comparison, around 30% gave the same answer for
disaster situations), and 15% of respondents to the recipient survey said that
their main source of aid was the government. As noted above, some contact
with government in these situations is inevitable, even if only to obtain
access, and it may be possible to work with less politicised elements of the
state to deliver services (Clarke et al., 2015; Darcy, 2016; Lawday et al., 2016).
It should not be a surprise that governments are political, or that
political considerations will be important to governments in situations
where humanitarian actors are allocating scarce resources to people in
great need – people who are also political constituents. It would also be a
mistake to compare ‘apolitical’ ‘natural’ disasters with ‘political’ conflicts –
the difference may be more one of degree. In ‘natural’ disasters, too, there
is a significant risk that government structures will be disrupted, making
collaboration challenging, at least in the early stages.
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to this competition, particularly in countries responding to migration crises.
But negative attitudes – towards international actors on the one hand and
national actors on the other – seem to have sources deeper than immediate
competition. The ‘localisation’ discussion also touches on historical and
current inequalities and broader assumptions and injustices. Advocates of
national action have suggested that lack of progress in this area is a result
of ‘racist and neo-colonial’ attitudes (Wall and Hedlund, 2016a: 21), and
local actors complain of being treated with ‘snobbery and condescension’
(Svoboda and Pantuliano, 2015: 16). The fact that discussions around
complementarity combine elements of short- and long-term effectiveness in
a highly charged atmosphere of values and attitudes may make progress in
this area particularly challenging.
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When it comes to collaboration with national and local NGOs, the
picture is slightly different. The practitioner survey suggested that
engagement of these organisations was more-or-less similar across the
three contexts:12 international organisations appear to be as likely to work
with national and local NGOs in conflicts as they are in refugee situations
or disasters. What may differ (and this was alluded to directly in some
interviews, and indirectly by the variability among evaluations of ‘natural’
disaster responses) is the nature of the society in which the crisis occurs: in
some places, there may be a tradition of active and formalised civil society
groups, which are ‘recognisable’ as potential partners by international
humanitarian organisations. In others, systems of community support and
redistribution may be less easy to identify or work with.
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DRAFT LAYOUT – NOT FOR CIRCULATION

Groupe URD

Kenya: Drought in the north
The drought in the Horn of
Africa from 2016–17 has been
described as one of the world’s
most devastating humanitarian
crises. Food insecurity affected
an estimated 2.6 million people
in the Arid and Semi-Arid
Lands (ASALs) of northern
Kenya, including half a million
in the ‘emergency’ category.
Unlike previous drought crises,
the response was led, not by
international humanitarian
actors, but by national and local
institutions, notably the National
Drought Management Authority
(NDMA). In November 2016,
the government allocated $19
million towards the drought
response, rising to $72 million
by March 2017, for sectors
including food and safety nets,
water, livestock, agriculture,
health and nutrition, education,
peace and security, the

environment and coordination.13
County governments also
played a critical role, supporting
activities such as water trucking,
the rehabilitation of water
points and infrastructure and the
provision of relief. At the height
of the drought, several counties
reorganised their budgets to
reallocate funds and prioritise
emergency interventions.
Meanwhile, international actors
have designed increasingly
fine-tuned programmes to
complement and support
government and civil society
initiatives.
Cash transfers were widely
implemented during the
response through national
social protection and safety
net programmes. The Hunger
Safety Net Programme (HSNP)
provides regular, unconditional
electronic cash transfers
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of $50 to 100,000 poor and
vulnerable residents in the arid
northern counties of Mandera,
Marsabit, Turkana and Wajir.
The programme also contains
an emergency scalability
mechanism to extend coverage to
additional households to cushion
them against the effects of crises
and shocks, such as drought and
floods. As one respondent in
Turkana put it:
The money has less
logistical complications with
it. You just go and you get the
money, you don’t have to worry
how you’re going to transport
the food, like they had to do that
with the maize before, and then
the good thing is you can use it
for different needs. You can use
it for health, you can use it for
education, depending on what
exactly you need at that time.
While some implementing
partners considered the amounts
distributed under the HSNP
insufficient and organised their own
cash transfers, the programme’s
harmonised household register – in
place since 2013 – was crucial to
a quick response. Although partly
out of date, agencies felt that the
register was still useful in identifying
the most affected households if the
information was cross-checked
with communities.
The response has also faced
a range of obstacles, including
shortages of skilled staff, a
lack of transparency, poor
infrastructure, the geographic
distances involved and insecurity
in Kenya’s northern regions.
Conflicts over livestock are
escalating, and it is becoming
much more difficult to access
Marsabit, Wajir and Turkana
because of increased fighting
among pastoralists and attacks
by Al-Shabaab. The response was
also coloured by the political

As one UN worker put it:

Unlike the 2011
drought, which led
to a public response
in the shape of
the ‘Kenyans for
Kenya’ initiative,
there appears to be
little general public
awareness of the crisis.
atmosphere in the country,
with national and county
elections in August 2017 and a
postponed presidential election
in October 2017. Attention
focused on the polls, and there
was little concerted debate and
discussion on an issue affecting
a substantial number of Kenyans
in the arid north.
Unlike the 2011 drought, which
led to a public response in the shape
of the ‘Kenyans for Kenya’ initiative,
there appears to be little general
public awareness of the crisis.

‘[T]he focus is on the
elections. So that’s now a
challenge. If it wasn’t an election
year, maybe the media houses
would be talking about the
drought, but they are just talking
elections only’.
More broadly, the positive
role of the government in leading
the response and providing
support through existing national
programmes cannot make up
for years of under-investment in
Kenya’s pastoral areas. Climate
change may be behind the
increasing frequency of drought
episodes, but poverty, underdevelopment and a history of
neglect and inequity are to blame
for their impacts.• CHARLOTTE
HEWARD, GROUPE URD

This write-up is based on a case
study conducted for the SOHS
2018 theby Groupe URD. The full
case study can be found at:
sohs.alnap.org.

Groupe URD
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Endotes for this criterion
1. At the end of 2017, Turkey was hosting almost 3.8 million refugees and
asylum-seekers.
2. ‘Other’ sources were 7%.
3. People who received support from humanitarian organisations (local,
national and international) were 1.3 times more likely to be positive
about quality, 1.24 times more likely to be positive about quantity and
0.86 times less likely to be positive about the speed of aid.
4. The WHS preparatory stakeholder consultation for North and
South-East Asia also conducted a survey on the effectiveness of
various humanitarian responders: 35% thought government was most
effective, 30% national and local civil society organisations and 15%
international organisations. However, the survey had a very small
number of respondents from affected communities, and the majority
of these respondents were from China, where national disaster
response is very advanced.
5. Adams et al., 2015; Ambroso et al., 2016; Betts and Coates, 2017; Blake
and Pakula, 2016; Coste et al., 2016; Darcy et al., 2015; Ferretti, 2017;
Mowjee et al., 2016; Murray et al., 2015; Poulsen et al., 2015; Save the
Children, 2015; Stigter and Morris, 2016; Stone et al., 2015; Turner et
al., 2016; UNICEF, 2016, 2017b; Yila, 2017; YMCA Liberia and YCARE
International, 2015.
6. Only 25% of respondents said that governments were actively involved
in assessment, 19% in response design and 22% in implementation.
Direct government involvement in these areas was lower in conflict
situations, and higher in refugee-hosting situations.
7. Anthony Banbury, in International Press Institute webcast ‘Ebola and the
UN’s First Emergency Health Mission’, 3 February 2015 (https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=Tv5Vx63N6To).
8. Under its ‘Core responsibility: from delivering aid to ending need’:
‘The international community should respect, support and strengthen
local leadership and capacity in crises and not put in parallel
structures that may undermine it’. The summit also saw the launch of
the NEAR network, a movement of civil society organisations from
the global South.
9. A good example is the JEAF initiative in the Philippines, part of the
national NGO-led ‘convergence and emergence’ project.
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10. In the practitioner survey, 49% of respondents said that the involvement
of national and local organisations in implementation was good or
excellent, while only 28% said involvement in design was good or
excellent. Involvement in assessment came between the two, at 37%
good or excellent. Again, national and local NGOs took a more positive
view of their role – while 46% said involvement in implementation was
good or excellent, 38% said involvement in design was good or excellent
– a much less stark distinction. The pattern of greater engagement
in implementation than in design was repeated in all contexts. The
question was not asked in 2015 and 2012, so it is not possible to see any
changes over time.
11. Assessment: conflict – 17%; refugee contexts – 29%; disasters – 36%.
Design: conflict – 13%; refugee contexts – 23%; disasters – 25%.
Implementation: conflict – 17%; refugee contexts – 27%; disasters – 29%.
All figures for ‘good’ and ‘excellent’ responses.
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13. The Drought Resilience March 2017 newsletter produced by the NDMA
notes that the government had approved a further Kshs7.4 billion for
drought response measures by March 2017. These were funds were for
a number of sectors, including food and safety nets, water, livestock,
agriculture, health and nutrition, education, peace and security,
environment and coordination.
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12. Assessment: conflict – 36%; refugee contexts – 36%; disasters – 41%.
Design: conflict – 26%; refugee contexts – 28%; disasters – 31%.
Implementation: conflict – 47%; refugee contexts – 51%; disasters – 48%.
All figures for ‘good’ and ‘excellent’ responses.
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1
I M PACT

The question of what longer-term impacts – positive and negative –
humanitarian action has on the societies and economies in which it takes
place is often not asked, and remains unanswered.
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The criterion of impact is one of the
most important and least understood
of any of the performance criteria
considered here. There appears to be
little hard data measuring the impact
of humanitarian responses on wider
populations or across time.
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NGO INTERVIEWEE

Impact

‘[T]he local
economy is
really based on
humanitarian
money’

To what degree does humanitarian action produce (intentionally or
unintentionally) positive longer-term outcomes for the people and
societies receiving support?
Key informants and interviewees discussed a number of related issues when
considering the criterion of impact. The first of these was the immediate
unintended effects of humanitarian programming. Interviewees from both
national and international organisations suggested that humanitarian
programming had had significant effects on the local economy beyond those
planned for in programme objectives. As one explained, in the absence of
government or private sector investment ‘the local economy is really based
on humanitarian money’. Humanitarian agencies provided employment
for local people, and purchased local goods. Where these goods were
purchased in significant quantities (for example, for relief deliveries) this
could have a positive effect on local agricultural production, and on local
markets (Ibrahim et al., 2016; Watson et al., 2016). By increasing demand
for local produce, cash transfers had a similar effect (Drummod et al., 2015).
Conversely, where large quantities of goods were brought in from elsewhere,
as was the case in Haiti and Cameroon, interviewees discussed the negative
effects on local production and markets.

Performance of
the System

In brief
The criterion of impact is perhaps one of the most important and least
understood of any of the performance criteria considered here. For many
years, academics and commentators have suggested that humanitarian
action might, unintentionally, do more harm than good – particularly in
situations of conflict (see for example de Waal, 1997; Terry, 2002). But
there appears to be little hard data measuring the impact of humanitarian
responses on wider populations or across time. Very few evaluations
attempt to assess impact, although some include anecdotal information.
The evaluations note this failure and blame it on the short funding
cycles of humanitarian action, which prevent consistent longitudinal
research (Clarke et al., 2015; IFRC and PRCS, 2016), and a lack of baseline
data against which to measure progress (Adams et al., 2015; Darcy,
2016b; Duncalf et al., 2016). Similar points were made by a number of
key informants. The literature review identified a number of research
publications that considered the impact of humanitarian aid, but there were
fewer of them than might have been expected. As a result, information on
impact is scattered and largely anecdotal, and does not allow any overall
conclusion to be drawn, either on performance or on trends related to
this criterion.
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While there were a
few positive effects
of humanitarian
assistance on
community
cohesion, the
introduction of aid
seemed more likely
to have negative
effects, particularly
by exacerbating
tension between
those who receive
assistance and
those who do not.

A second immediate effect, more noted in evaluations than in interviews,
was the potential for humanitarian aid to prevent recipients from resorting
to coping strategies such as taking children out of school. This effect was
noted for cash (as an unintended benefit (Drummod et al., 2015; HagenZanker et al., 2017)) and for school feeding programmes (although in this
case school attendance was part of the programme design (IFRC and KRCS,
2015)). An important point made by the evaluations was that, in order for
programmes to address negative coping strategies, they need to be reliable:
individuals and families need to know that the support they are receiving
will arrive regularly, and for the whole period when assistance is required.
A number of evaluations also discussed the social and community
effects of humanitarian assistance. While there were a few positive effects
of humanitarian assistance on community cohesion (Girard, 2015; Stites
and Bushby, 2017), the introduction of aid seemed more likely to have
negative effects, particularly by exacerbating tension between those who
receive assistance and those who do not (Blake and Pakula, 2016; Hidalgo
et al., 2015). This effect was notable in refugee and displacement situations,
where host populations felt discriminated against, and in situations where
marginalised groups were excluded from assistance, or received assistance
they could not use (Stites and Bushby, 2017). As with the immediate
economic effects, the nature of the effect – positive or negative – appeared
to owe much to the degree to which the potential impact had been
considered in programme design.
Turning to the longer-term results of aid, we can distinguish a number
of different types of effect. The first is best thought of as sustainability:
the degree to which humanitarian operations continue to deliver benefits
over time, after the projects themselves have closed. Again, the results are
mixed. One long-term study of communities affected by the 2004 Tsunami,
published in 2014 (and so just outside the time period of this report) found
that the quality of housing, and satisfaction with health and education
services, was better ten years after the humanitarian intervention than it
had been beforehand (Lee et al., 2014). The study found that the receipt of
humanitarian shelter and legal support seemed to predict positive longterm outcomes: those who had received shelter soon after the Tsunami
consistently scored better on a number of indicators than those who had
not. A World Vision report (World Vision International, 2014) on the
Tsunami underscored the importance of shelter support for long-term recovery.
A different sustainability effect is noted in Oxfam research on
community protection structures that the agency helped to initiate in DRC.
The study found that the community groups were, in many cases, still active
some years after the end of the programme: ‘In a large number of cases,
individuals reported that they “couldn’t stop”, often because the project had
“opened their eyes”’ (Oxfam, 2016: 15). Some structures became involved
in activities that ‘were not planned or supported as part of the original
project but which could be described as broader community development
activities’ (ibid.: 8).
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Another type of long-term effect occurs when the humanitarian system
has provided a series of short-term interventions over a long period, and
these have had an unintended, cumulative effect. There is for example some
– limited but interesting – evidence that the cumulative effect of years of
humanitarian support to healthcare systems has improved overall health
status in Afghanistan (Asia Foundation, 2017).
A third type of long-term effect can result from intentional efforts to
build people’s resilience to future crises or – more generally – to support
the development of people’s livelihoods. As discussed in the section on
connectedness, there are many questions over whether humanitarian
programmes have been successful in insulating people against future
shocks. With respect to activities aimed at developing livelihoods, or
helping livelihoods to recover, interviewees gave a number of examples
aimed at developing livelihoods, including training in book-keeping,
provision of seeds and tools and education. However, the effectiveness of
this type of work seems to be highly variable. In the Tsunami research
mentioned above, a decade after the event family income was generally
below pre-Tsunami levels, and where livelihood assistance was received in
the year after the Tsunami, it ‘significantly lowered the odds of a household
attaining or surpassing its pre-tsunami monthly income’ (Lee et al., 2014:
7). In other situations, however, some types of livelihood support have
produced positive long-term effects (Stites and Bushby, 2017).
A surprising number of interviewees also spoke of the unintended
dependency effect of humanitarian aid. Previous work on this topic (Harvey
and Lind, 2005) has strongly suggested that individuals do not become
dependent on humanitarian assistance, but interviewees from national
NGOs, international organisations and local authorities disagreed. In Mali,
DRC and Côte d’Ivoire, in particular, aid recipients were perceived to
have become used to receiving support, and unwilling to take initiatives
to support themselves. Interviewees also felt that government structures
had, in some cases, been disempowered by long-term humanitarian
interventions: ‘we’ve contributed, in part, to the state of the country.
Because we’re pretty much creating a parallel system … They don’t have any
accountability to improve their systems and their mechanisms’ (see also
Lawday et al., 2016). A related concern was that humanitarian action had
had negative effects on social structures and mechanisms for redistribution
and social support.
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Impact in refugee contexts
The concern that humanitarian aid could lead to tension between social
groups has been particularly acute in refugee contexts – particularly in
the Middle East – over the past three years. The challenge here has been
that humanitarians have provided assistance and protection to refugees,
while not extending support to the (often impoverished) communities to
which the refugees have fled. This concern has led to an increased focus on
community cohesion as an objective in humanitarian work with refugees in
the area (see for example Aiken and Dewast, 2015; Church World Service,
2016; Garcia et al., 2015; Turnbull, 2015).
A small number of key informants raised a different concern around
the humanitarian response to refugees in Europe: the way in which, by
emphasising the needs (rather than the capacities) of refugees and migrants,
humanitarian agencies may have contributed to a negative framing of the
Migration ‘Crisis’ in the media. This is a specific, and important, example
of a more general question around the impact of the humanitarian system:
what are the unintended consequences of communications which often
focus on need and vulnerability?
Impact in situations of conflict
Some of the longer-term results of aid in situations of conflict have been
considered by the Secure Livelihoods Research Consortium (SLRC). This
longitudinal research aimed to understand the contribution of donorsupported activities to the long-term livelihood trajectories of people
affected by conflict. While the focus was not exclusively on humanitarian
activities, the research suggests that humanitarian actors’ attempts to
achieve a positive impact in terms of recovery have been extremely limited.
Most humanitarian cash transfers are too small, and of too limited duration,
to make any significant difference to people’s livelihoods in the longer
term. Similarly, one-off distributions of seeds and tools seem to have very
limited impact, and are often undertaken without an understanding of
local conditions of land ownership and labour relations or the availability
of other inputs. While in some contexts (DRC, South Sudan and Pakistan)
local groups that engage in longer-term activities have had some impact on
livelihoods, this seems to be the exception, not the rule, in conflict and postconflict environments (Maxwell et al., 2015; Stites and Bushby, 2017).
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Impact

The SLRC’s work is unusual in considering the potential for positive
impact. As noted above, a more general concern of researchers and
practitioners is the possibility that humanitarian action might make
conflict worse, or prolong it. Several key informants discussed this theme,
suggesting that humanitarian action could have the effect of extending
conflict by substituting for political solutions or preventing a swift military
conclusion. This was a theme echoed in the literature: one article used a
statistical model to demonstrate that humanitarian aid has had the effect of
prolonging conflict (Narang, 2015). In other circumstances, humanitarian
aid may provide disproportionate advantage to one side in a conflict, and
so potentially tilt the balance of hostilities. Martinez et al. (2016: 167) argue
that this has happened in Syria, where ‘the provision of emergency food aid
in Syria by the international humanitarian community has unintentionally
assisted the Assad regime … international food aid has allowed the
government to continue welfare support for the civilian population while
reducing government expenditure on food distribution, thus freeing up
additional resources for the war effort and simultaneously assuaging
popular discontent that could easily turn to unrest’. More immediately, the
literature provides examples where the provision of aid has made civilians
more vulnerable to attack (Stites and Bushby, 2017; Wood and Sullivan,
2015). The evidence available on the impact of aid on conflicts in the period
2015–17, however, is far from conclusive. Given the importance of human
life and dignity to the humanitarian enterprise, this is a surprising omission,
and one that will hopefully be addressed before the next edition of The State
of the Humanitarian System is written in 2021.
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Annex 2
Key informant interviews at HQ level
Alex Jacobs, former
Director, CALP
Alexander Matheau,
Executive Director of
International, British
Red Cross
Amin Awad, Director,
Middle East & North
Africa Bureau and
Regional Refugee
Coordinator, UNHCR
Andre Heller Perache,
former Head of
Programmes, MSF
UK
Andrew Schroeder, CoFounder, WeRobotics,
Andrew Wyllie, Chief,
Programme Support
Branch, OCHA
Andy Hill, CivilMilitary Adviser,
Humanitarian, DFID
Anita Shah, Managing
Director, Kimetrica
Anke Reiffenstuel,
Head of Division
of Humanitarian
Assistance and
Operations, Federal
Foreign Office
Germany
Anne Kajuju Ikiara,
former Executive
Director, NEAR
Network
Anne Street, Head of
Humanitarian Policy,
CAFOD
Anthony Nolan,
Localisation Thematic
Lead for the CP AoR
and Child Protection
Specialist, UNICEF
Arafat Jamal, Head of
Partnership and
Coordination Service,
UNHCR

Beatrice Megevand
Roggo, Middle East
Director, Centre
for Humanitarian
Dialogue
Ben Ramalingam,
Co-Founder and
Chair, The HIF
and Research
Fellow, Institue of
Development Studies
Bob Kitchen, Director,
Emergency Response
and Preparedness
Unit, IRC
Brett Moore, Global
Shelter Cluster
Coordinator, UNHCR
Bruno LeMarquis,
Deputy Director,
Crisis Bureau, UNDP
Chris Porter,
Humanitarian Head
of Profession and
Senior Advisor, Social
Protection, DFID
Christina Bennet, Head
of Programme,
Humanitarian Policy
Group, ODI
Christine Pirenne, Head
of Humanitarian Aid,
Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, Netherlands
Claire Messina, Deputy
Director, UN Staff
College
Courtenay Cabot
Venton, international
development
economist
Dan Maxwell, Director,
Food Security
and Livelihoods
in Complex
Emergencies
Research Program,
Feinstein

International Centre,
Tufts University
Dana Van Alphen,
Caribbean Regional
Advisor, Department
of Emergency
Preparedness and
Disaster Relief
Danny Sriskadarajah,
former Head of
Civicus
David Crawford, Head
of Humanitarian,
Islamic Relief
Worldwide
David Sanderson,
Professor, University
of New South Wales
Dr Dawit Zawde,
President, Africa
Humanitarian Action
Dayna Brown,
independent
consultant, formerly
USAID
Degan Ali, Executive
Director, ADESO
Dennis McNamara,
Senior Humanitarian
Advisor, Centre
for Humanitarian
Diagloue
Dominic Crawley,
Concern
Dominik Stillhart,
Director of
Operations, ICRC
Dominique Burgeon,
Director of
Emergencies, FAO
Dominique Porteaud,
Global WASH Cluster
Coordinator, UNICEF
Dylan Winder,
former Head of
Humanitarian Policy
and Response, DFID
Ela Serdaroglu, Global
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Shelter Cluster
Coordinator, IFRC
Elisabeth Rasmussen,
Assistant Executive
Director, WFP
Eric James, Director,
Field Ready
Eugenio Cusumano,
Assistant Professor,
Leiden University.
Fadi Aldeiri, Hand in
Hand
Federico Borello,
Executive Director,
Center for Civilians in
Conflict
Fergus McBean,
Humanitarian Advisor
Yemen, DFID
Filiep Decorte, OfficerIn-Charge, UNHabitat New York
Gareth Owen OBE,
Humanitarian
Director, Save the
Children
Gareth Price-Jones,
Senior Humanitarian
Policy and Advocacy
Coordinator, CARE
International
George Gabriel, Project
Lead, Savage Passage
Guillaume Simonian,
Interagency Lead,
Humanitarian Policy
and Guidance, Health
Emergencies, WHO
Guillermo Garcia,
Executive Director,
International
Response and
Programs, American
Red Cross
Hany El Banna,
Chairman, The
Humanitarian Forum
Heba Aly, Director, IRIN
Helen McElhinney,
Senior Humanitarian
Advisor, DFID
Henrike.Trautmann,
Emergency Response

Inside EU, ECHO
Hishem Khadhouri,
Geneva Call
Dr Hossam Elsharkawi,
Vice President
for International
Operations, Canadian
Red Cross
Hugo Slim, Senior
Research Fellow,
Institute of Ethics,
Law and Armed
Conflict, University of
Oxford
Inger-Jo Tjoflaat,
Norwegian Refugee
Council
Jamie Isbister,
Humanitarian
Coordinator, DFAT
Jamie McGoldrick,
Development and
Humanitarian
Coordinator Palestine,
UN
Jan Egeland, Secretary
General, Norwegian
Refugee Council
Jemilah Mahmood,
Under Secretary,
Partnership, IFRC
Jen Scott, British Red
Cross
Jesper Lund, Chief of
Response Partnership
Section and Secretary
of INSARAG, OCHA
Jessica Alexander,
independent
consultant and
lecturer
Joanna Macrae,
Director, European
Partnerships, Give
Directly
Joe Belliveau, former
Program Director,
Humanitarian Access,
and Negotiations,
Conflict Dynamics
Joel Kaiser, Director,
WeRobotics
John Mitchell, Director,

ALNAP
Joost Herman, President,
NOHA
Judith Greenwood,
Executive Director,
CHS Alliance
Karl Blanchet, Director
of the Health in
Humanitarian Crises
Centre, London
School of Hygiene
and Tropical
Medicine
Kate Halff, Executive
Secretary, Steering
Committee for
Humanitarian
Response
Kate Latimir, Senior
Humanitarian Policy
Adviser, ActionAid
Kathryn Schick, Director,
VOICE
Kathryn Yarlett, former
Special Assistant to
the Chief of Branch,
OCHA
Kirsten Gelsdorf,
Professor of Practice
of Public Policy, and
Director of Global
Humanitarian
Policy, Frank Batten
School of Leadership
and Public Policy,
University of Virginia
Lara Quarterman,
Humanitarian
Adviser, DFID
Larissa Fast, Research
Associate, ODI
Lars Peter Nissan,
Director, ACAPS
Leni Stenseth, Director
Humanitarian Affairs,
Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, Norway
Liz Hughes, Chief
Executive, MapAction
Liza Mantilla, Director of
Disaster Management,
Pan American
Development
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Foundation
Louise Searle,
Development
Manager,
Humanitarian Policy
and International
Partnerships, Foreign
Affairs and Trade,
New Zealand
Luisa Villegas,
Deputy Senior
Programs Director,
Pan American
Development
Foundation
Manu Gupta,
Chairperson, Asian
Disaster Reduction
and Response
Network
Marc Dubois,
independent
humanitarian analyst
and consultant, and
Senior Fellow, SOAS
Marek Štys, Head
of Emergency
Operations and
External Relations,
People in Need
Maria Agnese Giordano,
Global Education
Cluster Coordinator,
UNICEF
Marianne Vestergaard,
Evaluation Specialist,
DANIDA
Mark Bulpitt, Head of
Fragile States and
Emergency Response,
World Vision
International
Mark Lowcock, UnderSecretary-General for
Humanitarian Affairs
and Emergency Relief
Coordinator, OCHA
Mathias Schmale,
Director, United
Nations Relief and
Works Agency for
Palestine Refugees in
the Near East

Matthew Carter,
Humanitarian
Director, CAFOD
Michael Mosselmans,
Head of
Humanitarian
Practice, Policy and
Advocacy, Christian
Aid
Michaël Neuman,
Director of Studies,
MSF-CRASH
Michel Maietta, Founder
and Director, InterAgency Research and
Analysis Network
Mohammed Abdiker,
Director of
Operations and
Emergencies, IOM
Monica Blagescu,
Director of
Programmes and
Accountability, DEC
Monica de Castellarnau,
Humanitarian Affairs
Senior Adviser, MSF
Mukesh Kapila, Professor
of Global Health
and Humanitarian
Affairs, University of
Manchester.
Nathanial Raymond,
former Founder and
Director, Harvard
Humanitarian
Initiative.
Nick Van Praag, Founder
and Executive
Director of Ground
Truth Solutions
Nigel Timmins,
Humanitarian
Director, Oxfam
Nils Carstensen, Senior
Humanitarian
Advisor,
DanChurchAid
Nina Nepesova, Global
Humanitarian Policy
and Advocacy, World
Vision
Nina Papadopoulos, Team

Lead Access in Crisis
and Conflict, USAID
Nuno Nunes, Global
Camp Coordination
and Camp
Management Cluster
Coordinator, IOM
Oliver Lacy-Hall, Head of
UN-OCHA Indonesia
and ASEAN Liason
Office
Olivier Bangerter, Deputy
Head of Multilateral
Affairs, Swiss Agency
for Development and
Cooperation
Olivier DeLarue, CoFounder and CEO,
Global Humanitarian
Lab
Panos Moumtzis, UN
Assistant Secretary
General, Regional
Humanitarian
Coordinator for the
Syria Crisis, OCHA
Patricia McIreavy,
Vice President,
Humanitarian
Policy and Practice,
InterAction
Patrick Foley, Lecturer in
Humanitarian Affairs
and IIHA Fellow,
Fordham University
Peter Van Acker, Director,
Humanitarian
Aid, Transitional
Development and
Governance, Ministry
of Foreign Affairs and
Trade, Belgium
Pierre Krahenbuhl,
Commisioner
General, United
Nations Relief and
Works Agency for
Palestine Refugees in
the Near East
Rachel Scott, Head of
Crisis and Fragility,
OECD
Rahul Chandran,
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Executive Director,
Global Alliance
for Humanitarian
Innovation
Rajendra Aryal, former
Senior Response
and Resilience
Coordinator, FAO
Rekha Das, Early
Recovery Cluster
Adviser, UNDP
Rezaul Chowdhury,
Executive Director,
COAST
Roberto Ricci, Chief,
Emergency Response
Section, OHCHR
Romano Lasker,
Programme
Specialist, Bureau for
Crisis Prevention and
Recovery, UNDP
Ronald Jackson,
Executive Director,
Council of the
Caribbean Disaster
Emergency
Management Agency
Sam RoseDeputy
Director, Department,
of Planning, United
Nations Relief and
Works Agency for
Palestine Refugees in
the Near East
Sandra Aviles,
independent
consultant
Sean Lowrie, Director,
START Network
Seán O’hAodha,
Deputy Director,
Humanitarian Unit,
Irish Aid
Segolene Adam, Chief,
Humanitarian Policy,
UNICEF
Sema Genel, Executive
Director, Support to
Life
Silvia Colona, Senior
Humanitarian Policy
Adviser and Policy

Team Leader, British
Red Cross
Simon Lawry White,
independent
consultant
Simon Russell, Global
Protection Cluster
Coordinator, UNCHR
Smruti Patel, Co-Founder
and Director, Global
Mentoring Initiative
Sonia Zambakides,
Director,
Humanitarian and
Stabilisation, Crown
Agents
Sophie Pongracz,
independent
consultant and
economic
Sorcha O’Callaghan,
former Head of
Humanitarian Policy,
British Red Cross
Stephen O’Brien,
former UnderSecretary-General for
Humanitarian Affairs
and Emergency Relief
Coordinator, OCHA
Susanne Mikhail,
Director of
Humanitarian
Assistance, Sida
Tanya Dræbel,
Course Leader,
Disaster Response
Management &
Coordination,
University of
Copenhagen
Tasha Gill, Senior Adviser,
Child Protection
in Emergencies,
UNICEF
Tess Berry-Hart, Head
of Advocacy, Calais
Action
Than le, Director, Ebola
Taskforce, DFAT
Ugochi Daniels, Chief,
Humanitarian
Response, UNFPA

Vickie Hawkins,
Executive Director,
MSF UK
Vincenzo Bollettino,
Director, Resilient
Communities
Program, Harvard
Humanitarian
Initiative
Walter Kaelin, Lecturer,
Bern University
Yasmine Sherif, Director,
Education Cannot
Wait
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Key informant interviews at field level
Due to requests for confidentiality, and the sensitivity of information shared
by field-level key informants, we are not publishing the names of those who
participated in the field level key informant interviews. Groupe URD, the
component lead for the field level research, and ALNAP are grateful for the
time taken by field level humanitarian workers, host government staff and
members of crisis affected communities for their time and invaluable inputs
to this report.
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Annex 3: The study matrix
The research for this edition of The State of the Humanitarian System was built around a study matrix, elaborated at the inception stage of the report.

Criteria

Indicators

Sufficiency/ Coverage
Are the volume and
distribution of resources
sufficient to meet needs?

To what degree are needs
covered?

I-1.1

Total financial flows compared with
stated requirements (appeals)

I-1.2

Total pledged compared with total
committed

I-1.3

Proportion to technical sector
compared with stated requirements

I-1.4

Volume of public and private financial
flows following the onset of a disaster

I-1.5

Funding flows dedicated to
protection, preparedness/resilience
against needs

I-1.6

Adequacy of programming to meet
needs

I-1.7

Global and sectoral programming
presence against needs

I-1.8
Does coverage differ
according to key population
groups?

Examples of coverage gaps for
specific population groups according
to sex, age, ethnicity, or hard-to-reach
communities

|-1.9

Challenges to sufficiency/coverage
identified through evaluations, surveys
and key informant interviews

What (if any) are the
constraints to sufficiency/
coverage?

Eval.
Synt.

Lit.
Rev.

KIIs
(HQ)

KIIs
(field)

Field
studies

Survey
(pract.)

Survey
Financial
(aid
analysis
recipient)

Caseload
analysis
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Criteria

Indicators

Appropriateness /
Relevance
Do interventions address
the priority needs of
recipients?

I-2.1

Extent to which recipients consider
the assistance to be relevant and
appropriate

I-2.2

Extent to which operational and
strategic emphasis focused on priority
needs

I-2.3

Examples of appropriateness/
relevance being higher/lower for
specific population groups according
to sex, age, ethnicity, or hard-to-reach
communities

I-2.4
What (if any) are
the constraints to
appropriateness/relevance?

Challenges to appropriateness/
relevance identified through
evaluations, surveys and key informant
interviews

Does appropriateness/
relevance differ according
to key population groups?

Eval.
Synt.

Lit.
Rev.

KIIs
(HQ)

KIIs
(field)

Field
studies

Survey
(pract.)

Survey
Financial
(aid
analysis
recipient)
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Criteria

Indicators

Accountability/
Engagement
To what extent are affected
people able to hold
humanitarian actors to
account for the decisions
that are made on their
behalf?

I-3.1

The degree to which affected people
are aware of their entitlements.

I-3.2

Presence and strength of sanction
mechanisms through which aid
recipients can influence or assign
consequences to agencies

What (if any) are the
constraints to greater
accountability?

I-3.3

Challenges to accountability to
affected people identified through
evaluations, surveys and key informant
interviews

To what extent are affected
people able to participate
in/influence decisions that
affect them?

I-3.4

The degree to which affected people
are included in decision-making and
management mechanisms, or control
the decision-making over programmes

I-3.5

Presence and quality of aid recipient
consultation, as seen in: needs
assessments, ‘closed’ feedback
loops and changes to programming
in response to feedback or complaints

I-3.6

Challenges to participation of affected
people identified through evaluations,
surveys and key informant interviews

What (if any) are the
constraints to greater
participation/influence?

Eval.
Synt.

Lit.
Rev.

KIIs
(HQ)

KIIs
(field)

Field
studies

Survey
(pract.)

Survey
Financial
(aid
analysis
recipient)

Caseload
analysis
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Criteria

Indicators

Effectiveness
How well were humanitarian I-4.1
objectives met?

Degree to which protection and
resilience objectives were met

I-4.2

Level of preparedness (advanced
funding and rapid deployment
systems and capacities)

I-4.3

Perceived relative effectiveness of
different sectors and actors

I-4.4

Accomplishments against objectives
set out in SRPs or similar (e.g.
programme proposals)

I-4.5

Demonstrated improved response
and/or quicker recovery in subsequent
emergencies

Was the response timely?

I-4.6

Timeliness of response

Was the response of
acceptable quality?

I-4.7

Degree to which response meets
technical standards (e.g. Sphere) or
is perceived to be of adequate quality
by aid recipients

What (if any) were the major I-4.8
constraints to meeting
objectives in a timely way,
and at acceptable levels of
quality?

Challenges to Effectiveness identified
through evaluations, surveys and key
informant interviews

Eval.
Synt.

Lit.
Rev.

KIIs
(HQ)

KIIs
(field)

Field
studies

Survey
(pract.)

Survey
Financial
(aid
analysis
recipient)
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Criteria

Indicators

Efficiency
Do outputs reflect most
rational and economic use
of inputs?

What (if any) are the
constraints?

I-5.1

Rational allocation of time and
resources as perceived by
participants

I-5.2

Appropriate use of pre-positioning,
surge capacity and similar logistical
platforms

I-5.3

Appropriateness of inventory and
inputs to preparedness/resilience and
protection

I-5.4

Efficiency of the use of funding
channels and ‘division of labour’
between donors and funding
channels. Gains in economies of
scale vs. loss in cascading overheads
of sub-partnership arrangements

I-5.5

Measurable results against activities
and time spent

I-5.6

Challenges to participation of affected
people identified through evaluations,
surveys and key informant interviews

Eval.
Synt.

Lit.
Rev.

KIIs
(HQ)

KIIs
(field)

Field
studies

Survey
(pract.)

Survey
Financial
(aid
analysis
recipient)

Caseload
analysis
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Criteria

Indicators

Complementarity
Do humanitarian activities
I-6.1
take appropriate account
of national and local actors,
their capacities and efforts?

What (if any) are the
constraints?

Extent to which local/national
authorities, where appropriate,
were involved throughout the
programme cycle (needs assessment
and prioritisation, planning,
implementation, monitoring and
evaluation)

I-6.2

Existence of exit/transitional plans
with local and national actors

I-6.3

Levels of direct and, where possible,
indirect funding to local organisations

I-6.4

Extent to which humanitarian
objectives held distinct from national
and local agendas when necessary

I-6.5

Quality of partnerships between
international humanitarian and national
and local actors

I-6.6

Level of capacity-building activities
and opportunities for local/national
organisations

I-6.7

Challenges to Complementarity
identified through evaluations, surveys
and key informant interviews

Eval.
Synt.

Lit.
Rev.

KIIs
(HQ)

KIIs
(field)

Field
studies

Survey
(pract.)

Survey
Financial
(aid
analysis
recipient)
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Criteria

Indicators

Coherence
Are humanitarian efforts
coherent with core
principles and IHL?

What (if any) are the
constraints?

I-7.1

Evidence of promotion of/respect for
IHL by humanitarian actors

I-7.2

Adherence to core humanitarian
principles by humanitarian actors
(mapping outcomes of relevant
meetings at the global and regional
levels and perceptions indicated by
surveys)

I-7.3

Number of attacks on aid workers and
humanitarian relief efforts (hospitals,
convoys)

I-7.4

Challenges to coherence identified
through evaluations, surveys and key
informant interviews

Eval.
Synt.

Lit.
Rev.

KIIs
(HQ)

KIIs
(field)

Field
studies

Survey
(pract.)

Survey
Financial
(aid
analysis
recipient)

Caseload
analysis

331

Related ALNAP publications
The State of the Humanitarian System
2015 and 2012
The State of the Humanitarian System
2010 (Pilot)

www.alnap.org
sohs.alnap.org

ALNAP
Overseas Development Institute
203 Blackfriars Road
London, SE1 8NJ

