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Aid agencies must think
about how people are 

living, not dying
A knee-jerk response to immediate humanitarian needs

in disasters can destabilise victims’ future well-being.

Gerald Martone and Hope Neighbor describe how 

saving lives can be an “emergency alibi” with dire 

long-term consequences

EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE DEMONSTRATES that a
long-term view of disaster assistance gives
rise to greater short and long-term 
benefits to the victims. Nevertheless, we
continue to react to each new relief 
operation as an emergency, on the pretext
that we are saving lives. Physical survival
is the primary focus of our work – even
when loss of life is not a serious threat.

Some of the highest profile crises of
the last decade, Bosnia, East Timor, and
Kosovo for example, did not consistently
achieve the mortality threshold that
defines a complex humanitarian 
emergency, i.e. one death per 10,000 
people per day. Nevertheless, crude 
mortality rates have become the absolute
index of human suffering. They are
accepted as the humanitarian bottom line.

In recent years, the ethos of emergency
assistance has become embedded in our
culture and vernacular. We readily attribute
an emergency as the excuse for providing
only the most basic and rudimentary care
to disaster victims. Interventions are
increasingly temporary and makeshift,
and emergencies are seen as events that
require swift action, rather than opportu-
nities for critical reflection. These atti-
tudes are damaging to the populations we
are trying to assist; it is high time we
shifted our obsession from how people are
dying to how people are living.

Primary mandate
The primary mandate of relief organisa-
tions is to bring lifesaving assistance to
people in need. This usually means quickly
providing food, shelter, water, and other
essential services. All other concerns are
secondary to this humanitarian impera-
tive. The implication is that if precious
time were diverted to less immediate
problems, people would somehow be
allowed to die. In other words, this 
“emergency alibi” is invoked to speed up 
decision-making. Unfortunately, it is also
used as an excuse for breaches of good
craftsmanship or non-compliance with 
conventional best practices. 

The development of the “emergency
alibi” has been driven by two things: the
coping strategies employed by aid workers
dealing with human suffering, and the
short attention span of the public and
donors alike. Both groups find the allure
of dramatic, immediately tangible, and
quick impact emergency interventions
difficult to resist. 

Aid workers cope with their daily
experience of human misery in several
ways - from obsessive overwork and devo-
tion, to the use of impersonal, regimented
methods of working, which they hope will
distance them from the problem. One of
our most cherished myths is that people
are dying and therefore we must save
lives. This reasoning encourages careless
practice and brisk decision-making, while
discouraging objective self- appraisal. Our
response to the loss of nationhood, family
integrity, and hope for the future is there-
fore often limited to the provision of com-
modities and impersonal services. These
large-scale, broad sector approaches to
emergency relief are often cynically
referred to as “truck and chuck” pro-
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assumptions are made, and which are
unrealistic; where these assumptions
might break down; and what parts of the
intervention are the strongest and weak-
est. 

• Easing the pressure
The last thing that is necessary to dis-
mantle the “emergency alibi”, is to
change the organisational pressures on
the way relief agencies work. For exam-
ple, short-term funding cycles, as well as
the lack of objective assessments of our
effectiveness, promote fleeting responses
to crisis. 

Two changes can help to alleviate
these pressures. The first is to work with
major donors to adopt multi-year funding
cycles, which would allow us to plan for
constructive, long-term rehabilitation.
The second change is to welcome regular
objective evaluations of our work, which
should focus on the implementation and
the impact of aid interventions. Objective
appraisals by those who receive our serv-
ices are also imperative. 

Transfer the momentum
Relief agencies must also stop using the
“emergency alibi” to explain away short-
sighted humanitarian interventions. Instead,
the aid effort must transfer the momen-
tum of well-meaning and robust emer-
gency interventions into an aggressive
rehabilitation programme that addresses
the beneficiaries’ chronic underlying vul-
nerabilities.

Each of these measures will advance a
culture of critical reflection and sincere
analysis within the aid community. Ulti-
mately we must be forced to ask our-
selves: Are we prolonging life or are we
just postponing death?
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grammes. There just isn’t enough time to
do things right,” has become the refrain
of emergency workers.

A fickle public
The fleeting attention of the public to 
international news, and the rapidly
changing priorities of donors also
encourage relief agencies to make use of
the “emergency alibi”. At times, aid
agencies make things worse by the emo-
tional appeal of their public messages,
which often evoke pity, rather than out-
rage. Emergencies are presented as
short-term, acute crises that are
amenable to financial pledges and the
charity of Western do-gooders. This per-
petuates the action-oriented, anti-intel-
lectual culture of emergency work.
Instead of investing in the underlying
needs and weaknesses that create a cri-
sis, we focus on shortsighted relief
strategies that can, inadvertently, do
more harm than good. 

By reacting to each new crisis as an 
emergency, we also miss the opportunity
for external aid to be catalytic and expo-
nential in rebuilding refugees’ lives and
livelihoods. However, the “tyranny of the
urgent” (add quotations) is not inevitable;
the “emergency alibi” can be diagnosed
and it can be remedied. 

A measured and thoughtful approach
to emergency assistance requires an hon-
est examination of our work. Our efforts
should be concentrated in four areas: 

• recognition of the “emergency alibi”; 
• attention to human resources; 
• rigorous, evidence-based interventions; 
• the reform of organisational incentives

that produce shortsighted emergency
reactions.

• Recognise the problem
Saving lives can no longer be the rationale
for all our actions. First and most impor-
tantly, we must identify the “emergency
alibi” as soon as it is invoked, thereby
bringing the problem to light. The first
step towards limiting the knee-jerk reaction
of short-term solutions is to bring under-
standing, not just sympathy to our work.

• Preservation of talent
The second area for attention is the 
cultivation of aid workers. A senior man-
ager of an aid organisation has openly
admitted that his strategy for recruitment
for staffing was analogous to that of a
baseball team. Young rookies are exploit-
ed for their eagerness and determination;
vitality is perceived as finite and longevi-
ty, unattainable. This does not have to be
the case. 

First, we can provide training and
opportunities for ongoing staff develop-
ment. At present, training is often the last
priority in the rush to deliver staff for an
emergency. We must also provide staff
with appropriate preparation and orienta-
tion before they leave for an assignment.
Staff development is a logical follow-on to
initial training, ensuring that workers
have the chance to improve their own
skills throughout the course of their
employment. 

Lastly, because of the “emergency
alibi”, employees often feel compelled to
push themselves above and beyond the
call of duty, even to impetuous and inju-
dicious action. But the safety of our staff
is not merely about self-preservation. Any
harm that befalls aid workers can result
in the extraction of an entire relief effort:
a cruel and thoughtless outcome to the
very people we wish to assist.

• Scientific approach
The best response to the short and long-
term needs of disaster victims is a meas-
ured and systematic approach that incor-
porates working together with its suffer-
ers. Our actions should be guided by rea-
son and precision, not emotion and pity.
The Somalia relief effort illustrates the
dangers of short-term solutions. In 1992,
as tens of thousands of metric tons of food
aid poured in to respond to the famine,
prices for locally grown commodities
dropped by as much as 75%. Many
Somali farmers, unable to sell their food,
abandoned their farms and had to accept
food aid. While imported food may be a 
necessary lifeline for the hungry during a
crisis, we would do better to react to these
crises as food production deficits rather 
than simply as food deficits. 

It is also crucial that we question the
myth of the passive and incapable
refugee. The use of people-oriented plan-
ning (POP) methodology, for example,
recognises that refugees have as much a
right, and ability, to shape relief assis-
tance as funders or ‘expert’ programme
managers. Rather than conducting needs
assessments, practitioners should conduct
capacities assessments. The POP
approach identifies refugees’ ambitions,
assets, capabilities, and vulnerabilities in
planning, and deliberately involves
refugees in the entire planning cycle.

Relief agencies should also develop a
theory of change for each of their inter-
ventions. These provide an analytic
framework for how and why different
measures work. By describing the path
that any given humanitarian intervention
will take in order to achieve its objective,
this framework establishes what specific
measures are supposed to achieve; what


