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Current Major Humanitarian Crises



Ban Ki-moon, “The Future of Humanitarian Action”, 2016

“The urgency is all too clear: if current demographic and conflict trends—
protracted complex conflicts with a high risk of relapse, forced 
displacement at a record scale, urbanized conflict, growing inequality—
continue, the gap between needs and response will only grow worse.”

https://www.un.org/en/chronicle/article/future-humanitarian-action



• Prolonged civil war has produced 
3.65 million internally displaced 
people since 2015. 

• Over 24 million Yemenis (80% of 
the population) are in need of 
humanitarian assistance.

• 500,000 deaths projected by 
2022, most due to indirect 
impacts such as degradation of 
health infrastructure. 

Yemen



• 5 million internally displaced 
people 

• 15.9 million require humanitarian 
assistance; 15.6 million suffer 
from crisis levels of food 
insecurity 

• Ongoing armed conflict, political 
instability, epidemics (ebola)

Democratic Republic of Congo



• Civil war has displaced half the 
population since 2011: 5.7 million 
refugees

• 11M Syrians (65% of the total 
population) are in need of 
humanitarian assistance

• Ongoing risk of major escalation 
by the government; long-term 
humanitarian needs will exist 
even if conflict de-escalates

Syria



• Decade-long insurgency in 
Northeast, communal violence in 
central areas and northwest.

• Food insecurity and cholera 
outbreaks

• 2 million displaced in the north 
east as of 2019; 13.4M in the 
region require humanitarian 
assistance.

Nigeria



• Escalating crisis rooted in 
political and economic turmoil, 
including hyperinflation and wide 
-scale food and medicine 
shortages.

• 4.6M have fled the country as of 
2019

• 25% of the population requires 
humanitarian assistance; 94% of 
households live in poverty. 

Venezuela



Major Humanitarian Agencies



Founded 1945 1919 1971 1942 1950

Operations
Emergency relief 
and international 

development

Disaster response 
and health 

emergencies

Medical response 
and advocacy

Poverty alleviation 
and disaster relief

Evangelical 
humanitarian aid, 

development, 
advocacy 

Scale
In 2016, 94 countries of 

operation supporting 962 
projects, reaching 80 

million people.

160 million people per 
year reached

70 countries, 35,000 
personnel

20 independent 
organizations, large 
portfolio of services

90 countries

Annual Budget Approx. $900M 
CAD

Approx. $700M 
CAD Approx. $1B CAD

Approx. $100M 
CAD (Oxfam 
America only)

Approx $3B CAD

HQ Geneva, 
Switzerland

Geneva, 
Switzerland

Geneva, 
Switzerland Nairobi, Kenya London, UK
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Evolving Trends in the Sector



Gerard Finnigan and Otta Farkas, “More than Laboratories: Four Decisive Challenges Confronting Humanitarian Innovation”,  Journal of Humanitarian Affairs (2019).

“What has changed, however, is the nature of this complexity. It has 
been inextricably shifted by forces that are beyond the current 
structural, technical or resource capacity of the humanitarian system to 
respond to people in crisis with any proven efficacy.”



Jean-Michel Grand, Chief Executive of Action Against Hunger

“The coming 15 years will be characterised by increasing crises, mass 
migration, inequality and natural disasters (...) without concerted efforts 
to evolve, INGOs will be sidelined by more efficient, adaptable actors –
from the private sector, religious groups, local civil society and armed 
forces.”



Driven by ongoing climate emergency and 
conflict

Growing Immediate-Term Needs



Public Health Pressures and Risk

• Climate Change: UNHCR (2013) predicts that within thirty 
years, between 50 and 350 million people will be displaced due 
to environmental stress. Old and new epidemics to be expected 
alongside this change. 

• Urbanization and Displacement: 54% of the global population 
currently living in urban areas is projected to increase to 66% by 
2050 (UNDESA, 2014).

• Informal settlements: By 2025, 1.8 billion people will be living 
in informal housing.

• Changing demographics: people over age 65 in developing 
countries will be the fastest growing age group by 2030

• Increasing number of humanitarian actors, including military 
and religious groups, blurring the definition of humanitarian 
groups and reducing perceived neutrality

• Politicization and Violence in Humanitarian Settings

• Kunduz (MSF, Afghanistan, 2016)

• Aleppo (UN/Red Crescent, 2015)

Increasing Complexity 



Who is the customer? 

• For most NGO emergency-
response agencies, the donor is 
the customer and the community 
where the innovation is applied is 
the beneficiary (Finnigan and 
Farkas, 2019)

• OCHA’s recommendations:
• Focus on the user
• Encourage responsible risk
• Foster collaboration between 

organizations

Prioritizing 
Innovation

Sources: “Humanitarian Innovation: The State of the Art”, Policy Paper, OCHA, November 2014
“The First Humanitarian Drone Testing Corridor in Africa”, Unicef, December 2016



• Justice (restricted access by 
governments, adapting to donor 
priorities, advocacy vs. access)

• Ensuring non-maleficence 
(invasions of privacy, lost 
income, economic inflation)

• Autonomy (informed consent, 
navigating cultural practices vs. 
reinforcing discriminatory 
practices) 

Ongoing Ethical Challenges



80% of the 4,278 registered 
NGOs worldwide are 

national (local) 
organizations

ALNAP’s State of the Humanitarian System Report, 2015



Less than 2% of all 
humanitarian funding 
goes directly to local 

NGOs
Bibi Van Der Zee, The Guardian



90% of humanitarian 
workers who died in 
2014 were local staff

Stephen O’Brien, head of Humanitarian Affairs at the UN



Challenging Assumptions

• Goal 2 of the “Grand Bargain” 
struck at the 2016 World 
Humanitarian Summit aims to 
achieve “a global, aggregated 
target of at least 25% of 
humanitarian funding to local 
and national responders as 
directly as possible to improve 
outcomes for affected people and 
reduce transactional costs” by 
2020.

Localizing Humanitarian Work

“There is a preconceived notion that anything local is not as good as 
international. This is something we have to challenge across the sector.” 

- Stephen McDonald, director at the Centre for Humanitarian Leadership



• National/international delineations

• Salary scales and investments into 
protection

• Questioning the need for external 
supports, decentralization 

• Representation of local staff and 
equity-seeking groups in leadership

• Voting rights for all staff (MSF)

• “Impartiality” & “Neutrality”

Confronting Operational Inequalities 
and the Colonial Roots of Aid

Source: “Colonial Legacies in International Aid: Policy 
Priorities and Actor Constellations”,  Bastian Becker, from 
“Colonialism to International Aid”, pp. 161-185



• Sexual abuse and exploitation

• Oxfam in Haiti (2018)

• International ebola workers from the WHO in the DRC (2020)

• WFP (2019)

• White supremacy 

• Representation in leadership, operational inequalities, cultural 
resistance to change, staff discrimination

• MSF Staff-led petition and decolonization movement, June 2020

• Leading through testimonies; engagement of the press

• Impartiality and independence of internal investigations, 
protection of whistleblowers

• Ensuring accountability

• Scratching the surface

Recent Controversies



From IARAN’s “The Future of Aid INGOs in 2030” 
Report

1. INGOs need to think strategically about what 
their value added is and how they will be situated 
in the ecosystem vis-à-vis other actors to ensure 
that they continue to contribute as effectively as 
possible to the building of community resilience

2. INGOs need to analyze where they can 
optimize their activities through restructuring, 
refocusing, or partnerships to increase their 
impact

3. INGOs must be prepared to challenge the 
vested interests in the humanitarian ecosystem 
and critically assess who can deliver the best 
services moving forward (organizationally and 
individually)

Key Recommendations



Degan Ali, Executive Director, Adeso

“Shifting power is not a theoretical exercise. 
It’s my life. It’s about my dignity.”



Sources and Suggested 
Readings

Sources Links
“Colonial Legacies in International Aid: Policy Priorities and Actor Constellations”, Bastian Becker, From “Colonialism to International Aid”, pp. 161-185 https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-030-38200-1_7

“Global Problems Aid Groups Should Prepare for, If They Want to Survive”, Malaka Gharib, NPR, August 2017 https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2017/08/21/542585015/global-problems-aid-groups-should-prepare-for-if-they-want-to-survive

“Putting Localization at the Center of the Humanitarian Future”, Lisa Cornish, Devex, May 2019 https://www.devex.com/news/putting-localization-at-the-center-of-the-humanitarian-future-94997

“Change or Die: Aid Charities Told to Stop Competing for Funds or Face Extinction”, Karen McVeigh, The Guardian, July 2017 https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2017/jul/20/change-or-die-aid-charities-told-to-stop-competing-for-funds-or-face-extinction

“The First Humanitarian Drone Testing Corridor in Africa: The Government of Malawi and UNICEF Test the Potential Humanitarian Use of Drones”, 
Press Release, UNICEF, December 2016 https://www.unicef.org/innovation/drones/first-humanitarian-testing-corridor-africa

“The Future of Aid INGOS in 2030”, IARAN Report, August 2017 https://static1.squarespace.com/static/593eb9e7b8a79bc4102fd8aa/t/5eedad7207f4ce0909946e4d/1592634837158/the_future_of_aid_ingos_in_203
0.pdf

“Humanitarian Innovation: The State of the Art”, OCHA Policy and Studies Series, November 2014 https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Humanitarian%20Innovation%20The%20State%20of%20the%20Art_0.pdf

“The Future of Humanitarian Action”, Ban Ki-Moon, UN Chronicle, June 2016 https://www.un.org/en/chronicle/article/future-humanitarian-action

“More than Laboratories: Four Decisive Challenges Confronting Humanitarian Innovation”, Gerard Finnigan and Otto Farkas, Journal of Humanitarian 
Affairs, 2019 https://www.alnap.org/system/files/content/resource/files/main/More%20than%20Labrotories%20-%20Manchester%20Uni%20Press.pdf

“Less than 2% of Humanitarian Funds Go Directly to Local NGOs”, Bibi van dear Zee, The Guardian, October 2015 https://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2015/oct/16/less-than-2-of-humanitarian-funds-go-directly-to-local-
ngos?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other

Infographic, Expected Trends and Humanitarian Crises, from “The Future of Aid INGOS in 2030” IARAN Report, August 2017 https://static1.squarespace.com/static/593eb9e7b8a79bc4102fd8aa/t/59f9a5e410952678f8a91e94/1509533173939/ALL.compressed.pdf

“Are INGOs Ready to Give Up Power?”, Deborah Doane, Open Democracy, December 2019 https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/transformation/are-ingos-ready-give-power/

“The Future of Aid Is the End of It: The Bigger Picture of Aid Localization”, Arbie Baguios, Elon University, August 2017 https://blogs.elon.edu/aidworkervoices/?p=894

“The Top 10 Crises the World Should be Watching in 2020”, International Rescue Committee, January 2020 https://www.rescue.org/article/top-10-crises-world-should-be-watching-2020

“The State of the Humanitarian System”, ALNAP/ODI Report, 2015 https://www.alnap.org/help-library/the-state-of-the-humanitarian-system-report-2015

“Challenges and Dilemmas in the Implementation of Ethical Standards in Humanitarian Programmes”, Gwenaelle Luc-Menichelli, Humanitarian 
Alternatives, March 2017

http://alternatives-humanitaires.org/en/2017/03/10/challenges-and-dilemmas-in-the-implementation%E2%80%A8of-ethical-standards-in-humanitarian-
programmes/

“Oxfam and the Dark Side of the Aid Industry”, Matthew Green, Financial Times, February 2018 https://www.ft.com/content/8799725c-123c-11e8-8cb6-b9ccc4c4dbbb

“WFP Needs ‘Systemic Overhaul’ to limit abusive behaviour: External Review”, Ben Parker, The New Humanitarian, October 2019 https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2019/10/14/WFP-United-Nations-abuse-harassment-discrimination

“More than 50 women accuse aid workers of sex abuse in Congo Ebola Crisis”, Robert Flummerfelt and Nellie Peyton, The New Humanitarian, 
September 2020 https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/2020/09/29/exclusive-more-50-women-accuse-aid-workers-sex-abuse-congo-ebola-crisis

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-030-38200-1_7
https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2017/08/21/542585015/global-problems-aid-groups-should-prepare-for-if-they-want-to-survive
https://www.devex.com/news/putting-localization-at-the-center-of-the-humanitarian-future-94997
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2017/jul/20/change-or-die-aid-charities-told-to-stop-competing-for-funds-or-face-extinction
https://www.unicef.org/innovation/drones/first-humanitarian-testing-corridor-africa
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/593eb9e7b8a79bc4102fd8aa/t/5eedad7207f4ce0909946e4d/1592634837158/the_future_of_aid_ingos_in_2030.pdf
https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Humanitarian%20Innovation%20The%20State%20of%20the%20Art_0.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/chronicle/article/future-humanitarian-action
https://www.alnap.org/system/files/content/resource/files/main/More%20than%20Labrotories%20-%20Manchester%20Uni%20Press.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2015/oct/16/less-than-2-of-humanitarian-funds-go-directly-to-local-ngos?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/593eb9e7b8a79bc4102fd8aa/t/59f9a5e410952678f8a91e94/1509533173939/ALL.compressed.pdf
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/transformation/are-ingos-ready-give-power/
https://blogs.elon.edu/aidworkervoices/?p=894
https://www.rescue.org/article/top-10-crises-world-should-be-watching-2020
https://www.alnap.org/help-library/the-state-of-the-humanitarian-system-report-2015
http://alternatives-humanitaires.org/en/2017/03/10/challenges-and-dilemmas-in-the-implementation%E2%80%A8of-ethical-standards-in-humanitarian-programmes/
https://www.ft.com/content/8799725c-123c-11e8-8cb6-b9ccc4c4dbbb
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2019/10/14/WFP-United-Nations-abuse-harassment-discrimination
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/2020/09/29/exclusive-more-50-women-accuse-aid-workers-sex-abuse-congo-ebola-crisis

