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Preface

From Syria to Sudan’s refugee camps, natural disasters in Haiti and
 Pakistan, and famines from the Sahel to the Horn of Africa, conflicts
and natural disasters of the last several decades have pushed the
global humanitarian system to the limits of its capacity. With greater
frequency, humanitarian workers are required to work in situations 
of complex emergencies, defined by internal conflicts and political
instability. With responses often lasting several months, resources
are exhausted and lines between humanitarian and development
assistance are blurred. Humanitarian operations increasingly require
innovative programs and technologies to reach more people, in harder
to access areas, in the most cost-efficient ways, while still remaining
accountable and effective in their mandate.

To meet these challenges, Canada’s International Development
Research Centre (IDRC) and the Humanitarian Coalition joined forces
to host the first Canadian Humanitarian Conference in Ottawa  
October 30th, 2013. In front of more than 200 participants, the confer-
ence showcased innovative research and drew on the latest thinking
from experts in the field to debate the future of humanitarian response.
As the Honourable Christian Paradis, Canada’s Minister of International
Development, underscored in his key note speech, “cutting edge
research that produces evidence on what works and what doesn’t to
enhance resilience to disaster and promote more effective response
is urgently needed.” The Canadian Humanitarian Conference represents
the first step toward that end.

The papers presented in this volume are the outcome of some of the
presentations made during the conference by Canadian humanitarian
experts. The topics covered by these papers are wide ranging and
tackle key challenges faced by Canadian and international humanitarian
actors. This includes finding ways to equip humanitarian workers with
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the skills necessary to respond to increasingly complex and multi-layered crises.
They also explore how to make best use of new technologies to facilitate better
humanitarian action in the field. Other topics covered include understanding how
to operate in contexts of acute violence and vulnerability and finally on how to
make humanitarian action more sustainable and accountable. 

On the whole, the papers represent but a starting point for further investigation
and deeper research. Both IDRC and the Humanitarian Coalition are pleased to
share these discussion papers with you and look forward to continuing to foster
the development of a Canadian research community on issues pertaining to
humanitarian response.  IDRC and the Humanitarian Coalition are particularly
thankful to the Canadian Research Institute on Humanitarian Crisis and Aid
 (L’Observatoire canadien sur les crises et l’action humanitaires) at UQAM for its
support in putting this volume together. Particular thanks go to the Institute’s
director François' Audet for his contribution to bringing this volume together.

John de Boer, Program Leader
Governance, Security and Justice
International Development Research Centre

Nicolas Moyer, Executive Director
Humanitarian Coalition

François Audet, Professeur, 
École des sciences de la gestion, 
Université du Québec à Montréal
Directeur, Observatoire canadien sur les crises 
et l'action humanitaire
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Abstract

In recent years, advances in new technology in low-income countries mean there is
growing  interest in how such technologies can best serve humanitarian responses.
Humanitarian actors are increasingly looking to new technologies as tools to detect
needs earlier and to enable larger, faster and more accountable and cost efficient
responses, while reducing opportunities for corruption and diversion.

Cash transfer programming1 (CTP), increasingly being used as a humanitarian response
tool, is an area where innovative ideas can have a huge impact. OCHA FTS data shows
that humanitarian spending on CTP increased from US$46mil in 2008 to US$117mil
in 2012. This increase has in part been enabled by advances in and availability and
adoption of appropriate technology, even in very remote and insecure areas. In par-
ticular, numerous agencies are turning to electronic transfers (‘e-transfers’) in CTP,
seeing them as an effective and efficient means to deliver cash in emergencies,
including at scale. This is reflected in various partnerships between private sector
providers and humanitarian agencies. For instance, WFP recently entered into a
global partnership with MasterCard to increase delivery of “digital food”, and has com-
mitted to expanding its use of electronic cash and voucher transfers by 40 per cent
by 2014.

One challenge thrown up by e-transfers relates to data management; the complex
web of actors, contractual relationships and legal instruments, coupled with the
sheer volumes of data that can be involved make keeping e-transfer beneficiary data
safe and private a particular challenge. Also, the skills and processes required to
plan and implement e-transfers (or CTP more generally), are often new to many agen-
cies, which more often than not lack the appropriate systems and procedures for
implementation. Thus, following some of the recommendations in its research into
new technologies, CaLP has embarked on the development of guidelines to support
agencies implementing e-transfers, as well as a Code of Conduct2 for the secure man-
agement of beneficiary data in e-transfer programmes.

This paper outlines the development of the guidelines and the Code, their key
 elements, as well as next steps in their application and development. It ends with a
reminder for humanitarians to explore new technologies with both an open and prag-
matic mind, about the kinds of (often new) skills that will be demanded of agencies
and partners, and about unanticipated risks that may emerge. While not restricted
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1 ‘Cash transfer programming’ includes cash transfers and vouchers.
2 The Code of Conduct is still under development and its name may

change as part of the stakeholder consultation process.



to e- transfers or CTP more broadly, concerns e -transfers raise about data protection
do provide a useful opportunity to shine a light on programme practice and how
humanitarians must ensure the principle of ‘do no harm’ is at front of mind in the appli-
cation of new technologies in the delivery of humanitarian assistance.

Background

Recent years have seen rapid advances in new technology, particularly in information
and communications technologies (ICTs), many of which are life changing for people
living in developing countries. For instance, 2013 sees almost as many mobile phone
subscriptions as people in the world, with penetration rates of 89 per cent in devel-
oping countries (ITU 2013). These same countries increased their share of the world’s
total number of internet users from 44 per cent in 2006, to 62 per cent in 2011 (ITU
2011). Also, mobile financial services — such as Safaricom’s M- PESA service in Kenya
— are expanding rapidly in developing countries, with 150 services currently in action
and more than 110 planned (Bankable Frontier Associates 2013). Such services are
heralded as an opportunity to enhance financial inclusion in developing countries
that are  typically underserved by formal financial services.

As such, there is growing interest in how ICTs and other technologies can best serve
humanitarian and development efforts (see, e.g., Capelo et al. 2012, Smith et al.
2012, Global Pulse 2013, NetHope 2013, OCHA 2013). The scope of what new tech-
nologies can offer humanitarian assistance is truly impressive and changing rapidly;
indeed, changing the face of humanitarianism as we know it (e.g. OCHA 2013).
Humanitarian actors are employing new technologies in all aspects of response, from
preparedness (e.g., using SMS messages to monitor and analyse market data: IRIN
2013(b)) through to communicating more effectively with beneficiaries (e.g. using
mobile phones to provide timely information to disaster affected communities, and
in beneficiary complaints mechanisms: see e.g. Smith et al. 2012, GSMA 2013). Addi-
tionally, disaster affected communities are increasingly turning to new technologies
to articulate their own needs and support effective response, including through
social networking sites such as Twitter and mobile phone-based platforms such as
Ushahidi (e.g. Smith et al. 2012; OCHA 2013).

Cash transfer programming3 (CTP), increasingly being used as a humanitarian
response tool, is an area where innovative ideas can have a huge impact. OCHA FTS
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3 ‘Cash transfer programming’ includes cash transfers and vouchers.
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data shows that humanitarian spending on CTP increased from US$46mil in 2008 to
US$117mil in 2012.4 This increase has in part been enabled by advances in and avail-
ability and adoption of appropriate technology, even in very remote and insecure
areas. In particular, electronic transfers (‘e- transfers’5) are being turned to by agen-
cies seeking effective, efficient and accountable means to deliver cash securely,
quickly and at scale in emergencies, while reducing opportunities for corruption and
diversion (Smith et al. 2012). There is already a long pedigree of the use of e-transfers
in government-run social safety nets (e.g. NAO 2011). Also, citing financial inclusion
and other benefits, partnerships such as the Better than Cash Alliance6 are promot-
ing economy-wide shifts from physical to electronic cash, for everything from salaries
and government procurement, to humanitarian and development assistance.

It is unclear precisely how many cash-based humanitarian responses across the
globe currently use e- transfers7; however, the number of agencies using them
appears to be increasing. This is reflected in (and enabled by) various partnerships
between private sector providers and humanitarian agencies.8 For instance, WFP has
a global partnership with MasterCard to increase delivery of “digital food”, and has
committed to expanding its use of e- transfers by 40 per cent by 20149 (WFP 2012
and 2013). Mercy Corps has also entered into a global partnership with MasterCard;
in their case to develop a pilot mobile voucher distribution system, intended for global
roll- out (Mercy Corps 2013).

Meanwhile, agencies are reaching various stumbling blocks that prevent rapid,
scaled and appropriate application of e- transfers (Smith et al. 2012). A key challenge
relates to e- transfer beneficiary data management and security.10 The complex web
of actors, contractual relationships and (national and international) legal instru-
ments, coupled with the sheer volume of data that can be involved and widely shared
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4 Global Humanitarian Assistance Report 2013. Note a peak in spending of US$262mil in 2012, 
corresponding to mega- disasters in Haiti and Pakistan.

5 E- transfers refer to means of cash transfer that rely on digital payment systems.
6 See the Better than Cash Alliance, http://betterthancash.org.
7 It is  also  difficult to obtain  accurate  data  on  how  many organisations  are  implementing  CTP,

more  generally  (though  see  Global Humanitarian Assistance 2013, which has made various
attempts to do so based on OCHA FTS data). CaLP has recently embarked on a mapping project, which
attempts to provide a global overview of the use of CTP in humanitarian response, including
information on the delivery mechanisms used (such as manual and electronic forms of delivery. 
See: http://cash-atlas.org.

8 Itself a reflection of a trend towards increased and new forms of partnership between humanitarian
agencies and the private sector that seek deeper forms of engagement than service delivery: 
see, e.g. Binde and Witte 2007; Kent and Burke 2011; Kharas and Rogerson 2012.   

9 Part of a broader organisational commitment to scale up the use of cash transfers and vouchers in
WFP’s food assistance, with a target of delivery of 30 per cent of all assistance via cash and vouchers
by 2015. See: http://www.wfp.org/stories/better- cash- harnessing- new- technologies �fight- against-
 hunger.

10 Which is also pertinent to all CTP, and to a certain extent, in- kind modalities.



make keeping e- transfer beneficiary data safe and private a particular challenge. Also,
the skills and processes required to plan and implement e-transfers are often new
to many agencies and actors. For instance, partnership development and negotiation
skills are vital, particularly with private sector actors such as financial service
providers; the time, effort and soft skills required to be successful in this should not
be under-estimated by agencies (Smith et al. 2013).

Data used to facilitate e- transfers can be highly sensitive (e.g. personally identifiable
information on vulnerable populations, ethnicity, religion and political affiliation)
and in humanitarian programmes, are often collected and processed in complex
political, social and conflict contexts where governance structures and legal institu-
tions are weak. Risks to beneficiaries include use of data for purposes other than
that which they were collected, sharing or sale of data to third parties, and security
risks of using mobile phones to convey sensitive data. Cases of abuse involving ICTs
— such as mobile phone data used by the Egyptian authorities to track down and
convict anti-government protesters (ZDNet 2009) — give humanitarians cause for
concern.

Issues related to data protection and privacy are no small consideration, given the
ascendency of ‘big data’ in everything from understanding our shopping habits to
tracking progress against meeting Millennium Development Goals and early warning
of emerging vulnerabilities and crises (e.g. Global Pulse 2013). Meanwhile, recent
privacy-  and mass surveillance-  related scandals in the UK and the US (see, e.g., The
Guardian 2013) that serve to erode the trust between citizen and State provide a
cautionary tale for humanitarians that are increasingly turning their eyes to big data
and other technological innovations and what they can offer emergency response.

At the same time, humanitarians increasingly need to demonstrate how their pro-
grammes are consistent with requirements under anti- money laundering and coun-
tering the financing of terrorism (AML/CFT) measures. These measures are having a
chilling effect on UK- and US-based banks’ willingness to host accounts for money
service businesses that facilitate remittances from diaspora communities to families
in countries such as Somalia (Lindley 2009; Orozco and Yansura 2013). Precisely
what form the impacts of the recent actual and threatened closures of US and UK
bank accounts of these money service businesses (see e.g. The Economist 2013) will
take is not yet clear.11 Nonetheless, the case is a sobering demonstration of some of
the challenges involved in engaging financial service providers in the transfer of cash
for humanitarian assistance, particularly in fragile contexts.
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11The impacts in Somalia, which lacks a formal banking system, could be severe, given households’
strong reliance of remittances: one-third of respondents in a recent study claim they would be unable
to afford basic foods if remittances were stopped: FAO/FSNAU 2013.



Against such a landscape, there is a need for some guiding principles and tools that
serve not to put the brakes on innovation, but set out some rules of engagement
which help ensure that by turning to new technologies in their quest to do better,
faster, and bigger responses, humanitarians ‘do no harm’. Thus, following some of
the recommendations in its research into new technologies (Smith et al. 2013, and
also echoed in OCHA 2013), CaLP has embarked on a twin-track approach to address-
ing some of the challenges to the uptake of appropriate, quality and accountable 
e-transfers.12 The first is a set of guidelines to support agencies implementing 
e-transfers. The second is a Code of Conduct13 that aims to support ethical e-transfers
and ensure that recipient data are not compromised, whilst providing organisations
with principles and rules for all parties involved in the e-transfer.

Overview of the content of the E- Guidelines and the Code

E- transfer Implementation Support Guidelines (the ‘E-Guidelines’)

The E-Transfer Implementation Support Guidelines (‘the E-Guidelines’) are intended
for staff involved in the planning and implementation of humanitarian responses that
incorporate cash transfers or vouchers delivered via electronic payment systems.
Assuming a reasonable level of knowledge of CTP, the E-Guidelines aim to provide
‘a baseline understanding of e-transfer systems, propose a framework for evaluating
the various e-transfer options available in the market, and offer guidance on how to
use these options in the delivery of humanitarian assistance’ (CaLP, forthcoming(a), 7).

The E-Guidelines are made up of five sections (Box 1): 1) Types of e-transfer mecha-
nisms; 2) Choosing e-transfer mechanisms; 3) Setting up and using e-transfer mech-
anisms; 4) Compliance, monitoring and evaluation, data protection, and complaints;
and, 5) Annexes of key tools and resources. 

Designed as standalone guidance sheets, so users can extract and use those that
are most relevant to them, each section contains ‘key learnings’ and case study
boxes throughout to provide field illustration of important concepts and issues.

GADGETS AND GIZMOS – USING NEW TECHNOLOGY TO DRIVE INNOVATION IN THE FIELD

6 C ANADIAN H U MAN ITARIAN CON F E R E NCE 2013 – DISCUSSION PAPE RS

12 A third, related piece of work is research on the cost-effectiveness of electronic versus manual forms
of cash transfers, funded by Visa (all three pieces of work) and DfID (the Code of Conduct). See an
overview of the work here: http://www.cashlearning.org/2012-2014/cost-effectiveness-of-cash-
transfers-and-specific-delivery-mechanisms.

13 The Code of Conduct is still under development and its name may change as part of the stakeholder
consultation process.



Code of Conduct for the Secure Use of Personal Data

Protecting beneficiary privacy in e-transfer programmes: Code of Conduct for the
secure use of personal data (‘the Code’) was developed to address the risks associ-
ated with the collection, storage, use and disclosure of the personal data of benefi-
ciaries in receipt of cash distributions delivered via electronic means. It took as its
point of departure the need to reduce beneficiary risks related to data (as opposed
to those of the implementing organisation, although the two may at times align),
and is designed ‘to provide minimum standards to ensure the protection of benefi-
ciaries’ privacy and personal data’ (CaLP, forthcoming(b), 1). While primarily aimed
at humanitarian agencies, it is hoped that widespread adoption of the Code and col-
lective action by humanitarians will have positive impacts on the activities and stan-
dards of local private sector partners.

The Code is concerned with the protection of beneficiaries’ personal data, broadly
defined as ‘any data that directly or indirectly identifies or can be used to identify a
living individual’ (CaLP, forthcoming(b), 2). Designed to complement existing codes
and standards for protection and aid delivery, the Code encourages agencies to
 integrate its minimum standards into programme design, internal guidelines and train-
ing materials.
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A. Types of e-transfer mechanisms
Describes the main forms of e-transfers currently in use (e-vouchers, mobile- and card-based
transfers), their system architecture and requirements, as well as some of the 
benefits and challenges of each.

B. Choosing e-transfer mechanisms
Provides guidance for deciding which transfer mechanism(s) may be most appropriate for
their intended programme, considering preparedness measures, costs, risks, beneficiary
preferences, private sector partnerships, regulatory concerns, and so on.

C. Setting up and using e-transfer mechanisms
Illustrates the process of and requirements for setting up and using e-transfer mechanisms,
including required skills and systems, as well as measures to ensure participation of vulner-
able groups, mitigate fraud and errors, and ensure data integrity.

D. Compliance, monitoring and evaluation, data protection, and complaints
Addresses compliance-related matters that arise when using e-transfers, including those
concerning internal policies, procedures and systems as well as donor and legal require-
ments. Attention is also given to monitoring and evaluation, complaints and feedback, 
as well as beneficiary data protection.

E. Annexes
Numerous tools are provided to support agencies using e-transfers, including sample
 beneficiary and service provider questionnaires, service provider contract and post
 distribution monitoring forms.

*E-Guidelines (forthcoming) developed by Kokoévi Soussouvi for the Cash Learning Partnership.

Box 1. The five sections of the E-transfer Implementation Guidelines*



While primarily rooted in the humanitarian principle of ‘do no harm’, the Code also
derives guidance from human rights standards related to privacy and data protec-
tion. This is because the right to privacy through the protection of personal data is
not only an important right in and of itself; is it also strongly linked to individual auton-
omy and dignity, and in turn ‘a strong enabler of political, spiritual, religious and
even sexual freedoms’ (CaLP, forthcoming(b), 2). As such, numerous international
and national instruments enshrine data protection principles. The Code took these
into consideration, and was heavily influenced by European privacy legislation.14

Following information on background, application, international norms and regula-
tions, and e-transfers data flows, the Code outlines a set of minimum standards,
each with associated interpretative notes (Box 2). The Code also contains model
clauses that agencies are encouraged to insert into contracts with third parties, and
details on compliance. A proposal was that signatory organisations would state that
they have signed up to Code in their annual report and on their website, and that
evidence of compliance would require approval of a dedicated Board (though see
the following section on ‘Next Steps’).
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1. Obligations to beneficiaries. Understanding data ownership and associated responsibilities.

2. Programme planning. Putting protection of personal data at the heart of programme design.

3. Risk assessment and mitigation. Assessing and mitigating risks, including aspects related to
the requirements of third parties and local regulations.

4. Data collection and consent. Acting lawfully and fairly, keeping beneficiaries informed and
having their consent.

5. Quality and purpose. Ensuring data are accurate, relevant and fit-for-purpose, and that staff
are adequately trained in data processing.

6. Use and disclosure. Establishing and understanding contractual responsibilities with third
parties

7. Security. Ensuring personal data are safely stored and protected from loss, damage or
 misuse, and then safely deleted or archived

8. Transparency and participation. Being open about purpose and use of data and ensuring
means for beneficiary feedback and complaints

Box 2. Minimum standards for the secure use of personal data in e-transfer  programmes*

*Adapted from Code of Conduct for the secure use of personal data (forthcoming),
developed for the Cash Learning Partnership.

14 This includes the EU Data Protection Directive 95/45/EC, which builds on the OECD Privacy Guidelines 
1980. Given the under-developed nature of data protection legislation in many developing countries, 
humanitarian agencies are encouraged to look not only to national laws but also best practices at 
regional and international level as well as human rights obligations to guide privacy protections.



Developing the E- Guidelines and the Code: processes and key insights

The E-Guidelines and the Code, two of the three outputs15 of a Technical Working
Group one-transfers (TWG), were conceived by CaLP to help advance a number of
the recommendations in previous research on new technologies in CTP (Smith et al.
2012). The TWG consists of agencies with prior experience of CTP and e-payment
systems,16 and is tasked with providing oversight, ensuring technical rigour and neu-
trality, and helping facilitate the organisational adoption of the three outputs.

E- Guidelines

The E-Guidelines were developed by the TWG Team Leader in collaboration with the
TWG, with inputs from CaLP Regional Focal Points and their cash technical working
groups, and key informants in the NGO and private sectors with specific expertise
in e-transfers. The TWG Team Leader drafted the E-Guidelines based on an extensive
literature review, as well as lessons learnt and case study material. The literature
review — which also guided the Code’s development — consisted of some 50 docu-
ments, including programme reports, guidelines, and other documents on e-transfers,
which were either publicly available or shared by the TWG and other agencies
engaged in e-transfers. The E-Guidelines have undergone two iterations of feedback
from the TWG, CaLP Staff and other individuals with interest in and expertise to bring
to the work.

The literature review as well as inputs and expertise provided by the TWG and CaLP
staff allowed the distillation of key messages and programmatic insights relevant to
consideration and application of e-transfers (which feature as ‘key learnings’ in the
e-guidelines). Overarching key messages arising from this process include the
 following:

• Each e-transfer mechanism comes with benefits and drawbacks. The choice of
mechanism — and indeed the decision to use electronic over manual means of
delivery — must be determined by sound, context-specific analysis, including of
existing technology and financial service providers and infrastructure as well as
beneficiary needs and preferences, and past programme experiences. Response
timelines are also important, as setting up e-transfers in the first instance can be
expensive and takes time (to e.g. negotiate with financial service providers)
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15 The third output is research on the cost-effectiveness of electronic versus manual forms of cash
transfers.

16 The TWG is lead by Kokoévi Soussouvi, and independent consultant, and is made up of representatives
from ACF, CaLP, Concern Worldwide, Mercy Corps, Save the Children, The Somalia Cash Consortium,
Tufts University, UNHCR, WFP and NetHope.



• E-transfers demand specific skills of beneficiaries, particularly literacy in new
technologies. Agencies using e-transfers need to ensure mechanisms are in place
to ensure understanding of and access to the e-transfer service (or a viable alter-
native, if required) by the most vulnerable beneficiaries, such as through ade-
quate and appropriate training. For instance, following post-election violence in
Kenya in 2008, teams from both Concern Worldwide and Safaricom (a local com-
munications service provider) worked together to train beneficiaries in the use
of M-PESA, a mobile money service.

• Engaging private sector partners for e-transfers is a lengthy process, requiring
not only strong CTP competency and knowledge but also excellent partnership
management and negotiation skills. Analysis of available options and initial nego-
tiations can and should be done as part of preparedness planning, drawing in
 different functional teams (legal, finance, and so on). Potential service providers
should be evaluated based on key criteria and commitment to a minimum level
of service (Box 3).

• Use of e-transfers does not (and should not) preclude agencies establishing own
feedback and complaints mechanisms, not least because beneficiaries may want
to raise confidential concerns about staff from service providers or the agency itself.

• High volumes of data and the multiplicity of actors involved in e-transfers (including
those in the private sector) raise specific data management and security concerns.
If agencies cannot guarantee the protection of beneficiary data, e-transfers should
not be considered.

To help ensure their applicability and field- level suitability, the E-Guidelines benefited
from field testing by various organisations, including Mercy Corps (in Nepal), Save
the Children (in West Africa), Oxfam (in the Democratic Republic of Congo) and by
ACF (in the Philippines).
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1. Reliable and accessible mobile phone network within the project target zone.

2. Platform for bulk payments that can manage the number of transfers required.

3. The company is able to provide dedicated service support to the aid agency.

4. The company is able to encrypt the data between the aid agency and mobile phone company.

5. The agent distribution network aligned with the service provider has sufficient liquidity to
deal with the cash demands of the beneficiaries.

6. The agent distribution network is close enough to beneficiaries to enable distribution
 without significant cost to beneficiary.

7. The commission/service charge for providing the transfer service is acceptable.

8. The charge to beneficiaries for accessing their cash at the agents is acceptable.

9. Beneficiaries have access to mobile phones/cards or can be provided with them quickly.

10. Beneficiaries have enough knowledge to use the system or can quickly be supported to do so.

11. Beneficiaries have the ID that is required for registration to the service.

12. Beneficiaries using mobile money have or can be provided with cost effective access to a
source of power to keep phones charged.

13. Data protection policy in place governing management of beneficiary data.

14. Compliance with internationally agreed counter-terrorism measures (lists of restricted
 persons and individuals).

15. Protection for the aid agency in the event provider becomes insolvent, such as ring-fencing
of funds transferred.

Box 3: Prerequisites for selecting an e-transfer service provider*

*Based on material from Concern Worldwide in the E-transfer Implementation Guidelines
(forthcoming),developed byKokoévi Soussouvi for the Cash Learning Partnership.



The Code

The Code was developed using four main steps: 1) literature review; 2) online survey
on humanitarian practitioners’ data management policies and practices; 3) stake-
holder mapping; and 4) drafting the Code. In addition to the literature reviewed for
the E-Guidelines, the Code paid specific attention to key humanitarian standards,
codes of conduct and operational manuals,17 industry standards,18 as well as instru-
ments related to anti-money laundering and countering the financing of terrorism.19

A key insight from this literature review was that beneficiary data collection for 
e-transfers is driven by the service provider. Yet, the regulatory framework surround-
ing payment systems is very broad. Data protection for e-transfers intersects with
requirements for payment systems (the type of data to process) and client protection
principles (how to process it). It also lacks harmonisation, and so development of a
comprehensive Code has potential liability implications that are country specific.

An online survey was hosted on Survey Monkey to gain insights into humanitarian
practitioners’ current e-transfer data management policies and practices. Survey
findings were augmented with discussions in CaLP Regional cash working groups.
Overall, the survey revealed support for the development of the Code, and recog-
nised data protection as an under examined area. Of the 52 respondents, 61 per cent
reported that their organisation lacks internal data management guidelines, and
that in most cases responsibility for data management lies either with the monitoring
and evaluation unit or with individual programme teams (38 and 15 per cent of
respondents, respectively). Data are commonly shared with (broadly defined) part-
ners, donors, and local authorities (63, 15 and 13 per cent of respondents, respec-
tively). To protect beneficiary privacy, shared data tends to contain less information
than when collected during programme registration.

Other key insights from online survey responses included that:

• As data collected for e-transfers tends to be done in concert with beneficiary
 registration, sensitive personal data (such as national ID or phone numbers) are
diluted in the overall beneficiary data collection process. This means that while
beneficiaries are informed that data collection as a whole is related to programme
objectives, rarely, if ever, are they made aware as to how sensitive personal data
will be used, stored, shared and so on.
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• Enumerators are increasingly using digital data collection tools, and while trained
in programme modalities objectives, these same enumerators tend not to be
trained on the handling of sensitive personal data.20

• Personal data are compiled on a central database and then stored on any number
of formats and devices. This ranges from paper copies to enumerators’ personal
computers and the responding agencies’ central servers, to which there may or
may not be restricted access. Data are archived at the end of a project, and some
agencies store paper copies in locked cabinets, with plans to burn data if neces-
sary (e.g., in case of a sudden evacuation).

Driven by a highly consultative process, the Code’s development drew from a wide
field of expertise that was identified during stakeholder mapping. Stakeholders that
contributed to the Code’s development included, in addition to those on the TWG,
representatives from the United Nations Development Programme, the International
Committee of the Red Cross, the International Rescue Committee, the private  sector,21

and various development and humanitarian alliances and initiatives.22 This group of
stakeholders highlighted key challenges and considerations that needed to be
worked through, including the virtues and shortcomings of a binding code versus a
best practice or minimum standards approach, and the need to keep beneficiaries’
perspectives in mind during the Codes’ development.

The first draft of the Code benefited from substantial feedback from the TWG and
other relevant stakeholders and a recognition of the need for legal advice (including
from legal staff in Oxfam, Save the Children and ACF) to complete it. A second version
of the Code was drafted by Privacy International, with support of an Oxfam legal
adviser. Being keen to engage the wider humanitarian community in the Code’s
development and application, and reflect on where it should be housed, CaLP con-
vened a round table meeting in London on the 23rd September, 2013. This provided
an opportunity for legal experts and representatives from NGOs, UN agencies,
Humanitarian Accountability Partnership (HAP) and the private sector to discuss and
debate the Code (including whether it should be a binding Code, a set of normative
guiding principles, or some other formulation), its content, and next steps for its
completion and wide application, as well as any related initiatives that may comple-
ment the Code (e.g., WFP’s plans to draft in 2014 an internal policy on data manage-
ment for all its programmes).
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The round table generated significant debate on what form the Code would take 
(a code, a charter, guiding principles, standards, etc.?), its breadth (data protection
for e-transfers only, or beneficiary data as whole?), as well as whose risk was being
focused on and managed (the beneficiaries’, the implementing agencies’ or part-
ners’?). It was reiterated that the spirit of the Code was for it to focus on risks to ben-
eficiaries, although existing legal and other data protection instruments did not
always align with this, particularly as they speak more to ‘customers’ than ‘benefi-
ciaries’. Also, beneficiaries may be customers before and after a humanitarian
response, if transfers are made on a device (e.g. a mobile phone) the beneficiary
previously owned. While acknowledging the need to situate the Code in a broader
conversation about data management, it was understood that pragmatic reasons
require focus of the Code on e-transfers, at least in its initial iteration. Consensus
emerged that the Code could benefit from a phased approach, starting out as an
(unenforceable) set of principles hosted by the CaLP that would, following a period
of training, awareness-raising, field-testing and collation of best practice, be devel-
oped into something more binding and codified, likely hosted by another, more wide-
reaching organisation. Vodaphone shared their privacy framework and how they
have approached operationalisation, which lent credence to a phased approach for
the Code. There was no consensus on whether or not a signatory element is required
in the Code’s early phases, although the utility of an accountability framework was
identified.

Next steps

The final version of the Code will be drafted based on the outcomes of the round-
table, and the E-Guidelines based on field-testing experiences and feedback from
the TWG and other interested stakeholders. Both the Code and the E-Guidelines are
expected to be completed in October 2013, and widely disseminated throughout the
humanitarian community from late November 2013. Dissemination will occur through
CaLP’s platforms (website, online discussion forum,23 and regional cash technical
working groups), as well as those of other organisations and initiatives. There will
also be a global learning event hosted in the US for humanitarian practitioners and
policy makers, based on the E-Guidelines and the Code, as well as the outcomes of
research into the cost-effectiveness of e-transfers over manual delivery of cash trans-
fers. In 2014 CaLP will also develop specific training modules and advocacy messages
based on the research, E-Guidelines and the Code, and incorporate these into its
open source training and awareness-raising materials, and advocacy activities.
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The focus for 2014 onwards will be on piloting and operationalising both the Code
and the E-Guidelines, with a view to updating the Code in the future. Funding will be
sought for these subsequent stages.24 Discussions will also continue with organi-
sations such as HAP and ICRC on how the Code can be incorporated into pre-existing
and broader protection and accountability standards. CaLP will also liaise with WFP
regarding the development of their internal data protection guidelines (and any other
agencies that undertake similar initiatives), to identify opportunities for joint learn-
ing and application of principles.

CaLP will advocate for its Steering Committee agencies and the broader community
of practice to incorporate the E-Guidelines and the Code into their policy and practice
(e.g., via inclusion of the Code into agencies’ standard operating principles, guidance
materials, and so on). It will ensure the community of practice are updated on any
developments in the Code and E-Guidelines so that agencies can ensure their poli-
cies and programmes continue to reflect best practice.

Conclusion

New technologies are an indelible feature of the humanitarian assistance landscape.
They will continue to challenge us and create new opportunities for us to find inno-
vative ways to provide better, more accountable responses for people in need, and
indeed for affected communities to articulate their own needs and keep a check on
the way these are being met. However, as the beneficiary data protection challenge
presented by e-transfers demonstrates, we cannot assume that new technologies
come without risks.

The extent to which the E-Guidelines and the Code meet the twin challenge of allowing
innovation to flourish whilst promoting more accountable, quality response in which
risks are understood and appropriately managed will in many ways be proven in
their application. There remains much work to be done by CaLP and the wider com-
munity of practice to ensure the operationalisation, and ongoing relevance, of these
two tools.

We should not let challenges thrown up by the use of new technologies, such as
those presented by e-transfers, deter us from exploring their opportunities. However,
the process of developing the E-Guidelines and the Code has highlighted that we
need to explore new technologies with both an open and pragmatic mind, about the
kinds of (often new) skills that these will demand of agencies and partners, and
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about the possibility that unanticipated risks may emerge in their use. In this, we
should remember that we are not alone; for instance, the private sector has a lot of
expertise to bring to bear on tools and approaches we develop in attempt to address
risks and challenges and embrace innovation. At the same time, we should ensure
that we are bringing them with us as we attempt to codify some rules of engagement
for the use of e-transfers and other new technologies in humanitarian assistance.

Increased application of e-transfers in the delivery of assistance, as well as CTP more
broadly, have highlighted legitimate concerns about programme quality and how
humanitarians are (or are not) ensuring beneficiary data protection and privacy prin-
ciples when they deliver assistance. While not restricted to e-transfers or CTP more
broadly, they do provide a useful opportunity to shine a light on programme practice
and how humanitarians must ensure the principle of ‘do no harm’ is at front of mind
in the application of new technologies in the delivery of humanitarian assistance.
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Introduction
Information and Communication Technology (ICT) has been advancing at a rapid pace
and is continually influencing how we gather and use information. 

Over the past 50 years, we have seen significant changes in the way in which we
receive, create and update information. Yet despite these large leaps in information
communications, there are still areas of the world that have not benefited in the
same way from these technological advances, with specific sectors slow to harness
the possibilities that ICT has to offer. At the same time, international development
and humanitarian actors have been under increasing pressure to demonstrate
impact and enhance the evidence-base behind their work (Hartung, et al. 2010). ICT
developments therefore represent an important tool and opportunity to increase
data collection in support of humanitarian and development programming, share
information and enhance communication with beneficiaries and communities.  While
important progress and innovations have begun in the humanitarian sector, there is
still significant room for growth. This paper will seek to outline some of these devel-
opments, while sharing examples of good practices from the humanitarian sector
wherein ICT has been used to address complex operational challenges, measure
impact and improve the overall service delivery to those most in need. 

ICT and the Humanitarian Sector

Within the humanitarian field there is always a need for up to date data. Secondary
data and census information provide vital information for needs assessment and
analysis. Unfortunately in many cases this information can be difficult to come by,
as it may have been a decade since the last census, therefore acquiring important
accurate information can be trying at times, particularly at the outset of an emer-
gency. Insufficient data can limit the scope and scale of what an organization is able
to offer for its intervention, and can impact the efficiency with which the public is
able to access information (Hartung, et al. 2010). Surveys can be costly and time
consuming, and are usually limited to a small portion of the population, therefore
only providing a limited snap shot of what the affected population is facing during 
a crisis. 

Radio and television are invaluable for broadcasting important messages post-
disaster or during conflict situations, as well as for disaster risk reduction pro-
grammes, but they have yet to be advantageous in collecting data and information
from the general public (Sterling, O'Brien and Bennett 2009). That said, radio and
television used to disseminate information has proven successful in reaching a large
audience, specifically the illiterate (Sherwani, et al. 2009), as well as providing health
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surveillance information (Curioso, et al. 2005); however, it has been less successful
in gathering reactive information from its audience. To this end, the scope of what
radio and television can offer has not been particularly successful in being able to
provide the variety of information services many humanitarian actors wish and need
to provide to affected populations (Hartung, et al. 2010).

Although, the provision of laptops can be useful in office settings, gathering infor-
mation and producing the necessary reports, they are not practical instruments in
the field for conducting assessment and disseminating information to the public.
Older laptop models are heavy and cumbersome, while all laptops require large
amounts of electricity to function once battery lives are diminished, and requiring
the internet in order to transmit information from the field to country offices, as well
as headquarters (Veeraraghavan, Yasodhar and Toyama 2007). More often than not,
the infrastructure is unavailable to support such demands in remote areas (Hartung,
et al. 2010), making such tools less useful in remote humanitarian operations. 

In order to add value to humanitarian and emergency operations in developing
regions, the more logical ICT tool is a mobile device. With the growth in smart-phone
technology, and mobile phone coverage around the world, the possibilities to use
these tools to inform operations are growing on a daily basis.

Mobile Phones and Humanitarian Actors

The strength and popularity of mobile phones has grown exponentially in recent
years, due to their low cost, the fact that they are readily available and the high level
coverage, even in remote areas. Mobile phone subscribers in low-income countries
were quick to surpass radio subscribers globally (Meier and Leaning 2009).

Mobile phones across the developing world have been routinely used not only for
personal communications but also for money transfers, to purchase goods, to trans-
fer data, financial information or trade prices (Global Pulse 2012). “For example, pop-
ular mobile services as Cell Bazaar in Bangladesh allow customers to buy and sell
products, Souktel in the Middle East offers an SMS-based job-matching services,
and the M-PESA mobile banking service in Kenya allows individuals to make pay-
ments to banks, or to individuals,” (Global Pulse 2012, 9). With such versatile uses
within low and middle income countries it is not surprising that humanitarian actors
have begun to see how they can be used for disseminating and gathering data in
humanitarian and emergency operations.

Humanitarian actors have been using platforms such as FrontlineSMS and RapidSMS
due to their ease of use and simple operating platforms. FrontlineSMS is usually

GADGETS AND GIZMOS – USING NEW TECHNOLOGY TO DRIVE INNOVATION IN THE FIELD

21C ANADIAN H U MAN ITARIAN CON F E R E NCE 2013 – DISCUSSION PAPE RS



used to gather simple unstructured data for short surveys, crisis reporting, election
monitoring and communication with organisation facilitating such collection.
RapidSMS is used for more structured data collection where commands are asked
in a specific syntax and on a larger scale (Hartung, et al. 2010).

Due to increased investment in innovation and technology within the private sector,
platforms, such as RapidSMS, applications and other tools are available. There are
numerous applications within the humanitarian field but funding is required in order
to make these tools relevant and applicable within the sector. The Humanitarian
Innovation Fund has been actively supporting new and innovative projects within
the humanitarian field. The Humanitarian Innovation Fund (HIF) states their purpose
is to: “supports organisations and individuals to identify, nurture and share innova-
tive and scalable solutions to the challenges facing effective humanitarian assis-
tance,” (HIF 2013b). The HIF funds projects with the intention of sparking creativity
and to enable the partnerships between academics, humanitarians and the private
sector to be strengthened (HIF 2013b).

From June 2011 to November 2012, the Haitian Red Cross and the International Fed-
eration of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) received funding from
HIF to develop a two way communication system which used the success of the Trilogy
Emergency Relief Application (TERA) (HIF 2013c) along “with the two-way informa-
tion-sharing capacity of [Interactive Voice Response] IVR1 technology to create one
innovative solution that not only broadcasts life-saving practical information, but
also gives Haitians an easy way to get their voice heard to become real partners in
the recovery process,” (HIF 2013c). The project’s aim was to address the challenges
faced by many humanitarian agencies with regards to beneficiary accountability by
encouraging beneficiaries to provide feedback. Using the IVR technology, the Haitian
Red Cross was able to break down identified barriers. For example, beneficiaries who
had lower literacy rates, or lack of familiarity with the SMS systems were able to call
in and provide feedback by listening and providing answers to questions just by
pressing a button (HIF 2013c).

The HIF has also provided funding to The World Food Programme (WFP) to add an
innovative IVR component to their Vulnerability Analysis and Mapping (VAM). WFP
is in the process of translating their comprehensive VAM into the mVAM (mobile
 Vulnerability Analysis and Mapping). The mVAM adds voice technology to improve
their household food security data collection with the aim of reducing time and there-
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fore money (HIF 2013d). The project, running from June 2013 – November 2014,
requires shortening the questionnaire as well as the questions, without losing all
the necessary data that needs to be collected (HIF 2013a). Applying IVR technology
to assessments enables organizations to perform rapid assessments quickly and
efficiently while still reaching the same number of participants. Overall, such
approaches could dramatically change the way in which assessments are performed
within the humanitarian community. 

World Vision has already started using innovative assessment tools, Android Smart
phones have been used with success and have received positive feedback from com-
munities involved. Participants felt as though they were an important part of the
consultative process and appreciated that the final results were shared with the com-
munities who participated. World Vision performed a basic rapid assessment and
community satisfaction survey using smart phones in four villages in the Philippines
in of one of Bopha’s hardest hit areas. World Vision, as part of the Food Assistance
Pilot Project in partnership WFP, was providing food assistance to communities in
the region (Aspi 2013).

The use of smart phones technologies in assessments allows for a reduction in time
and bottlenecks that usually come from paper based surveys. Smart phones can
reduce human error, which may occur when transcribing numerous paper-based sur-
veys. Moreover, unlike paper-based surveys, enumerators do not have to return to
one central location or office to submit the data collected. As long as there is cell
phone coverage, enumerators are able to upload all of their data quickly with 
the server merging all collected information into one easy to use document. The
phones are not cumbersome and can be available in local languages for ease of use
(Aspi 2013). 

Care Kenya, Mobile Phones and GIS Mapping in Dadaab

In response to the crisis in the Horn of Africa, the drought and the mass movement
of Somali refugees, CARE Kenya launched an emergency response operation in both
North-East Kenya and Dadaab Refugee Camps. The response focussed on respond-
ing to the large-scale humanitarian needs, building on existing programming and
presence in the area. When the program was launched, the security situation
remained stable and CARE Kenya staff was able to move throughout North East
Kenya and in and around Dadaab Refugee Camps without difficulty, with the excep-
tion of some security constraints along the Kenya-Somalia border.  
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Following a significant deterioration of the general security situation, including inci-
dents involving armed opposition both in Nairobi and North East Kenya and abduc-
tions of national and international humanitarians, a rapid but thorough operational
review was undertaken which pointed at the need for CARE Kenya to significantly
reduce its overall staff composition, movements and exposure to risk in this context.
Using GIS mapping and mobile phone updates, CARE Kenya developed an interactive
map, which enabled CARE staff to reduce their movements and while still providing
emergency life-saving services to residents in Dadaab. 

In Dadaab refugee camps, CARE Kenya is responsible for providing essential serv-
ices, including water for some 470,000 refugees. Managing the water in Dadaab
requires constant monitoring and maintenance to ensure that refugees have access
to a minimum of 20L of water per day.  Due to the heightened security situation, vis-
iting water points on a daily basis to ensure proper performance posed a significant
security risk for staff, with kidnapping and road side bombings on the rise. At the
same time, ceasing to monitor and maintain this essential service was not an option,
as water is fundamental to the survival of refugees living in the camps.

Nicholas Koech, an innovative member of CARE Kenya’s WASH team, created a
remote management system relying on creative tools to ensure the continued pro-
vision of water, while also limiting the movement of staff to the field and the unnec-
essary exposure to risk, where possible. Koech created an open-source mapping
application using Global Information System (GIS)2 technology to support the
Refugee Assistance Programme.3 The application was developed to share spatial
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2 Architecture Stack

Database
• PostgreSQL – An object-relational database management system (ORDBMS). 

It supports many operating systems 
• PostGIS – A PostgreSQL add-on software program that support geographic objects. 

You can store, query, and manipulate spatial data objects 

Map Server
• Geoserver – An open-source server written in Java - allows users to share and edit geospatial data. 

Geoserver implements the OGC WMS and the OGC WFS standards 

Web Server/Servlet Container
• Apache HTTP Server – Serves our web page(s) across the network
• Apache Tomcat – A web server and servlet container. It helps in properly configuring GeoServer
installation so that it can run outside of localhost:8080 using an Apache ProxyPass 

Web Mapping API
• OpenLayers – It’s a JavaScript library for displaying map data in web browsers. It provides an API 

for building rich web-based geographic applications similar to Google Maps and Bing Maps. 

Web Interface
• Extjs – A Javascript Application Framework 
• GeoExt – Javascript Library that is made of Openlayers and Extjs

3 Please refer to Annex 1;the full map can be viewed at http://196.200.24.165:81/ 



and non-spatial information on the Dadaab refugee camps, allowing staff members
to have a visual mapping of the situation on the ground. Currently the users can visu-
alize and print detail information of tap stands, boreholes, elevated steel tanks, pipe
networks and latrines in Dagahaley, Ifo and Hagadera refugee camps. 

This tool enabled CARE to reduce exposure of its staff to risk faced when monitoring
water provision. Instead of having to visit each water point daily, community leaders
living in Dadaab were provided with low cost cell phones and were asked to report
to the WASH manager to confirm that the water point in their section was functioning
correctly. The community leaders were trained by CARE Kenya staff in GPS data col-
lection and are required to fill out questionnaires when visiting the water points in
order to gain all the relevant information. Cameras are also used to report informa-
tion to the field offices.  Refugee leaders texted information to CARE, which was then
displayed on an interactive map of the water points in the camp, flashing either in
green, (functioning properly) or red (needing attention) to signify functional and not
functional water points. The information was then verified at the field offices.

This GIS mapping project has enabled CARE to focus its movements on water points
which were not operating effectively, rather than having to transit the entire camp,
which significantly reduced staff members risk exposure, while also ensuring the
uninterrupted delivery of essential life-saving humanitarian assistance to those 
in need. 

The map provides a scale model of all the refugee camps in Dadaab, which supplies
accurate information about the location of pipelines, boreholes, latrines and water
points and the exact measurements of the laid pipe, sewer system, etc. If new infra-
structure installations within Dadaab are required an initial site visit by professionals
is not essential as all the information on the map is accurate and to scale and there-
fore can be used as a reference. It provides useful information to donors overseas,
providing an accurate representation of how funds have been spent.

Though this project has been successful, the increased use of technology will never
replace the value and importance of face to face contact between CARE staff and
beneficiaries. While technology has enabled humanitarian actors to adapt approaches
in response to security threats, a decrease in the physical presence of staff at the
field level can affect our overall accountability to beneficiaries and reduces the feed-
back that we receive through more traditional patterns. At the same time, such tools
require staff with different capacities and skills in order to ensure that the informa-
tion gathered is accurate and inputted correctly. Technology can bring added value
to any project, but it also requires an investment. 
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Overall, mobile technology has become an innovative and effective tool. Widely avail-
able technologies supported by mobile and smart phones have allowed humanitar-
ian organisations like WFP and World Vision to create modern assessment tools and
has increased the ability to gather beneficiary feedback and augment humanitarian
accountability. While CARE and the IFRC have empowered beneficiaries to be a part
of the process by using mobile technology to encourage affected communities to be
active in service provision or to provide feedback when necessary and convenient
via IVR,  mobile technology is increasingly being used in humanitarian operations in
order to enhance efficiency, empower communities and address remote manage-
ment challenges. 

New Tools/Technologies in the Humanitarian Sector 

Crowdsourcing

Access to information post disaster is fundamental to designing an appropriate
response to the population’s needs. Crowdsourcing is a process of gathering infor-
mation from a group of people by request, paid or unpaid, most often collected via
the internet. Crowdsourcing enables organizations to gather important information
in real time. The amount of information that can be gained by asking residents post-
disaster to turn on the GPS function on their smart phones or on social media can
provide vast amounts of relevant up to the minute data that organisations need to
respond to the crisis (IRIN 2013c).

In August 2013, UNHCR launched UNHCR Ideas which uses crowdsourcing technolo-
gies, developed by Spigit a California based Software Company, to connect employ-
ees, partners and beneficiaries and allows all parties to work together, discuss ideas
and find solutions for some of the agency’s bigger issues. Their aim is to encourage
a bottom up approach to allow for the implementation of refugee-centered solutions
(IRIN 2013d).

World Vision’s Speed Evidence Project proposal was funded by HIF running from
April 2013 to March 2014. The project’s aim is to take existing technologies (Ushahidi,
FrontlineSMS, FieldTask) and combine them to create an open source platform. The
project will allow humanitarians to visualise, analyse and manipulate the information
to be able to gather a better understanding of the situation on the ground and relay
that information quickly and efficiently back to affected communities, as well as
internally to more appropriately tailor their response (HIF 2013e). 
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Crowdsourcing is not a quick fix. While websites such as Ushahidi4 provide free soft-
ware to generate a crowdsourcing system, they still require an investment in staff
training, and capacity to collect and manage the data collected. As such, staff must
be trained, risk evaluations should be conducted, and to be successful one must
create a model that allows the information to be gathered and effectively turned into
useful data that can fuel decision-making (IRIN 2013c).

Organisations must be conscious of the kind of information that is being gathered
and whether or not it has been verified. Websites such as Reddit, which display infor-
mation predominately about entertainment and social news, are not set up for gath-
ering crowdsourcing information. Although participants can vote information and
posts up or down, data is prioritized via popularity rather than accuracy. During the
May 2013 Boston Bombings, there was great activity on Reddit and other websites
which were trying to find the perpetrators, unfortunately they originally pinned the
crime on the wrong person, partially due to the lack of verification of the data
involved (IRIN 2013c). 

“Utilizing opt-in crowdsourcing, paired with the rich real-time data sources already
built into mobile phone technology, allows willing citizens to participate in improving
their community’s ability to react to disasters and shocks,” (Decker 2013, 10). Post-
disaster access to information is just as important as access to basic needs (Meier 2011).

Big Data

Big Data, an umbrella term for the recent influx of vast amounts of data now readily
available to the public, crowd seeding, providing members of the public with cell
phones to gather information with, and social media, gathering firsthand account of
incidents as they occur, have all recently begun to change the face of how humani-
tarians respond to disasters (MacLean 2013).

There has been a rapid increase in the quantity and quality of data currently avail-
able; over 90% of the data that has ever been produced has been produced in the
past two years alone (Mancini 2013). Big Data allows a partnership between the
pubic, Governments, the private sectors and individuals (OCHA 2013). 
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4 The first Ushahidi map was generated in 2008 to report human rights abuses and violations
during the Kenyan elections (Meier, New information technologies and their impact on the
humanitarian sector 2011)



With the proper skills and resources, Big Data will be able to provide humanitarians
with real-time updates of the status of populations and “real-time feedback on the
effectiveness of policy actions should in turn lead to a more agile and adaptive
approach to international development [and humanitarian aid], and ultimately, to
greater resilience and better outcomes” (Global Pulse 2012, 6).

That being said, Big Data is characterised by its potential rather than its track record
(Mancini 2013). There has been a lot of hype about the potential of what Big Data
can do for the humanitarian sector and where it can take us, but unfortunately very
few organisations have been able to gather, analyze and use Big Data to their full
potential. Data scientists usually gather and use data for their employers and for
their own personal enjoyment and non-profit organisations have difficulties affording
a data scientist needed to use Big Data effectively. Governments may make the infor-
mation available to those who need it, but they need to know that it’s useful to the
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1. Digitally generated – i.e. the data are created digitally (as opposed to being digitised
 manually), and can be stored using a series of ones and zeros, and thus can be 
manipulated by computers;

2. Passively produced – a by product of our daily lives or interaction with digital services;

3. Automatically collected – i.e. there is a system in place that extracts and stores 
the relevant data as it is generated;

4. Geographically or temporally trackable – e.g. mobile phone location data or 
call duration time;

5. Continuously analyzed – i.e. information is relevant to human well-being and 
development and can be analyzed in real-time

Big Data for Development sources generally share some or all of these features:

(Global Pulse 2012, 15)

1. Early warning: early detection of anomalies in how populations use digital devices and
 services can enable faster response in times of crisis;

2. Real-time awareness: Big Data can paint a fine-grained and current representation of reality
which can inform the design and targeting of programs and policies;

3. Real-time feedback: the ability to monitor a population in real time makes it possible to
understand where policies and programs are failing and make the necessary adjustments

Properly analyzed, Big Data offers the opportunity for an improved understanding of 
human behaviour that can support the field of global development in three main ways:

(Global Pulse 2012, 39



public. Overall there is little collaboration between parties, which is required to allow
Big Data to reach its full potential. There are organisations such as DataKind, which
connects data scientists with social organisations, who are able to achieve great
things in a short amount of time (Porway 2012).

Conclusion
Evidence suggests that overall new information sources as no less representative
or reliable than the old ones, which were imperfect at best during crises. As such,
shared principles and guidelines need to be developed around how the information
is collected and how sources are verified  (OCHA 2013).

Mobile technology, from the use of cash transfers and information dissemination in
emergency settings to the newly created smart phone apps that enable the rapid
collection of data and remote monitoring, is increasingly becoming a fixture in
humanitarian action. However, without proper funding, training and staff investment,
they are less likely to be adopted by humanitarian actors in times of crisis.  

In order to make these tools useful to humanitarians, it requires sufficient financing
and technological capacity, which is out of reach for many non-profits. Further,
 privacy will become more and more of an issue as such tools become more standard
in humanitarian operations, making the protection of sensitive data an urgent issue
of concern. Further, information gathered with such tools can be manipulated or mis-
read, which can have legal, conceptual and technical implications. Finally, not all data
that is needed is readily available, some are withheld by governments or private
 corporations and is not available to the public in order to be used (Global Pulse 2012).

Overall, this paper has sought to illustrate the recent technological developments
that have been shaping the humanitarian landscape. With the rise in coverage and
the reduction in cost, mobile phones have become the technology of choice for many
organisations working within the humanitarian field. The increased use of mobile
phones in disseminating information to beneficiaries, providing cash transfers and
aiding in beneficiary participation and accountability have been a welcome addition
to humanitarian programming. At the same time, Interactive Voice Response has
allowed for increased participation of beneficiaries in assessments, as well as two-
way communications, while smart phones have begun to reduce bottlenecks and
increased efficiency in assessments. ’ARE's use of mobile phones in Dadaab to reduce
risks has allowed humanitarian work to continue despite insecurity and violence,
continuing to provide essential life-saving assistance.
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These tools, of course, are not a panacea. ICT cannot solve everything and though
there are numerous positive aspects to these tools, we should not get caught up in
the hype and the buzz without properly analyzing the benefits and using the appro-
priate technologies for the most appropriate solutions. With the vast amount of data
generated each day, it can be difficult to sift through all of it to find the most relevant
facts that can provide the life-saving information needed in humanitarian crises
(MacLean 2013).

There is also a fear that removing the personal interaction that usually comes with
good humanitarian work will only take us further away from those we are trying to
help. Using new media and technology may drive us further away from the commu-
nities and the populations we have been trying so hard to connect with and gain
their trust. People should always be the center of our work (MacLean 2013).
 Technologies such as IVR, as we have seen are taking off and can be incredibly useful
to the humanitarian sector but how do we regulate who calls in? How does the
humanitarian community ensure that those who are participating in IVR surveys, like
the mVAM run by WFP, are the most vulnerable? Can we ensure that women, the
 elderly and the disabled have access to a cell phone and are able to participate?
With the Haitian Red Cross’ beneficiary accountability the question is the same and
how do you ensure that staff or those associated with the project will not corrupt the
 system and manipulate the results by calling in? 

Humanitarian agencies overall are slow in incorporating new and cutting edge tech-
nologies. It may be years before we are able to reap the rewards of such tools like
Big Data. Although the sector is excited about the possibilities, we are still moving
at a snail’s pace. Financing is difficult to acquire and donors have not necessarily
prioritized these innovations in their funding arrangements. How do you convince
the donor that you need a smart phone for everyone in your team or that a data sci-
entist is a key component to your response? In working in developing countries
sometimes technology has to remain simple, like SMS, in order to reach the largest
portion of the population. To this end, early warning systems should not be restricted
only to those who have access to the internet. But that leaves the humanitarian sector
stuck between need to keep things technologically basic for the beneficiaries, while
not being able to harness the full potential of ICT in emergency operations in order
to enhance the overall response. The humanitarian community must continue to
strive for a better understanding of the communities in which we work with the over-
all goal of implementing stronger, more effective programming and effective pro-
gramming and be able to take risks and provide cutting edge innovation with the
help of these ever changing tools. 
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Annex 1: Wash Information Hub – Care Kenya
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Executive Summary

Since the last two decades, the security of humanitarian workers has become an
object of increasing attention and study for academic, policy and humanitarian com-
munities. Security issues now pervade discussions and publications on humanitarian
action and have led to the development of a field of research dedicated to shedding
light on the vulnerability of these workers. Surprisingly, amidst this dynamism, scant
attention has been devoted to the notion of humanitarian workers as inviolate actors,
which I term “norm of humanitarian security”. This paper contributes to filling this
gap by examining reactions to security incidents involving humanitarian workers. It
argues that reactions to security incidents involving humanitarian workers signifi-
cantly changed from the 1990s to the 2000s. While in the 1990s security incidents
were portrayed as problematic owing to their impact on the delivery of humanitarian
assistance, they came to be perceived as reprehensible in themselves in the 2000s.
This article illustrates this change in treatment of the norm of humanitarian security
and discusses its meaning and significance.

The changing portrayal of violations 
of the norm of humanitarian security
In the fall of 2010, aid worker Linda Norgrove was kidnapped in Afghanistan’s Kunar
province. US forces responded to her abduction by carrying out numerous search
missions, blocking potential escape routes for the kidnappers, dropping leaflets on
villages offering rewards in exchange for information and finally, performing a rescue
mission, that unfortunately resulted in Norgrove’s death.1 Interestingly, the only
 critiques that arose in relation to this case, as well as with similar cases of abducted
humanitarian workers, focussed on the manner in which the rescue mission was
 carried out and its outcome, but not on whether such operation was warranted.2

This plainly highlights how the notion that humanitarian workers should not be the
objects of security incidents is widely taken for granted. I term this widely-held under-
standing as the norm of humanitarian security. Commitment to this norm is not only
expressed in reaction to its violation (i.e. following a security incident involving
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1 Kim Sengupta provides a clear account of these events. See Sengupta, Kim. 2010. “How the official
story of Linda Norgrove’s death unravelled.” The Independent, October 12. 

2 For example, see the following articles on Linda Norgrove’s rescue: Sugden, Joanna. 2010. “Linda
Nosgrove rescue — reaction and developments.” The Times, October 11; Boone, Jon, Declan Walsh,
Matthew Taylor and Severin Carrell. 2010. “‘We were ready to negotiate for Linda Norgrove when
rescue bid began’ claim.” The Guardian, October 12; Kirkup, James and Ben Farmer. 2010. 
“Linda Nosgrove: US soldiers disciplined over failed rescue.” The Telegraph, December 2. 



humanitarian workers) but has also been enshrined in an array of legal documents
and acknowledged in the proliferation of security-related initiatives and research on
the security of humanitarian workers.3 Despite this growing interest in the security
of humanitarian workers, there has been scant attention dedicated to the norm itself.
This neglect is unfortunate because it prevents researchers and practitioners from
appreciating how the norm has evolved over time. This paper contributes to address-
ing this analytical gap by examining the treatment of the violation of this norm over
the last two decades. Given that instances of violation are illuminating of a norm’s
strength and meaning, they constitute valuable sites of study for this introductory
encounter with the norm of humanitarian security (Price 2004; Percy 2007a, 373-391;
Percy 2007b, 35-37). 

This paper shows how the framing of the norm’s violation has changed significantly
over time; while in the 1990s security incidents were mainly presented as problem-
atic owing to their impact on the delivery of humanitarian assistance, by the 2000s
they came to be portrayed as reprehensible in themselves. Divided into five parts,
this paper first presents the norm of humanitarian security. The second section doc-
uments the treatment of its violation in the 1990s by examining the conflict in Bosnia
and Herzegovina and the 1994 United Nations (UN) Convention on the Safety of UN
and Associated Personnel. The portrayal of the norm violation in post-2001 period
is attended to in the third section and is substantiated by the study of the Canal
Hotel bombing and trends in news media reporting. The fourth section discusses
the significance of this development for the humanitarian sphere. Finally, the paper
provides a brief conclusion in the fifth section.

Norm of humanitarian security

The norm of humanitarian security captures and expresses the notion that humani-
tarian workers’ security should not be violated. Commitment to the norm is visible
in numerous locales. Due to space limitations and the temporal focus of this paper,
this presentation only covers the 1990s and 2000s. First, concern for the security of
humanitarian workers is expressed in scores of legal documents. Attacks against
humanitarian workers are condemned in numerous UN resolutions as well as in the
1994 UN Convention on the Safety of UN and Associated Personnel and its 2005
Optional Protocol.4 The Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court also
expresses commitment to the norm of humanitarian security. Indeed, attacks against
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3 We use the term “security incident” instead of attack because it is the terminology generally used 
in the literature.

4 For example, see UN Security Council resolutions 819 (1993), 913 (1994), 1019 (1995), 1502 (2003) and
1674 (2009) as well as UN General Assembly resolutions 46/242 (1992), 49/196 (1995), 57/155(2002)
and 58/122 (2003). 



personnel involved in humanitarian assistance are the object of specific clauses in
the section explicating the meaning of war crimes.5 While these clauses do not
bestow additional legal protection on these actors, as they already benefit from the
protection endowed to civilians, their inclusion aims to emphasize the “exceptional
seriousness” of the crime (Cottier 2008, 230). 

Second, commitment to the norm of humanitarian security is also evidenced in
humanitarian organizations’ increasing involvement and investment in the security
of their staff. Although humanitarian organizations have changed their security prac-
tices in different ways and extents, a concern for security matters now permeates
the humanitarian sphere (Kemp and Merkelbach 2011, 10-15; OCHA 2011, 43).
Humanitarian organizations’ commitment has taken many forms: establishment of
reporting and recording mechanisms on staff security, training programmes address-
ing security, the creation of security positions within organizations, psychological
support to respond to post-traumatic stress disorder and acute-stress disorder.6

Inter-agency initiatives and cooperation, notably in the fields of information and
training, have also emerged and developed.7

Third, over the last two decades, the security of humanitarian workers has attracted
increasing analytical attention and has become the object of a lively field of research.
The emergence of two databases — the Aid Worker Security Database and Insecurity
Insight — was a game changer in this field as it allowed research to move beyond
organization-specific and anecdotal evidence to an overall and empirically substan-
tiated picture of security incidents.8 Much research has also been dedicated to expli-
cating trends of victimization. A multiplicity of factors — ranging from the “Western
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5 Article 8, clauses 2 b iii and e iii — the former applying to situations of international armed conflicts
and the latter to armed conflicts not of an international character read as follows: “Intentionally
directing attacks against personnel, installations, material, units or vehicles involved in a
humanitarian assistance or peacekeeping mission in accordance with the Charter of the United
Nations, as long as they are entitled to the protection given to civilians or civilian objects under the
international law of armed conflict” (ICC 1998). 

6 While an exhaustive presentation of humanitarian organizations’ changes with regard to security lies
beyond the scope of this paper, interested readers should refer to the following authors for
information on different organizations. For example, for the UNHCR, see Jessen-Persten 2002, 53-60;
for the WFP, see Bertini2002, 64-71; for MSF Holland, see van Gelder and van den Berkhof 2002, 
179-185; for Handicap International, see Olivier 2002, 211-220; for the International Federation of Red
Cross and Red Crescent Societies, see Hulburt 2002, 161-169; for World Vision, see Fawcett 2002, 
223-232. For the United Nations, see UN 2006 and UNDSS n.d.

7 Examples of such initiatives are the UN Security Management System (or UNSMS), the Inter-Agency
Security Management Network (or IASMN), the European Interagency Security Forum (EISF), the
InterAction’s Security Advisory Group, the Afghanistan NGO Safety Office (ANSO) and the UNDSS’
program Saving Lives Together.  

8 Both databases produced numerous studies and analyses. The Aid Worker Security Database’s reports
are available at https://aidworkersecurity.org/reports. Insecurity Insight’s publications are available
at http://www.insecurityinsight.org/publications.html. 



face” of humanitarianism, operationality, integration into the local community, the
proliferation of small arms, the increasing number of workers deployed in dangerous
settings to the politicization and militarization of aid — were identified as affecting
the vulnerability of humanitarian workers to violence (Comtesse 1997; Van Brabant
1998; UN 2003, 19; Olson 2006; Fast 2007; Stoddard, Harmer and DiDomenico 2009,
6; Micheletti 2010; Kratenbuhl 2011). The security of humanitarian workers is also
discussed in recent publications and research on humanitarian action, thereby high-
lighting the significance of security matters in the humanitarian field.9

The norm of humanitarian security in the 1990s

We witness the treatment of the norm’s violation in the post-Cold War years by
briefly attending to the discourse of one “defining moment”: the war in Bosnia and
Herzegovina.10 Defining moments are “events of particular importance which provide
discursive moments characterized by burst of rich debate and which represent dis-
cussions of the crucial dimension of the [norm]” (Price 1997, 10). Numerous studies
have demonstrated the value of attending to such moments (e.g. Price 1997; Kinsella
2011). Urs Boegli, International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) operational coor-
dinator in Bosnia, captures the significance of the conflict in Bosnia with regards to
humanitarian workers’ security: 

“Sarajevo marked the end of the era of adventure. We lost some  virginity.
Everyone became very cautious. The concern for security is much more pres-
ent. Our eyes were opened to the real dangers, that we are not only targeted,
like anyone else, but that, perhaps, we are a stake in this war” (quoted in
Mercier 1994, 117).11

The Bosnian conflict brought awareness to how staff security could be imperilled,
not only by incidental factors, but also by deliberate actions.12 Over the course of
the war, over 50 humanitarian workers lost their lives and hundreds were injured
(Cutts 1999, 2; Young 2001, 792-3). We complement this brief analysis of the dis-
course of the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina by attending to the 1994 UN Convention
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9 As an illustration, see Hansen 2007; WFP 2009; Beneli et al. 2012.
10 Due to space limitations, we only present an overview of this discourse analysis. 
11 The translation was provided by the present author. The original reads: “Après Sarajevo, le temps 

de l’aventure est terminé. Nous avons perdu une certaine virginité. Tout le monde est devenu très
prudent. Le souci de sécurité est beaucoup plus présent. Nos yeux se sont ouverts sur les dangers
réels, à savoir que non seulement nous sommes visés, comme n’importe qui d’autre, mais que, 
peut-être, nous sommes un enjeu de cette guerre” (Mercier 1994, 117).  

12 The seriousness of the security situation notably prompted the ICRC to put together an information
campaign saying “Don’t shoot the Red Cross!” accompanied with images describing the work of the
Red Cross. This strategy was unusual for the organization, which commonly simply relied on
publicizing humanitarian principles with civilian populations and belligerents (Mercier 1994, 192).



on the Safety of UN and Associated Personnel. The timing of its drafting and adoption
and its focus make it a valuable supplement to the study of the Bosnian conflict.     

Studying UN documents, newspapers articles and personal accounts of the war in
Bosnia and Herzegovina reveals that violations of the norm of humanitarian security
are mainly expressed through a consequentialist discourse; attacks on humanitarian
workers are generally presented as problematic owing to their impact on the delivery
of humanitarian assistance. Although space limitations prevent us from going into
details, this focus on humanitarian assistance needs to be understood in relation to
states’ use of humanitarian action as substitute for political action.13 Throughout
the 1990s, states commonly responded to conflicts by providing humanitarian assis-
tance and presenting humanitarian assistance as a panacea. The conflict in Bosnia
was no exception.14 One senior UNHCR official in Bosnia summarized this dynamic
by saying: “every time the question of settling the conflict came up, the donors
responded by saying that they were going to give more money to the humanitarian
effort” (quoted in Young 2001, 788). Humanitarian assistance was the principal
dimension of the international community’s involvement in the conflict and was pre-
sented in a number of fora, such as the UN Security Council and the London Confer-
ence, as constituting a central element in restoring peace and security in the region.15

The consequentialist framing of violations of the norm of humanitarian security in
the discourse on the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina is visible in the constant con-
nection of security incidents with humanitarian assistance. Three main mechanisms
pervade the discourse on the Bosnian conflict and convey this association. First, the
security of humanitarian workers is presented as a prerequisite for the delivery of
assistance. For instance, reflecting on the situation in Bosnia, Nicholas Morris, head
of UNHCR, explained to William Perry, then United States Defense Secretary, that
“the two key determinants in the humanitarian programme, on which over a million
people depended for their daily survival, were consent of the warring parties and
the security of UN personnel” (reported in Rose 1999, 269).16 Second, the relation-
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13 For example, see De Waal 1994, 6; Hendrickson 1998; Minear 2002, 2; Kent 2004, 855-856; Smillie
and Minear 2004, 21, 135; Hoffman and Weiss 2006, 192; Weiss 2013, 5.

14 Much has been written on this use of humanitarian action as substitute for political action in the
context of the war in Bosnia. For instance, see Cutts 1999, 22 and Young 2001, 788.

15 For instance, Security Council resolution 770 (1992) states: “the provision of humanitarian assistance
in Bosnia and Herzegovina is an important element in the Council’s efforts to restore international
peace and security in the area” (UNSC 1992c). The Programme of Action on Humanitarian Issues
agreed upon at the London Conference (1992) conveys a similar notion in “recognising that an
effective humanitarian response with the full collaboration of the parties to the conflict would greatly
contribute to efforts to find an overall political solution and bring an end to hostilities” (Programme of
Action on Humanitarian Issues 1992).

16 This statement was uttered during a meeting between UN and US representatives in Bosnia on
October 3rd 1994.



ship between the security of humanitarian workers and the delivery of humanitarian
assistance is conveyed through sequencing: presenting the need to ensure the secu-
rity of humanitarian workers right before or after drawing attention to humanitarian
needs. This format is notably visible in Security Council resolution 752, which states:

“7. Emphasizes the urgent need for humanitarian assistance, material and
financial, taking into account the large number of refugees and displaced 
persons and fully supports the current efforts to deliver humanitarian aid
to all the victims of the conflict and to assist in the voluntary return of 
displaced persons to their homes;

“8. Calls on all parties and others concerned to ensure that conditions are
established for the effective and unhindered delivery of humanitarian 
assistance, including safe and secure access to airports in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina;

9. Requests the Secretary-General to keep under active review the feasibility 
of protecting international humanitarian relief programmes, […]” 
(UNSC 1992a).17

Such a discursive tool clearly positions the security of humanitarian workers as a
necessary condition of humanitarian delivery, the importance of which is conveyed
by mentioning the scale of needs to be addressed — “the large number of refugees
and displaced persons” — and by depicting the people in need of assistance as “vic-
tims of the conflict.”18 Third, the impact of breaches of the norm of humanitarian
security on humanitarian assistance also expresses the relation between the security
of humanitarian workers and humanitarian assistance. David Briquemont, UN Pro-
tection Force’s (UNPROFOR) Commander in Bosnia and Herzegovina, underlines this
notion when saying that he “hoped that aid deliveries would not be stopped as a
result of each UN death” (reported in Owen 1995, 233). This consequentialist dis-
course is also commonplace in humanitarian organizations’ own discourse19 and in
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17 The same arrangement is also notably visible in Security Council Resolutions 819 (1993) and 1019
(1995) and General Assembly Resolution 49/196 (1995).

18 The concept of victim expresses the notion of innocence (i.e. the worthy is a worthy beneficiary of
aid) and of urgency as it exists in relation with a perpetrator. Much has been written on the concept 
of victim, for instance, see Riches 1986; DeChaine 2005, 85; Fassin 2012.

19 For instance, at one of its briefings with donors in Geneva in January 1994, the UNHCR was reported
to have communicated the following:

“The security situation for UNHCR aid workers was deteriorating, particularly as it was now clear
that aid workers were definite targets. In Banja Luka on January 17 a bomb had been planted
under an ICRC vehicle, destroying it and seriously damaging the ICRC residence. Only an average
of 800 metric tonnes of aid per day was reaching its destination, less than half the requirement.
There was no widespread starvation yet, but there was serious malnourishment in Maglaj which
was solely dependent on air drops as convoys had not reached this enclave of 16,000 people
for five months. All in all it was a very depressing picture and augured badly for the remaining
winter months” (Owen 1995, 248-9).



newspaper articles reporting on aid convoys and deliveries withdrawing, or resuming
after a withdrawal owing to security incidents.20

The 1994 UN Convention on the Safety of UN and Associated Personnel also
expresses this connection between violations of the norm of humanitarian security
and the delivery of humanitarian assistance. This Convention aims to fill a legal gap
left by the 1946 UN Convention on the Privileges and Immunities of the United
Nations to cover actors not mentioned in the first Convention and to impose an obli-
gation on the host state to ensure the protection of staff and property (Bouvier 1995).
As the title of the 1994 Convention indicates, it aims to extend protection to “United
Nations and Associated Personnel” which covers humanitarian personnel from UN
agencies or from non-governmental organizations (NGOs) working under an agree-
ment with the Secretary General or another UN organ.21 This Convention also illus-
trates how the growing concern for the security of humanitarian workers in the 1990s
was widespread rather than specific to the conflict in Bosnia and Herzegovina. More-
over, the Convention’s relatively quick drafting and adoption (less than two years)
shows a sense of urgency surrounding the need to deal with the security of these
personnel (Arsanjani 2008). A perception that there had been an “escalation of
attacks” against UN and associated personnel was the impetus behind this conven-
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20 For example, in November 1993, Alan Ferguson wrote “The fate of an estimated 4.2 million people in
Bosnia, where the first snow has already fallen, are said to depend this winter on humanitarian aid.
The United Nations suspended aid convoys to central Bosnia on Oct. 25 after a civilian driver was
killed” (Toronto Star). See also 1992. “UN Plea Seeks Aid for Bosnia: Humanitarian crisis in
‘collapsing’ republic.” Financial Post, June 1; 1994. “Bosnia Gunmen Kill U.K. Aid Worker.” Moscow
Times, January 29; 1994. “ICRC resumes aid deliveries to Banja Luka.” BBC, February 2; 1995.
“International mediation; Red Cross suspends flights to Sarajevo.” BBC, March 16.

21 Article 1 of the Convention reads:

“(a) "United Nations personnel" means:
(i) Persons engaged or deployed by the Secretary-General of the United Nations as members 

of the military, police or civilian components of a United Nations operation;
(ii Other officials and experts on mission of the United Nations or its specialized agencies or 

the International Atomic Energy Agency who are present in an official capacity in the area 
where a United Nations operation is being conducted;

(b) "Associated personnel" means:
(i) Persons assigned by a Government or an intergovernmental organization with the 

agreement of the competent organ of the United Nations;
(ii)Persons engaged by the Secretary-General of the United Nations or by a specialized agency

or by the International Atomic Energy Agency;
(iii)Persons deployed by a humanitarian non-governmental organization or agency under an 

agreement with the Secretary-General of the United Nations or with a specialized agency 
or with the International Atomic Energy Agency, to carry out activities in support of the 
fulfilment of the mandate of a United Nations operation” (UN 1994).



tion (Arsanjani 2008).22 Significantly, these attacks and an accompanying sense of
vulnerability were seen as requiring attention and redress because they were per-
ceived as serious enough to “be considered an obstacle to the performance of the
function of the Organization” (Arsanjani 2008). As such, Article 7 states: “United
Nations and associated personnel, their equipment and premises shall not be made
the object of attack or of any action that prevents them from discharging their man-
date” (UN 1994, emphasis added). The Convention thus clearly portrays these per-
sonnel as the means by which the organization carries out its mandate and attacks
against them as problematic owing to their effects. This consequentialist discourse
is not surprising considering that the Convention aimed at complementing the UN
Convention on the Privileges and Immunities of the United Nations, which grants
privileges and immunities “to officials in the interests of the United Nations and not
for the personal benefit of the individuals themselves” (UNGA 1946, emphasis
added; Reinisch n.d.). 

The norm of humanitarian security in the 2000s

While only marginally present in the 1990s, violations of the norm of humanitarian
security have been increasingly presented as reprehensible in themselves in the
2000s.23 Two changes in the treatment of security incidents capture this develop-
ment. First, programmatic impacts of security incidents have gradually become less
mentioned. Second, reactions to security incidents increasingly comprise personal
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22 This perception of increasing vulnerability is expressed in numerous UN documents such as Boutros
Boutros-Ghali’s Agenda for Peace (UN 1992).

23 This construction of humanitarian workers as commendable actors is notably visible in Security
Council resolution 764 “Commending the determination and courage of all those who are
participating in the humanitarian effort”, in General Assembly Resolution 48/88, which “notes with
the utmost appreciation those individuals who have shown exemplary bravery and courage and those
who have made the ultimate sacrifice while carrying out their duties” as well as this statement from
President of the Security Council: “The Council has the highest regard for the efforts of the brave
people who have undertaken to deliver urgently needed humanitarian assistance under extremely
trying conditions to the civilian population in Bosnia and Herzegovina” (UNSC 1992b; UNGA 1993;
UNSC 1993, emphasis added).  Such portrayals of humanitarian workers also appear in the news
media. For instance, in her 1995 Christmas message, Queen Elizabeth II “praised the soldiers [of
World War II] whose wartime sacrifice ushered in 50 years of “relative peace,” and compared them to
modern humanitarian workers who labor in trouble spots like Bosnia and Rwanda, Chechnya and
Cambodia.” She said,

“They go quietly about their business, in harrowing and dangerous circumstances, giving help
to the suffering and the hungry. Like the people who fought and won the last war, they make 
no claim to be anything out of the ordinary, but their commitment is very far from ordinary” 
(Toronto Star, December 26). 

The regular use of metaphors such as “soldiering on” or descriptors such as “risk their lives daily” 
for humanitarian workers also conveys the image of humanitarian workers as commendable actors.
Similar wording can be found in the 20th Plenary meeting of the 48th Session of the General Assembly
(Thursday October 7th 1993), General Assembly resolution 49/10 (1994) and Security Council
resolution 913 (1994).



details about victimized humanitarian workers. News media reports have increas-
ingly identified victims by name and have provided biographical information and
statements by friends and families. Violations of the norm are thus presented
through the prism of personal tragedy. This development constitutes a significant
departure from the 1990s where the reprehensible nature of violations of the norm
of humanitarian security were in the effect on humanitarian assistance and where
humanitarian workers were mainly portrayed as anonymous means of delivery of
humanitarian assistance. We see this change in framing by briefly analyzing a defin-
ing moment, the bombing of the Canal Hotel in 2003, and by examining reactions to
security incidents featured in the news media.

On August 19th 2003, the Canal Hotel in Baghdad, which housed the UN headquar-
ters in the region, was the target of a bomb attack. This bombing resulted in the
death of 22 individuals and injuries to over 150 persons (UN 2003, 13). The attack
on the UN headquarters was a turning point owing to the number of casualties and
constituted a “cathartic event for this organization and its staff” (Loescher 2003).
Marwan Ali, who was a political officer for the UN mission at the time of the bombing,
termed the incident “[t]he 9/11 of the UN” and argues that it “changed the whole
security position” (Dunlop 2013). The Canal Hotel bombing also led to much reflec-
tion and soul-searching within the UN system. For instance, the Secretary General
called for an Independent Panel to investigate the event and proposed, in 2004, a
new security management system to improve the security of staff (UN 2003; Hoffman
and Weiss 2006, 174).24 The adoption of August 19th, the day of the Canal Hotel
bombing, to celebrate World Humanitarian Day (WHD) also speaks to the signifi-
cance of this event (UN n.d.).

The Canal Hotel and WHD’s discourse on the norm of humanitarian security has three
central features. First, despite the fact that the bombing led to a significant retrench-
ment of UN activities in Iraq, the norm’s violation is widely presented as reprehen-
sible in itself; rarely is it framed as primarily being problematic because of its impact
on the UN’s work.25 Second, the discourse on the norm prominently features “posi-
tive” personal traits attributed to humanitarian workers (e.g. innocence, altruism,
courage) thus portraying violations of the norm as particularly reprehensible. For
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24 The Report of the Independent Panel on the Safety and Security of UN Personnel in Iraq provides a
clear picture of the Canal Hotel bombing, flaws in the security systems and areas in need of
improvement (UN 2003).

25 The Canal Hotel bombing was also qualified as “criminal attack” by German Chancellor Schroeder,
“odious” by French President Jacques Chirac, “outrageous, unjustified” by British Foreign Secretary
Jack Straw, “a terrible tragedy” by New Zealand Prime Minister Helen Clark and a “terrorist criminal
attack” by the members of the Security Council (CBS News 2009; CNN 2003). 



instance, Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon’s message at the occasion of the 2009 edi-
tion of World Humanitarian Day reads: “This is also a day on which we pay tribute
to the legions of heroic humanitarian personnel. These men and women come from
many backgrounds. But they share a conviction that one person’s suffering is every-
one’s responsibility” (UN n.d.). Through hosting the 2012 edition of WHD journalist
Anderson Cooper also frequently refers to humanitarian workers as “heroes” while
Beyoncé explains her desire to be involved with WHD upon “[finding] that people
lost their lives helping people” (OCHA Films 2012; WHD 2012). In an article evoca-
tively entitled “Samaritans in the line of fire” published at the occasion of WHD 2012,
the European Union Commissioner for International Cooperation, Humanitarian Aid
and Crisis Response, Kristalina Georgieva, writes: “It is unacceptable that [humani-
tarian workers] are subject to harassment, abduction or even murder while serving
humanity” (Georgieva 2012a). In a statement made during the same occasion, she
further underlines how humanitarian workers’ personal traits make security inci-
dents all the more reprehensible: “Crimes against unarmed civilians are never justi-
fied. When these crimes are committed against people who dedicate their lives to
saving others the injustice is even more apparent” (Georgieva 2012b).26

Third, in addition to the presentation of humanitarian workers as valuable actors,
the discourse on the Canal Hotel bombing individualizes and personalizes victimized
humanitarian workers. The name, personal story and picture of Sergio Vieira de
Mello, the Special Representative of the Secretary-General in Baghdad, pervade the
treatment of the Canal Hotel bombing. For instance, the background page of WMD
reads: “19 August is the date on which a brutal terrorist attack on UN headquarters
in Baghdad in 2003 killed 22 people, including UN envoy Sergio Vieira de Mello” (UN
n.d.). De Mello’s death is also put front and center in a number of reports and articles
such as the following by Georgieva: “Today is World Humanitarian Day. It marks the
anniversary of the day on which Sérgio Vieira de Mello, the special representative
of the secretary-general to Iraq, and 21 colleagues were killed by a massive car-bomb
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26 UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Navi Pillay made a similar statement at the occasion of the
2009 World Humanitarian Day: “Killing those who are trying to help others is a particularly despicable
crime, and one which all governments should join forces to prevent, and, when prevention fails, to
punish.” (2009. “Aid work ‘more dangerous’, UN says.” Al Jazeera, August 19). Secretary-General 
Ban Ki-Moon’s message for WHD 2011 conveys an analogous picture of humanitarian workers: 

“These humanitarians often brave great danger, far from home. They work long hours, in the
most difficult conditions.  Their efforts save lives in conflict and natural disaster.  They also draw
the world closer together by reminding us that we are one family, sharing the same dreams for
a peaceful planet, where all people can live in safety, and with dignity. On World Humanitarian
Day, we honour these aid workers and thank them for their dedication” (UN n.d.)

Similar messages were conveyed in other editions of World Humanitarian Day.



attack on the UN headquarters in Baghdad” (Georgieva 2012a).27 Also, most articles
on the Canal Hotel bombing and World Humanitarian Day include brief biographies
of de Mello, a list of his accomplishments and mentions of his altruism, selflessness,
courage and dedication.28 Through aggressive focussing on de Mello as a victim of
this tragedy, the norm’s violation is further cast as reprehensible in itself. 

Furthermore, by examining newspapers treatment of security incidents, we see that
attention to the “human tragedy side” of the norm’s violation is not specific to the
discourse of the Canal Hotel bombing. Using the LexisNexis Academic Database, we
look at a representative sample of articles from major news publications containing
the terms “aid worker” and “attack.”29 Carrying out this analysis over two periods:
from January 1st 1990 to September 10th 2001 and from September 11th 2001 to
December 31st 2012 allows for capturing changes in framing over time.30 The results
of this analysis are presented in Table 1.31
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27 For example, in a December 28 2003 article in The New York Times Magazine evocatively entitled
“The Lives They Lived: Collateral Damage”, Rieff summarized the attack by writing that the
detonation of 500 pounds of explosives “kill[ed] Vieira de Mello and 21 others.” 

28 For instance, see 2003. “Blast demolishes UN office in Baghdad.” China Daily, August 20; 2003.
“U.N. attack branded ‘ruthless’.” CNN, August 19; 2003. “The Iraqi bombs: Why the United
Nations is vulnerable.” The Economist, August 21; Wilson, Jamie and Julia Borger. 2003. “Iraq: the
agony goes on.” The Guardian, August 20; Boustany, Nora. 2005. “For Marine Turned U.N. Official,
It’s Still Destination Disaster.” Washington Post, January 21; 2009. “Baghdad Bomb Crude but
Deadly.” CBS, June 13; Mendelson Forman. 2009. “The Baghdad bomb, the United Nations, and
America.” Open Democracy, August 20.

29 Using Bartlett, Kotrlik and Higgins’ article on sample size, we select a random sample of articles get a
t=196 (2001, 48). From the 776 articles published between January 1st 1990 and September 10th 2001
including the terms “aid worker” and “attack”, a sample of 260 was selected. The period between
September 11th 2001 and December 31st 2012 displayed 678 articles, from which 249 were selected.
The complete results can be provided upon request.

30 The 9/11 attacks are used as the starting point of the second period because the so-called War on
Terror is often presented as marking the start of a new period for humanitarianism owing to the
magnitude of changes it experienced (Hoffman and Weiss 2006). This paper adopts this
periodization to allow for and further dialogue in the field. It also makes it possible to study the
interplay between developments in the humanitarian sphere and changes in the norm of
humanitarian security.  

31 We preferred the term “attack” to more specific words such as “kill” or “death” as it can capture a
variety of security incidents ranging from kidnapping to sexual violence. Articles were categorized
in three categories: (1)“non-related”(NR) for articles not reporting on a security incident involving
humanitarian workers; (2)“anonymous” (A) for articles only mentioning the occurrence of security
incidents but without disclosing details on the identity of the victim; (3) “individual” (I) for articles
providing details on the identity of the aid worker who was the victim of a security incident. Also,
it was further specified whether articles provided “basic information” – name, occupation and
organization — or a “personal story” — background, biography, testimonies.



Due to space limitations, we only examine the evolution of articles providing indi-
vidual coverage of security incidents. Articles covering a violation of the norm
increasingly include information on the victimized humanitarian worker. The per-
centage of articles providing details on the identity of assaulted personnel escalates
from 18.4% to 33.3% between the 1990s and the 2000s. Also, personal narratives
feature more prominently in articles reporting on a security incident — with an
almost threefold increase between the two periods. This trend is remarkable con-
sidering that kidnapping had become the most prevalent means of victimization for
humanitarian workers and one which is often dealt with in conditions of anonymity
(Stoddard et al. 2012, 2). While useful to identify broad discursive trends, this brief
exercise is insufficient to capture the gradualism characterizing changes in treatment
of violations of the norm of humanitarian security. 

To further substantiate this change in framing, we analyze the media coverage of a
small number of incidents in The New York Times.32 We look at six incidents — three
taking place in the 1990s and three in the 2000s. Incidents are selected on the basis
of being “most similar cases” and capturing variation in terms of location, role of
the victim in the organization (i.e. head of delegation v. employee) and nationality
(i.e. national v. foreign staff ). The selected instances of violations of the norm of
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Articles published  Articles published
between between

Categories January 1st, 1990 and September 11th, 2001 and
September 10th, 2001 December 31st, 2012

Non-Related 158 107

Anonymous 43 59

Individual – Basic info 30 38

Individual – Personal story 18 45

Non-Related 60.8% 43%

Anonymous 16.5% 23.7%

Individual – Basic info 11.5% 15.3%

Individual – Personal story 6.9% 18%

Number
of articles

Percentage
of articles

TABLE 1

32 The New York Times was selected because it has been ranked in first place in terms of web traffic
and it widely covers world news (see 4imn 2013). This analysis was carried out using the ProQuest
and Factiva databases and examined articles published up to one week following the incident. The
only search criterion entered was the location of the incident. Given that humanitarian workers are
referred to using a variety of labels (e.g. aid worker, relief worker), casting this wide net aimed at
capturing all the potential articles reporting on the incident.



humanitarian security are (1) the killing of Frédéric Maurice, head of the ICRC dele-
gation in Bosnia in 1992; (2) the killing of Valerie Place, nurse working for the NGO
Concern, in Somalia in 1993; (3) the killing of El Haj Ali Hammad, Sumain Samson
Ohiri and Magboul Mamoun, employees of the WFP and the Sudanese Red Crescent
Society, in Sudan in 1998; (4) the kidnapping of Margaret Hassan, head of CARE Inter-
national, in Iraq in 2004; (5) the killing of Dr. Karen Woo in Afghanistan, working for
the International Assistance Mission, in 2010; (6) the killing of Joseph (family name
withheld), a national MSF worker in South Sudan in 2013. Cases 1 and 4 are similar
in that they involve heads of delegations and led to the withdrawal of their respective
organizations from the environment. Cases 2 and 5 are analogous with regards to
involving female medical staff working for an NGO and operating in a very dangerous
environment for humanitarian workers (Humanitarian Outcomes 2013). Cases 3 and 6
both involve national staff in the same region and working for prominent humani-
tarian organizations. 

This brief analysis reveals that out of the three incidents that took place in the 1990s,
only one is reported in The New York Times. The killing of ICRC delegate Frédéric
Maurice is mentioned in three articles: one provides basic information (name and
organization) and two do not mention Maurice’s name (but rather refer to the death
of an ICRC delegate). The deaths of Valerie Place in Somalia in 1993 and of El Haj Ali
Hammad, Sumain Samson Ohiri and Magboul Mamoun in Sudan in 1998 are not
reported in The New York Times. Security incidents in the 2000s benefit from more
coverage. The kidnapping of Hassan in 2004 has generated four articles mentioning
basic information and three providing a personal story. It is worth noting that three
out of the four articles providing only basic information are abstracts and summaries.
The 2000s trend of individualized reporting is made plain in an abstract including
personal details on Hassan. The killing of Woo in 2010 is covered in eight articles:
three providing anonymous coverage and five providing a personal story. Also, the
three anonymous stories indicate the nationality of the victim and are abstracts. As
Woo was killed alongside nine of her colleagues, the sheer number of victims from
different nationality may account for this anonymous presentation of the incident in
The New York Times abstracts. Finally, the killing of Joseph in South Sudan is not
reported in The New York Times. 

Significance of this discursive and normative change

This development in the treatment of the norm of humanitarian security has signif-
icant bearing on the humanitarian sphere. First, it draws attention to and humanizes
the humanitarian worker. Treating violations of the norm of humanitarian security
as reprehensible in themselves clearly positions humanitarian workers as actors
whose personal security should not be violated. This also presents humanitarian
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workers as akin to other actors, such as police officers, whose profession places
them in often-hazardous environments and whose security is prized in itself. More-
over, the post-2001 framing of security incidents emphasizing the positive identity
features of humanitarian workers (e.g. altruism, dedication) and victimized human-
itarian workers’ personal story brings attention to the human dimension of these
actors, which is absent when workers are portrayed primarily as a means of service
delivery. 

Second, the lesser prominence of consequentialist rationale in the treatment of secu-
rity incidents indicates a strengthening of the norm of humanitarian security. This
development may be celebrated because positioning all security incidents, rather
than only those with programmatic impact, as reprehensible. Yet, the decreased
attention to these programmatic implications highlights and fuels a shift from a con-
ception of staff security as means to staff security as prized in itself. Ashraf Qazi,
who became Special Representative of the Secretary-General in Iraq following the
Canal Hotel bombing, articulates this conception of security when saying: “[Security
for U.N. staff ]...is not only the first consideration—it is the first priority, the second
priority and the third priority” (quoted in Hansen 2007, 49).33 While seemingly not
out of bounds, considering the duty of care employers owe to their employees, this
conception in fact signals a disconnect with the organization’s institutional and oper-
ational objectives, which should constitute the criteria against which staff security
is assessed (UN 2003, 20; Merkelbach and Daudin 2011; Kemp and Merkelbach
2011). This lopsided focus on security was notably criticized by former Canadian
ambassador to the United Nations David Malone, who wrote on September 22 2004
in the Daily Star:

“A dangerous outgrowth of the bombing of the UN headquarters in Baghdad
on August 19, 2003 […] has arguably been an overreaction among UN staff
that has risked paralyzing the organization’s capacity to respond meaning-
fully to some of Iraq’s needs. […] UN staff, many of them highly dedicated
and professional, most prepared to take personal risks in the service of their
ideals, needs to get a grip. We don’t need the UN in Denmark or Canada. 
We need UN staff to deploy in notoriously difficult and often unsafe envi-
ronments […].”

We do not argue that all humanitarian organizations and actors have lost sight 
of their intervention’s objectives. Rather, we aim to draw attention to this tendency,
which is illustrated and supported by the way in which security incidents are portrayed.
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33 The U.N. staff association insisting on a zero-risk environment also speaks to this detached focus
on security (Hansen 2007, 31-32). 



Furthermore, even if reductive (notably because neglecting protection work), the
consequentialist treatment of the norm in the 1990s was informative of the human-
itarian sphere. Notably, it provided a window on the nature of humanitarian work
performed (i.e. provision of fuel, food, medicine) and its impact (i.e. scale and type
of needs to be addressed) in a variety of environments. In contrast, by focussing on
the humanitarian worker him or herself, the post-2001 discourse on the norm of
humanitarian security is bare. Not only are beneficiary populations (which should
form the crux and be the focus of humanitarian action) less visible, but the context
and meaning of humanitarian action also feature less prominently. This is unfortu-
nate because a clear understanding of the nature and impact of the work performed
by humanitarian workers is central for getting, keeping and furthering public support
and engagement in humanitarian action.34

Conclusion 

Given the upward trend in the number of security incidents since the 1990s, concern
for and investment in the security of humanitarian workers is unlikely to fade in the
coming years. This paper concludes by briefly discussing two ways forward for
humanitarian practitioners, researchers and media professionals. First, analytical
attention should be devoted to better understanding the norm of humanitarian secu-
rity. Given the amount of research and initiatives on the security of humanitarian
workers, the lack of attention to this premise is problematic. It strips researchers
from a historical understanding of their object of study and of its evolution over time.
A thorough understanding of this norm also constitutes the best guide for under-
standing the current state of affairs (i.e. proliferation of legal documents; actions by
humanitarian organizations; news treatment), which is a prerequisite for shaping
the future of this field.  

Second, there is a need to bring beneficiary populations back in discussions on the
security of humanitarian workers. This move would not only be more in line with the
ethics and principles of humanitarian action but would also contribute to further
understanding the role of humanitarian workers and of the nature of different oper-
ating environments. A more prominent featuring of beneficiary populations would
also act as a valuable guide and safeguard for assessing security measures thus pre-
venting the security of humanitarian workers to become an end in itself. 
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34 This latter point is particularly important in the current context of public disillusionment with the
use of moral and humanitarian arguments. This issue was notably recently addressed by Michael
Ignatieff. See Ignatieff, Michael. 2013. “The Duty to Protect, Still Urgent.” The New York Times,
September 14. 
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Summary

This paper considers documentary, statistical and survey evidence for the apparent “under-

funding” of humanitarian protection, and implications for Canadian humanitarian actors.  

We find that globally protection is better funded than we thought, and that the funding gap

is narrowing since 2011. Nevertheless, in the context of the appeals coordinated by the UN

system, protection is usually funded less than other sectors. We argue that there is no single

reason why. No doubt local factors play an important part, such as the media profile, specific

challenges of humanitarian access, the character of the emergency, the political relationship

between donors and the country in conflict, and the capacity of protection actors on the

ground. But beyond these local factors, there are some general characteristics that can place

protection at a funding disadvantage. Chief among these is the difficulty of explaining to

the general public and to decision-makers what exactly protection is, because protection is

usually less tangible than other humanitarian sectors and lacks a simple, consistent narra-

tive. Related to this is the absence of a robust framework and track record for demonstrating

outcome-level results. A second grouping of factors stems from the relatively recent identi-

fication of IDP protection as a distinct set of humanitarian needs, as a consequence of which

(in comparison with other humanitarian sectors) there is not such a solid body of capable

organisations, staffed by senior professionals, using established analytical and program-

ming tools, and working closely with experienced local partners. In this respect some Areas

of Responsibility are better equipped than others, but generally speaking donors feel that

there are relatively few organisations that can reliably deliver quality protection programmes

on a large scale. Finally, the way that protection is situated within the humanitarian strategy

is also important: when an affected country’s humanitarian strategy is built on a protection

vision and supported by a strong protection coordination capacity, then protection needs

are clearer and the protection programme is usually more coherent.

When we consider how Canada is situated within this system, we conclude that the Canadian

government does not have an explicit focus upon protection in its humanitarian program-

ming, and since Canada’s funding is less sectorally earmarked than most donors (90% of

Canada’s protection funding is provided through the country, regional or global appeals of

ICRC, UNHCR and UNICEF), Canada follows the global pattern of implicitly placing the onus

upon the principal humanitarian organisations to decide what is the appropriate proportion

of their programming to allocate to protection.  In terms of Canadian capacity, there are few

Canadian NGOs specialising in protection, and the recent opening up of Canadian humani-

tarian funding to the full range of international NGOs suggests that Canadian NGOs inter-

ested in protection should not expect strong support from Canada for protection-specific

projects, but should instead focus on integrating protection within their broader pro-

grammes, and entering into strategic or tactical alliances with established international

NGOs specialising in protection.
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Some contextual comments on humanitarian protection

This paper is based upon a comprehensive study conducted throughout 2013, on
behalf of the Global Protection Cluster. In this paper, we apply a Canadian perspective
to the comprehensive study, and suggest some strategies for the Canadian humani-
tarian community to pursue if they wish to engage further in the protection sector.

During the course of the comprehensive study, we were often asked how we define
“protection.” We do not challenge the established definition,1 but frankly speaking
it is not very useful to humanitarian actors. As a result, the term “protection” is given
a wide range of interpretations by its many stakeholders, and this problem of inter-
pretation is one factor underlying funding trends. ECHO captures the problem well
in their 2012 Protection Funding Guidelines, stating that:

“In its most basic interpretation, some relate it to the fundamental delivery
of humanitarian assistance in accordance with the essential survival needs
(food, water, health, shelter) of vulnerable populations. Others place pro-
tection within the framework of international legal instruments where the
monitoring and recording of violations of international humanitarian and
human rights law is used as a tool to confront those responsible in an effort
to cause change. Institution-building, governance and judicial programmes
and deployment of peacekeeping troops are further examples of actions
also categorized as protection activities”.2

Protection defies neat labelling because it is at the same time the goal underlying
the whole humanitarian response (the reason for humanitarian action), an approach
or lens on the humanitarian response (a way of understanding all dimensions of
humanitarian endeavour), and a more narrowly-defined family of activities that aim
to prevent and mitigate threats to vulnerable persons. In practical terms these activ-
ities are also of different types: some are mainstreamed (for example ensuring that
food is provided in a way that at least does no harm, and at best maximises protec-
tion outcomes), some are integrated (for example when a psychosocial service is
provided within a larger health project), and some are specific in the way they focus
uniquely upon preventing or mitigating harmful behaviours. It is this last group of
activities that is normally circumscribed by the “protection chapter” of consolidated
appeals and that was the main focus of the comprehensive study. Nonetheless, all
donors to protection, as well as all protection actors, recognise that protection is so
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1 According to the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) protection is defined as: “…all activities
aimed at obtaining full respect for the rights of the individual in accordance with the letter and the
spirit of the relevant bodies of law (i.e. HR law, IHL, refugee law)”. IASC IDP Protection Policy, 1999
available at http://www.humanitarianinfo.org/iasc/downloaddoc.aspx?docID=4415&type=pdf. The
definition was originally adopted by a 1999 Workshop of the International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC) on Protection.

2 http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/policies/sectoral/2012_protection_funding_guidelines_en.pdf



much more than this subset of specific protection activities — and that the funding
logged against the coordinated appeals does not tell the whole story. It is important
to note that the comprehensive study and this paper both limit their scope to IDP
protection. Refugee protection is primarily provided by UNHCR, it is outside the man-
date of the Global Protection Cluster, and generally not captured in the protection
sector of CAPs or of FTS.

There are two further aspects of protection that need to be highlighted right up front.
The primary responsibility for ensuring the safety of all persons on its territory always
rests with the national government — whether or not that government is able or will-
ing to provide it. Furthermore, all vulnerable populations (displaced or not) have
their own ways of providing or enhancing their protection; all communities have their
own institutions, support systems, risk-reducing strategies and healing mechanisms.
Because of these two aspects, protection actors have only limited influence over
protection outcomes, and as Elizabeth Ferris said: “A protection paradigm needs to
be grounded in humility.”3

Global trends in protection funding

The big picture of trends in protection funding is mixed. On the plus side, over the
2007-2012 period the total amount of funding to protection has remained fairly
steady, despite a decline in overall humanitarian funding since 2010 (see Figure 1,
noting that the scale of protection funding has been multiplied by 10 to allow com-
parison of trends). For an explanation of “FTS modified” refer to the methodology in
Annexe A.
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3 http://www.brookings.edu/research/books/2011/thepoliticsofprotection



However, when we examine the extent to which protection is funded in the coordi-
nated appeals, it is always funded to a lesser extent than the sectors perceived to
be more life-saving (food, shelter, WASH, health), and characterised more by volatil-
ity than by an overall trend line

Figure 2 compares the extent to which humanitarian appeals were funded generally
(blue line) against the extent to which the protection requests in appeals were
funded (red line). In relation to the blue line, the red line shows oscillation between
convergence and divergence, suggesting a characteristic of volatility rather than an
overall trend. Our research suggests that this volatility in protection funding is not
the result of conscious thematic preferences by donors — it is more likely to be the
unintended consequence of the different “weight” of protection in the shifting land-
scape of emergencies, and of the range of ways in which the term “protection” is
used in varied contexts.

Figure 3 shows the extent to which the pooled funds are significant donors to pro-
tection, overall in approximately the same proportions as Canada and most other
bilateral donors (3-4% of all humanitarian spending). Since Common Humanitarian
Funds (CHFs) most favour protection (5.8 – 7.2% over 2007-2012), protection actors
have an interest in promoting CHFs.
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In order to see if there was a pattern in protection funding based upon the time
elapsed since the onset of the emergency, we extracted the data for the 20 financially
largest protection situations over a six year period from FTS (all appeal countries
where the cumulative amount of funds received over six years for protection was
greater than $15 million), and then aligned the profiles of the 20 curves to the same
start year 1. This way, for example, the Haiti earthquake of 2010, the initiation of a
separate South Sudan program in 2011, and the first Yemen appeal in 2008 are all
set to the same year 1. When these 20 datasets are superimposed and then an aver-
age curve is derived, in Figure 4 we see a “typical” funding curve for a major protec-
tion situation.
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Figure 4 shows a clear protection funding pattern as emergency situations are
declared, mature, evolve and then either get resolved (in rather few cases) or settle
into a protracted emergencies. Combining feedback from the in-depth interviews
and the field visits with the evidence of this pattern, we suppose that protection is
relatively underfunded (A) at the outset of an emergency (because it is not consid-
ered by some donors to be as “life-saving” in year one), that it then gets better
funded in year two (B) on the strength of the perceived (and possibly by this point,
measured) need and installed delivery capacity, but that in years three, four and five
(C) the funding steadily reduces either because organisations are moving their pro-
tection work over from stand-alone to mainstreamed/integrated channels (which
are not planned, funded or reported as protection), and/or because donor interest
declines.4
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4 Several donors in capitals and in the field described a pattern whereby they provided initial funding
on the basis of a passionate appeal for an evidently important problem of protection, but then after
year two or three they reduced their funding because — notwithstanding the importance of these
issues — either the implementing organisations were not able to achieve the results (due to problems
of access or capacity that had been initially underestimated), or were not able to report on outcome-
level results even after two years of funding, or were submitting formulaic project requests that
showed little evolution from the beginning and insufficient evidence of either ongoing needs or likely
progress. As one donor put it “we are now in year six of a protracted emergency but the partners are
still proposing exactly the same activities as in the beginning”. Implementing agencies, and in
particular NGOs, counter that the constraints of single-year funding prevent the sort of long-term
analysis, planning and programming that protection demands



Finally, in Figure 5 we consider the breakdown of protection funding between its dif-
ferent component parts: namely the four Areas of Responsibility (Child Protection,
Gender-Based Violence, Housing Land and Property, and Mine Action). In addition,
there is a presumed fifth spending category “General Protection”, which includes
essential or enabling activities for all protection actors including AoRs (for example:
vulnerability assessments, IDP registration, validation of safe conditions for return,
protection monitoring, and cluster coordination including analysis to support a
 protection-focussed humanitarian strategy), and services which are more response-
oriented, such as rule of law and judicial referral, community capacity-building for
protection, demobilisation of child soldiers, focussed psychosocial and material sup-
port for IDPs and affected populations (including for example the disabled and older
persons) who are neither children nor victims of sexual violence. The Mine Action
data comes from the Landmine and Cluster Munitions Monitor, and the remaining
data from text filter analysis of FTS data. 
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With considerable caution5, the following Figure 6 shows the AoR profile of Canada’s
protection funding according to FTS. It suggests that Canadian support for protection
followed the global peak-dip-recovery trend in 2010-2011-2012, that Child Protection
has been the priority for Canadian government support in recent years, and that
SGBV became more important in 2012.

Donor-side trends 

Notwithstanding the wide variety of donor approaches and the differences in scale,
we can derive five general conclusions regarding donor funding to protection.6 The
first is that donors (like other protection actors) have varied interpretations of what
protection is — to a large extent because it lacks a simple conceptual framework
with a universal terminology: it is hard to explain to the public and to decision-mak-
ers. The second is that donors for the most part do not make the major protection
allocation decisions (indeed no donor can say with confidence how much of their
funding is spent on protection). Instead, most donors tend to allocate resources to
priority countries and trusted partners ideally with as little earmarking as possible
(in accordance with GHD principles), and implicitly place the onus upon their trusted
partners (either through their own allocation of unearmarked funding, or through
the composition of partner proposals) to determine what share of their funding goes
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5 Caution because the quality of initial FTS dataset is poor with regard to the sector coding, and to
compound this the size of the Canadian dataset is small so even small variations are magnified. This
graph exceptionally uses the full set of all 61 Canadian protection entries recorded in FTS 2007-2012
including UNHCR and UNICEF 

6 The primary sources for these conclusions are a detailed survey of 21 donors, follow-up interviews
with the representatives of the major donors, and donor roundtables in Afghanistan, Pakistan and
Kenya (for Somalia) 



to protection. Thirdly, many donors are concerned about the quality of protection
programming and the narrow range of capable partners in this sometimes sensitive
field of humanitarian work. At the same time, donor administrative constraints lead
them in most cases to prefer fewer, larger projects (which tends to further disadvan-
tage protection in relation to capital and commodity-intensive humanitarian sectors).
Fourth, most donors would like to see better outcome-level reporting of protection
results. And lastly, some donors are placing increased emphasis on protection main-
streaming, as an important complement to protection-specific programming. USAID
seem to have set the gold standard for protection mainstreaming, since 2012 requir-
ing all humanitarian proposals (in all sectors) to show how they are mainstreaming
protection and measuring protection results.7

Canada does not have a public Humanitarian Strategy (as noted both in the 2012
DAC peer review of Canada8 and in the 2012 Corporate Evaluation of CIDA’s Human-
itarian Assistance9) and therefore does not declare to what extent protection is a
Canadian humanitarian funding priority. When we look at Canada’s actions we can
see that Canada supports protection through advocacy and policy dialogue, but is
not a notable protection donor. Let us try to explain this paradox.

On the one hand, Canada is outspoken on protection issues at the Security Council
and in other UN fora, a consistent advocate for the Responsibility to Protect and for
the Protection of Civilians, and a supporter of several key policy initiatives aiming
to include protection in humanitarian standards and guidelines. Generally, UN agen-
cies and the ICRC see Canada as a supporter of protection. And yet, when we look
at the funding record, Canada responds only occasionally to the protection sector
appeals within CAPs: over the period 2007-2012 Canada supported 21 protection
projects in CAPs, for an average of US$384,000 each10, and among these only one
NGO (Save the Children) received funding for more than one project. Given this, it
would not be surprising if INGOs did not share the UN agency view of Canada as a
protection donor. The resolution to this paradox lies in Good Humanitarian Donor-
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7 http://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1866/guidelines_for_proposals_2012.pdf
8 http:/ /www.oecd.org/dac/peer-reviews/canadapeerreview2012.pdf 
9 http://www.acdi-cida.gc.ca/INET/IMAGES.NSF/vLUImages/Evaluations2/$file/IHA-eng.pdf
10 FTS data extracted on 16 September.  Overall there are 61 Canadian-funded protection projects

recorded in FTS 2007-2012, however we have applied the same methodology as in the comprehensive
study and subtracted from these the FTS/Protection contributions to UNHCR and UNICEF (which are
added back in later and added to ICRC, for the purposes of calculating total protection funding, as
described in Annexe A)



ship, which inter alia encourages donors to reduce their earmarking. With respect
to protection this generally results in Canada advocating for protection and then pro-
viding unearmarked funding — in the expectation that the recipient agencies will
respond to the advocacy and in their turn allocate an appropriate share of the unear-
marked funding to protection.  

This is what the evidence shows. Instead of earmarked funding to protection projects
in appeals, Canada mainly responds to the country, regional and global appeals of
the main protection-mandated organisations (ICRC, UNHCR and UNICEF), providing
fully 90% of its protection funding to these three organisations, and essentially leav-
ing it for these partners to determine the appropriate weighting to be allocated to
protection according to their expert knowledge and the specific needs of each situ-
ation. Averaged over 2007-2012, 3.17% of Canada’s entire humanitarian spending
is spent on IDP protection — which is right in the middle of the donor range. As is
 evident in Figure 7, Canada’s protection spending mostly goes to ICRC, with a marked
overall increase in 2012.11
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11 Note that the ICRC, UNHCR and UNICEF data comes from those receiving organisations, and uses the
protection counting methodology applied in the comprehensive study (and validated by ICRC, UNHCR
and UNICEF) to determine what proportion of Canada’s funding to these organisations can be
considered to be protection



With regard to geographic trends, we do not have a reliable methodology for deter-
mining the geographic breakdown of Canada’s protection spending, but in Figure 8
we extracted from CIDA’s annual reports the geographic breakdown of Canada’s
humanitarian assistance funding:
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And compared it in Figure 9 to the profile of protection funding for 2007-2012 
(all donors) according to the on-appeal FTS dataset:

This allows us to determine that six countries are both in Canada’s top ten humani-
tarian assistance recipients and in the global top ten recipients of protection funding
for the same period (namely Sudan including South Sudan, DR Congo, Haiti, West
Bank Gaza, Pakistan and Somalia). This suggests, albeit with weak evidence based
only on correlation, that Canada’s geographic funding corresponded approximately
with the geographic distribution of global protection funding. 
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Why does protection seem to be underfunded?

Reasons for perceived underfunding to protection were explored in an extensive
online survey conducted for the comprehensive study (Figure 10):

The survey further examined views on how funding for protection could be increased.
Survey responses shown in Figure 11, especially when combined with the responses
of donors to the separate donor survey, suggest that challenges with showing out-
come-level results in the protection field are a major issue:
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Figure 12: Total Funding (US$ M) for Humanitarian Protection via the Top Ten Protection 
Agencies 2007-2012 (FTS modified)

Strategies to increase protection funding

It seems that there are two general funding strategies that can be deployed by the
protection community at this juncture: (a) increase the supply by advocating for more
funding to be allocated to protection, and (b) increase the demand by improving the
standing of protection within the overall humanitarian response and the quality of
protection work. The two are closely related, and through evidence from the com-
prehensive study we are convinced that advocacy to increase the quantity of pro-
tection funding will fall short of expectations unless it is accompanied by clear
commitment and action to improve the quality of protection work.

In the short term, it is protection actors (more than donors) who can increase the
focus on protection.

In terms of advocacy: beyond the prevailing practice of advocacy for particular
issues, vulnerable groups or countries, there is definitely room to advocate more
within protection organisations for a greater share of unearmarked or privately-
raised funding to be allocated to protection, and for greater protection content in
multi-sector or integrated programmes pitched to donors. This is the most likely
avenue for increased protection funding in the short term.

Figure 12 shows the top ten recipients of humanitarian protection funding (FTS). The
ICRC and multilateral organisations on this list are the parties that can themselves
most easily increase the amount of protection within their portfolios (if their govern-
ing boards and management direct them accordingly). The four NGOs on this list are
more dependent on government funding and have less flexibility to allocate funding.
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2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 Totals

ICRC 148.0 168.7 162.7 165.2 196.1 197.3 1,038.1

UNHCR 65.2 80.3 89.5 96.1 99.8 132.1 563.0

UNICEF (CPHA) 79.5 66.9 63.5 92.0 82.0 70.1 454.0

NRC 5.1 16.4 22.9 15.5 10.7 21.6 92.1

OHCHR 15.4 22.3 9.3 13.3 11.4 13.7 85.5

IOM 5.4 11.0 8.3 13.7 15.7 29.6 83.6

DRC 2.2 6.9 12.8 15.6 9.1 20.0 66.6

SCF(I) 7.8 13.3 9.5 12.6 9.5 12.4 65.0

IRC 3.9 7.2 3.1 11.5 3.3 9.2 38.3

UNFPA 6.0 5.3 4.3 8.4 8.9 4.6 37.5



With regard to Canada, it is the major protection NGOs who raise funds directly from
the public, in particular Save the Children, Plan International and World Vision,12 who
should be considering whether they place sufficient emphasis upon protection within
their own programme portfolios, and who should be reporting their privately-raised
protection funding to FTS (even if it is not on-appeal). Only with greater disclosure
and more accurate data entry by all fund-receiving organisations, including NGOs,
can the humanitarian community get a full picture of funding trends — and thereafter
be in a position to plan more coherently. 

In the medium term, there are improvements to the protection machinery and in pro-
tection capacity that could strengthen the conditions for increased funding.

On the demand side: work that is already ongoing through IASC and the GPC to place
protection strategically at the centre of the humanitarian response should continue,
so that protection becomes a unifying narrative that ties together the purpose of
humanitarian intervention (the goal), the way the response is organised (the
approach), the orientation of its component sectors (mainstreaming and integration
goals), and the specific activities of protection actors. The development of a simpler,
clearer conceptual framework for protection — with an agreed universal lexicon –
would make this task much easier. In addition, efforts could be made at the global
and country cluster levels to better plan, manage and report on protection results.
In parallel, more research work is needed to fill a knowledge gap regarding the costs
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12 In 2012, World Vision spent $318M on international programmes of which approximately $38.9M on
relief, Care Canada spent $146.7M on international programmes of which $86.9M on relief, Plan
Canada spent $108.7M on international programmes, and SCF $35M on international programmes.
All data from organisation annual reports



and effectiveness of protection mainstreaming, including an assessment of whether
recent donor requirements for protection mainstreaming (USAID’s 2012 humanitar-
ian funding guidelines being the boldest example) are having the desired effect and
should be emulated by other donors.  And finally, there remains a need to strengthen
the capacity of INGOs and particularly NNGOs to design and implement quality pro-
tection projects, especially given the technical difficulty and heightened levels of
risk associated with protection work. In particular, NGOs could focus upon improving
their capacity to plan and manage for protection results, drawing from the work cur-
rently being undertaken by InterAction to develop better tools for “results-based
protection”,13 and on creating more opportunities for National NGOs to work with
them on protection, thereby accessing local knowledge and building local capacity
that can in turn improve the prospects for sustainability. Taken together, a bundle of
such actions to increase the centrality and the quality of protection work will lay the
foundation for increased funding more generally.

Conclusions regarding Canadian actors

On the government side, there are both policy and programming options. In the
domain of foreign policy, Canada could underpin its humanitarian programming with
three related initiatives: (a) issue a foreign or humanitarian policy statement that
places emphasis upon protection, (b) continue to advocate for humanitarian protec-
tion within multilateral policy fora, including support for initiatives to ensure that
protection is placed at the core of country-level humanitarian strategies, and (c) con-
tinue to exert political pressure on host governments and parties to conflict to
respect International Humanitarian Law.  

In the domain of humanitarian programming there are seven practical things that
the Canadian Government could consider doing in order to maintain Canada’s pro-
tection standing in the donor community.  All of these items can be pursued in asso-
ciation with like-minded donors.

First of all, (d) continue to follow the principles of Good Humanitarian Donorship,
which encapsulate most of the main donor-side issues regarding humanitarian pro-
tection, in particular predictable and multi-year funding, reduced earmarking, filling
critical gaps (including critical protection gaps when unearmarked mechanisms are
failing), mainstreaming age, gender and diversity, funding coordination costs, and
bridging the gaps between relief and development; 
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13 http://www.interaction.org/document/results-based-protection-final-roundtable-report
http://www.interaction.org/document/results-based-protection-consultation-summary
http://www.interaction.org/document/results-based-protection-project-brief



(e) support research into best practices for protection effectiveness, leading to
guidelines for planning and measuring protection results; 

(f ) initiate a pilot evaluation of the protection outcomes of a major Canadian human-
itarian programme, or finance a multi-donor country-level protection outcomes
evaluation; 

(g) support analysis of the costs and benefits of protection mainstreaming in other
humanitarian sectors, with a view to considering whether to introduce protection
mainstreaming requirements into Canada’s humanitarian funding guidelines;

(h) continue to support the professionalisation of the protection sector, recognising
its particular technical and cultural challenges and the need for multi-year funding;

(i) encourage programming approaches that bring National NGOs to work together
with established partners and thereby gain experience and capacity in protection
work; and finally

(j) maintain high standards of financial reporting to FTS (in particular improve sector
coding practice.

On the Canadian NGO side, actions should start from the premise that Canadian gov-
ernment funding is only likely to seek or support protection-specific NGO projects
in those circumstances where the system of agency and country appeals leave crit-
ical unfilled gaps in protection coverage. Even then, there are few Canadian NGOs
that have established track records in what we describe earlier as specific protection
programming (i.e. protection that falls fully within the protection chapter of appeals),
so any funding for critical unfilled protection gaps as described earlier is more likely
to go to established international NGOs such as SCF, NRC, DRC or IRC.14 For these
reasons, Canadian organisations interested in protection should focus upon: 

(a) integrating protection-specific components within their multi-sector/country
programmes (this applies more to NGOs with comprehensive country pro-
grammes);

(b) mainstreaming protection within non-protection programming areas, following
existing guidelines and in particular the Child Protection Minimum Standards,
the IASC’s GBV guidelines (currently being updated) and World Vision’s Minimum
Inter-Agency Standards for Protection Mainstreaming;
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14 Since 2102, non-Canadian NGOs can now apply for IHA funding.  See http://www.acdi-
cida.gc.ca/INET/IMAGES.NSF/vLUImages/Funds/$file/funding-application-guidelines-for-
non-governmental-organizations-eng.pdf



(c) pursuing partnerships with the major protection-specific INGOs, through which
they can gain experience, and access to other funding sources;

(d) engaging with the work currently under way in the USA on “results-based pro-
tection”;

(e) actively including NNGOs in consortia and partnerships with a protection focus;
and

(f ) improving their financial reporting into FTS, in particular their reporting on funds
received directly from Canadian private and business donors.

Annex A: Methodology

It is important to outline the general methodological principles we have followed for
the quantitative aspects of this study. First and foremost, we fully recognise that
most donors and members of the public consider that the humanitarian endeavour,
which provides shelter and basic needs to a displaced and affected population, also
provides some measure of protection. The major humanitarian agencies and NGOs
all espouse protection principles and goals, and much of their programming in any
geography or sector can fairly be described as protection. The problem from the
viewpoint of a funding study is that integrated and mainstreamed protection work
is not separately tagged, tracked and reported as protection: thus we have been
unable to find or develop a generally applicable methodology for estimating how
much of total humanitarian funding can be considered as protection.  

In the absence of such a methodology, we resort to considering a narrower definition
of protection, namely activities which have protection as their specific and primary
purpose, within the definitional boundaries developed by the IASC. The data sources
for this are of two types. Primary among them is the data that donors and recipient
organisations voluntarily record with the IASC code “Protection/Human Rights/Rule
of Law” in OCHA’s Financial Tracking System. This data is of poor quality because of
inconsistent coding, so after considerable research we have chosen to limit most of
our statistical analysis to the subset of the whole FTS “Protection” category that is
registered against consolidated appeals or similar OCHA-recorded appeals.  In order
to correct for inconsistent FTS coding practices for the three major protection pro-
gramming agencies (ICRC, UNHCR and UNICEF), we use as a secondary data source
the published annual reports of these three organisations, which (with the exception
of UNHCR under their older financial system of 2007-2009) contain within them spe-
cific expenditure lines that serve as proxies for protection. In the case of ICRC, this
is described simply as “protection” and represents about 20% of their expenditure.
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For UNICEF, we have used their annual reports to their Executive Board, and consider
the portion of their Child Protection expenditure (Focus Area 4) that has been
financed from Emergency Resources (about 10% of all emergency expenditure) as a
proxy for UNICEF spending on humanitarian protection (which includes UNICEF
spending on SGBV).  And finally for UNHCR, we have used their Global Reports, which
since 2010 contain for each country a breakdown by pillar and by sector. For this
study we have included the protection components of UNHCR’s Pillar 4 (Pillar 4 rep-
resents IDP projects) plus protection-specific components of Global Programmes.
We recognise that for all these three organisations there is additional protection
expenditure that is mainstreamed or integrated in other programming sectors — but
we are not able to disaggregate and count it. For the detailed methodology see
Annex A of the full study.

In considering Canada’s particular contributions to humanitarian protection over the
period 2007-2012, we examined three different information sources: Canada’s own
annual financial reports available online, DAC, and FTS. There is wide variation
between these three sources, probably due to some combination of different coding
parameters used by these three mechanisms, and the offset between financial and
calendar years. After correcting for exchange rates, the closest correlation was
between FTS and CIDA’s own annual financial reporting, and we eventually decided
to use FTS as the basis for the Canadian data in order to enhance consistency with
the rest of the data.
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Executive Summary

The paper articulates a three-pronged argument. The first part of the argument is to
clarify — or to unbind — the emerging notion of the "politics of humanitarianism",
particularly in pointing out the central role of the state in the evolving humanitarian
system (or “humanitarian regime”). The politics or politicization of humanitarian
response and policy, which can be divided usefully into the macro (state) and meso
(organizational) levels of analysis, is becoming an increasingly accepted dimension
in the relevant literature, as well as in practice on the ground. Disappearing are the
traditional notions of humanitarianism as an apolitical — neutral, impartial, and
independent.  

The second part of the argument observes that this growing recognition of the need
to explore the “politics of humanitarianism” has been concerned predominantly with
the prevailing humanitarian regime (of principles, rules, norms and decision making
procedures) to the neglect of the emerging New World Order. This preoccupation
ignores that the current world order — best described as the Neo/Liberal World
Order, or (Post) Washington Consensus — is being dramatically unsettled by the
economic and political ascendance of “emerging powers”, inclusive of China, India,
Brazil, Russia, South Africa, Indonesia, among others. Characterized as non-western,
illiberal or semi-democracies focusing on self-interest over altruism, these “New
Humanitarians” are starting to challenge what Barnett (2011) calls the era of “Liberal
Humanitarianism”, along with its accentuation on the values of freedom, democracy
and compliance with international (humanitarian) law. No consensus yet exists as
to whether or not these developing countries will support, challenge, or perhaps
hybridize in some way the prevailing Neo/Liberal World Order. While the jury is still
out on how, and even whether or not, the emerging powers from Asia and Latin Amer-
ica could alter the extant humanitarian regime, humanitarians involved in policy and
practice must begin to take note of the possibilities of dramatic or subtle alterations
in heretofore global humanitarian norms. One of the emerging trends of the New
Humanitarians illuminated by western academics and policymakers is, not without
irony, the strategic self-interest of the New Humanitarians in their humanitarian
response and in their longer-term development assistance (foreign aid). This trend
I call “strategic humanitarianism” might be one of the clearest manifestations of how
humanitarianism might be changing. It is a trend to watch out for.

In the third part of the argument, attention turns to Canada and its possible role in
this world in flux. The question is asked: Could Canada, as a compromise-seeking
“middle power”, play a role in guiding the New Humanitarians toward compliance
with the current humanitarian regime? As to prescriptions for Canada and other west-
ern liberal democracies, the main suggestion is the need to work together with the
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emerging powers in the constant co-construction of the humanitarian system, and
to learn from these New Humanitarians in the creation of genuine partnerships. Old
Humanitarians, that is, the liberal democracies who have constructed the postwar
humanitarian regime without the input of the emerging powers, might need to
become more flexible in their acknowledgement of different humanitarian principles,
norms and values in the unfolding, and still uncertain New World Order.

Politics Unbound: The Politics of Humanitarianism 

In the post-Cold War era (post 1990), humanitarianism has grown remarkably from
an informal philosophical predisposition to a complex network of rules, laws princi-
ples and actors — both state and non-state — who are engaged in a vast array of
humanitarian actions. These actions range from emergency response to natural and
man-made disasters, to longer-term development and aid, to militaristic humanitarian
interventions. Over the past 15 years the number of humanitarian agencies, private
organizations, governments (taxpayers), corporations, charitable individuals and
other stakeholders have grown enormously.1 This diverse group of donors, policy-
makers and practitioners have differing mandates, values, goals, strategies and activ-
ities, but most function under one universal humanitarian principle: To protect the
vulnerable by providing the basic needs of life, decreasing morbidity and mortality,
alleviating suffering and enhancing well-being and quality of life. All objectives are
premised on the notion of every person’s inalienable right to human dignity. To fully
support this latter notion, politics or strategic considerations must be dispensed with.

Humanitarians have long acknowledged the four core humanitarian principles of
humanity, impartiality, neutrality, and independence. Originally elicited a century
ago by the International Committee of the Red Cross, these norms are now codified
in the United Nations Charter, International Humanitarian Law and International
Human Rights Law (United Nations, 1991). These “classical” humanitarian principles,
norms and values propagated in earnest in the post-World War II era, and have served
humanitarian non-governmental organizations (HNGOs) well in civil war zones, post-
conflict recovery, food crises and natural disaster responses, among others. Even so,
over the past decade the apolitical nature of these principles has come under fire.

Taking an International Relations approach to the question posed by this first annual
Humanitarian Coalition conference, my aim is to illuminate one of the most salient
challenges to humanitarianism into the 21st century. I believe this challenge to be
based on the emerging politicization of what has long been considered to be an
 apolitical exercise in assisting vulnerable others in a way that is “above politics”. 
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A reading of the recent literature on humanitarianism reveals a veritable angst
amongst scholars and practitioners about the increasing intrusion of “politics” into
presumably apolitical humanitarian action. In the last decade, the apolitical nature
of humanitarianism is increasingly facing scrutiny, and decreasingly accepted at face
value.

The “politics of humanitarianism” takes many forms. I find it useful to divide the dis-
cussion of politics of humanitarianism into the macro-level of states in the interna-
tional system, and the meso-level of organizations (principally non-governmental
organizations, NGOs) operating within, and striving to co-create this humanitarian
system (or “regime”).2 I argue that it is vital to begin unbinding the political nature
of humanitarianism in order to prepare policymakers and practitioners in the field
for a possible new era of humanitarianism. In this era, HNGOs, in particular, will need
to self-identify as political actors playing a political game. In this initial exploratory
paper, attention is focused particularly on the macro/state level of governance,
because it is state humanitarians who are setting the principles, norms, rules and
ethical practices of the humanitarian regime within which the meso-level organiza-
tions must operate. 

My main concern is that the awakening to the politicization of humanitarian action
tends to presume the fixity and certainty of a humanitarian regime embedded in a
Neo/Liberal World Order — founded on such values, norms and codified laws related
to democracy, rule of law, human rights and humanitarianism. A closer look at reality
reveals that the humanitarian regime established by Canada and other western
 liberal democracies over the course of the postwar (and particularly post-Cold War)
era appears to be confronting challenges by emerging economies such as China,
India, Brazil, South Korea, South Africa, amongst others. While the “jury is still out”
on whether or not these developing countries of the Global South will support or
upset the prevailing Neo/Liberal World Order, it is not too early to explore the poten-
tial impacts of their political and economic ascendance on the humanitarian regime
as we know it.   

In what follows, I briefly discuss the rising awareness of the politics of humanitari-
anism at the macro and meso levels of governance and practice, and then elaborate
on some early findings about the possible impact of emerging powers on the human-
itarian regime built upon the norms, principles and laws of the Neo/Liberal World
Order. These New Humanitarians are not only being generous with their newly
acquired wealth by contributing to humanitarianism and development assistance,

NEW PARADIGMS, OLD CHALLENGES: EMERGING HUMANITARIAN DEBATES

84 C ANADIAN H U MAN ITARIAN CON F E R E NCE 2013 – DISCUSSION PAPE RS

2 As defined by Stephen Krasner, an “international regime” is a complex set of principles, rules, norms,
and decision-making procedures around which actors’ [typically states] expectations converge in a
certain issue area.  Stephen Krasner, International Regimes (1982): p. 12.



they are also beginning to demonstrate political influence in the development of
alternative norms and principles. This could represent a major challenge to the extant
humanitarian regime, created in the postwar years by Canada and other western Lib-
eral democracies. With alternative humanitarian norms posited by non-western,
often illiberal developing countries, one possible risk is the development of a bifur-
cated humanitarian regime, one situated in the Global North, the other in the Global
South led by China, India, and Brazil. 

At this early stage, I suggest that one major manifestation of the “changing of the
political guard” or the power shift from the economically West to the fast-growing
East (i.e. Asia) might be the emergence of “strategic humanitarianism”. One can
draw lessons from recent concerns about the aid and development regime, whereby
western liberal democracies are concerned about the pre-eminence of donor princi-
ples based on strategic state self-interest, mutual gain, sovereignty and non-inter-
vention in internal affairs. Notably, these new values and norms of development aid
are stipulated by the Bandung Principles of the Non-Aligned Movement (1955) and
represent some of the core principles of Chinese foreign policy. With these concerns
in mind, the paper concludes with some considerations of Canada’s possible role as
a mid-wife in the re-construction of an ever-evolving humanitarian regime, which
must necessarily be more inclusive of the emerging economies and their own ideas
about the most legitimate norms, values and principles of humanitarian action. The
impact of emerging powers on the humanitarian regime present Canada’s humani-
tarians with critical challenges (e.g. of lost influence in an altered New World Order)
as well as expansive opportunities to maintain our political influence by working in
collaborative partnership with emerging economies — at the state and organiza-
tional levels of governance.    

Meso-Level Politics: Non-governmental Organizations 

At the meso level, non-state actors such as humanitarian/developmental NGOs tend
to remain stalwart in the belief that they are apolitical entities following the tradi-
tional ICRC benchmark of humanitarianism: The principles of neutrality, independ-
ence, and impartiality. To the ICRC, humanitarians’ sole mission should be “to protect
the lives and dignity of victims of war and internal violence and to provide them with
assistance” in a way that is above politics. In the past decade or so, however, more
information has been revealed about the political nature of humanitarian actions on
the ground. Case in point are the revelations by Medecins Sans Frontiers (Doctors
without Borders) about the need to balance humanitarian principles with the political
expediency of dealing with terrorist or rebel groups who might demand payment
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from humanitarian organizations in exchange for allowing access to help those in
dire need.3 The politics of humanitarianism is evident within actual emergency and
crisis situations, where these humanitarian NGOs need to make a choice about being
neutral/independent/impartial, on the one hand, or actually gaining the opportunity
to assist those in need, on the other. Remaining apolitical in many instances takes
a back seat to alleviating suffering. 

In another example of politicization, given their position as major actors in the co-
construction of the humanitarian regime, HNGOs are inherently political. Indeed,
humanitarian organizations are co-creators of the evolving humanitarian system,
which relies on their ideas, implementation and monitoring of state-made rules and
norms. At the same time as being co-creators of the system, HNGOs are also depend-
ent on these state-made rules (e.g. recent US rules against aiding and abetting “ter-
rorists”) and often require state permission to enter the sovereign territory to provide
humanitarian action. 

HNGOs are also political actors in the sense that  many rely on state funding.4 Stein
(2008) observes that with states playing a crucial role in providing much of the fund-
ing for humanitarian action, this raises the issue of humanitarian organizations’
accountability towards the recipients of aid (Janice Gross Stein in Barnett and Weiss,
2011). A further aspect of politics at the meso-level regards the growing recognition
amongst organizations of their own power over the targets/victims/clients of human-
itarian response. Humanitarians are being encouraged, states Janice Gross Stein, to
recognize their own power vis-à-vis their recipients, and to “widen the conversation
about the politics, power, and ethics that define humanitarian space”.5

Today, being politically aware and astute is a necessity for organizations who strive
to gain and maintain political influence in the corridors of power and decision-making.
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including in Sri Lanka, Somalia, Burma, Pakistan and Gaza. In Somalia, MSF was forced to run many
operations by "remote control" because of the risk from Islamist fighters. In 2009, MSF was subjected
to a 5% tax on the salary of all MSF employees by the al-Qaida linked al-Shabaab militia, not to
mention "registration" costs of $10,000 (£6,300) per project, a $20,000 tax every six months and was
told to dismiss all female employees. The book asks: What constitutes an acceptable compromise
with political and military figures?

4 For instance, Barnett and Weiss (2011:30) point out that on the eve of the Nigerian War in 1967, the
ICRC's budget was only a half-million dollars, whereas by 2010 it was over $1 billion. Recent increases
in government funding have underscored ethical dilemmas over the political nature of putatively
“pure” humanitarian organizations. 

5 Janice Gross Stein (2008), in Michael Barnett and Thomas G. Weiss eds., (2008). Humanitarianism in
Question: Politics, Power, Ethics. Ithaca, NY, and London: Cornell University Press, p. 142.



Cuts in funding to development and human rights organizations here in Canada
 perhaps counts as one of the strongest indicators of the role of politics (qua ideol-
ogy) in humanitarianism. It is also difficult for NGOs to be neutral or independent
when they are pressured to relay foreign policy principles of the donor country, which
is precisely what is occurring with the outsourcing by states, such as Canada, of for-
eign aid to development NGOs who in turn proselytize good governance, free mar-
kets, tolerance, rule of law, and other neoliberal values to aid recipients. Some have
gone so far to say that humanitarian and development NGOs, relying in part on state
funding, operate as political pawns that forward states’ foreign policies. The drive
for professionalization of field has created the need for humanitarians to be account-
able towards donors, often powerful states. 

Overall, the tension faced by humanitarians at the meso-level of governance is very
clear: Humanitarians often envision themselves as distanced from the politics by
dint of the nature of their core principles of neutral, independent, and impartial in
the name of alleviating suffering and protecting human dignity. But in reality, human-
itarians often find themselves in positions of having to choose between those prin-
ciples, often in the name of common humanity and human dignity, and involves its
own kind of politics. This might be called the “politics of choice”, as these organiza-
tions might still strive to operate as pure humanitarians.  

Macro-level Political Humanitarianism: States’ Role and Agency 

To appreciate the political/politicized aspects of humanitarianism is to accept a
broader, and much more complex conceptualization of humanitarianism in which
the state plays a central role at the macro-level of politics. Politics is invoked by
states’ role in creating the “regime” (of rules, norms, principles) within which human-
itarian actors must function to provide the whole spectrum of their activities. In Inter-
national Relations, scholars concentrate attention to the society of states’
construction of new norms guiding military-led “humanitarian interventions” and
the 2005 principle of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P). However, states also control
other elements of the humanitarian regime and, thus, humanitarian action. For
instance, states can be the gatekeepers deciding when and if humanitarian NGOs
can provide, say, disaster relief (e.g. Burma said no to assistance after cyclone Nargis
in May 2008), or they can set out laws (e.g. US post-911 anti-terror laws against abet-
ting terrorists) that put a serious crimp on humanitarian action on the ground. With
the strong state role in creating the rules of the game for humanitarianism, a direct
challenge is posed to those humanitarians who identify with the “classical” notions
of humanitarianism premised on greater political independence, impartiality and
neutrality in the resolution to contemporary humanitarian crises. 
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That we know less about the “politics of humanitarianism” today can be observed
by a comparison of the humanitarian regime and the related aid and development
regime. The politics of the latter regime is generally well known, and can be distilled
to the scholarly study of whether states provide foreign aid for altruistic (ethical)
motives or to advance parochial interests of the “national interest”. While mixed
motives are possible, it is difficult to find support for the view that states direct the
allocation of their development funds largely according to human needs, rather than
national interest. Here is the epitome of “politics”. To the extent this occurs in the
humanitarian regime, humanitarian NGOs are unavoidably part of this political
dimension of humanitarianism.6

One thing is certain after this decade-long reconsideration of the concept/policy/
practice humanitarianism: Today, the notion of humanitarianism is facing a high
degree of uncertainty. Writing over a decade ago, when humanitarianism first began
to be deeply questioned, Thomas Weiss, “there is no longer any need to ask whether
politics and humanitarian action intersect. The real question is how this intersection
can be managed to ensure more humanized politics and more effective humanitarian
action.”7. In their edited volume, Humanitarianism in Question: Politics, Power,
Ethics (2008), Michael Barnett and Thomas Weiss chronicle the remarkable post-
Cold War emergence of a global system of humanitarian relief — a system complete
with doctrines, organizations, and extensive field operations. Considering an array
of recent humanitarian actions and interventions in Afghanistan, Bosnia, Iraq, the
authors ask first-order questions about the purposes and principles of humanitari-
anism. As the humanitarian-assistance community has grown, it is also increasingly
divided over basic questions about how to work with or apart from the politics and
power struggles which envelope crisis societies. These authors are not alone in
stressing the increasing complexity and uncertainty of the notion of “humanitarian-
ism”, and point to one clear trend: politicization. 

Considering these new realities, David Rieff (2008) wrote that “[t]he era of certainty
about humanitarian action has passed.”8 The level of uncertainty in the ongoing evo-
lution of the humanitarian system is one of the most significant themes of a subse-
quent section, which begins to trace the dramatic changes possible in light of the
rise of the emerging powers of the Global South — China, India, Brazil and others. 
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7 Thomas G. Weiss (1999). “Principles, Politics, and Humanitarian Action," Ethics & International 
Affairs 13 (1): 22. 

8 David Rieff, "Moral Imperatives and Political Realities: Response To "Principles, Politics, and
Humanitarian Action"," Ethics & International Affairs 13, no. 1 (1999): 35. 



The “New Humanitarians”: Emerging Powers and the Challenge 
to the Prevailing Humanitarian System? 

Exploring the general outlines of a politics of humanitarianism is a critical first step
toward understanding the challenges to humanitarian action and response, including
both short-term response and long-term development, into the near future. Thus far,
the discussion of politics has concentrated on the political dimensions of the pre-
vailing humanitarian system, in an era of “Liberal Humanitarianism” (Barnett, 2011).
What is missing in the emerging discussions on the politics of humanitarianism is
the consideration that this very Liberal, or more accurately Neoliberal World Order
appears to be under challenge by the emerging powers — aka the BRICs, or BRIC-
SAM—9 and a host of other emerging economies of the Global South. Goldman
Sachs reports (2003, 2005) have prompted a debate about a much-heralded “Asia
Century” the fast-paced, sustained economic growth of many Asian economies —
China, India, South Korea, Indonesia, Malaysia, Vietnam are leading to a tectonic
power shift from West to East. In recognizing the seismic changes in the distribution
of power over the past decade, Nye (2012) in his The Future of Power suggests that
the BRICs are leading a major power shift away from the West. Fareed Zakaria (2010)
argues for a post-hegemonic world in which the United States is one power amongst
the BRICs (Brazil, Russia, India, China). The impact of these economies, and other
emerging economies rising up behind them, on today’s political regimes and global
governance writ large is vastly underexplored. And yet, the stakes are high for
Canada and other western liberal democracies: These heretofore leading countries
who built up the Neo/Liberal World Order might find themselves in the future as
leaders devoid of followers, as the countries of the Global South look to new leaders
— within the developing world — in setting out the rules of global governance and
the constitution of new "global" norms. 

The economic and political ascendance of these emerging economies coincides with
a concomitant waning of economic, political and normative power wielded by the
rule-making western liberal democracies of the Global North. The key questions
raised by this power shift from West to East and North to South comprise: How will
humanitarian politics change with the new actors on the block? How/Will these
mostly non-democratic and illiberal emerging economies of the Global South chal-
lenge the current era of Liberal Humanitarianism and the Global North’s solutions
to short-term humanitarian relief and longer-term development? The core unresolved
scholarly question, to my mind, regards whether or not these emerging economies
are supporting or undermining the Neo/Liberal World Order which upholds the western
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Liberal norms, rules and laws, and values — democracy, rule of law, human rights
(and dignity) — upon which the postwar humanitarian regime has been built. These
very values are often not respected, let alone promoted, in the up-and-coming
emerging powers (e.g. Castaneda, 2010). 

No consensus exists on the quintessential question about the future of the Neo/
Liberal World Order. Skeptics argue that the emerging powers, even if they do man-
age somehow to sustain their fast-paced economic growth trajectory and to translate
this into actual political clout, are more than likely to support the Neo/Liberal World
Order that has engendered their economic success in the first place. Moreover, these
emerging powers are developing countries, which will do whatever it takes — includ-
ing supporting the current western-based world order, to continue on their growth
path. Prima facie, it would seem to be plausible that developing countries — still in
the throes of development — would be satisfied in accepting the status quo rules,
laws, values and norms for humanitarian and other development actions (e.g. Glosny,
2010). When we look more closely at reality, however, this is not the case. 

First of all, over the past decade the actors of global governance — states and non-
state actors inclusive — have proven unable to find solutions to a host of global
problems, ranging from global terrorism, nuclear non-proliferation, financial insta-
bility, climate-change based and environmental degradation and humanitarian
crises, due to unchecked climate change, and  chronic poverty, hunger, malnutrition
suffered on a daily basis by the “bottom billion” of extremely poor ( following Jeffrey
Sachs). Altogether, these unresolved global problems are beginning to represent a
complex set of multiple, cross-cutting crises that are causing untold suffering,
reduced standards of living, and even death across the planet. The key point is that
one of the major causes of these persistent problems is the divide between the west-
ern liberal democracies of the Global North and the developing countries of the
Global South, led by the emerging powers (especially China, India and Brazil). The
existence of these chronic crises demonstrates that the emerging powers do possess
the ability to stymie, prolong, and even — at times — drop out of negotiations with
western liberal democracies over new rules and norms to guide state behaviour and
resolve global problems linked to massive suffering. Asian powerhouses have even
proposed alternative global norms and ethical principles to those supported by the
West. Respect for state sovereignty and non-intervention in states’ “internal affairs”
are supreme amongst the preferred norms of  developing countries. Supporting sov-
ereignty, for instance, would completely respect the decision of Myanmar/Burma to
keep out foreigners wishing to provide humanitarian or emergency aid in the wake
of cyclone Nargis. 
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Secondly, in addition to prolonging or scuppering global governance policy and res-
olutions in favour of the development imperative (not necessarily a bad thing, where
humanitarians are concerned), the emerging powers are introducing their own val-
ues, models of development and approaches to humanitarian action.  Both China
and Brazil have suggested new norms in the issue area of humanitarian intervention.
Brazil promotes the new concept of ‘Responsibilities While Protecting’ (RWP) as a
new norm by which these military interventions do the smallest damage possible to
the target country. In the aid and development regime, the so-called "China Model"
(or "Beijing Consensus") wherein China’s aid, grants, loans or debt relief are pro-
vided to developing countries “with no strings attached”, has been gaining various
in the Global South since the 2008 Global Financial Crisis (e.g. Breslin, 2012). This
watershed event revealed, yet again, the shortcomings of the current free-market
capitalist system, and failings of the neoliberal development model based on it.
Western liberal democracies and their national development agencies, along with
the World Bank, are particularly concerned that this “no strings attached” aid will
undermine decades of efforts to exchange aid for progress in establishing good gov-
ernment, free markets and the rule of law. To western scholars, China’s unconditional
aid is “rogue aid” (Naim, 2011).10

So far, the empirical evidence of the impact of emerging powers, in particular China
and India as leaders of the Global South in various global issues (climate change,
trade, investment, generic drugs, nuclear proliferation) does not suggest any con-
clusive outcomes about the future of the Neo/Liberal World Order and the humani-
tarian regime embedded within it. Instead of a potentially faulty prediction of the
future, I propose two considerations to guide future explorations of the politics of
humanitarianism — a politics that will include the rule-making (vs. rule taking)
actions of emerging powers of the Global South. To guide such continued explo-
rations of this world in flux, I would posit that these skeptics are making two faulty
theoretical assumptions about the political influence of China, India and other New
Humanitarians.

The first faulty assumption regards the notion of the fixity of the postwar Neo/Liberal
World Order. This world order — including its institutional, normative and legal sup-
port for humanitarianism — has been created by a set of state and non-state actors
over the decades. This very agency has been exclusive of the emerging powers, who
now want “in”. The democracy deficit (or legitimacy crisis) of global governance and
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global institutions is being seriously challenged by these emerging powers who no
longer accept being excluded from decision/rule making. The second, and related
faulty assumption of those skeptics of emerging powers’ political influence concerns
the accepted notion of a “one-way socialization” (Pu, 2012) in which it is believed
that the more knowledgeable, more successful western Liberal democracies will
eventually succeed in socializing the emerging economies to accept the status quo
values, norms and institutional frameworks. As we have seen in the above examples,
and stressed by Pu (2012), we already have evidence that emerging powers are, in
fact, rule-makers and not simply rule-takers. How this changed role will affect the
humanitarian regime, and the actions of humanitarian agencies on the ground, has
yet to be thoroughly studied. But this new reality does inform us of a possible future
challenge to humanitarianism that requires further exploration. 

“Strategic Humanitarianism”

At the macro level politics, there is one clearer manifestation of how humanitarianism
might be affected by the economic and political rise of emerging economies as New
Humanitarians. At this initial stage, I posit the possible emergence of “strategic
humanitarianism”. This notion refers to the prominence of state strategic self-interest
in the provision of humanitarian assistance. It is precisely this criticism of strategic
self-interest (and new forms of neo-colonialism) that western Liberal democracies,
not without irony, are levying against the emerging economies that are now active
donors in the aid and development regime. Under a practice of strategic humanitar-
ianism, the processes of humanitarian actions would more overtly follow states’ for-
eign policy self-interests (e.g. security, economic prosperity, alliance building,
challenging or isolating western democracies). Of course, no country — developed
or developing — is immune to such criticisms. One of the principal criticisms levied
against western countries under a humanitarian politics is that humanitarianism
(ethics, altruism) is merely used as a “fig-leaf” hiding the true self-interested motives
of states in providing humanitarian assistance to countries/peoples in dire need. 

In sum, once we have accepted the politics/politicization of humanitarianism, per-
haps the most significant and severely understudied transformative trends in our
time must be further studied. This means, we must explore the gathering political
clout of these non-western, often illiberal developing countries on the humanitarian
regime. In the postwar era, western liberal democratic states prevailed in the con-
struction of this regime, to the exclusion of the Global South. Developing countries
now want in; emerging powers like China, India and Brazil are leaders in their own
right, with growing powers of rule-making, not simply rule-taking. The objectives
and possible impacts of these emerging powers on the humanitarian system — good
and bad — need to be further explored. Westerners cannot assume, prima facie, that
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the newly postulated norms and values promoting development above all, sover-
eignty protection, and a fairer and inclusive process of global governance decision
making would be negative for the ever-evolving humanitarian regime. 

Concluding Comments: What Role for Canada's Humanitarians? 

The paper has proposed the notion of a “politics of humanitarianism” in order to
raise awareness and consideration of the central role of politics, and politicization
in the evolving humanitarian regime. This state-created regime enables, constrains
and constitutes the identity of the humanitarian actions of meso-level organizations.
At the macro-level of politics, current efforts to explore the role of states as human-
itarian actors overly accentuate the prevailing Liberal Humanitarian regime (Barnett,
2011), which neglects the challenges to this regime, and the broader Neo/Liberal
World Order (valuing democracy, human rights, rule of law) posed by the emerging
powers such as China, India and Brazil. As the most politically influential emerging
powers, are not promoters and protectors of the norms and values of democracy,
rule of law and human rights (Castaneda, 2010).  

How might this possible transformation of macro-level institutional, normative and
legal frameworks affect Canada, its government and Canadian humanitarian organ-
izations? The only certain answer is that “the jury is still out” on the possible impacts
of emerging powers on the rules, norms, and principles of the extant humanitarian
regime. That said, one key take-away lesson from this ongoing research is that
Canada, and other western Liberal democracies cannot remain blind to the changes
occurring at the macro-level politics of the humanitarian regime. So long as western
countries ignore this impending power shift, and remain unwilling to change the
processes of decision-making at the global governance level, they will likely continue
to lose power relative to the emerging powers, who are increasingly acting as leaders
of the Global South. On the horizon appears several new political realities, including
an increase in South-South humanitarianism with the possible sidelining of the west-
ern world. In this scenario of bifurcation, western liberal democracies will find that,
despite best intentions in humanitarianism, the West is not the “only game in town.”
Countries of the Global South might prefer the “no strings attached” unconditional
and sovereignty-preserving assistance of emerging economies, like China.  

Where does Canada fit in all this? One core point is suggested. Securing Canada’s
image and reputation as a key humanitarian actor could be powerfully affected by
the rise of emerging powers. Their economic and political ascendance coincides with
an observed shrinking in Canada’s relative economic and political strength, and in
Canada’s contributions to Liberal Internationalism (Smith and Sjolander, 2013; Shaw
et al., 2007; Schmitz, 2006). To retain (some would say regain) its hard-fought image
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as a generous, peaceful, humanitarian state Canada could leverage its unique skills
as a middle power, adept as a multilateralist “honest broker”, in acknowledging
emerging powers’ demands to be heard, and finding compromise solutions amongst
differential humanitarian norms between rising and falling powers. As a seasoned
middle power, with plentiful experience and successes in global governance leader-
ship, Canada might be able to play a unique role in acting as an “ethical agent” that
regenerates a new, more legitimate and hence more ethical, process of global gov-
ernance decision making. Alternatively, another approach might be for Canada to
join the fray in developing a more overt, strategic humanitarianism. 
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Executive Summary

While market assessments are one component of the broader assessment process,
they represent an integral part of response analysis and should be carried out prior
to designing any programme, whether cash, voucher, in-kind or market support. If
markets are not adequately taken into consideration, interventions could result in
distortions in markets that affect the prices and availability of essential goods or
even undermine the future viability of local livelihoods. 

As a result of the growing consensus on the key role of markets in humanitarian
interventions in recent years, a variety of tools and guidelines have been developed
to assist and guide humanitarian organisations in market assessment. 

Whilst this has given momentum to the study of markets in emergencies it has also
left practitioners wondering what the minimum requirements for market analyses
are. As a follow-on to a 2011 study on how to strengthen interventions by using mar-
ket analysis and what is needed to conduct market analysis well 1, the Cash Learning
Partnership (CaLP)2, with support from the Government of Canada, undertook a
review of existing tools and practices to develop a set of minimum requirements for
market analysis in emergencies. 

The Minimum Requirements (MRs) are designed to guide the work of humanitarian
practitioners, with the driving question behind the research being: “What are the
minimum requirements for market assessments to ensure that programmatic
responses do no harm?”

The MRs were developed through an extensive desk review and interviews with key
informants, including humanitarian practitioners, donors, and academics. They were
also field tested in Mali and Lebanon and adjusted based on user feedback. 

The five minimum requirements relate to four broad components that affect the quality
of market assessments: 

• Scope of the assessment
MR 1: The scope and depth of the market assessment enable appropriate pro-
gramme decisions and are based on identified information needs.
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• Analysis
MR 2: Market analysis data answers key programme related decisions and con-
tributes to the selection of appropriate modalities to achieve programme objec-
tives whilst doing no harm.

• Data Collection
MR 3: Collection of data is undertaken by competent and knowledgeable teams.
MR 4: Data collection systems, procedures and information sources utilised in
the market assessment are appropriate and of sufficient quality to allow for the
capturing of the dynamic nature of markets.

• Monitoring and ensuring validity of data
MR 5: Monitoring activities provide a check against initial assessment findings
and enable decision-making for potential adaptation of interventions.

The MR guidance document proposes action points, tips, key issues to avoid and
practical illustrations to assist users to achieve the minimum requirements to ensure
credible assessment and analysis to inform programme design and follow up.

CaLP has shared the document widely with practitioners and will be seeking addi-
tional feedback to finalize the MRs in late 2013.

Introduction and background

Over the past decade, humanitarians have grown increasingly aware of markets. As
disaster-affected individuals and communities typically meet a variety of needs
through market systems, humanitarians have sought to speed responses and gain
efficiency and by looking at how markets can be used in addressing humanitarian
needs. The introduction of large scale cash and voucher programming has required
humanitarians to think more thoroughly about markets, although in-kind humani-
tarian assistance can also have a significant impact on markets. Questions about
cash transfer programming’s (CTP’s) effects on markets, including fears of inflation,
led organizations to begin thinking more about their market analysis capacities and
begin developing tools for market analysis. 
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Since the early stages of CTP, organizations have developed a wide variety of tools
for market and response analysis with different goals, timeframes and depth, with
updated or new tools, such as the recently updated Red Cross/Red Crescent Move-
ment Rapid Assessment for Markets (RAM) and Market Analysis Guidance (MAG)
tools and the forthcoming Monitoring, Analysis and Response Kit (MARKit) (for a list-
ing see Austin and Chessex 2013, 39). Research identifying key areas for assessment
and analysis (showing the divide between CTP feasibility and appropriateness con-
siderations) and guidance on how to do so well (Maxwell et al. 2013, 7-13) have the
potential to shape and improve implementing agencies’ approaches to comprehen-
sive analysis for CTP. In addition, tools such as the Emergency Market Mapping and
Analysis (EMMA) tool are increasingly being used for market assessment and
response analysis in sectors such as shelter and water, sanitation and hygiene in
addition to their initial application in assessing food markets. 

These and other market analysis tools are intended to inform programme design,
improve overall programme quality and ensure that humanitarians meet the do no
harm imperative. As a necessary component (but not the only one) to ensure that
humanitarian programmes do no harm, market analysis represents an integral part
of response analysis and should be carried out prior to designing any programme,
whether cash, voucher, in-kind or market support. During a March 2013 global learn-
ing event on markets in Oxford, participants agreed that humanitarian interventions
should be at a minimum “market aware” based on basic market and response analy-
sis (Learning Event Report, 4). In addition, donors are seeking thorough response
analysis as part of project proposals; as Sara McHattie notes: 

“ECHO’s [European Community Humanitarian Office] Cash and
Voucher funding guidelines insist on a thorough response analysis.
USAID supported the development of Market Information for Food
Insecurity Response Analysis (MIFIRA) to assist decisionmakers in
deciding between food aid, cash/vouchers and local, regional or
global procurement of food in response to food insecurity. The EMMA-
tool, also supported by USAID, was developed to improve analysis of
markets and the identification of the most appropriate response”
(McHattie 2012).

If markets are not adequately taken into consideration, interventions may result in
distortions in markets that affect the prices and availability of essential goods or
even undermine the future viability of local livelihoods. Market analysis is important
not only to initially design humanitarian interventions, but throughout the pro-
gramme cycle, including monitoring market trends and potential programme effects.
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This continual monitoring process allows implementing organizations to ensure that
interventions are indeed doing no harm and ideally help evaluate quality and effec-
tiveness of programming. In addition, with proper monitoring systems, implementing
organizations are able to take corrective actions. For example, an evaluation of the
monitoring system created by a consortium of NGOs in Somalia determined that a
strong monitoring system helped implementing organizations identify and address
practical implementation and effectiveness issues — including adjusting values of
transfers, improving service at distribution points and addressing targeting and
diversion challenges — and provided evidence of changes in beneficiary households
as a result of programmes (Dunn, Brewin and Scek, xii). The forthcoming MARKit
also seeks to provide practical guidance for adjusting food security programming,
whether CTP or in-kind, in response to market monitoring results. Across the com-
munity of practice, however, developing sufficient expertise to apply and adapt exist-
ing tools and institutionalising market analysis and monitoring remain priority areas
for additional investment (Learning Event Report).

The Minimum Requirements for Market Analysis in Emergencies (MRs) developed
from the growing consensus regarding the importance of understanding and
analysing markets when planning humanitarian response. In 2011, CaLP investigated
how to strengthen interventions by using market analysis and what is needed to
conduct market analysis well (Sivakumaran 2012). This study found that implement-
ing agencies sought guidance regarding minimum standards for market analysis but
found consensus on these standards lacking (Sivakumaran 2012, vii, 6), a point that
was echoed at the Oxford Market Learning Event (Learning Event Report, 3, 8). In
addition, a previous CaLP study indicated that a lack of understanding of market
analysis has been a limiting factor in scaling up CTP (Austin and Frize 2011). Markets
are complex and dynamic systems and may be particularly volatile in periods of
emergency. As a result, there is always additional room for data collection and more
sophisticated market analysis. However, with emergency contexts in mind, when
response options must be considered quickly, CaLP sought to answer the question:
“What are the minimum requirements for market assessments to ensure that pro-
grammatic responses do no harm?”
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Methodology 

The MRs were developed through an extensive desk review of existing market analy-
sis tools and a series of key informant interviews. Two consultants led the process
to define the MRs, using the above information. The MR draft was reviewed in mul-
tiple iterations by an advisory group of humanitarian market experts from imple-
menting organizations, donors and academia. As detailed in the below, field staff
tested the MRs in Mali and Lebanon. In June 2013, CaLP organized a roundtable dis-
cussion with several NGOs in London to share a second draft of the MRs, discuss
how to address technical working group feedback and identify next steps and needs
to finalize the document. CaLP endeavored throughout the process to identify the
common key elements across the community rather than privileging a single tool or
approach. Some elements of the MRs are based on practitioners’ observations and
should be confirmed via additional evidence-based research (Austin and Chessex
2013, 7).
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Methodology Detail: Field testing and feedback
After developing an initial draft of the MRs, CaLP sought to compare the requirements to a field
market analysis process to see how the MRs could be useful to practitioners and what elements
were missing. Save the Children staff tested the draft MRs in Mali and Lebanon in March and
April 2013, respectively. 

In Mali, Save the Children staff reviewed the MRs in line with a preparedness exercise for two
regions. Three staff members with varying market analysis background used the minimum
requirements, action points, tips and annexes to supplement and guide their process. They
highlighted the usefulness of the MRs’ practical tools and pointed out other areas where
 additional explanation was necessary for some MR users. 

In Lebanon, Save the Children staff presented the MRs to the Cash Working Group in Beirut and
to key humanitarian staff in Beirut and two other regions to collect feedback. Practitioners noted
the MRs’ usefulness to guide market analysis and emphasized the need for the application of
the MRs to ensure sufficient market analysis when considering all humanitarian interventions
(i.e. in the case of in-kind assistance, not just cash transfer programming). Testers also noted
the challenge of cash advocacy in the Lebanon, an issue that may arise in other contexts and
that was subsequently included in the MRs. Field testers were also able to use the MRs to
 consider a multi-agency EMMA that was presented during the testing period. 

Both tests also pointed out additional context-specific issues in each case that required consid-
eration as part of the market analysis (i.e. the effects of import taxes in Mali and not assuming
that Lebanon’s developed markets eliminated risks associated with CTP). Context-specific issues
are likely to be found in all market analysis scenarios and should be thoughtfully  considered,
even though these issues are beyond the scope of the MRs. The MRs may, however, assist prac-
titioners in identifying some of these issue areas to analyse. 



How to use the MRs

The MRs are designed to serve as a reference for practitioners with knowledge of
market assessment to check their processes and ensure that their analysis work
using their tool of choice meets these common minimum requirements. They are
designed for use when undertaking assessment work in response to an emergency
or as part of contingency planning.  In addition, “the MRs are designed to be of use
regardless of the potential sector of intervention”, capturing the multisectoral poten-
tial of cash transfer programming (Austin and Chessex 2013, 10).

In addition, donors may find the MRs useful to ensure that proposals demonstrate
having taken into account the MR elements to ensure that programme design will
do no harm (Austin and Chessex 2013, 10). The key action point checklist can also
help both practitioners and donors clearly understand and communicate regarding
information gaps and assumptions, potentially facilitating necessary adjustments
partway through programming or in preparation for subsequent phases.  

The MRs are not designed as a stand-alone tool for market or cash feasibility assess-
ment. Despite their inclusion of practical guide elements, they do not walk users
through a step-by-step process and do not substitute for specifically-designed mar-
ket analysis tools that fit with different organizations’ approaches or are specialized
for particular situations. “In addition, the document does not dictate the order in
which different MRs need to be achieved. The MRs are designed to work alongside
existing assessment, analysis and monitoring tools and do not propose any specific
tools for meeting the minimum requirements” (Austin and Chessex 2013, 9). The MR
document does, however, include an annex listing many currently available market
analysis tools (Austin and Chessex 2013, 39).
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Overview of the Minimum
Requirements

“The MRs have at their foundation the
core principle that market assess-
ments should limit the likelihood of
programmes doing harm whilst aiming
to increase programme effectiveness
and efficiency, and strengthen inter-
ventions” (Austin and Chessex 2013,
12). The MRs are organized in four the-
matic areas: scope of the assessment,
analysis, data collection and monitor-
ing and ensuring data validity (Austin
and Chessex 2013, 12). Each area has
a set of key action points that function
like a checklist to help practitioners
ensure that the MR is met, along with a set of practical tips to accomplish the action
points. Each section also includes suggestions of what to avoid based on practitioners’
market analysis experience, practical illustrations to demonstrate how the MRs relate
to analysis objectives and practice and key questions of relevance to the issue area. 

Scope of the assessment 

“Minimum Requirement 1: The scope and depth of the market assessment enable
appropriate programme decisions and are based on identified information needs”
(Austin and Chessex 2013, 13).

Defining the geographical and analytical scope of the assessment are first steps in
market analysis. Choosing the scope of the assessment will feed into determining
the key areas for future programme-related decisions. Good practice also includes
sharing information on assessment plans with other actors to ensure that assess-
ment complements rather than duplicates existing or planned work. 

Action points related to assessment scope include properly selecting the market sys-
tems to be assessed without overstretching, identifying key linkages with the
broader market system, what key effects the emergency has had and who and where
are the key actors for recovery. The MRs emphasize adjusting the level of analysis
based on information available, the riskiness of the potential intervention and
(needs-related rather than internal process-related) time constraints (Austin and
Chessex 2013, 14-15).
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Illustration of overarching standard and four
thematic areas (Austin and Chessex 2013, 12)
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Analysis

“Minimum Requirement 2: Market analysis data answers key programme related
decisions and contributes to the selection of appropriate modalities to achieve pro-
gramme objectives whilst doing no harm” (Austin and Chessex 2013, 19).

Having the proper level of information and analysing it properly is the focus of this
MR. Risk of programme impacts is important for this MR as a factor in selecting the
level of the rigour of analysis. “… as a basic principle, assessment teams should lean
heavily towards seeking rigorous answers to key questions when an intervention is
expected to increase the total demand for relevant goods by more than 25% in urban
areas and 10% in more remote and rural areas. The threshold is higher in urban areas
because urban markets are more likely to be well integrated with external sources
of goods” (Austin and Chessex 2013, 19). Tips for this section emphasize weighing
information received from different sources appropriately and stating limitations and
assumptions and the logical flow used to reach conclusions. 
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Key action point Was the Outline of challenges faced 
MR fulfilled in trying to ensure the key
O or P action point was followed

KAP 7 Estimate the risk that an intervention
may pose of doing harm to market
systems that people rely on.

KAP 8 When analysing data focus on firsthand
accounts from key market actors as
well as variation in prices, volumes, the
number of key market actors, policies
and regulations.

KAP 9 Analyse trends rather than individual
data points and take into account
seasonal effects.

KAP 10 When drawing conclusions, clearly state
the assumptions, the type of data on
which they are based, and any risks that
may be linked to the assumptions and
data.

KAP 11 KAP 11 clearly show the link between
the analysis and conclusions and the
ultimate response recommendations.

Minimum Requirement 2: Market analysis data answers key programme- related decisions and
contributes to the selection of appropriate modalities to achieve programme objectives whilst
doing no harm.

Analysis Checklist

Sample checklist of key action points from the MRs (Austin and Chessex 2013, 33)



Data Collection 

“Minimum Requirement 3: Collection of data is undertaken by competent and knowl-
edgeable teams.

Minimum Requirement 4: Data collection systems, procedures and information
sources utilised in the market assessment are appropriate and of sufficient quality
to allow for the capturing of the dynamic nature of markets” (Austin and Chessex
2013, 22).  

Effective data collection is essential to both analysis and monitoring and ensuring
validity of data. The action points and tips in this section focus on ensuring that the
right people are collecting the appropriate information in the targeted area. It also
encourages learning from the data collection process, ensuring trends are reviewed
and the process is checked and adjusted as appropriate throughout collection, as
well as ensuring sufficient time for proper analysis. The MRs include some practical
tips to avoid analysis errors due to collection mistakes. The MRs also include a list
of sample topics to discuss with a variety of market actors — including government
officials, farmers and traders, the affected population and technology and banking
service providers. 

In order to translate the recommendations to guidance on different market analysis
tools, the MRs consider what data collection methodologies should be used based
on time constraints and quality of available information. It serves to remind practi-
tioners to be responsive to time constraints but also illustrates to users how addi-
tional options for data collection and more robust analysis often open in protracted
or chronic emergencies. 

Monitoring and ensuring validity of data

“Minimum Requirement 5: Monitoring activities provide a check against initial
assessment findings and enable decision-making for potential adaptation of inter-
ventions” (Austin and Chessex 2013, 28).

As markets are not static, analysis must be repeated or markets must be continually
monitored to ensure that interventions are not doing harm or that market conditions
remain conducive to the selected intervention. Monitoring and ensuring validity also
extends to using the initial assessment phase to identify areas for subsequent fur-
ther analysis. Action points and tips to meet this MR include identifying areas subject
to volatility and designing and executing a monitoring plan to check assumptions
and impact. Market monitoring, like market analysis in general, is not limited to cash
transfer programming and should be a part of the planning and execution of all
humanitarian interventions. Beyond prices and potential effects viewed in the mar-
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ket, this MR refers to identifying and adapting analysis around any assumptions
made in the response planning or other phases that do not hold true in practice.

In annex to the above areas addressed in the MR document itself, a checklist com-
bining all of the key action points under the above requirements is provided, as well
as a glossary and a list of existing market analysis tools (Austin and Chessex 2013,
34-39).

Throughout the document, the MRs emphasize taking the risk of programmes into
account and ensuring that a higher standard of market analysis is reached in cases
of elevated risk in order to ensure that market analysis contributes to the do no harm
imperative. The document also emphasizes the need for repeated data collection,
review of assumptions, analysis and verification with external sources.

Dissemination, feedback and next steps 

CaLP completed and published the MR document on line in July 2013, with a message
to the community of practice (D-Groups) announcing its completion and availability.
In late July, consultants presented the complete MR document to the regional cash
working groups in East and West Africa. These day-long workshops allowed for time
to present and consider the MRs and to gather feedback. The East Africa MR event
included presentations by other agencies on recent market analysis and additional
tools under development. CaLP regional focal points are continuing to disseminate
the document and have collected significant practitioner feedback for later reference.
CaLP also presented the MRs alongside two other market analysis tools as part of a
market analysis meeting in Washington, D.C. in August. 

Initial feedback suggests that the MRs are seen as a useful complement to existing
market analysis tools. However, users have requested additional guidance on the
use of the MRs for contingency planning purposes and in different emergency situ-
ations, along with an increased emphasis in a revised document on quantitative indi-
cators of market functionality, links to market analysis tools that could be used to
meet MR standards and additional interpretation of data for decision-making. 

CaLP level two trainings include references to the MRs, and CaLP plans to use videos
shared by regional focal points, on-line and in trainings to raise awareness of the
MRs. CaLP steering committee agencies are disseminating the MRs within their
respective organizations and will provide feedback. 

CaLP does not anticipate that this set of guidance will remain fixed or represents all
of the existing knowledge about market analysis for humanitarian response. Instead,
it is designed to reflect what has been recorded in good practice documents and
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analysis tools to date, and to begin rather than conclude the conversation about
what aspects are fundamental to market analysis and how to ensure that programme
design takes them into account. As a result, CaLP is currently collecting information
on the utility of the MRs and recommendations for their improvement from the cash
community of practice.3 CaLP plans to evaluate the feedback in late 2013 to adjust
or add material that is most requested while maintaining the goal of keeping the
MRs concise and versatile. An adjusted version of the MRs anticipated in early 2014.
The MRs are designed to have regular reviews as agencies build capacity in market
analysis and additional best practices develop. In addition, CaLP is in touch with the
Sphere Project and is investigating the possibilities of developing the MRs as a
Sphere Handbook companion guide. 

Conclusion 

As market-related humanitarian interventions increase in variety (such as through
different forms of CTP as well as interventions to strengthen markets) and CTP
responses scale up, market analysis will become an ever more important fixture of
humanitarian work. CaLP’s recent work endeavoured to continue the conversation
on market analysis and capture some of the useful existing guidance that may not
be as easily accessible to such a wide range of users when contained within partic-
ular market analysis tools. As a complementary resource to guide practitioners con-
ducting and donors reviewing market analysis, the CaLP Minimum Requirements for
Market Analysis in Emergencies have been well received. The MRs were designed to
help practitioners say with certainty that interventions are not harming local markets
and livelihoods, but improvement in market analysis capacity amongst humanitari-
ans may change and strengthen what we see as minimum requirements in the near
future. CaLP will continue, through the revision of this document and other initia-
tives, to capture best practices from the CTP community of practice to ensure quality
market analysis and move beyond do no harm, toward strengthening quality and
accountability in humanitarian programming.
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Humanitarian and Development Assistance

Traditionally, within the field of foreign assistance, short-term humanitarian
responses have been conceptually distinguished from longer-term development aid.
According to this distinction, “humanitarian assistance” consists of logistical or
material emergency aid, provided in direct response to natural or man-made disas-
ters. The main purpose of humanitarian aid is the alleviation of human suffering and
the protection of life and health while ensuring respect for the human being (United
Nations 1991,HAP 2010, Sphere Project 2011). “Development assistance,” in contrast,
refers to efforts to address the underlying social and economic causes of poverty
and vulnerability. ‘Official Development Assistance’ (ODA) has been coined by the
OECD’s Development Assistance Committee (DAC) as the term used for aid that is
provided by donor governments to poor countries. It refers to grants, loans, or tech-
nical assistance that are made available to developing countries at concessional
financial terms to promote longer-term economic development and welfare (OECD-
DAC 2013). In accordance with these definitions, major donors tend to have an ‘emer-
gency window’ for short-term humanitarian response and a ‘development window’
for longer-term development programming (Maxwell et al. 2008a). The lines between
these two concepts, however, are blurred. Because individual intervention contexts
are vastly different, there can be no agreement about where to draw the boundaries
between humanitarian action and development activities in any general terms (Rid-
dell 2008).  In an attempt to conceptualize different kinds of programming, Maxwell
et al. (2008b) developed a matrix that demonstrates the relationships between dif-
ferent types of shorter- and longer-term interventions depending on (a) the temporal
context of the problem at hand and (b) program objectives (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Typology of short- and long-term interventions. 
Source: Adapted from Maxwell et al. (2008b)



Emergency Response programming deals with immediate needs in transitory situa-
tions — for example, acute food crises due to a major shock. Development Program-
ming, in contrast, aims at building long-term sustainable livelihoods and tackles the
causes of protracted crises, such as chronic food insecurity in drought-affected envi-
ronments. Social Protection refers to programs that primarily address symptoms
over the longer term, like food stamps given to particularly vulnerable groups. Finally,
Disaster Risk Reduction covers short-term activities that are aimed to address or
prevent the triggers that cause development challenges and socioeconomic vulner-
abilities — e.g. projects seeking to rehabilitate productive infrastructure to reduce
people’s vulnerability to food insecurity. 

Short-term humanitarian aid and longer-term development differ inherently with
regard to their respective time frames, objectives, and instruments. Nevertheless,
donor government and agencies today widely acknowledge that humanitarian activ-
ities need to include not only the supply of relief items, but also offer a type of assis-
tance that is increasingly geared towards rehabilitation and resilience-building.

Connectedness: Linking Humanitarian and Development Programs

The need to successfully link emergency and non-emergency intervention phases
has been a source of much debate among practitioners in the past. In 1996, in an
effort to enhance the effectiveness of aid provided by the European Union, the Euro-
pean Commission published a communication entitled ‘Linking Relief, Rehabilitation
and Development’ (LRRD) (European Commission 1996). It set in motion a political
debate about the necessity to overcome the dichotomy between short- and long-
term interventions and coined the term ‘connectedness.’  Since then, connectedness
deals with the question of how to improve the linkages between humanitarian activ-
ities and efforts to build sustainable resilience. In 1999 already, the DAC added con-
nectedness to its list of criteria for Evaluating Humanitarian Assistance in Complex
Emergencies (OECD-DAC 1999, 22). The Active Learning Network for Accountability
and Performance in Humanitarian Action (ALNAP) later contributed to its establish-
ment as a standard criterion for the evaluation of emergency projects. Connected-
ness is defined as “the need to ensure that activities of a short-term emergency
nature are carried out in a context that takes longer-term and interconnected prob-
lems into account” (Beck 2006, 2). The notion derives from the concept of sustain-
ability — the idea that interventions should support longer-term goals, and that
benefits should continue to persist even after an intervention has been phased out
(OECD-DAC 2002).

While donors, practitioners, and strategists generally agree on the importance of
these ideas, there is considerable difficulty in putting them into practice. In many
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agencies that provide humanitarian aid, connectedness has become a standard topic
in both project proposals and project reports prepared for donors. Too often, how-
ever, it is merely a buzzword, mechanically addressed in short paragraphs in order
to pay lip service to formal requirements. This is likely due to structural constraints
— time pressure, tight budgets, or donor funding criteria limited to specific activities
(Riddell 2008). In 2005, the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and
Development (Bundesministerium für wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit und Entwick-
lung, BMZ) addressed this issue by developing a novel funding tool to promote the
improvement of short- and long-term linkages in humanitarian and development
programming.

The German ‘Transitional Development Assistance’ Concept

German development politics encompass specific funding instruments as well as a
specialized department in the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment (BMZ), which is dedicated to the challenges of “Transitional Development
Assistance.” The origins of the current model, which was officially introduced in a
BMZ Strategy Paper in February 2013, can be traced back to the previous concept of
“Development-Oriented Emergency and Transitional Aid” (DETA). 

Development-Oriented Emergency and Transitional Aid (DETA)

In Germany, the responsibilities for foreign humanitarian and development aid have
traditionally been split between two Federal Ministries. The Federal Foreign Office
(Auswärtiges Amt, AA) holds the primary responsibility for humanitarian aid, and
therefore aims to alleviate immediate suffering after a crisis or disaster. The BMZ’s
primary goals, in contrast, are to effectively contribute to long-term poverty allevia-
tion, building peace and achieving justice in globalization. In the past, emergency
response and longer-term development have often been represented as opposite
ends of a spectrum. The concepts were originally based on a paradigm that assumed
a linear continuum from humanitarian to development aid. Modern interventions,
however, increasingly call for a contiguous strategy. This means that, in the context
of complex crises, short- and long-term measures should be implemented concur-
rently – at different stages of what had originally been conceived of as a linear pro-
gression from ‘relief’ to ‘development’ (Maxwell et al. 2008a). Based on this
understanding, the BMZ advanced the DETA concept in 2005 and, in the following
year, published an official Strategy Paper outlining its basic ideas, elements, and
functions. Although the German transitional aid model has recently undergone a fun-
damental reform, it is useful for the purpose of this analysis to present the original
DETA model in some detail.
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The main purpose of DETA projects is two-fold: On one hand, they aim to provide
aid in the context of crises, conflicts and natural disasters as quickly and effectively
as possible, on the other hand, they seek to put in place the initial foundations for
sustainable post-crisis development (BMZ 2006, 4). Their project duration between
six months and three years (with a possible extension for an additional year) is
intended to cover the period from the beginning of an emergency situation up until
the establishment of development cooperation measures that aim to achieve pro-
found structural impacts. “The projects thus financed enable a fluid transition from
humanitarian and emergency aid to longer-term development cooperation” (BMZ
2006, 5). DETA funds enable situation-specific assistance and are primarily provided
to fragile states in transition situations following natural disasters or other anthro-
pogenic crises, including conflicts (BMZ 2006, 7). In the initial phases of a DETA inter-
vention, it is crucial to provide assistance that has rapid and visible effects, such as
food aid or the reconstruction of infrastructure. In the short term, these are means
of responding to acute needs and ensuring the survival of the affected populations.
Due to the complexity of most emergency situations, however, these measures alone
are bound to fall short of stabilizing livelihoods beyond addressing immediate needs.
Acknowledging the need for a smooth transition between emergency relief and
longer-term activities pursued by the government of the affected country and/or
other development actors, DETA projects are purposefully geared to the medium
term. They are intended to lay the foundations for subsequent interventions. Due to
the complexity of many emergency situations, these projects typically pursue a holis-
tic multi-sectoral strategy. Based on the livelihoods approach, DETA projects target
men and women whose capacity to help themselves has been severely reduced as
a result of an emergency situation (BMZ 2006, 8). 

As a needs-based instrument for special measures, development-oriented emer-
gency and transitional aid intervention packages focus on four areas in particular
(BMZ 2006, 9-10): (1) Food Security. Food assistance provided through the DETA
framework includes short-term instruments like general food distributions or the
provision of seeds, fertilizer, and agricultural input to alleviate acute needs and
strengthen people’s capacity to rebuild their livelihoods. It also encompasses
medium-term food security tools that support the reconstruction of agricultural, pas-
toral, institutional, and socioeconomic infrastructure to foster food self-sufficiency.
Within the framework of a strategic partnership with the World Food Program (WFP),
the BMZ provides emergency and transitional aid funds for WFP projects. (2) Restora-
tion of Basic Services. Particularly in the areas of drinking water supply, sanitation,
social services, housing and transportation, DETA projects support the provision and
rehabilitation of basic social and infrastructural services. Often, this consists mainly
of (re-) construction work — for example of basic health posts, schools, housing,
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roads and production facilities. While in some cases, destroyed infrastructure can
be rebuilt through short-term measures, other cases call for multi-year programs
instead. In the case of interventions following natural disasters, DETA planners exam-
ine whether disaster prevention can be included in the program. Structures that
require reconstruction after an earthquake, for example, need to be as earthquake-
resistant as possible. Risk and vulnerability analysis are central aspects in DETA proj-
ects. (3) Participatory Methods. Participation of target groups is a basic principle of
German development cooperation and crucial to the sustainability of any program.
In the area of DETA projects, participatory methods are necessary to help the affected
population assert their rights and to enable them to take part in decision-making
processes. In-depth and gender-sensitive analyses of the stakeholders and their
needs help strengthen capacities and make it possible to plan appropriate emer-
gency aid measures. The strengthening of competencies and capacities at local,
regional, or central level is another focus of DETA projects. (4) Assistance for
Refugees. A second strategic partnership exists between the BMZ and the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). This collaboration is not only
concerned with assistance in acute refugee situations but aspires to find lasting
solutions for the problems of refugees, preferably by enabling their return to their
home countries or their integration in the receiving countries. DETA projects take
place in protracted refugee situations, tackling issues such as general education,
vocational training, and income-generation activities. Former male and female com-
batants — and particularly child soldiers — are the main targets for such activities.

DETA measures are primarily carried out by the German Agency for International
Cooperation (Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit, GIZ; for-
merly GTZ), which is charged with the implementation of German development proj-
ects within the framework of a general agreement with the BMZ. Other
implementation agencies include non-profit non-governmental organizations and
international organizations. Close cooperation with multilateral organizations like
the WFP, UNHCR, and the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) facilitates
rapid, internationally embedded responses. As far as possible, DETA projects seek
to cooperate with experienced and non-profit project executing organizations in the
partner countries (BMZ 2006, 11). 

In order to achieve visible success, different DETA activities focus on specific geo-
graphic and thematic spheres that correspond to DETA’s strategic areas of focus.
Importantly, annual funding plans incorporate a certain degree of flexibility for cop-
ing with sudden, unforeseen emergency situations. Funds from the budgetary item
for DETA operations are allocated on short notice and disbursed quickly. Since they
are intended for exceptional transition situations, following acute emergencies, sup-
port for longer-term development cooperation, as a rule, cannot be financed through
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this funding instrument (BMZ 2006, 12). The period of assistance generally lasts for
six to thirty-six months. According to the DETA strategy, this calls for realistic, and
not overly ambitious objectives. In this context, two final characteristics of DETA proj-
ects are particularly noteworthy. Project goals must be achievable, and explicitly
address aspects of sustainability. “In order to create a fluid transition to longer-term
development cooperation, options for subsequent development projects must be
discussed in time” (BMZ 2006, 12). The consideration of country strategies and
Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers are central to the planning and implementation
of emergency and transitional aid activities. 

By means of a summary, it is interesting to look at where DETA projects could be sit-
uated in Maxwell’s typology of short- and long-term interventions. As a funding and
implementation instrument that specializes in fostering connectedness, DETA explic-
itly aspires to focus on the transition from short- to long-term activities. DETA proj-
ects might therefore be depicted as a wedge, touching upon all four types of
interventions, but primarily pointing out the direction that leads from emergency
responses to development programming (see Figure 2). 

Case Studies: DETA Projects in Afghanistan, Liberia, and Nepal 

Between 2005 and 2009, the Federal Government allocated a total of €453.6 million
to DETA operations (Weingärtner et al. 2011, xii). To illustrate how it works in practice,
the following sections introduce three DETA projects from the vastly different con-
texts of Afghanistan, Liberia, and Nepal. 

Afghanistan:

Nearly thirty years of fighting and civil war had all by wiped out many people’s liveli-
hoods in Afghanistan and severely hampered their development. In 2009, some 80%
of Afghans lived in rural areas, under difficult conditions: they lacked schools, health

NEW PARADIGMS, OLD CHALLENGES: EMERGING HUMANITARIAN DEBATES

117C ANADIAN H U MAN ITARIAN CON F E R E NCE 2013 – DISCUSSION PAPE RS

Figure 2. Situating DETA projects in Maxwell’s typology. 
Source: Adapted from Maxwell et al. (2008b)



centers, and roads; state agencies and local government bodies were unable to
deliver basic public services such as schooling or medical care (GIZ 2011). While over
half of all Afghan households lived off the land using traditional cropping methods,
only 15% of the country’s surface area lends itself to this kind of cultivation. Problems
like water scarcity, a low level of mechanization, and inadequate access to loans and
markets stand in the way of raising productivity. Additionally, in mid-2009, several
thousands people in the northern provinces were affected by major floods, losing
their homes and their arable land. 

In this context, the BMZ funded a number of DETA programs that were implemented
by GIZ in the six northern provinces of Badakhshan, Baghlan, Balkh, Kunduz, Saman-
gan, and Takhar. The projects targeted improvements in infrastructure and basic
social services including education, health, and the promotion of agricultural pro-
duction. Initially, they were being carried out in selected priority districts designed
for high visibility. Additional communities could then submit applications for similar
projects, which were financed through the Provincial Development Fund (PDF), which
was also funded by the BMZ with about €4.3 Million. “Following approval by an
Afghan-German committee, these communities then implemented their projects
independently with German support” (GIZ 2011, 2).

This approach helped reach even remote areas in North-Eastern Afghanistan. By
helping people help themselves, the PDF program encouraged local and provincial
government structures to take on more responsibility. They were being involved as
active and equal partners in the planning and implementation of the PDF projects.
At the same time, project applications were only accepted for funding through the
PDF if they involved the community taking on substantial responsibilities (GIZ 2011,
2). By July 2011, 81 schools and four teacher training centers for 100 villages had
been built and furnished, providing education and training for 170,000 students and
trainee teachers. Additionally, some 150 wells and spring casings had been con-
structed which supply more than 300,000 people with safe drinking water. The proj-
ect output also included the construction of rural roads and bridges, improving
access to markets, schools, and health facilities in 450 communities. 2,500 members
of community councils, women’s groups and cooperatives underwent training and
organizational consultancy to strengthen self- help capacities.

Liberia:

During the fifteen years of civil war between 1989 and 2003, around 200,000 people
were killed in Liberia in West Africa. 800,000 people were internally displaced and
another 800,000 escaped to neighboring countries, giving up their farms and cash
crop plantations (GIZ 2012). During this time, the economy and infrastructure were
heavily damaged; social coherence and traditional values were undermined. Young
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people, who had often been drafted into one of the fighting groups as combatants,
were particularly affected by the loss of the social reference system. 

After the peace treaty in September 2003, the country began to re-stabilize. Demo-
cratic elections were held and refugees and internally displaced persons returned
to their home villages in order to restart their livelihoods. In response to the needs
created as the result of repatriating thousands of refugees, GIZ interventions were
initiated in Foya District, a remote area in Lofa County, which saw the highest number
of returning refugees in the entire country. Some of them — those who were regis-
tered with the UNHCR — received a basic household starter package when they
arrived at home. Others returned themselves without any assets. In 2006, 76% of
the households in Lofa were still assessed as highly vulnerable to food insecurity.
The DETA project called ‘Support and Rehabilitation of Livelihood of Poor Rural
Household in Foya District, Lofa Country’ (SRFL) lasted from 2008 until 2011 and was
funded by the BMZ with a budget of €2.7 million (GIZ 2012). The project received an
additional €2 million through the European Union Food Facility (DEUL 2009). Some
of the project activities included:

• The provision of tools and rice seeds to farmers, and the provision of plantain
suckers to women’s groups to restart their production.

• The rehabilitation of bridges, dams, and access roads to villages and field which
were subsequently registered with government authorities in order to pass on
the responsibility for their maintenance and ensure sustainability.

• The establishment of seed banks for rice to create a revolving seed stock, and
the construction of facilities for cocoa fermentation for improved post-harvest
handling.

• The initialization and training of a number of organizations and local institutions,
including a community revolving loan fund committee for the allocation of micro-
credits, a seed bank committee, farmer groups, women groups, and youth
clubs.(GIZ 2012).

Nepal:

Nepal is one of the world’s Least Developed Countries and — with 83% of its rural
population living further than two kilometers off an all-season road — also among
the world’s least accessible countries (GIZ 2013). A decade-long conflict between
the Maoist Peoples Liberation Army and the Government of Nepal (1996-2006)
resulted in widespread poverty and high rates of malnutrition. The western districts
of Baitadi and Bajhang depend on the import of staple food from the Nepalese low-
land and neighboring India. In the past, however, food import was hampered by a
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small and unreliable transportation network. The lack of road access was responsible
for high transportation costs, which made it difficult for poor households to access
affordable food items. 

The far western region had been largely neglected by previous governments, and
the civil war increased the area’s socioeconomic marginalization. Since the peace
agreement was signed, local people face the challenge of reintegrating ex-combatants
and those returning from exile into their communities. Living conditions are particu-
larly dire for Dalits (‘untouchables’) and women, who face frequent discrimination
and remain generally excluded from society. 

Against this backdrop, the BMZ commissioned a GIZ DETA intervention in 2009,
called “Improvement of Livelihoods in Rural Areas” (ILRA), which targeted poor and
marginalized households in 28 villages in the Bajhang and Baitadi districts. The project,
which ran through to 2012, aimed to (1) improve food security, (2) construct and reha-
bilitate basic infrastructure, (3) introduce short- and long-term income opportunities
in the agricultural and non-agricultural sector, and (4) strengthen the capacities of
beneficiary groups in terms of social cohesiveness and socioeconomic development
(GIZ 2013). 

A central activity to achieve these objectives was the construction of rural roads,
which the local population and government authorities considered the backbone of
socioeconomic development in both districts. For this purpose, a combined Food-
/Cash-for-Work (FfW/CfW) approach was adopted. The labor intensive projects
offered employment for thousands of beneficiaries who earned rice and cash for
their work (GIZ 2013). This helped alleviate food shortages in the short term. At the
same time, the newly built infrastructure helps create additional opportunities for
economic development in the longer term. 

Since accessibility is a necessary but never a sufficient condition for development,
the ILRA project also implemented a range of complementary projects (GIZ 2013).
Local communities were supported in improving drinking water and irrigation
schemes. School building and informal learning centers were constructed to provide
formal education, and to serve as a forum to impart knowledge on issues such as
health, sanitation, and discrimination. These centers are important in helping to
bring about reconciliation in local conflicts. ILRA also introduced new cultivation
techniques and trained commercial farming groups that successfully started to gain
additional income by cultivating commercially valuable goods like chili, ginger, and
groundnut (GIZ 2013).
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Reform: From ‘DETA’ to ‘TDA’

In late 2011, the German Foreign Minister and the Federal Minister of Economic Coop-
eration and Development announced a structural reform affecting their two min-
istries. Justifying the move with the need to more clearly delineate the respective
ministerial responsibilities, they published a brief guideline outlining the revised
framework for German humanitarian and transitional assistance. Essentially, the
reform reinforced and consolidated the Foreign Office’s sole reign over the planning
and implementation of emergency aid, and emphasized that the BMZ’s sphere of
influence is limited to transitional and development aid. As a consequence, “devel-
opment-oriented emergency and transitional aid” (DETA) was no longer an appro-
priate name for the transitional projects planned and implemented under the wing
of the BMZ. 

According to the departmental agreement, “henceforth, the entire humanitarian aid
sector will be under the responsibility of the Federal Foreign Office” (AA/BMZ 2012,
3). The area of responsibility for the BMZ was consequently re-named “Transitional
Development Assistance” (TDA), and no longer encompasses any features of emer-
gency aid. Instead, it focuses in particular on the overarching aim of increasing the
resilience of target populations. As a consequence of the reform, the budget for tran-
sitional operations has been cut drastically. In 2012, the BMZ had been allocated
€129 million for DETA operations (BMZ 2013a, 24). In 2013, only €49 million were
budgeted for TDA, reducing the total available funds by two thirds. The difference of
€80 million was allocated to the Federal Foreign Office to be used exclusively for
humanitarian operations (VENRO 2012). 

The inter-departmental agreement received parliamentary approval in mid-2012. A
new Strategy Paper was published by the BMZ in February 2013, to outline the frame-
work and define the objectives of TDA. Despite the structural reform, the new strat-
egy recognizes that a clear separation of activities according to project duration (i.e.
early and short-term humanitarian interventions versus longer-term development
measures that commence at a later point in time) cannot be the exclusive determining
factor for the delineation of responsibilities — particularly when it comes to phases
covered by transitional development assistance. Based on the results of a recent
comprehensive evaluation of German humanitarian aid abroad, the new strategy
emphasizes that even medium- and longer-term development measures should
already be implemented very soon after the occurrence of a crises to improve their
impact (Weingärtner et al. 2011). TDA is therefore also dynamically situated between
humanitarian aid and long-term development cooperation, and aims to establish a
sound basis for the transition to sustainable forms of development (BMZ 2013b).
Recognizing that effective provision of support after crises requires a synchronized
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approach, the 2013 Strategy Paper explicitly calls for a temporal overlap of life-saving
humanitarian aid and transitional development assistance measures, which need to
be delivered simultaneously and in a coordinated manner (BMZ 2013b, 6). Wherever
possible and appropriate, TDA provided by the BMZ establishes progressive meas-
ures which create links to state and civil society structures to initiate sustainable
follow-up processes. This type of linkage — or ‘connectedness’ — can be established
in partner countries at every conceivable level, from local authorities to national
institutions, and is taken into account from the initial assessment phase to the actual
implementation of specific measures: “It is only by ensuring connectedness that
interventions can build on and safeguard the positive results already achieved.”
(BMZ 2013b, 7) 

TDA is designed to mitigate the impact of protracted or recurring crises, violent con-
flicts, and disasters that undermine the prospect for social and economic develop-
ment and thus reinforce poverty within a population (BMZ 2013b, 10). In an effort to
widen the scope for links to other programs, optimize strategic planning, and make
efficient use of resources, TDA focuses on three priority contexts (BMZ 2013b, 10-
11): (1) Fragile States and Protracted Crises. In countries in which the state is unwill-
ing or unable to fulfill its fundamental functions due to the absence, weakness or
disintegration of its institutions, TDA aims to identify existing development oppor-
tunities and to promote the peaceful resolution of competing interests. (2) High-
Risk Countries Particularly Exposed to Natural Hazards and Climate Change. In
societies that suffer from a high level of natural vulnerability, TDA focuses on the
implementation of risk management and adaptation measures. They are specifically
designed to help prevent and mitigate disaster risk and permanently strengthen the
capacity of institutions and people to cope. (3) Recovery Scenarios. Particularly dur-
ing and after the provision of humanitarian aid, state and civil society actors partic-
ularly require help in managing and implementing the reconstruction process in their
own country in a participatory manner. TDA focuses on such contexts, particularly
in areas where people have been driven from their homes or have become refugees
in search of a place to settle and build up new livelihoods for themselves. 

Similar to the original DETA concept, TDA interventions focus on several key issues,
including the reconstruction and rehabilitation of basic social and productive infra-
structure, the (re)integration of refugees, and food and nutrition security. Addition-
ally, disaster risk management has been added as an explicit core area of transitional
development efforts (BMZ 2013b)
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Evaluation of the Transitional Assistance Model

It remains to be seen how the recent reform — particularly the drastic budget cuts —
affect the implementation of German transitional development operations. Figure 3
shows a visualization of the reformed BMZ concept, once again embedded in
Maxwell’s (2008b) matrix. The ‘wedge of transition’ shrinks notably in comparison
to the DETA wedge in Figure 2, indicating the substantial budget cuts to that occurred
due to the departmental agreement. While TDA still touches upon issues of disaster
risk reduction and social protection, it shifts significantly further into the quadrant
labelled ‘development programming,’ because transitional interventions funded by
the BMZ are no longer directly embedded in emergency contexts.

Practical experience will have to reveal how the exclusion of emergency elements
affects the reach, outcomes, and impacts of German transitional assistance in the
future. The departmental agreement between the Foreign Office and the BMZ regard-
ing the separation of responsibilities can feasibly have both positive and negative
implications. Given that the ministerial responsibilities are now clearly defined, inter-
ventions can potentially become more efficient by avoiding unnecessary overlaps.
This will only be the case, however, if the cooperation and coordination between the
two state departments are optimized by eliminating excessive paperwork and cutting
red tape. The funds that were transferred from the BMZ to the Federal Foreign Office
can be used in intervention phases that directly link up to transitional projects — if
these projects are treated as one coherent operation. Planners from different funding
bodies and implementation agencies need to be aware of the fact that humanitarian,
transitional, and development phases of foreign assistance missions all serve the
same overarching purpose. If the Foreign Office and the BMZ operate in isolation of
one another, the latest model of transitional assistance will not achieve the same
potential impact as the previous conception. 

NEW PARADIGMS, OLD CHALLENGES: EMERGING HUMANITARIAN DEBATES

123C ANADIAN H U MAN ITARIAN CON F E R E NCE 2013 – DISCUSSION PAPE RS

Figure 3. Situating TDA projects in Maxwell’s typology. 
Source: Adapted from Maxwell et al. (2008b)



The outstanding and laudable aspect of the DETA model was that it encompassed
both emergency and development operations under the same umbrella. Due to this
conception, the German case of development politics represents a unique and inno-
vative approach to linking short- and long-term foreign assistance interventions.
This analysis of the DETA and TDA models aims to stimulate and contribute to the
transnational discussion about the usefulness of specialized funding instruments
and federal budgetary items specifically targeting issues of connectedness. The plan-
ning and implementation of specialized projects that are explicitly designed to bridge
an existing gap and ease the transition from humanitarian aid to development assis-
tance might indeed allow the notion of “connectedness” to become a central focus
of foreign aid efforts, rather than simply a buzz word.
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h
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 m
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n
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p
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b
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b
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p
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d
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