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Foreword 
 

Ockenden International has been working in conflict and post conflict areas for over 

twenty-five years. This work has brought us into contact with military groups as 

diverse as the USAF and the warlords of Afghanistan. It has introduced us into 

communities from where belligerents come from, to victims and perpetrators of 

violence (often the same people) and to those fleeing from violence. It has caused us 

to defend ourselves against attack from crude nail bombs left outside an office gate 

and from one-million dollar bombs launched from 35,000 feet. 

 

Throughout this, and as an integral part of our work, we have sought to bring about 

changes to peoples lives and we have made choices as to whom we should work 

with. And we have described ourselves as neutral. We may well start out so although 

how far we have sustained this posture (in, for instance, Afghanistan under the 

Taliban) is doubtful. However it is clear that the consequences of our work are not 

neutral, and thus by working, and especially and ironically by being successful, we 

lose our neutrality. 

 

In fact, by maintaining a fiction of neutrality we deny ourselves the vital knowledge 

we need to be successful, to make a real difference to the lives of our beneficiaries. 

Our contention is that by recognising the impact of our activities (or even our 

presence) and our choices we can better meet our humanitarian mandate. 

 

Much of the recent debate has been around the concept of humanitarian space and 

our serious concerns as INGOs that we have become targets in conflict. Our 

neutrality is no longer respected by belligerents. However, might it be that 

belligerents and others recognise that we are not neutral? If we were also to 

recognise this it might help us develop strategies that opened up humanitarian 

space.  

 

This paper is the product of reflection and of hard experience. It is the result of a 

desire to be more successful in what we do. We hope that it succeeds in setting out 

the issues facing INGOs in conflict situations and describes a recognisable reality to 

all those who have tried to deliver on a humanitarian mandate in a conflict zone.  

 

James Beale 

Chief Executive 
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Executive Summary 

 

Since 1951 Ockenden International has been working with displaced people in 

various parts of the world. Today we aim to assist those who are displaced to play a 

more active role in economic and political life in Africa and Asia.  

 

This is Ockenden International’s first occasional paper for 2005. It seeks to reflect on 

the often difficult interplay between humanitarian organisations and the military. It 

looks primarily at three countries where Ockenden International works: Sudan 

(south), Afghanistan and Iraq. We draw upon our experiences and those of other 

agencies, as well as the views of academics and journalists.  

 

We argue that notions of the neutrality of NGOs are difficult to apply in practice. 

While we may seek to find a balance in situations of conflict, we wonder if it is largely 

for our own benefit rather than any concrete reality. Even if we see ourselves as 

neutral, the populations we work with often will not. And the work we do inevitably, 

however slight, has an impact on a conflict situation. 

 

The boundaries of neutrality and humanitarian space, never very sharp perhaps, are 

gradually becoming ever more blurred or non-existent. In recent conflicts in 

Afghanistan and Iraq this has been even more the case. Are we striving for the 

impossible when we seek to impose the N in NGO? 

 

Aid agencies have long recognised the political nature of what we do. However, we 

are often unwilling to publicly proclaim this dilemma. We have been able to do this in 

conflicts that are far away from the public gaze, maintaining a rather aloof air of 

neutrality for public consumption. However, in a world with one superpower whose 

President claims “you are either with us or against us” the fiction of neutrality 

becomes harder to maintain. 

 

We do not, however, argue that humanitarian law and guiding principles are a waste 

of literal space. Rather they provide useful guidelines for what we should strive to do 

and understand. Ideally we would seek to recommend reclaiming some of the 

humanitarian space that has clearly been lost, but we wonder if this is really possible 

in the current environment. 

 6



 

Such is the difficulty of trying to untangle the relationship between ourselves and the 

military, be it state or non-state, civil war or an invading army, that we, perhaps 

disappointingly, find conclusions difficult. We are conscious of the need for ‘neutrality’ 

while recognising it can never be completely achieved.  

 

We hope, though, that this provides an important contribution to an ongoing debate 

about the nature of humanitarian organisations in the 21st century. We try, too, to be 

honest about our uncertainty and dilemma.  
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Introduction 
 

The borders between humanitarian aid, military action and political objectives are 

becoming increasingly blurred. It is, as ever, vital for civil actors to carefully and 

openly examine their position and the environment in which they work. This paper is 

part of the process by which Ockenden International is doing so.  

 

Ockenden has a wide range of experience of working with displaced people and their 

host communities over several decades, and in numerous countries and situations of 

conflict. This paper draws on specific examples from Afghanistan, Iraq and Sudan. 

The environments in which we work are too often characterised by armed actors and 

political processes that create the large scale upheaval and suffering of civilians. 

While Ockenden is a neutral and impartial non-governmental organisation, we cannot 

claim to work in a benign humanitarian space, nor that beneficiaries or donors 

necessarily see us as such.  

 

The dilemmas, tensions and contradictions that are an inevitable part of humanitarian 

and development work are certainly not new, although they are rarely discussed in 

public. However, recent conflicts and attendant humanitarian relief, belligerents’ 

involvement in ‘humanitarianism’, the changing international political environment 

and increased hostility to NGOs have brought to the fore questions that pose a 

fundamental challenge to NGOs. And while NGOs have been ready to confront the 

challenges posed by the perceived encroachment of armed actors into humanitarian 

spaces, some of the underlying issues have been passed by.  

 

The aim of this paper, then, is to explore some of the fault lines and contradictions 

that invariably characterize the work of NGOs with regards to civil-military relations 

(CMR), but that we are not always willing to openly confront. Rather than focusing 

solely on complex emergencies and humanitarian response, peace building or the 

development-military relation, this paper sees these as part of a wider whole. It also 

recognises that civil-military relations are but one element of broader debates 

concerning the politics of aid, and so attempts to chart the relations between them.  

More specifically, it sets out to provide points of discussion regarding ways in which 

Ockenden International can best fulfill its mandate and work towards its vision 
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statement under differing civil-military situations1; and to contribute to the debate on 

CMR and encourage an open attitude to the complexities of CMR, the politics of aid 

and the perception of neutrality within the NGO community.   

 

Aid has always been political. The militarisation of humanitarianism is but one part of 

this wider issue and it is necessary to distinguish between the ‘political’ and the 

‘military’. Aid agencies always work in highly politicised arenas. That is, in 

environments in which personal, regional, national and international power relations, 

historical, economic, cultural and ideological forces and influences interact in 

complex webs, entangling all within. The ‘military’, in contrast, is a less ethereal 

presence. In theory, aid agencies have the choice as to whether or not they work 

alongside military actors. There is no corresponding opportunity to separate oneself 

from political influences. 

 

However, there is an obvious overlap between the two that should be acknowledged. 

Military actors, if not always the handmaidens of political powers, are as entangled in 

political influences as any other given actor. In turn, political powers, to greater or 

lesser degrees, rely on or are constituted by military force, legitimate or otherwise.    

 

Neither the civil nor the military can be divorced from the wider political sphere; nor 

can civil-military relations be examined apart from the wider political context in which 

they occur. 

 

 

 

Box 1: Key Definitions 
 

‘Military’, for the purposes of this paper, refers to state and international armed 

forces as well as to non-state, cohesive armed forces, such as the Sudanese 

Peoples Liberation Army (SPLA). 

 

                                                 
1 Ockenden International works in partnership with communities and vulnerable people affected by 
displacement to enable them to become self-sufficient. Ockenden’s vision is: ‘A world where all 
displaced people have access to opportunities’. Ockenden International (2002) Strategic Plan 2002 - 
2004 
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‘Belligerent’ is used to refer to all groups involved in waging war, be it international, 

state or non-state forces. Thus it refers to all armed forces in any given conflict, but 

not to civil actors. 

 

‘Civil’, as used in this paper, refers particularly to non-governmental organisations 

(NGOs) and other civilian groups that are distinct from military or governmental 

actors. 

 

The term ‘civil-military relations’ (CMR) was adopted by the ICRC, and is used 

here, to deliberately distinguish it from military definitions2. ‘CIMIC’ (civil-military 

cooperation) is NATO’s coordinating body between NATO command and civil actors. 

‘CA’ (civil affairs) is the United States Armed Forces (USAF) civil relations body. 

However, it should be noted that in a report by Barry and Jefferys (2002), it was 

recommended “those working in the humanitarian and the military spheres should 

establish agreement on a common language to describe what they do”3.  

   

‘Humanitarian Space’, more prosaically known as the Humanitarian Operating 

Environment, is an environment conducive to humanitarian operations and the 

principles of neutrality and impartiality, and thus in which there is a clear distinction 

between the civil and the military. Referring to a physical environment in which 

humanitarian access is respected, the expression at times takes on overtones of a 

more generalised and idealised space in which NGOs can work free from external 

influences.  

 

‘Humanitarianism’ and humanitarian relief may be characterised as emergency 

action taken with the aim of saving life. ‘Development’ is characterised by action 

aiming to prolong and enhance the quality of life, though shares much of the ethos of 

humanitarianism. ‘Aid’ is used to refer to both of these terms together.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
2 Rana, Raj (2004)  
3 Barry, Jane and Jeffreys, Anna (2002) p.15 
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Background 
 

Since the early 1990s there has been an escalation in the number of international 

peacekeeping operations that have come to involve military forces in humanitarian 

activities, or military engagements encased in humanitarian principles. NATO’s 

intervention in Kosovo in 1999 is often described as a high water mark of this trend 

and the broader politicisation of aid4. Described by some as a ‘humanitarian war’ – a 

war in response to violations of human rights and therefore morally ‘good’ – it 

involved humanitarian actors and military forces working in close proximity. It also 

involved the mobilisation of military resources for the emergency relief of a civilian 

population on an unprecedented scale.    

 

While NATO forces had a valuable, indeed legally essential, role to play in protecting 

citizens and refugee camps, their use of the word humanitarian attracted a great deal 

of criticism from aid agencies. Aid agencies were particularly concerned about their 

own neutrality and the negative impact on peoples’ perception of their involvement 

with NATO. That neutrality, and thus their safety, was felt to have been 

compromised.  

 

The war in Afghanistan, and, to an even greater degree, the war in Iraq, has bought 

to the fore questions of neutrality and humanitarianism once again. As in Kosovo and 

conflicts before, the war in Iraq saw a dangerous blurring of the lines between 

humanitarian and political action, and consequently an erosion of humanitarian 

principles. Yet according to some, Iraq “represents a new level of intrusiveness into, 

and instrumentalization of, the humanitarian enterprise, differing not only in degree 

but also in kind from its predecessors”5 The reasons given being: the lack of a UN 

mandate; the extent of humanitarian actors’ interaction with the Occupying Power 

(OP); and the constraints imposed on some humanitarian agencies by their donor 

governments, who are also belligerents.    

 

The extent to which the events in Iraq are an aberration or harbinger of a growing 

trend remains to be seen. For some, they signify nothing new. Rather, the argument 

goes, it has always been this way and usually will be. There was never a ‘golden age’ 

when humanitarian action was free from political constraints and not entangled in 

                                                 
4 For instance, Lily, Damian (August 2002) and Rana, Raj (2004)  
5 Donini, Antonio (October 2003) p.4  
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war. Politicisation and co-option are nothing new and need not be catastrophic 

problems. Instead it must be recognised that “human suffering and humanitarian 

action in war exist in highly politicised and militarised environments”.6 Whether or not 

the Iraq crisis is part of a sea change in civil military relations, it must be noted that it 

is an intrinsic feature of humanitarian action to work in such environments, not in a 

benign humanitarian bubble.  

 

Yet, in some respects, humanitarianism has its back against the wall. When the 

military start to blur the lines there is little NGOs can do to clarify them: they lose their 

symbolic value without being able to regain it. The perception of NGOs by 

beneficiaries and belligerents alike, their symbolic identity, is a fundamental aspect of 

their operating ability and effectiveness. In such a situation it is understandable for 

NGOs to try to reaffirm the principles of neutrality, impartiality and humanity. In doing 

so, however, we cannot afford to accept such principles uncritically. It would be more 

naïve, and dangerous, to deny political realities than to accept that even as a neutral 

NGO one will always have a political shadow: a political affect that cannot be 

controlled if one chooses to be in a particular situation. 

 

 

Humanitarian-Military Relations 
 

Situations of armed conflict present the starkest images of CMR and ‘military 

humanitarianism’. Examples of the bleeding boundaries between humanitarian and 

military action abound: US forces in Afghanistan supplying aid in exchange for 

information7 (and dropping food parcels the same colour as the cluster bombs they 

had dropped before8); the occupation forces in Iraq, using NGOs as ‘force multipliers’ 

in the war for ‘hearts and minds’; NATO dropping ‘humanitarian bombs’ in Kosovo9: 

these are the most glaring illustrations of military forces’ encroachment of 

humanitarianism. 

 

The practical necessities of civil-military co-ordination on the ground and such cases 

of military ‘humanitarian’ interventions “have led to an erosion of the separation 

between the humanitarian and the military space, and may threaten to blur the 

                                                 
6 Slim, Hugo (2004) p.6 
7 Gluck, Kenny (May 2004)   
8 Donini, Antonio (October 2003) 
9 ibid 
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fundamental distinction between these two domains”.10 This distinction is based on 

the principles of international humanitarian law and the division between combatants 

and non-combatants.    

 

The borders, such as they are, of humanitarian space have been more clearly 

defined for NGOs in the light of military humanitarianism. As is often the case, 

identity is formed in terms of ‘us’ and ‘them’; one’s own identity becomes clearer in 

opposition to another. ‘We’ the NGOs are separate from ‘them’ the military and define 

ourselves as such; thus the crisis of identity when they start to encroach upon what 

we define as our (humanitarian) space.  

 

The ramifications of this go beyond the theoretical. Civil-military relations are, in this 

context, about the identity of NGOs and how they are perceived. The blurring of the 

divide, the perceived partiality of NGOs apparently caused by military intervention, is 

an extremely pressing issue.   

 

In response to these concerns there has been a host of conferences, papers and 

guidelines that affirm the need “to maintain a clear separation between the roles of 

the military and humanitarian actors, by distinguishing their respective spheres of 

competence and responsibility”11. Box 2 outlines the basic aspects of one set of 

these guidelines.   

 

 

 

Box 2: SCHR position paper on Humanitarian-Military relations12 
 

• It is never appropriate for the military to directly implement humanitarian 

activities in general circumstances. 

• Only in exceptional circumstances, and very rarely is it appropriate for the 

military to directly implement humanitarian activities, for which there must be 

specific criteria. 

• Humanitarian agencies will only use military armed protection as a last resort 

in extreme circumstances. 

                                                 
10 IASC (2004) p.3 
11 ibid p.6 
12 SCHR (2004)  
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• Certain types of information can and should be shared between humanitarian 

agencies and the military. 

 

 

Such guidelines are of great importance. However, every point in the example given 

above contains a caveat. While other documents go some way to define ‘general 

circumstances’ and ‘last resort’, the qualifications remain. Rigid guidelines would 

most likely prove unworkable under the vicissitudes of conflict and be quickly broken. 

Yet to what extent do the seemingly necessary restrictions weaken the endeavour? 

Such guidelines are largely aspirational, and usefully so. But their position should be 

recognised as being somewhat precarious and not to be taken for granted.    

 

Furthermore, as the caveats suggest, the practical application of the guidelines are 

not without their problems. For instance, in southern Sudan, Ockenden’s ability to 

work effectively has in the past relied to an extent on the trust between staff 

members and the SPLM/A, between whom there is inevitably a degree of 

cooperation. This highlights the notion of ‘fieldcraft’: “making compromises with the 

authorities for the greater good”13, an unwelcome but widely accepted pragmatic 

aspect of aid delivery.  

 

Conversely, it should be recognised that “the question whether and how aid 

organisations and armed forces can co-operate is not so much a practical but also a 

political issue” 14.   

 

Discussions within the ‘international community’ have tended to focus on how best to 

co-ordinate and improve CMR, and rest on the assumption that increased military 

involvement in the ‘humanitarian’ space is at least inevitable and to a degree 

acceptable. Barry and Jeffreys (2002) challenge this assumption and question the 

apparent direction of current trends, arguing that civil-military disparities go beyond 

‘cultural differences’ that can be resolved through better communication and working 

relations. Neither the military or NGOs are monolithic or homogenous groups, but 

there are fundamental differences in rational, structure and institutional culture that 

ensures that working relations remain problematic. Furthermore, the very internal 

diversity of NGOs and military forces is seen as a barrier to effective cooperation, 

allowing no easy transfer of lessons learned from one context to another. Despite 
                                                 
13 African Rights (1994) p.25 
14 VENRO (2003) p.2 
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sharing historical roots and working environments, profound differences exist 

between the mandates, aims and principles of the two domains, and such differences 

must be maintained.15  

 

To uphold the distinctions between the civil and the military will require more than a 

practical and one-sided commitment to maintaining the boundaries of 

humanitarianism. Better working relations between the military and NGOs, while 

important, cannot shore up the boundaries of a defenceless humanitarian space 

under military ‘attack’: what is arguably the most serious breach of international 

humanitarian law (IHL) – combatants in mufti, doling out aid with guns at their sides – 

cannot be mitigated by non-combatants alone. Some commentators have accepted 

this position, believing that the distinctions between the civil and the military will be of 

decreasing importance in the years to come, as the provision of aid becomes an 

integral and sophisticated part of military operations.16  Hugo Slim, for instance, 

argues that “We need to get tactical: to win where we can and to retreat where we 

cannot...[Now is not] the time to form a square and defend humanitarian values. They 

are simply not that threatened”17.        

 

Others, believing such values are threatened, have taken more overtly political steps 

to advocate for greater civil-military separation. The Agency Coordinating Body for 

Afghan Relief (ACBAR), for example, has spoken out against the use of Provisional 

Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) in Afghanistan, though whether this resulted in a 

victory or a tactical withdrawal seems to be debatable.  

 

Within the humanitarian community, PRTs (previously known as Joint Regional 

Teams) are commonly seen as setting “a new precedent for the inadmissible 

intermingling of military objectives with humanitarian aid”18. Combining civil and 

military elements in 60-100 strong teams of soldiers and aid professionals they were 

aimed at enhancing security for reconstruction efforts, promoting coordination and 

continuing the war on terrorism. ACBAR (of which Ockenden is a member) issued a 

policy brief in December 2002 expressing their apprehension: 

  

                                                 
15 Barry and Jeffreys (2002) 
16 Raj Rana (2004) p.580 
17 Hugo Slim (2004) p.2 
18 VENRO (2003) p.13 
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NGOs welcome this shift in Coalition focus to the establishment of a more 

secure environment in which reconstruction can take place. We are 

concerned, however, that using military structures to provide assistance and 

reconstruction support will both prematurely deflect attention from 

Afghanistan’s deteriorating security situation and also engage the military in a 

range of activities for which others are better suited.19   

     

ACBAR raised a series of concerns, shared by Ockenden International, regarding the 

“military engagement in the coordination and delivery of assistance”20. Expanding 

ISAF peacekeepers and not US forces, who remained active combatants fighting the 

Taliban, was the preferred option of most NGOs. However, following the realisation 

that the ISAF mandate was not to be extended beyond Kabul, ACBAR went on to 

recommend the deployment of the PRTs “without further delay”. This 

recommendation was made on the basis that the PRTs should focus solely on 

providing security and not aid. 

 

In June 2003, Ockenden International joined over 70 other humanitarian, human 

rights, civil society and conflict prevention organisations in formerly calling “on the 

international community to expand the ISAF mandate and provide the resources 

needed to secure Afghanistan so that democracy can flourish. Doing so will improve 

the prospect for peace and stability for the Afghan people and the world.”21   

 

The lack of security led to the killing of Afghan civilians, aid workers, journalists and 

combatants. The PRTs did much to improve the security situation, especially along 

transport routes, and thus extended humanitarian access in certain areas. Yet while 

their security cover was welcomed by NGOs, their ‘humanitarianism’ was usually 

not.22       

 

It has been noted before, in reference to Somalia, that “one of the chief objections to 

the idea of NGOs supporting a military intervention was that, once an organisation 

has advocated the presence of a military force, it must be prepared to support what 

that force then does”23 (see Box 5 below). Viewed from the outside, it may be hard 

not to see ACBAR’s call for the deployment of PRTs or the expansion of ISAF – 

                                                 
19 ACBAR (2002) 
20 ibid 
21 IRC (2003)  
22 For a thorough discussion of PRTs, see Save the Children (2004)  
23 African Watch (1994) p. 19 
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under whatever guise or with however many caveats – as an endorsement of military 

activity and its subsequent outcomes. Furthermore, for ‘neutral and impartial’ NGOs 

to actively promote a particular political and military strategy, whatever ones 

intentions, seems of questionable rationale.  

 

This highlights a central paradox of CMR. In most instances, there is little NGOs can 

do about the blurring of the civil–military divide, the encroachment of humanitarian 

space and the co-option of humanitarian principles. These effects are bought about 

by the actions of belligerents, their political supporters and the changing environment 

and cannot be easily reversed. The primary option left to NGOs is to mount a vocal 

and politically active defence against those who fund us, on the shaky grounds of our 

declared neutrality and independence: to be overtly ‘political’ in order to appear non-

partisan.  

 

These contradictions and concerns have always been apparent. But the growing 

concern over CMR gives them a new urgency and, hopefully, the renewed impetus to 

confront them. In many cases, these problems are far from debilitating and need not 

effect the operational, on the ground neutrality, impartiality and effectiveness of an 

organisation. However, it would be both naive and patronising to think that those 

people on the ground, beneficiaries and belligerents alike, are unaware or 

unconcerned by such issues, particularly in situations of heightened tension.   

 

And, of course, while NGOs may be comfortable and increasingly adept at utilising 

political strategies, the reverse is also true: 

 

Thus, to a growing degree, humanitarian aid is becoming an integral element 

of political and military intervention strategies and is intended to support, flank 

or legitimises them. So the activities of aid organisations are increasingly 

running the risk of becoming subordinated to a prescribed political and 

military logic.24  

 

Another aspect of civil-military relations is the use of humanitarianism not only to 

offer strategic support to armed actors but also to support them with practical aid. In 

several cases, such as in Ethiopia and Rwanda, humanitarian relief has been co-

opted by belligerents. The situation in Sudan, for instance, where “unknown 

                                                 
24 VENRO (2003) p. 2 
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quantities of relief are diverted to the military on both sides”,25 is one of many in 

which humanitarian relief and development may be accused of prolonging the 

conflict. It is often extremely difficult to control the distribution of resources such as 

food. Even if one does know whether a person is a soldier or a civilian, armed 

soldiers have the power to take what they don’t receive. As the SCHR recognise, in 

situations of non-international conflicts such as Sudan, “non-state armed groups or 

forces and civilian populations will be difficult to distinguish and assistance will be 

given both by civilian populations to the fighters and by non-state armed groups or 

forces to populations under their control”.26 

 

The presence of aid agencies may also be seen by the military as removing their 

responsibility for assisting civilians and thus the drain on their resources. In south 

Sudan, the survival of the army depends on the survival of the civil population 

amongst whom it operates. “Aid prevents both sides from being forced to be 

accountable to their constituents.”27  

 

Food aid to south Sudan has long been problematic, with some arguing that its 

presence has exacerbated the war itself28. What is beyond argument is that a 

quantity of food aid finds its way to the military. While at times some NGOs, in 

particular Norwegian People’s Aid, have been accused of supplying the SPLA 

directly29, this is mostly accidental.  

 

Until the recent Comprehensive Peace Agreement the situation in south Sudan was 

additionally complicated by the SPLM/A being a non-state actor, in a war with a 

government with whom many NGOs have also worked. Mere presence on one side 

rather than both may lead to accusations of support, often leaving aid workers on the 

ground vulnerable to attack.  

 

Soldiers have families who need and receive food aid. There is no formal system of 

taxation and soldiers and the wider movement see themselves as a liberating force, 

expecting such support from civilians. Such a dilemma is common in many conflict 

situations. On the whole humanitarian organisations prefer not to discuss this aspect 

of their work. 

                                                 
25 ibid p.13 
26 SCHR(2004) p. 8 
27 ibid p.13 
28 De Waal, Alec (1989)  
29 ESPAC (1999)  
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Neutrality and Impartiality 
 

Wherever one works there are political ramifications. This is the context in which 

more extreme forms of civil-military engagement occur. As the example of PRTs in 

Afghanistan demonstrates though, the issue of CMR cannot be wholly separated 

from wider concerns over the neutrality and legitimacy of aid.  

 

All humanitarian action, not least that involving civil-military relations, must be bound 

by the core principles of humanity, neutrality and impartiality. The UN defines these 

concepts as follows:  

 

Humanity: Human suffering must be addressed wherever it is found, with 

particular attention to the most vulnerable in the population, such as children, 

women and the elderly. The dignity and rights of all victims must be respected 

and protected.  

 
Neutrality: Humanitarian assistance must be provided without engaging in 

hostilities or taking sides in controversies of a political, religious or ideological 

nature. 

 
Impartiality: Humanitarian assistance must be provided without discriminating 

as to ethnic origin, gender, nationality, political opinions, race or religion. 

Relief of the suffering must be guided solely by needs and priority must be 

given to the most urgent cases of distress.30 

 

Neutrality and impartiality are not simple concepts and their definitions are liable to 

differ between different organisations. Given the unique legal position of the ICRC, 

for instance, they have had to develop complex rules to ensure their ‘operational 

neutrality’, that few, if any, NGOs could maintain. Furthermore, the ICRC’s definition 

of neutrality, as with the one given above, negates the possibility of ‘engaging in 

controversies’ and so of speaking publicly of human rights abuses etc. Such a stance 

is not taken by all; MSF, for instance, affirm their neutrality while maintaining a 
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commitment to denounce abuses. By way of shorthand, this paper takes neutrality to 

be ‘non-allegiance’ and impartiality as ‘non-discrimination’.31  

 

When operating in any humanitarian context, Ockenden International strives to 

maintain its neutrality and impartiality. It is recognised though, that there is a degree 

of fluidity within and between these concepts and that their content cannot be taken 

as universally accepted. Furthermore, “ample consideration must be given to finding 

the right balance between a pragmatic and a principled response”.32 The organisation 

is a signatory of the Code of Conduct for The International Red Cross and Red 

Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief (see Box 4) and fully affirms its 

commitments as such.  
 

 
Box 3: Code of Conduct for The International Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief - Principle Commitments 
 

1. The Humanitarian imperative comes first. 
 
2. Aid is given regardless of the race, creed or nationality of the recipients and 

without adverse distinction of any kind. Aid priorities are calculated on the 
basis of need alone. 

 
3. Aid will not be used to further a particular political or religious standpoint. 
 
4. We shall endeavour not to act as instruments of government foreign policy. 
 
5. We shall respect culture and custom. 
 
6. We shall attempt to build disaster response on local capacities. 

 
7. Ways shall be found to involve programme beneficiaries in the management 

of relief aid. 
 
8. Relief aid must strive to reduce future vulnerabilities to disaster as well as 

meeting basic needs. 
 
9. We hold ourselves accountable to both those we seek to assist and those 

from whom we accept resources. 
 
10. In our information, publicity and advertising activities, we shall recognise 

disaster victims as dignified human beings, not hopeless objects.33  

                                                 
31 IASC (2004) paragraph 18 
32 ibid p. 8 
33 IFRC (1994) 
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While at all times working to ensure we meet our commitments, Ockenden 

International recognises the disparity between policy and practice, particularly with 

regards to points one to four of the Code of Conduct. 

 

Humanitarian assistance has always been a highly political activity. It has 

always influenced the political economy of recipient countries, and has always 

been influenced by the political considerations of donor governments. Despite 

the pronouncements and practices of humanitarian actors seeking to ensure 

that their actions confer no military advantage, and are driven solely on the 

basis of need, the humanitarian principles of neutrality and impartiality are 

under constant assault...humanitarian aid has never been disbursed solely on 

the basis of need.34 

 

In south Sudan, the divide between combatant and non-combatant is of dubious 

significance. Since 1956, Sudan has swung back and forth between civil and military 

rule, blurring the political boundaries between them. The SPLM/A itself blurs the 

distinction between civil and military. And after 21 years of war, it is estimated that a 

majority of the southern Sudanese population have been or are in the SPLA. Many 

NGO staff and beneficiaries are inevitably current or ex SPLA members. They are 

equally vulnerable, in terms of livelihoods, health and education, as their neighbours, 

and equally in need. To distinguish between civilians and military personnel would 

often be impossible. As such, the civil-military distinction is a line that in practice 

cannot be drawn.         

 

The defence of an impartial and neutral humanitarian space seems to rest upon the 

assumption that aid agencies are indeed neutral: they are not. What is more, our 

‘humanitarian space’ or operating environment is most often opened up by donors’ 

funding. At times, such access is also dependent on conditions imposed by political 

or military forces. In Sudan, NGOs are obliged to pay for the ‘popular youth training’ 

of their employees - a form of compulsory military service. While in the south of the 

country, NGO staff are required to pay taxes to the Sudan Relief and Rehabilitation 

Commission (SRRC), the humanitarian wing of the SPLM/A. The principle of 

neutrality holds little weight in an area beset by violent conflict; where the civil and 
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the military may not be discrete entities; where combatants are beneficiaries; and 

where NGOs and belligerents may at times be indistinguishable   

 

As an interesting aside, humanitarian organisations also have this dilemma in 

countries in which conflict has long since retreated. For example, in Cambodia 

where, inevitably, NGO staff and beneficiaries in certain areas will be ex Khmer 

Rouge.  

 

It is necessary to distinguish between ones working practices and ones practical 

consequences (a difference that can be broadly seen in terms of the differences 

between the first and second halves of the Code of Conduct above), and while the 

former may be ‘humanitarian’, the latter will be intrinsically ‘political’. Ockenden 

recognises this as an adverse but inevitable aspect of its work. By acknowledging 

that our actions are never neutral and have unwanted ramifications, we are at least 

then in a position to analyse, understand and attempt to mitigate the inevitable 

impact of our work. Blind neutrality fails to accept the difficulties, contradictions and 

compromises of the humanitarian enterprise. ‘Neutrality’ is also a precarious premise 

from which to defend humanitarian action from the involvement of military actors and 

should not be uncritically accepted. 

 

Yet to say that NGOs are political is not to say that they won’t be adversely affected 

by increased military involvement. (And the fact that humanitarianism is political does 

not rule out the concern of the growing politicisation of humanitarianism, described as 

the ‘new humanitarianism’, and discussed in greater detail below.) There is a degree 

of ‘politicisation of aid’ that, as said, is inevitable and must be acknowledged as part 

of the humanitarian environment. However, Ockenden’s recognition of this is not an 

implicit acceptance of the desirability of the situation. Furthermore, it does not negate 

the vital work of striving to lessen ones political footprint at all times and at all levels. 

As such, the encroachment into the (politicised) humanitarian space by military 

forces is a particularly forceful example of a trend that must be prevented.   
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Perceptions of Aid 

 

Central to the issue of CMR and neutrality are questions as to how NGOs are 

perceived. 

 

Neutrality is an aspiration rather than a fact. There is a tendency to believe 

that neutrality need only be asserted to be proved, that humanitarianism is so 

transparent that it is immediately acceptable to all parties to the conflict. This 

is of course grossly naive, and opens up the agencies to manipulation by the 

controlling authorities. Neutrality of intention does not necessarily translate 

into neutrality of fact. Hence NGOs’ perceptions of their protected status may 

not be shared by the people they are working amongst.35 

 

Whether an NGO is neutral or not is secondary to whether the organisation is 

perceived to be neutral. This is partially reflected in the Red Cross Code of Conduct: 

“When we give humanitarian aid it is not a partisan or political act and should not be 

viewed as such.”36 Humanitarian aid may conceivably be neutral and impartial but if 

beneficiaries or belligerents do not see it as such then the principles of 

humanitarianism ring hollow. And in many parts of the world, aid and aid workers are 

not seen as neutral.   

 

NGOs will always struggle to appear neutral in the eyes of divergent groups, 

particularly when some actors are fundamentally opposed to their presence. The 

increased hostility towards NGO staff in Afghanistan and Iraq from a minority of 

armed actors appears likely to be due, in part, to the activities of the military. After the 

killings of five of its workers in Afghanistan, MSF pulled out of the country indirectly 

citing the activities of the US backed coalition, due to which “providing aid is no 

longer seen as an impartial and neutral act, endangering the lives of humanitarian 

volunteers and jeopardising the aid to people in need”.37  

 

However, this may be as much to do with the indiscriminate ‘nature’ of warfare – in 

which civilians are as likely to be killed or wounded as soldiers, if such categories can 

themselves be clearly divided – than to do with military forces co-option of 
                                                 
35 African Watch (1994)  
36 IFRC (1994) 
37 MSF (28 July 2004).  
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humanitarian principles. As a recent survey of threats faced by aid workers due to 

firearms reported: “It is criminal violence committed with firearms – not attacks by 

armed combatants – that remains the most significant threat facing workers.”38 The 

level of fatal and non-fatal injuries of aid workers has remained fairly stable since the 

‘high’ of the mid-1990s. The perception of threats though, has increased.39 

 

Aid workers’ perception of threats would seem to be increasing in parallel not only 

with the increasing proliferation of small arms, but with the realisation that 

humanitarianism is no longer (if it ever was) seen as a neutral undertaking. Rather, 

we have been confronted “with the reality that the humanitarian enterprise is ‘of the 

North’ and that aid agencies are seen as the ‘mendicant orders of Empire.’”40 

 

The high political profiles of the crises in Afghanistan and Iraq – alongside the ‘war 

on terror’ and ‘with us or against us’ mentality of some – have bought to the fore the 

association between humanitarianism, and Western foreign policy and political 

ideology. The humanitarian enterprise stands accused of being “part of the West, an 

ostensibly benign element in the pervasive push of Occidentalism to dominate the 

planet through the forces of corporate globalization, scientific thought, democratic 

dogmatism, military dominance and consumer culture.”41 We have not yet seriously 

started thinking if or how we might counter such a claim. To divorce ourselves as 

completely as possible from military forces would be a start. To confront our 

supposed neutrality vis-à-vis our ideological position of ‘liberal development’ might 

also help.   

 

In the context of an increasingly polarised world order it is crucial that we understand 

the ways in which civil actors are perceived differently by different people. As 

mentioned before, the lack of UN mandate for the invasion of Iraq was seen as one 

of the reasons why the conflict posed an unprecedented threat to humanitarianism. It 

is assumed that the approval of the UN and its stamp of legal legitimacy would 

ensure a greater acceptance from Iraqis and others. Yet following 10 years of 

sanctions on Iraq and the hundreds of thousands of deaths that were the probable 

result, for many Iraqi citizens the UN might well lack the legitimacy that is often 

attributed to it.       

                                                 
38 Buchanan, Cate and Muggah, Robert (2005) pp. 7-8 
39 ibid 
40 The Feinstein International Famine Centre (2003)  
41 Walker, Peter (13 Dec 2004)  
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During the decade of sanctions, UNICEF estimate some half a million children died 

unnecessarily. Yet at the same time that sanctions were killing part of the population, 

others were kept alive through untargeted national food aid. The sanctions 

themselves were primarily a political weapon and to support or oppose them 

inevitably became political. It is not clear that there is a neutral position in such 

circumstances.  

 

In no conflict is the division between combatant and non-combatant truly upheld 

according to law. In Afghanistan and Iraq, all belligerent forces have mistreated and 

killed civilians. It is hard to believe that anybody in such a situation could see foreign 

aid as entirely neutral and impartial. When humanitarian relief follows hard on the 

heels of an occupying force it is not surprising that, in the eyes of some, the dual 

invasion is conflated into one.  

 

Indeed, more recently governments have been proactive in pre positioning aid 

agencies in areas at high risk of conflict. While this may be simply professional in a 

country at high risk of civilian movement due to drought or civil war, it becomes 

slightly less acceptable, in the context of this paper, where the country is Iraq and the 

countries paying for ‘their’ pre positioned aid agencies is the same one about to 

occupy it42. 

 

In southern Sudan, it is arguable that the division between combatant and non-

combatant is often meaningless. The lack of distinction between civil and military 

actors has many ramifications for aid agencies. It might be assumed that our own 

position as civil – in a region where there is no civil society to speak of – thus has 

less significance than we might like. In no situation are our beneficiaries apolitical, 

neutral and sedate receivers of Western charity. While not all parts of the world into 

which Western aid trickles make the same indictments against ‘us’, we cannot 

assume that NGOs are perceived by all as neutral, impartial and benign entities, or 

that such concepts have any relevance to our beneficiaries. For there is also the 

possibility that the primary concern of many beneficiaries is not as to the neutrality or 

otherwise of NGOs, but to their own security.   

 

The concerns raised by the international humanitarian community as to the militaries 

co-option of humanitarian principles urgently needs to be addressed. For one, the 
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military are not that good at delivering humanitarian aid43. There are questions that 

also need to be asked, however, as to whether such concerns belie the fact that 

humanitarianism is not a neutral or impartial activity but rather the imposition of a 

certain set of (questionable) principles.  

 

 

 

 
Box 4: The dangers of being ‘neutral’ 
 

The international communities’ reaction in Ethiopia in the 1980s is one example of 

the disjuncture between politics and aid. Finding their voice, the media and 

international NGOs, accompanied by Band Aid, demonstrated their advocacy skills 

on the global stage. The response of the international community put relief before 

political awareness, a line followed by NGOs: “They worked in a war zone without 

acknowledging the fact. A political emergency was redefined as a natural disaster.”44 

The silence over human rights abuses enabled the Ethiopian government to 

manipulate aid for its own purposes, while foreign aid prolonged the war. 

 

The strategic interest of Western governments in poor countries waned following the 

cold war. At the same time (until September 11th 2001), there was an increased 

freedom from donor governments for NGOs. The declining political interest of 

Western powers and the contracting power of host countries left a void into which 

NGOs tried to expand. They were helped by the establishment of humanitarian 

assistance into international humanitarian law (IHL) giving them a privileged status. 

These factors have enabled a turn towards ‘multi-mandate’ relief operations in Africa 

that combine elements of responsibility for the delivery of relief, human rights, conflict 

resolution, publicity, and lobbying and advocacy. The combination of ‘neutral’ relief 

and overtly political activities are clearly in conflict.  

 

This is the case of ‘humanitarianism unbound’45: humanitarian organisations wield a 

growing power for which they bear no responsibility. Their position is such that they 

are seen to represent ‘the people’, but they are not accountable to them. Somalia 

during 1991-93 is seen as the apogee of this trend and a testing ground for NGOs 
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and the military in ‘humanitarian intervention’. Having called for a UN mandated 

intervention, NGOs were then less supportive of the military on the ground.  

 

There is a dangerous assumption that aid is apolitical, that neutral humanitarian 

action can fill a political gap and that what’s needed is more ‘humanitarianism’ and 

less of the ‘politics’. In Somalia, it “was not a question of ‘too much politics’ and ‘too 

little humanitarianism’, but bad politics informed by the very same 

humanitarianism.”46 

 

In Rwanda in 1994, “the hollowness of a depoliticized ‘humanitarianism’ was shown 

more dramatically than ever before.”47 The refugee crisis in bordering Tanzania and 

Zaire was large in comparison to many crises, yet it paled in comparison to the 

genocide in Rwanda. “However, partly because the refugees appeared as a 

conventional and hence soluble ‘humanitarian’ crisis, the provision of relief to the 

refugees became the overwhelming international priority.”48 Many of the refugees 

themselves were combatants, who used the ‘neutral’ protection and assistance of aid 

agencies to good effect. “The final result was that, in their haste to address the 

humanitarian emergency in a depoliticised manner, the agencies helped to recreate 

political structures that very soon made their work impossible.”49 Violence took hold 

in the refugee camps to which aid agencies became unwilling accomplices. 

Meanwhile, the ‘neutrality’ of UN troops in Rwanda ensured they did nothing to 

intervene, reminding us that often the most serious failures of military operations is 

not what they have done but what they have not: protect civilians.50   

 

Many of the dilemmas over neutrality resurface within the ‘needs versus rights 

debate’ and the extent to which human rights can inform humanitarianism and 

development. A rights based approach may enable a political and legal framework for 

humanitarianism, but there is the danger of conditionality and rights subsuming 

need.51 The danger of being neutral is that an organisation cannot then, in theory, 

speak out against abuses. For instance, the ‘impartiality’ of humanitarian aid is at risk 

of being ‘gender-blind’ in its delivery. A lack of gender sensitivity in humanitarian 

assistance and the distribution of aid may greatly affect gender relations: “Groups 
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that are marginalised...may be further disadvantaged by humanitarian aid and 

assistance programmes that assume a stance of supposed ‘neutrality’”.52 Yet the 

degree to which aid work is neutral and impartial with regards to the imposition of 

Western values on local cultures is itself debatable. 

 

 

  

 

Political Development  
 

There are distinct differences between humanitarian-military and development-

military relations, and the terms of debate cannot simply be transferred from one to 

the other. However, the dilemmas that exist – and remain unresolved – over 

humanitarian and military relations, “should be reason enough for development policy 

to adopt a markedly judicious approach”53 in its relationship with the military and the 

political emphasis on security. There are both opportunities and risks for all actors in 

the development-military relationship. The danger of aid being used to flank military 

engagement or used as ‘force protection’ activities remains. Areas of particular 

sensitivity identified by Klingebiel and Roehder (2004), as far as development is 

concerned (though echoing many of the concerns raised by PRTs and humanitarian-

military relations), include:  

 

• Development policy being subordinated to military logic 

• The military implementation of measures with a development character 

• Development as a source of funding for military missions 

• Development as a source of funding for civil activities conducted by the 

military  

 

Since the late 1990s there has been a “changing focus from linking relief and 

development to linking aid and security”54. This turn brings forward concerns over the 

politicisation of aid and a more formal, institutional association between aid, politics 

and the military.    
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54 Macrea, Joanna and Harmer, Adele (2004) p.4 
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While aid may always have been political, it is perceived to be becoming more so. 

The ‘new humanitarianism’, as it has acceptingly become known, is seen to be 

increasingly and explicitly tied to political objectives. Politics has been mainstreamed 

more effectively than many other issues such as gender could hope to be: 

“Humanitarian aid is becoming an integral part of donors’ comprehensive strategy to 

transform conflicts, decrease violence and set the stage for liberal development.”55 A 

central tenant of this is one of coherence between aid, politics, trade, diplomacy and 

military activities. The combined efforts of all these domains working towards 

common goals is seen, by some, as the most effective way of achieving long term 

global security and development. 

 

In this instance, the civil-military nexus is not necessarily one of a direct operational 

relationship. Rather, the two domains become partners, both tools of domestic and 

foreign policy. The subsequent threat to humanitarian principles may be less 

dramatically visible, but no less insidious for that.      

 

Echoing the new humanitarianism is the proposed new mantra of development: ‘no 

security without development – no development without security’. This emerging 

paradigm reflects the circular quandary of ‘The Conflict Trap’; a World Bank report 

that argues “war retards development, but conversely, development retards war.” 56 

Successful development can decrease the likelihood of civil war; the failure of 

development can lead to a downward spiral of war and underdevelopment. The 

report goes on to suggest a post-conflict scenario in which the long-term coordination 

of aid, policy reform and military intervention can break the conflict trap. 

 

The current situation in Sudan may be seen as an illustration of this scenario. The 

military involvement of the African Union, the pressure from international donors and 

the activities of aid agencies may all play their part in the peace process. 

Development is a necessary component of encouraging lasting peace and security, 

and will benefit from the improved security situation. While development aids the 

peace process, though, it also implicitly aids ‘state’ structures and their support, 

including their military capabilities. Development adds to the security of Sudan – and 

thus of the Government of Sudan (GoS) and SPLA – that in turn increases the 

potential for increased instability: the previous ‘cease-fire’ from 1972 to 1983 was, in 
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hindsight, a period when both sides recuperated from the conflict rather than moved 

towards a peaceful resolution.  

 

This is, of course, no argument for not ‘doing development’ in such a scenario, or to 

suggest that development alone, free from political fetters, can solve the world’s ills.    

There remains the danger, though, of the conflation of development and state/military 

objectives. The common alignment of developmental and political goals needs to be 

recognised if development is not to be quietly subordinated to the issue of ‘security’.  

 

Following the 11th September 2001 attacks in the USA, ‘security’ came to the top of 

the international agenda. Since then it has become formulised as a standard and 

dominant part of foreign policy. In today’s interrelated world, internal conflicts (over 

‘there’) are seen to directly threaten (‘our’) global security. This has brought 

development, and the perceived security threat posed by underdevelopment, to the 

attention of a wider range of actors than before. The growing realisation amongst the 

Powers that inequality, poverty and social injustice are often underlying causes of 

serious conflicts and are worthy of concern is to be welcomed. But it has also helped 

bring about worrying changes in the development-military relationship that, as with 

the World Bank report, suppose a “close mutual relationship between development 

policy and military engagement.”57 There is also an assumption “that development 

policy is in a position to provide help in lessening risks in post-conflict situations that 

could be sufficient to permit reductions in military presence.”58 

 

Such assumptions highlight an unsettling relationship between development and 

military activities and remind us that development, as with humanitarian relief, does 

not occur in a vacuum and cannot wholly separate itself from other influences. The 

changing environment and political concern with development may provide a chance 

for development actors to influence wider policy and military strategy, as well as 

benefit from improved security. There is the danger, though, of development policy 

becoming subordinate to short-term military strategies or of being used as an 

unwitting political tool.       

 

In Afghanistan before 2001, “donors such as the UK and US...ruled that all forms of 

capacity building of state welfare institutions should be avoided because this 
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transfers resources to an illegitimate regime”59. By supplying aid in Afghanistan – 

whatever humanitarian principles one may have – one is enhancing the social 

stability of the country and therefore directly enhancing the security of the 

government or ruling elite. This was the case during the Taliban regime and remains 

so today:  INGOs are unavoidably part of a system that aims to create and 

consolidate the control of a central government empowered by the same belligerent 

countries that fund them.  

 

During the Taliban regime, NGOs were expected to be anti the ‘presumptive 

authority’ and the UK Government Department for International Development (DFID) 

refused to fund expatriates working there. Today, some donors want NGOs to openly 

declare their support to political processes. NGOs “are being asked not just to accept 

the political dimensions of their work (which is fair) but to subjugate their anti-poverty 

missions to broader, more complex political and sometimes military goals (which may 

not always be either fair or smart).”60 As the case of Afghanistan shows, the division 

between humanitarian relief and development is itself a partly political one. From life 

saving relief under the Taliban to life (and state) sustaining development under the 

US and thence Afghan governments, the distinction has been imposed by politics not 

need.  

 

The perceived correlation between underdevelopment and activities such as drug 

trafficking, terrorism and refugee flows has led to changing understandings of 

security. Previously we might have broadly defined security as being free from 

danger or the perceived threat of danger, and so reliant upon the actual, potential or 

perceived threat of force. It appears as if such a notion will no longer suffice. The 

UN’s report ‘A more secure world’ says the “central challenge for the twenty-first 

century is to fashion a new and broader understanding...of what collective security 

means...”61 Whatever collective security may mean, the report is adamant that 

development is its “indispensable foundation”. 62 “This ‘repackaging’ of security as a 

development concern means that enhancing security involves changing the 

behaviour of populations within countries.”63 And so, “as aid evolves and explicitly 
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attempts to change behaviours and attitudes in recipient countries, the social 

concerns of aid agencies merge with the security concerns of ‘metropolitan’ states.”64  

 

Security has come to dominate EU foreign policy. In turn, EU development policy has 

become, or some would argue has become more obviously, subordinate to foreign 

policy.65 The relationship between foreign policy, security and development policy is 

even more at the heart of the European debate. While development policy has 

always been subservient to strategic foreign policy concerns, the relationship 

between the post 9/11 world and ‘our’ security is ever more entrenched. The search 

is on for new ways to integrate “security and development concerns and new 

coordination networks including development/security/defence communities, both in 

headquarters and at the field level.”66 

 

By stating that “you are either with us or against us” George Bush summed up a 

dilemma that most humanitarian actors would prefer not to confront. If we are to 

accept this over simplistic dichotomy, then NGOs would simply become another 

foreign policy tool to be deployed in the same way as armies. Perhaps we are getting 

close to that situation in Afghanistan and Iraq?  

 

The UK’s Department for International Development (DFID) is seen by some as 

representing “a new and proactive model for cooperation of development policy with 

military actors.”67 Particularly with regards to the work of the recently renamed 

Conflict, Humanitarian and Security Department (CHASE) and the development of 

inter-ministerial funding in the shape of ‘conflict prevention pools’. DFID’s ‘strategy for 

security and development’ is in line with wider trends when it claims: “We need better 

collaboration between development, defence and diplomatic communities to achieve 

our respective and complementary aims.”68 However;  

 

…This does not mean that aid should be put at the service of global security... 

Changing development priorities to meet security goals would only serve to 

compromise both. Instead, we need to improve policy and practice on how 
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development and security goals can be pursued in a mutually reinforcing 

way.69 

 

DFID recognises the challenges of collaboration, the concerns of some in the 

development sector and the “genuine differences between security and development 

approaches.”70 Claiming that aid should not be politicised, nor put at the ‘service of 

global security’, yet maintaining that it should reinforce such security goals, is 

drawing a fine line indeed. DFID’s funding of PRTs in Afghanistan71 would seem to 

have crossed it already.  

 

 

 

Box 5: Funding of civil and military activities 
 

The management of overseas funding is one area in which there also appears to be 

a convergence between the development and military spheres. Within the framework 

of the Development Assistance Committee (DAC), discussion continues as to what 

extent funding for peace-related activities, including anti-terrorism activities, may be 

considered as Official Development Assistance (ODA).72 The concern is that a 

country’s funding for non-civil activities may be amalgamated within their statistics for 

foreign aid.  

 

The UK government’s Conflict Prevention Pools provide another example of the 

intermingling of civil and non-civil funding strategies. These two pools (the Africa 

Conflict Prevention Pool chaired by DFID and the Global Conflict Prevention Pool 

chaired by the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO)) combine funds and 

management from DFID, the FCO and the Ministry of Defence (MOD) for joint 

projects.  

 

Another area of convergence is to be seen in civil and military actors competing for 

funds. For instance, the material costs of the Bundeswehr’s (German Federal Armed 

Forces) CIMIC projects are not met by Federal Ministry of Defence budget. They are 

though, able to apply to the Federal Foreign Office, EU, ECHO or other agencies for 
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funding. “This means that the Bundeswehr is competing for resources mainly with 

humanitarian and development NGOs, and due to the fact that it has no overhead or 

personnel costs, the Bundeswehr is in a position to offer its services at lower costs 

than many of its competitors.”73   

 

In turn, military contracts have also been given to development actors. “The GTZ 

[Gesellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit, a German development agency] has, 

for instance, constructed barracks facilities for the Bundeswehr in Afghanistan and 

the Balkans.”74 

 

 

 

The specifics of development-military relations are often passed over in discussions 

of CMR in favour of the more visible aspects of humanitarian-military relations. To 

separate the two, though, would seem to be mistaken. For there are wider issues as 

to the concept of neutrality, and the perceptions and politics of aid, that underlay and 

impact upon them both. As such, development needs to be given greater 

consideration in debates surrounding civil-military relations. 

 

 

 Conclusion 
 

This paper has sought to examine the environment in which Ockenden works; an 

environment that we both help constitute, and are constituted by. In doing so, it has 

been necessary to place the questions raised by civil-military relations within their 

wider context. 

 

In response to the military encroachment of ‘humanitarian space’, civil actors have 

re-affirmed the principles that are seen to underlay humanitarian work. The uncritical 

acceptance of these principles, in the public domain at least, is understandable given 

their perceived centrality to civil actors’ identity. Yet in doing so, the defence of an 

idealised ‘humanitarian space’ is founded on precarious ground.  
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Aid is not a neutral activity, and aid agencies are not neutral entities. The notion of 

humanitarian space – as an area where the principles of neutrality and impartiality 

are upheld, un-feted by the constraints of donors’ or ‘negotiated access’; where there 

is a clear distinction between civil and military actors, beneficiaries and belligerents; 

allowing aid agencies unrestricted access to a largely benign and politically blind 

population – is untenable. If aid agencies are to confront the political and ideological 

dilemmas posed by the politicisation and militarisation of aid, first we must confront 

our own political and ideological position.  

 

To speak out against the infringements of military forces or the blurring of the 

boundaries between the funding mechanisms of civil and military actors, as surely we 

must, we need first to clarify our own position and not base it on false principles. It is 

military forces that have breached the boundaries of ‘humanitarianism’, but it is not 

enough simply to point the finger of blame. And there is a danger in calling for one 

form or another of military involvement or political strategy: being overtly political in 

order to try and appear non-partisan – when we are not – will surely not suffice. We 

must also be aware that we are not accountable to those we often represent.  

 

There will presumably forever be tensions between humanitarian principles and 

humanitarian pragmatism. This need not necessarily be debilitating. But it might be 

better to openly address the contradictions of humanitarianism rather than 

obfuscating them. And it is surely better to make guidelines realistic and earth bound 

rather than an idea that can never be realised. 

 

The perceptions of all actors’ are critical to CMR. It is also critical that we ask why 

beneficiaries and belligerents do not always see us as we would like them to. The 

militarisation of humanitarianism is one influence, but it is not the only one. That aid 

workers are not seen as sacrosanct by armed criminals is no surprise; nor should be 

the realisation that in the eyes of many we are inextricably linked to our home 

countries military forces and political powers. Or, that our supposed neutrality does 

not fit comfortably with the perception of our ideological position. The force of 

‘humanity’ might seem to transcend such concerns, but the enforcement of Western 

humanitarianism is itself an issue that needs to be addressed. 

 

Neutrality is a vitally important concept, but it is one which is easily manipulated. 

Being neutral per se is not ‘dangerous’, but it is a dangerous concept to accept 

uncritically. It appears to refute the need for the accountability of NGOs and others: 
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held aloft to protect us, it often merely blinds us as to what is going on, or enables us 

to turn a blind eye. Furthermore, there is a danger of our concerns for humanitarian 

space and neutrality being ultimately self-serving; an attempt to salve our 

conscience, with so many words expended as a false justification for our own 

legitimacy. 

 

Yet it is hoped that by acknowledging that our actions are never neutral, that they 

have unwanted ramifications, are perceived differently by different people and are 

impinged by constraints largely beyond our control, we are then in a better position to 

understand and mitigate both the impact of our presence and of external influences.  
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