
 
A Collective Responsibility: Delivering safe, effective and principled humanitarian 
assistance in South Sudan  
 
For over five years, South Sudan has been locked in a year-on-year worsening humanitarian crisis 
due to prolonged conflict. Throughout this time, the humanitarian community has been on the 
ground, determined to reach the growing number of people in need despite a persistently 
challenging and dangerous operating environment.  
 
In 2017, humanitarian actors were able to reach 5.4 million people in the country, seeking not only 
to provide life-saving assistance, but to create spaces to restore the agency and help realise the 
specific rights and protections accorded to men, women, girls and boys.  Already this year, 
humanitarian actors have reached 3.7 million people – a significant feat in the face of a challenging 
operational context where humanitarian access is negotiated and logistical hurdles are extremely 
complex. Without a doubt, humanitarian assistance in South Sudan is saving lives. 
 
We recognise the need for, and welcome opportunities to, reinforce the effective and principled 
nature of the response in South Sudan. However, despite our collective efforts, the reality is that 
escalating needs are outstripping the availability and capacity of humanitarians to respond. Reaching 
the sheer number of vulnerable people in South Sudan also requires political action and support to 
ensure rapid and unimpeded humanitarian access, a fully-funded response,1 enabling donor and 
Government policies and – most importantly – sustainable peace. Improving the humanitarian 
situation in South Sudan is thus a collective responsibility. 
 
 

• Navigating a persistently challenging and dangerous operating environment 
 

According to OCHA, nearly 70 access incidents have been reported every month so far in 2018. 
These incidents include shootings, detention of staff, looting and vandalism of humanitarian 
property, denial of access at roadblocks, and continued threats and harassment against 
humanitarian actors. Continued bureaucratic and administrative impediments (BAI) are also 
concerning as they undermine the ability of organisations to work effectively and efficiently, and 
delay lifesaving humanitarian operations.  
 
While the challenges faced by humanitarian agencies in South Sudan are diverse, unpredictable and 
constantly evolving, we are sadly familiar with them – especially with those that put us most at risk. 
In 2017, for the third year in a row, South Sudan was the most dangerous country in the world for 
humanitarian aid workers.2 We recognise that security management is essential in order to reach 
the most vulnerable populations; each of our respective organisations has dedicated security focal 
points and organisational security risk management frameworks. As a humanitarian community, we 
are collectively monitoring security and advocating for safe, unhindered and unimpeded access.3 

                                                      
1 Two-thirds of the way through the year, the Humanitarian Response Plan is only 49% funded. OCHA (2018), 
https://fts.unocha.org/countries/211/summary/2018  
2 Stoddard, A., Harmer, A. & Czwarno, M. (2018). Aid worker security report: Figures at a glance. Humanitarian Outcomes, 
2018.  
3 When fighting in former Unity State interrupted the delivery of assistance, humanitarians pushed for a ‘humanitarian 
pause’ to enable actors to reach thousands of people in need (though this was ultimately unsuccessful); the NGO Forum, 
representing humanitarian aid organisations collectively, has written a letter to all opposition groups demanding an end of 
bureaucratic impediments; throughout over 2 months of lack of access to areas around Wau, former Western Bahr el 

https://fts.unocha.org/countries/211/summary/2018
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Unfortunately, in order to guarantee the safety of our colleagues we are sometimes forced to take 
the demoralising decision to suspend our assistance. For instance, in May, the Norwegian Refugee 
Council was forced to suspend an emergency food distribution in Leer, former Unity State because 
of insecurity, delaying lifesaving assistance for the people living there.  
 
Despite the risks and challenges, we remain flexible and are constantly seeking new ways to reach 
populations in need, constantly negotiating access and assessing windows of ‘safe’ opportunity. The 
clashes in Unity that forced the Norwegian Refugee Council to relocate also caused the displacement 
of 40,000 people who had to flee their homes due to fighting. Many of these people ran to islands in 
swampy areas south of the conflict frontlines, hoping that the isolation would protect them from 
fighting. Yet their flight also distanced them from humanitarian aid. When the security situation 
allowed, Oxfam sent canoes from Panyijar to help displaced people make a two-day journey to move 
closer to much needed assistance.  
 
Humanitarian partners – national and international – have a strong reach and presence in South 
Sudan, having undertaken humanitarian operations in every county. In order to maintain this scope 
and extend our reach further into the communities in need, collective political action by the 
international and regional diplomatic community is needed to ensure that space for safe, principled 
humanitarian access does not shrink, but immediately and sustainably improves. To this end we call 
for the following:  
 
1. In line with international humanitarian law and the revitalized Agreement on the Resolution of 

the Conflict in South Sudan (R-ARCiSS), parties to the conflict should guarantee rapid and 
unimpeded access for humanitarian assistance – including an end to the targeting of 
humanitarian actors and removal of bureaucratic impediments. Parties should equally hold 
those responsible for impeding access accountable, especially for attacks against humanitarian 
workers. 

2. Senior humanitarian and UN leadership and the international and regional communities should 
demand and ensure accountability for humanitarian access impediments, and – where 
appropriate – publicly condemn violence against humanitarian aid workers and assets.  

3. In line with provisions in signed agreements, improved humanitarian access should be 
monitored as a benchmark for parties’ commitment to the ongoing peace process. 

4. Donors and diplomats should continue to support humanitarian actors to overcome systemic 
access issues to support on-the-ground access negotiations. To the greatest extent possible, 
this action should be collective, and coordinated with national and international humanitarian 
actors to complement and reinforce key positions.  

5. Considering the significant threat against South Sudanese humanitarian workers, many of 
whom are part of local and national organisations without the necessary security resources, 
international actors should support their local partners and staff to strengthen security risk 
management and crisis response capacity through the development of contextually 
appropriate and tailored training packages and mentoring.4  

 
 

• Increasing localisation and community-based action  
 

South Sudan is an undeniably complex and extremely diverse context. What works in one area may 
not necessarily have the same results in another. Therefore, programmes must be context-specific 

                                                      
Ghazal, humanitarians continued to push for access, which was restored after an influencing visit by the Humanitarian 
Coordinator.  
4 Norwegian Refugee Council, OCHA and Jindal School of International Affairs (2017), Presence & Proximity: To stay and 
deliver five years on, https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Presence%20and%20Proximity.pdf  

https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Presence%20and%20Proximity.pdf
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and community-based. It is communities that have the greatest insight as to local realities, preferred 
livelihoods and the interventions which will prove most effective.  
 
Humanitarian agencies have been working to build long-term relationships with the communities 
where we work, gaining support and trust for our work. Between the Norwegian Refugee Council, 
Oxfam, World Vision and CARE, we have an average of 25 years’ experience in the country. 
Throughout our time working in South Sudan, we have developed long-term relationships with 
communities and are constantly seeking ways to more effectively engage with the people we serve 
and be accountable to them. For example, through the Humanitarian Assistance and Resilience in 
South Sudan (HARISS) program, Oxfam is sharing information about program activities in the local 
language through direct engagement with communities and beneficiaries and through community 
representatives. Oxfam is equally working with existing village and Boma-level committees in all 
HARISS program areas to involve them closely in targeting and project implementation.   
 
We are also committed to continue developing stronger partnerships with local humanitarian and 
civil society actors, as well as greater emphasis on strengthening local capacity. Local actors are 
often key – if not the only – interlocutors to access populations in need, particularly in hard-to-reach 
areas. They also have a clear understanding of local context and often pre-established relationships 
within the community. This is essential to improving the effectiveness of our interventions, but also 
to the sustainability of solutions – especially if there is meaningful representation and leadership by 
women.5 We are each investing in mapping capacity and opportunities for local humanitarian action, 
as well as improving our understanding of possible opportunities for promoting this type of 
leadership. For example, World Vision has supported inter-faith leaders, local youth leaders and 
women’s organisations to lead grassroots advocacy promoting children’s rights, reducing sexual 
violence and stigma against survivors, and supporting social acceptance of former child soldiers 
released by armed groups and now reunified with communities.  
 
Despite the strong role these local and national humanitarian actors have played – and continue to 
play – in the response in South Sudan, the funding mechanisms and processes of the broader 
humanitarian system have not adapted to support their robust participation in humanitarian 
response.  
 
As a result, we need to make greater collective effort to support and empower local and national 
humanitarian actors, to share expertise and good practice, and to add to their capacity, including in 
management, finance and transparency.6 This includes giving them greater influence over 
operational decision-making and international and national humanitarian policy, as well as increased 
access to financing. However, this cannot be a question of transferring burden and risk from one set 
of humanitarian actors to another. National staff and NGOs are disproportionately affected by the 
risks associated with access – of the over 108 humanitarian aid workers killed since 2013, the vast 
majority were South Sudanese. Their efforts on the very front lines of the humanitarian response 
deserve recognition, and protection. International efforts should, as much as possible, seek to 
complement and support impartial local capacity and capability. The following recommendations are 
grounded in our collective experience partnering with local and national humanitarian actors:   
 

6. Donors and international humanitarian actors should increase funding opportunities for 
national actors and community-based action, including by increasing funding to the South 

                                                      
5 Oxfam, Spending Smart: Supporting people’s resilience in South Sudan; CARE (2017), She is a Humanitarian: Women’s 
participation in humanitarian action, https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/CARE_She-is-a-humanitarian-
report_Feb-2017_high-res.pdf  
6 Report of the Secretary-General for the World Humanitarian Summit – One Humanity: Shared Responsibility (2016), 
A/70/709. 

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/CARE_She-is-a-humanitarian-report_Feb-2017_high-res.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/CARE_She-is-a-humanitarian-report_Feb-2017_high-res.pdf
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Sudan Humanitarian Fund (SSHF) and by a greater number of local and national partners. 
nternational partners should equally reinvigorate efforts towards implementing the Grand 
Bargain and Charter for Change in South Sudan,7 including tracking funding to local 
partners, increasing the number and quality of partnerships in response work, and funding 
overhead costs and capacity building. 

7. Donors should increasingly allocate flexible, predictable, multi-year funding for 
partnerships between local and international humanitarian agencies as well as for 
humanitarian and development programming, as this is critical for building relationships 
with communities and supporting change over time.  

 
 

• Exploring new operational modalities  
 
Over the years, the humanitarian community has continued to adapt to the changing context and to 
innovate to effectively meet the needs of vulnerable populations. The humanitarian community in 
South Sudan is, for example, working to develop better tools for data collection and research to 
understand the context and target the response to ensure efficient operations. Examples include 
better needs analysis data, displacement tracking and biometric registration. Humanitarian actors 
are actively contributing to learning, analysis and recommendations so that innovation is always in 
line with humanitarian principles, especially ‘do-no-harm’.  
 
We recognise the need to respond to the complex and changing needs of South Sudanese along the 
humanitarian-development spectrum, and are each – respectively – undertaking to make this a 
reality, including through resilience8 programming in different areas across the country. As we 
continue to adapt, we should ensure that responses mainstream age, gender and diversity and 
thoroughly embed the values of conflict sensitivity, conflict mitigation, transformation and 
reconciliation. It is important to reinforce that shifts in ways of working must be context specific and 
impartial, including avoiding unduly benefiting certain groups or areas.  
 
Importantly, while we agree that multiple modalities of programming are an important part of 
achieving sustainable results in the emergency response in South Sudan, it needs to complement 
vital lifesaving interventions like food distributions, rather than replace them. A change in aid 
modalities must not negatively affect the number of people helped by front line life-saving 
assistance. Humanitarian actors are already struggling to meet the immense scale of needs in South 
Sudan, with the number of people in need of assistance reaching unprecedented levels again and 
again year after year. Although the Norwegian Refugee Council was forced to suspend operations in 
May after fighting broke out in Unity, as soon as they saw a short window of opportunity they 
returned in June to carry out special emergency operations through their Rapid Response Teams. 
During a lull in the violence, staff were able to spend a mere four hours on the ground –  just enough 
to conduct lifesaving food drops in some of the most hard to reach locations. And while some 
progress has been made in the peace process and we welcome the efforts of the parties to find a 
solution to the conflict, fighting has continued to flare up in various parts of the country – including 
in former Central Equatoria State on 12 September, the day after the signing of the revitalised 
agreement. It’s clear that these kinds of emergency interventions must continue.  
 
The situation in South Sudan can also change significantly and rapidly due to outbreaks of conflict, 
natural disasters or policy shifts. Therefore, in addition to being effectively informed by local context 

                                                      
7 For more information see: https://www.agendaforhumanity.org/ and https://charter4change.org/  
8 There is no common understanding of what resilience means in the context of South Sudan. According to UNDP, 
resilience is: “a transformative process of strengthening the capacity of people, communities and countries to anticipate, 
manage, recover and transform from shocks.” 

https://www.agendaforhumanity.org/
https://charter4change.org/
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– including substantive conflict analysis – responses should also be flexible to changing contexts. For 
example, CARE is implementing a peacebuilding project in former Jonglei State – which has seen 
high levels of both political and inter-communal violence. The project seeks to address the root 
causes of conflict by promoting the peaceful co-existence of communities, including through support 
to peacebuilding committees, empowering women and girls through village savings banks and 
building the vocational skills of youth.  
 
Responses should also seek to take into account the root causes of local conflict and must include 
interventions across different geographical (including rural/urban), ethnic and political areas and 
groups, with inter-communal programming where possible and appropriate. Extreme care should be 
taken to avoid reinforcing existing or creating new harmful dynamics of inequality and conflict. As 
explored above, we need to continue tapping into the knowledge of the local population to better 
design programming and understand context, including exploring communities’ understanding of 
resilience and shocks. For example, in Yambio, former Western Equatoria State, World Vision is 
leveraging local understanding of conflict dynamics and patterns of risk by empowering women and 
youth leaders to support the social reintegration and psychological recovery of over 700 former child 
soldiers by leading family and community-based reconciliation discussions, and working with the 
community to identify local prevention strategies to mitigate fears and likelihood of recidivism for 
the children.  
 
Interventions must also consider their impact on prevailing gender dynamics, particularly whether 
they are challenging or reinforcing such norms. Risks and vulnerabilities disproportionately impact 
women due to men and women’s distinct and unequal roles and responsibilities. Resilience, 
livelihoods and governance interventions can risk reinforcing existing power dynamics, but are also 
opportunities to challenge inequalities. And – as it is well recognised sustainable development 
cannot happen without women – 9 if their empowerment is not supported, resilience-building is 
compromised. The FEED Project, jointly implemented by World Vision, Oxfam and CARE, adopted a 
feminist approach to strengthening long-term food security resilience and empowering women’s 
agency. Households ability to provide basic needs for their family increased 14%, while women in 
community leadership positions increased by 12% and the belief that women should be involved in 
decision-making increased by 38% among men. The project also resulted in a notable reduction of 
GBV, and women spoke of increased respect at community and household levels.  
 
Even once a ceasefire has been effectively implemented, recovery takes time. Due to the conflict, 
millions have been displaced, famers have been unable to reach their fields to cultivate their crops, 
and livelihoods and homes have been destroyed. There has been a deep normalisation of violence 
and impunity, leaving inviable scars on every generation. This type of impact cannot be undone 
overnight; it is very likely that the number of people in need of assistance will remain devastatingly 
high for years to come.  
 
Now is not the time to step back from our efforts in South Sudan. Even in the presence of a 
concerted humanitarian response, nearly 60% of the population is severely food insecure,10 and 
millions are in need of assistance. As we explore ways to improve the effectiveness and 
sustainability of our response, we must also scale-up our interventions and maintain pressure and 
progress towards lasting peace to prevent further loss of life. We therefore call for the following: 
 

8. Shifts in the way assistance is delivered should be informed at all stages by comprehensive 
and inclusive community consultation and feedback. This means that diverse voices such 

                                                      
9 A/RES/70/219, Women in Development (15 February 2016). 
10 South Sudan IPC Analysis (January 2018).  
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as those of women, youth, ethnic minorities, displaced populations, and people with 
disabilities are included.  

9. Shifts in approaches must be principled and informed, and consider conflict sensitivity, 
political economy and gender dynamics. Resources, including people and time, must be 
made available so that interventions are effectively informed by extensive context and 
conflict analysis.  

10. Donors should allow for programs to be sufficiently adaptable to changes in context, 
including through applying conflict modifiers, funding rapid response mechanisms, and 
encouraging organisations to adapt activities during the program timeline to increase 
effectiveness.  

11. Current levels of humanitarian aid must be maintained – if not increased – in order to 
meet urgent and increasing needs.  

12. This should be defined by the diverse modalities required by the context of South Sudan, 
from rapid response to multi-year interventions, and address these needs by prioritising 
and holistically tackling their drivers.  

 


