
CHANGING DYNAMICS OF 
HUMANITARIAN FINANCING IN INDIA
A DISCUSSION PAPER

Photograph: © SEEDS/ Sujoy Sen



2

1 | Overview of Humanitarian Sector in India

1.1 |  Background and Context 

The beginning of the 21st Century saw India grappling with the challenges of response, rehabilitation 
and reconstruction among the poorer sections of the people in the villages in Odisha affected by the 
devastating super cyclone of October 1999. Other major disasters in recent years include the Bhuj 
earthquake in Gujarat in 2001, the Indian Ocean Tsunami in the states of Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Andhra 
Pradesh and the Union Territories of Puducherry and Andaman and Nicobar Islands in 2004, the 
Kashmir earthquake in 2005, the Kosi floods in Bihar in 2008, the cloudburst in Leh in 2010, Sikkim 
earthquake in 2011, Uttarakhand floods in 2013, Cyclone Phailin in Odisha in 2013, cyclone Hudhud in 
Andhra Pradesh and Odisha in 2014, Kashmir floods in 2014, and the Chennai floods in 2015. 

On the one hand, alert disseminations and early warning messaging success to the cyclone-prone 
communities and the evacuation of a million plus people from projected landfall areas of Cyclone 
Phailin in Odisha and Andhra Pradesh in 2013 helped minimise the loss of lives. On the other, the 
devastation caused by the life loss in the Uttarakhand flash floods and cloud burst in 2013 and the 
plight of people affected by the Chennai floods in 2015 pose serious questions about the efficacy of 
the disaster management machinery at the national, state and district levels. The economic damage 
due to the Chennai floods in 2015 is estimated to be around INR 20,000 Crores (USD 3.28 Billion). The 
Southern India Chamber of Commerce and Industry (SICCI) and Tamil Nadu Small and Tiny Industries 
Association (TANSTIA) estimate that Medium, Small and Micro Enterprises (MSMEs) in Chennai alone 
have incurred losses totalling INR 840 Crores. The floods have caused losses to more than 10,000 units 
and resulted in the loss of more than 50,000 jobs. The unorganised sector suffered more serious losses, 
as these businesses are largely uninsured and run on the strength of loans taken at high interest rates. 

The loss of livelihoods among the unorganised sector due to natural disasters is neither accounted 
for, nor compensated through the gratuitous compensation norms fixed by the Government of India. 
The inability to produce land titles or any other proof of land ownership for their damaged houses 
and assets means that most affected people are denied the relief compensation distributed by the 
respective State Governments. 

In the most recent example, the severe water scarcity and drought has affected the lives and 
livelihoods of 540 million people in the country. Landless labourers and poor people in drought-
affected villages of Bundelkhand region in Uttar Pradesh have started to migrate en masse in search 
of employment, assured income, food security and water security. In spite of the Drought Manual 
prepared by the Ministry of Agriculture, Government of India and the National Disaster Management 
Guidelines on the Management of Drought prepared by the National Disaster Management Authority 
(NDMA), there has been little real engagement. The Government response to drought-affected poor 
people is mostly concentrated on sending water in railway wagons to Latur and Osmanabad districts 
in the Marathwada region of Maharashtra because of the adverse media publicity. Civil society 
organisations, as in all major disasters in the past, have come forward to support drought-affected 
rural communities in the 12 affected Indian. 

The humanitarian assistance sector in India is standing at the crossroads, trying to reaffirm its role in a 
changing environment at the local, national, regional and global levels. This Discussion Paper is a stock 
taking of where we are today and what lies ahead in a revamped humanitarian sector scenario in India.  
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1.2  |  Why this Discussion Paper? 

This Discussion Paper has been prepared by a consortium of humanitarian assistance agencies in India 
to present a case for review of the decision by a few donors to discontinue support to India because of 
the apparent perception that India does not require overseas development assistance. It also reflects 
the commitment of humanitarian agencies to ensure that the Vision of “Zero Tolerance to Avoidable 
Deaths in Disasters” professed by the National Disaster Management Authority (NDMA) of Government 
of India is honoured in letter and spirit.

In the recent past, India has positioned itself as an emerging global super power, the world’s third 
fastest growing economy and an emerging donor for developing countries. This has compelled 
many leading multilateral and bilateral donors to discontinue or reduce aid and financial support 
to strengthen service delivery in key sectors which affect the poor. Sectors such as education, 
health, water and sanitation, social protection and emergency response (after disasters and extreme 
events) have received significant donor support in the past. This humanitarian donorship has helped 
humanitarian assistance agencies in India to support the lives and livelihoods of weaker sections 
among the Indian population who remain unreached by development schemes and traditional post-
disaster relief mechanisms of the Government of India. Several million poor households have seen 
quality of life improve and livelihoods diversify through this support. Withdrawal of humanitarian 
assistance from India by prominent donor agencies will have an adverse impact on their lives. In 
addition, we are witnessing a rising number of humanitarian crises, shrinking humanitarian space 
as well as deepening vulnerabilities. This calls for a review and re-imagining of the approach to 
humanitarian policy and allocation of resources. 

Leading Civil Society Organisations in India which have been actively meeting the humanitarian 
assistance needs of disaster-affected communities have come together to establish a network of 
humanitarian assistance agencies in India to address the unmet needs of unreached communities 
in disaster-prone areas. This is led by ADRA India, CARE India, CARITAS India, Christian Aid, CORD, 
Islamic Relief India, Oxfam India, Plan India, PHIA-F, Save the Children India, SEEDS, Sphere India, 
Welhungerhilfe (WHH) and World Vision India. The strengthening of disaster preparedness and 
emergency response capacities by the Government of India, state governments, civil society 
organisations, corporate sector and other stakeholder groups in the recent years had been able to 
reduce the loss of lives in disasters. However, the plight of several million people whose lives and 
livelihoods are disrupted by natural hazards, man-made disasters, climate change and extreme events 
makes it imperative that humanitarian assistance agencies come forward. In addition, there is a largely 
ignored silent disaster. The Hungama report highlighted that 1.7 million children in India (vis-à-vis 9 
million globally) die before their fifth birthday, half of these before they turn one. This has never been 
acknowledged as a disaster. Studies have shown that this is happening due to preventable causes. 
Approximately, 300,000 children die on the first day of birth (Save the Children, 2014). All disasters 
have also shown that there is a significant rise in trafficking. The education sector suffers irreplaceable 
losses, demanding greater financial investment.

There is a vital need to realign humanitarian programming approaches to the changing context, 
emphasising the need to address the unmet needs of unreached communities.
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1.3  |  Economic disparities

The South Asian region is one of the most disaster-prone regions of the world. It remains one of the 
world’s poorest regions with 1.3% of the world’s income shared among 23% of the world’s population. 
India has 17.5% of the world’s population, but accounts for only 6.3% of world’s income. In 2010, the 
World Bank, using its older 2005 methodology, estimated that about 400 million people in India live 
on less than USD 1.25 per day, out of 1.29 billion poor people across the world. In May 2014, the World 
Bank revised its poverty calculation methodology and estimated that the world had 872.3 million 
people below the new poverty line, of which 179.6 million people lived in India. If we accept this 
new method of estimating poverty, it shows that, in 2013, India had 17.5% of the world’s total world’s 
population and 20.6% the poorest people. In reality, the abject poverty, which is inter-generational 
in essence, and deprivation among India’s poorest sections of the population is reflected in the 
increasing numbers of abandoned villages. Entire communities have migrated to urban centres in 
search of employment because of the lack of agricultural employment opportunities in rural areas. The 
decline in the agricultural-dependant population percentage is also a reflection of the agrarian crisis in 
India.

According to the Socio-Economic Caste Census (SECC) 2011, more than 75% of rural households, 
accounting for 133.5 million households in India, have a monthly income of less than INR  5,000 (USD 
79). 51% of households make a living from manual labour and 28% (over 50 million) of households do 
not have mobile phones or any form of communication. As many as 833 million Indians, or 69% of the 
population, live in rural areas. 670 million people in India’s rural areas live on INR 33 per day. 

There are extensive disparities in poverty rates across states in India. The World Bank’s India Country 
Overview 2013 observed: “Poverty rates in India’s poorest states are three to four times higher than 
those in the more advanced states. While India’s average annual per capita income was USD 1,410 in 
2011 – placing it among the poorest of the world’s middle-income countries – it was just USD 436 in 
Uttar Pradesh (which has more people than Brazil) and only USD 294 in Bihar, one of India’s poorest 
states” (World Bank, 2013). World Bank’s Country Strategy for India 2009-2012 had observed that 
“Six low-income states -Bihar, Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh, Odisha and Uttar Pradesh 
-are home to more than one-third of India’s population”. This central heartland of India has been 
euphemistically titled by many as the “bimaru” (sickly) states because they hold the largest cross-
section of poorest and most vulnerable sections of the Indian population. These are families who 
have not been able to come out of the clutches of poverty and deprivation in spite of several targeted 
programmes by planners.

In contrast, the richest 1% of Indians own 53% of the country’s wealth, according to the latest data on 
global wealth from Credit Suisse. The richest 5% own 68.6% of the country’s wealth, while the top 10% 
have 76.3%.
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Figure 1: Trends in Wealth Accumulation in India, Chakravarty (2015)

India’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in Purchasing Power Parity terms is estimated to be USD 8.727 
trillion in 2016. According to Credit Suisse, India’s wealth increased by USD 2.284 trillion between 
2000 and 2015, of which 61% was the share of the richest 1% and 81% the share of the richest 10%. 
The share of the poorer half declined from 5.3% in 2010 to 4.1% in 2015, indicating that the poor are 
becoming poorer. The drop in the difference between the share of the top 1% and the top 10% which 
was 29.1 percentage points in 2000 to 23.3 percentage points in 2015 shows that the richest 1% 
billionaires are becoming richer by making inroads into the share of the next 9%. 

The Hurun Report’s 2015 list of richest billionaires includes 97 Indian billionaires with a combined 
net wealth of USD 266 billion. However, most Indian billionaires do not contribute part of their 
wealth to improve the quality of life of the poor, with a few notable exceptions like Azim Premji who 
has committed 25% of his USD 18 billion wealth to charity. The Hurun India Report 2015 lists 296 
individuals with INR 1,600 Crores or more. The number of dollar billionaires in India which was 59 in 
2012 rose to 109 in 2014 and further to 124 in 2015. The combined wealth of India’s richest is estimated 
at USD  478 billion, equivalent to 22% of India’s Gross Domestic Product in 2014 and larger than the 
Gross Domestic Product of UAE (USD 402 billion), South Africa (USD 350 billion) and Singapore (USD 
308 billion). 
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Oxfam’s briefing paper published in January 2016 titled ’An Economy for the 1%’ reported that in 2015, 
just 62 individuals had the same wealth as 3.6 billion people – the bottom half of humanity. This figure 
is down from 388 individuals as recently as 2010.  The wealth of the richest 62 people has risen by 45% 
in the five years since 2010 – that’s an increase of more than half a trillion dollars (USD 542 billion), to 
USD 1.76 trillion. Meanwhile, the wealth of the bottom half fell by just over a trillion dollars in the same 
period – a drop of 38%. (Oxfam, 2016).

 

Figure 2: Trends in global wealth accumulation (Oxfam, 2015)

The foregoing analysis shows the wide wealth disparity in India and highlights the plight of 74% of 
the rural households in India. This accounts for 670 million people living on INR 33 (approximately 
50 cents) per day as estimated by the Socio Economic Caste Census (SECC) 2011. Scheduled Castes, 
Scheduled Tribes, Other Backward Class (OBC) and minorities also suffer from exclusion of various 
types. A conservative estimate by the SECC 2011 says more than 70 million households face some 
form of exclusion, in the form of access to assets or socio-economic benefits. The National Crime 
Records Bureau’s Accidental Deaths and Suicides in India Reports indicates that 296,438 farmers have 
committed suicide in India due to rural indebtedness, decline in employment, fiscal contraction and 
agricultural depression since 1995 (www.ruralindiaonline.org). 
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Figure 3: India: A Wealth Report, Shunya’s Notes, 2011 

The NCAER-CMCR annual income data 2010 shows 684 million deprived people (57%) in 135 million 
households with income below USD 3,500; 359 million people (30%) in 71 million households as 
aspiring middle class in the income range of USD 3,500 to USD 8,000; 160 million people  (13%) in 31 
million households as middle class  with an annual income range of USD 8,000 to USD 35,000; and 16 
million (1.3%) people in 3 million households as rich with an annual income above USD 35,000. The 
deprived category includes the weakest and most marginalised sections among the already deprived 
poor. They live below the poverty line figure of USD 1.25 per day and are those who are in dire need 
of social protection, public distribution systems, free health care and education, among others. 
With very low coping capacities, they are also those who are most vulnerable among disaster-prone 
communities. 

India is ranked 135th out of 187 countries in the UNDP’s Human Development Index, reflecting the 
inherent contradictions of 74% of rural households living in poverty in the third fastest growing 
economy in the world. The National Family Health Survey, India’s official source of nutrition data (data 
on stunting, wasting and other indicators of acute malnutrition), had estimated in its third round in 
2005-06 that 62% of Indian children were stunted.
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Figure 4: “Child Stunting declines, but still high, data show”, The Hindu, 21st January 2016

From a third of world’s stunted children in India in 2005-06, the NFHS 4 data in 2015 for 15 states 
showed that 37% of children under 5 years in these states are stunted. Bihar and Madhya Pradesh 
were estimated to have 48% and 42% respectively of stunted children. The percentage of underweight 
children also reduced slowly from 39% in NFHS 3 to 34 % in NFHS 4. The proportion of anaemic 
children aged 6 to 59 months declined to 61% in 2014, falling by just five percentage points, and over 
half of women aged 15-49 years are still anaemic. Haryana has 72 % anaemic children, the highest 
proportion in India and 63% anaemic women. In Bihar and Meghalaya, one in three men is anaemic, 
the highest in the country. More than one fourth of all men aged 15-49 years continue to suffer from 
anaemia, as in 2004. 

Based on the National Centre for Health Statistics/World Health Organisation Growth reference, 48% of 
children below the age of five years in India is underweight, almost twice as high as in 26 Sub Saharan 
African countries (Arnold et al, 2009). India ranks 67th out of 84 countries with alarming Global 
Hunger Index, barely one rank better than ’extremely alarming’ (IFPRI, 2010). The high infant mortality 
rate, maternal mortality rate and malnutrition levels among children in India are also posing serious 
challenges to their survival in disaster-prone communities.  Out of every 1000 children born in India’s 
poorest population quintile, 82 die within 12 months and 117 die within five years. 

Invariably, children in India remain ignored or excluded from humanitarian policies and protocols. 
Climate action plans also remain children-neutral, hence investments in shaping their future when 
impacted by humanitarian crises, remain unaddressed.

The multi-hazard risk and vulnerability faced by the poorest socio-economic strata of Indian 
population is magnified by poverty, deprivation and lack of coping capacity. This makes it expedient 
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to strengthen the poverty reduction and empowerment agenda of the Sustainable Development 
Goals, disaster risk reduction agenda of the Sendai Framework and emergency response capacities by 
doubling donor commitment to support humanitarian initiatives in India.

1.4  |  India’s multi-hazard risk and vulnerability profile

India’s multi-hazard risk and vulnerability profile indicates the high probability of recurring annual 
floods, cyclones, urban floods, drought and earthquakes. As highlighted in the National Policy for 
Disaster Management released in 2009 by the Government of India, 58.6% of the geographical area 
is prone to earthquakes of moderate to very high intensity; over 40 million hectares (12% of land) 
is prone to floods and river erosion; of the 7,516 km long coastline, close to 5,700 km is prone to 
cyclones and tsunamis; 68% of the cultivable area is vulnerable to drought; and hilly areas are at risk 
from landslides and snow avalanches. The trends of industrialisation and the growth compulsions in 
the past few decades have also increased the risk, vulnerability and potential exposure to Chemical, 
Biological, Radiological and Nuclear (CBRN) emergencies.

The religious, cultural and ethnic diversity in India has often been targeted by ethnic riots against 
minorities as witnessed in several parts of the country in the last decade, like in Gujarat riots, 
Kandhamal violence, Muzzafarnagar riots and the riots in several parts of Assam. The acute water 
shortage triggered by drought in almost half the number of districts in the country, the increasing 
rural indebtedness,  forced migration, increasing number of internally displaced persons (IDPs), 
agrarian crisis and farmer suicides all point to fault lines in the socio-economic fabric of the country 
which cannot be ignored. The unmet needs of the unreached communities, coupled with the poverty, 
deprivation, unemployment and the inequities in the system further compound the exclusion of the 
marginalised and weaker sections. 

1.5  |  Disaster Management Landscape in India

In recent years, several initiatives have been taken to strengthen disaster preparedness in India. This 
includes the UNDP-led multi-donor supported Disaster Risk Management (DRM) programme in 169 
districts across 21 states of India during 2003 to 2007, the modernisation of the Indian Meteorological 
Department, the installation of state-of-the-art early warning systems and the establishment of the 
National Disaster Response Force (NDRF) by the Government of India as a dedicated first responder 
agency for emergency response in India in 2005. These have laid the foundations for the transition 
from a reactive post-emergency disaster response driven system to more pro-active improved disaster 
preparedness and risk reduction.

1.6  |  Disaster Management Policy and Practice  

In the wake of the devastating impact left by the Indian Ocean Tsunami of 26th December 2004, the 
Government of India demonstrated significant political will. The Disaster Management Bill was drawn 
up and piloted in both houses of Parliament. While the deliberations were going on in Parliament, 
the National Disaster Management Authority (NDMA) was constituted through an Executive Order on 
30th May 2005. This was designated as the apex body for disaster management in India, chaired by 
the Prime Minister of India. State Disaster Management Authorities (SDMAs) were established with the 
respective Chief Ministers as Chairmen. Further, District Disaster Management Authorities (DDMAs) 
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were established with the respective District Collectors as Chairmen. 

During the initial years of NDMA, the Vice Chairman was accorded with the status of a Union Cabinet 
Minister while the eight founder members were given the status of Union Ministers of State. This 
organisational structure continued during the second tenure of the NDMA, though it was diluted by 
downgrading the status of Vice Chairman and Members and downsizing the number of Members 
when the current National Democratic Alliance Government came into power. On 30th July 2014, the 
Government of India issued a Gazette notification stating that “if the Central Government deems it 
expedient so to do, it may remove from office any member of the National Authority, at any time.” The 
discontinuation of an assured five-year tenure, which was earlier provided, has weakened the efficacy 
of the institution.  A further Gazette notification issued by the Government of India on 18th September 
2014 downgraded the status of the Vice Chairman and Members of NDMA to the Cabinet Secretary 
and Secretary levels respectively. This has created several administrative anomalies in terms of NDMA’s 
role and mandate with the SDMAs and weakened its structure. 

1.7  |  From Hyogo to Sendai and Beyond

The year 2015 became an important landmark in disaster management and humanitarian action as 
the Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA) 2005-2015 was replaced by the Sendai Framework for Disaster 
risk Reduction (SFDRR) 2015-2030 and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). The Paris Agreement on Climate Change and the Addis Ababa Action 
Agenda on financing development further consolidated a global vision of the need for convergence of 
policy initiatives. Ensuring the achievement of various policy targets without leaving anyone behind 
will require the convergence of the spirit of these frameworks; and civil society organisations recognise 
this critical imperative. 

Photograph: © CARE India
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2 | The Emerging Trends in Humanitarian Aid 

2.1  |  International Humanitarian Aid to India

From a country once dependent on foreign aid, India is now part of the group of non-Western 
humanitarian donors which together account for at least 12 % of worldwide humanitarian aid each 
year. India was the seventh largest recipient of Overseas Development Assistance in 2010 following 
Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Pakistan, Tanzania, Vietnam and Haiti. However, in terms of equity of resources 
on ODA per capita (excluding debt relief ), India is the sixth lowest with USD 2.1 (GHA, 2012). During 
the period 2000 to 2010, in terms of Official Development Assistance (ODA) excluding debt relief, the 
top three donors for India have been the UK with USD 4737.3 million, contributing 23% of all aid to 
India; Japan with USD 4272.7 million; and the EU with USD 1562.9 million.  ODA to India has risen from 
USD  1.3 billion in 2007 to USD  2.8 billion in 2010. 

Humanitarian aid to India totalled USD 627.9 million between 2000 and 2009, averaging 4% of total 
aid during this period. It had reached 6% in 2001 due to the donor support in response to the Gujarat 
earthquake. The United States was India’s largest humanitarian donor during this period, providing 
USD 101.2 million in assistance; and the United Kingdom was the second-largest with USD 89.5 million.

2.2  |  A Changing Donor Approach to India

The image of India as an emerging superpower with the third fastest growing economy in the 
world and the projection of its modern megacities with affluent elite has been magnified by India’s 
emergence as an emerging donor to other developing countries. This has prompted the decision 
of many leading donors to leave India and instead address the needs of other more deserving 
developing countries. In 2011, the UK bilateral aid review stated that it would discontinue its bilateral 
aid programmes with 16 countries. In its Operational Plan for India 2011-2015, UK’s Department 
for International Development (DFID) had committed GBP 280 million till 2015. In EU’s Multiannual 
Financial Framework 2014-2020, EY has also announced the end of its bilateral aid to 17 upper middle 
income countries and to India and Indonesia, two large low income countries whose Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) is larger than 1% of global GDP. These announcements on stopping aid and the decision 
of the Government of India to refuse bilateral financial assistance from anyone other than the Big 
Five (USA, UK, EU, Japan and Germany) is likely to have serious impact on the efforts of development 
agencies and humanitarian assistance agencies which have used the funds from these sources to meet 
the needs of the vulnerable and marginalised poor communities in disaster-prone areas in the country.

2.3  |  Government of India as an Emerging Donor

During the period 2005 to 2010, the Government of India utilised USD 4.8 billion through the State 
Disaster Response Fund (earlier called the Calamity Relief Fund) and USD 1.4 billion through the 
National Disaster Response Fund (earlier known as the National Calamity Contingency Fund). During 
this period, India also started vigorously emerging as a donor to provide aid to other disaster-affected 
countries. 
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Political, strategic and potential trade opportunities influence the decision to extend aid to other 
countries. From 2003 onwards when the India Development Initiative was launched, India has 
consistently pursued a policy of emerging as a donor to other disaster-affected countries. India’s 
support to Sri Lanka, Indonesia and Myanmar during the Indian Ocean Tsunami of 2004, to the United 
States after Hurricane Katrina in 2005, to Myanmar after cyclone Nargis in 2008, to Pakistan after the 
2010 floods, to Japan after the earthquake, tsunami and the Fukushima nuclear emergency in 2011 
and to Nepal after the devastating earthquake in 2015 illustrates the emergence of a new donor in 
addressing the development and post-disaster relief requirements of many other countries. In 1964, 
the Ministry of External Affairs launched the Indian Technical and Economic Cooperation (ITEC) 
Scheme that promotes training, projects and project related activities, deputations of Indian experts 
and study tours. This is currently operational with 156 countries in Asia, Africa, Eastern Europe and 
Latin America. These ITEC activities are also a part of India’s development support to other countries 
through regional and bilateral cooperation agreements. India’s humanitarian assistance to disaster-
affected countries takes the form of providing support of strategic defence assets like hospital 
ships, military field hospitals, helicopters and cargo aircrafts to provide relief supplies to affected 
populations; deployment of trained and equipped personnel of the National Disaster Response Force; 
and mobilisation and supply of food grains, blankets, pharmaceuticals, tents, drinking water and 
other necessary supplies.  As concluded by Gareth Price, “regardless of motivation, many international 
commentators agreed that India’s response to the tsunami highlighted its emergence as a significant 
power, not only in South Asia but also in the wider global arena” (ODI, 2005).

2.4  |  Affluent India versus Impoverished Bharat 

When taking informed decisions about the discontinuation of aid to India, the paradox of affluent 
India and impoverished Bharat cannot be ignored.  Over the years, multilateral and bilateral donor 
contributions have played a significant role in meeting the survival and subsistence needs of the 
poor households, replication and scaling up good practice innovations in India and other developing 
countries across the globe. The increasing marginalisation of weaker sections among the socially and 
economically vulnerable groups in India makes it imperative to continue meeting the unmet needs of 
unreached communities.

The development and humanitarian assistance community needs to be conscious of these trends 
which weaken the inclusive process of integrating such weaker sections into the centre stage of 
development interventions; particularly for poverty alleviation, employment generation and income 
generation efforts. Good governance initiatives must recognise these subtle nuances and be flexible 
to adapt to the aspirations of the excluded communities. The humanitarian imperative of disaster 
risk reduction can be successful only if the resilience of the vulnerable and weaker sections of the 
disaster-prone communities can be enhanced through conscious strategies, involving civil society 
organisations to lead such efforts. 
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3 | The Politics of Humanitarian Reform

3.1  |  Governance of Humanitarian Assistance
The Government of India has established institutional mechanisms at the national, state and district 
level to coordinate disaster management functions in India, as mandated by the Disaster Management 
Act 2005. The vacant position of the Vice Chairman, NDMA since June 2014, the downgrading of the 
executive status of the Vice Chairman and Members of NDMA and the downsizing of the NDMA in 
2014 has crippled the level playing field of NDMA and restricted its scope, in spite of the clear mandate 
envisaged in the Disaster Management Act 2005. The National Disaster Management Authority 
(NDMA), the National Crisis Management Committee (NCMC), the National Executive Committee (NEC) 
have become weak institutions which continue to be reactive to post-disaster response, rather than 
taking pro-active steps in improving the quality of humanitarian programming in India. 

3.2  |  State as the Custodian of Post-Disaster Relief
In India, the State Governments are entrusted with the responsibility for coordinating the various 
disaster–management activities. The Government of India has overall responsibility for policy 
formulation, resource allocation and coordination of the Central Government-led post-disaster relief 
and response operations in case the State Government is overwhelmed by the disaster impact. 
The criteria for release of compensation and relief to disaster-affected people is stipulated by the 
Government of India and agreed to by the Governments of the States and Union Territories through 
the district administration officials. Even though the funds allocated for disaster management in India 
have considerably increased in the past six decades from INR 38 Crores for five years during the 2nd 
Finance Commission to INR 33581 Crores for five years during the 13th Finance Commission), the 
unmet needs and unreached populations among disaster-affected communities have posed serious 
challenges to various stakeholders working on humanitarian assistance in India. The drought situation 
which has affected the lives and livelihoods of 540 million people in 256 districts of 10 worst-affected 
states in India is expected to adversely impact the economy by INR 650,000 Crores (approximately 
USD 97 Billion). These challenges are even more complex in the case of excluded sections among the 
affected communities, especially in the case of conflict-affected and ethnic-sensitive zones. Even in 
such adverse situations, several civil society organisations have worked closely with civil administration 
to assist those most in need whose lives and livelihoods have been disrupted.

The Comptroller and Auditor General (CAG) of the Government of India observed in its Report No. 5 
of 2013: “Despite considerable progress in setting up institutions and creating funding arrangements, 
there are critical gaps in the preparedness level for various disasters. The system which came into effect 
post the DM Act 2005 is yet to achieve its desired impact. The NDMA which was conceived as the apex 
planning and supervising body, was found ineffective in its functioning in most of the core areas. It 
neither had information and control over the progress of work at the state level nor was successful in 
the implementation of various projects. Coordination between NDMA and nodal ministries for various 
disasters need to be improved. Roles and responsibilities amongst the apex bodies at the national 
level need to be clearly specified” (CAG, 2013). NDMA has no decision-making role in the Government 
of India’s fund allocation to disaster-affected states or to other countries affected by disasters. Earlier 
the Vice Chairman, NDMA was a member of the Inter Ministerial Committee which reviews the 
Memoranda for Central Assistance from states affected by disasters. 
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3.3  |  The Demystification of Disaster Risk Reduction

One of the core targets of Sustainable Development Goal 1 on Ending Poverty is “to build, by 2030, the 
resilience of the poor and those in vulnerable situations, and reduce their exposure and vulnerability 
to climate-related extreme events and other economic, social and environmental shocks and disasters”. 
India ranks among the top 10 countries vulnerable to natural hazards. The increasing urbanisation 
trends in India, the growth of megacities and one million plus cities in India is accelerating the 
exposure of millions of people to multi-hazard risk in urban areas. The population of Mumbai is greater 
than the population of 140 countries in the world and larger than the entire population in 17 states 
and Union Territories of India. The Mumbai floods in 2005 and the Chennai floods in 2015 exposed the 
urban disaster risk and vulnerability in megacities in India. 

Out of a total of 688 districts in the country, 229 districts in India fall in high-risk seismic zones IV and V. 
47% of the population of India is living in high seismic risk areas. 13 coastal states and Union Territories 
(UTs) in the country, covering 84 coastal districts, are vulnerable to tropical cyclones. As estimated 
in the National Disaster Management Guidelines on the Management of Cyclones, “broad-scale 
assessment of the population at risk suggests that an estimated 32 crore people, which accounts for 
almost a third of the country’s total population, are vulnerable to cyclone related hazards”. Recurring 
floods affect several million people every year in various states in India. The improvements in early 
warning systems have reduced the loss of lives in disasters, though the economic damage caused by 
the loss of crops, destruction of assets, infrastructure and amenities has been rising. This calls for more 
effective coordination of risk-informed development planning initiatives. 

Jamaica’s contribution to the Caribbean Regional Disaster Reduction Facility is 4/10th of 1/10th of 1% 
of its Gross Domestic Product. If all countries contribute the same levels to a Trust Fund for Disaster 
Risk Reduction, it would generate a corpus of USD 25 billion. The equity and efficiency considerations 
must influence the decisions of donor agencies as their contributions can make a significant difference 
to the resilience building of millions of poor and vulnerable disaster-prone communities in India. 
It is an established fact that communities have by and large remained the ‘first responders’ in most 
disasters; hence, investing in risk reduction at this level remains an imperative.

3.4  |  Critical Gaps in Rehabilitation and Recovery

Many disasters in India become forgotten disasters. Forgotten because, in their case, the rehabilitation, 
post-disaster reconstruction and recovery has left our memory or receives lower priority once  the 
country faces the impact of yet another disaster which overwhelms the capacities of the various 
stakeholder groups. The Orissa supercyclone of 1999 was forgotten when the Gujarat earthquake 
happened in 2001. The Indian Ocean Tsunami of 2004 became the next mega disaster, followed by 
several other disasters in different parts of the country. 

This is exacerbated by the lack of consistent policies, causing critical gaps in rehabilitation and 
recovery. Among others, this includes issues around owner-driven reconstruction in post-disaster 
permanent housing construction, uniform enforcement of criteria for post-disaster relief entitlements, 
standards for temporary shelters for people for those who’ve lost their homes and restoration of 
disrupted livelihoods. 
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3.5  |  Increasing Marginalisation of Weaker Sections

Even at decentralised levels, the elected non-officials in the governance system have little decision-
making power about grievance redressal mechanisms from excluded sections, prioritisation of 
rehabilitation and recovery projects, inclusion of disaster victims in the post-disaster relief packages, 
etc. Those belonging to the most vulnerable sections seldom have a voice in the village meetings. Civil 
society organisations, therefore, often perform the advocacy role for effective representation of their 
concerns and protection of their rights and entitlements. The awareness generation, capacity building 
and resilience building of such weaker sections is often undertaken with the help of multilateral and 
bilateral donor support. 

Religious and ethnic conflicts, insurgency, militancy and extremist violence in several parts of the 
country also pose serious threats in the efforts to achieve poverty eradication, employment generation 
and income generation among the vulnerable sections. For those fishermen communities in coastal 
areas who are vulnerable to cyclones, storm surges and tsunami and the poorer sections living 
on unstable hill slopes and on river embankments who face the risk of landslides and flash floods, 
it becomes a recurring cycle of poverty. They do not have adequate coping capacities, assets or 
endowments to rebuild their lives once they become disaster victims or when their huts are gutted by 
fire. The enabling environment for their survival is the support provided by civil society organisations 
when they face such repeated onslaught of every day or recurring disasters.

3.6  |  Post Disaster Recovery in India: Mixed Experiences 

In most disasters in India, immediate post-disaster emergency response has been prompt and often 
efficient because of the watchful eyes of the electronic and print media and civil society organisations. 
The needs assessment by humanitarian assistance agencies and support of various stakeholder 
groups like donor agencies, corporate sector and faith-based organisations try to ensure that disaster 
affected communities are not forced to become further victims of distress sale of land, houses, 
livestock and other productive assets. After the media glare thins down, these communities are left 
at the mercy of the government machinery for the rehabilitation, reconstruction and the long road to 
recovery. In the case of several million rural people, their lives and livelihoods are at risk of exposure to 
recurring disasters. These recovery concerns very rarely reach the officials in the disaster management 
authorities at the district, state or national level. The grievance redressal systems, if any, hardly function 
and the poor and excluded sections among the disaster-affected communities feel insecure to file 
complaints against local officials even if their rights and entitlements are not protected. 

The authorities at the national and state levels need to address the critical gaps in post-disaster 
recovery on priority as several mega disasters of the past very soon became forgotten disasters. This 
leaves disaster-affected communities at the mercy of local money lenders and real estate interest 
groups, or forces them to migrate from rural areas and join the vast army of the unorganised sector 
in urban centres.  The resilience and coping strategies of the disaster-affected communities are 
adversely affected and their scarce resource base further eroded. The most vulnerable also become 
victims of trafficking, child labour and exploitation. The Government of India and State Governments 
come forward to announce comprehensive post-disaster rehabilitation and recovery projects only if 
International Financial Institutions like the World Bank or the Asian Development Bank or multilateral 
or bilateral donor agencies come forward to support such projects. This situation has to change 
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and the government institutional mechanisms must be made accountable to address post-disaster 
recovery as a priority. They must be made to go through the social and performance audit scrutiny of 
an Ombudsman system with civil society representation.

Photograph: © Christian Aid



Changing dynamics of humanitarian financing in India   |  A discussion paper 17

4 | The Critical Imperative for Radical Reform in the 
Humanitarian Sector 

The Governments at the national and state levels are missing a huge window of opportunity. There 
is potential of using the enormous talent pool and specialised domain expertise in civil society 
organisations to revitalise the humanitarian sector in India. The mutual trust deficit and the wrong 
perception of the disaster management practitioners in the civil society as “activists” need to be 
replaced with an acceptance of the disaster management practitioners as co-travellers and fellow 
humanitarians in the journey towards humanitarian reform. Mechanisms like the National Platform 
on Disaster Risk Reduction (NPDRR) are used as platforms to show the humanitarian sector as the 
exclusive prerogative of the government, with civil society organisations as external actors, and 
not as partners and allies. The “people to people” action happening in community mobilisation for 
humanitarian action with the committed efforts of civil society organisations remains un-organised, 
informal, un-coordinated. The indifference of the government machinery at various levels can led to 
compromised quality of aspects from accountability to participation. A few enlightened bureaucrats 
do support such initiatives, realising the enormous difference these contributions make in improving 
quality of life. These exceptions need to go beyond individual commitments and be institutionalised as 
good governance initiatives in humanitarian reform.

4.1  |  Stakeholders in Humanitarian Programming

The officials and personnel of the ministries and departments and agencies of the Central Government 
and governments of the states and Union Territories are the major stakeholders in humanitarian 
programming in India. The corporate sector units, in the public and private sector, also play a 
very important role in various phases of disaster management.  Multilateral and bilateral donor 
agencies, international non-governmental organisations and non-governmental organisations at the 
national, state and local levels, charitable trusts, faith based organisations, networks of humanitarian 
organisations, multi-disciplinary professionals, disaster management practitioners and media 
professionals are other major stakeholders. Disaster-prone communities themselves are the largest 
stakeholder group. They are represented by community based organisations, elected representatives 
from decentralised urban and rural local government institutions, grassroots organisations like 
women’s self help groups (SHGs), youth organisations, grassroots women’s organisations, legally 
mandated institutional mechanisms, and others. Community based disaster risk reduction efforts by 
civil society organisations have proved to be successful in strengthening local capacities of children, 
youth and women. They start to become change agents for social transformation rather than being 
perceived as helpless victims of disasters.

4.2  |  Need for an Inclusive Platform in the Humanitarian Sector in India

The BOND network in the UK and the 2014 initiative of 19 international non-government organisations 
in UK coming together to establish START (thereby reaching out to a large network of over 6,000 civil 
society organisations in 200 countries) has inspired humanitarian assistance organisations to explore 
similar synergistic collaborations for greater impact and effectiveness of humanitarian programming. 
In India, the broad-based humanitarian platform Sphere India has been functioning as a coalition since 
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2002 and now has over 45 humanitarian organisations as members, including a few United Nations 
agencies. There are networks such as Voluntary Association Network of India (VANI), PRIA, Alliance 
for Adaptation and Disaster Risk Reduction (AADRR), etc. The Asian Disaster Reduction and Response 
Network (ADRRN) brings together 35 Core Members who are national NGOs from 16 countries across 
the Asia-Pacific region and 19 Associate Members from 14 countries. 

Each civil society organisation is constantly engaged with local communities in their own way, 
strengthening their capacity to cope with disasters, providing humanitarian aid like food, water, shelter 
and health care, protecting critical facilities like schools and hospitals, creating awareness on risk, 
vulnerability and exposure, advocating for policy changes or improving the capacity of community 
based organisations. 

With this in mind, several humanitarian assistance organisations in India have recently come together 
to establish a wider and inclusive coalition of humanitarian agencies as the India Humanitarian 
Network with the following broad objectives:

1. To create a single window institutional mechanism for institutionalising the good practices and 
innovations in humanitarian assistance programming in India; 

2. to effectively articulate the concerns of humanitarian assistance practitioners by liaising with 
appropriate government agencies and Ministries of Government of India;

3. to provide technical support and domain expertise in the field of disaster management to relevant 
agencies at the central, state, district and sub-district levels;

4. to create channels for advocacy and policy reform in the governance of humanitarian assistance in 
India; and

5. to explore opportunities for mobilising resources, technology solutions and knowhow to 
strengthen multi-hazard preparedness, disaster risk reduction, climate change adaptation, 
mitigation, emergency response, rehabilitation, reconstruction and recovery.

4.3  | Potential Resource Mobilisation Opportunities

The drought situation which has affected the lives and livelihoods of more than 540 million people in 
12 states of India in recent months, more than 1200 incidents of devastating forest fires which have 
been raging in different parts of Uttarakhand since February 2016 destroying more than 3,000 acres 
of forests, the acute malnutrition among children in several tribal pockets in India, the problems of 
inadequate access to safe drinking water, sanitation, education, health care and social protection 
schemes all need the support and engagement of  civil society organisations. A greater need is felt 
for the civil society organisations to exercise their core competencies in rights-based humanitarian 
programming, transparency and accountability to advocate for a revamping of the humanitarian 
sector in India. 

While the 10 million people of Uttarakhand watched the destruction of the forest eco-system in 
different parts of the state, in Canada’s Fort McMurray in Alberta, 88,000 people of the Beacon Hill 
community were safely evacuated with 145 helicopters, 22 air tankers and hundreds of fire-fighters 
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were deployed to contain the forest fire. The first responders in Uttarakhand, including 9,000 forest 
personnel, fire and emergency services personnel, the police personnel and the State Disaster 
Response Force personnel were supported by the Indian Army, Indian Air Force and three teams of 
the National Disaster Response Force, all of whom were ill equipped to handle the raging fires without 
adequate personal protective gear and specialised training (Gandhi, 2016). 

Professionalisation of disaster management is a critical imperative. Governments at the national 
and state levels need to recognise the skill sets of disaster management practitioners in civil society 
organisations in India and seek their collaboration and support in addressing the gaps in multi-hazard 
preparedness, disaster risk reduction, climate change adaptation, emergency response, post-disaster 
rehabilitation and recovery.

The proposed India Humanitarian Network will mobilise resources through innovative approaches 
by interfacing with multilateral and bilateral donors, trust funds, corporate business enterprises in 
the public and private sector and other sources by preparing collaborative proposals for funding. It is 
envisaged that the proposed Network will also approach dedicated emergency funds established by 
bilateral governments, funding agencies and networks.

4.4  |  Roadmap for a New Humanitarian Programming Strategy

It is envisaged that the emerging coalition of humanitarian organisations in India would strive 
towards improving the quality of humanitarian programming in India. This will be done by liaising 
with government agencies at the national and state levels; advocating protecting the rights of 
disaster-affected communities, as well as socio-economically weaker and marginalised sections; and 
contributing to strengthening the capacities of stakeholder groups in disaster risk reduction, climate 
change adaptation and rights-based humanitarian programming. 

We look forward to the support of national and state governments and other stakeholders to 
strengthen these initiatives in the interest of revitalising the humanitarian sector in India. We hope 
that the World Humanitarian Summit (WHS) will pave the way for a rational, fair, just and need-based 
allocation of funds to strengthen the resilience building of at-risk communities that deserve the most. 
The unmet needs of unreached communities in disaster-prone areas must become a priority for all 
stakeholder groups, especially the institutional mechanisms of the governments at the national and 
state levels and the donor agencies. 
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