Righting
the wrong
Strengthening local humanitarian leadership
to save lives and strengthen communities

Introduction

WHAT IS WRONG?

Good, but not good enough

Demand outstripping supply

Tens of millions of people receive vital humanitarian aid every
year, but millions more suffer without adequate help and protection, and their number is relentlessly rising.

Although more humanitarian assistance is being delivered than
ever before—hitting a record $24.5 billion in 20141—the need for
aid is growing even faster. By the end of 2014, violent conflict
and political oppression had displaced nearly 60 million people,
a number not seen since World War II (see Figure 1).2 That same
year, disasters from climate-related natural hazards affected
138 million people, and since 1965, the number of such disasters
occurring annually increased dramatically from 52 to an all-time
high of 401 in 2005 (see Figure 2). These trends are projected
to continue as a result of unabated protracted crises due to
conflict3 and climate change that is leading to more frequent and
more intense droughts, floods, and storms.4

Far too often their suffering is because their governments cannot, or intentionally will not, ensure their citizens’ access to aid
and protection.
In addition, international aid has not kept pace with the rising
tide of climate-related disasters and seemingly intractable
conflicts, and promises to help affected people reduce their
vulnerability to future disasters and lead their own humanitarian
response have not yet been kept.
The international humanitarian system—the vast UN-led network in which Oxfam and other international nongovernmental
organizations (INGOs), the Red Cross/Red Crescent Movement,
and others play key roles—is not saving as many lives as it could
because of deep design flaws that perpetuate an unsustainable
reliance by aid recipients on international donors.
Despite these flaws, much has been accomplished in the past
70 years. Courageous aid workers have saved thousands of
lives and provided vital services such as health care, water, and
protection to millions. But today’s system is overstretched,
and humanitarian assistance is often insufficient, late, and
inappropriate for the local context.
How do we right this wrong? By shifting more power, resources, and
responsibility from the international actors—UN agencies, wealthy
donor countries, large INGOs, and the Red Cross/Red Crescent
Movement—to local actors, including Red Cross/Red Crescent
local chapters, national governments, national NGOs, local NGOs,
community-based groups, and other civil society organizations.
It’s a huge task. Today, only a small fraction of funding is given
directly to local actors. More often, local humanitarian aid workers
take direction from the international humanitarian community,
which tends to relegate them to the role of subcontractors,
rather than equal partners. This role leaves the local actors in no
better position to prevent or respond to the next crisis.
In addition, donors and national governments are investing too
little in prevention and risk reduction efforts that could diminish
the need for humanitarian response.

Unfortunately, there is also a long-term trend of aid shortages.
From 2004 to 2013, on average, donors met less than twothirds of humanitarian needs annually (see Figure 3),5 and these
shortages have had devastating consequences. For example,
in late 2014, the UN World Food Programme (WFP) temporarily
suspended food aid to 1.7 million Syrian refugees. And again in
July 2015, WFP had to slash food aid to Syrian refugees due to
funding shortfalls.6 To some extent, we can attribute this chronic
underfunding of humanitarian assistance to weak economies or
broader cuts to official development assistance (ODA) in some
major donor countries, such as Spain and Australia. However, the
problem is mainly due to donors’ failure to make humanitarian
assistance more of a policy priority. For example, collectively,
the members of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development’s (OECD) Development Assistance Committee (DAC)—
which accounted for the overwhelming bulk of humanitarian assistance from governments—provided $11.8 billion in humanitarian
aid in 2012, but the wealthy OECD countries’ military spending
that year totaled $1.2 trillion, or more than 100 times as much.7

FIGURE 1: Forced migration, 2000–2014
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FIGURE 2: Disasters from climate-related natural hazards, 1965–2014
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FIGURE 3: Demand outstripping supply, UN-coordinated humanitarian appeals, 2004–2013
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Too little, too late

Response not always based on local needs

Imagine if your local fire department had
to petition the mayor for money to turn on
the water every time a fire broke out. 8

This food assistance ought to stop.
This money should be given to infrastructure
development. Seventy-five percent of
families in this village receive rations for
food each month but are unable to pull
themselves out of poverty. Changes will be
there definitely if families take their
economic development into their hands.

—Former UN Emergency Relief Coordinator Jan Egeland

Aid shortfalls can, in part, be attributed to the voluntary nature of
humanitarian assistance—in contrast to peacekeeping operations,
the UN does not charge member states a mandatory fee to cover
its humanitarian aid.
Not only is there too little humanitarian assistance to meet needs,
aid often arrives too late. According to The State of the Humanitarian System 2012 report by the Active Learning Network for
Accountability and Performance in Humanitarian Action (ALNAP),
“There were concerns about delays in response in all three major
emergencies since 2009—the drought and conflict in the Horn of
Africa, the 2010 floods in Pakistan and the earthquake in Haiti.”9
Figure 4 shows the late and inadequate response to the Horn crisis.
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FIGURE 4: Too little, too late: Horn of Africa drought
response, 2010–2011

—Villager, Sri Lanka, quoted in Time to Listen: Hearing People on the
Receiving End of International Aid (Cambridge, MA: CDA Collaborative
Learning Projects, 2012). 22.

Too often, donor countries’ domestic priorities trump the needs of
the recipient countries. The US, which is the largest donor of food
and humanitarian assistance, provides mostly in-kind food aid
drawn from US harvests, regardless of recipient-country supply
conditions. This practice can reduce local prices and farm income
if not carefully managed, and can lead to long delays in the arrival
of aid. In Haiti, for example, during the first nine months after
the 2010 earthquake, the US (which accounted for 78 percent
of all food aid to Haiti during that period) provided 72 percent of
its food assistance as in-kind aid and only 28 percent as cash
transfers and vouchers. By contrast, Canada, France, Brazil, and
the WFP provided assistance in the form of food purchases from
Haitian farmers for use in both school feeding programs and
emergency food baskets.10
The large role of US-sourced, in-kind food aid reflects a sizable
problem of donors providing what they have on hand—such as
boats, prefabricated shelters, ready-to-use therapeutic foods,
or used clothing—whether or not these are most appropriate.
Yet providing crisis-affected people with cash empowers them
to decide how best to meet their needs.
Breaking down the gap between needs and assistance by sector
reveals that often aid is not based on the local context but on
donor priorities. For example, between 2009 and 2013, appeals for
food assistance received 84 percent of the amount requested for
that sector while figures for other sectors were much lower, falling
below one-third for protection (see Figure 5).

MONTHS
2011 UN appeal
2010 UN appeal
Humanitarian assistance provided

Source: UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs Financial Tracking Service.
Note: FEWSNET is the US Agency for International Development's Famine Early Warning
Systems Network.
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FIGURE 5: Appeal requirements and proportions met by sector in UN-coordinated appeals, 2009–2013
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Health

Lack of local engagement

MEDIA ROLE

Before, everything was in our hands,
but not now … now they are not sharing
information with us; this makes us feel like
they are keeping us like workers only. We
feel we are not respected, and it hurts our
self-esteem. Before we made decisions
together; now they dictate from outside.

Media attention greatly affects the level of aid provided. The response to the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami offers perhaps the most
extreme example of the results of disparate media attention.
The media offered saturated coverage of the calamity, and donors
provided $2,700 in aid per person affected. This number compares
with the $3 in aid to each person affected by the 2004 floods in
Bangladesh, which received considerably less media notice,
although the floods affected 30 million people, six times more
than the tsunami.14

—Local NGO leader, Thai-Burma border, quoted in Time to Listen: Hearing
People on the Receiving End of International Aid (Cambridge, MA, 2012:
CDA Collaborative Learning Projects, 2012), 31.

Over the past 25 years, the UN has led significant reforms of the
humanitarian system, based on lessons from complex emergencies like the 1990–1991 Persian Gulf crisis and the 2004 Indian
Ocean tsunami. Although these reforms have created some
important improvements, there has been little progress on increasing accountability to affected people and little coordination
with all levels of government and civil society in affected countries. For example, evaluations have found that the UN’s Cluster
System—which coordinates UN and non-UN humanitarian efforts
within “clusters,” such as food security and water, sanitation,
and hygiene—is particularly poor at engaging local people and
organizations.11 In some cases, this system, which is designed to
support local humanitarian actors, can go so far as to undermine
those actors’ capacity to respond independently.12 For instance,
in Cluster System pilot countries such as the Democratic Republic
of Congo (DRC) and Uganda, as well as in the Occupied Palestinian Territory, “relevant authorities were barely consulted before
the implementation of clusters and … the clusters systematically
undermined local coordination efforts.”13

When reporting on humanitarian crises (particularly emergency
response efforts), the media often portray international aid
workers as the heroes, flying into the country to “save the day.”15
These aid workers are often from the country or region of the
media outlet audience, or they at least look as if they could be.
Journalists and editors do this because “proximity” and “bringing
back home” or “regionalizing” the events portrayed make a story
newsworthy and thus garner media attention.16 A 2004 survey of
almost 300 journalists who cover humanitarian crises conducted
by the Fritz Institute asked respondents what makes a story about
a humanitarian crisis most compelling from an editor’s perspective; the second-most-selected answer, after a high death toll,
was involvement of aid workers from the journalist’s region.17
Without adequate coverage of local aid workers responding to
humanitarian crises, the public isn’t hearing enough about the
critical, and often risky, role they play in saving lives. Since 2001,
local aid workers have accounted for nearly 80 percent of aid
worker fatalities.18 The Aid Worker Security Database,19 run by the
consulting group Humanitarian Outcomes, illustrates the human
cost of aid work—particularly for local aid workers.

Following the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, Oxfam and its partners carried out research in affected communities in India and Sri Lanka.
The overarching finding was that local people want the chance to guide their own relief and rehabilitation. Credit: ©2007 Atul Loke / Panos.
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Hardly an ounce of prevention

Lack of investment in local capacity

Investing in resilience and disaster risk reduction in advance of
shocks, such as earthquakes, floods, or hurricanes, or in the
early stages of a crisis, is more cost-effective than humanitarian
response when a disaster is in full swing. “These investments
lessen needless suffering and loss of life and, by protecting livelihoods, help communities recover much more quickly,” according
to a study commissioned by the UK Department for International
Development.20 The report goes on to note that every $1 spent on
disaster resilience in Kenya over a 20-year period resulted in $2.90
saved in the form of reduced humanitarian spending, avoided
losses, and development gains. In Bangladesh, the equivalent
figure was $5 for every $1 spent.

I was attending a UN meeting and heard
that the area we were working in was
considered hard-to-reach. But it’s on the
main road and we travel there every day.
Perhaps it’s hard-to-reach by international
rather than national standards.
—An Oxfam partner in the Philippines, following Typhoon Haiyan

Local governmental and nongovernmental actors know the local
context better than international organizations do, often have
better access, and remain long after the cameras and international community have left. Locally led humanitarian action is better
placed to ensure a smooth transition from emergency response
to recovery and development, and it increases accountability to
affected people. It is also frequently cheaper than a response with
a big international footprint, as labor, procurement, and logistics
costs all tend to be lower in crisis-affected countries. Yet, Oxfam
research found that remarkably little humanitarian assistance
goes directly to local and national NGOs (L/NNGOs) in crisis-affected countries. In 2012, only 2.3 percent of humanitarian funding
went directly to L/NNGOs, while nearly 89 percent was managed
and distributed by international NGOs (see Figure 7).

Despite such a favorable return on investment, and despite
promises after the 2011 Horn of Africa drought by the UN, donors,
national governments, and NGOs to do more to fund preventive
measures, only 0.4 percent of total ODA over the past 30 years has
been spent on reducing the risks of disasters.21 As Figure 6 shows,
in 2012, seven of the 10 leading humanitarian aid donors provided
less than 10 percent of their overall humanitarian assistance to
disaster risk reduction and preparedness.
Low-income people and communities, especially in countries
prone to disasters, are at the greatest risk. By 2030, up to 325
million extremely poor people could be living in countries—mostly
in South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa—most prone to climaterelated hazards.22 The scientific consensus is that climate change
will lead to more frequent and intense extreme weather events.23
Disaster risk reduction is about preparing these communities and
mitigating the impact of natural hazards.

And this is no statistical fluke. Oxfam research indicates that over
2007–2013 only 1.87 percent of humanitarian assistance went
directly to local actors, including national governments. While it is
true that UN agencies and INGOs pass resources that they receive
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to local actors, little information is available on such second-level
funding. Currently, there is no standardized reporting system that
can trace funds from donors to all levels of recipients (see Figure 8).
Moreover, the flow of funds alone does not reveal the quality of the
partnerships involved, (i.e., whether they are between equals,
if knowledge and skills are transferred, or whether local actors are
involved in the design of interventions or are simply expected to
implement projects designed elsewhere).
Even when donors do provide direct funding to local actors, they
offer very little as core funding, which would help build local NGOs’
long-term capacity. Instead, financial resources are usually tied
to specific projects. For example, Oxfam research shows that in
2013, the vast majority of the funds the UN provided to local NGOs
was earmarked, project, or program-based funding, with only $3.9
million for core funding that is essential to supporting local organizations’ growth and sustainability.
Some donors have legal or policy restrictions on direct funding of
L/NNGOs. This is the case for the European Union (EU), which is
legally bound to fund only humanitarian NGOs registered in Europe.24

While the funded European NGOs do frequently work in partnership
with L/NNGOs, these local organizations cannot receive direct
funding even if they are best placed to respond. The EU recently
evaluated this policy and decided to maintain it.25
Local humanitarian leadership is certainly not a panacea and is not
always prudent or possible. There are, and will continue to be, governments that are unwilling to lead humanitarian efforts or that are
unwilling to lead in a responsible, equitable manner. This could be
in conflict settings where governments are parties to the violence
or where aid is being delivered along lines of political affiliation and
religion, as recently witnessed during floods in Malaysia26). There
will also continue to be mega-crises to which no one country can
respond alone and crises that render the local government and
people unable to lead response efforts. But even in those instances, the international community should look first to see the existing capacity on the ground before taking the lead in humanitarian
action or steamrolling over existing local capacity. If leadership by
international actors is necessary, resources should be devoted to
developing local capacity in parallel to delivering the response.
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Figure 7: First-level recipients of all donors’ humanitarian assistance, 2012
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Source: Adapted by Oxfam from Development Initiatives, Global Humanitarian Assistance 2014, 5.

Note: “Red Cross/Crescent” refers to the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC), and national Red Cross and Red
Crescent societies. “Public sector” includes national and lower levels of government in both donor and recipient countries, and may also include situations in which the donor delegates implementation of a given activity to another donor country.
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FIGURE 8: Humanitarian funding channels, all donors, 2012
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Who’s wrong?
The United Nations, the biggest international nongovernmental
organizations (including Oxfam), and the Red Cross/Red Crescent
Movement provide too few resources directly to local state and
civil society actors. The principal donors are stuck in the status
quo, lacking incentives to change and unable to conceive of a
new business model if they cede responsibility and leadership
to local actors.

INGOs
Little data is available on how much funding INGOs pass on to their
local governmental and nongovernmental partners. The 2013
report of the Catholic Agency For Overseas Development’s (CAFOD)
on investing in national NGO response capacity is the only public
report that presents data on this second level of humanitarian
spending, and it focuses only on funding to civil society, not
government entities, by five UK-based INGOs (see Figure 10). Our
research found that, overall, the Oxfam confederation provided 24
percent of its humanitarian resources to local partners over the
past three years. The substantial difference among INGOs as to
how much humanitarian funding they pass on to local actors reflects the varying approaches that INGOs take toward working with,
and working to strengthen the capacity of, those local partners.

DEVELOPMENT ASSISTANCE COMMITTEE (DAC) donors
The DAC donors, including the US, the UK, and the EU, have consistently chosen to fund the UN over local actors. For example, DAC
donors provided just 2 percent of their humanitarian aid directly
to local actors in 2013—even less than in the three preceding
years (see Figure 9). Of this 2 percent, over 90 percent went to
national governments, with the tiny remainder going directly to
L/NNGOs and other civil society organizations.27 DAC donors’
policies create a number of obstacles for local actors seeking
to access their funds, such as extremely detailed and complex
financial reporting requirements and vetting processes—aimed
at preventing the diversion of resources to terrorist groups—that
require collection of personal information about local aid workers
that may compromise humanitarian agencies’ independence from
donors’ political agendas. Also, some donors conduct lengthy
audits of grantees before providing funds, and some have short
timelines for funding. Both practices make it difficult for local
actors, governmental and nongovermental, to grow in a sustainable
manner. These obstacles reinforce the current system, whereby it
seems easier and more efficient for DAC donors to fund the UN and
major INGOs, which, in turn, may or may not fund local actors.

Some organizations, notably Christian Aid, implement their
programming almost entirely through local partners, which they
explicitly seek to strengthen. Other organizations, such as the
Norwegian Refugee Council29 and Médecins Sans Frontières/
Doctors Without Borders (MSF), exclude capacity building from
their goals. MSF insists that when INGOs localize humanitarian
assistance, they are “hanging local actors out to dry” by transferring risk to them and abandoning them, rather than empowering
them.30 However, Oxfam believes that local actors face the most
risk regardless of whether local or international actors are leading
humanitarian assistance efforts. In fact, Oxfam believes that the
inherent risk to local actors is one of the reasons why it is local
actors with the necessary capacity who should, whenever possible, be in the driver’s seat of decision-making.

UN agencies
UN agencies are, by far, the largest first-level recipients of
humanitarian assistance, receiving over half of all international
humanitarian assistance from government donors in 2012.28
UN and other multilateral agencies pass on a portion of this
funding to implementing partners, including local actors, but,
with the exception of the UN Refugee Agency and WFP, do not
provide details on their partnership arrangements and funding.
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$ MILLIONS (constant 2012 prices)

Figure 9: Direct humanitarian funding of local actors by DAC donors, 2010–2013
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Figure 10: Direct funding of L/NNGOs by INGOs as share of total humanitarian expenditure, 2011
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In emergencies, even if the government
doesn’t have the capacity to do all the work,
coordination and leadership should always
rest with them. It is their responsibility to carry
out the response, and they are accountable for
getting it right. They understand the needs and
the logistical issues, and they are in a good
position to provide coordination so there is no
duplication of effort, and to sort out problems
among the various actors. The international
community should support governments to
lead in emergencies.

Red Cross/Red Crescent
The Red Cross/Red Crescent Movement—the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), the International Federation of Red
Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC), and the 189 national
societies—received 9 percent of all international humanitarian
funding in 2012 ($1.2 billion).31 The IFRC calls itself “the world’s
largest humanitarian organization.” Its model is to work through
national societies “to reach individual communities,”32 but in 2011,
the IFRC directed only 11 percent of its total humanitarian expenditure to these societies.33

National governments
Under international law, states have the responsibility to protect
the safety and rights of their citizens. According to a 1991 UN
General Assembly resolution, in a humanitarian crisis it is the
primary responsibility of states to provide assistance to affected
people within their territory. The same resolution asserts that
where a state’s capacity is insufficient, it should seek international assistance.34

—Government health official, Guinea-Bissau

Although there will always be mega-disasters to which no country
can reasonably be expected to respond alone, many governments
are capable of not only responding to emergencies but leading the
response to large-scale disasters (augmented by international
assistance). However, the available data—which are admittedly
quite limited—suggest that many of these governments devote
only modest domestic resources to emergency preparedness and
response and need to do a lot more (see Figure 11).

FIGURE 11: Average annual domestic and international humanitarian contributions for India, Kenya,
and the Philippines as a percentage of national budgets, 2008–2012
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Source: Development Iniatives, Global Humanitarian Assistance 2014, 41.

Righting the Wrong | OXFAM

11

In addition to increasing domestic funding for humanitarian
response, national governments must also meet the needs and
uphold the rights of their citizens and ensure impartial delivery
of assistance. In instances where national governments fail to respond effectively and fairly, international engagement is essential
for delivering humanitarian assistance or helping local populations hold the government accountable, or both. This support is
especially critical in countries where governments have placed
restrictions on civil society to constrain their citizens’ efforts to
hold authorities to account.
A government‘s handling of an emergency may depend on the
nature of the crisis (conflict versus “natural disaster”); the goverment’s role in a conflict situation; the affected population‘s political, ethnic, religious, and other characteristics; the government‘s
desire to appear self-sufficient to the international community;
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and numerous other factors. These factors may be more obvious in
conflict settings, such as Darfur or Colombia, but they are equally
evident in disasters from natural hazards, where there may be
residual tensions following a conflict or ongoing discrimination or
polarization in the community.
Oxfam sees a range of situations, in which the leadership role of
national governments and international actors varies depending
on the situation. In all instances, if national governments have
the will and ability to take the lead to respond to crises, they
should be empowered to do so—in partnership with national and
local NGOs—and they should be allowed the space to take on as
much of a leadership role as they are able to assume. Furthermore, international actors should look for all opportunities to help
strengthen the capacity of local actors, including any pockets of
government (at any level) possible.

Righting the wrong
If we are to save more lives, the international humanitarian system
must be turned on its head by shifting more power and resources
to local actors. To make this shift we must (1) insist on more and
predictable humanitarian funding, (2) increase direct humanitarian
funding to national governments, as well as to national and local
NGOs, (3) increase investment in disaster risk reduction before
crises hit, and (4) do more to strengthen local capacity.

PROVIDE more and Predictable humanitarian funding
Oxfam is calling for more humanitarian funding overall. In 2013,
the world spent $60 billion on ice cream, almost three times as
much as was spent on humanitarian aid.35 We also need predictable humanitarian funding. One idea is to have mandatory assessed contributions for humanitarian emergencies, similar to the
mandatory assessments for UN peacekeeping missions charged to
member states. Even the International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas imposes mandatory dues for
its member states.36
The level of funding that assessed contributions would make
available would likely not cover all of the needs generated by
large-scale, rapid-onset emergencies. But the mandatory funding
would cover minimum and predictable levels of need for humanitarian assistance and capacity development, with additional
voluntary contributions frequently still necessary.

Increase direct humanitarian funding to local actors

For the salary of a project manager deployed from Europe or the US, I could hire 50
outreach workers to talk to communities near
the border about Ebola prevention. Which is
more important?

in confict-affected and fragile states. In many scenarios, however, humanitarian funding going directly to local actors, along with
capacity strengthening where appropriate, should be increased.
When intervening, international actors should always be looking
at existing capacity first, should never steamroll over existing
capacity, and should focus more resources on strengthening
national and local capacity, and on supporting civil society to hold
governments accountable in their leadership role.

Increase investment in disaster risk
reduction before crises hit
Oxfam is calling for $5 billion in annual ODA for disaster risk
reduction (DRR). Because reducing risks is not solely a humanitarian challenge, more needs to be done to help countries
build their resilience and reduce the risk of disasters and their
impact—before disaster strikes.
As seen most dramatically in Bangladesh, DRR efforts pay
enormous humanitarian returns on investment. For example, the
frequency and high loss of life experienced during disasters from
1971 to the early 1990s led the country’s government to enact
an extensive legal and policy framework that defined the roles and
responsibilities of agencies in crises at all levels of government.
With financial support from donors, the government invested
substantial national resources in DRR, including building a network
of cyclone shelters and early warning systems. Bangladeshi NGOs
engaged in preparedness and response activities, and INGOs
provided capacity-strengthening support at the local level. As a
result of these investments, the country has dramatically reduced
casualties resulting from floods and cyclones. In 1970, the Bhola
cyclone killed over 500,000 people. By 2007, when the much-higher-intensity Cyclone Sidr struck, the death toll was 3,300, or less
than 1 percent of that of 1970.37

—Oxfam partner, Guinea-Bissau

Oxfam is calling for the international community, by 2020, to provide at least 10 percent of its global humanitarian funding directly
to local actors. Some of this funding could be used to strengthen local capacity in order to increase leadership—humanitarian
response led by local actors in affected countries means that it is
likely to be faster, cheaper, and better grounded in local realities.
The amounts and channels of direct funding will vary from country to
country depending on circumstances, and it will be more complicated
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Strengthen local capacity
Oxfam is calling for international actors, including Oxfam, to do more
to strengthen local capacity, including strengthening technical
capacity (water and sanitation, shelter, humanitarian principles
and standards) and organizational capacity (financial and human
resources systems) capacity. INGOs should also be helping their
partners raise their own funds; promote their work publicly, and
develop joint strategies for humanitarian intervention. For their part,
donors should increase the core funding provided to local actors,
including payment of overhead costs, which donors already cover
for international actors.
Too often, local NGOs on the front lines of humanitarian responses
in crisis-affected countries play the role of mere program implementers, even though they are often best placed to respond to
emergencies: they know the local language and culture, have
knowledge of the local context, and can be held more accountable
by local communities because they often live in those communities
or nearby.
Based on our experience in the field, Oxfam offers this guidance on
local capacity building:38

•	It must be conceived of, designed, and implemented in close
collaboration with national and local actors. International actors
should support partners’ efforts to build their own capacity.
•	Efforts must be country-specific, taking into account local
experiences, history, risks of disasters and conflicts, current
capabilities (state and nonstate), capacity-building programs
already underway, and political will.
•	It can take place in periods of calm or in the midst of an emergency response. The model will differ according to context and
partner capacity.
•	International actors need to recognize just how complex capacity
building is, and they need to invest in long-term relationships
with partners, even more so where there is no educational system
or rule of law, and discrimination is institutionalized.
•	Capacity building should consider active-learning methods
such as secondments that can be more effective than classroomstyle trainings.
•	Capacity building should address gender, international humanitarian law, and humanitarian principles.
•	International actors should support the organizational capacity
of both state and nonstate actors.
•	Capacity strengthening does not need to be limited to NorthSouth interventions. South-South initiatives can be equally
or more effective. For example, Oxfam staff from Haiti have
conducted trainings in Senegal. There can also be peer support
mechanisms in a particular country.

Following the 2011 floods in Kampong Thom Province, Cambodia, Pat Kay, 55, mother of nine children, received loans from her Oxfam-sponsored
savings group that helped her replant her rice field and buy food. Credit: Sokunthea Chor / Oxfam America, 2011.
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conclusion
Until governments address the injustice behind humanitarian crises,
especially when it comes to conflict, humanitarian crises will continue
to occur, causing loss of life and livelihoods and immense damage.
While world leaders must demand that states are held to account
for their international obligations on assistance and protection, the
global humanitarian system must do more to save the lives of men,
women, and children.
The international humanitarian system created decades ago has
saved many thousands of lives and provided vital services to countless millions more. Humanitarian aid workers have worked bravely and
tirelessly, against enormous and increasing challenges, and with relatively few resources. Their accomplishments are irrefutable. Yet we
need to do better. We face ever greater challenges in the future

because of climate change and intractable conflicts. If we were to
create a global humanitarian system today, we believe it would focus
on national government leadership, supported and held accountable by civil society, and have resilient communities at its core, with
international actors standing by to assist whenever necessary. This
is not the system that we have today, but we must move toward such
a system starting now. We must move toward a system that is more
effective, efficient, and equitable and that puts responsibility, decision-making, and power where they should be: in the hands of the
people affected most by a disaster, conflict, or other major crisis.
We cannot offer a fail safe formula for quantifying the resources
that should be redirected. But it’s clear that if we, the international
humanitarian community, want to help local communities, we need
to start trusting them more with their own future.

Since 2010, Oxfam and its Peruvian partner, the NGO PREDES, have been training people in Nueva Rinconada—an arid, hilly zone of poverty in
Peru’s capital, Lima—on how to prepare for a major earthquake. Led by women and young people, residents have conducted drills, planned
evacuation routes, and learned how to help others in an emergency. Preparedness plans also focus on water and sanitation, and PREDES trains
elected officials in the district on comprehensive earthquake response planning. Credit: Percy Ramírez/Oxfam America, 2012.
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