
Participants in the national 
consultation on youth 
volunteering in Morocco. 
(Laboratoire Brahim/UNV, 2012)

UN Volunteer Junko Nomura 
(Japan), Associate Reintegration 
Officer with UNHCR, registers 
new refugees coming from the 
DRC in Nkamira Transit Centre in 
Rwanda.  
(Anouck Bronee/UNHCR, 2012)

Edouard Palogo (Burkinabé), UN Volunteer
Refugee Registration Officer, with the
family of Adama Ag Boubacar (right),
in Sag Nioniogo refugee camp, Burkina 
Faso. (Eric St-Pierre, UNV 2014)
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In the aftermath of conflicts or natural disasters, 
people often need assistance from the international 
community. The United Nations is there to help get the 
aid flowing and to enable recovery and rehabilitation. 
UN Volunteers frequently play a key part in delivering 
this assistance, and often at the front line.

Supporting the operations of various UN agencies, UN 
Volunteers engage in a wide range of roles with the ulti-
mate aim to save and protect the lives of people, inclu- 
ding refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs), to 
alleviate suffering and to uphold human dignity. 

Humanitarian assistance is a priority for the United 
Nations Volunteers (UNV) programme as part of its 
mandate to deliver peace and sustainable development 
through volunteerism.  Humanitarian assistance and 
crisis prevention and recovery (CPR) are key priority 
areas for UNV, and they are achieved by engaging at 
operational and programme levels with the respective 
UN lead agencies  in the areas of:

   Emergency response;

   Child protection;

   Protection of refugees and IDPs;

   Provision of basic services and

   Empowerment of marginalized communities.   

Humanitarian assistance can span the spectrum of 
support from emergency humanitarian relief in times 
of crisis to post-crisis recovery, helping to secure long 
lasting peace right through to development. 

This Overview on UNV in action: Humanitarian Assistance 
focuses on the assistance UNV and UN Volunteers 
provide in emergency situations and on the three key 
UN humanitarian assistance agencies that are usually 
first on the ground. These are:  the Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the 
World Food Programme (WFP) and the Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA). 

UNV in action:  
Humanitarian 
Assistance 

 They create a culture of empowerment among 
the marginalized groups and host populations, de-
monstrating that people are entitled to dignity and 
can shape their future.

 At various times over the years, UN Volunteers have 
partnered with local communities and set up youth 
groups, organised awareness-raising events against 
HIV/AIDS, raised awareness of violence against 
women and girls, and facilitated campaigns to 
promote diversity and the inclusion of marginalized 
people.  

 The volunteers’ capacity development skills and 
local knowledge demonstrate their added value in 
this area. 

 There are equal numbers of men and women 
becoming UN Volunteers in emergency response 
operations despite the often difficult environments 
in which these operations are carried out (e.g. 
frequently at non-family duty stations). 

 UN Volunteers support the mandates and 
programmes of partners at all stages of the 
emergency spectrum. UNV also regularly deals with 
the United Nations Department of Peacekeeping 

Operations and United Nations Department of 
Political Affairs (DPKO/DPA), the United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP), the World 
Health Organization (WHO), the United Nations 
Population Fund (UNFPA), the International 
Organization for Migration (IOM) and the Office of 
the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 
Rights (OHCHR).

The United Nations Volunteers (UNV) programme 
contributes to peace and development through 
volunteerism worldwide. We work with partners 
to integrate qualified, highly motivated and well 
supported UN Volunteers into development pro-
gramming and promote the value and global reco-
gnition of volunteerism. UNV is active in around 
130 countries every year. With Field Presences in 
over 80 countries, UNV is represented worldwide. 

UNV is administered by the United Nations Develop-
ment Programme (UNDP) and reports to the UNDP 
Executive Board.

“The families and communities 
struggling to survive in today’s 
emergencies do so with resilience 
and dignity.  They need and deserve 
our renewed commitment to do all 
we can to provide them with the 
means for a better future.”
UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon on  
World Humanitarian Day 2015

“We visit the camp each week and every 
day there is a different challenge. The 
stories of women and children who went 
through persecution and tried to survive 
and build a new life are always inspiring. It 
takes courage and resilience to build a new 
life in exile. It’s always priceless to be part 
of the positive changes in their life.” 

Askal Tilahun, UN Volunteer Associate Community Services 
Officer with UNHCR in Malawi in 2014

For more information about UNV, please visit www.unv.org 



UN Volunteer Sanaa Hussein 
teaches at Jefnah School in 
Taalabaya, located in the 
Bekaa Valley of Lebanon. 
Sanaa is one of 102 
Palestinian refugees, all 
legal residents of Lebanon, 
who have been mobilized as 
national UN Volunteers to 
teach newly arrived refugee 
children from Syria in schools 
throughout Lebanon. (Nadim 
Bou Habib, 2016)

Of the 6,796 UN Volunteers fielded around the world in 
2015, over 1,100 (16%) were deployed to UNHCR, WFP 
and OCHA, where emergency humanitarian assistance 
was the principle focus of their assignments. They 
worked in crisis situations, delivering basic services 
in health, food and livelihoods and protecting the 
vulnerable.

In the past five years, UN Volunteers have supported 
humanitarian response in war-torn and post-conflict 
countries such as Afghanistan, Burundi, Chad, 
Colombia, Côte d’Ivoire, the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo, Guinea, Liberia, Rwanda, Somalia and 
South Sudan, to name a few.

UN Volunteers have also supported humanitarian-
assistance efforts in countries during famines and 
after natural disasters, for example in the immediate 
aftermath of Typhoon Haiyan, which killed 6,000 
people and displaced four million in the Philippines 
in November 2013, and the devastating earthquakes 
in Nepal and Ecuador in April 2015 and April 2016 
respectively.

UNHCR

 The United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) is the third largest partner 
of UNV. Mandated to lead and coordinate 
international action to protect refugees and resolve 
refugee problems worldwide, its primary purpose is 
to safeguard the rights and well-being of refugees.

 Since the partnership began in 2000, the number 
of UN Volunteers serving with UNHCR every year 
has almost tripled.  In 2015, 935 UN Volunteers 
from 109 countries were fielded with UNHCR in 
75 countries, accounting for more than 11% of 
UNHCR’s field staff. 

 About 50% of these 935 conducted core emergency 
response, working mainly in the areas of protection 
and refugee eligibility, and refugee status 
determination. 

 The rest provided substantive support (legal, 
gender, project/programme coordination, training, 
public information, outreach, communications), 
and operational support (IT, database management, 
logistics, finance, human resources and 
interpretation/translation).

WFP

  In emergencies, the World Food Programme (WFP) 
gets food to where it is needed, saving the lives of 
victims of war, civil conflict and natural disasters. 
Getting food to people in need following an 
earthquake, flood or other crisis is a daunting task. 
Those in the field must quickly dispatch vehicles, 
such as helicopters, trucks and boats filled with food.  
They must track airdrops and the other deliveries, 
assist partners in organizing distribution while staying 
on top of administrative duties. There are also the 
effects of the natural disaster or conflict to face, such 
as collapsed bridges, washed out or blocked roads.

 These rigors notwithstanding, in 2015, 152 UN 
Volunteers from 55 countries served with WFP in 39 
countries. Carrying out a variety of assignments, UN 
Volunteers held positions as Programme Officers, 
logisticians, field officers, food aid monitors and 
nutritionists, among others. 

OCHA

 The United Nations Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) is the arm of the UN 
Secretariat that is responsible for bringing together 
humanitarian actors to ensure coherent response to 
emergencies.

“I could see how volunteerism can 
support the achievement of projects 
facilitated by UNDP and NGOs to help 
people regain their livelihood. This 
had a big impact on the beneficiaries 
as it gave them back some of the 
assets they had lost due to the 
typhoon.”

Alma de la Cruz, national UN Volunteer (the 
Philippines), 2013 Typhoon Haiyan survivor

“I am happy to contribute to the 
well-being of my people, even 
though it entails being apart from 
my family. Despite the hardships, 
this is a very enriching experience 
and I would like to thank UNDP for 
giving me an opportunity to join this 
mission.” 

National UN Volunteer Civil Engineer Manash Gadtaula 
serving under the 2015 UNDP debris management and 
demolition project in Nepal

  In 2015, 59 UN Volunteers from 34 countries served 
with OCHA in 20 countries. Overall, more than half 
were assigned to the areas of humanitarian affairs, 
field work, communications, public information 
and disaster management. UN Volunteers also 
served in the areas of logistics, IT, human rights and 
administration.

UNV’S ADDED VALUE

 UN Volunteers complement the collective talent 
UN partners need to address humanitarian 
situations.  The deployment of international and 
national UN Volunteers, who reside and work 
together with crisis-affected communities, is critical 
in ensuring the delivery and implementation of 
partners’ programmes, as UN Volunteers support 
capacity development, train, coach and mentor local 
counterparts in host countries. 

 UN Volunteers often go the extra mile, engaging 
directly with local communities, demonstrating by 
their actions the values of inclusion, gender equity 
and commitment to volunteerism as a means to 
achieve peace and social development. 

In response to the 25 April 2015 earthquake in Nepal, 
national UN Volunteer Civil Engineers demolished 

houses, led a brigade of local community volunteers, 
and supervised work to make sure it continued after 

their departure. (UNV, 2015)


