




Why is the European Union (EU) debate on 
Fragile States relevant to humanitarians? 

Many of the countries classified as Fragile States 
are the scene of so-called forgotten emergencies 
and/or the delivery of humanitarian aid. Through 
different initiatives, the EU seeks to develop more 
consistent and effective policies for engagement 
with these states. An increased EU focus on secu-
rity and crises management policies underpins the 
debate, and the link between development and 
security - the so-called development-security nexus 
- features prominently. The European Commission 
(EC) and Member States strive to ensure comple-
mentarity of the different EU external policy tools 
such as e.g. development and trade measures. 
It goes without question that Humanitarian Aid 
is another one. However, and it is essential, 
the European Consensus on Humanitarian Aid 
states clearly that EU Humanitarian Aid is not a 
crises management tool. There is a risk that EU 
Humanitarian Aid could become instrumentalised 
for political and security purposes rather then being 
based on the humanitarian principles and on the 
need of crises affected populations alone. VOICE 
and several of its members have therefore been 
monitoring the process since 2007. 

In 2007 
The Portuguese Presidency commissioned a study 
on fragile states1, which describes the different 
tools the EU has available to respond to fragile and 
difficult environments. VOICE ensured that the 
specificity of Humanitarian Aid was clearly stated. 
The study indicates that “The context of fragile sit-
uations and difficult environments is substantially 
and qualitatively different from other developing 
countries in their characteristics and problems, 
with unique features that require adapted policy 
responses and approaches”.2 

It therefore argues for the need for EU engage-
ment in fragile environments to be adapted to 
context. Its main focus should be to help national 
reformers to build legitimate, effective and resilient 
state institutions. The study considers it a strength 
that in many of these countries the EU is a main 
donor and that there is an increasing link between 
development policies and European Security and 
Defense Policy missions. However, coordination 
and coherence between the different institutions 
and instruments have to be improved in order to 
be useful. The important role of non-state actors as 
an entry point to engage in situations of fragility is 
also featured.

In parallel, DG Development started developing an 
EC Communication.3 An “issues paper” stressed 
the specificity of EU Humanitarian Aid, but stated 
that often exactly this might make it difficult for 
the EU to use it as a means to overcome fragility, 
and that it is therefore of outmost importance that 
more long-term development activities are started 

as early as possible. The Final Communication 
states only that: “Humanitarian aid aims at saving 
lives and providing immediate relief for victims of 
crises, regardless of the level of fragility and the 
causes of the crisis. Existing procedures to mobilize 
humanitarian aid are adapted to this approach.” 

In a parallel process, the EC including DG ECHO, 
also drew up a policy paper on Security and 
Development, which included a chapter on 
Humanitarian Aid, but of which the conclusions 
were not made available to the public. . 

In 2008 
As a follow up to this, Council conclusions and a 
European Parliament resolution on situations of 
fragility, DG Development consulted civil society on 
six pilot country case studies.4

As a follow up on the above mentioned EC 
paper on Security and Development, a study was 
commissioned by DG Relex under the Stability 
Instrument looking into a range of countries5 
which also receive humanitarian aid from the EU. 
It gives the following recommendations: to consult 
humanitarian actors both during planning and 
implementation of EU military missions; to limit 
the role of the military to providing a secure envi-
ronment and logistic support if necessary; and to 
deploy civil-military liaison officers.

In 2009 
It was agreed that one action plan for both fragility 
and security related activities would make sense. A 
draft was consulted with civil society in November. 
Concerning the specificity of EU humanitarian aid 
it states: “Even though any humanitarian opera-
tion must remain under the overall authority and 
control of the responsible humanitarian organisa-
tion, there is a need to ensure coherence between 
relief, stabilisation, rehabilitation and longer term 
developmental activities (…) Where feasible, the 
impact on local sociological, cultural and eco-
nomic dynamics by the (simultaneous) presence of 
international security, humanitarian and develop-
ment actors should be analysed in advance.” It is 
to be welcomed that the document is designed in 
the spirit of the Linking Relief, Rehabilitation and 
Development approach. But it should recognize 
the impact EU military missions might have on the 
perception of roles of the different EU actors, and 
does not take toll of ongoing institutional changes 
in the EU, especially the creation of the European 
External Action Service. In 2010 joint EU strategies 
will be developed for Zimbabwe and Yemen. This 
will be an opportunity to see how the different EU 
policies regarding fragility translate into action.

Kathrin Schick
Director
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1. �“An adequate EU response strategy 
to address situations of fragility and 
difficult environments”, European 
Centre for Development Policy 
Management (ECDPM) and 
Instituto de Estudos Estratégicos e 
Internacionais (IEEI), 2007

2. �http://www.ecdpm.org/Web_
ECDPM/Web/Content/Download.
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ACTE.pdf
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Timor Leste, Haiti and Sierra 
Leone
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monitoring of our local partners, regular meetings 
in parts of the country that are accessible as well 
as through consistent and detailed information 
sharing, and project visits whenever possible. Peer 
reviews by other NGOs, evaluations by community 
structures, and independent monitoring by expert 
firms also promote accountability to both donors 
and to beneficiary communities, who through 
consultation processes also determine who is most 
in need and who should benefit from a particular 
project. It is this mutual trust that enables Somali 
NGOs to respond to restrictions on their working 
environment and create the space necessary to 
carry out their life-saving programmes. For exam-
ple, an Oxfam NGO partner implementing a “cash 
for work” program was confronted by an armed 
group that demanded a portion of the money on 
a weekly basis. The NGO immediately enlisted the 
support of the elders who originally endorsed the 
project, and also the support of elders from the 
surrounding local villages. Through sustained nego-
tiations, which highlighted the humanitarian aspect 
of the program, the armed group was convinced to 
drop their demands. 

Whilst these experiences demonstrate that it is pos-
sible to deliver aid in an accountable and effective 
way in Somalia, Oxfam International acknowl-
edges that the process is fraught with difficulties. 
However, Oxfam believes that the humanitarian 
imperative obliges us to constantly explore and 
undertake rigorous and innovative methods to 
ensure effective monitoring of our aid delivery. 
Fundamental to the work of NGOs is the adherence 
to the key humanitarian principles of transparency, 
impartiality, independence and neutrality. By con-
sulting with local communities and gaining their 
trust, Oxfam and its partners are assured of protec-
tion and acceptance both of which are essential for 
aid work to be successful. It is of vital importance 
that donors recognise and support the efforts of 
NGOs to accountably deliver aid in accordance with 
these principles and continue to fund life-saving 
programmes based on the extreme humanitarian 
needs on the ground.

Noah Gottschalk
EU Humanitarian Policy Advisor

Oxfam International
www.oxfam.org

As the EU seeks to increase its involvement 
in Somalia through greater support to the 
security sector in the country, it must not 

neglect the reality that nearly half of the popula-
tion of Somalia - 3.64 million people - is in need of 
humanitarian assistance. This number has doubled 
since the beginning of 2008 and the crisis continues 
to deteriorate due to the destructive combination 
of the worst drought Somalia has seen in a decade, 
conflict continuing to force people to flee their 
homes, and record-high prices for food and essen-
tial items including water and shelter. Against this 
backdrop, humanitarian aid is declining. 

Somalia remains one of the most dangerous places 
in the world to deliver life-saving aid: more than 40 
aid workers have been killed since the start of 2008, 
and many more held hostage; 13 still remain in cap-
tivity. Due to this extreme insecurity on the ground, 
few international NGOs maintain an operational 
presence in the south and central parts of Somalia; 
local NGOs and Somali staff of international NGOs 
are therefore on the frontline of delivering aid. In 
addition to its on-going development initiatives, 
Oxfam International works with 12 humanitarian 
NGOs in Somalia, supporting them to provide criti-
cally needed water, food, shelter and public health 
to hundreds of thousands of people as well as car-
rying out training to equip them with the skills to 
deal with emergencies in their own communities. 

The obstacles to delivering aid in Somalia are 
uniquely challenging, but Oxfam and its Somali 
partners have developed ways of working to over-
come these difficulties. Building and maintaining 
trust and local acceptance - both between interna-
tional organisations and local NGOs and especially 
between local NGOs and communities - is not only 
a best practice in its own right, but is also vital to 
preserve, and in some cases create, the conditions 
necessary for NGOs to meet the needs of people 
in crisis.

Despite the challenge of delivering programmes 
in Somalia, accountability between Oxfam and its 
local NGO partners is ensured through direct field 

How strict adherence to humanitarian 
principles enables local NGOs and international 
partners to deliver life-saving aid in Somalia
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Recommendations to the EU

The EU, as one of the largest donors to Somalia, has a key role to play in this respect. Despite the rapidly growing need 
on the ground, humanitarian funding to Somalia has reduced, with funding from the European Commission declining 
from $32.9m to $23.5m this year. While this decline is not as substantial as reductions by other donors, any reduction in 
funding at a time when humanitarian needs have doubled is inappropriate, and is particularly troubling at a time when 
the EU is planning to invest significant amounts of money in military training in Somalia. As the EU looks to expand 
its engagement in security sector support, it must ensure that funding to this area does not come at the expense of its 
humanitarian aid commitments. Moreover, given the critical role local NGOs on the ground are playing in Somalia, the 
EU should maintain and expand humanitarian funding designed to build the skills of local Somali aid agencies to conduct 
their life-saving work, and to be accountable to the communities they serve as well as those who fund their work.  
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 �Securing the Emergency Aid Reserve (EAR) - This year again, the availability of funds for the 
Emergency Aid Reserve (EAR), which serves as ECHO’s financial buffer to respond to unforeseen 
crises, was under threat. VOICE lobbied strongly with the Members of the European Parliament, 
which has an important budgetary power. VOICE stressed the importance of the EAR for the 
timely and efficient delivery of humanitarian assistance, and ensured that the European 
Parliament requested to restore the EAR payment appropriations that had been cut by the 
Council for the EU 2010 budget. The budgetary issue is a recurrent one, and VOICE continues 
to monitor it closely.

 �Keeping humanitarian aid out of the future European External Action Service  - With recent 
developments on the Lisbon Treaty, the European External Action Service (EEAS - a new joint 
diplomatic body of the EU to be set up to assist the EU High Representative) is again highly 
topical on the EU agenda. Discussions and preparation continue to happen behind closed doors. 
However, VOICE has followed up as closely as possible on the state of play of the process and 
more specifically on the possible implications for humanitarian aid. In various fora like meetings 
with EU Member States and institutions, and roundtables, VOICE repeatedly underlined the 
risks of instrumentalisation for humanitarian aid if it should become part of the EEAS, and the 
subsequent need to keep humanitarian aid outside of the EEAS.

 �Dialogue with the Swedish Presidency - The Swedish Presidency representatives to the Council 
Working Group on Humanitarian Aid and Food Aid (COHAFA) showed great interest in 
maintaining close dialogue with VOICE. VOICE briefed the Swedish Presidency at the onset of 
their mandate on members’ main priorities and concerns. The VOICE Board also had a valuable 
exchange with the Swedish COHAFA representative in Stockholm.

	� In addition, VOICE organised a Roundtable on Humanitarian Aid in Stockholm in partnership 
with its Swedish members and other Swedish NGOs. This event offered an excellent opportunity 
for exchange between NGOs from Sweden, Finland, Denmark and Norway and the Swedish 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Swedish International Development Agency, and the European 
Commission.

	�T hanks to the good working relations established with the Swedish representatives to the 
COHAFA, VOICE has also engaged in regular informal meetings with the Swedish Ambassador 
to the Political and Security Committee (PSC) of the Council. Traditional interlocutors of the 
PSC are human rights NGOs. It is thus a great achievement for VOICE to be able to bring 
humanitarian issues to this table.

 �Civil Society Organisations on Aid Effectiveness - VOICE collaborates in the CONCORD 
Working Group (WG) on Civil Society Organisation (CSO) on Aid Effectiveness. The WG has 
the objective to provide European input to the international discussion in the so-called Open 
Forum . The aid effectiveness agenda is of outmost importance in the development sector as it 
follows the Paris Declaration (2005) and the Accra Agenda for Action. VOICE answered 
members request to bridge the gap between Humanitarian Aid and Development in such policy 
discussion related to quality and accountability. VOICE shared the experience and best practices 
that the Humanitarian Aid sector has gained with the development sector. Lately the WG has 
decided to focus on “impact” and impact assessment; which are issues that are currently being 
discussed in the humanitarian sector and are closely followed by the VOICE Secretariat.        

 �Food Aid Convention - For the first time ever since the Food Aid Convention (FAC) was 
established in 1967, the EU has mandated DG ECHO to speak in its name. This reflects a drastic 
change in the European approach vis-à-vis the Convention and the Food Aid Committee 
(composed by the major international donors). Few weeks before the next Committee in 
December 2009, DG ECHO has requested VOICE to organise a consultation with main NGO 
actors in food assistance / food security. The main recommendations that will be drawn from 
this consultation will hopefully support DG ECHO advocacy work to revise the FAC; and 
reinforce the recurrent message that civil society needs to be engaged in the FAC discussions.  
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