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FOREWORD

For a number of reasons we take special pleasure in
publishing Neil MacFarlane’s study on Politics and Humanitar-
ian Action.

First, the politics of humanitarian action has been a theme
of the Humanitarianism and War Project since its inception in
1991.  In fact, the 1990 case study of Operation Lifeline Sudan
(OLS), from which the Project itself was born, devoted an
entire chapter to relief and politics. Other chapters explored
the related issues of principle and action, sovereignty and
suffering, and relief and peace.1

In retrospect, OLS was precedent-setting not only as the
first United Nations initiative in which belligerents agreed to
suspend hostilities to make space for humanitarian action.  It
was also a bellwether of the looming interconnectedness of
politics and humanitarianism in the decade of internal armed
conflicts that has followed the Cold War.

Second, the politics of humanitarian action has emerged
during the past decade as a preoccupation of the three primary
constituencies of our Project: humanitarian organizations,
policymakers, and academics. A multitude of conflicts have
kept the agencies busy, each crisis posing specific challenges
but all involving generic constraints upon humanitarian ac-
tion.  Policymakers have struggled to contextualize such ac-
tion properly in relation to political and military initiatives.
Academics and members of think tanks, for their part, have
generated a virtual cottage industry of case studies that ex-
plore the interface.

We have examined elsewhere the mistaken assumption
that the politicization of humanitarian action represents a
distinct feature of the post-Cold War landscape.  In reality,
observers have only recently acknowledged how extensively
the world’s humanitarian endeavors were infiltrated by East-
West agendas during the Cold War itself.2  The present volume
provides additional historical perspective by reviewing sev-
eral major humanitarian initiatives that predate the Cold War.

Third, to have Neil MacFarlane turn his attention to this
topic guarantees a thoughtful and balanced examination of
the issues.  He is well known to users of the Project by virtue
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of his earlier case studies on Georgia and Nagorno-Karabakh.
Utilizing a specialist with background in political science and
international organizations for the present exercise reflects
our view that humanitarian issues are too important to be left
to humanitarians.

At the same time, MacFarlane’s earlier involvement en-
sures familiarity with the importance we attach to getting
humanitarian issues right: that is, to capturing the nuances of
principle, policy, organizational dynamics, and operational
practice.  While his “take” occasionally differs from our own,
he analyzes the data dispassionately, draws conclusions care-
fully, and makes recommendations persuasively.  Certainly
his thesis that “the humanitarian imperative is best served not
by avoiding the political process but by consciously engaging
it” deserves consideration. A biographical note is contained in
Appendix II.

In one respect, Humanitarianism and Politics is not typical
of our research and publications. Most of our work is grounded
in practitioner interviews in specific emergencies.  Proceeding
inductively from interview data, we normally offer conclu-
sions and recommendations for improving humanitarian prac-
tice.  While MacFarlane draws heavily on case study data from
his own and other Project research, he provides a broader
framework for understanding humanitarian action as it re-
lates to political factors at the local, regional, and interstate
levels.  He brings to bear on humanitarian practice relevant
categories of, and insights from, the fields of political science
and international relations.

Humanitarianism and Politics has been almost three years in
the making.  At a planning session in the fall of 1997 that
launched our research for Phase 3 (1997-2000), we identified
humanitarian politics as one of three major research clusters,
the other two being humanitarian interactions and humanitar-
ian impacts.  In the intervening years, what began as a single
study has become two.  That is, this volume will be followed
by another in the coming months that provides case studies on
advocacy originally planned for incorporation here.

This process of cellular mitosis under our social science
microscope recalls other recent experience. Our original inten-
tion had been to produce a single volume on safeguarding
human rights in complex emergencies. We soon realized that
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international human rights law required treatment not as a
single chapter in a study of the challenge of protection but
rather as free-standing volume, which was then written by
William O’Neill.3 The single volume we had envisioned be-
came two.4  Similarly, human rights related to gender, origi-
nally part of our study of human rights law, clearly deserved
a book of its own, which Julie Mertus has now authored.5

Clearly, humanitarian issues, as MacFarlane aptly dem-
onstrates, are never as simple as they might appear at first
blush. Judging from the burgeoning fascination of analysts
and academics with these issues over the past decade, our own
experience represents a microcosm of the wider world.  In fact,
our own next order of business is to distill some of the lessons
learned from this and earlier research with an eye to dissemi-
nating the results widely within the practitioner community.

Our examination of institutional change among humani-
tarian organizations in the post-Cold War period is made
possible by grants from a large number of contributors, iden-
tified in Appendix II.  We wish to express particular apprecia-
tion to the government of the Netherlands and to the Ford and
Andrew W. Mellon Foundations for their contributions to our
research and publications.

We also acknowledge with thanks the work of colleagues
at the Humanitarianism and War Project, Laura Sadovnikoff,
Margareta Levitsky, Ryoko Saito, and Joy Somberg and, at the
Watson Institute, Frederick Fullerton. Special thanks go to our
long-suffering editor, Mary Lhowe.

To facilitate widespread distribution of this Occasional
Paper, the text may be downloaded directly from our website
at <www.brown.edu/Departments/Watson_Institute/
H_W>.  With the move of the Project in September to the Tufts
University’s Feinstein International Famine Center, this and
other Project publications will be available from
<www.hwproject.tufts.edu>.  We look forward to comments
from readers.

Larry Minear, Director
Humanitarianism and War Project
Providence, Rhode Island
July 2000
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The borderline between political and humanitarian action
has posed serious difficulties for aid agencies responding to
humanitarian emergencies associated with war. Although
humanitarian response to war-related emergencies should
ideally proceed apart from political calculation, in fact it is
profoundly affected by the perceived interests of belligerents,
states in regions affected by conflict, and major powers in
international affairs.

The perceptions by belligerents of their political interests
can have profound effects on humanitarian access for the
purposes of both relief delivery and protection of human
rights. At the regional level, forced displacement has a signifi-
cant potential impact on the security of neighboring states.
This impact may affect their perspectives on humanitarian
access. Their perceived interests in the course of the conflict
causing the displacement also may affect their views on hu-
manitarian access. Finally, great power and donor state politi-
cal interests play a critical role in defining the scope and
character of international engagement in conflict-related hu-
manitarian crises. These influences have been evident through-
out the history of humanitarian action and are not simply a
feature of post-Cold War initiatives.

This study suggests that political interest is not necessarily
an impediment to effective humanitarian response, nor is it
necessarily unchangeable. Perceived political interest is rooted
in the cost-benefit and risk analyses of leaders in both domes-
tic and international arenas. Advocacy designed to shape the
interests of belligerents plays a key role in creating and main-
taining access for humanitarian organizations in the field.
Similarly, effective advocacy by humanitarian agencies can
strongly influence donor and great-power engagement. In
short, maintaining access for humanitarian action and ensur-
ing support from the international community depend not on
steering clear of politics but on deliberately engaging political
actors to shape their perception of interest so that it allows
more space for principled humanitarian action.
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CHAPTER 1

THE TERMS OF THE DEBATE

We affirm the independence of the humanitarian
from the political.
—James Orbinski, president of the Médecins
sans Frontières International Council 1

As long as NGOs see their work as separate and
distinct from the politics of foreign policy, or in its
most condescending form as superior to politics
and foreign policy, they will not be considered
serious players and will be unable to influence the
policy debate except at the margin. The suffering
people they seek to serve will be the greatest losers.
—Andrew Natsios, former vice-president of
World Vision U.S. 2

One of the most complex aspects of humanitarian action is its
interface with politics. In theory, humanitarian action is gov-
erned by principles of universality, humanity, independence,
neutrality, and impartiality. The Geneva Conventions of 1949
state in reference to civil war that “Persons taking no active
part in the hostilities … shall in all circumstances be treated
humanely, without any adverse distinction founded on race,
colour, religion or faith, sex, birth or wealth, or any other
similar criteria.”3 The Additional Protocols of 1977 assert that
“All the wounded, sick and shipwrecked, whether or not they
have taken part in the armed conflict, shall be respected and
protected, … [and] in all circumstances they shall be treated
humanely and shall receive, to the fullest extent practicable
and with the least possible delay, the medical care and atten-
tion required by their condition.”4

From moral and legal perspectives, political interest is not,
or should not be, an issue. Victims have a right to relief and
protection. Others have an obligation to provide this assis-
tance. Politics should not interfere. As the UN High Commis-
sioner for Refugees (UNHCR) put it in June 1998, “The funda-
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mental objective of humanitarian action is to alleviate suffer-
ing and save lives. Humanitarian action focuses on people and
is based on rights. Political action focuses on states and is
guided by national interests and respect for sovereignty.”5

Yet political issues frequently intrude upon these funda-
mental principles. Politics often constrain humanitarian agen-
cies in their effort to promote these principles. Responses are
often late in coming (e.g., Rwanda in 1994) and selective (e.g.,
the relatively low level of assistance in Sierra Leone as com-
pared to, say, Haiti). Where humanitarian action occurs in
conjunction with military operations, the mandates of military
actors have frequently been insufficient to the tasks that they
face (e.g., Georgia), and available resources insufficient to
fulfill the mandates (e.g., protection of “safe zones” in Bosnia).
Humanitarian actors are often drawn into the very conflicts
that caused the suffering to which they respond (e.g., Soma-
lia). Such realities reflect the gap between an ideal in which
humanitarian action proceeds unconstrained on the basis of
neutrality (the decision not to take sides in a conflict) and
impartiality (the delivery of assistance in proportion to need),
and a reality that is much more complex.

Explanations of this gap between principle and practice
usually focus on politics, especially the perverse effects of
political manipulation of humanitarian activities at the local
and regional level or deficiencies in political will at the level of
major states and the international community. Humanitarian
issues are perceived by warring parties to be closely connected
to the pursuit of their self-interested objectives. That is to say,
while humanitarians consider their mission neutral and im-
partial, it is seldom so perceived by the warring parties be-
cause aid work has identifiable (although usually unintended)
consequences for these parties’ agendas. For example, hu-
manitarian emergencies have sometimes been created or deep-
ened for political reasons by parties to conflict in order to
increase their access to resources or to weaken their adversar-
ies. People are deliberately displaced for political reasons.
Civilians have become direct targets of conflict. As one recent
analysis put it, “In the internecine struggle for dominance of
the political arenas of Somalia and Sierra Leone, and even
more so in the openly genocidal landscapes of Rwanda and
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Burundi, civilian casualties were not ‘collateral damage’ but
measures of strategic gain.”6

One would expect those responsible for a conflict to be at
the very minimum ambivalent about efforts to respond to the
consequent humanitarian emergencies. After all, if entire popu-
lations are the enemy, succoring them is contrary to the
ostensible objectives of the perpetrator of their suffering.
Moreover, since meeting the needs and defending the rights of
victims requires relations between international actors and
insurgent groups, state parties to civil conflict understandably
fear that such ties legitimize their nonstate adversaries.

For neighboring states, the potential security implications
of hosting many displaced persons creates incentives to reject
the international regime and to engage in activities (e.g.
refoulement) that greatly complicate humanitarian response.
Regional states may also seek to employ displaced people as
instruments of their own regional policy.

Turning to the broader international community and to
the issue of political will, one seasoned humanitarian worker
declared in 1997 that:

[T]here is a basic principle, now enshrined in
international humanitarian law, that starva-
tion of civilians shall not be used as a method
of warfare. The effect of this principle is that,
whatever the political cost, the international
community will do what it can to keep un-
armed civilians alive. This is as it should be.
The problem, I would suggest, is not humani-
tarian assistance, but the lack of political will
to do what is needed to address the causes of
the conflict.7

Lack of political will is generally explained in terms of the
absence or weakness of perceived political interests by major
states toward the conflict and emergency in question. If key
state actors—middle or major powers, and notably the United
States (U.S.)—fail to perceive their vital interests at stake, they
are reluctant to accept the risks, authorize the mandates, and
provide the resources for effective response. The result is the
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inadequate response witnessed, for example, in Bosnia-
Herzegovina, where Western declaratory rhetoric outpaced
the willingness of the rhetoricians to enforce Security Council
(SC) resolutions. Failure in such high-profile cases and per-
ceived costs in others (e.g., the loss of 18 U.S. Army Rangers in
Somalia in October 1993) have a multiplier effect, further
eroding political will.

The problem with such an analysis is that it stops at this
point. A response was inadequate and ineffective because
political actors had an interest in manipulating the crisis or
lacked the political will to address it. Political interest is taken
as an ostensibly immutable given rather than being analyzed
in its own right. The conversation accordingly ends without
exploring why perceived interests are what they are and
whether they can be shaped to adapt to humanitarian con-
cerns.

Conceiving interest as immutable ignores certain obvious
points. Perceived political interests, far from impeding hu-
manitarian action, may on occasion facilitate it. At the local
level, the interest of one or more belligerent parties in recon-
ciliation may lead them to support wider humanitarian access,
as in Georgia. At the regional level, the costs faced by states
hosting people displaced by conflict in neighboring countries
may induce them to deal with the causes of the emergency. In
Haiti, Washington’s political interest in stemming migration,
coupled with growing domestic political pressure on the
Clinton administration, produced a military response. 8 This
politically driven response in turn opened the door for a
massive infusion of humanitarian, capacity building, and
developmental aid.

In the case of Kosovo, the dithering of the UN, the Euro-
pean Union (EU), and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) was a key factor contributing to the humanitarian
crisis in that region. NATO military actions made the crisis
arguably worse in its early stages. Yet NATO’s military action
ultimately forced the Serb retreat that opened the door to
massive international humanitarian engagement.9 Examples
such as these suggest that a more careful examination of how
perceived political interest interacts with humanitarian action
is necessary.
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Perhaps more important still, calculations of political in-
terest are not objective constants. They exist in the minds of
men and women. They change in response to external and
internal pressures on decisionmakers. They can be shaped by
conscious political action, as any lobbyist knows. Shaping the
viewpoints of decisionmakers through sustained advocacy—
the effort to ensure that humanitarian needs for assistance and
protection receive high priority in the policy decisions of
political actors—can, in turn, enhance humanitarian access
and expand available resources. This suggests the need for a
more careful examination of the processes that induce change
in the ways political actors see their interests.

Accordingly, the analysis undertaken in this monograph
rests on the proposition that the humanitarian imperative is a
good that deserves to be pursued in its own right. It begins
with a consideration of what is meant by the core concepts of
politics, interest, and humanitarian action. It proceeds to a
discussion of the various ways in which political factors in the
target region affect humanitarian access. It then turns to a
discussion of how political factors affect the engagement of
external actors (principally major donor states).

At each stage, the potential for shaping political interests
by or on behalf of humanitarians to facilitate response to the
ravages of war is assessed. The basic thesis is that the humani-
tarian imperative is best served not by avoiding the political
process but by consciously engaging it. Creating and sustain-
ing space for independent, impartial, and neutral humanitar-
ian action may—and there is an element of irony here—be
facilitated by the political engagement of aid agencies, particu-
larly by effective advocacy. This engagement is not a sacrifice
of humanitarian principle but a defense of it.

It is worth acknowledging at the outset that this examina-
tion of the relationship between politics and humanitarian
action is hardly comprehensive. For example, in the broad
meaning of politics, the competition among humanitarian
agencies for resources is an inherently political process. So,
too, is the jockeying among UN agencies for lead roles in
complex emergencies and the approach of various aid groups
to coordination. Yet when practitioners complain of the dis-
torting effect of politics on their efforts to ease suffering, they
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generally focus on the political interests of states and state-like
(e.g., insurgent) actors in narrowing the space for effective
humanitarian action. It is this preoccupation by the humani-
tarian community itself that defines the focus of this study,
which thereby leaves aside matters of institutional politics
among the agencies.

This monograph is one of three in a research cluster
entitled “politics and humanitarian action.” The second, coau-
thored with Toby Lanzer and Don Hubert, picks up where this
study leaves off and provides two case studies of how humani-
tarian advocacy can shape political calculations to promote
more effective humanitarian response. After a brief introduc-
tory discussion, the monograph shows how advocacy in the
field can expand humanitarian access through its influence on
parties in conflict. The focus is on the role of the UN Depart-
ment for Humanitarian Affairs (DHA) in Angola in 1992-1994
and Georgia in 1996-1997. The second case study examines the
effects on the political calculations of major states of the
campaign against antipersonnel land mines and the evolution
of the land mines treaty process.

This present study and the companion case study volume
on advocacy address how politics shapes humanitarian ac-
tion. The third monograph in the cluster reverses the causal
relationship, dealing with how humanitarian action shapes
processes of conflict. It asks how much and in what ways
humanitarian action may fuel or mitigate processes of conflict
and suggests ways in which humanitarian actors might ad-
dress the connection between their activities and the conflicts
that evoke their response.

Key Concepts

Politics

Analysis of the relationship between politics and humani-
tarian action requires a clear understanding of the concept of
politics. Yet the definition of politics, like most other social
concepts, is contested.10 There is little effort in the humanitar-
ian literature to flesh out a working definition of politics.11 One
is left to surmise that, for humanitarian actors, politics is a
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residual category, a grab bag of assorted factors that may affect
humanitarian action but should not. Political intrusion into
humanitarian action is generally construed to be “bad,”
whereas humanitarian action proceeding independently of
politics is “good.” Humanitarian actors generally construe
action by their competitors for scarce resources, or entities that
pursue agendas other than purely humanitarian, to be “politi-
cal.” What humanitarians do, in contrast, is “moral.”

For analogous reasons, those involved in more political
aspects of humanitarian emergencies frequently seek to ap-
propriate the legitimacy associated with the humanitarian
label for their own activities. An example is the comment of a
senior UN official to the effect that “peacekeeping is the
highest form of humanitarian action,” and, therefore, that the
humanitarian effort should be subordinated to the political
and security agenda of the UN Departments of Political Af-
fairs (DPA) and Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO).12 Although
Opération Turquoise in Rwanda was billed as a humanitarian
operation, it clearly had the political intent of covering the
withdrawal of former government forces long allied to France
and in danger of destruction by the victorious Rwandese
Popular Front (RPF).

Speaking generically, politics has no obvious value con-
tent. It is a process whereby individuals and groups seek to
accumulate resources and power and use them to achieve their
objectives. Since resources are limited, this effort is competi-
tive. The motives of political actors may reflect moral univer-
sals, particular calculations of interest and gain, or some
amalgam of both. The consequences of political action may be
good or bad, depending on how one defines these terms and
independent of the moral content of the motives that drove the
action in question.

Political Interest

This view of politics presumes an understanding of “inter-
est.” This concept is also problematic. Many specialists in
international relations believe that interests are dictated by the
structure of the international system and revolve around the
need by states and other political actors for power. This
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definition of interest may be of some utility in accounting for
the behavior of parties to the conflicts that cause complex
emergencies. Yet it is less useful in accounting for definition of
interest by states and other actors not directly involved in the
conflicts. Much that states do (for example, Canadian trade
policy towards the United States) has no obvious relation to
power or for that matter to the structure of international
politics. The definition of interest on most issues short of state
survival is a complex calculation of potential gains and losses
in both international and domestic arenas. Such calculations
are strongly influenced by the experiences, personalities, and
perceptions of decisionmakers and the reactions of their con-
stituencies.

Such deficiencies have led analysts to suggest that little
more can be said about interest than to associate it with the
policy preferences of decisionmakers. The expressed prefer-
ences of such officials constitute their interests. Yet such a
definition makes it impossible to use “interests” as a standard
against which to judge the actions of states and other political
actors. When one defines a person’s interests as what that
person says they are, it seems contradictory to suggest that
that person might act against his or her interests in certain
circumstances.

The matter of definition is complicated by the fact that the
concept of interest has value content. To identify something as
a national interest is to claim that it should be achieved and
that opposition to it somehow constitutes disloyalty to the
nation. This study takes the view that interested behavior
involves definition of egoistic goals, and development and
implementation of strategies to attain them. The key to distin-
guishing the perspective of political interest from that of
humanitarianism is that the perspective of interest is self-
directed, while the effort to assist and protect people in need
is other-directed. The first is egoistic; the second is
communitarian. In this context, one might fruitfully distin-
guish between political interest and humanitarian interest, the
latter involving the relieving of human suffering and the
protection of human rights.
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Humanitarian Action

The parameters of humanitarian action are also contested
because, as noted above, actors seek to appropriate the moral
legitimacy of the term for their own interested purposes, as
evident in Kosovo. Moreover, the categories underlying the
definition of humanitarian action are difficult to define and
apply. For example, humanitarian action as traditionally con-
ceived presumes a clear distinction between civilian victims,
or noncombatants (in the language of the Geneva Conventions
and Protocols) who are entitled to assistance, and combatants
who are not, unless they are prisoners or casualties. But, as
David Keen has pointed out, “the common distinction in the
media and aid-agency literature between innocent civilians
and men of violence obscures the frequency with which civil-
ians have taken up arms as members of militias, government
forces or rebel groups.”13 The same holds true for many “vic-
tims” who, while not active belligerents, materially support
forces in the field, often reflecting personal or community ties
to combatants and affinities with the objectives of military
forces.

In this study, humanitarian action is taken to mean re-
sponses, involving both assistance and protection, to civilian
suffering in armed conflict. These responses may be military
(as, for example, when military logistics are used for the
delivery of assistance or when soldiers are mandated to pro-
tect civilians) or civilian. They may be governmental, inter-
governmental, or nongovernmental in character. Humanitar-
ian action is informed in the first instance by international
humanitarian law, which defines “how the parties to a conflict
must treat those hors de combat, such as prisoners, wounded
and civilians.”14 Humanitarian action is also based on a num-
ber of ethical principles developed initially by the Interna-
tional Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) as a basis for
humanitarian response to conflict.15

Finally, humanitarian action may be based on calculations
of interest. States and other agents may (or may not) engage in
humanitarian action out of a concern to protect or to promote
humanitarian values, or they may do so for self-interested
purposes. Although humanitarians often complain about the
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negative influence of political interest on humanitarian action,
this influence is not always a bad thing: it may induce a level
of response not otherwise forthcoming.

Likewise, humanitarian action and politics as defined
here are closely related. The delivery of relief in complex
emergencies inserts scarce resources into highly competitive
and politicized environments. The parties to conflict may seek
to maximize their own access to these resources and to mini-
mize that of their adversaries as part of the local politics of
power. Contiguous states and those farther afield (including
donors) likewise have an incentive to shape the flow of such
resources to promote their own political objectives. Finally,
assistance can have different impacts on the parties, affecting
the outcome and course of conflict (as examined in the com-
panion study). Protection (as distinct from assistance) also has
potentially important political implications since it may im-
pede the efforts of belligerents to attain their objectives. In
such instances, they are likely to seek to limit access to victims.

In short, politics involves a process of competition for
power in conditions of scarcity. Maintaining a clear boundary
vis-à-vis humanitarianism is a tall order. That becomes in-
creasingly evident as the analysis of the interaction between
politics and humanitarianism proceeds, following a historical
overview (Chapter 2), from the conflict areas themselves (Chap-
ter 3) to the regions in which those conflicts are set (Chapter 4)
to the level of interstate relations among major powers (Chap-
ter 5).
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CHAPTER 2

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT

There is a tendency in the literature on humanitarian
action to treat post-Cold War humanitarianism in a historical
vacuum. The lack of attention to history is unfortunate since it
impedes the learning of lessons from experience. Political
factors have always had important humanitarian implica-
tions, and political influence on the activities of humanitarian
organizations is as old as humanitarian action itself. This
chapter provides a historical context for the effects of politics
on humanitarian action.

Politics has interacted historically with humanitarian ac-
tion in at least two ways. In a basic sense, war as a continuation
of politics creates human suffering, either inadvertently or
because noncombatants are deliberately targeted. Second, the
political considerations of parties to conflict, nearby states,
and the major powers may have profound impacts on the
scope and character of humanitarian response. Historical ex-
amples such as the efforts of the Belgian Relief Commission
(BRC) to deal with the human suffering of World War I or
those of the International Committee of the Red Cross in
World War II highlight the difficulty humanitarians often face
in negotiating access with political actors concerned about the
political and strategic consequences of relief activities.

The abuse of civilians in war is as old as war itself.
Thucydides’ Melian dialogue provides a classical example.
The city of Melos had refused to join the Athenian empire in its
prosecution of the Peloponnesian War, claiming a right to
neutrality. The Athenians, taking the view that allowing Melian
neutrality might encourage its other island allies to defect, laid
siege to the city, threatening it with destruction unless it joined
them. They ruled out questions of justice, noting that “the
standard of justice depends on the equality of power to com-
pel, and in fact … the strong do what they have the power to
do and the weak accept what they have to accept.”

The threat to Melos was explicitly directed not only at the
defenders of the city but also at its civilian population, which,
in the event of resistance, would be murdered or dispersed
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into slavery. Melos rejected the Athenian proposal of alliance.
After a difficult siege, the Athenians took the city, killed all
males of military age, and sold the women and children as
slaves.1 Political considerations dictated what, in modern terms,
would be considered a massive violation of humanitarian
principles. The absence in this period of what we would
recognize as humanitarian norms contesting the primacy of
politics is evident in the matter-of-fact quality of Thucydides’
account: there is in this sad story no particular condemnation
of the Athenians for their behavior. As Werner Jaeger put it,
Thucydides is suggesting that “the principle of force forms a
realm of its own, with laws of its own, distinct and separate
from the laws of moral life.”2

The Coming of the Westphalian System

During the Middle Ages, a growing church-based effort to
limit the effects of war on civilians by introducing “laws of
moral life” into the realm of force ultimately produced the
Catholic doctrine of “just war.” This rested in the first place on
the principle of proportionality in war (the relationship of
means employed to ends pursued),3 but, more importantly, on
the principle of discrimination that lies at the root of interna-
tional humanitarian law. The principle holds that noncomba-
tants are not legitimate targets of military action, and that
soldiers are obliged to make a sincere effort to avoid harming
civilians.4

Maintaining discrimination became a problem with the
arrival of the Reformation. Europe’s wars of religion were
characterized by massive abuses of human rights and destruc-
tion of civilian property, dictated by extreme ideological prin-
ciples. As in many modern wars, enemy populations were as
much the target as enemy soldiers, since the threat was as
much one of ideas as of weapons. During the Thirty Years War
in seventeenth-century Germany:

civilian prisoners were led off in halters to die
of exposure by the wayside, children kid-
napped and held to ransom, priests tied under
the wagons to crawl on all fours like dogs until
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they dropped, burghers and peasants impris-
oned, starved  and tortured for their concealed
wealth to the uttermost of human endurance
with the uttermost of human ingenuity. The
more rapid and widespread movements of the
troops in the last six years had increased the
ravages of plague and hunger beyond all
bounds and uprooted the population of cen-
tral Germany from the soil, turning them into
a fluctuating mass of refugees.5

The effects of these campaigns on civilians were evident in
contemporary accounts of famine and general social and moral
collapse, leading in extremis to the exhumation and consump-
tion of the dead and the killing and eating by parents of their
own children. 6

Amidst the carnage, there were also nonstate actors active
in the Thirty Years War who attempted to mitigate human
suffering, bringing some of the first stirrings of the tension
between political/military and humanitarian actors that has
preoccupied humanitarians in the post-Cold War era. Com-
menting on the widespread displacement and distress follow-
ing Nordlingen’s campaign, Wedgwood notes the efforts of
the Jesuits to recover starving children and to feed the poor.
The latter ended abruptly after French troops looted their
granary, taking the food for the army.7

The carnage of the Thirty Years War was brought to an end
in the Peace of Westphalia, which terminated the challenge of
Catholic universalism to the emerging state system. The peace
established the principle of state sovereignty and ushered in a
period of limited war in which the immunity of civilian
persons and property was largely respected, not least because
these assets were of greater value to contestants if left intact.

This said, the interstate wars of the period were hardly free
of the targeting of civilians. The British followed their defeat of
the French in Nova Scotia by expelling the bulk of that
province’s French population, transporting them under con-
ditions so severe that several thousand died. Displaced Scot-
tish Highlanders took their places. Moreover, the internal
wars of the period lacked the clear distinction between civilian
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and military and involved substantial abuse of civilian popu-
lations. The rout of the Jacobites at Culloden in the 1740s was
followed by a sustained campaign of rape, pillage, and murder
by English forces throughout the central Scottish Highlands as
the Hanoverians sought to destroy the social fabric of clan life.
The revolutionary war of the 13 colonies against Britain was
followed by the abuse and then mass expulsion of those
suspected of loyalty to the Britain, an episode generally forgot-
ten in American commentary on the inhumanity of other
nations in war.

Industrial War

Late eighteenth- and nineteenth-century developments
posed new challenges. One was the emergence of the levée en
masse in revolutionary France. The concept of entire nations
under arms undermined the practice of limited war conducted
by professionals that was characteristic of the previous cen-
tury. Mass war, conducted principally by conscripts, under-
mined the distinction between soldier and civilian. Mass con-
scription was accompanied by the emergence of doctrines of
nationalism, tying the individual tightly to the state. Wars of
kings fought by professional armies led by aristocrats became
wars of nation-states fought by the people in arms.

The Industrial Revolution and the development of the
modern bureaucratic state exacerbated these effects, as entire
economies were mobilized for war and ever larger sectors of
production were involved in direct and indirect support of the
war effort. For this reason, too, the line between civilian and
military became unclear. The widespread destruction of civil-
ian property that accompanied U.S. Gen. William T. Sherman’s
march to Atlanta during the American Civil War was moti-
vated not only by the Union forces’ need to sustain themselves
in the field far from their support bases but also by the hope
that the destruction of the economic infrastructure of the
Confederacy would shorten the war. In later conflicts, the
factory producing an airplane or a tank became in some
respects a more important target in war than the weapons
themselves. Edward Gulick summarized well the evolution of
war from the eighteenth to twentieth centuries, writing, “All
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these elements altered the facts of war. In passing, they took a
screw driver from the hands of the equilibrist, replacing it with
a sledge hammer."8

From a humanitarian perspective, the coming of indus-
trial war was of limited significance for civilians as long as
states at war lacked the capability to project force beyond the
line of battle. However, the technological developments of the
nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries (long-range artil-
lery and the airplane, respectively) reduced and then largely
eliminated this constraint. The result was evident in the 1920s
in the emergence of modern doctrines of air war and strategic
bombing, which maintained that victory in war could be
achieved by attacks on strategic and human targets behind the
enemy. The former would reduce the enemy’s war-making
capacity directly; the latter would erode public support of the
war effort, producing a failure of will.

The deliberate bombing of civilians (and humanitarians)
in war made its debut in the Italo-Abyssinian war in the mid-
1930s. Junod describes an Italian raid on the Red Cross hospi-
tal at Dessie as “the first time in history that airmen had carried
out a mass raid to destroy hearths, homes and families.” 9 The
war in Abyssinia also carries the distinction of being the first
instance where humanitarian workers were deliberately tar-
geted by a party to the conflict. He also notes the ICRC decision
to remove all Red Cross insignia from ambulances after an
Italian bombing attack on the Swedish ambulance unit.10 As
was the case in the humanitarian emergencies of the 1990s, the
insignia of a humanitarian organization, far from being a
means of assuring immunity from force, became a target in its
own right.

World War II was the first “total war” in Paul Ramsey’s
words, one in which both the German and the British and
American forces practiced a policy of “obliteration bomb-
ing”11 in which civilian casualties, far from being an inadvert-
ent side effect of war, became an objective in and of them-
selves. There is a macabre irony in the protests of the devel-
oped states against the targeting of civilians in recent complex
emergencies, since in their last major war the targeting of
civilians was viewed as an important operational means to-
wards strategic ends. Further, the entire postwar strategic
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construction of mutual assured destruction rested on the
credible threat to inflict massive civilian casualties in the event
of an eruption of war between the nuclear powers.

The Rise of Organized Humanitarianism

The industrial wars of the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries also produced a deepening state and nonstate concern
with humanitarian issues, initially focusing on war-wounded
and prisoners of war (POWs). The Franco-Austrian War and
the massive suffering of combatants witnessed by Henri Dunant
at Solferino led to the creation of the ICRC. Dunant’s commit-
tee set about convincing the major powers to accept treaty
principles governing their conduct with respect to wounded
soldiers, prisoners, and medical personnel. In parallel, they
advocated the creation of national Red Cross societies to
provide treatment to those wounded in war. In so doing, they
faced substantial opposition, notably from France and Britain,
neither of which were comfortable with the involvement of
civilians on the battlefield.

The ICRC’s effective advocacy with leading political and
military figures throughout Europe succeeded in overcoming
the opposition. The First Geneva Convention was signed by 12
states in 1864. By 1868, “virtually every state in Europe was a
signatory to the Convention, plus some of the most important
extra-European states—the United States and Turkey.”12  Deep-
ening dismay over the maiming effects of particular weapons
led to a sustained nongovernmental organization (NGO) cam-
paign to ban the dum dum bullet in the late nineteenth cen-
tury. The early ICRC story is significant not only because of the
establishment in treaty of the law of war, but—from the
perspective of this study—because it was the first substantial
instance in which nongovernmental advocacy shaped state
understandings of interest in such a way as to broaden the
scope for humanitarian action in war.

Also in the late nineteenth century, concern over the
treatment of Christians in the Ottoman Empire in 1875-1877
resulted in serious consideration of humanitarian interven-
tion in their behalf by the Concert of Europe. Equally signifi-
cant from the perspective of this study, the capacity of the
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international community to respond effectively to this hu-
manitarian emergency was profoundly constrained by the
political interests of the great powers. Ironically (given the
recent role reversal in Kosovo and the conflict in Chechnya), it
was the Russians who argued most strongly for forceful inter-
vention to address human suffering. They did so because they
sought to weaken their traditional Black Sea rival, Ottoman
Turkey. Although the British were considerably distressed by
press accounts of the plight of Balkan Christians in the Otto-
man Empire, their interest in ensuring the survival of Ottoman
Turkey (an interest they had supported by participating in the
Crimean War on the Ottoman side 20 years earlier) caused
them to veto any international intervention. As Adam Roberts
put it, “it was Britain that dragged its feet: always prepared to
sign a coalition ultimatum, never prepared to put its military
money where its mouth was, and suspicious of those who did
propose military action.”13

World War I produced a quantum leap in efforts to deal
with the humanitarian consequences of the conflict, notably in
the role of the BRC behind German lines in Belgium and
northern France. The essential problem from a humanitarian
perspective was that Belgium produced only 30 percent of its
food in peacetime. War and blockade cut off its sources of
imports while limiting its financial capacity to purchase food.
The result was the impending starvation of upwards of 10
million people. The response to this crisis was one of the
largest relief operations in history, managed by the BRC under
Herbert Hoover. The total spending of the commission during
its period of operations amounted to $927,681,000.14

The operation is a harbinger of many problems faced by
recent humanitarian operations in the interface between hu-
manitarianism and politics. These included the manipulation
of access to victims for political/military reasons by those who
controlled the area in which the humanitarian emergency was
occurring (e.g., the German High Command), the politically
motivated desire of Germany’s adversaries to ensure that the
Germans did not draw advantage from the delivery of relief,
and the influence of the political perspectives of major donors
(e.g., the U.S.) on humanitarian action. In addition, the re-
sponses of the BRC to these political constraints testify to the
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ability of innovative practice to overcome or to mitigate politi-
cal obstructions and the utility of advocacy in shaping the
political environment in which agencies had to operate. As
such, the BRC experience is eloquent testimony to the fact that
in politicized environments, effective humanitarian action is
furthered by humanitarian agencies’ efforts to engage states
and to modify their perceptions of interest.

With regard to political impediments to access during
World War I, the British had established a naval blockade of
German-held areas of Europe. Food was seen as a weapon,
and, specifically with reference to Belgium, many British
military leaders “considered that if the Belgians starved it
would make trouble for the Germans and help win the war.”15

The fact that food was seen as a weapon of the war made
negotiation of access—and the sustained implementation of
agreements—more difficult with the British and French than
with the Germans.

The British were also concerned that relief would be
diverted to German military purpose. This fear was confirmed
when, in the early months of operations, the Germans began
requisitioning locally produced food in Belgium, increasing
overall need among the victim population, “all of which
amounted to our [the BRC’s] being compelled to import more
food and thus to feed the Germans.”16 Once reports of this
substitution effect filtered back to Britain, negotiation of ac-
cess became still more complicated, with the British insisting
that their approval of any sustained relief operation was
conditional on “stopping the leaks.” Ultimately, access was
secured at the strategic level through a coordinated set of
negotiations involving the BRC and British and German au-
thorities, while the finances of the operation were stabilized by
British and French government contributions.

However, there remained significant political obstacles to
BRC operations, such as the French refusal to allow the use of
German shipping that had taken refuge in neutral ports for the
shipment of relief, the British refusal to allow stockpiling in
Rotterdam of more than four weeks’ worth of relief supplies at
any one time, and their insistence in the early stages of the
operation that all relief ships call at British ports for inspection
before proceeding to Rotterdam. On the German side, the
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declaration of unlimited submarine warfare in 1917 caused a
radical reduction in delivery of supplies for Belgium. More-
over, problems of political interference and diversion contin-
ued at the local level, with local German officials and com-
manders, “often not in tune with top officials,” frequently
requisitioning BRC supplies.

The BRC also displayed a remarkable capacity to innovate
in the face of such problems and to use advocacy effectively to
preserve access. Responding to a situation in German-occu-
pied areas of northern France in 1916, the BRC convinced the
French government to issue war separation payments to civil-
ians in German-occupied areas (mainly women whose hus-
bands were serving in the French Army). Since there were very
few francs in circulation, the BRC filled the gap by issuing its
own currency, allowing beneficiaries to buy ration coupons. In
response, German authorities began to impose reparations
levies on local administrations. The result was that some of
this currency came into their hands and they used it for the
purchase of goods and services. The BRC reacted by issuing
separate currency for each commune in the occupied zone, of
which there were some 1,200. Since the money could be used
only in the commune where it was issued, this reduced the
utility of the currency for German authorities.

Two examples of effective BRC advocacy bear mention.
The first was the attempt by German military authorities to
shut down the relief operation as a result of disagreements
over compensation to the BRC for food grown in the Army
Zone near the front. Here, in an early example of the politics of
shame, Hoover warned the general in question that if this were
done, the German officer in question would be held personally
responsible for the deaths of millions and would go down in
history as a monster. The second was an attempt by U.S. Sen.
Henry Cabot Lodge to sabotage the relief operation by arguing
that it was in violation of American legislation prohibiting U.S.
citizens from engaging in diplomatic activity outside govern-
ment. Hoover returned to the United States, arranged a series
of favorable media pieces on the BRC’s activities, convinced
President Woodrow Wilson to appoint an influential biparti-
san American commission to support the BRC’s activities, and
recruited former President Theodore Roosevelt to the cause.
Faced with these developments, Lodge retreated.17
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The end of the war brought new challenges for humanitar-
ian actors in the form of serious food shortages in Germany
and Central Europe. The Russian civil war, coupled with the
disastrous economic policies of “war communism,”18 pro-
duced a massive humanitarian crisis, perhaps the most promi-
nent manifestation of which was the famine of spring 1921 in
Russia’s grain-producing regions. The American Relief Ad-
ministration (ARA), a post-World War I offshoot of the BRC,
filled the gap.

The experience of humanitarian action in the Russian
crisis sheds light on several political dimensions that have
come to be well known to contemporary relief workers. One is
the problem of politically motivated limitations on access to
victims. Another is that of political constraints on donor
engagement. The Triple Entente powers—and particularly
France—were initially reluctant to get involved for fear of
legitimizing and strengthening a regime that they abhorred at
the expense of forces in Russia that they supported. The anti-
Bolshevik forces in the Civil War also opposed food aid,
fearing it would strengthen their adversary. Such consider-
ations effectively killed the first Hoover/ARA proposal for
relief programming in Russia in 1919. The death blow was,
however, the Soviet government response of May 13, 1919,
which rejected the condition in the plan that hostilities (and
the transport of troops and matériel) be suspended while it
was carried out.

The Soviet authorities, moreover, were deeply ambivalent
about the activities of relief workers in the field. On the one
hand, the regime needed the assistance in order to survive. On
the other hand, officials viewed food as a weapon and had no
intention “of allowing food they did not control to be used
against them.”  Given its ideological predilections, the regime
was uncomfortable with the prospect of foreigners from a
capitalist state wandering freely through the countryside of
Russia and, more generally, with encouraging the public
impression that the new socialist paradise depended on hand-
outs from capitalist states to feed its people.

In consequence, access was difficult to negotiate, the So-
viet government resisted the ARA’s insistence on operational
independence, and there was more than occasional political
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interference with the activities of the relief agency at the local
level. The government department responsible for liaison
with ARA was composed of secret police officials who de-
voted considerably more time and effort to surveillance than
to facilitation. This included severe secret police harassment of
local ARA employees.19

World War II posed further political problems for hu-
manitarian actors, both in relief and protection. The ICRC, for
example, provided important assistance to many groups in
Europe, not least POWs. In attempting to address humanitar-
ian concerns, it faced a Germany that was decidedly unsympa-
thetic to the needs of its own minorities and of the populations
in the territories it occupied elsewhere in Europe. It also faced
constraints emanating from the political/military concerns of
the allied powers.

The ICRC’s record in dealing with political constraints on
access was mixed. With regard to the needs of POWs, the
organization ultimately mounted a massive logistical opera-
tion. This included the acquisition of a fleet of ships to travel
under the Red Cross flag to deliver shipments of parcels to
Allied soldiers imprisoned by the Germans. Oddly, in a man-
ner reminiscent of the difficulties of learning from contempo-
rary operations, the delegate in charge noted the need in this
context for “something entirely new,” their own fleet under
their own flag.20 In fact, what the delegate envisaged paral-
leled the BRC acquisition of a fleet of ships for delivery of relief
to Belgium some 25 years earlier.

Another particularly positive experience was the
organization’s effort to deal with the threat of starvation in
occupied Greece. Here, the ICRC encountered a German de-
sire to control the cargoes and a British fear of leakage that was
remarkably similar to that encountered by the BRC in World
War I.21 The British also impeded the ICRC’s acquisition of
shipping to handle food. When ICRC officials found nine
Swedish vessels available for the charter and then encoun-
tered resistance from Britain to allowing them to pass the
blockade of the Baltic Sea, they passed photographs of chil-
dren in Greek children’s homes to the British government.
This injection of a human element had a profound effect on
British policymakers, who immediately withdrew their objec-
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tions to the exit of the ships. Confronting the British with the
human consequences of their failure to cooperate had the
desired policy effect.

The ICRC response to the Holocaust was much less im-
pressive. As a result of its activities in German-held areas of
Europe, the ICRC became increasingly aware of evidence of
the genocide being perpetrated against the Jews, despite being
systematically refused permission to visit the concentration
camps.22 Suppressing information regarding the genocide
played into the hands of a state that was consciously perpetrat-
ing mass murder of defenseless civilians. On the other hand,
publicizing the genocide would have jeopardized access and
programming focused on Allied prisoners.23 In short, in its
effort to expand access to the suffering, the ICRC faced a
conflict between the need for consent and the obligation to
witness and publicize the abuse of human rights of a particular
minority.

The caution and conservatism with which the ICRC ad-
dressed this dilemma stands in marked contrast to the impres-
sively innovative and effective record of the BRC in dealing
with the Germans thirty years earlier. But the Third Reich was
considerably different from the Second. It is easy in retrospect
to criticize the policy of the ICRC. However, it is worth
recognizing that the principal organizational focus of the
ICRC under the laws of war was the needs of prisoners and
wounded combatants. Its legal right to address issues relating
to civilians was not clear. Moreover, in the circumstances of
the time, it was not entirely clear how the greater good could
be served, not least because a more forceful stance on Jewish
detainees might have ended all humanitarian programming
(including that for POWs) in areas controlled by the Germans.
Nonetheless, it is abundantly clear that the events of World
War II—and notably the egregious treatment of civilians by
the Nazis—underlined the inadequacy of existing conven-
tions and “confirmed the need to revise and extend the laws of
war.”24 This reconsideration was evident in the decisions of
the Nuremberg Tribunal and culminated in the 1949 Geneva
Conventions.

The aftermath of World War II marked the beginning of
substantial multilateral involvement in humanitarian action.
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The UN itself was founded in 1945 and the work of the United
Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA)
in Central and Eastern Europe was soon prominent.25 The
postwar situation posed substantial challenges for humanitar-
ian actors, many of them closely related to political factors. The
focus of much relief activity was Central and Eastern Europe.
Relief agencies once again faced a dominant power—the Union
of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR)—deeply suspicious of
their activities and intent on directing relief towards groups of
the population that the state deemed politically worthy. The
result was that aid agencies encountered serious problems of
access. They also faced severe problems of manipulation of aid
for propaganda purposes, as when Soviet personnel relabeled
relief shipments to prevent recipients from being aware of
their origin in the West. The first rumblings of a 40-year Cold
War that would profoundly affect the operations of aid agen-
cies were discernible here in humanitarian activities.

Political interference extended well beyond assistance
and into the area of protection. Implementation of the political
agenda of the Soviet Union and its allies required the elimina-
tion or removal of entire categories of the population east of
what came to be known as the Iron Curtain. Hence, the
Sudeten Germans in what was then Czechoslovakia were
driven out of their homes, as were the Germans occupying
regions transferred to Poland and Poles living in regions
transferred to the Soviet Union. There was no government
commitment to civil and political rights. Civil society, already
weak in Eastern Europe, was eviscerated by the secret police
of the USSR and its client regimes. The absence of a viable civil
society made the systematic violation of human rights all the
easier. In such circumstances, and given the effort involved,
the USSR was hardly willing to provide access to humanitar-
ian agencies or to those who might witness massive human
rights violations.

Politics and Humanitarian Action in the Cold War

In part reflecting World War II experience, the Cold War
era was marked by considerable progress in the codification of
humanitarian law, providing a clearer legal basis for access to
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civilian victims of war.26 The period was also notable for
significant progress in the realm of international protection of
human rights27 and by the adoption of important legal instru-
ments pertaining to refugees.28 The UN Charter was careful to
accommodate the rights of sovereign states in Article 2. How-
ever, the rulings of the Nuremberg Tribunal, the Genocide
Convention, and also the 1977 Geneva protocols regarding
treatment of civilians in war, including in internal war,29 posed
an implicit challenge to the principles of sovereignty and
nonintervention in the event of gross abuses of civilians and
their rights. The same might be said of the 1948 Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, the International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights, and its economic and social counter-
part that entered into force in 1976.30

The strengthening of the normative framework surround-
ing humanitarian action was accompanied by further
politicization of humanitarian action, as both superpowers
sought to manipulate relief to further their bipolar Cold War
objectives. Humanitarian action in this sense became in im-
portant respects an aspect of political/military agendas; the
capacity of humanitarian actors to satisfy principles of neu-
trality and impartiality was  profoundly constrained. In Viet-
nam, for example, Western humanitarian actors were by and
large limited to operations in the south. Public humanitarian
and development assistance was oriented towards the strate-
gic objectives of the U.S. and South Vietnamese governments,
as, for example, in the strategic hamlets program. American
humanitarian agencies and citizens seeking to involve them-
selves in North Vietnam faced substantial political constraints,
not least the Trading with the Enemy Act.

In Central America, official U.S. assistance to victims of
the region’s conflicts focused on refugees from Nicaragua,
reflecting American opposition to the Sandinista regime. Its
assistance to refugees from El Salvador and Guatemala, whose
right wing governments the U.S. supported, was much less
substantial. As analysts have noted, this disproportionality
was an integral aspect of U.S. foreign policy, and those NGOs
that accepted government resources were, in effect, instru-
ments of that policy.31 In short, in Central America—and for
that matter also in Afghanistan—aid to refugees in contiguous
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countries was configured so as to support the crossborder
military operations of belligerents whom the U.S. supported
(e.g., the Contras and the mujahedeen).32

Local parties also sought to control flows of assistance to
refugees for analogous reasons. Some Salvadorean refugee
camps in Honduras, although supplied by United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees and associated agencies,
were controlled by the Frente Farabundo Martí para la
Liberación Nacional (FMLN). Portions of the aid were used to
sustain guerrilla forces in the field and the camps themselves
were used as rear areas by combatants.33 Access by interna-
tional personnel to victims in the camps was strictly controlled
with these objectives in mind. In Angola, the government (and
its Soviet and Cuban patrons) responded to the funneling of
assistance to União Nacional para a Independência Total de
Angola (UNITA) via Zaire by organizing Katangese refugees
into a military force that invaded southern Zaire on two
occasions in 1977 and 1978, causing substantial destruction
and hardship throughout the region.

Implementation of the Refugee Convention focused on
people fleeing communism in Eastern Europe; the UNHCR
was vulnerable to political pressure by virtue of its reliance on
funding by member states.34 Large-scale displacement else-
where (e.g., in South Asia in 1947-1948) was largely ignored.
As noted in a recent occasional paper published by the Hu-
manitarianism and War Project, “a U.S. foreign policy directed
toward the containment of Soviet-orchestrated international
communism was probably the single most influential factor in
mapping out the eventual boundaries of the Cold War human
rights and refugee regime.”35

The bipolar manipulation of humanitarian action during
the Cold War is only part of the story. The Cold War era also
witnessed the multiplication of humanitarian actors as NGOs
increasingly took a prominent role in the response to human
suffering caused by war. Although many were subject to
political manipulation by governments, the space for indepen-
dent NGO action expanded with the passage of time. To cite
one prominent example, U.S. opposition to the self-styled
Marxist-Leninist government of Ethiopia and its close collabo-
ration with the USSR and Cuba did not prevent it from
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launching a massive humanitarian response to the Ethiopian
famine in 1984-1985. “A hungry child knows no politics,” said
the Reagan administration in defending its action.36 Similarly,
American opposition to the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia
did not prevent organizations such as the ICRC, the United
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), and a number of NGOs
from mounting a substantial in-country operation to alleviate
the humanitarian consequences of Pol Pot’s auto-genocide or
the provision of substantial relief by American NGOs and a
number of European governments and civil society organiza-
tions to civilians in Sandinista Nicaragua.37

In addition, there were during the Cold War a number of
conflicts in which the superpowers—despite bipolarity—did
not take sides. From the perspective of politics and humanitar-
ian action, the best example is perhaps the Nigerian civil war.
Both superpowers shared a general normative commitment to
the territorial integrity of decolonized states and, consequently,
both were supporters of Nigeria’s federal government in its
war against secessionists in the eastern region. This reflected
international society’s broader commitment to the norms of
sovereignty and territorial integrity discussed in greater detail
in Chapter 5.

The one great power that did support the rebels (France)
did so for essentially political reasons. The French were un-
comfortable with the implications of rising Nigerian aspira-
tions for the regional balance of power in West Africa and
consequently sought to weaken Nigeria, in part through arms
transfers and other assistance to the self-styled Biafra. How-
ever, French support was largely covert, reflecting the strength
of the normative constraint on intervention.

The Nigerian government was deeply sensitive to the
possible legitimizing effects of contact between international
organizations and Biafran authorities. Consequently, UN and
bilateral aid agencies were largely absent from the field of
operations, 38 leaving the humanitarian response to the ICRC
and a collection of NGOs. The Biafrans responded with a
highly effective media and public relations strategy aimed at
civil society in the West, and in the hope that the void created
by official refusal to engage would be filled by the compassion
of people who received the Biafran message of suffering.
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Particularly useful in this regard were images of starving
children in the enclave.39

In the meantime, the policies of the Biafran authorities,
too, affected humanitarian access. The Biafrans were using
relief flights as camouflage for arms shipments and refused to
allow a separation of the two kinds of shipments. The one
functioning airstrip at Uli was used for both purposes; an
attack upon it would have permitted the Biafrans to pillory
their Nigerian adversaries for insensitivity to the famine.
When the Nigerian government concluded that humanitarian
operations were being used as a shield for illicit shipments of
arms, it targeted relief flights, resulting in the termination of
ICRC flights to the enclave. In this respect, the Nigerian
experience reflects the political sensitivity of the issue of access
to victims and the tendency of belligerents to manipulate
access for political/military purposes. The case also illustrates
the effects of a highly politicized climate on major power
decisions to become involved, and the impact of their political
calculations on the nature of assistance and protection of
victims. Finally, the fissure that opened within the ICRC and
the eventual emergence of Médecins sans Frontières as a result
of the war highlights the toll that complex political emergen-
cies can take on humanitarian organizations.

The Post-Cold War Context of Humanitarian Action

Much has been made of the uniqueness of the post-Cold
War environment for humanitarian action. The increasing
incidence of conflict, the growing significance of ethnicity, and
the prevalence of internal war are often cited. However, how
new these phenomena and trends are remains debatable. It is
not clear, for example, that conflict is more frequent in the
post-Cold War era, or that the incidence of internal (as op-
posed to interstate) conflict has increased significantly since
the end of the Cold War.

Ethnicity played a significant, if not controlling, role in
much conflict during the Cold War (e.g., Nigeria). The explicit
targeting of civilian supporters of the adversary was a particu-
larly disturbing aspect of the Spanish Civil War. In that in-
stance, the two sides perceived the enemy to be as much one
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of social (class) as opposed to military forces. Their actions
were informed by a profound class fear and hatred as much as
by a sense of political/military threat. More disturbingly, the
perceived enemy in the Holocaust was an entire religious
community; the objectives of the Third Reich were to be served
by its complete eradication.

Finally, a number of the more troubling cases of humani-
tarian action and war in the post-Cold War era (e.g., Angola
and Afghanistan) are carryovers from conflicts that began in
the Cold War. As evident from the preceding pages, the
interface with politics has always been a significant issue in
humanitarian action. Where differences between this and
earlier periods occur, they seem to be of degree and not of kind.

The post-Cold War context of humanitarian action is dealt
with in detail in other monographs in this series.40 Here, it
suffices to touch upon those dimensions of specific relevance
to the topic at hand. First, as numbers of the displaced have
risen and the commitment of states (both within a given region
and farther afield) to accept the burden has decreased,41 there
is a clear tendency to attempt to serve humanitarian needs
within the country affected by conflict. One prominent illus-
tration is the de facto extension of the mandate of UNHCR to
internally displaced persons. As High Commissioner Sadako
Ogata observed:

…following the end of the Cold War, the chang-
ing nature of conflicts is having c o n s i d e r -
able implications on the nature of displace-
ment itself. UNHCR used to deal mostly with
people fleeing persecution and violence across
international borders. This pattern continues
to occur, but other ‘models’ of displacement
are becoming more frequent …

She went on to highlight internal displacement as a particu-
larly challenging model for her organization.42 Within the
borders of a given state, assistance is more susceptible to
manipulation by parties to conflict seeking to secure the best
share for themselves and to impede delivery to and protection
of their adversaries. The consequences not least for the secu-
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rity of NGO operations resemble those faced 60 years earlier
by the ICRC in Abyssinia (see above). Where humanitarian
action in a theater of conflict is seen by one or more of the
belligerents as an impediment to the realization of their politi-
cal objectives, aid personnel become targets.

Second, the collapse of the bipolar structure of interna-
tional relations has had ambiguous effects on the activities of
humanitarians. On the one hand, there is less effort by the
great powers to manipulate such assistance in pursuit of
global strategic objectives, opening up humanitarian access to
a degree.43 On the other hand, the ties binding belligerents to
external political structures have loosened, giving outside
actors less influence over the behavior of those at war, includ-
ing their adherence to international humanitarian norms. The
growing disconnection between local conflict and the larger
issues of international relations has also made the great pow-
ers less willing to consider decisive action to address the
causes of humanitarian catastrophe. As discussed in greater
detail in Chapter 5, shorn of their previous strategic calculus,
major power decisions to engage (or not) are often complex
and unpredictable products of media and domestic political
pressures to act, set against a reluctance to accept substantial
risk and cost where perceived vital interests are not obviously
at stake. In such conditions, humanitarian action turns into a
substitute for resolute policy and humanitarian actors are
often left alone at the mercy of warring factions.44

Moreover, the wars of the 1990s take place to an increasing
extent in failed or weak states. Weak and often new states have
poorly developed military structures. The distinction between
military and civilian is often problematic in such situations;
“militaries” are joined by a plethora of paramilitary groups,
irregulars, guerrillas, and bandits in a desperate struggle for
survival and limited resources. Many of the actors in such
conflict are often only marginally aware of international law
regarding war and humanitarian action. The capacity of state
authorities to control the behavior of their subordinates is
limited.

The contrast, for example, with the World War I experi-
ence of the BRC in Belgium is striking. Here, the relief agency
was dealing with the consolidated governments and orga-
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nized military forces of highly regimented and very disci-
plined societies. Generally, when a government undertook a
commitment, it could, and did, deliver. When local officials
violated central policy, they were rapidly called to account.

Third, the multiplication of humanitarian actors increases
the potential for political manipulation. Competition for turf
and difficulties of coordination make humanitarian actors
easy targets for political actors seeking access to the scarce
resources they control. The contrast with, for example, the
ARA’s work in dealing with famine in Russia is clear. In that
instance, the ARA was the sole major player. The ARA drew
substantial leverage from the fact that the Russian authorities
had no alternative to the ARA’s involvement in helping fam-
ine victims.

Finally, conflict in the post-Cold War era has taken on
increasingly strong societal dimensions. Humanitarian action
developed in an age where beneficiaries were (more or less)
identifiable as civilian victims of natural disasters or conflicts
to which they were not, or were not perceived to be, parties.
The post-1990 rash of complex emergencies has upset this
framework, especially where victims and belligerent parties
are less easy to distinguish and humanitarian aid has become
increasingly entangled with the dynamics of conflicts.45

Conclusion

On balance, from such a historical review one can detect
two trends in the history of war and its impact on civilians.
First, there seems to be a clear tendency—as weapons systems
have evolved and societies have become ever more closely
involved in preparing for and making war—for the humani-
tarian impact of war to become more extensive and serious.
This trend has been further reinforced in the modern interna-
tional system by the increasing incidence of civil or internal, as
opposed to external or interstate, war. As the boundary be-
tween civilian and military realms has become increasingly
porous, civilians have come to suffer in greater numbers and
to an increasing degree.

At the same time, there is also evidence of a deepening
influence of humanitarian norms on the practice of war. Over
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this span of history, international society has moved from a
period in which “the realm of force” was perceived to exist
autonomously from that of moral life to one in which military
actors generally view their options to be constrained to an
increasing degree by norms concerning the conduct of war
and the treatment of civilians. The role of nongovernmental
humanitarian agencies responding to the impacts of war on
defenseless victims has grown, as has influence of these actors
on the policy and practice of political actors. The result is the
profound tension between humanitarianism and politics that
is the focus of this study.

The decisions of political/military actors both inside and
outside particular conflicts have had a fundamental effect on
humanitarian response throughout the history of humanitar-
ian action. Their perspectives have had dramatic effects in
shrinking or expanding access to civilians suffering in war,
despite the efforts of agencies to insulate their activities from
politics. Political perspectives have had a similarly significant
effect on the capacity of humanitarians to engage in humani-
tarian response and on the effectiveness of their engagement.

The experiences of the BRC in Belgium, the ARA in Russia,
and the ICRC in Greece in World War II suggest that success
often depends on the willingness of humanitarian agencies to
engage the political process, to sensitize political actors to the
humanitarian dimensions of their actions, and, through advo-
cacy, to shape the perceptions of interest among political
actors in such a way as to facilitate humanitarian response.
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CHAPTER 3

THE LOCAL CONTEXT

The historical record reviewed in the previous chapter
suggests that it is unhelpful to assume that substantial hu-
manitarian action can be mounted without some distorting
effects where political interests are at stake. Indeed, the belief
that humanitarian action can be conducted outside politics
may be a significant obstacle to effective response. The chal-
lenge in structuring humanitarian response is how to achieve
optimal results in assistance and protection (from the perspec-
tive of humanitarian interests) despite the interactions be-
tween politics and humanitarian action or, more positively,
how to use the political process positively for humanitarian
purposes. The key issue here is how to shape political interests
at each level of the boundary between politics and humanitar-
ian action.

The first section of this chapter examines in greater detail
the effect on humanitarian action of the perceived interests
and policies of belligerents in states experiencing conflict-
related humanitarian crises. These can severely hamper and
distort humanitarian assistance and protection efforts, as is
clear from the example in Box 1 (on page 35). The distortion of
humanitarian response may reflect the deliberate and politi-
cally inspired desire to remove or destroy particular social or
ethnic groups (as in the case of “ethnic cleansing”). It may be
inspired by the specific military requirements of the parties,
and by sensitivity to the effects of humanitarian action on the
course of conflict. It may be an inadvertent consequence of the
political incapacity of authorities to control their military and
paramilitary units.

In the second section, the chapter looks at ways in which
humanitarian actors can mitigate the negative and maximize
the positive impacts of political factors in conflict zones through
proactive efforts to shape the political process. Two types of
strategy are generally available. Taking political actors’ inter-
ests as a given, humanitarians can seek to affect their calcula-
tions of cost and benefit associated with particular policies.
This may involve adjusting programming to reduce the per-
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ceived benefits of interfering with humanitarian action. More
ambitiously, strategies of conditionality may be employed to
alter the costs of noncompliance with humanitarian prin-
ciples. It may also involve constructing political coalitions
within societies and using them to lobby for humanitarian
causes.

A second strategy involves a larger element of persuasion:
to nurture a better understanding of humanitarian crises
and—more ambitiously—to convince political actors to
broaden their approach to humanitarian action. In principle,
these two strategies are distinct. The first, which is implicitly
coercive, involves working within a constant set of under-
standings and perceived interests. The second, based on nor-
mative consensus and shared understanding, involves efforts
to recast perceived interests. In practice, the two may go
together, as advocates mix pressure and persuasion in the
effort to secure policy change.

The Political Agendas of Belligerents

Perceived Political Interest and the Manipulation of Access

In the wars of the post-Cold War era, it is not only the
military forces of the adversary but frequently entire popula-
tions that are targeted. As former UN Secretary-General Boutros
Boutros-Ghali put it in 1995:

Humanitarian agencies endeavour to provide
succor to civilian victims of war wherever
they may be. Too often the warring parties
make it difficult or impossible for them to do
so. This is sometimes because of the exigencies
of war but more often because the relief of a
particular population is contrary to the war
aims of one or the other of the parties.1

If the objective of one side is to eliminate or to drive out a
particular group, it will be hostile to the provision of assistance
or protection that could divert its basic political objective.
While such motivations are not new (as the earlier discussion
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of the Holocaust suggests), they appear more prevalent in the
conflicts of the 1990s.

Short of the objective of elimination, the perceived inter-
ests of parties to a military conflict may favor efforts to limit
humanitarian access in the hope of making the adversary more
amenable to compromise or surrender. Beyond this, as noted
in Chapter 2, the confused and indiscriminate quality of much
contemporary war renders civilian populations almost inevi-
table targets of military operations. One way for warring
parties to reduce international outcry over civilian casualties
is to limit access for assistance and protection.

In the extreme, such considerations may result in the
denial of consent, a legal and practical prerequisite for hu-
manitarian action in the absence of an enforcement mandate
under the coercive provisions of Chapter VII of the UN Char-
ter. Denial of consent is an important reason for the lack of
impartiality in humanitarian action evident in many instances
of internal armed conflict. Recognized governments often are
reluctant to permit flows of assistance to regions and groups
that challenge the power or territorial status quo of the state.

Box 1
In July 1999 the United Nations mission in East

Timor withdrew from a third Timorese town after
another violent militia attack on a UN-escorted aid
convoy—the third such incident in a week. The militia
also attacked a UN helicopter attempting to evacuate
the wounded. The convoy of UN vehicles was deliver-
ing supplies to displaced persons in Liquica, about 40
miles from Dili. Three people were injured in the attack
and five were missing. The attack was the most serious
in a series of similar incidents mounted by paramili-
tary groups—purportedly with military backing—in
an effort to disrupt preparations for the August 1999
planned referendum on the future status of the terri-
tory. Diplomats suggested that the incidents were part
of an effort to sabotage the UN operation and to force
the postponement if not cancellation of the vote.
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State obligations under international humanitarian law pale
in significance by comparison.2

The unwillingness of the Russian Federation to allow
unfettered access to Chechnya during the 1994-1996 war pro-
vides an eloquent example:

Despite its commitments to international agree-
ments and conventions governing the use of
force to quell internal unrest, Russia has contin-
ued to act with relative impunity in Chechnya
so long as it has been allowed to frame the war
strictly as an internal affair consistent with
supposedly sovereign prerogatives. The au-
thorities have taken pains to minimize the vis-
ibility of the conflict and soften its impact
abroad, helping to prevent it from assuming its
rightful place on the international agenda. Se-
vere limitations on humanitarian access have
helped Russia to manage outside perceptions
of the war by hiding some of the worst excesses
from the public eye.3

Russia had several important resources at its disposal. Major
states viewed constructive engagement with Moscow as a key
foreign policy priority. Broader agendas in their relations with
Russia (e.g., nonproliferation and NATO enlargement) might
have been jeopardized over an ostensibly secondary issue.
More direct pressure on Russia might have tilted the delicate
balance of domestic politics in favor of nationalist and com-
munist groups. Russia possessed a veto in the Security Coun-
cil.

Consequently, the Chechnya question was not seriously
debated in the Council.4 Unlike other such emergencies, no
Council decision provided a potential basis for a combined
political/military/humanitarian response. International po-
litical engagement was limited to a small Organization for
Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) monitoring mis-
sion. The result was that in 1994-1996, UN agencies dealt with
the humanitarian spillovers of the conflict using missions
deployed to contiguous areas of the Russian Federation out-
side Chechnya, being effectively barred from the conflict zone.
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This relative absence of international humanitarian presence
greatly facilitated the impunity with which Russia conducted
the war.5

 The field inside Chechnya itself was left to the ICRC and
more intrepid NGOs, such as MSF, as well as to the Interna-
tional Organization for Migration (IOM). These groups in turn
were subject to increasing levels of violence in 1995-1996: all
had withdrawn from Chechnya itself by the end of the period.
While much of this intimidation appeared criminally moti-
vated, the murder of six ICRC personnel at a hospital outside
Grozny in 1996 had plausible political overtones, ensuring the
departure of international personnel from the theater.

Humanitarian agencies faced similar problems during the
renewal of the Chechen war in 1999. The UN again eschewed
substantial action. The situation in the conflict zone was, if
anything, less transparent as a result of effective Russian
control of media access. Humanitarian actors were reluctant to
work in the contiguous jurisdictions of the Russian Federation
because of their concerns about security. Russia again acted
with impunity in the face of a complete absence of any effec-
tive international regime to ensure protection of civilians in
the war zone. The results were well summarized by the Wash-
ington Post: “From refugee accounts and some courageous
journalism, we know that Russia’s war to extirpate “terrorists”
has cost thousands of civilians their lives, resulted in the
torture of young Chechen men at sinister “filtration” camps,
destroyed Grozny and driven more than a quarter million
people from their homes.” 6

Just as governments may attempt to interfere with hu-
manitarian access in areas under the control of their adversar-
ies, their opponents of government may also attempt to inter-
fere with access to areas under government jurisdiction. In
Bosnia-Herzegovina, UNHCR had to negotiate access to gov-
ernment-controlled “safe areas” behind Serb lines with Serbian
Commissioners for Humanitarian Aid, who “were in fact
directly responsible for ensuring that humanitarian aid was
prevented from entering the besieged government enclaves.”
As one leading Bosnian Serb official put it: “If he allowed
Muslims to be fed he would be indicted as a war criminal by
his own regime.”7

Direct refusal to allow passage was only the most obvious



38

means of interference. Another was the use of onerous notifi-
cation and clearance procedures for convoys crossing Serb-
held territory. UNHCR had to provide information by fax two
weeks in advance “giving details and quantities of every item
carried [to Sarajevo], vehicle registration numbers for each
truck and for the escort vehicle, names and ID card numbers
of all drivers and convoy personnel, and the date and time of
arrival of the convoy at the first Bosnian Serb checkpoint.”
Clearance was often withheld until the day before or the day
of the convoy. The substitution of vehicles or of drivers or
other convoy personnel was not permitted.  “Any minor
hiccup could result in the cancellation of the entire convoy. In
a volatile wartime situation, where vehicles are often out of
commission and where drivers and convoy personnel are
often held up by unforeseen circumstances, this was an impos-
sibly complicated situation.” By 1995, UNHCR personnel
judged the system to have become completely unworkable.8

In the Sudan, when civil war resumed in the mid-1980s,
the central government sought initially to block all assistance
to insurgent areas in the south, backing down in 1989 only in
the face of sustained international pressure, and agreeing (as
did the insurgents) to provide access to civilians in need of
assistance. Later, in February 1998 when Operation Lifeline
Sudan announced that it was about to embark on emergency
relief flights to help more than 100,000 civilians who had fled
the city of Wau after an outbreak of severe violence between
government forces and Dinka civilians, the Sudanese govern-
ment banned relief flights into the rebel-held areas in rural
Bahr El Ghazal, where these people had taken refuge. Human
Rights Watch commented:

The ban could not be justified as of immediate
military necessity and went far beyond the
geographical area of the brief fighting. It was
intended to punish Kerubino [a Dinka leader of
the Southern Sudan Independence Movement/
Army], the SPLA [Sudanese People’s Libera-
tion Army], and the civilians living in areas
they controlled. Since most food relief was de-
livered to remote Bahr El Ghazal by airdrops,
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and land and river travel—even where logisti-
cally feasible—was subject to attack, the flight
ban prevented the OLS from making sufficient
food deliveries to head off or blunt the famine.9

The government has also steadily denied access by the UN and
relief agencies to the SPLA-held areas of the Nuba Mountains,
while facilitating access to garrison towns and internment
camps controlled by government forces. In the view of one
organization, the government’s strategy was  “to starve the
estimated 400,000 civilians in SPLA areas, presumed to be the
SPLA ‘support base,’ out of their traditional lands and into
these ‘peace camps.’”10

Although denial or limitation of access may involve for-
mal decisions, the same effect can be achieved by systematic or
even sporadic harassment of humanitarian and human rights
organizations. In Rwanda in 1996 and 1997, numerous inter-
national and local aid workers were murdered or died in mine
incidents, resulting in substantially reduced activities in west-
ern and northwestern Rwanda. Although the origins of these
attacks remain unclear, they served both government and
rebel interests. The reduction in international personnel lim-
ited the capacity to witness human rights abuses as govern-
ment forces waged an often brutal counterinsurgency cam-
paign.11 During this same period, the government persuaded
the UN Commission on Human Rights to terminate the man-
date of its special rapporteur and mounted a campaign to end
human rights monitoring by the UN Human Rights Field
Operation for Rwanda (UNHRFOR). Meanwhile, Hutu mili-
tants had an interest in preventing normalization of the situa-
tion in the region. The interests of both sides combined to close
off humanitarian access to the region’s vulnerable population,
with particularly severe consequences for international pro-
tection work.

Military Requirements and Humanitarian Action

Interference with humanitarian assistance may reflect
tactical military considerations as well as more purely political
ones. A classic example involved Serb interference with assis-
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tance to safe areas behind their lines in Bosnia. From the Serb
perspective, sustaining these communities also undergirded
Bosnian military and paramilitary elements within them, rein-
forcing a perceived military threat in the rear of Serb lines.
Military calculations were thus a factor contributing to severe
constriction on humanitarian access to the enclaves.

Georgia provides a similar example. In 1993, some 250,000
ethnic Georgians were moved from that country’s Abkhazia
region. Efforts to secure agreement on their return foundered
in 1994.12 From 1995 onwards, given the cessation of hostilities
and the difficult conditions that displaced people faced in their
places of temporary settlement, many began to return perma-
nently or temporarily to border regions of Abkhazia.  By 1997,
as many as 30,000 had returned into areas under the jurisdic-
tion of the de facto authorities of Abkhazia. Sensitive to the
potential security implications of a large population of poten-
tially hostile people settling near their forward line of defense,
the Abkhazians for a time resisted efforts by humanitarian
agencies to assist returnees. Eventually, however, they granted
access grudgingly, largely on the basis of agreement that
agencies active among returnees would mount similar assis-
tance projects to benefit the nondisplaced population of
Abkhazia or other displaced groups resident within that terri-
tory.

The spontaneous return was accompanied by growing
numbers of attacks on Abkhaz militia and the Commonwealth
of Independent States (CIS) force. As it turned out, the return-
ees were accompanied by relatively large numbers of Geor-
gian partisans who were using the civilian population as cover
for their operations. Ultimately in May 1998, the Abkhaz
government attacked the settlements of returnees, driving
most of the migrants back into Georgian-controlled territory
across the Inguri River. They also destroyed their settlements,
many of which had been reconstructed with assistance from
humanitarian agencies.

Another military preoccupation that has humanitarian
consequences stems from the fact that, as Mao Zedong once
noted, the people are the fish in which the guerrilla swims.
Belligerents in civil wars may seek to drive populations actu-
ally or potentially supporting their adversaries into controlled



41

and secure settlements. Concentrating such a population gen-
erally deprives it of its livelihood, fostering humanitarian
need. The American “strategic hamlets” program in Vietnam
was a case in point. More recently in Burundi in 1999, the
government responded to an increase in Hutu guerrilla at-
tacks on its forces and ultimately on the capital itself by
collecting some 350,000 people into settlements on hills sur-
rounding Bujumbura. The regroupement camps, however, were
“an unquestionable human disaster. Crowded into huts made
of mud, metal sheeting and palm leaves, several dozen people
have died of cholera and dysentery.”  Residents complained of
shortages of food, water, and medicine and asserted that both
the government and the rebels were stealing the crops and
property that they were forced to leave behind.

The situation posed a dilemma for humanitarian agencies.
Providing assistance in effect sustained a policy that on its face
violated human rights, yet denying assistance would merely
increase the suffering. As the World Food Programme (WFP)
spokesperson put it: “What you can’t do … is stand by and
watch these people who are suffering from the decision of the
government waste away.”  That said, Médecins sans Frontières
(MSF) declared its intention to withdraw in November 1999
because it felt that it was supporting the government’s politi-
cal agenda more than it was helping the suffering. WFP itself
pulled out for security reasons.13

Humanitarian Action and the Legitimization
of Political Authorities

In addition to practical reasons for denying or limiting
access, considerations of legitimacy are at stake. Recognized
governments are extremely wary of any activity that might be
interpreted to attribute a degree of international recognition to
insurgents. Securing international humanitarian access fre-
quently involves negotiations with de facto authorities in
insurgent areas. The very act of negotiation is seen as threaten-
ing to the objectives of established governments. Both interna-
tional humanitarian law and humanitarian agencies them-
selves have been sensitive to this concern, asserting that assis-
tance in insurgent regions (and the associated contacts with
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nonstate authorities) does not imply recognition.14 Faced with
this reluctance to confer consent, however, international agen-
cies must choose whether or not to ignore the opposition of the
government and engage in unsanctioned “interference” in the
domestic jurisdiction of the state. Recognized governments, as
members of the United Nations, draw upon the Charter in
defense of their position.15

The issue of legitimacy is, again, a two-way street. Just as
established governments seek to avoid developments that
might imply recognition of the insurgent authorities, so insur-
gent groups seek to prevent actions that might reinforce the
authority of central authorities over territories under insur-
gent control. In South Ossetia, Georgia, the local administra-
tion for a number of years refused to allow aid deliveries from
government-controlled areas of Georgia and, even when such
deliveries were routed through Russia, refused to allow trucks
bearing Georgian license plates into the areas they controlled.
Admitting such vehicles, they feared, would convey the im-
plicit message that their territory was part of Georgia. The
result was that assistance had to be delivered from Georgia via
the Russian Federation to South Ossetia in trucks bearing
Russian license plates.

Politics and the Erosion of Proportionality

Even when humanitarian access is granted, political con-
siderations may affect levels of assistance. The principle of
impartiality requires that aid be distributed on the basis of
need, regardless of political or other extraneous consider-
ations. Aid agencies must thus retain control over distribution
decisions. Yet, in practice there is a tendency for the warring
parties to seek rigid and predetermined proportions of assis-
tance irrespective of actual levels of need. Where, under du-
ress, humanitarian agencies comply, disproportionality pre-
vails.

In Bosnia-Herzegovina the Serbs demanded that aid be
distributed on the basis of prewar shares of population rather
than actual need. UNHCR reluctantly acceded to this demand.
Roughly 30 percent of its food aid went to Bosnian Serbs,
although humanitarian need was greatest in Muslim enclaves
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surrounded by Serb forces and the Serbs had ample access to
good farmland.  In government-held areas, likewise, large
amounts of assistance went to Croat populations, including
areas only marginally affected by the war.16

For the local warring parties, the political logic was that
anything less than distribution on the basis of population
would create an appearance of unequal treatment that would
be difficult to justify to their constituencies. Moreover, both
Croats and Serbs feared that if the lion’s share of assistance
went to the Muslims, this might affect the political/military
balance among the parties. The parties used their control over
access to secure a disproportionate share.

UNHCR was dependent on the Serbs for access to the “safe
areas” and on the Croats for access to the principal land corridor
into Muslim areas of Bosnia. In order to obtain access to those
most in need, the agency felt compelled to abandon proportion-
ality. The parties on occasion made the stakes clear. In the
winter of 1994, the Bosnian Serbs cut off gas and most electricity
to Sarajevo. When UNHCR sought to deliver firewood or coal
to the besieged city, the Serbs refused unless Serb areas of the
city received 50 percent, although the Serbs only constituted 23
percent of the population and already had access to firewood
from surrounding areas. UNHCR refused, and no fuel was
delivered to either side. Similar Serb demands blocked deliver-
ies of winterizing materials. Ultimately, UNHCR agreed to
provide more than 30 percent of these materials to the Serb side,
but by this time winter was nearly over.17

In short, unwillingness to acquiesce in this bargaining
process meant that those in need failed to receive assistance,
whereas participating in it eroded proportionality. The di-
lemma also complicated dealings with Bosnian government
authorities who resented the diversion of assistance intended
for Bosnian Muslims to those whom they blamed for the crisis.

The Manufacture of Humanitarian Emergency

An extreme example of the politically motivated manipu-
lation of humanitarian action is the deliberate generation of
humanitarian need, as is illustrated in Box 2 (next page). In
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many contemporary conflicts, the primitive logistics of mili-
tary groups make it difficult to sustain operations at signifi-
cant distances from their staging areas. One solution is to
create emergencies through the forced displacement of popu-
lation into areas where military operations are planned,
prompting supply efforts by humanitarian agencies. To the

extent that military forces can get access to these relief sup-
plies through theft or through trading access to victims for a
share, they sustain their operations without taxing their own
logistical chain. Relief infrastructure also had dual uses: an
airstrip developed for food can also take delivery of weapons
and military personnel, as was the case in Biafra.

Humanitarian operations can also serve as cover for mili-
tary activities, again as in Biafra, or as a form of protection
against attack, as in Iraq. The presence of a feeding station in
proximity to a military camp means that an attack against the
military is also an attack against humanitarian activities. The
attacker thus risks potentially negative political consequences
in pursuing that strategy. It follows that “the location of
civilian populations are constantly subjected to cost-benefit
calculations by authorities.”19

Box 2
“Moving a large displaced population along the

Sudan-Uganda and Sudan-Kenya border has enabled
SPLA headquarters to constantly be assured of a food
supply in strategic locations from aid agencies serving
the displaced ... Major trading circles develop around
these locations, involving cross-border trade and
multiple use of infrastructure for military, humanitar-
ian, and commercial purposes. ‘We deliver enough
food aid to feed most soldiers in Equatoria,’ said one
agency official. John Garang himself allowed that if
the displaced population on the Uganda-Sudan bor-
der were to move too far away from the Nimule area,
that strategic hub would fall to the government. A
similar analysis can be made of the Rwandan relief
camps in Zaire, close to the Zaire-Rwanda border.”18
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Manipulating the Image of Suffering

Parties to a conflict may perceive that images of suffering
serve their purpose by focusing international attention on the
conflict and tarring their adversaries for their perceived inhu-
manity. The reality that media images of victimization grease
the aid mechanism was clearly evident in the approach of
Biafran authorities during the Nigerian Civil War, as dis-
cussed in Chapter 2, and, 30 years later, of the Kosovar Alba-
nians in Macedonia and Albania.

Yet, as the following story of the Sarajevo water treatment
plant illustrates, the alleviation of the suffering portrayed in
media images may have the opposite effect. The lack of potable
water in Sarajevo was a major humanitarian problem during
the siege, not only for health reasons but also because those
seeking water from public wells were exposed to sniper fire.
The late Fred Cuny succeeded in designing a makeshift water
treatment plant, arranging shipment of equipment to block-
aded Sarajevo and then constructing the facility. When every-
thing was in place, Sarajevo officials refused to turn the tap,
demanding a set of tests that would have seemed excessive in
the United States, let alone in the middle of water-starved and
besieged Sarajevo. One factor motivating this resistance, a
well-informed analyst suggests, was their desire to “preserve
one of the city’s most poignant images of suffering.”20

In short, the experiences of the 1990s suggest that the
perceived political interests of parties to conflict pose daunt-
ing obstacles to humanitarian action, not only in obtaining and
sustaining access but in maintaining fidelity to key humanitar-
ian principles such as impartiality, neutrality, and indepen-
dence.

Shaping Interest in Target States

It is not easy for external humanitarian actors to remold
the perceived interests of belligerents towards positions more
hospitable to principled humanitarian action. When survival
and power are at stake, the immediacy and intensity of per-
ceived interests are likely to render belligerents resistant to the
persuasive efforts of outsiders. Yet recent experiences, rein-
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forced by earlier cases, suggest that carefully conceived and
executed efforts can diminish political constraints on access
for assistance and protection. Various tools, some more ser-
viceable and appropriate than others, are available to humani-
tarian actors in the effort to mitigate the negative impact of the
political interests and policies of parties to conflict. These are
examined here.

Redesigning Assistance

The potential tension between humanitarian activities
and the military priorities of belligerents can be taken into
account in the design of assistance. In southern Sudan, aid
agencies initially supplied tall sorghum to besieged towns in
the south. As the plants grew and provided cover for attackers,
the stalks were generally cut down before the grains were
ready to harvest, reducing the capacity of besieged popula-
tions to provide for their own needs. The supply by aid groups
of shorter plants reduced the military’s incentive to destroy
the crops. The key here was to recognize and to respond to the
military implications of assistance choices.

Careful structuring of assistance can also mitigate the
tendency of political actors to manufacture humanitarian
emergencies in order to obtain access to scarce resources. In
the case of the deliberate displacement of population in south-
ern Sudan, little had been done to monitor the numbers of
vulnerable displaced persons. “No simultaneous head counts
are ever done of all locations where displaced or refugee
populations reside, so there is not certainty about the accurate
number of beneficiaries.”21 Consequently, the level of assis-
tance was probably considerably higher than warranted, pro-
ducing a surplus for use by the military factions. More effec-
tive and coordinated counts of beneficiaries might perhaps
have reduced this problem.22 Adjustments in distribution
strategies (e.g., providing food in individual packages, to
women only, and/or in cooked form) may also decrease the
likelihood of expropriation by the military. Such strategies
may, over time, even reduce the incentive to deliberate popu-
lation displacement for the purpose of obtaining resources in
strategic locations.
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Such examples underline the intimate connection between
program design and political calculation.23 Good practices
involve the use of power and resources controlled by aid
agencies to shape the interests and behavior of the warring
parties in ways that enhance the effectiveness of the humani-
tarian response. They also have political effects by altering the
behavior of belligerents with respect to humanitarian action
and, in the case of building alternative local distributing and
implementing structures, affecting the local balance of power.
Success is attained not through avoiding political processes
but rather through consciously shaping incentives within
them.

One particular challenging problem with implications for
program design is the intermingling of combatants and non-
combatants in safe areas and refugee camps. Military person-
nel active in camps behind a belligerent’s lines (as in Bosnia)
constituted a military threat, and humanitarian action in the
enclaves contributed to this threat. The most obvious strategy
on the part of humanitarians to enhance access is to promote
the demilitarization of target populations by separating com-
batants from noncombatants or disarming them. This reduces
the sense of threat that constrains access.

In 1980, UNHCR successfully resisted efforts by the Khmer
Rouge, with Thai government support, to move residents in
the Sa Keo camp back into areas under the movement’s control
nearer the border. It convinced the Thai authorities to accept
a screening process whereby those unhappy about returning
to the border could be moved to other camps.24 This initiative,
which ultimately resulted in the separation of most civilian
refugees from Khmer Rouge militants and their relocation to
secure locations, succeeded in large measure because of the
support of the U.S. government and the close relationship
between the U.S. and the Thai authorities. However, assis-
tance providers generally lack the capacity to undertake tasks
that involve a coercive element, and actors (notably major
states) with force to apply frequently lack the will to use it in
this fashion. Separation and disarmament require credible
political and military support both to compel compliance and
to reassure those giving up the means to protect themselves.
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Negotiating with Belligerents

UNHCR’s negotiation of access in Bosnia confirmed that
the political objectives of belligerents can constrain access to
populations in need. In this instance, the agency departed
from the principle of proportionality in agreeing to give an
unwarranted share of assistance to the Bosnian Serbs and
Croats, in effective purchasing access. The agency was amply
aware of the pitfalls of this practice, including the waste of
resources, the legitimization of those receiving payments, the
fueling of the war economy, and the escalation of demands
over time. It was evident also that the arrangement did not
provide reliable access. Yet the failure to bargain might have
resulted in the complete denial of assistance to Muslim en-
claves and their vulnerable populations. The consequences of
this denial had to be weighed against the costs of the compro-
mise with the de facto authorities.

The case demonstrates eloquently a frequently encoun-
tered dilemma of impartiality in practice. If impartiality means
the delivery of assistance in proportion to need, then the
choice was not between remaining faithful to the principle and
violating it. The choice was instead between two different
violations of the principle. Purchasing access involved patent
disproportionality; but refusing to purchase access also meant
a failure to deliver assistance in proportion to need. From a
humanitarian perspective, the burden of proof lies with those
who would deny assistance on grounds of impartiality, since
the fundamental imperative is to assist victims.

One alternative to the purchase of access is what might be
termed humanitarian conditionality. This involves the delib-
erate withholding of assistance in a calculated attempt to
defeat attempts by the parties to manipulate humanitarian
access and benefits. One recent example involves the Joint
Policy of Operations (JPO) in Liberia, adopted by a group of
NGOs in 1996 in response to systematic harassment of aid
agencies and expropriation of their property by Liberian war-
lords. Agencies agreed to limit their capital inputs and activi-
ties to “minimal targeted lifesaving assistance” in an effort to
“pressurize the warlords into respecting humanitarian prin-
ciples.” 25 Collaborating agencies asserted that “we will nei-
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ther resume nor support full operations until the faction
leaders agree and demonstrate commitment to the Humani-
tarian Action guiding principles.”26

The results of such efforts, however, are not promising. In
the Liberian example, “there is scant evidence that the restric-
tion of NGO activities in the JPO, for instance, had any impact
on the Liberian warlords.”27 Since meeting humanitarian needs
is often not a priority of local actors, the power of aid agencies
to extract concessions is limited. A firm stand on principle
may, in effect, deal the agencies out of the action. Moreover,
the fact that humanitarian actors may have widely differing
views on these tradeoffs makes the consistent application of
conditionality by the community of humanitarian agencies
difficult.

Faced with the failure of humanitarian conditionality, aid
agencies may respond to political obstacles by disengaging or
withdrawing. This more extreme option reflects a conscious
decision that the negative consequences of staying exceed the
humanitarian fallout of departing. It is not, like conditionality,
part of a strategy to modify the behavior of the parties. How-
ever, the problems that disengagement or withdrawal pose
from a humanitarian perspective are similar. The strategy is
indiscriminate. Those in need of assistance are more likely to
suffer from such disengagement than are those whose actions
occasioned the withdrawal in the first place.28

Coercion

The most extreme impacts of local politics on humanitar-
ian action are likely to be encountered when political objec-
tives include the removal or elimination of ethnically identi-
fied populations (e.g., the Tutsi in Rwanda, the Hutu in
Rwanda, the Roma in Kosovo, and the Bosnian Muslims in
Republik Srpska). Such population displacement seriously
complicates humanitarian efforts, which is geared as a matter
of fundamental principle to hinder the attainment of such
inhumane objectives.

Humanitarian responses may seek to increase the costs of
pursuing this objective, often necessitating a significant level
of political/military commitment on the part of the interna-
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tional community. In the case of Bosnia, international political
actors ultimately dealt with this challenge by redressing the
military balance within Bosnia and the former Yugoslavia
through building up the Croatian and Bosnian militaries.
Coupled with heavy bombing of Serbian military targets in
Bosnia, this strategy induced the Serbs to abandon or postpone
their maximal objectives and to accept the Dayton Accord. The
subsequent saturation of Bosnia with NATO forces substan-
tially enhanced access for humanitarian actors throughout the
country.

NATO’s intervention in Kosovo likewise reversed the
“ethnic cleansing” of the region’s Albanian population. How-
ever, in the process there were numerous civilian casualties,
and substantial damage was inflicted on civilian infrastruc-
ture and industry, resulting in further hardship for civilians in
Serbia. The return of Albanians to Kosovo was followed by
reprisals against that region’s Serb (and Roma) minorities and
pressure upon them to leave. NATO forces have found it very
difficult to ensure a secure environment for these groups. In
short, the application of force may be useful in mitigating
humanitarian crisis but it also generally carries humanitarian
costs of its own.

The experience in Bosnia also indicates that, even with the
application of force, securing the return of minorities that had
been driven away has proved elusive. Only a modest portion
of the displaced have returned to their homes. The return has
been largely into areas where the displaced population previ-
ously constituted a majority. Elsewhere, a pattern of intimida-
tion appeared:

In Bosnia, physical assaults have been tar-
geted at former refugees and displaced people
in a very systematic manner, and with the
explicit purpose of preventing their return
and reintegration. Tactics have included ston-
ing and shooting returnees, attacking them
with clubs and iron bars, setting fire to their
homes, bombing the roads and bridges that
lead to their villages and preventing them
from exercising any freedom of movement. In
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October 1996 alone, the NATO-led Implemen-
tation Force confirmed 191 instances where
the homes of actual or potential returnees had
been willfully destroyed, in direct contraven-
tion of the Dayton peace agreement.29

The success of such intimidation reflected the result of the
reluctance of NATO forces to go beyond deterrence and stabi-
lization and to accept more complex protection roles, coupled
with the failure of international agencies to deploy sufficient
police capability. Once again, the asymmetry of interest be-
tween local actors and participants in the international inter-
vention gave the upper hand to the former, raising questions
of political will that are addressed in Chapter 5.

Advocacy

Advocacy—the effort to ensure that humanitarian consid-
erations receive appropriate attention from political actors—
is relevant in dealing with the impacts of local politics on
humanitarian access in several regards. First, advocacy is
useful in responding to government concerns about the legiti-
mizing effect of international assistance in insurgent regions,
an obstacle to proportional and neutral humanitarian re-
sponse. Advocacy played a positive role in moving the Geor-
gian government to accept increased assistance to insurgent
areas. In the mid-1990s several international agencies became
increasingly concerned about the needs of spontaneous re-
turnees to the Gali District of Abkhazia. The international
humanitarian community was also becoming aware of serious
human need in Abkhazia itself, which had been underserved
in prior years. The Georgian authorities had been hesitant to
allow expanded aid agency activities in this insurgent region
for fear that they would strengthen and possibly legitimize
Abkhaz secession. At the same time, they wanted returning
Georgians to be helped. For its part, the Abkhaz side was
concerned about the security consequences of large scale
spontaneous return and feared that assistance to returnees
would attract further movement of a hostile population into
strategically sensitive areas near the line of contact. Yet they
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needed further assistance themselves, not least because of the
economic impacts of Russia’s blockade of the frontier between
Abkhazia and Russia.

Advocacy by international agencies squared the circle.
Assistance to Abkhaz vulnerable populations was presented
to the Georgians as a necessary means of ensuring that assis-
tance could get to people of their ethnic group, spontaneously
returning to Abkhazia. Aid to the returnees was justified to the
Abkhaz as a means of enhancing the availability of needed
resources to underserved populations elsewhere in Abkhazia.
The substantial increase in the flow of assistance to both
populations was more or less proportional, somewhat restor-
ing the principle of impartiality. Humanitarian actors effec-
tively identified common ground between the parties and
reassured them with regard to the potential consequences of
cooperation.

This case and others like it underline the potential effec-
tiveness of sustained advocacy with the parties to conflicts in
persuading them to expand humanitarian access. Despite the
inhumane character of many modern wars, the belligerents
are not intrinsically hostile to humanitarian principles. As a
rule, humane behavior can reap political rewards in enhanced
international legitimacy. Frequently the problem is not so
much hostility towards humanitarianism but ignorance of the
obligations it entails. The possibility of altering the behavior of
belligerents lends urgency to the ongoing efforts of the ICRC
to disseminate understanding of international humanitarian
law. Nonetheless, the potential political and military costs of
allowing assistance to flow to adversaries remains a poten-
tially significant obstacle to adherence to international norms.

The parties’ acknowledgement of the legitimacy of inter-
national humanitarian law and basic humanitarian principles
also suggests that they may be susceptible to “shaming”
strategies. The potential of such approaches, evident in the
area of assistance, may be even more telling in the area of
protection. In Georgia, for instance, the disclosure and dis-
semination activities of the British Helsinki Commission re-
garding the treatment of prisoners deemed political produced
a substantial widening of access to prisons for the Organiza-
tion for Security and Cooperation in Europe and other
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international personnel and a commitment by the Georgian
government to bring their practices into line with interna-
tional norms for treatment of prisoners.

The discussion of advocacy thus far has dealt with the use
of persuasion in altering the behavior of the parties. Yet direct
persuasion of belligerents has its limits. Advocacy directed at
them may have little effect without substantial political sup-
port from major state actors and international organizations.
Therefore, in something of a deliberate ricochet, advocacy
directed at international actors may stimulate political initia-
tives that enhance the belligerents’ receptivity to humanitar-
ian concerns.

Humanitarian access in Chechnya in 1999 provides a case
in point. The initial position of Russian authorities was that the
Chechen war was an internal affair and that they could handle
the humanitarian consequences themselves. Access to the
zone of conflict was very limited, not only as a result of the
legitimate security concerns of aid personnel, but also because
of the Russian desire to allow their intensive and indiscrimi-
nate attack on the Chechens to proceed without external
monitoring. As noted earlier, major Western states initially
accepted the Russian position regarding the renewed conflict.
However, human rights NGOs in particular shamed Western
governments into a more active defense of humanitarian and
human rights norms. Western leaders then began to openly
criticize Russian breaches of international commitments and
international humanitarian law, and to discuss suspension of
financial and development assistance. The EU eventually re-
structured its technical assistance in response to Russia’s
human rights behavior, devoting more resources to humani-
tarian issues in the North Caucasus. The Parliamentary As-
sembly of the Council of Europe, meanwhile, took steps to
suspend Russia’s voting rights.

In the face of such pressure, Moscow has committed itself
to seeking a political solution to the conflict, permitted limited
OSCE and UN access to the conflict zone, and become more
receptive to expanded NGO roles in the region. When the
international community reacted with intense hostility to
Russia’s December 1999 ultimatum that civilians leave Grozny
or be treated as combatants, Russian authorities backed off.
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Russia began its own investigation of its forces’ behavior in
Chechnya in the winter of 1999-2000. In April 2000, the Rus-
sian government agreed to admit Council of Europe experts to
work with Russian investigators. In June, the head of the
Russian team, Vladimir Kalamanov, announced that the three
experts would receive visas for a six-month mission to moni-
tor the human rights situation in Chechnya and to investigate
violations. The team has been told that it will have freedom of
movement and free access to the local population.

Russian observance of the humanitarian norms remains
highly questionable. For example, in February 2000, Russian
Interior Ministry Forces assaulted civilians in the village of
Aldi, committing several rapes and murders and systemati-
cally looting the settlement. However, without the escalating
international pressure, its behavior arguably would have been
worse. The pressure would not have mounted as quickly or as
substantially without the intensive advocacy efforts of NGOs.

Conclusion

Although political factors in conflict zones constitute sub-
stantial obstacles to principled and effective humanitarian
action, incentive structures at the local level may be shaped to
reduce the distorting effects of politics. Doing so requires
recognition of the substantial political effects of humanitarian-
ism and implementation of careful, contextually sensitive
programming at field level. Advocacy plays a critical role in
expanding space on the ground for humanitarian action. Where
political obstacles to humanitarian access are particularly
daunting, however, expanding humanitarian space is likely to
require coordinated policy responses by the international
community as a whole, as examined in Chapter 5.
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CHAPTER 4

THE REGIONAL CONTEXT

The second level of analysis regarding humanitarian ac-
cess concerns states bordering or near areas experiencing
conflict and humanitarian emergency. They frequently serve
as hosts for flows of refugees and staging areas for humanitar-
ian response. Migration often has political consequences for
host states, and neighboring states often perceive political
interests in the course and outcome of conflicts nearby. Such
political considerations may narrow (or widen) humanitarian
space. This chapter examines the perceived interests of re-
gional states as they affect humanitarian action and suggests
ways humanitarian agencies and political actors can influence
their definition of interest.

Forced Migration and Host State Security

Crossborder migration has many potentially negative ef-
fects on the internal and external security of states near refu-
gee-producing conflicts. It can alter already delicate ethnic
balances, increasing tension in the recipient society, as evident
in the influx of Albanians into Macedonia in 1999. Political
stability in Macedonia rests on a delicate equilibrium among
several compactly settled ethnic groups (Macedonians, Serbs,
and Albanians) whose relations are complex and often con-
flicting. The ethnic balance is unstable in the longer term
because of the higher birth rates of the indigenous Albanian
population. This contributes to feelings of insecurity in the
country’s Slavic population, which found the sudden arrival
of hundreds of thousands of Kosovars profoundly threaten-
ing. The result was a serious danger of instability, as shown by
mass protests in Skopje in April 1999. Macedonian authorities
responded with the sudden expulsion of several tens of thou-
sands of Kosovars from reception centers in Macedonia to
Albania, an operation in which many families were separated
and basic international legal safeguards violated.

In eastern Zaire, the arrival in 1994 of close to a million
Hutu refugees destabilized the balance between indigenous
Tutsi and non-Tutsi populations. Animosity between the Tutsi
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Banyamulenge and newly arrived Hutus (many of whom were
perceived to be responsible for Rwanda’s genocide) further
inflamed the situation. Buffeted by political crosscurrents,
forced migration from Rwanda was one factor among several
contributing to the region’s collapse into anarchy and war in
1996. The same effect was evident in the case of Rwandese
refugees in Burundi. As the UN Human Rights Rapporteur for
Rwanda put it, “because they have the same ethnic back-
ground as the populations of host territories, the Rwandan
refugees are involved in local interethnic conflicts whether
they like it or not.”1

The arrival of large numbers of refugees is frequently
accompanied by substantial involvement of international agen-
cies servicing their needs. This creates potential tension be-
tween new arrivals and the host population, which is often
also poor and resents the provision of aid to refugees. The
result can be violence and a loss of control by host authorities.
The Joint Evaluation of Emergency Assistance to Rwanda
(JEEAR) concluded that, with regard to the effects of the influx
of Rwandese refugees into northwestern Tanzania,

Within the neighbouring countries there were
gainers as well as losers, with the losers often
being those communities in the immediate
vicinity of the refugee camps … The interna-
tional community’s mechanisms for compen-
sating local communities for the detrimental
effects on their assets, livelihoods and envi-
ronment were found to have been inadequate,
with losers having to wait long periods before
being compensated. In several cases the level
of services available to refugees after the ini-
tial emergency period exceeded those avail-
able to the local population. Actual and per-
ceived differences contributed to resentment
towards the refugees within the host commu-
nity. In the case of Tanzania, these may have
contributed to the closure of the country’s
borders with Burundi and then Rwanda dur-
ing 1995.2
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These tensions set the scene for the refoulement from Tanzania
to Rwanda discussed below.

Turning to external security issues, military and paramili-
tary personnel are often intermingled with civilians in popu-
lations of forced migrants, particularly when the population
movement follows military defeat. As in the Thai-Cambodian
case, refugee camps across the border can serve as convenient
sanctuaries for military units regrouping for further action
and as bases for crossborder harassment, provoking reprisals.
In the case of Tajikistan, a civil war beginning in 1992 pro-
duced a large flow of Tajik refugees into northern and north-
eastern Afghanistan. Military and paramilitary formations
accompanied them and used the refugee camps in Afghani-
stan as a base from which to mount attacks against Russian
border troops and Tajik government forces. The Russian air
force responded with attacks against targets in Afghanistan.
In 1999, suspicions that Chechen rebels were using sanctuaries
in Georgia to sustain their campaign against Russia occa-
sioned repeated violations of Georgian airspace by Russian
planes and several bombing attacks on Georgian settlements,
as well as Russian demands for access to Georgian territory for
purposes of border control.

The classic example here is again that of eastern Zaire in
1994-1996. In this instance, large numbers of ex-Forces Armées
Rwandaises (FAR) military personnel and Interahamwe militia
accompanied the refugees into the Bukavu and Goma areas of
what was then Zaire. International agencies lacked the capac-
ity to separate combatants from the civilian population and
received no political/military assistance in this task. The
military and political cadres of the former Rwandan govern-
ment rapidly gained control over the major camps near the
border with Rwanda. Through diversion of aid, they rebuilt
their military capacity and began to harass the new Rwandese
Popular Front  government and military in Rwanda, infiltrat-
ing across the border to attack civilian settlements and to lay
mines. Such activities reduced the capacity of humanitarian
and human rights organizations to operate in western Rwanda.3

The Rwandan government (and its Ugandan ally) re-
sponded by supporting the insurgent alliance against the
Zairean government led by Laurent Kabila in an effort to
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destroy the refugee camps. Building upon the socioethnic
dimension discussed earlier, these political/military develop-
ments caused a radical deterioration in the security situation
in eastern Zaire. The war expanded throughout the country,
ultimately unseating the Mobutu regime. This outcome had
severe humanitarian consequences for those Hutu who did
not return to Rwanda after the camps were taken and who
were left wandering with extremely limited support through
the Zairean bush.

As developed states have become increasingly reluctant
to absorb the large numbers of refugees from conflicts in the
South (see Chapter 5), they have increasingly tried to meet the
needs of war-affected populations in or near zones of conflict.
Doing so, however, has exacerbated the security and protec-
tion problems enumerated above. Not surprisingly, this has
occasioned an increasing incidence of refoulement by host
governments. The most prominent recent examples come
from Central Africa, including Burundi’s ejection of Rwandan
refugees in July-August 1996 and similar action in Tanzania in
December 1996.

Pressures for refoulement raise serious difficulties for hu-
manitarian agencies which, in order to maintain access to
victims, may find it necessary to acquiesce in the erosion of the
international refugee regime (see Box 3, next page). Myron
Weiner put the dilemma well: “While UNHCR is obligated to
enforce the principle of non-refoulement, it also needs to coop-
erate with the host state and also respect the norm of state
sovereignty.”4 Where they clashed directly with the interna-
tional refugee regime in Burundi and Tanzania, the interests of
the host state carried the day. Humanitarian actors could
either get on board or get out of the way.

The actions on the part of the asylum state described in
Box 3 were generally judged to constitute violations of inter-
national refugee law. UNHCR was left in an unenviable posi-
tion. It could abstain from participation in the repatriation and
remain faithful to its principles, but at the expense of the
protection of victims. Or it could collaborate in this violation
of the law and erosion of the refugee regime, but provide a
degree of transparency and protection to returnees who faced
some possibility of less than enthusiastic welcome in their own
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country. As one UNHCR official put it, “As UNHCR appears
unable to ensure that states fulfill even their minimum obliga-
tions towards those forced to flee their countries, should
UNHCR be involved in a bad protection option if any alterna-
tive is worse? Or in such circumstances, should UNHCR not be
involved at all?”6

Historically, Tanzania had abided more or less scrupu-
lously by its obligations under the refugee conventions and
was known as a responsible and welcoming host state. How-
ever, the burden of mass inflows of people from Rwanda,
Burundi, and the Democratic Republic of Congo ultimately
placed severe strain on local administration and created politi-

Box 3
“Rwandan refugees began pouring back into Rwanda
from Ngara camps in Tanzania over the weekend. The
UN Department of Humanitarian Affairs in Kigali
reported that by yesterday [December 15, 1996], some
24,000 refugees had crossed the border into Rwanda
and the flow was increasing towards the end of the
day with some 5,000 refugees crossing every hour …
DHA reported a 10km long column of refugees inside
Rwanda. However, information is quite hard to come
by, as access along the 60km stretch of road from
Kibungo town to the Tanzanian border is restricted
and most NGOs have not been allowed to operate …
The biggest of the Ngara camps—Benaco—is now
empty as 200,000 refugees are said to be heading for
the border … Returning refugees report that the Tan-
zanian authorities have been using tear gas and firing
into the air to prompt an exodus from the camps. UN
staff in Ngara yesterday reported some NGOs as
saying large numbers of people were still in the bush
and two fairly large concentrations of 5,000 and 10,000
were said to be moving south and east. The team also
reported that significant portions of the population in
the Karagwe camps appeared to be at large outside the
control of both UNHCR and the authorities.”5
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cal difficulties for the government in areas heavily affected by
the influx. The result was a conscious departure from Tanzania’s
obligations under the international refugee regime.7

Perceived Political Interest
and Humanitarian Action in Nearby States

The discussion thus far has focused on the negative reper-
cussions for nearby states of humanitarian emergencies and
the potential effects of their responses on humanitarian action.
Such states are in a sense also victims of the emergency and
sometimes act unilaterally to limit their costs in ways that
complicate humanitarian response. The perceived interests of
nearby states are also frequently engaged in particular con-
flicts, affecting the situation facing humanitarian actors in
important ways.

First, neighboring state definitions of interest may seri-
ously limit how far humanitarian actors are permitted to use
their territory to respond to humanitarian crisis. One example
is the attitude taken by Turkey towards humanitarian action in
Armenia. Armenia is landlocked, and its road and rail links to
the sea via Georgia are extremely poor quality.8  These links
were targets of sabotage for much of the period prior to 1994,
with major disruption resulting. The roads and rails passed
through insecure territory, and shipments along them were
subject to seizure by criminals. Geography-cum-politics greatly
complicated the shipment of relief overland from the ports of
Poti and Batumi in Georgia.

The situation might have been ameliorated if humanitar-
ian agencies could have had access to routes through Turkey.
However, Turkey had close relations with Azerbaijan, which
was blockading Armenia to protest Armenian involvement in
the civil war in Nagorno-Karabakh. Following further
Karabakh Armenian advances against Azerbaijani forces in
1993, Turkey mounted its own blockade of Armenia, foreclos-
ing this alternative. Ironically, the opposite phenomenon was
evident in the policy of Iran towards the conflict in Karabakh.
For reasons both geopolitical (concerns over the expansion of
Turkish influence in the southern Caucasus) and domestic
(discomfort over the implications of Azerbaijan’s indepen-
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dence for majority-minority relations within Iran itself), Iran
cultivated close relations with the Republic of Armenia and
adopted an extremely cooperative attitude towards the ship-
ment of assistance across its territory to the border with
Armenia.

Second, and perhaps more important, refugee popula-
tions may become instruments of the foreign policy of the host
state. The phenomenon is clear in post-Cold War Central
Africa. Zaire enjoyed close relations with the government of
Rwanda prior to the RPF victory in 1994. The defeat of their
allies was perceived as a regional setback by Zaire, which then
allowed crossborder raiding of Zaire-based Hutu refugee
militants into Rwanda. Moreover, the government of Zaire
used these forces in its effort to maintain control over eastern
Zaire in the face of the growing rebel challenge in 1996-1997.
In 1996, it attempted to withdraw the citizenship of Tutsi-
related inhabitants of the region as a precursor to their expul-
sion, even though these populations had migrated into the
area several centuries before. Again, the Zairean government
used Hutu refugee militants in this campaign.9

In 1996-1997, as the threat of rebellion grew, the govern-
ment used Hutu formations to defend key positions against
advancing rebel forces. Humanitarian actors perceived their
role to have been deeply politicized in these operations. One
aid worker commented:

Having witnessed the arrival of the French
government’s action humanitaire in November
(1996) in Kisangani it was clear that the main
objective was to use food supplies and even
money to maintain a front line made up essen-
tially of ex-FAR and elements of the Zairean
Army. To cover the entire operation under
humanitarian principles, there was a need to
maintain refugees on the front line. In Walikale
and Amisi, refugees were both hostages from
their leaders and from governments who
wanted to block the Alliance army. If humani-
tarian agencies were more politically aware in
their intervention, this would enable them to
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maintain more convincing neutrality and avoid
these political traps.10

Forced migration may even, in the extreme, contribute to
direct intervention by neighboring states. Unwilling to bear
the consequences of refugee flows from Haiti, the U.S. first
acted to interdict the fleeing population by diverting them to
Guantanamo Bay and then elsewhere in the Caribbean. This
treatment of Haitian refugees created increasing domestic
political problems for the Clinton administration. Ultimately,
the U.S. acted to resolve the problem by seeking UN Security
Council authorization for a military operation to remove the
regime and restore its democratically elected predecessor. In
this instance, the self-interested behavior of a major contigu-
ous power dramatically enhanced humanitarian access.11

Italy, facing a similar influx stemming from Albania’s
collapse in 1997, mounted Operation Alba, opening up access
for international agencies seeking to address humanitarian
need in Albania. The Italian case again underlines the critical
role of the perceived national interest of states in determining
the shape and timing of intervention. After the Italian govern-
ment had failed to convince NATO and the OSCE to act, the
Security Council authorized an Italian-led coalition to inter-
vene. Italy took the lead with the coalition because its interests
in stemming the tide of migration were more strongly engaged
than those of its allies.12

A final aspect of regional state behavior with implications
for humanitarian agencies is the apparently growing use of
regional economic sanctions against states in conflict. Two
prominent examples are the Organization of African Unity
(OAU) sanctions against Burundi and the sanctions by the
Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS)
against Sierra Leone. In both instances, economic pressure
was used to influence the politics of the target state, and, in
both, negative humanitarian effects were forthcoming. In
Burundi, sanctions had “clear and substantial inflationary
effects, particularly for foodstuffs and imported goods,” and,
in conjunction with other factors this “reduced families’ abil-
ity to cope with the ongoing crisis.” They also reduced agricul-
tural production and weakened the health infrastructure.
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Sanctions also had severe impacts on humanitarian program-
ming. In the early months, the lack of exemptions for humani-
tarian activities “placed many UN and NGO programs at risk”
at precisely the time when declining state capacity was in-
creasing demand for humanitarian agencies to service basic
needs.13

A study by the UN’s Office for the Coordination of Hu-
manitarian Affairs (OCHA) found similar impacts associated
with regional sanctions in general:

[R]ecent experience shows that regional em-
bargoes supported by the Security Council, as
in the case of Burundi, or Sierra Leone, have
created new obstacles to UN operations in
humanitarian crisis situations. The lack of re-
sources and adequate expertise in the admin-
istration of sanctions regimes at the regional
level has significantly complicated the deliv-
ery of critical humanitarian assistance by UN
agencies and international NGOs.

The report notes that in the case of Burundi, long import
delays affecting humanitarian supplies caused suspension of
several key programs, while in Sierra Leone urgently needed
food shipments were delayed for as long as five months.14 The
humanitarian impacts of sanctions are discussed in greater
detail in the next chapter.

In conclusion, the perceived interests and policy perspec-
tives of regional states affect the dynamics and extent of the
humanitarian crisis and also the degree of access that humani-
tarian actors enjoy. Perceived political interests may cause
such states to limit humanitarian access to and from their
territory. Security concerns may constrain the extent to which
safe refuge is available for asylum seekers. Regional states also
often seek to use forced migrants from neighboring areas in
the pursuit of their interests in states affected by conflicts. On
the other hand, the fact that regional states generally bear the
greatest external humanitarian burden of civil war may in-
duce them to take action that dramatically expands access for
aid agencies.
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Shaping Regional Interests

As in the case of parties to local conflicts, the perceived
interests and the policies of neighboring states can be shaped
by the conscious and politically sensitive actions of govern-
ments, international organizations, and NGOs. For example,
pressure for refoulement can, within the constraints imposed
by proportionality, be mitigated by balancing aid to refugees
with assistance to local authorities and the populations in the
midst of which the displaced reside. Aid agencies should
complement their efforts directed at refugees with program-
ming to compensate “losers” in host states.

Likewise, the security burden borne by host states can be
mitigated by more equitable burden-sharing arrangements
between host states and regional and universal organizations.
These are among the conclusions of a promising “lessons
learned” exercise mounted in May 1998 by the UNHCR and
the OAU regarding refugee issues in the Great Lakes region.15

The key issue is whether others are willing to share the burden
in a reliable, substantial, and sustained way. The history of
external support of national and regional efforts to cope with
humanitarian and security issues is not promising, suggesting
that effective management of the incentives of regional actors
may require companion efforts to secure more resolute en-
gagement on the part of major states.

The temptation of neighboring states to manipulate civil
conflicts to their immediate political advantage likewise can
be reduced through positive and negative incentives. On the
positive side, access to international resources can be made
conditional on “good behavior” with regard to proximate
conflicts. On the negative, instruments such as sanctions and
embargoes can alter the incentives of regional actors.  To date,
donor states have displayed little willingness to provide finan-
cial incentives or cajole the likes of Nigeria in the instance of
Liberia and Sierra Leone or Russia in its “near abroad.” In-
roads on the impunity of regional actors in dealing with
humanitarian crises, which rests to a considerable extent on
lack of transparency, can be made through more effective
monitoring by UN or regional organizations such as the OSCE.16

This in turn depends on the willingness of major member



65

states of these organizations to press for access and to insist on
follow-up action.

The capacities of regional actors to respond constructively
to crises within their space—and the interests that they may
see in such responses—can also be influenced by the willing-
ness of outsiders to finance regional conflict management
initiatives and to provide capacity-building assistance to re-
gional organizations. One reason for unilateralism in the
response of proximate states to conflicts is arguably the ab-
sence of credible multilateral crisis response mechanisms at
the regional level, other than in Europe. U.S. logistical and
other support to Nigeria in operations of the Economic Com-
munity of West African States Monitoring Group (ECOMOG)
made some difference in the regional organization’s capacity
to respond to the military challenges presented by the Liberian
crisis. The positive encouragement being discussed by Wash-
ington for the Africa Crisis Response Initiative (ACRI) and the
equivalent being pursued by London and Paris are a further
case in point. Moreover, accountability can be enhanced
through conditionality: continued assistance may be made to
rest upon effective reporting and compliance with interna-
tional standards by regional security subcontractors that ac-
cept Western subsidies.

Although such instruments largely lie in the hands of
major states and international organizations, humanitarian
agencies have an important role to play in pressing regional
organizations to uphold humanitarian principles and prac-
tices. Humanitarian organizations can directly assist regional
actors in mitigating the humanitarian impacts of their political
strategies through the more sensitive framing and manage-
ment of sanctions. Efforts by the Security Council to ensure
that regional organizations respect standards and procedures
applied to UN sanctions regimes can be complemented by
technical assistance to regional organizations in establishing
and managing exemption procedures.17

The avenues open to aid agencies are, however, limited.
One basic problem, at the regional level no less than in their
relations with belligerents, is that these organizations do not
control the resources that might alter political actors’ incen-
tives for the better.  The effectiveness of resource- and condi-
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tionality-based strategies to expand humanitarian access de-
pends on the willingness of international organizations and
their major state members to implement them. Effective strat-
egies may require longer time frames and closer monitoring
than the political attention spans of major states may allow.

Conclusion

Response to war-related humanitarian crisis can be strongly
affected, negatively and/or positively, by the objectives and
policies of neighboring states. Such states control access to their
territories for the transit of relief and for the reception of
refugees. Their perceived interests are often strongly engaged
by both conflict and its humanitarian consequences. Instability
and conflict spillovers associated with forced migration may
cause them to constrain or deny access. Yet the regional fallout
from humanitarian crises can be sufficiently serious to induce
nearby states to widen humanitarian access dramatically, as in
Haiti, Albania, and, somewhat less clearly, Sierra Leone.

Humanitarian agencies and the international community
can shape the interests of states in proximity to an emergency in
numerous ways. Tailoring assistance strategies to take account
of negative impacts on host communities may reduce tensions
and instability associated with the arrival of large numbers of
refugees. More effective burden-sharing strategies may reduce
the sense of threat in host states. The capacities of regional
actors to respond effectively and humanely to local crises may
be enhanced through financial and capacity-building support
provided to regional organizations from outside.

In short, there is a wide array of options available to
external actors—both humanitarian and political—to influ-
ence the political calculations of regional states. However,
humanitarian agencies frequently lack the capability to re-
shape these understandings, particularly in the area of strate-
gic interest and security. As was the case with the shaping of
the interests of local parties, success in the effort to influence
the interests and behavior of regional actors depends largely
on the willingness of major states to engage and to commit
political capital and material resources to the response to
crisis. The next chapter discusses this issue in detail.
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CHAPTER 5

THE INTERSTATE CONTEXT

For humanitarian organizations, the fundamental
challenge at the nexus of politics and humanitarian work is
charting a course among the contending perceived interests of
belligerents, regional states, and international actors that opens
up adequate space for helping victims of war. The discussion
of local and regional interactions between politics and hu-
manitarians in previous chapters confirms the essential im-
portance of engagement by great powers and other donor
states, along with the multilateral organizations they domi-
nate.1 This participation helps establish and sustain access to
victims and ensure appropriate levels of assistance. More than
80 percent of global humanitarian assistance funds originate
with Organization for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OECD) governments.2 Moreover, since some actions of
major humanitarian importance require UN Security Council
authorization, great power viewpoints are crucial in defining
the international response to human suffering.

The issue of great power engagement in humanitarian
emergencies is an old one. The experiences outlined in Chap-
ter 2 provide early examples of many of the challenges posed
by great power policies for agencies attempting to respond to
human suffering. In World War I, for example, the concerns of
the Entente powers that humanitarian action might strengthen
the German war effort were a significant obstacle to the BRC
and were overcome only through sustained advocacy. Reser-
vations regarding humanitarian access to Allied POWs in
Germany were one factor among several inhibiting a vigorous
international response to the Holocaust. During the Cold War,
the superpower engagement in Third World conflicts under-
mined the principles of neutrality and impartiality, politiciz-
ing much of the international humanitarian response to the
needs of the era.

Decisions to become involved are multifaceted. They in-
volve the funding of national responses to humanitarian emer-
gencies (e.g., the activities of the United States Agency for
International Development’s Office of Foreign Disaster Assis-



68

tance [OFDA]) and the support of multilateral relief activities
(e.g., the European Community Humanitarian Office or UN
humanitarian organization roles). Many complex emergen-
cies require decisions not only about relief assistance but also
about the use of political and military instruments. Where
civilians are targets of “ethnic cleansing,” states must decide
what, if anything, to do to protect them. Where humanitarian
actors are endangered, the international community must
decide how to ensure safety for their operations. Where a
humanitarian emergency results from the deliberate action of
one or more belligerents, external actors must decide what to
do to coerce or persuade them to desist. In societies shattered
by internal violence, outsiders must consider not merely what
they can and should do to relieve human suffering, but also
whether and how to help rebuild institutions and avoid future
conflicts. Engagement can involve simple funding of relief,
political and diplomatic initiative, conflict prevention, peace-
keeping, sanctions, peace enforcement, and peace building.
The more substantial the challenge, the higher the risks asso-
ciated with becoming involved and the more severe the politi-
cal constraints on great power decisions.

From a humanitarian perspective, the challenge of en-
gagement is fourfold. First is the problem of selectivity. Inter-
national responses to humanitarian emergencies are uneven.
In a limited number of cases the response is excessive, over-
whelming the absorptive capacities of would-be beneficiaries
and their institutions. In others, it is inadequate or altogether
absent. How can humanitarian actors influence major states to
become involved with greater proportionality?

Second, engagement is often insufficient to cope with the
multiple aspects of war-related humanitarian emergency. Often
the emphasis is on relief without commensurate attention to
security and protection, let alone to the more fundamental
causes of the emergency. How do humanitarian actors induce
responses sufficient to assist but also to protect, and to cope
with the political issues involved in the conflicts themselves?

Third, the political and humanitarian dimensions of great
power and other donor response are often internally inconsis-
tent. The political agenda associated with response to crisis
may greatly exacerbate the humanitarian situation, as with
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sanctions.3 Military enforcement, even within a humanitarian
rationale, can lead to inhumane consequences. How can hu-
manitarians insulate or protect their activities from the hu-
manitarian fallout of the political agendas of major states?

Fourth, where long-term, multidimensional peace-build-
ing responses are required, major states prefer rapid exit.4

Moreover, some activities are funded better and for long
periods than others. Transitional activities are generally far
less well-endowed than relief activities.5 The recent spate of
emergencies have reduced the funding otherwise available for
development assistance. How do humanitarian agencies en-
courage donor states to fund an appropriate mix of activities
and to stay the course?

Humanitarian Action and the
Perceived Interests of Donor States

Before investigating the ways that political factors im-
pinge on the decisionmaking of these actors, one critical asym-
metry between great powers and donors on the one hand and
local and regional actors on the other requires comment.6 For
local and regional actors, concrete and immediate security is at
stake. Humanitarian crisis and international response are
related to the capacity of warring parties to survive, if not to
prevail.

For donor states, by contrast, interest in strong and direct
security measures is more rare, particularly when “out-of-
area” humanitarian crises are in question and perceived secu-
rity interests are not involved.7 In other words, there is an
asymmetry of motivation between great powers and other
donors on the one hand and regional and local actors on the
other. This works to the disadvantage of aid agencies attempt-
ing to respond to humanitarian emergencies resulting from
civil wars. This asymmetry helps explain the unevenness of
the record in humanitarian responses during the past decade.

However, the absence of perceived vital interests by a
donor state in many complex emergencies does not mean that
political/military concerns are irrelevant. There clearly are
instances in which the response of major Western states to
humanitarian emergencies is the result of a strategic calculus,
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even when a complex emergency is geographically distant
and vital interests are not at stake. For example, the U.S.-led
response in northern Iraq in 1991 reflected NATO’s connec-
tion to Turkey. Turkey perceived further mass in-migration of
Kurds from northern Iraq as a significant potential threat
given the ongoing Kurdish Workers Party (PKK) insurgency
in the southeast. Turkey was reluctant to provide asylum to
the many people on the move. Turkey’s allies moved to
resolve this issue by servicing displaced people’s needs inside
northern Iraq.

These strategic calculations—coupled with U.S. antipathy
towards Iran—also affected proportionality in the humanitar-
ian response. Although most of the displaced Kurds were
found not on the Turkish border but on the Iranian one, only
10 percent of their assessed needs in April 1991 received
international funding. According to one observer, “although
the crisis in Iran was two to three times that in Turkey,
international assistance to Turkey was substantially higher.”
An Iranian official added, “We get the refugees and Turkey
gets all the funds.”8

The French response to events in Rwanda in April to July
1994 provides a second example of strategically motivated
engagement. Opération Turquoise was animated by the close
relations of many years between the French and the Hutu-
dominated government and by the strategic perception that
language and commercial interests in France were threatened
by events in Rwanda and their possible spillover into Zaire.9

The intervention of French troops in southern Rwanda pro-
vided cover for the exit of their allies from Rwanda into Zaire.
The fact that former FAR and Interahamwe units were permit-
ted to withdraw largely intact into the camps of eastern Zaire
set the scene for profound difficulties encountered by humani-
tarian agencies in the camps.

The case of Opération Turquoise was only one of a series
of UN decisions to authorize military intervention in complex
emergencies in the spring and summer of 1994. The others
were Haiti (a coalition led by the U.S.) and Georgia (Russian
intervention under a Commonwealth of Independent States
mandate). In each case, the decision reflected the strategic
concerns of a permanent member of the Security Council.
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Demonstrating the role played by international politics, each
endorsed the others’ favored peace support operations.

Perceived strategic interests also affect decisions on the
allocation of emergency assistance by donor governments. A
classic example of this is the difficulty of the U.S. and Japan in
addressing famine in North Korea. Is it desirable to shore up
a rogue state by helping to feed its own people, especially
when its inability to do so is caused by overspending on
defense and weapons development and the use of state funds
to satiate an elite’s thirst for Western luxury goods? Or, con-
versely, might a vigorous humanitarian response advance
other Western objectives, including promotion of peace talks
on the peninsula, normalization of relations between North
and South Korea, containment of the North Korean nuclear
program development and weapons proliferation, and reduc-
tion in the danger of a North Korean implosion, bringing
potential for regional destabilization? Continuation of the U.S.
food aid program was made “contingent upon the resumption
of the peace negotiations,” while the “U.S. contribution of
300,000 metric tons to the WFP emergency programme in
September 1998 came at a time when North Korea was stalling
over the time-tabling of future talks.”10

Considerations of political or security interest may affect
not only basic decisions to become involved but also the
modalities of that involvement, with significant implications
for humanitarian action. In Bosnia-Herzegovina, for example,
the UN was responding to a crisis both humanitarian and
political. The Security Council ordered the United Nations
Protection Force (UNPROFOR) to help deliver humanitarian
relief and to protect civilians threatened by war. Implement-
ing these elements of the mandate required consent, which
was to some extent based on a perception of the impartiality of
those operating on the ground.

At the same time, however, in response to the political
problem, the UN imposed sanctions on one side in the conflict
and authorized enforcement operations by the Western Euro-
pean Union (WEU) and NATO. Operations “Maritime Guard,”
“Sharp Fence” and the amalgamated “Sharp Guard” sought to
enforce the arms embargo on the former Yugoslavia as a whole
and the sanctions on non-humanitarian shipments to Serbia.
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Meanwhile operation “Deny Flight” moved to impose a no-fly
zone over Bosnia.

These decidedly “partial” operations, along with the more
general use of air power against the Serbs in Bosnia, under-
mined the capacity of UNPROFOR to fulfill its mission on the
ground. The personnel of peacekeeping and humanitarian
organizations became more vulnerable to hostage-taking by
Serb forces. Forceful response to Serb contravention of Secu-
rity Council resolutions (for example, Resolution 824, which
expanded safe areas from the initial one in Srebrenica to
Sarajevo, Gorazde, Zepa, Tuzla, and Bihac) jeopardized the
security of the UN’s troops on the ground. When NATO
aircraft responded to Serb attacks on Gorazde in April 1994
with attacks on Serb ground positions, the Bosnian Serbs
responded by killing one British peacekeeper, seizing 200
other UN personnel, and taking over the safe area.11 Concern
for the security of these forces threatened the credibility of the
enforcement operation. The result was a pattern of vacillation
characterized by one observer, who said, “A pattern was
developing in which the Western alliance threatened but did
not respond straightforwardly to Serbian aggression because
they feared all-out war between the 100,000-strong Serb forces
and the significantly outnumbered UN forces.”12

The partiality of great powers, NATO, and the UN had
implications for humanitarian actors on the ground. To the
extent that international engagement, including humanitar-
ian presence, was perceived by the conflicting parties to be a
single parcel, the activities of humanitarian agencies were
politicized by the military/political choices of major states
and the international organizations they controlled. The ero-
sion of the perceived neutrality of humanitarian organizations
worsened relations between agencies operating in the field
and the Serbs in particular, impeding access to victims.13

The response of humanitarian actors to this dilemma
displayed a curious ambivalence. On the one hand, they
criticized major states for the absence of a political/military
strategy for coping with the causes of the humanitarian crisis
and for unwillingness to provide enough resources to sustain
humanitarian access. On the other hand, they also challenged
the political/military actions undertaken by the NATO states
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for eroding the neutrality of humanitarian response and un-
dermining the security of humanitarian operatives on the
ground. Ironically, once the major states decided in 1995 to
take the Bosnia question in hand, a dramatic reduction in
humanitarian activity followed, since humanitarians dispersed
across the landscape became targets for retribution by Serbs
opposing action by Western military forces. “A more robust
policy of decisive enforcement action only became possible
after the humanitarian aid programme had practically stopped
in mid-1995.”14

Similar problems emerged later in connection with the
Kosovo conflict. NATO went to war largely out of concern
about the impact of a failure to act on the credibility and
cohesion of the alliance. As NATO began its 78-day bombing
campaign, the personnel and activities of international hu-
manitarian operations operating both in Kosovo and Serbia
came under suspicion and were targeted by the Serb govern-
ment and paramilitary groups. In conjunction with the bomb-
ing itself, this resulted in a dramatic reduction in program-
ming in Serb-controlled areas, limiting capacity in both assis-
tance and protection to victims in need.15 Difficulties experi-
enced before the military campaign were exacerbated as a
result.

The Domestic Politics of Humanitarian Engagement

The above discussion of Bosnia begs a question relevant to
many situations: why did the international community fail to
commit sufficient resources to achieve its stated purposes?
The standard and not terribly helpful answer is that it lacked
the political will to do so. The real problem in Bosnia from a
humanitarian perspective was that UNPROFOR and interna-
tional aid agencies were left holding the bag in an extremely
complex and insecure situation. The major Western states
were willing to deploy enough force to jeopardize the neutral-
ity of assistance and peacekeeping, but not enough to achieve
a resolution of the political crisis that had spawned the hu-
manitarian emergency.

This brings the analysis to the domestic level. Strategic
calculation at the level of the international system is only
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one—and not necessarily the most important—element in the
calculation of political interest by the individual Western
states that dominate the international humanitarian appara-
tus. Where the policy agenda is not dominated by vital inter-
ests or where strategic concerns are not compelling, domestic
factors have a correspondingly greater impact on policy out-
comes. “Survival of individual states in a war-like condition of
anarchy is less an issue at this point in time, for the Western
industrial democracies at least, than survival before a moody
and multidimensional public.”16

State decisions about engagement frequently appear driven
by potentially contradictory impulses in the domestic political
arena over the progress of the conflict. Although one can
overestimate the so-called CNN effect, there is little question
that real-time transmission of images of suffering creates a
certain pressure to act.17 As one analyst has observed, “while
media influence on government and aid groups is nothing
new, the speed and intensity of current coverage, especially
through satellite-fed television, has created heightened pres-
sure and driven inappropriate responses.”18

The effects of the media are most likely to be significant
where governments are slow to react and indecisive with
regard to a humanitarian crisis, which is often precisely where
the strategic logic for engagement is weak. By focusing graphi-
cally on human suffering, media attention tends to divert
publics and policymakers from hard diplomatic and military
decisions. Time pressures push politicians and policymakers
to become involved before serious analysis and planning has
taken place. This was evident in the abortive Canadian-led
multinational force initiative in eastern Zaire in 1996-1997. In
that instance, policy planners were told of the decision to
deploy before any serious assessment of the problem and of
Canadian capacity to address it was made.19

It is clear from the selectivity characteristic of interna-
tional responses to humanitarian emergencies, however, that
the political effects of media coverage are not constant. In
some instances (e.g., Somalia), media influence was so strong
as to appear to have had a dominant effect on policy. In others
(e.g., Haiti), media effects coincided with strategic predisposi-
tions and reinforced them. In still others (e.g., Angola), the
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media had little effect. In the latter instance, this may result
simply from the failure to cover a humanitarian crisis,20 or it
may be the result of the fact that media messages contradict
settled policy. The key variable appears to be the degree to
which a policy consensus on responding (or not responding)
to a crisis already exists. This, in turn, is related to the degree
to which political elites agree on interests at stake.21

Public Opinion and Engagement

The media are one element within a broader complex of
political influences on decisionmaking at the domestic level.
Another is public opinion itself. Public receptivity to humani-
tarian norms establishes a basis for mobilization through
advocacy and is linked to a third factor: lobbying by humani-
tarian NGOs. Humanitarian issues enter the political process
more directly when particular politicians take up the cause. In
1992, U.S. Sen. Nancy Kassenbaum’s visit to Somalia and her
consequent personal commitment to promote a more vigor-
ous international response to the humanitarian emergency
brought the Somali famine into Congress, ultimately produc-
ing a resolution adopted unanimously by both houses of
Congress. The combination of media reportage, mobilization
of public opinion, the direct lobbying by policymakers, and
the involvement of receptive politicians can create seemingly
irresistible pressures on policymakers to “do something.”

Resistance to action, however, can also be formidable. One
major constraint is the so-called “body bag effect.” Although
political sensitivity to casualties in humanitarian and peace
support operations varies by country, it is always present to
one degree or another and has constrained decisions on en-
gagement. The wariness of public opinion regarding the risk
of casualties (or, perhaps more important, the perception of
this wariness by political leaders) frequently induces great
caution in putting troops into harm’s way when vital interests
are not at stake—and great urgency in recalling troops when
things go wrong. This latter effect, ironically, is also amplified
by media images, as the impact of pictures of a dead U.S. Army
Ranger being abused in the streets of Mogadishu demon-
strated. The deep U.S. reluctance to commit ground troops to
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Bosnia and the stringent conditions on U.S. participation in
peace support operations contained in Presidential Decision
Directive (PDD) 25 illustrate the staying power of these im-
ages. In fact, the lesson drawn from Somalia deterred response
to the genocide in Rwanda.

The most recent example of the “body bag effect” was
provided by Task Force Hawk in the Kosovo conflict. In the
spring of 1999, much was made of the U.S. government’s
decision to send 24 AH-64 Apache attack helicopters to Alba-
nia for potential use against Serb forces in Kosovo. The deploy-
ment was a consequence of the earlier decision not to use
ground forces, the awareness that the Serbs possessed anti-
aircraft capability that precluded low-altitude air attack, and
the judgment that high-flying aircraft could not do sufficient
damage to Serb troops and tanks in the field. NATO com-
mander Gen. Wesley Clark hoped that the Apache could fill
the gap.

In contrast, the army leadership was not convinced that
the Apache would be effective in this unconventional role.
Many were also concerned that the operation would be highly
vulnerable to casualties. Should the Serbs succeed in shooting
some of the helicopters down, moreover, the destruction of
this very advanced and very expensive weapon would be a
significant propaganda coup. The compromise was a decision
to deploy the helicopters but not use them until Washington
concluded it made sense to do so. In the meantime, the White
House was frequently briefed by Pentagon opponents of the
mission, who used the casualty argument to considerable
effect. White House officials were told that they could expect
casualty levels as high as 50 percent within days. Matters were
not helped by the loss of two helicopters (and the deaths of two
pilots) on training exercises in the first weeks of deployment.
“Fear of more losses seemed to obsess Washington visitors to
Albania.”22 The Pentagon spent roughly $500 million on the
deployment; in the end the Apaches were never used.

One consequence of the reluctance to use force has been a
growing reliance on economic sanctions. “Following its mili-
tary debacle in Somalia, the U.S. has often opted for sanctions
rather than military intervention.”23 The imposing of sanc-
tions, however, can impede humanitarian action and curtail



77

humanitarian response, as noted in Chapter 4.24 In an effort to
guard against severe impacts on civilian populations many
sanctions regimes explicitly exempt humanitarian items. But
these exemptions frequently do not work well and even the
definition of what should be included among “humanitarian”
exemptions is often politically framed.

A third element of great power and donor policy reflecting
domestic pressures on decisionmakers is state practice—which
is changing—on forced migration. State members of interna-
tional society are increasingly reluctant to accept the seem-
ingly ever-accelerating flow of asylum-seekers. The effect of
asylum seekers on domestic politics is evident in the rise of
right wing antimigrant parties in Western Europe and legisla-
tive pressure in both the U.S. and the U.K. to restrict asylum.

Limitation on asylum in such countries has significant
ripple effects on humanitarian action, as noted in the previous
chapter. There is growing evidence in the 1990s that tradi-
tional asylum programs are giving way to stepped-up efforts
to service displaced populations either within their own coun-
tries (e.g., in camps or in so-called safe areas) or in contiguous
states: “States are either increasingly unwilling or increasingly
unable to offer protection to those who are forcibly displaced,
whether within their countries or across borders.”25 Forced
migrants increasingly remain in or near their country of origin
and vulnerable to the authorities who may have induced their
flight in the first place.

Those threatened with displacement as pawns
in the conflict have been compelled to remain
within the borders of their State and at the
mercy of the forces intent on uprooting them.
Any international efforts to safeguard them
against this fate have been limited in both
scope and effect.26

There is also “tremendous pressure to repatriate refugees at
the earliest possible moment, even before conditions in the
home country are safe.”27 When states are unwilling to provide
follow-up destinations for refugees, UNHCR has little power
to resist host country pressures to send refugees back. At the
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same time, however, some analysts have criticized UNHCR
for the inadequate defense of its historic refugee protection
mandate in the face of contrary political pressure. In any event,
state calculations of interest regarding asylum have profoundly
and perversely constrained humanitarian response while un-
dermining the international refugee regime.

Fiscal Constraints on Engagement

A further domestic constraint is fiscal. Spending on hu-
manitarian action competes with other budgetary priorities.
Governments are reluctant to expend national resources where
clearly identifiable national or leadership interests are not at
stake, as demonstrated in what humanitarian agencies call
“forgotten emergencies.” In 1996, only 20.1 percent of the
UN’s consolidated appeals for Somalia were met, while the
Caucasus, Tajikistan, and Iraq received less than 50 percent of
their appeals in that year.28 By contrast, humanitarian activi-
ties in the former Yugoslavia were funded in 1994 at 105.8
percent of the requested amount. Sustaining commitments for
particular emergencies in the longer term is also difficult when
there is no evident progress in settling the underlying con-
flicts. In addition, funders tend to prefer some categories of
assistance over others, often for self-interested reasons (such
as national profile, or the use of available surplus commodi-
ties). Donor preference to support only certain types of activi-
ties constrains aid agency efforts to design integrated pro-
gramming strategies.29 The German government’s preoccupa-
tion with assistance efforts in the German Area of Responsibil-
ity in Kosovo created major problems for agencies committed
to more equitable distribution of resources.30

Summary

Domestic political factors, playing out differently in major
donor states, result in terms and levels of engagement that
often fall short of what is necessary to stabilize, let alone
resolve, humanitarian crises. Where major states do engage, it
is often for the short term; a principal priority for them is an
early exit to preclude long-term “entanglement.”  The logic of
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these conflicting impulses (to do something and to be per-
ceived to be doing something while avoiding risk, unpopular
costs, and long-term commitments) sometimes creates situa-
tions in which humanitarian action is thrust into a “political
vacuum,”31 and then scapegoated for the resulting failure.

Another consequence of these contradictory impulses is
the tendency to devolve security and diplomatic responsibili-
ties to regional organizations and powers.32 Governments
appear to support proactive responses to suffering while
avoiding risk. With regard to the United States’ ACRI, for
example:

Designing a [regional] force for operations
that are largely irrelevant to Africa serves the
U.S. interest of wanting to appear to be doing
something in the face of humanitarian crises
that have attracted the attention of both the
public and the Congress, but not wanting to
get involved in anything that actually puts
troops at risk. Thus, the U.S. in 1997 can say it
is helping to create a peacekeeping capability
in Africa but act in a clearly obstructionist
manner when a request for a peacekeeping
force in Congo-Brazzaville is made.33

Outside Europe, the regrettable consequence of this tendency
is to put political and military responsibility into the hands of
organizations that have little experience and capacity. Hu-
manitarians are left to cope with the shortcomings of the
international political response in highly insecure situations
where they themselves are at the mercy of the parties.

The politics of great power and other donor engagement
can have dramatic effects, both positive and negative, on the
form and substance of the international response to humani-
tarian crises. Humanitarian imperatives are only one—and
not necessarily the most significant one—among a complex set
of factors that impinge on the definition of interest and policy.
However, whether they get a fair hearing depends signifi-
cantly on how effectively humanitarian actors themselves
inject humanitarian concerns into the political process and
public debate.
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Recasting Donor Incentives

In instances where strategic purpose dominates major
states’ approaches to humanitarian crises, the policies and
practices of humanitarian agencies are unlikely to have much
effect on a state’s decision to become involved. The challenge
is not to get major states to engage but to convince them to
accommodate humanitarian principles in their engagement.
Safeguards are needed to ensure that the political agenda does
not swallow the humanitarian one and that actions do not
exacerbate humanitarian crises. The growing share of govern-
ment contract work in NGO budgets has made it more difficult
over time to sustain the independence of humanitarian action.
However, just as NGOs depend increasingly on government
sources of funding, governments depend to an increasing
degree on NGOs for implementation.34 This interdependence
creates a degree of leverage for effective advocacy.

In situations where such perceived strategic interests are
not at stake, the challenge is to reshape leadership perceptions
of their countries’ interest to secure engagement and to ensure
that it occurs in a manner that promotes humanitarian con-
cerns. Another challenge is to encourage governments to stay
the course. Reshaping understandings of interest is not easy.
Although advocacy is a significant strategic option at all levels
of the boundary between politics and humanitarian action, it
is likely to play a particularly important role at the level of
donor states.

In the first place, advocacy strategies using lobbying and
shaming may alter the balance of cost and benefit faced by
political decisionmakers as they contemplate their response to
options. An example is the success of the Congressional Black
Caucus in altering the benefits and costs perceived by the
Clinton administration regarding engagement in Haiti. The
Clinton administration adopted over time a highly proactive
policy of military, civil, and political engagement, culminat-
ing in a threat of intervention that removed the Cédras regime,
allowed the return of that country’s democratically elected
government, and opened the way for massive humanitarian
and transitional assistance.35

An equally impressive, if more ambiguous, example is
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provided by the lobbying of Armenian-American groups over
the Karabakh issue. Their prowess in raising the profile of the
issue in the media, in Congress, and with the domestic affairs
staffs of the Bush and Clinton administrations resulted in
massive infusions of assistance to Armenia and stringent
limits on aid to Azerbaijan. From a humanitarian perspective,
the results were questionable in terms of the erosion of propor-
tionality and neutrality. However, the case demonstrates the
capacity of focused, well-organized advocacy to influence
public policy.36

Advocacy may be focused less on specific policy change
than on fostering better understanding of humanitarian chal-
lenges. On the whole, few decisionmakers in major states are
hostile to the humanitarian imperatives. However, as was
clear in the account of the origins of the first Geneva Conven-
tion in Chapter 2, policymakers may need to be brought to
understand the dimensions of the humanitarian problems
they face and the varying humanitarian consequences of the
available policy options. NGOs play a key role in enhancing
awareness in this respect—in pushing humanitarian consider-
ations onto the already crowded political, security, and eco-
nomic agenda of decisionmakers. A comparable role is played
by officials with humanitarian portfolios within ministries
handling foreign affairs and international trade.

The results of effective advocacy are evident in the grow-
ing awareness among policymakers of the often negative
impacts of economic sanctions and the need for a more estab-
lished and less politicized approach to humanitarian exemp-
tions. While views may differ regarding the relative balance
acceptable between civilian pain and political gain, the hu-
manitarian costs of sanctions are now more clear. Of critical
importance here, however, is getting the facts as straight as
possible. Early accounts of the humanitarian impact of sanc-
tions in Iraq were affected by a tendency on the part of both
humanitarian agencies and target governments “to over-esti-
mate and over-generalize the impact of sanctions.”37 More
recently, however, research methodologies have strength-
ened the efforts of advocates to foster greater sensitivity to
humanitarian concerns.

Another recent example of effective advocacy is the so-



82

called Ottawa process on antipersonnel land mines, treated in
greater detail in the companion case study. Suffice it to note
here that on this important humanitarian issue, a coalition of
organizations and individuals successfully penetrated the
domestic politics of a sufficient number of states to foster a
redefinition of state interest that led to the treaty. Success
depended on coopting states (notably Canada, the Scandina-
vian countries, and South Africa), in “determin[ing] what
states want.”38 Advocates removed the issue from the esoteric
realm of military strategy and placed it firmly in the political
realm of influential domestic constituencies. Yet their success
was not merely a matter of applying political pressure but of
convincing states of the humanitarian dimensions of the land
mines problem. NGOs played a critical role in this dual pro-
cess of pressure and pedagogy.

Judging from the land mines experience, the advocacy
process is more effective when pursued by broad coalitions of
like-minded organizations and led by people with substantial
political (and lobbying) experience. The sanctions experience
confirms the need for detailed data and documentation to
move sensitive political issues into more depoliticized terri-
tory. The specialized quality of such advocacy suggests that it
may be best handled not by organizations acting individually
but by umbrella groups established for this particular pur-
pose. At the international level the Inter-Agency Standing
Committee (IASC) has functioned as a forum for fact-finding
and policy option review and as an advocate within the system
for humanitarian values. At the national level, the American
Council for Voluntary International Action (InterAction) has
pursued a community-wide agenda with lawmakers and ad-
ministration officials. The role of interstate organizations such
as the OECD, NATO, and the EU in defining humanitarian
response suggests the merits of transnational coalitions of
nongovernmental agencies as a means whereby humanitarian
actors can collectively interact with these intergovernmental
bodies.

In summary, dealing with major state engagement in
humanitarian action may require deliberate strategies to shape
leadership conceptions of interest as they relate to humanitar-
ian action in general and in particular crises and to promote
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the policies that emanate from these long-term conceptions of
interest. Historical experience and the contemporary record
alike suggest that in an environment where the capacity of
humanitarian actors to assist victims is strongly affected by the
political/military calculations of major states, the successful
pursuit of humanitarian imperatives requires carefully formed
and managed action in the political sphere.
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CHAPTER 6

CONCLUSION

This study has examined the interface between politics
and humanitarian action. At a most basic level, politics and its
expression in war create much of the suffering to which
humanitarian actors respond. Political considerations also
have a profound effect in shaping humanitarian response to
suffering. Although humanitarian response to war-related
emergency should proceed apart from political calculation, in
fact it is profoundly affected by the perceived interests of
parties to conflict, states in the region affected, major powers
in international affairs, and of the society of states as a whole.

In the first place, perceptions of political interest at each
level can have a profound impact on humanitarian access,
affecting both relief and protection activities. At the local level,
parties to conflict frequently perceive an interest in limiting
access to communities supporting their adversaries and in
maximizing their own share of relief. Concerns about legiti-
mizing their nonstate adversaries may induce governments to
impede access to populations outside their control, with im-
portant implications for humanitarian outreach. Belligerents
may also create humanitarian emergencies in order to secure
access to the attention and resources that crises often generate.
Their attitudes towards protection activities may be strongly
and negatively influenced by their political objectives in the
conflict. At the regional level, forced displacement has a
significant potential impact on the stability and security of
neighboring states. This impact may affect neighbors’ per-
spectives on humanitarian access, along with their perceived
interests in the course and outcome of the conflict. At the
international level, understandings of interest on the part of
the great powers and donor states play a critical role in
defining the scope and character of international engagement
in conflict-related humanitarian crises.

None of these intersections between the political and the
humanitarian at any of the three levels is new or without
precedent. The BRC in occupied Belgium and France in World
War I, the ARA in Bolshevik Russia, and the ICRC in Greece
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experienced the politicization of access to victims. During the
Cold War, the political objectives of the superpowers and their
capacity to manipulate humanitarian access and action in the
service of these objectives degraded humanitarian principles
such as neutrality, impartiality, and independence.

Maintaining and expanding access for humanitarian ac-
tion is a function of engaging the political interests of local and
regional actors. To some extent, this can be achieved through
adjusting programs to mitigate the deleterious effects of poli-
tics on humanitarian action. At both levels, advocacy plays an
important role in managing the politics of humanitarian action
in ways consistent with humanitarian principles. More explic-
itly coercive strategies, such as humanitarian conditionality,
appear less promising for humanitarian agencies. Not only do
they lack the resources to compel compliance, but also the
humanitarian enterprise is largely consensual. Perhaps the
best that can be expected is adherence by the parties to mini-
mal conditions that facilitate impartial delivery of assistance.

Humanitarian action in the 1990s has been particularly
difficult due to indiscriminate targeting of beneficiaries, sys-
tematic efforts to interfere with humanitarian access, and
profoundly insecure working conditions. Cases from the
Balkans to Central Africa suggest that effectiveness not only in
relief and protection but in addressing the roots of crises
requires sustained political engagement on the part of interna-
tional organizations and the powers that dominate them.
However, as discussed in Chapter 5, the great powers eschew
substantial engagement where their vital and strategic inter-
ests are not perceived to be at stake. Where the will to act is
absent, humanitarians risk being thwarted in their responses
to suffering and scapegoated for the failure to resolve crises. In
such circumstances, withdrawal is a legitimate option, al-
though it should be approached with great caution since it
ultimately constitutes at least the temporary abandonment of
the victim.

Yet political interest and the presence or absence of politi-
cal will are not objective and immutable constants. State
interest is a social construct rooted in the cost-benefit and risk
analyses of leaders in both domestic and international arenas.
Their assessment of engagement in humanitarian emergen-
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cies where perceived vital or strategic interests are not at stake
is the result primarily of pressures in the domestic political
arena. Such assessments are appropriate targets for advocacy
by interested groups, among them humanitarian organiza-
tions.

In the quotation introducing Chapter 1, the president of
MSF stressed the necessity of maintaining the independence
of the humanitarian from the political. Much of the rest of his
speech, however, was about the need to convince states to
accept their humanitarian responsibilities and to eschew inter-
ference in humanitarian response. He appealed for “pushing
the political to accept its inescapable [humanitarian] responsi-
bility.”1 Persuading or pressuring political actors to expand
the space for humanitarian action involves not only witness
but discourse, coalition-building, and lobbying, all of them
inherently political processes. The MSF approach thus has at
its implicit subtext that political participation by humanitar-
ian organizations is essential to maintaining the space for
principled humanitarian action.

The Haitian and Karabakh cases suggest that effective
lobbying in domestic arenas can shape the perceived interests
of national leaders in more decisive political support of hu-
manitarian action. Humanitarian actors also have an impor-
tant educational role to play in influencing engagement deci-
sions, as evident in the land mines ban discussion in the
companion case study. To some extent, the reluctance of
leaders to engage reflects their ignorance of complex emergen-
cies and of the humanitarian effects of their policies. Informed
analysis and persuasive presentation by nongovernmental
actors can play a fundamental role in engaging the attention of
policymakers, fostering access to the resources they control.
The central theme of advocacy is taken up in the two compan-
ion case studies.

It is appropriate to close with a few general recommenda-
tions. In the first place, the multifaceted quality and multilevel
nature of the interface between politics and humanitarian
action and the profound consequences that political behavior
can have for the activities of humanitarian agencies suggest
that these agencies should devote more resources to the care-
ful analysis of the impacts of politics on their efforts. This is an
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important activity quite apart from whether it becomes a
stepping stone to political engagement.

Second, the negative impacts of politics on humanitarian
action can be mitigated by politically sensitive programming
decisions. Chapters 3 and 4 highlighted, for example, aid
delivery in forms that are less useful to the parties and com-
mended the balancing of assistance to the displaced with
assistance to host communities. It may be sensible in complex
emergencies to complement needs assessment with assess-
ment of the potential political impacts of various program
options.

Third, successful efforts to delimit the effect of politics on
humanitarian activities in the field have involved effective
interagency coordination through programming decisions and
advocacy strategies. It is unlikely that the effort to establish
minimum conditions for humanitarian operations in Liberia
would have succeeded to the degree that it did if operating
agencies had not acted together. The effectiveness of the effort
to expand and sustain access in the face of political constraints
is likely to be enhanced through cooperation among humani-
tarian actors, helping to deflect the “divide and rule” strate-
gies often employed by the warring parties.

Fourth, the analysis suggests that the three political levels
are closely interrelated. Humanitarian efforts to understand,
respond to, and shape political influences are thus strength-
ened when local, regional, and major state factors are ap-
proached comprehensively and interactively.

Finally, advocacy can play a critical role in shaping calcu-
lations of political interest at all three levels so as to widen the
scope for successful humanitarian action. Agencies should
perhaps review their approach to and investment in advocacy.
Since effective advocacy requires a different skill set and may
jeopardize humanitarian agencies’ perceived impartiality and
neutrality, there may be some merit in separating the function
organizationally from humanitarian operation.

Humanitarian agencies generally wring their hands over
the effect of politics on their efforts to respond to human
suffering. Indeed, there is little doubt that political interfer-
ence constitutes a fundamental obstacle to the pursuit of
humanitarian imperatives and to maintaining fidelity to such
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humanitarian principles as neutrality, impartiality, and inde-
pendence. Their lament, however, can become self-fulfilling.
Decisions taken by political authorities can broaden as well as
narrow humanitarian access. Their calculations are not immu-
table but can be shaped through conscious and concerted
political effort on the part of humanitarian agencies. The
constructive engagement in politics of committed humanitar-
ian interests may be a precondition for the constructive and
long-term engagement of political actors in humanitarian
action. In this sense, the positioning of humanitarian agencies
outside or above politics may prove self-defeating.
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