FIXING THE
HUMANITARIAN
SYSTEM
7 QUESTIONS
AND 7 ANSWERS
Understanding conflict. Building peace.
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SUMMARY
The humanitarian sector is stretched to the
limit. It is struggling to meet the growing
demands posed by the changing nature of
conflict, the changing nature of disasters and
the protracted nature of crises. The prospects
for the future are no better, with 125 million
people currently requiring humanitarian
assistance and 60 million being displaced.
Globally, responses to humanitarian disasters
and conflict receive approximately 93%
of financing compared to prevention. As
humanitarian emergencies become more
frequent and more complex and last longer, we
have a responsibility to manage risks before
they become crises. This requires working
across sectors to address the root causes of
conflict and to better support disaster risk
reduction efforts.
The World Humanitarian Summit is a unique
opportunity to bridge the divides between the
peacebuilding, development, climate change
and humanitarian communities to focus on
prevention of disasters and conflict, and
subsequently reduce humanitarian need.

THE 7 QUESTIONS

Q1

Why was the World Humanitarian Summit called for?

Q2

Why is humanitarian need increasing?

Q3

What can be done to better deal with complex risks?

Q4

How can humanitarian responses in conflict contexts be
improved?

Q5

What practical steps can be taken to promote integrated
responses to humanitarian demands?

Q6

How can the spiralling costs of humanitarian aid be met?

Q7

How can the humanitarian system be remade so it is ‘fit for
purpose’?

Fixing the humanitarian system: 7 questions and 7 answers

Q1

Why was the World Humanitarian Summit called for?

Humanitarian needs have never been higher and
assistance cannot meet the demands.

Figure 1: Humanitarian assistance to people affected by conflicts and disasters

2015 was a year of humanitarian crises. The Syrian refugee crisis,
the Ebola outbreak in west Africa, and extended conflicts in the
Central African Republic, Iraq, South Sudan, Ukraine and Yemen
have put extraordinary strain on the humanitarian system. This
trend has continued well into 2016 and is set to accelerate. Crises
are more protracted and displacement levels unprecedented.
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Disasters

Today, there are around 60 million people worldwide who have
been forced to flee their homes – that’s one person in every 122.1
The average length of displacement due to war and persecution
is 17 years.

125 million in need of
humanitarian assistance

The level of humanitarian assistance provided by the international
community is at an all-time high.

To tackle this challenge, UN Secretary General, Ban Ki Moon
called for the first ever World Humanitarian Summit to be held in
Istanbul, Turkey on 23-24th May 2016.

12 of the poorest 23 countries received
less than US$10 million for disaster risk
reduction over 20 years, yet received
US$5.6 billion in disaster response.3
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Figure 2: Unprecedented levels of displacement
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Currently, we spend around US$25 billion on humanitarian
assistance for 125 million people affected by conflicts and disasters.
Funding, however, is not sufficient to meet the needs. Humanitarian
assistance faces an estimated funding gap of US$15 billion.2
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Q2

Why is humanitarian need increasing?

Humanitarian need is increasing because crises are
becoming more complex through the interactions
between climate change, disasters and conflicts.
Not only are humanitarian crises on the rise, but also these crises
are changing, largely due to climate change-driven extremes such
as floods, droughts and typhoons.

Figure 3: Seven compound climate-fragility risks threaten states and societies

Climate change is
the ultimate threat
multiplier

Over 90% of disasters are thought to be related to climate.4
Increasingly, climate change is converging with other pressures such
as population growth, widening inequality, unplanned urbanisation,
less food and water, and political instability, with complex results.

Local resource
competition

Humanitarian crises particularly affect fragile states, as they are
less able to cope when disasters, extreme weather events and
internal and external shocks hit.

Extreme
weather
events and
disasters
Volatile food
prices and
provision

More than 50% of people affected by disasters between 2005 and
2009 lived in fragile and conflict-affected areas.5
Science shows that extreme weather and disasters, which drive
humanitarian needs, are also set to increase. As a result, more
countries are slipping into fragility, further reducing their ability to
cope when the next disaster strikes.

Global pressures are
increasing
Climate change
Population growth
Increasing resource demand
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What can be done to better deal with complex risks?

The interlinked nature of risks requires enhancing
our capacities to undertake joint risk analysis.

Figure 4: Joint analysis to better understand complex risk

 s climate change, disasters and conflicts are interlinked, so too
A
must be our responses. An important first step is improving our
understanding and analysis of local contexts and the nature of risks.
Joint analysis can help determine a common understanding of
the context, needs and capacities of government authorities,
humanitarian, development, peace and security sectors.

Humanitarian
aid adviser:
“We are facing an
emergency food
crisis.”

It can drive the development of complementary, system-wide
strategies.
However, tools that reflect complex realities and help us identify
multi-dimensional and interconnected risks are missing. A recent
study found that, out of 66 risk assessment tools, only three looked
at the issues of conflict, climate and environment together, and
none of these did so very effectively.6
Risk analysis is also not enough. Capacities to translate this analysis
into conflict- and climate-sensitive responses are equally important.

Conflict adviser:
“Beware of
not increasing
tensions between
different groups
while distributing
food.”

Only three out of 66 risk assessment tools
reviewed look at conflict, climate and
environment together, and none do so
very effectively.
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Development
adviser:
“Millet is not
grown locally,
but sorghum
would support
local farmers’
livelihoods.”

Climate adviser:
“Given the
drought, it would
be better to
distribute millet
instead of rice.”
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Q4

How can humanitarian responses in conflict contexts be improved?

Applying a conflict-sensitive approach to humanitarian
responses can minimise harm and assist in managing
conflict risks in fragile and conflict-affected contexts.
As crisis seems to dominate the world order, there are more and
more spheres that could benefit from intervention.
Humanitarian agencies cannot altogether prevent violent conflicts
or disasters from occurring. They can, however, inadvertently
contribute to the escalation of conflict.
For instance, they can negatively affect conflict dynamics through
the targeting of beneficiaries, the distribution of resources, service
delivery or the (re)settlement of displaced people in ways that fuel
existing grievances or create new ones.
But through well-designed interventions, humanitarian agencies
can improve trust between different groups, enhance social cohesion
and help build resilience.
By applying a ‘do no harm’ approach, they can contribute to a
reduction in the risk of violence. This is not through changing ‘what’
they do, but by changing ‘how’ they do it.

Figure 5: Humanitarian responses: How to ‘do no harm’

Do no harm
Inappropriate humanitarian disaster responses can inadvertently do
more harm than good.

Be climate sensitive
Failure to consider the links between disaster responses, environmental resources and
climate change can increase the risk of conflict by damaging the natural resource base
that communities rely on.

Conflict responses must be ‘disaster smart’
Disaster-blind conflict interventions, such as poorly planned resettlement programmes,
can reinforce disaster risks.

Distribute aid equitably and avoid exacerbating inequalities
Humanitarian responses can exacerbate pre-existing inequalities or create new ones by
unequally distributing aid.

Don’t assume responses are politically neutral in fragile situations
By assuming that humanitarian efforts are immune to political manipulation, aid workers
may inadvertently cause harm, exacerbating grievances in places where state–citizen
relations are already fragile.

Source: Adapted from © adelphi
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Q5

What practical steps can be taken to promote integrated responses
to humanitarian demands?

Financing integrated responses can help achieve
the triple dividends of conflict prevention, climate
resilience and development.

Figure 6: Integrated financing for integrated responses

Humanitarian funding – although at an all-time high and growing –
is insufficient to meet the burgeoning demand. The funding that is
available needs to be deployed more effectively.
Though donors acknowledge the crucial nature of humanitarian
assistance, it is unlikely the available pot of money will grow
substantially.

Climate
adaptation/
mitigation

This further underscores the importance of re-designing our funding
architecture in such a way that it is better integrated and better able
to address the multiple dimensions of vulnerability.
Effective responses through integrated financing can be achieved
by:
•
creating and prioritising hybrid funding streams that are not
strictly humanitarian or developmental;
• incentivising more and better cross-sectoral work;
• providing flexible, accelerated and risk-tolerant funding; and
•
creating financing mechanisms that take account of different
needs and timeframes, particularly in protracted crises.

Peacebuilding

=

Humanitarian aid

Development aid
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For example, help agriculturalists and pastoralists build
resilience to multiple risks, including climate change,
poverty and conflict
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Q6

How can the spiralling costs
of humanitarian aid be met?

Figure 7: From crisis response to managing risk: Invest in conflict prevention and
disaster risk reduction

INVESTMENT AT THIS STAGE

The cost of humanitarian assistance can be curbed
by reducing the need – which means focusing on
addressing climate change, disaster risk reduction
and conflict prevention.
An estimated 93% of people living in extreme poverty are in countries
that are either fragile or environmentally vulnerable, or both.7 This
emphasises the need to address the underlying causes of crises.
Investment in risk reduction and preparedness is far too low.

Invest in disaster
risk reduction

We can reduce the need for humanitarian assistance by acting on
risk analyses earlier, by addressing the root causes of violent conflict
and by investing in disaster resilience. An analysis of aid allocations
demonstrates that:

Support dialogue

•
there is a disproportionate allocation of financing towards
humanitarian assistance than to conflict prevention and disaster
risk reduction – globally, responses to humanitarian disasters
and conflict receive approximately 93% of financing compared to
prevention;8
• yet every US$1 spent on disaster risk reduction and conflict
prevention taken together could save US$4 in response;9 and
• few financing incentives exist for addressing the drivers of risk and
vulnerability through early action, further reducing their ability to
cope when the next disaster strikes.

TO PREVENT ESCALATION TO THIS

Box 1: Aid – prevention versus response
Conflict prevention/Peacebuilding12
= US$1.7 billion

Humanitarian assistance10
= US$24.5 billion

Disaster preparedness13
= US$649 million

Peacekeeping operations11
= US$9.5 billion

PREVENTION TOTAL: US$2.35 BILLION

RESPONSE TOTAL: US$34 BILLION
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How can the humanitarian system be remade so it is ‘fit for purpose’?

Institutional reform is essential to help link different
communities of practice and work towards collective
and strategic outcomes.
2016 is a catalyst year for action on climate change, disasters,
development and peacebuilding. This follows the agreement last
year of three groundbreaking new global pacts: the Paris Agreement
on Climate Change; the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk
Reduction; and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

Figure 8: Connecting the dots between conflict, climate change and disaster policy
frameworks

Sendai
Framework for
Disaster Risk
Reduction

However, largely absent in the new 2015 policy architecture is the
explicit recognition of interconnected risks, particularly climate–
conflict risks, which have a significant bearing on humanitarian
assistance. The World Humanitarian Summit is a unique opportunity
to make the humanitarian system fit for purpose by breaking
through sectoral silos and linking different communities of practice.
Not doing so calls into question the ability of the international
community to deliver on the three agreements.
Meeting climate, development, humanitarian and peacebuilding
goals, however, needs more than policy processes. It requires
transformation of the very institutions that are tasked with delivering
on these promises.
To be effective, the United Nations and bilateral donors need to
reform the silos created by institutional mandates and financial
structures. They need to move beyond short-term, project-driven
responses and work towards collective, strategic outcomes.
Humanitarian organisations should work more closely with
development and peacebuilding organisations, particularly in
cases of protracted crises, where more complex and longer-term
approaches are needed.
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Connections between
risks joined up?
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