
Under-Secretary-General and Emergency Relief Coordinator, Mark Lowcock 

Remarks at Center for Global Development

Washington D.C. Friday 13 October 2017 

As prepared for delivery

Thank you. I’m delighted to be here.  I’m a big fan of think tanks. Well, the goods ones, 
anyway. And yes, you’re in that category. I read the league tables. There are not enough good
think tanks on humanitarian issues, so I am really pleased you are joining the club. I doubt 
you will have a more avid or attentive follower. 

I have also inherited a fantastic policy group in OCHA. And my view is that their work, and 
yours, will be improved by collaboration and dialogue.

I am so pleased to be speaking here in Washington, where the decisions of the world’s largest
and most generous humanitarian financier are taken.

Introduction

Today I want to talk today about what I have inherited as I come into this role - today is day 
45 - as the Emergency Relief Coordinator. Today we have a global humanitarian system that 
is more effective than ever before, thanks in no small part to the tireless efforts of tens of 
thousands of aid workers. But, it is a system that is also under strain, despite more generous 
funding than ever before.

Then I want to say something about the opportunity we have now to ease the strain, and how 
I am hoping by working with others, to play a part in doing that.

And how the policy and research community might help.

The case of Diffa

But let me first take you to Diffa in Niger. Niger is the poorest country in the world. Diffa is 
the poorest region in the poorest country. 

Niger – and Diffa in particular – has suffered from years of under-development. This, 
combined with climate shocks, mean that many of its people frequently do not have enough 
to eat. 

And, for the last eight years, they have suffered the violence and barbarity of armed groups 
like Boko Haram. 

Today, 400,000 people need humanitarian assistance in Diffa. 

Sadly, Niger rarely gets the international attention it deserves – or the donor funding. It is a 
‘forgotten crisis’. 

That is one of the reasons why I decided to make it the first place I visited in this job.

I went to a village called N’Gagam, near the border with Nigeria. 

N’Gagam had a pre-crisis population of 1,000. 
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It now hosts 13,500 people from both Niger and Nigeria. 

Overall, there are a quarter of a million displaced people in Diffa. They live in 140 informal 
settlements alongside vulnerable host communities, who are themselves feeling the strain of 
the influx.

The displaced have all fled unspeakable atrocities and violence. 

They cannot return to their homes. Either their homes were destroyed or it is still too 
dangerous to go back. 

While there, I met a 30-year-old woman named Achaitou. She had fled Nigeria to N’Gagam 
with her four young children. 

She survives with the help of the UN and our humanitarian partners, which have scaled up 
their support significantly over the last 12 months. 

She maintains her dignity and retains hope of a better future for her children. 

But she remains terrified of violence and abduction, and takes her children into the bush at 
night, risking disease and snake bites. 

She wants to go home to Nigeria. But she will only do that if she knows that it is safe for her 
and her family.

I wanted to begin today by telling Achaitou’s story and the broader story of Diffa because I 
think it exemplifies the larger trends in the humanitarian system in the 21st century.

It illustrates both the successes of today’s humanitarian system, and also the challenges.  

In Diffa, humanitarian aid is keeping people alive, but at the same time, we are struggling to 
tackle the complexities of the crisis. 

How do we protect vulnerable communities caught up in conflict? 

How do we find sustainable solutions to long-term displacement? 

How do we deal with the root causes of vulnerability – namely under-development and 
people’s lack of resilience?

How do we do better to prevent violence, including staggering levels of sexual violence and 
abuse, that is committed against women and girls?

These questions are the big ones in Diffa. But the whole humanitarian community is having 
to ask themselves the same ones in many other places around the world. 

The striking growth in need across the world has left humanitarians struggling to meet 
demand. Our system was never designed to deal with either the complexity or the volume of 
crises we face today. 

Because I am a person whose glass is always half full, let’s start by evaluating what we are 
getting right. 

First, the humanitarian system is saving lives and protecting people on a scale never 
achieved before.
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Tens of millions of people are reached every year, and millions of lives are saved. 

Our financiers (including many of you) need to know that we are delivering important results 
for their taxpayers. On behalf of those whose voices are rarely heard – like Achaitou and 
dozens like her I have met in the last 7 weeks, I thank you.

At the end of last year, experts warned of the spectre of four famines in 2017, in South 
Sudan, Somalia, Yemen and North-East Nigeria. 

The Secretary-General sounded an alarm bell to the world in February of this year. The UN 
and its partners mobilised. Donors released funding quickly. Key interventions, like 
immunisation and therapeutic feeding for children, were prioritized. These famines have been
largely averted. Humanitarian agencies are now delivering life-saving assistance to 13 million
people in those four countries, despite dangerous conditions, access constraints and funding 
gaps. But, as the Secretary-General told the Security Council yesterday, this problem is not 
solved.

Then on natural disasters, we have seen recently how partnerships with local and national 
actors have led to much stronger responses, including in the Caribbean in the last month.

Last week, I was in Bangladesh to support efforts to help more than 500,000 Rohingya 
refugees. Much more needs to be done. But already, the UN-supported relief operation is 
making an impact. In the six weeks since the influx began after August 25, UNHCR, WFP, 
UNICEF, UNFPA and IOM and their national and international NGOs partners have 
combined to deliver 9 million food rations, water and sanitation support to 300,000 people; 
immunisation for 150,000 children; shelter kits to 150,000 people and counselling and trauma
support to over 50,000 people. 

Or look at the humanitarian response to the liberation of Mosul, in Iraq, which my Deputy, 
Ursula Mueller, witnessed a few weeks ago. The case load far surpassed our worst-case 
planning assumptions. But humanitarian operations kept pace in support of national efforts. 
Emergency camps were built in record time. Stocks were pre-positioned. Through effective 
advocacy and engagement with the Iraqi authorities and coalition partners, we made sure that 
civilian protection was at the centre of the military operation. Mosul shows what 
humanitarians can achieve with effective civil-military coordination. And when we have the 
resources to respond flexibly and at scale. 

Second, humanitarian workers are brave and committed and deserve recognition and 
protection.

These successes of the humanitarian ‘system’ would not be possible without the tens of 
thousands of aid workers on the ground. 

They come from all places and backgrounds. In Borno last month I met a former domestic 
science secondary school teacher who had given up her job to work for the International 
Organisation for Migration. I asked her why. “To make a difference,” she said. 

Too often aid workers become casualties of the violence around them. So far in 2017 alone 
90 aid workers have been killed in deliberate acts of violence, the vast majority of them 
national staff. This is unacceptable. And all perpetrators of such violence will have to be held 
to account eventually.

Third, the humanitarian system is under strain.
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At the end of last year, some 130 million people required humanitarian assistance – a figure 
that is almost three times that of a decade ago. 

More than 65 million have been forcibly displaced by conflict, violence and persecution – a 
record high since the Second World War. They include 40 million internally displaced people
(IDPs). 

Many more are displaced each year by natural disasters.

Climate change is a risk multiplier, driving displacement and humanitarian need. 

The consecutive droughts in the Horn of Africa, and the recent series of storms that 
pummelled over a dozen islands across the Caribbean are just two examples.

In 2016, some 325 natural disasters – earthquakes, floods, typhoons, hurricanes and the like –
across the world affected over 200 million people. 

Humanitarian funding has risen significantly in recent years, but needs still outpace available 
resources.

The overall funding for humanitarian appeals as a percentage of total requirements has been 
declining over the past decade. 

Between 2007 and 2009, 72 per cent of humanitarian needs were funded. Between 2013 and 
2016 this figure had fallen to 61 per cent.

Our 2017 humanitarian appeal stands at a record $24.1 billion to help 145 million crisis-
affected people. Even with donors providing a record-level of resources at close to $11 
billion so far this year, the funding gap remains wide.

So, what, amidst all this, are the opportunities? 

Last year in Istanbul, the World Humanitarian Summit gathered thousands of representatives 
from 180 Member States, and from the humanitarian and development communities to 
support a change agenda which put crisis-affected people at the centre of global action. The 
overarching vision for these changes– the Agenda for Humanity – remains valid. It reinforces
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. We need to keep up the momentum to deliver
on the many commitments made.

In April, the Secretary-General called me to ask me to take on this job. The main reason I was
keen to accept is that I think the vision he has set out for reforming the United Nations to 
make us fit for the 21st century is the most persuasive I have seen in thirty years. And that 
reform, if we implement it, should both reduce the need for humanitarian assistance and make
it more effective. 

The Secretary-General recently joked that the thing that keeps him up at night is UN 
bureaucracy. Red Tape. Byzantine procedures. Fragmented structures. He has known from 
the outset of his tenure that the multilateral system must change if it is to remain relevant and 
effective. And he is investing significant political capital in moving a tough reform process 
forward. In his own words the over-arching aim is to achieve “value for money while 
advancing shared values.”
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Strengthening the UN’s capacities on mediation, conflict prevention and peacebuilding 
should help with humanitarian objectives. Too often, humanitarians end up subsidising the 
human and financial costs of the failure of politics. Doing more to stop conflicts from 
breaking out in the first place, resolving the conflicts that are ongoing, and acting to avoid 
relapse would go a long way to reducing the humanitarian caseload to a more manageable 
level. 

The Secretary-General also wants to make the UN development system more field-focused, 
better coordinated and accountable. A key aspect of this is to strengthen the links between 
humanitarian and development work, especially in protracted crises. As part of this, he is 
throwing his support behind the proposals agreed at the World Humanitarian Summit in May 
2016.

And he wants to tackle the bureaucracy, decentralize decision making and simplify 
procedures through greater efficiency and transparency. This is critical as it helps our 
colleagues in the field to focus on supporting people affected by crises rather than wrestling 
with complex bureaucracy to hire staff or purchase office supplies.

We also see enormous opportunity to build a new partnership with the World Bank to the 
same ends.

In my last job, I worked hard to encourage the Bank to play a more active role in fragile 
states, and in dealing with crises. The shareholders, through generous contributions to IDA 
18, have agreed to finance a big boost to that work for the next three years.

The Bank now has a real opportunity to bring its expertise and finance to bear in places 
where the poorest and most vulnerable live. 

In Jim Kim and Kristalina Georgieva, we have leaders who understand the benefits of the 
Bank and the humanitarian system collaborating more. I greatly appreciate the role Kristalina 
plays in championing the Grand Bargain, which aims to improve humanitarian effectiveness 
and efficiency. The joint work between the Bank and UNICEF on social protection for those 
just a step from starvation in Yemen; the Bank’s recent grant to the ICRC in Somalia; and the
work on risk financing are just a few examples. We see huge potential to do more, in 
particular on refugees and IDPs, social safety nets, and building resilience. 

Our traditional donors, as I said earlier, have never been so generous. 

But I am also struck by the number of new actors from civil society, the private sector, and 
local organizations contributing to humanitarian action. 

Those of you who were at the Istanbul Summit would have seen this rich diversity gathered 
in one place. 

We need to leverage this global support for what we do.

Build a strong coalition for humanitarian action. Keep people engaged. Value everyone’s 
role. 

Let me talk now about what I am hoping to contribute in this job.

In OCHA I have inherited an organization full of brilliant, passionate, capable and committed
people. We are determined now to build an organization in which they can all do their best 
work. Based on the reform plan I inherited, we are restructuring to focus on five core 
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functions. Advocacy, coordination, humanitarian financing, information management and 
policy development. We are building an organizational culture that is collaborative. Our role 
is to offer a coordination service. We are not an agency. We are not operational, in the sense 
that we don’t and won’t implement programmes ourselves. 

Good coordinators, in my experience, build trust, are perceived as helpful and supportive, and
are facilitative and good listeners. If that is how our key delivery partners – who are the UN 
agencies, international and local NGOs, and the Red Cross –  see us, we will be serving them 
well. 

We need to be accountable, agile, decentralised, effective and transparent. 

We also need to be financially sustainable. For too long OCHA has spent more money than it 
receives in income. Our generous donors – whose voluntary contributions pay for 95 per cent 
of what we do – are clear about what they can provide. We need to adjust to that.

This is not about doing more with less. It is about doing less, but doing it better. We will 
become more focused on the things that we do well, the things that our partners want us to 
do. And let me be clear about one thing. Given the structure of the humanitarian system, 
OCHA’s role is not optional – it is indispensable. 

Beyond creating a better OCHA, I would like, when I move on from this role in however 
many years from now, to leave a system in which three big problems are dealt with better: 
Conflict, and especially the behaviour of belligerents in war. Protracted food crises, too often 
verging on famine. And the growing numbers of refugees and internally displaced people.

Firstly, we need to find ways to address the behaviour of combatants in conflict. The 
international laws of war are being routinely violated. Typically, people commit these 
heinous crimes when they think that they won’t be seen, or won’t be caught or won’t be 
punished. 

The question of how to change the behaviour of belligerents – including their motivations -  
is ripe for more research and better policy thinking, in addition to persistent advocacy and 
constructive dialogue. Can you help with that? The Secretary-General has called on States, 
NGOs, and other stakeholders to embark on a concerted, global effort to enhance civilian 
protection in armed conflict. 

When it comes to accountability, first let us ensure violations are witnessed. We live in a 
world in which technology companies have access to an enormous amount of information 
across all parts of the world – can we collaborate with them to collect and catalogue evidence
so that violators know they could be ‘seen’? 

My good friend Tony Lake has remarked to me on the effectiveness of the Monitoring and 
Review Mechanism established for Children in Armed Conflict on changing the behaviour of
belligerents. Could we develop similar tools on other issues?

We also need open dialogue with Governments and fighting parties to prevent violations and 
enhance protection. There are very practical ways to reduce the impact of urban warfare on 
civilians. In Afghanistan, the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) and US military 
have thought creatively about reducing impacts on civilians, including about the choice of 
weapons used, military tactics and casualty tracking. How do we convince others to follow 
that example? 
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I know that these are difficult issues politically. But accountability to international 
humanitarian and human rights law is required by law. So, let’s look harder at what we can 
do about this. 

 Martin Luther King once told us, quoting Theodore Parker, that the ‘arc of the moral 
universe is long, but it bends towards justice’. Let’s see if we can make that a reality for 
victims of violations around the world.

The second area where I would like to see better outcomes is in reducing the number of 
protracted crises that escalate into food security catastrophes sometimes now verging on 
famine. 

Famine used to be ubiquitous across the world. I am five eighths Irish, and as a small boy I 
learned from my grandparents of the potato famine in the 1840s. One million people lost their
lives. One million more sought refuge elsewhere. 

At the moment I was born the worst famine known to history – in China – was robbing tens 
of millions of people of their lives. 

But in the last 20 years, up to 2017, there has been just one famine. In Somalia in 2011. 

So, this horror is becoming rarer and less lethal. Partly because more countries have 
developed and built resilience and better social protection systems. Partly because politics in 
many countries forces the authorities to deal with the problem before it gets out of control. 
And partly because when it does threaten, the response is better – with modern therapeutic 
feeding programmes, and immunisation dramatically reducing death rates.

I see no reason why this scourge can’t be finally eliminated from the human condition during 
my lifetime. Governments and fighting parties have an important role to play here. 
Respecting the rules of war is a primary defence against food insecurity. But can researchers 
also help with that? Amartya Sen, Alex de Waal and others have done superb work over 
many years on this. But there is a lot of room for new contributions. I know some people 
worry that climate change will exacerbate the problem in years to come. The threat of that 
should lead us to redouble our efforts. 

The third issue I think that we need to find better solutions to is the world’s growing caseload
of longstanding refugees and IDPs.

In 2016, we saw the launch of the new Refugees Frameworks the UN. I want to pay tribute to
Filippo Grandi and his team for ensuring that we take a more comprehensive and strategic 
approach to supporting refugees.  

In my last job, I was involved in developing the Jordan Compact in the run up to the Syria 
Conference in London in 2016. The Compact sought better solutions for refugees in Jordan 
on livelihoods and education. I think this is a model that can be applied elsewhere.

But we still face a considerable challenge on IDPs that needs to be addressed. Again, this 
comes with political difficulty but given the record numbers of IDPs in the world today, I 
think we need to look more closely at how we deal with this issue. Stronger linkages between
humanitarian and development actors will need to be part of the solution. Again, ensuring 
that the World Bank is actively involved will be critical.
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I am not suggesting that, as the Emergency Relief Coordinator, I am planning on leading on 
all of these areas. My role is to support others. But as someone who is motivated by finding 
solutions to complex problems, I want to do all I can to help support and facilitate change on 
these issues.  

Let me leave you with this picture of two mice. While one expounds optimistic theories of 
social change, the other is eaten by a snake. I have given many talks over recent years as the 
grey mouse. Her optimism is still well-placed. But now I want to ensure that we save the 
white mouse too. 
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