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Executive summary
For nearly two decades there has been growing concern within international hu-
manitarian assistance with ‘forgotten crises’ and ‘underfunded sectors’. These 
terms were conceived as an advocacy tool to help mobilize funds and awareness. 
They have helped to raise the profile of humanitarian actors and divert attention 
to places and people in need, which are often overlooked. 

In this discussion paper we aim to consider the problem of forgotten crises and 
underfunded sector less from an advocacy and fund-raising perspective, but rather 
from a normative-analytical angle that identifies the underlying conceptual and 
normative issues. We therefore suggest abandoning the terms ‘forgotten crises’ 
and ‘underfunded sectors’ for the purposes of this paper. Instead, we will talk 
about inequity as uneven distribution of financial resources and political atten-
tion across places, sectors and population groups. 

Given the limited financial and political means available, we consider inequi-
ties within global humanitarian assistance to be inevitable. The internet has en-
sured that information is constantly accessible, but the sum of our priorities and 
actions produces and sustains varying levels of political and financial attention 
to crises. The decisions of donors and humanitarian organizations, taken within 
the confines of limited resources, produce global inequities in humanitarian re-
sponse. Addressing this imbalance does not automatically imply their equaliza-
tion; it may well mean that we accept the disparity as the intended or unintend-
ed result of our moral choices.

In chapter 2 we hone in on normative principles of distribution and the basic un-
derstanding of need. We argue that there are two core normative principles at 
play in current humanitarian assistance – the principles of duty-based and re-
sults-based distribution. The duty-based principle gives priority to those with the 
greatest need and tends to abstract from all other practical concerns like media 
attention, interests, institutional path-dependencies and cost-effectiveness. Re-
sults-based distribution, by contrast, strives to reduce overall need and integrates 
all the practical factors shaping humanitarian assistance. 

Despite all discussion of resilience, vulnerability and rights, need remains the 
key rallying call for humanitarian assistance. Building on four sources of uncer-
tainty concerning the nature of human need – the definition of need, whether we 
can ever know the needs of others, how we can measure them and how we can 
respond to them – we argue that there is reason to complement a biological with 
a social understanding of need. Moreover, given the uncertainty about the na-
ture of human need, the needs declarations by those concerned should become a 
major priority. This creates the possibility of dealing with the reality of German 
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humanitarian assistance in a new way, since German humanitarian practice has 
never as yet worked according to a narrow understanding of need.

Chapter 3 delves more deeply into the reasons for the inequities of humanitarian 
assistance. It takes stock of the broad academic literature on humanitarian deci-
sion-making and provides a nuanced panorama of the factors shaping humanitar-
ian assistance beyond identified need. These factors include imperfect informa-
tion, the media’s attention cycles, political interests, historical and cultural ties 
and the mandates and specialization of humanitarian agencies.

While chapters 2 and 3 are a general analysis, chapter 4 focuses on the (in)equity 
of German humanitarian assistance. The AA is set to reform the way it conducts 
humanitarian action. Until now, a range of factors has shaped the AA’s humani-
tarian decision-making: the structure of the humanitarian budget, the capacities 
and priorities of partner organizations, external pressure, assessed needs, and the 
perceived value added and political priorities within the foreign office. Similar 
factors determine NGO decision-making and action: the availability of funds, 
the feasibility of the operation, media coverage, the needs of the affected popu-
lation, and the perceived added value of an NGO engaging in a specific crisis.

This variety of factors indicates that there is an inherent normative tension with-
in German humanitarian assistance with regards to the applied distributive prin-
ciple: while language implies a commitment to duty-based (i.e. impartial) human-
itarian assistance, practice is implicitly shaped by the idea of added value and 
the requirements of developmental humanitarian assistance, ref lecting a results-
based approach. 

Chapter 5 develops three courses of action for German Foreign Office to address 
humanitarian inequities. They are meant to be food for thought, not prescriptions 
of the next steps. The results-based approach aims to be transparent and predictable 
about the reality of selective and long-term oriented German humanitarian assis-
tance, in order to further strengthen the good working relationship between the 
AA and its partners. The results-based approach with a global ambition aims to tack-
le the inequities of global humanitarian assistance by channeling funds and in-
vesting political attention to those places, sectors and groups that have received 
too little attention based on a broad conception of need. The selective duty-based 
approach, then, accepts the reality of selective assistance, but aspires to be abso-
lutely needs-based where German humanitarian assistance becomes active. This 
leads to a much stronger focus on longer-term assistance, preparedness and com-
munity-based programming since these are the needs repeatedly expressed by those 
concerned in many of the current humanitarian crises in different parts of the 
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world. The focus on the German Foreign Office in this chapter does not mean 
that German NGOs do not have a role to play in reforming German humanitar-
ian assistance. They too, need to think about the distributive principle they want 
to apply and align their actions accordingly. However, developing courses of ac-
tion for the NGOs would have meant to treat them as a collective actor. Given 
the differing mandates, histories and capacities of these organizations we felt that 
this approach would be unsuitable. 

The discussion paper deliberately focuses on German humanitarian assistance. 
The role other donors, NGOs, international organizations, local governments and 
communities could play in addressing the inequity in humanitarian assistance is 
only addressed at the margins of this study.
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1	 Introduction
For its annual retreat 2013, the German Koordinierungsausschuss Humanitäre Hilfe, 
bringing together the Foreign Office, relevant other ministries and German hu-
manitarian organizations, chose the longstanding topic of forgotten crises and 
underfunded sectors and the quest for better ways to deal with them as its focus. 
This ref lection paper aims to provide input to this discussion. 

Forgotten crises and underfunded sectors have been on the minds of humani-
tarian actors for a long time. This paper does not therefore look to reinvent the 
wheel. However, by adopting a ref lective style we hope to elucidate some under-
lying issues and concepts which are rarely made explicit in the practical discus-
sion about what we term the inevitable inequities of international humanitarian 
action. We chose this approach because we think a retreat is the perfect moment 
to take the time to ref lect on the essence of problems humanitarians usually have 
to deal with operationally and under time pressure. 

Basing our arguments on the literature of political philosophy1 and humanitarian-
ism, we aim to help practitioners ref lect upon the implicit difficult moral choices 
involved in allocating financial and political resources for humanitarian purpos-
es. However, the paper is not an academic exercise of navel-gazing. Instead, we 
show that the underlying philosophical and sociological issues have direct poli-
cy implications.

Our analysis of the reasons for international humanitarian inequity and German 
humanitarian practice reveals that particular moral choices and the resulting ac-
tions consolidate or modify the level of inequity in humanitarian assistance. Each 
choice and subsequent course of action has its strengths and weaknesses. This 
paper highlights the logic and potential implications of three courses of action in 
order to stir discussion about a coherent, transparent and courageous approach 
for the German government and NGOs to deal with humanitarian inequities.

The paper is built on an extensive review of the academic literature on humani-
tarian decision-making of the last ten years, key works of political philosophy and 
the grey literature on forgotten crises, as well as the relevant strategies and con-
cept notes of donors and agencies active in this issue area. Furthermore, we con-
ducted 13 in-depth interviews with German Foreign Office and NGO staff, do-
nors and the UN. The AA perspective is based on interviews with officers from 
the UN division, the humanitarian division, regional divisions and the policy 
planning division. It is also based on a review of the recent evaluation of Ger-
man humanitarian assistance and key policy documents and reports. The NGO 
perspective is based on interviews with German NGO managers.

1	 The authors thank Jahel Queralt for her invaluable philosophical input during the early stages of the 

research process.

5 Reflections on the inequities of humanitarian assistance



This is by no means an exhaustive piece of research. This paper serves to high-
light issues that are clearly recurrent after a limited number of interviews. One 
particular limitation is the number of interviews we could conduct with other bi-
lateral donors. To understand the constraints and choices of other governments, 
a considerable amount of further research would have been necessary. Therefore 
we chose to provide the limited information we have in an annex to this paper 
rather than including it within the main text. The triangulation with existing re-
search, however, makes us confident that the concerns identified have fairly wide 
purchase in the international and German humanitarian realm. 
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2	 What is inequity in 
humanitarian assistance and is 
it a problem?

‘Forgotten’ crises and ‘underfunded’ sectors have been part of humanitarian re-
f lection and advocacy for nearly twenty years. Various instruments to tackle the 
problem have been developed (see annex 1), but the overall issue remains the 
same: Humanitarian assistance is not evenly balanced across countries and sec-
tors, but has its hotspots and voids. From a moral perspective, these inequities 
do not themselves constitute a problem. Whether they have the potential to be-
come one, however, depends on the normative underpinnings of the humanitar-
ian assistance provided. That is, only if donors and humanitarian agencies root 
their actions in a clearly defined normative principle can we decide whether and 
if so how to address ‘forgotten’ crises and ‘underfunded’ sectors.

2.1	 A paradigm shift: From ‘forgotten crises’ 
and ‘underfunded sectors’ to inequity in 
humanitarian assistance

There is rarely enough assistance to address humanitarian needs. The United 
Nations’ (UN) consolidated appeals (CAPs) and those of the International Com-
mittee of the Red Cross (ICRC) tend not to be fully funded.2 The general expec-
tation is that more money could help address more needs.3 Therefore, humanitar-
ian agencies had to devise strategies to attract more funding. Labelling a crisis 
‘forgotten’ or a sector ‘underfunded’ was one of them because the terms resonat-
ed well with policy makers and the general public.4

Humanitarian agencies such as the ICRC and Medicines Sans Frontiers (MSF) 
started to use the term in the 1990s to point to particularly needy places within 
and beyond their assistance portfolio.5 The urgency expressed by the term ‘for-
gotten crisis’ differs from the more technical ‘underfunded sector’. The term ‘un-
derfunded sectors’ has become humanitarian parlance with the rise of the clus-
ter system and the evolution of the CAP. 

2	 About 20-40% of the CAPs have gone unmet between 2000 and 2011 (Development Initiatives 2012: 63).

3	 Note that this expectation is contrary to the views of many recipients who rather want “smarter aid” as 

they feel that currently “too much is given too fast” (Anderson et al 2012: 2).

4	 German NGO, Bonn, personal interview, May 2, 2013; Rubin 1996; Pratt 1999; International Crisis 

Group 2006; Green and Mitchell 2007; Fitzgerald 2009; Kokrajhar 2012; Food and Agriculture Organi-

zation 2002; AFP 2003; WHO 2004; World Food Programme 2006; Foulkes 2011.

5	 See, for example, ICRC news release “Geneva/Bern: ICRC and Swiss Red Cross launch joint campaign for vic-

tims of forgotten conflicts,” available online at http://www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/misc/57jlzj.

htm, accessed February 28, 2014.
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But what does it actually mean to say that a crisis is ‘forgotten’ or a sector ‘un-
derfunded’? These advocacy terms are vivid expressions of inequities of global 
humanitarian assistance. However, they also scandalize a phenomenon – some 
places, sectors and population groups receive more resources than others – that 
is arguably inevitable. There is not the political will, the financial means and 
the operational access to globally help all people in need. Donors are increasing-
ly wary of sensationalist tactical language and the methods for identifying and 
measuring ‘forgottenness’ are controversial.6 Considering the ambiguities of the 
terms ‘forgotten crises’ and ‘underfunded sectors’, we suggest abandoning them 
for the purposes of this input paper, to allow for a more informed approach to 
the challenges of humanitarian inequity.

Inequity denotes, for us, the uneven distribution of financial resources and polit-
ical attention across places, sectors and population groups. We argue that look-
ing at the various dimensions of inequity of humanitarian assistance better captures 
the underlying issues of humanitarian inequity. This approach enables donors 
and humanitarian agencies alike to decide more calmly on their priorities with-
out a language that ultimately distracts from the underlying problem: In the age 
of the internet little is forgotten but our priorities and actions interact to produce 
and sustain different levels of political and financial attention to crises. Yet, these 
discrepancies may not ref lect our moral choices. Responding to these inequities, 
however, does not necessarily imply to even them out; it may well mean that we 
accept them as intended or unintended results of our moral choices. 

2.2	 Dimensions of humanitarian inequity

The humanitarian principles appeal to a global and all-encompassing capacity of 
humanitarian response. Yet, donors and humanitarian organizations make de-
cisions with an awareness of their limited resources. Humanitarian assistance of 
individual actors is thus by nature selective. The accumulated results of these in-
dividual choices constitute the global inequities of humanitarian response. There 
are three dimensions of humanitarian inequity:

1	 Lack of financial attention: humanitarian funds are distributed uneven-
ly across geographical spaces, different sectors and specific population 
groups who all face humanitarian needs.7 

6	 German Federal Foreign Office, Berlin, personal interview, April 27 and May 2 and 10, 2013; another ex-

ample is that Medicines Sans Frontiers (MSF) started in 1998 to issue an annual top ten list of forgotten 

humanitarian crises. The list named crises that received much less relative coverage in major US nightly 

newscasts than what was considered appropriate by MSF’s field staff. In 2010 the list was abandoned 

because its methodology had attracted increasing criticism.

7	 The 2012 ALNAP State of the Humanitarian System report negotiates the relationship between funding 

and needs under the headlines of ‘coverage/sufficiency’ and ‘relevance/appropriateness’ (ALNAP 2012: 

43-52). The Global Humanitarian Assistance Report uses the term ‘proportionality’ (Development Ini-

tiatives 2012: 67-69).
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2	 Lack of political attention: donors and non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) tend to engage much more actively in gaining access, promoting 
international humanitarian law or coordinating their actions in some sit-
uations than in others. They also tend to focus their political attention in 
a crisis on one population group (e.g. children) to the detriment of anoth-
er (e.g. the elderly).

3	 Lack of participation: the needs assessed by the humanitarian communi-
ty and the needs articulated by the affected population do not correspond 
to one another.8

In practice, we know relatively little about the real dimensions of global human-
itarian inequity. At first sight, humanitarian inequity appears as follows: 

Source: Development Initiatives (2012: 30)

8	 Anderson et al 2012; Binder and Grünewald 2010.

Sudan 
US$9.7bn

Palestine/OPT 
US$6.5bn

Afghanistan
US$5.6bn

Ethiopia
US$5.3bn

Iraq
US$5.2bn

Pakistan
US$4.6bn

Haiti
US$3.7bn

DRC
US$3.7bn

Somalia
US$2.7bn

Indonesia
US$2.4bn

Kenya
US$1.9bn

Sri Lanka
US$1.8bn

Lebanon
US$1.7bn

Zimbabwe
US$1.7bn

Uganda
US$1.6bn

Chad
US$1.4bn

Jordan
US$1.3bn

Angola
US$1.2bn

Burundi
US$1.2bn

Myanmar
US$1bn

fiGuRe 17: top 20 Recipients of inteRnAtionAl HumAnitARiAn Aid, 2001–2010

source:	development	initiatives	based	on	oeCd	daC	and	un	oCha	Fts	data

30
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Some places – Sudan, Palestine, Afghanistan – received much more financial at-
tention than other countries, which do not even figure in the graph above, e.g. 
the Central African Republic.

In per capita terms, inequity means that in 2010 and 2011, for instance, Haitians 
received $1.167, Libyans $307 and Ivoirians $159 in humanitarian assistance per 
person.9 However, these numbers are not particularly revealing as we do not know 
whether operations in Haiti are more expensive than those in Libya and we do 
not know whether needs were greater in Libya than in the Ivory Coast and so on. 
In addition, there is little data on the lack of financial attention given to differ-
ent population groups. Did children in Ivory Coast receive aid to the detriment of 
the elderly or girls at the detriment of boys? On the other hand, we do know a bit 
more about sectoral imbalances. Globally, the food sector is the best covered and 
early recovery, protection (particularly child protection) and education the worst.10 

With regards to political attention, our knowledge about inequities is severely lim-
ited. Much of humanitarian diplomacy takes place behind closed doors. We will 
never know how many hours of staff time of the ICRC or foreign offices current-
ly go into negotiations with Syria’s government to start respecting international 
humanitarian law (IHL) and allow for the delivery of humanitarian assistance. 
We will never know the amount of resources that currently go into making the 
global humanitarian response discern the different needs of women, girls, boys 
and men and so on. 

2.3	 Humanitarian needs and distributive principles

The debate over humanitarian inequity is intrinsically linked to identified human-
itarian need. Despite attempts to promote alternative basic concepts like vulner-
ability, risk or capacity, need continues to feature as the core normative concept 
of humanitarian assistance.11 Interestingly, the centrality of need in today’s hu-
manitarianism is at odds with the ever-present notion that there is an obligation 
to support people and countries in peril. The idea that the better-off are obligated 
to assist implies that the recipients are entitled to help. Longstanding debates on 
rights-based humanitarian assistance frequently draw on this assumption.12 In 
the course of these debates, the term charity has gained a negative connotation.

9	 ALNAP 2012: 44.

10	 ALNAP 2012: 45.

11	 Darcy and Hofmann 2003: 17; Anderson et al 2012; IASC 2006; Geneva Conventions and Protocols; 

Good Humanitarian Donorship Initiative 2003, European Commission 2008; German Federal Foreign 

Office 2012; German Federal Foreign Office and BMZ 2012: 3.

12	 Slim 2002.
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Nevertheless, focusing on needs rather than entitlements makes humanitarian as-
sistance an act of charity, not an act of justice. Charity means using one’s own 
resources to help people in need at reasonable cost to oneself. That is, it is mor-
ally defensible to do selective humanitarian assistance and focus your resources 
to help a certain group of people in need.13 

The concept of need itself – as opposed to the practice of needs assessment – is 
rarely discussed in the humanitarian domain.14 Yet to come to terms with the 
question of whether and how to tackle humanitarian inequity, it is essential to 
address the concept of need comprehensively by asking: 

1	 What are human needs? 

2	 Can we know the needs of others?

3	 How can we measure needs?

4	 How can we respond to needs? 

When asked what needs are, political philosophers debate whether needs are pure-
ly physical or whether social needs and the need for autonomy are just as impor-
tant. The same question informs the humanitarian debate on whether assistance 
should be only life-saving or whether it should also address livelihood, educa-
tion and other developmental needs. We argue that humanitarian assistance – to 
keep its promises to save lives and restore dignity – must conceptualize human 
needs both as physical and social needs. Humanitarians must therefore respond 
to both physical needs and so-called ‘autonomy needs’ of the individual.15 Auton-
omy needs are a precondition for living a life in dignity and they are all too of-
ten neglected by international humanitarian assistance.16 

Philosophers have long pondered the question whether we can know the needs of oth-
ers. In his brilliant essay “The Needs of Strangers” Michael Ignatieff (1984) comes 
to the conclusion that, ultimately, we cannot, because need is a lot about individ-
ual identity which can only be communicated, not identified from afar. In the hu-
manitarian field, his claim is backed by evidence: According to ALNAP, only 20 
per cent of polled recipients said that the aid they received addressed their most 
important needs.17 Following this insight has clear policy implications. It means 

13	 Valenti 2012: 492.

14	 Representative of a large body of literature: Ignatieff 1984; Hamilton 2003; Nussbaum 2003; Sen 2009; 

Darcy and Hofmann 2003; Binder et al 2011; DARA 2009.

15	 Hamilton 2003: 21ff.

16	 Hamilton 2003; Anderson et al 2012.

17	 ALNAP 2012: 48; The ‘Listening Project’ by the CDA Collaborative Learning identifies needs that are 

also significantly different from what humanitarian assistance provides (Anderson et al 2012: 17ff ).
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that needs assessments must be accepted as a ‘best guess’ and that the articulation 
of needs by the affected population must have priority over the results of needs 
assessments, depending on the normative convictions held by the concerned.

Need is a concept that stresses a shortage. Asking, for instance, Haitians what 
they need instead of what they have yields completely different answers and con-
comitant responses. Building on capacities and existing assets would enable hu-
manitarian action to become more sustainable, preventive and in line with the 
priorities of the concerned. The question about how we measure needs, then, turns 
into one about how we better listen to the preferences of affected populations. 
The evidence from Mary Anderson’s ambitious ‘Listening project’ strongly backs 
this approach.18

Finally, how to respond to needs – whether imperfectly measured or directly artic-
ulated by the affected population? Although rarely made transparent or evaluat-
ed, donors and humanitarian organizations allocate their resources based on two 
main distributive principles:19

1	 Duty-based distribution refers to the moral duty to help a person in need. 
It gives strict priority to the neediest in absolute terms because it is consid-
ered the morally most pressing thing to do. All others would only get as-
sistance once the neediest were helped. The concern is individual need. 
The underlying ethical belief is that the intention for the assistance is more 
important than its result.20

2	 Results-based distribution strives to reduce overall need.21 Assistance must 
be delivered in so that it reduces the sum of total needs. That is, assistance 
should be provided where it has the highest chance of being effective. Ef-
fectiveness implies both that a humanitarian organization chooses to be-
come involved on the basis of its comparative advantage and that benefi-
ciaries are chosen on the basis of their potential to help reduce the sum of 

18	 Anderson et al 2012.

19	 This is a gross simplification of the many nuances of the debate in political philosophy. This two-pronged 

structure, however, serves a useful role in helping us articulate our position in this ref lection paper. Ru-

benstein, for example discusses a third distributive principle, proportional distribution. This approach 

contributes to the overall equality of satisfied needs by giving proportionally more to the needier and less 

to the less needy. The underlying ethical believe is again that the result of the assistance is more impor-

tant than the intention. Yet, the goal is equality more than reduction of need. Since this principle does 

not play an explicit or implicit role in German humanitarian assistance, we exclude it from the discussion 

(Rubenstein 2008: 232-234). Political philosopher Thomas Pogge explains the proportionalist view well 

in his ‘Moral Priorities of International Human Rights NGOS’ (2006: 229; fn. 23).

20	 This resonates with Max Weber’s distinction between an ethics of responsibility and an ethics of convic-

tion mad in his famous ‘Politics as Vocation’ (Weber 2004 [1919]).

21	 In political philosophy ‘results-based’ distribution is usually called ‘consequentialist’ (Cf. Pogge 2006). 

We prefer here the label ‘results-based’ to indicate that results are morally prioritized over intentions. 

While ‘results-based’ distribution is not congruent with recent attempts for ‘results-based management’ 

or ‘value for money’ approaches, it can provide the normative framework for such approaches.
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total needs. The concern is collective need. The underlying ethical belief 
is that the results of the assistance are more important than the intention.

Duty-based distribution is in line with strictly principled humanitarian assis-
tance because impartiality calls for assistance to all in need, or even to the need-
iest.22 The results-based approach is not strictly principled, because it prioritizes 
the overall well-being of a group over helping the neediest individuals within this 
group. It ref lects the added value humanitarian actors can provide and it takes 
into account the capabilities of recipients. In the moral framework of duty-based 
distribution inequity is problematic; in the results-based approach it is less so.

22	 Impartiality means for the International Committee of the Red Cross: “It makes no discrimination as 

to nationality, race, religious beliefs, class or political opinions. It endeavors to relieve the suffering of 

individuals, being guided solely by their needs, and to give priority to the most urgent cases of distress” (1996:4) 

and the EU proclaims: “Humanitarian aid must be provided solely on the basis of need, without dis-

crimination between or within affected populations” (European Commission 2008: paragraph 13; Cf. 

Koddenbrock 2013: 219).
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3	 Why is there inequity in 
humanitarian assistance? 

As we can see from the discussion above, inequities in humanitarian assistance 
can be the consequence of a sum of intentional choices – to perceive humanitari-
an assistance as charity and provide it as you see fit; to consider the value added 
of your organization and become active where you can; to help where your as-
sistance can be used to reduce overall needs; to help where you believe the need-
iest persons to be and – given limited resources –refrain from providing assis-
tance to the rest. 

But humanitarian inequity can also be a result of unintentional action. This is the 
case when distributive principles remain implicit or change on a case-by-case ba-
sis. As a result, action and conviction fall apart. Inconsistent humanitarian ac-
tion is problematic. For instance, it makes coordination difficult as the behav-
iour of a specific humanitarian actor becomes unpredictable. But unintentional 
humanitarian action has its reasons: 

1	 Imperfect information ranging from a shaky evidentiary basis about hu-
manitarian needs (see chapter 2.3) to being unfamiliar with faraway cri-
ses and local contexts makes it difficult for decision makers to allocate 
attention in accordance with a distributive principle. This problem is fur-
ther exacerbated by limited analytical capacities within foreign ministries 
and humanitarian organizations. After all, keeping an overview of glob-
al and local humanitarian issues is skill and resource intensive. One way 
that less equipped organizations deal with the problem is by following the 
decisions of their better equipped peers. The Swedish International Devel-
opment Cooperation Agency (SIDA) or the British Department for Inter-
national Development (DFID) become models for “smaller” donors, and 
MSF, Oxfam or Save the Children, act as models for “smaller” NGOs. 
The outcome is often a herding effect around specific crises.23

2	 The biased ‘making’ of international crises. It is not enough for a human-
itarian crisis to simply exist. To be addressed, the crisis needs to come to 
the attention of decision makers in distant countries. Obviously, the me-
dia plays an important role in the making of a crisis. They can drive pri-
vate and public donors’ attention to certain places, sectors or population 
group. The selection of places, sectors or population groups is not based 
on needs, but on what sells in mass media. The results are well-known: 
reporting is limited to iconic humanitarian situations – starving children 

23	 United Nations, Berlin, telephone interview, April 30, 2013; international donor, telephone interview, 

Geneva, May 2, 2013, German Federal Foreign Office, Berlin, personal interview, April 25 and May 2 and 

10, 2013; “On average, the likelihood to provide aid after a natural emergency increases by 15–33 percent-

age points when any other major donor participates in the aid process” (Fink and Radaelli 2011: 742).
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in Africa, miserable Syrian refugees, etc. These pictures have the power 
to stir public attention and public donors as well as NGOs are pressed to 
respond to high-visibility crises. Since attention spans are short on mass 
media, new crises tend to supersede older ones from public attention.24 
Nonetheless, research suggests that media pressure alone is not sufficient 
to drive foreign policy. The attention of other partners – allies, the UN, 
key humanitarian organizations – to a certain humanitarian situation is 
also important in the ‘making’ of a humanitarian crisis.25

3	 Political interests also inf luence allocation of funds and political attention 
to a certain crisis. Research suggests that allocation of funds by tradition-
al donors is strongly driven by security interests, former colonial relation-
ships and geographic closeness to crises.26 In humanitarian circles, this po-
litical bias is controversially discussed with a view to how security policy 
“highjacks” humanitarian assistance.27 However, even beyond this con-
tested and widely discussed field, political interests play a role. High-lev-
el political visits to a crisis country usually come with an aid package not 
necessarily put together on the basis of any distributive principle. More-
over, some donor governments openly advance their domestic economic 
interests by shipping food abroad,28 while others identify “priority needs,” 
such as protection and education to further a wider political agenda.29

4	 Historical and cultural ties also often inf luence aid allocation decisions. 
Kofi Annan campaigned against this bias toward “ex-colonies, countries 
close to the donors’ hearts or in which they have a strategic interest” upon 
launching the consolidated appeal for forgotten crises in 2003.30 On the 
other hand, focusing assistance on countries with a longstanding relation-
ship is in line with the results-based distribution principle. After all, histor-
ical and cultural ties determine a comparative advantage of a longstand-
ing donor or humanitarian organization over “new comers.”31

24	 International donor, Geneva, telephone interview, May 2, 2013; Darcy and Hofmann 2003; Holm 2002; 

Moszinsky 2005: 165; Mukhier 2006; Oxley 2001: 28; Jeffreys 2002: 4; Economist 2003. Based on an 

analysis of more than 200 English-language newspapers from around the world research by AlertNet 

(2005) shows that media coverage of most crises dropped when news about the Indian Ocean tsunami 

took the headlines.

25	 Robinson 1999; Jakobson 2000: 132-137; Olsen et al 2003; German Federal Foreign Office, Berlin, per-

sonal interview, April 25 and May 2 and 10, 2013; Büthe, Major and Souza 2012; Dury, Olson, Belle 2005.

26	 Olsen et al 2003; Fink and Radaelli 2011; Raschky and Schwindt 2012.

27	 As most recent examples of this longstanding debate, see: Dörner 2013; Staudinger 2013.

28	 Binder, Gaus, Steets et al 2011: 1; for the development of US food aid policy, see Thurow and Kilman 2010.

29	 International donor, Geneva, telephone interview, May 2, 2013.

30	 Economist 2003; this has eventually led to the establishment of CERF; see also Oxfam 2000; Oxley 2001; 

Jefferys 2002; Darcy and Hofmann 2003.

31	 International donor, Geneva, telephone interview, May 2, 2013.
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5	 Mandates and specializations of humanitarian organizations also cumula-
tively produce unintended humanitarian inequity. For example, MSF will 
naturally prioritize health issues, the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) will predominantly focus on protection and shel-
ter and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) on children. That 
is, irrespective of the distributive principle a donor chooses, its humani-
tarian attention will be channeled to a specific sector or population group 
on the basis of its partners’ specialization. 
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4	 The inequity of German 
humanitarian response

Just as the collective action of humanitarian donors and agencies determines the 
(in)equity of global humanitarian assistance, the interplay between the key German 
humanitarian actors defines the inequity of German humanitarian assistance. Key 
German actors are the German Foreign Office (Auswärtiges Amt, AA), with its part-
ner organizations (German and foreign NGOs, UN agencies, the ICRC and the Ger-
man Red Cross (DRK)) and implementing agencies (Technisches Hilfswerk (THW) 
and Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ)).32 Although the main 
responsibility for humanitarian assistance now lies with the AA, the lessons of the 
longstanding debate on linking relief, rehabilitation and development (LRRD) and 
transition prove that the relationship with the Federal Ministry for Development 
Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (Bundesministeri-
um für wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit und Entwicklung, BMZ) is also crucial.33

There is an inherent normative tension in German humanitarian assistance with 
regards to the underlying distributive principle: While official language implies 
a commitment to duty-based (i.e. impartial) humanitarian assistance,34 German 
practice is shaped by the notion of added value and developmental humanitari-
an assistance, ref lecting the results-based approach.

4.1 The German Foreign Office perspective

The AA understands humanitarian assistance as a collective responsibility; a com-
mon duty of the German government and civil society vis-à-vis people in need; 
a shared obligation of all donors – traditional and emerging – to coordinate hu-
manitarian response and reach the largest possible coverage of global humani-
tarian needs. The government’s own contribution to this collective responsibility 
consists of financial and political engagement. Next to providing funds – which 
are limited compared to Germany’s overall political weight – the AA aims to use 
its political inf luence to advance humanitarian diplomacy. Examples for Germa-
ny’s engagement in humanitarian diplomacy are the initiation of the European 

32	 Other ministries like interior, defense and environment are also involved (Channel Research 2011b: 93). 

It is important here to clarify the difference between implementing agency and partner. The THW and 

GIZ work on the basis of procurement contracts, whereas partners work on the basis of grants (NGOs) or 

contributions to the core budget and project related grants (ICRC and UN agencies). In practical terms 

this means projects of THW and GIZ are fully paid for, whereas NGOs only receive co-financing. This 

means that – depending on the share of other sources of financing – NGOs are more independent from 

German government policies than implementing partners.

33	 Steets 2011; Koddenbrock 2009; in the past, responsibility for humanitarian assistance has been divided 

between the AA and the BMZ. With a Ressortvereinbarung in 2012, the overall responsibility for German 

humanitarian assistance was given to the Foreign Office (German Federal Foreign Office and BMZ 2013).

34	 German Federal Foreign Office 2012.
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Consensus on Humanitarian Assistance and the preparedness initiative initiated 
as co-chair of the Good Humanitarian Donorship Initiative (GHD) in 2011/12.35 

In 2011/12 the responsibilities for humanitarian assistance within the Federal 
government were reorganized. As a result, the funding line “development-orient-
ed emergency and transitional aid” (DETA) was dissolved and the larger part of 
it moved to the foreign office. The funds are dedicated for emergency food assis-
tance and “longer-term” humanitarian assistance (projects up to three years), but 
they are not a separate funding line anymore.36 With this new setup, AA leader-
ship started to focus on making German humanitarian assistance more strategic. 
The AA devised a strategy outlining the government’s humanitarian priorities 
and principles. In addition, the humanitarian division is currently reworking its 
decision-making processes to ref lect these priorities and principles.37

The aim is to have a coordinated procedure in place by the end of 2013. The pro-
cedure is supposed to be embedded in the international and national humanitarian 
landscape. The ambition is to move towards a forward-looking funding approach 
by 2014. The decision-making processes will also be revised. It will include, for 
example, “humble”38 regional and country strategies to be developed in cooper-
ation with the different internal and external partners of the humanitarian divi-
sion. Financial mechanisms will also be overhauled. The precise contours of the 
future financial mechanisms are still under discussion, but they will include pos-
sibilities to fund longer-term partnerships, innovation and system development. 

The humanitarian division enjoys relative independence within the foreign office 
compared to humanitarian divisions that are integrated within Foreign Offices 
in other countries. This ref lects that on a leadership level, it has been accepted 
that humanitarian assistance at times has to follow its own rules and principles. 
Nevertheless, the humanitarian division coordinates closely with other divisions 
within the AA.39 Staff members in the foreign office describe funding decisions 
as “fiddling work” due to the low level and f lexibility of the humanitarian bud-
get. At the same time, decision-making is deliberately open and f lexible so as to 
allow for swift reactions to political priorities or European Union (EU) and UN 
initiatives.40 

35	 German Federal Foreign Office Berlin, personal interview, April 25 and May 2 and 10, 2013; German 

Federal Foreign Office (2012); Schumacher 2012.

36	 In German: Entwicklungsorientierte Not- und Übergangshilfe (ENÜH). The funding line amounted to 

€130-140 million per year. The overall sum of German public humanitarian aid was not affected by the 

Ressortvereinbarung from BMZ to German Federal Foreign Office.

37	 German Federal Foreign Office, Berlin, personal interview, April 25 and May 2 and 10, 2013; German 

Federal Foreign Office 2012.

38	 German Federal Foreign Office, Berlin, personal interview, April 25 and May 2 and 10, 2013; German 

Federal Foreign Office 2012.

39	 German Federal Foreign Office, Berlin, personal interview, April 25 and May 2 and 10, 2013.

40	 German Federal Foreign Office, Berlin, personal interview, April 25 and May 2 and 10, 2013.
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Within this setup, five elements shape the distribution of funds:41

1	 The structure of the humanitarian budget. Despite the current f lux of af-
fairs within the humanitarian department, the size and structure of the Ger-
man humanitarian budget remains largely the same: the budget amounted 
to ca. €18642 million in 2013 and is evenly divided among its three compo-
nents multilateral funding (contributions to the UN and the ICRC), bilat-
eral funding (mainly channeled through German NGOs, GIZ, THW and 
DRK) and an annual reserve for sudden-onset emergencies.43 The struc-
ture of the budget leaves relatively little room for maneuver, allowing the 
AA to fund a maximum of two or three larger crises per year. The main 
strategic impact of the Ressortvereinbarung is that the AA is now able to fi-
nance “non-reactive humanitarian action,” including preparedness, capac-
ity-building or transition financing.

2	 Capacities and priorities of partners. The foreign office depends on oth-
er organizations for aid delivery. The choices, capacities and specializa-
tions of these partner organizations determine where and in which sec-
tors the German government can support humanitarian assistance. This 
dependency is reinforced by AA’s practice of working with partners it al-
ready knows, in order to reduce the risk of poor quality implementation.

3	 External pressure. The German general public is largely unaware of most 
humanitarian situations, not least because of limited German media cov-
erage of these issues. As a result, the AA tries to accommodate the priori-
ties of parliamentarians and civil society organizations as proxies of their 
constituency – the German people. 

4	 Value added and political priorities within the foreign office. The AA be-
lieves that, given limited resources, Germany should engage where it can 
make a difference.

5	 Needs of the affected population. Needs-based humanitarian assistance 
is the normative core commitment of the German government.44 Never-
theless, it does not produce independent needs assessments. This is an ex-
plicit decision, since the German government supports common needs as-
sessments on the global level. In practice this means that resources which 

41	 The discussion is based on interviews with the German Federal Foreign Office, Berlin, April 25, May 2 

and 10, 2013; German Federal Foreign Office 2012; German Federal Foreign Office and BMZ 2012.

42	 German Parliament 2013: Haushaltsplan; Kapitel 05, Titel 687 72.

43	 Channel Research 2011a: xii; between 2006 and 2009 The German implementing agencies received a 

total of €358 million for humanitarian assistance, NGOs received €276 million and UN agencies and the 

ICRC €308 million (Channell Research 2011b: 94).

44	 German Federal Foreign Office 2012.
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are not allocated due to external or internal pressures are allocated on the 
basis of the ECHO Global Needs Assessment (GNA) and the CAP. In the 
past, the humanitarian division divided its funding in proportion to these 
assessments. Dependency on partner choices adds to the constraints on 
needs-based assistance.

4.2	 The NGO perspective

Between 2005 and 2010, more than 50 German and foreign NGOs have received 
humanitarian funding from either the AA or the BMZ (Channel research 2011b: 
88-90). The German NGO market comprises mostly small to medium sized NGOs 
with an annual budget of €30 million or less.45 Only Welthungerhilfe has an an-
nual budget of more than €100 million.

These NGOs emerged from development and civil society initiatives between 
1960 and 1980. For this reason, the BMZ has been the key government partner 
of many German NGOs in terms of humanitarian financing and normative pow-
er. As a consequence, most of them pursue a long-term approach to humanitar-
ian assistance. Barely any of the German NGOs can be compared to principled 
humanitarian organizations such as MSF or the ICRC. Among German NGOs, 
creativity in dealing with the principles has always reigned.

We can again identify five factors that shape the German NGO’s distribution 
decisions:

1	 Availability of funds. NGOs acquire their humanitarian funds through 
various channels. Private donations make up 10-30% of the overall bud-
get. AA funding in the past amounted to less than 10% among most Ger-
man NGOs.46 The past BMZ- ENÜH funding, UN and ECHO are a more 
important funding base for most NGOs. Public and private funds are dif-
ferent. Private donations can hardly be used, for instance, to open new of-
fices, because fundraising campaigns promise that an overwhelming part 
of donations will reach the recipients. The use of public funds, by con-
trast, needs to conform to the legal, budgetary and political rules imposed 
by the funder. NGOs must therefore constantly negotiate over the prov-
enance of their funds, how they are entitled to use them and how they 
should be spent.

2	 Feasibility of operation. The feasibility of a particular operation depends 
on the available funds and the security situation in the area concerned, 
the availability of staff, knowledge of the area and existing relationships 

45	 See for example the annual budgets of Malteser, Help, Care Germany, and the German Red Cross; Welt-

hungerhilfe 2011.

46	 Help 2011: 29-31; Malteser 2011: 6; Welthungerhilfe 2011: 36.
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with local partners. For German NGOs, only operations with a long-term 
perspective (minimum three years) are attractive. The costs of setting up a 
new operation are high and the NGOs’ mindset is development-oriented. 
As a consequence, it is much more likely that they will continue or mod-
estly expand existing operations than start new ones.47

At a given point in time, an NGO has a particular assistance portfolio. In-
stitutional memory, existing country operations, local partner organiza-
tions and relationships with recipients determine this portfolio. Whatev-
er new activity is discussed relates to the existing portfolio. For example, 
when Malteser considered setting up shop in Banda Aceh, they could not 
afford it because they already had a security intensive operation going on 
in Pakistan at the time. When Help e.V. could no longer work inside Iraq 
they decided to shift their operations to Syria, to assist Iraqi refugees.48 

3	 Media attention also plays a role in NGO decision-making, because some 
mediatized crises generate large private and public donations. Yet our 
own research does not confirm that the ‘CNN-effect’ strongly shapes the 
German NGOs’ humanitarian response. The overall stream of operations 
among German NGOs is more tied to the organizations’ history, identi-
ty and portfolio.

4	 The role of needs. German NGOs do not usually conduct their own needs 
assessments. They take stock of existing international needs assessments, 
relate these to their portfolio and chose a country, sector or population 
group to assist. Within the country, they conduct local investigation mis-
sions to decide which specific village or populations group shall receive 
support. Need is one, but by no means the most important, decision-mak-
ing criterion among German NGOs. 

5	 Added value, conversely, is a crucial criterion. Added value means oper-
ating on the basis of existing know-how, considering the presence of oth-
er NGOs in the area or sector concerned and using funds efficiently. If a 
particular crisis region is already replete with humanitarian actors, there 
might be little added value in joining their ranks. If the costs for setting 
up the operation are excessively high, little added value will be created by 
investing them there instead of somewhere else. Although added value is 
the primary concern of German NGOs it does not mean that in practice, 
they never “follow the money.” The presence of most German NGOs in 
Haiti is a case in point.

47	 One interviewee in the German Federal Foreign Office argued that the German NGO’s tendency to sit 

tight is actually positive for humanitarianism. If the organization has been operating for a long time in 

a country and does a good job, it has significant political inf luence within this country. In a crisis situ-

ation, such an organization can gain more access than NGOs foreign to the context (German Federal 

Foreign Office, Berlin, personal interview, April 27 and May 2 and 10, 2013).

48	 Help and Malteser, personal interviews, May 1 and 2, 2013.
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5	 Courses of action – a bold basis 
for discussion

The previous chapters have shown how inequities of global and German human-
itarian assistance come about. Because of the reality of financial and political 
attention and the limits of beneficiary participation, these inequities are inevi-
table. What is more, the uneven distribution of assistance across places, sectors 
and population group can even be the intended result of a strategic decision-mak-
ing process. But it even gets more complicated than this: unintended global ineq-
uities are often the cumulative result of the intentional and morally justifiable foci 
of individual donors and humanitarian organizations on specific places, sectors 
or population groups. 

To achieve a collective German strategy towards addressing global humanitar-
ian inequities, the AA, German NGOs and other relevant stakeholders need to 
decide on three intrinsically normative questions:

1	 According to which distributive principle should German humanitarian re-
sponse allocate available financial and political resources?

2	 What should be the core criterion for German humanitarian response, need 
or added value?

3	 What does this imply for Germany’s positions among the international 
humanitarian community?

In looking for answers, we cannot pretend to operate in a political vacuum. Ger-
man political realities impinge on the scope for action, as Chapter 4 explained. 
They range from the developmental focus of German NGOs to the German pub-
lic’s “friendly ignorance”49 of humanitarian issues and to Germany’s internation-
al responsibilities as a civilian power. Moreover, trying to progress German hu-
manitarian assistance, presupposes openness about its current nature. This implies 
being transparent about the inherent normative tensions in current German hu-
manitarian assistance, rather than echoing the prevailing politically correct in-
ternational humanitarian discourse.

Two normative tensions are particularly relevant in this regard. First, although 
in rhetoric and doctrine, need is the core principle for German humanitarian as-
sistance, we found that all German practice is shaped by the notion of added val-
ue (cf. chapter 4). Considerations guiding decision-making are not uniquely based 
on where the neediest people are (duty-based principle). The key concern is where 
German assistance can achieve the best results with the given resources and com-

49	 German Federal Foreign Office, Berlin, personal interview, April 27 and May 2 and 10, 2013.
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petences (results-based principle). Need and added value are not mutually exclu-
sive. In many cases, these principles can be pursued jointly. Yet, if one prioritizes 
need over added value, the allocation of resources must be as unselective as pos-
sible in order to ref lect the underlying normative commitment. If added value is 
prioritized over need, the allocation of resources must be strategically selective. 

The second normative tension is a consequence of the first one. Despite oppos-
ing rhetoric German humanitarian assistance is more pragmatic than principled 
for the humanitarian principle of impartiality demands a duty-based approach. 
This does not mean that the German government does not defend humanitari-
an principles when necessary; it means that principled humanitarian assistance 
is an option, not a dogma. 

There is no objective, evidence-based or correct way to answer the three ques-
tions above. The choice of distributive principle, core criterion and international 
behavior is inherently normative. As with all normative choices, there is a tragic 
element to it. One might improve assistance to affected populations by following 
their needs more closely. Yet this implies helping fewer people, because resourc-
es are not used in the most efficient way. On the other hand, one might maxi-
mize the number of people helped by focusing assistance on where one can make 
a difference. Again, this implies that many people will be left out who might be 
needier than the ones reached. Acknowledging this “tragedy of choice” (Isaiah 
Berlin), we abstain from making recommendations. Rather, we outline three pos-
sible courses of action to be discussed among all German humanitarian actors. 
The courses of action are suggestions, not prescriptions. They are three out of a 
potentially unlimited set of courses of action. We picked those that we believe 
ref lect what is possible within the scope of German realities. At the same time, 
they constitute bold suggestions on how to improve current practice.

Course of action 1:	 Continue current practice, 
but make it more coherent: The results-based 
approach

Selective results-based distribution is the status quo of German humanitarian as-
sistance. It aims to reduce overall humanitarian needs by emphasizing develop-
mental approaches, preparedness and added value. As a result, it focuses on a 
few crises per year and organization. To improve this practice, the first course of 
action suggests more transparency about the implicit normative choices in order 
to increase the predictability of German humanitarian assistance. The structure 
of German humanitarian assistance provides unique opportunities for a broader 
and more comprehensive understanding of human need and a more prepared ap-
proach to the recurrence of crisis and disaster. A precondition for this is the de-
velopment of clear and transparent criteria for the selection of places, sectors and 
population groups. Firstly, this would result in a deliberate and justified partiality 
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of assistance. Secondly, it would constitute a more strategic approach compared 
to current practice. This line of action would decrease transaction costs between 
the AA and its partners and facilitate coordination with other donors. The current 
approach and the relative lack of transparency forces operational organizations 
to spend considerable resources in trying to access public funds.50 This approach 
does not aim at further increasing the international profile of German humani-
tarian assistance. If successfully implemented, the results-based approach would 
make German humanitarian assistance pragmatic, prepared and transparent. 

Course of action 2: Change the current practice to 
tackle unintended global humanitarian inequity: The 
results-based approach with a global ambition

Course of action 2 pursues the explicit aim to tackle the unintended global ineq-
uity of humanitarian assistance by adopting a global and coordinated results-based 
approach to humanitarian assistance. Like option 1, this line of action acknowl-
edges that added value and other concerns shape the reality of German human-
itarian assistance and global humanitarian inequities more broadly. However, 
this course of action openly articulates the need for a coordinated attempt to re-
duce inequity. Germany’s focus would, as a result, not be based on current polit-
ical and operational realities, but would aim to change these so as to counteract 
global inequities. This track would entail strategically reaching out to partners 
who are able to deliver assistance in those places, sectors and for those popula-
tion groups that are neglected by the international system. 

Since Germany does not have the resources to counterbalance these inequities 
alone, course of action 2 also includes advocacy towards other humanitarian do-
nors. This more ambitious approach would come with a need for greater polit-
ical clout, which can only be achieved if the humanitarian department works 
closely with the political units within the ministry. The inherent challenges of 
this approach arise because of existing incentives among donors and NGOs to 
concentrate on high-profile crises hoping that others will not do the same. It is 
unrealistic to expect any donor to become a ‘gap donor’. A shared responsibili-
ty among humanitarians to address the inequities would most likely lead to sim-
ilar approaches to the ones we have seen in the past – indices and funds dedicat-
ed to “forgotten crises”. 

Overall, it is likely that course two would not cause a fundamental shift in cur-
rent global practice. Nevertheless, there is one important opportunity of this ap-
proach to improve global practice. Knowing that the current approach to tackle 
global humanitarian inequities is unsuccessful, German humanitarian could ad-

50	 United Nations, Berlin, telephone interview, May 8, 2013; this problem applies, but is not specific to, 

German public assistance.
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vocate for and practice a new understanding of humanitarian needs. Given the genuine 
challenges of knowing and measuring human need (cf. chapter 2), this would en-
tail spearheading initiatives that center on listening to affected populations and 
their priorities and allocating funding and political attention accordingly. Ad-
dressing autonomy needs or non-life-saving approaches (e.g. livelihoods, skills 
training, preparedness) are in line with this approach. Pursuing this track would 
make cooperation and coordination with other units in the AA, additional part-
ners and other donors central. It therefore demands a significant global ambition 
on behalf of all German humanitarian actors. If implemented successful, this 
course of action would make German humanitarian assistance ambitious, coor-
dinated, prepared and innovative.  

Course of action 3: Change the current practice to 
refocus on the neediest: The selective duty-based 
approach

Principled humanitarian assistance is currently held to be the core aim of Ger-
man humanitarianism. Yet Germany practices a predominantly results-based ap-
proach. To resolve this normative tension, the AA and German NGOs could seek 
to reform practice and move towards selective duty-based distribution. That is, 
absolute humanitarian needs and added value would become core criteria of German hu-
manitarian assistance. This would mean that, instead of following global needs 
assessments combined with the human development index to arrive at the most 
urgent needs, as is currently international practice, this course of action would 
be selective with regards to places, sectors and population groups who would be 
treated on the basis of added value. Unlike course of action 1, this strategy offers 
assistance to the neediest within a certain crisis rather than ensuring that overall 
humanitarian need is reduced (because this may require helping the person with 
the greatest capacities). In doing so, it would consciously contribute to unintended 
global inequities and accept this side effect as unavoidable.

This move towards duty-based distribution essentially adopts the principle that 
the neediest take priority. This idea is enshrined in the ICRC principle of im-
partiality (see page 8) and hence builds on the practice of medical assistance. In 
emergency medical assistance, it is easier than in other humanitarian sectors to 
determine the neediest person: It is the person that will perish first if not imme-
diately helped. Yet, as discussed in chapter 2, if we consider human need more 
broadly, it is difficult, if not impossible, to objectively determine the neediest per-
son, place or sector. Acknowledging these difficulties, the selective duty-based 
approach would be designed as community-based. The neediest would be identi-
fied by community based programming. In this respect, the selective duty-based 
approach tends towards local determination. Taking this track to humanitarian as-
sistance would make German humanitarians assistance principled, selective and 
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community-based. Humanitarian diplomacy for the respect of IHL and humani-
tarian access would be the core of Germany’s international engagement. 

During the above mentioned Klausurtagung this study and the three courses of ac-
tion were presented to the German humanitarian community. As intended, the 
paper stirred discussion about collective German humanitarian assistance. It also 
triggered ref lections about the individual organizations’ priorities in terms of dis-
tributive principle. Concerning courses of action, there was no clear priority for 
one particular track. At the same time, the courses of action seemed to capture 
the overall landscape of positions since no additional approach has come out of 
the discussions.
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Annex 1: Existing mechanisms 
to tackle the inequity of global 
humanitarian assistance
This annex provides a brief overview of existing funding mechanisms and donor 
strategies which actively tackle the inequity of global humanitarian assistance. The 
OCHA-administered Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) and ECHO’s 
Forgotten Crisis Assessment (FCA) serve to “signal to donors”51 when crises are 
underfunded. The two use distinct methodologies to identify forgotten crises. In 
2012, only five countries were listed in common on ECHO’s and CERF’s list. 
This is further evidence for the argument we make in chapter 2 about the limited 
possibilities to objectively determine what a ‘forgotten crisis’ actually is. The In-
ternational Federation of the Red Cross (IFRC) has also set up a fund to address 
underfunded crises, the Disaster Relief Emergency Fund (DREF). The DREF 
can only be accessed by national Red Cross and Red Crescent societies.52 The an-
nex concludes with a brief ly summary of how Sweden and the United Kingdom 
(UK) deal with the issue of inequity and the question of need.

ECHO’s Forgotten Crisis Assessment

Since 2001, ECHO has set aside roughly $100-200 million per year (i.e. 10-20% of 
its annual geographical humanitarian and food aid budget) to fund “severe, pro-
tracted humanitarian crisis situations where affected populations are receiving 
no or insufficient international aid and where there is no political commitment 
to solve the crisis, due in part to a lack of media interest.”53 The funds can be ac-
cessed by ECHO’s regular implementing partners: NGOs, UN agencies, the In-
ternational Organization of Migration (IOM) and the Red Cross and Red Cres-
cent Movement. In 2013, $150 million is earmarked for nine forgotten crises.54 

Long-term displaced people are in ECHO’s view often the “victims of ignored 

51	 United Nations, Berlin, telephone interview, April 30, 2013.

52	 “Disaster Relief Emergency Fund (DREF),” available online at http://www.ifrc.org/PageFiles/40861/

DREF%20Background%20paper.pdf, accessed on February 28, 2014; In 2009-2010, Sweden led efforts 

within the GHD to critically ref lect on factors inf luencing funding decisions and, particularly, under-

funded appeals (Good Humanitarian Donorship Initiative 2010). Other efforts to improve the equity of 

humanitarian contributions: the Good Humanitarian Donorship Initiative, an informal donor forum 

established in 2003, has made equitable response a key priority.

53	 European Commission 2001-2012; European Commission 2002; European Commission 2011.

54	 European Commission 2001-2012.
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crises.”55 They are the result of the lack of financial and political attention to 
specific population groups. In recognition of this, Sahrawi refugees in Algeria 
have received assistance from ECHO’s forgotten crisis budget since 2001. Myan-
mar has consistently appeared on the list since 2003 and India since 2005. Paki-
stan became ‘forgotten’ only in 2013.56 Other crises are no longer on the list “ei-
ther because the situation changed (as in the case of the Lao Hmong refugees in 
Thailand who were involuntary repatriated in 2010) or because international me-
dia and donors have given them more attention, due to significant developments 
(Haiti, the Sahel Region and Somali Refugees in Kenya).”57

ECHO FCA is rather complex.58 Countries or regions are assessed by ECHO field 
staff and then measured against indicators such as media coverage, a vulnerabili-
ty index and public aid per capita to decide on funding priorities each year.59 The 
FCA serves as a means of increasing transparency and creditability of ECHO as-
sistance but is not used as an automatic funding mechanism. It informs funding 
decisions but does not determine them. In 2012, Yemen, which scored low on the 
FCA index, received $66 million as opposed to the highest ranking forgotten cri-
sis, the Central African Republic, which received $14.7 million.60 Similar tenden-
cies could be observed in 2010 and 2011.61 The reasons for the mismatch between 
the FCA rank and the funds disbursed by ECHO lie in the multiplicity of fac-
tors we have identified for the overall inequity of global humanitarian response.

UN OCHA Central Emergency Response Fund 
(Underfunded Emergencies Window)

Since 2006, one-third or a maximum of $150 million62 is set aside from the grant 
facility of the UN OCHA administered Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) 

55	 Horner 2006.

56	 European Commission 2001-2012. Access restrictions were matched with donor fatigue. See news article 

“Millions still need aid in Pakistan’s “forgotten” crises” at http://www.trust.org/item/?map=millions-

still-need-aid-in-pakistans-forgotten-crises, accessed on February 28, 2014.

57	 European Commission 2001-2012.

58	 Compare this to the political decision-making within ECHO as described in Weiss 2013.

59	 ECHO 2011.

60	 Sudan received $88.1 million in 2012, but this sum covered a wide range of activities within the country; 

only part of it was earmarked for the forgotten crisis of the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA).

61	 In 2011, Yemen (score 9) received $28.7 million while the highest ranking forgotten crisis, Myanmar 

(score 11), received $21 million. Other forgotten crises, such as the DRC and the Sudan (both ranked at 

9), received $84.4 million and $109.4 million respectively (ECHO 2010-2012; OCHA 2013). 

62	 CERF is a pooled fund set to collect $500 million per year: $450 in grants and $50 million in loan. The 

grant component is split into rapid response window ($300 million) and underfunded emergencies win-

dow ($150 million).
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each year to “mitigate the unevenness and slowness of the voluntary humanitar-
ian contributions system by targeting emergencies that have not attracted or are 
unlikely to attract sufficient and timely funding for life-saving activities.”63 In 
2013, the CERF will spend roughly $130 million for 12 to 15 forgotten crises.64

Twice a year,65 the CERF Secretariat nominates a number of countries for con-
sideration to be funded by the CERF UFE. The Emergency Response Coordina-
tor (ERC) makes the final decisions. Nominations by the CERF Secretariat are 
primarily based on relative CAP funding, but also take into account the imple-
mentation capacity of humanitarian agencies.66 This is a strong indicator for the 
importance of results-based distribution even among mechanisms like the CERF. 

To avoid a sector-bias within and across CAPs, the best-funded sector (most of-
ten the food sector) is excluded in the second step of the short-listing process. In 
addition, up to ten countries without CAPs are nominated and ranked by the 
UN’s Interagency Underfunded Working Group. The shortlist is checked against 
an aggregate vulnerability index composed of the Inter-Agency Standing Com-
mittee’s (IASC) priority score and ECHO’s vulnerability index.67 Once country-
level allocations are approved by the ERC, the respective humanitarian or resi-
dent coordinators can apply for the funds and determine country-level priorities.

Only UN funds, programs and agencies are eligible to apply for the country-spe-
cific CERF underfunded emergency window (UFE) and only life-saving activi-
ties68 are eligible for funding. Projects yielding the “highest impact” are preferred.69 
In 2011, CERF has provided $26.8 million (i.e. one-fifth of the UFE window) 
to displaced persons in protracted crises situations, 35 million for draught-relat-
ed interventions in the Horn of Africa. The Central African Republic, Chad and 
Ethiopia have been regular recipients of CERF UFE funds since its inception.70 

63	 OCHA 2011.

64	 CERF 2012d; Donor contributions to CERF’s grant facility (in millions; generally one-third was ear-

marked for forgotten crises): $226 in 2006, $376 in 2007, $431 in 2008, $357 in 2009, $449 in 2010, $459 

in 2011, $405 million in 2012 and $384 million in 2013 Channel Research 2011; UN News Centre 2012. 

Number of recipient countries of the CERF UFE: 18 in 2006, 24 in 2007, 22 in 2008, 21 in 2009, 18 in 

2010, in 2011 and 20 in 2012.

65	 CERF UFE is “front-loaded,” i.e. most of the funds are disbursed in the first round.

66	 “Operational capacity, access and be able to implement CERF funds in time and monitor their projects 

accordingly” CERF guidelines (CERF 2012).

67	 The IASC’s priority score is contained in the IASC’s early warning/early action reports (OCHA 2011: 

8). ECHO’s vulnerability index is composed of 9 indices among them the human development index, the 

gender inequality index etc. (ECHO 2011).

68	 For example, disaster preparedness, economic recovery, poverty reduction, disarmament are not eligible. 

(CERF Secreatriat).

69	 OCHA 2011.

70	 CERF 2012a; CERF Secretariat 2012.
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Money is allocated to selected countries proportionally according “to their respec-
tive funding shortfalls” when compared to other shortlisted countries. The allo-
cated contributions therefore also ref lect the size of the original appeal. In 2012, 
South Sudan’s and the Philippine’s CAP received 54% of funding. CERF allocat-
ed $4 million to the Philippines and $20 million to South Sudan. The minimum 
recommended grant per country is $1 million.71

In general, CERF enjoys a good reputation.72 Ban Ki-Moon called the pooled 
fund a “United Nations success story” for it is “guaranteed to go to the people 
who need it most, in time to make a difference.”73 The five-year review of the 
CERF found no acute problems, but recommended that international NGOs be 
involved in the country selection process and that the CERF advocate for better 
reporting to the OCHA Financial Tracking Service.74

The IFRC Disaster Relief Emergency Fund

Since 1985, the grant facility75 of the IFRC’s DREF addresses “small- and medi-
um-scale disasters and health emergencies for which no international appeal will 
be launched or when support from other actors is not foreseen.” Only Red Cross 
and Red Crescent National Societies can apply for small operational grants.76 In 
2011, $14 million was disbursed in grants.77

“DREF supports the impartiality of the global humanitarian system: National 
Societies can assess and meet needs free from the media, donor or political inter-
ests that surround major events. The fund is demand-driven and locally owned. 
National Societies initiate applications and their plans of action ref lect priorities 
that have been locally identified. DREF complements the UN Central Emergen-
cy Response Fund (CERF), but while CERF is used by the UN and donors to 
channel money to UN agencies and international NGOs in support of response 
to sudden-onset or under-funded disasters, DREF money goes direct to Nation-
al Societies and through them to beneficiaries.”78

71	 OCHA 2011; CERF 2012c; CERF 2012b.

72	 http://www.regjeringen.no/upload/UD/Vedlegg/FN/profilark2011/E886_E_CERF.pdf, accessed on 

February 28, 2014.

73	 “Every dollar going humanitarian aid must have maximum effect, Secretary-General stresses at high-

level conference on Central Emergency Response Fund,” available online at http://www.un.org/News/

Press/docs/2011/sgsm14024.doc.htm, accessed February 28, 2014.

74	 Channel Research 2011.

75	 The other, “loan facility” is used for rapid response.

76	 Individual grants are worth 300,000 Swiss francs (or in exceptional cases up to 500 thousand Swiss francs.

77	 In 2010: CHF17,5 million (IFRC 2011-2012). 

78	 IFRC n/a.
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Government donors: Sweden and the UK

Sweden is the third largest humanitarian donor after the US and ECHO, and the 
second largest contributor to the CERF. About 15-20% of Sweden’s development 
budget is earmarked for humanitarian aid. About 80% of all Swedish assistance 
is provided as unrestricted core support or in response to CAP appeals. The re-
maining 20% is earmarked by the Swedish International Development Agency 
(SIDA) to certain crises and sectors.79

SIDA is renowned for its analytical capacity in assessing information from the 
field (e.g. embassies) and multilateral agencies (e.g. OCHA, ICRC). It has been 
improving its analytics by employing country and thematic experts and by invest-
ing in computer software to support its decision making; as a result, an interview-
ee states that “Sweden has sufficient information related to humanitarian needs.”

The distribution of SIDA’s humanitarian funds to CAPs is informed by a port-
folio analysis of each CAP.80 Sweden is also continuously evaluating multilater-
al humanitarian agencies (similar to the more recent Humanitarian Emergency 
Response Review by DFID).81 It rewards the most effective organizations, but 
ensures that prioritized needs are sufficiently funded, notably those of displaced 
persons, as well as cross cutting issues, such as protection, gender, education and 
early recovery.82 Sweden takes the liberty to support those it deems important and 
to provide help where it can achieve the best results.

DFID takes the opposite approach – in rhetoric. Despite the inherent problems 
determining a clear concept of need and of measuring it, DFID has adopted the 
language of objective need. The emphasis on evidence-based and cost-effective 
assistance called for by their recent resilience strategy and their response to the 
Humanitarian Emergency Response Review of 2011 creates greater demand for 
research into needs and risks.83 The underlying thrust of the strategic reorienta-
tion is that “our humanitarian action will be based on need, and need alone.”84

As shown in chapter 2, this is a variation on the ICRC’s understanding of the prin.

79	 International donor, Geneva, personal interview, May 2, 2013. Core support is paid by the Foreign Min-

istry. SIDA administers support to CAPs and earmarked funds. In addition, the Swedish Civil Contin-

gencies Agency (MSB) has a roster of 2500 people to deploy.

80	 OCHA’s assessment of the CAPs is roughly 90% in line with SIDA’s own needs analysis on average. Sweden 

supports the reforms within CAP (“program cycle”), because CAPs haven’t been strategic so far; rather, they 

are just like “Christmas trees” (international donor, Geneva, personal interview, May 2, 2013).

81	 Swedish assessment of multilateral organisations, available online at http://www.government.se/sb/

d/11747/a/122004, accessed on February 28, 2014.

82	 Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2010; international donor, Geneva, personal interview, May 2, 2013.

83	 DFID 2011.

84	 UK Government 2011: 5.
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ciple of impartiality, the reality of which has always been complex. By choosing 
an advocacy strategy that is not transparent at all about the various factors shap-
ing the distribution of humanitarian assistance, DFID misses the opportunity to 
take the debate on assistance delivery to the next level. Germany could seize the 
chance and play the role of the honest arbiter within a more transparent and pre-
dictable global humanitarian assistance system.
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