
Chapter 6
Aligning Humanitarian Actions
and Development

Abstract Humanitarian action is reviewed including creation of the League of
Nations and United Nations Organisation following the World Wars and ensu-
ing geopolitical world orders. Between 1945 and 91, humanitarian action and law
remained circumscribed by the geopolitical parameters of the ColdWar.With implo-
sion of the Soviet system (1991–2003), there was greater hope for people-centred
humanitarian mechanisms, as in the UN Responsibility to Protect Principle (R2P)
promoting a citizen, people-centred sovereignty and establishment of the Interna-
tional Criminal Court (ICC). The 2001, 9/11 attacks on the USA and War on Ter-
ror critically impacted on the humanitarian landscape. Hyper-globalization created
greater tensions between UN inter-state actions within the UN, and attemptedmisuse
of the R2P. The perceived corporatization of humanitarian aid, along with mission
creep and role confusion, were compounded by theWar on Terror. This created defies
for the humanitarian community, with workers on the ground being targeted by bel-
ligerents. The limited success of pacification and democracy-building in Afghanistan
(2001 on) and Iraq (2003 on) contributed to further destabilization, and increase in
jihadism. The 2007 economic crash, and global institutional mantra ofWestern-style
democracy, neo-liberal economics, and austerity leftmany people vulnerable and dis-
affected. Nonetheless, the imperative of humanitarianism, impartiality, neutrality and
independence remains central to humanitarian organizations where the Hippocratic
standpoint of ‘do not harm’ is embedded. That has to be juxtaposed with the nexus of
hazard, vulnerability and risk, depending on interplay of geographies and geopolitics
in natural, human-made, technological and complex emergency situations.

Keywords Humanitarism · Development · Underdevelopment · Poverty ·
Hazards · Vulnerability · Risk · Stakeholders

6.1 Introduction

Here, humanitarian action is explored, from the 19th century to the establishment of
the League of Nations (1920), followed by the creation of the UN (1945). Between
1945 and 91, humanitarian law and action remained largely circumscribed by the
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geopolitical parameters of the Cold War. With the implosion of Russian—Soviet
system (1991–2003), geopolitical changes reshaped the humanitarian roadmap lead-
ing to greater hope for people-centred humanitarian action mechanisms, embodied
in the UN Responsibility to Protect Principle (R2P) promoting citizen, people-
centred sovereignty in contrast to the historical state-centric international system
of law. A momentous achievement in progressing humanitarian law came in 2002,
with the established of the International Criminal Court (ICC), sending a strong
message that individuals could no longer hide behind traditional concepts of state
sovereignty and immunity. But the 2001, 9/11 attacks on theUSAand War on Terror
impacted critically on the humanitarian landscape.1

From 2003 on, hyper-globalization created greater tensions between UN mul-
tilateral—collective inter-state action principles within the UN, and attempted
misuse of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) principle by some states. The real,
or perceived corporatization of humanitarian aid and many NGOs, along with
mission creep and role confusion, was compounded by the experiences of the War
on Terror. This created further defies for the humanitarian community, and also
IFRC (commonly called the Red Cross) and other humanitarian organizations
being targeted by belligerents. The limited success of pacification and democracy
building in Afghanistan (2001 on) and Iraq (2003 on) contributed to destabilization
of the Arab Muslim world, and rise of the jihadism. The economic crash in 2007,
along with the global institutional mantra of Western-style democracy, neo-liberal
economics, and austerity left many people vulnerable and politically disaffected.

Nonetheless, the imperative of humanitarianism, impartiality, neutrality and inde-
pendence remains central to humanitarian organizations. The Hippocratic standpoint
of ‘do not harm’ is embedded in their work, that has to be juxtaposed with the nexus
of hazard, vulnerability and risk, depending on the interplay of geographies and
geopolitics.2

According to Global Humanitarian Assistance (GHA) reports, poverty and
vulnerability to crises are essentially linked as international assistance continues to
go predominantly to long-term recipients.3 The UN Human Development Index
(HDI) provides a key starting point in assessing population vulnerability.4

Geographers contribute to vulnerability mapping.5 A vulnerability map gives
the precise location of areas and sites where people, the natural environment and
property are at risk due to a potential catastrophic event that could result in death,
injury, pollution or destruction. Such maps are made in conjunction with data
about different types of risks. The UN’s Vulnerability Analysis and Mapping
(VAM) Unit is an internal structure within the World Food Program (WFP) that

1Davey et al. (2013).
2Hazard, vulnerability and risk analysis. University of Twente, NL. https://www.itc.nl/ilwis/
applications-guide/application-1/.
3Global HumanitarianAssistance (GHA)Report 2018. http://devinit.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/
06/GHA-Report-2018.pdf.
4UN Human Development Index (HDI). http://hdr.undp.org/en/composite/HDI.
5We Adapt. https://www.weadapt.org/knowledge-base/vulnerability/mapping-vulnerability.

https://www.itc.nl/ilwis/applications-guide/application-1/
http://devinit.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/GHA-Report-2018.pdf
http://hdr.undp.org/en/composite/HDI
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provides temporary and long-term technical assistance in food security analysis to
decision-makers at theWFP Headquarters in Rome and inWFP Regional and Coun-
try Offices.6 The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (2015–2030)
was the first main agreement of the post-2015 Millennium Development Goals
(MDG) development agenda, with seven targets and four priorities for action, and
was endorsed by the UN General Assembly—2015 Third UNWorld Conference on
Disaster Risk Reduction (WCDRR).7

6.1.1 Defining Humanitarism

Humanitarian action targets saving human life, alleviating suffering, respecting the
dignity of people affected by natural and humanmade catastrophes, and variations of
these. Often delivered in emergency situations, humanitarian action aims at imple-
menting prevention strategies such as avoiding food shortages from turning into
famine, or local conflicts becoming wide scale war, or combinations of both of the
latter aswitnessed in theHorn ofAfrica over the past 30 years and currently inYemen.
Hence humanitarian activities intersect with other structural actions and orga-
nization directly linked to development challenges. Humanitarian action responds
to needs in situations of conflict or natural disasters and supports displaced popula-
tions in crises, along with risk reduction and preparedness, early recovery, livelihood
provision, conflict resolution and peace-building.

Due to accelerated internationalization and globalization especially since the
1990s, efforts of humanitarian stakeholders have become interlinked in various com-
binations of states, IGOs (Intergovernmental Organizations), non-governmental
organisations (NGOs, and non-profit organizations), international agencies such
as the Red Cross—Red Crescent Movement (IFRC)—into a system. This is inter-
connected to the level of finances, operations, personnel and values in the interest
of human security. Multiplication of humanitarian stakeholders, organizations,
donors and agenda since the early 1990s has created challenges for many NGOs,
and for those people in crisis situations receiving the aid. Central to all this are the
principles of humanitarianism: (i) impartiality or treating all people equally, (ii)
neutrality—not politically supporting or helping protagonists in a conflict, and
(iii) independence of decision and action which may become confused in the
public perception of both recipients and donors alike.8

6UN GIS AN OVERVIEW OF VULNERABILITY ANALYSIS AND MAPPING (VAM).
http://www.un.org/Depts/Cartographic/ungis/meeting/march00/documentation/wfp_recalde2.pdf,
UNDP Mapping Climate Change: Vulnerability and Impact Assessment Scenarios. https://www.
adaptationcommunity.net/?wpfb_dl=58.
7The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
M9m6mb-blYM, UNISDR (2015, 2017).
8Barnett (2011).

http://www.un.org/Depts/Cartographic/ungis/meeting/march00/documentation/wfp_recalde2.pdf
https://www.adaptationcommunity.net/%3fwpfb_dl%3d58
https://www.youtube.com/watch%3fv%3dM9m6mb-blYM
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Professor ElieWiesel (1928–2016), Nobel Laureate and Nazi concentration camp
survivor tells us that: “Wherever men and women are persecuted because of their
race, religion or political views, that placemust—at thatmoment—become the centre
of the universe”.9 While philosopher George Santayana (1863–1952) states that:
“Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it” and Edmund
Burke (1729–1797) posits that: “People will not look forward to posterity, who never
look backward to their ancestors”.10 In the context of the above standpoints a brief
historical perspective will support a greater understanding of current humanitarian
action, contexts, organization and law.

6.1.2 Humanitarian Action: Past and Present

From historical and cultural anthropological standpoints, assistance—includ-
ing alms and charity—given to human beings in need has a long tradition in
many cultures and its interpretation is often contested. Basic questions vis-à-vis
spontaneous or innate human empathy between people often become subsumed into
debates which are over-focused on ideological, cultural or religious frameworks,
interpretations and discourses. The central question in looking at such problematic
narratives, is the cultural, or ideological, or religious obligation to give assistance
confined to one’s own kin, or to people of the same cultural or religious tradition,
or else is it universal for all humanity.

In the historical Christian tradition, assistance is for all humanity; albeit part of
Christianity’s universalizing philosophy and evangelizing practices. Similarly, Zakat
(charity) is one of the Pillars of Islam, historically supporting social institutions
such as hospitals and schools, and offering hospitality, food and accommodation
to the traveller, and stranger, and those in distress including refugees regardless of
religious persuasion. Like Christianity, Islam is a universalizing system that believes
its message and principles are for all human beings and so it has missionary and
diffusion mechanisms also.11

Christian religious orders played a critical role in working with the poor and in
the development of schools, hospices and hospitals throughout Europe, and from
the 18th and 19th centuries on in other areas of the world including the Americas,
Africa and Asia. With the Age of Enlightenment (1650–1800), philosophical dis-
courses somewhat changed focus from a Christian charity or duty perspective to
a standpoint that people should be aided firstly due to being human beings, with-
out a religious interpretation, and that social or humanitarian actions should
form part of the social contract in human power relations. This standpoint was

9Elie Wiesel’s Acceptance Speech, on the occasion of the award of the Nobel Peace Prize in
Oslo, December 10, 1986. https://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/1986/wiesel-
acceptance_en.html.
10Santayana (1905) and Burke (1790).
11Krafess (2005).

https://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/1986/wiesel-acceptance_en.html
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enhanced with the growth of socialist ideologies within European states in the 19th
and 20th centuries, and by association in many anti-colonial policies and libera-
tion movements, and the Non-Alignment Movement of countries in the emerging
Newly Independent Countries in the 20th century.

Major periods in the modern history of humanitarian action include:

(i) 19th century until the end of the WWI (1918): European cultural and legal
conceptions were created due to increased inter-state competition and contact
that drove the need for humanitarian action. Awatershed event was the founda-
tion of the Red Cross in 1863, spearheaded by Henri Dunant, which heralded
the modern era of humanitarian action and law.

(ii) Formation of the League of Nations (1920)—WWII (1939−46): Having
witnessed the destruction of WWI and gaining insights into the mechanization
of conflict, international government was born with the League, being seen
as an absolute necessity in order to attenuate and avoid future conflict. But
despite its many successes, the horrors of WWII were witnessed. Nonetheless,
international government reasserted itself again with the creation of the United
Nations in 1945.

(iii) Cold War period (1947–91): Bipolar US-Soviet Union competition set the
geopolitical landscape for conflict, while the majority of former colonies or
NICs became politically sovereign. Humanitarian actors turned more towards
the non-Westernworld and the development paradigmwas created, encouraged
by US President Harry Truman’s inaugural UN address in 1949 stating that:
“we must embark on a bold new program for making the benefits of our
scientific advances and industrial progress available for the improvement
and growth of underdeveloped areas”.12 Nigeria’s Biafra War (1967–70)
and associated famine was a prominent event that many analysts reference as a
landmark period in history witnessing the state hiding behind the sovereignty
principle to the detriment of its own Biafran citizens, and the consequent politi-
cisation of the international public and NGOs regarding civil war, human-made
famine and the role of the state system in this. This gave rise to the establish-
ment of many NGOs in the following decade, and their taking more political
stances especially in lobbying and other pro-active roles.

(iv) Post-Cold War period (1991–2003): with the implosion of the Russian Soviet
system, geopolitical changes reshaped the humanitarian roadmap leading to
much hope for more positive humanitarian action mechanisms, and also wit-
nessed the genesis of the UN Responsibility to Protect Principle (R2P)
emphasizing a more people-centred sovereignty than a state-centric inter-
national law system. In 2002, the International Criminal Court (ICC) was
established with its international tribunal that has jurisdiction to prosecute
individuals for the international crimes of genocide, crimes against human-
ity, and war crimes, sending strong signals that individuals could no longer
hide behind traditional concepts of state sovereignty and immunity. This was

12US President Harry Truman. Inaugural Address at the UN 1949. http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/
ws/?pid=13282.

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=13282
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especially welcomed by the humanitarian community. However in 2001, the
9/11 terrorist attacks on the USA and subsequent events including the War on
Terror impacted greatly on the humanitarian landscape.13

(v) Hyper-globalization period (2003 on): Here we witness further tensions
between UN multilateral or collective state security action principles within
the UN General Assembly and Security Council, along with political abstruse-
ness, and attempted misuse of the evolving R2P principle by some states to
justify their own military actions in the name of humanitarism. Also the real or
imagined corporatization of humanitarian aid and many big NGOs (BINGOS),
alongwithmission creep and role confusion. This compounded the experiences
of the War on Terrorism leading to imbroglios especially in Afghanistan, Iraq,
Syria and Yemen, and destabilization wrought by jihadists, ranging from the
MENA countries, to West Africa with Boko Haram, and attacks on Russia,
EU and USA. This all posed challenges for the aid community’s core mandate,
along with humanitarian organizations and personnel being targeted.With this,
the global recession starting in 2007, and rise in identity politics, and institu-
tional mantra of Western-style democracy, neo-liberal economic models, and
austerity left many citizens disaffected.

With the ever-increasing media and live coverage of humanitarian narratives, many
citizens may experience empathy or horror, or donor fatigue, and just switch off.
Seizing on this, terrorist groups operating at local and international scales and virtu-
ally, have seriously challenged the positive work being done by humanitarian actors
including using armed attacks on them and kidnappings for propaganda and financial
purposes. The Russian annexation of Crimea (2014), and the USA’s ambiguous and
sometimes anti-multilateralism approaches to international institutions and issues
since 2016 has sent double-edged hawkish messages to state and non-state actors
worldwide, that force and violence are legitimate and can offer solutions.

National and international solidary

Expressions of national and international solidary becamemore common regarding
humanitarian emergencies from the 1970s on. This was facilitated by vast changes in
media as illustratedwithMichael Buerk’s BBC landmarkmoment on crisis reporting
in Ethiopia in 1984 alerting the world to major famine.14 In 1985, pop stars Bob
Geldof and James “Midge” Ure initiated the dual located London and Philadelphia
LiveAid concerts to raisemoney and awareness for theEthiopian famine that inspired
similar and smaller events in other countries ranging fromAustralia to Ireland. It was
one of the largest-scale satellite link-ups and television broadcasts of all time. An
estimated global audience of 1.9 billion, across 150 countries watched it.15 With

13See Footnote 1.
14To read more: Ethiopian famine: how landmark BBC report influenced modern coverage: Thirty
years on, Michael Buerk’s broadcast remains a watershed moment in crisis reporting, but what is
its lasting legacy? http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/poverty-matters/2014/oct/22/
ethiopian-famine-report-influence-modern-coverage.
15Live Aid: The show that rocked the world. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/702700.stm.

http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/poverty-matters/2014/oct/22/ethiopian-famine-report-influence-modern-coverage
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/702700.stm
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hindsight, several critics posited that the political regime in Ethiopia manipulated
aspects of the emergency aid to gain tactical advantage in their geopolitical territorial
strategies for ethnic-population clearance and transfers.

The combination of revolutions in mass and social media technologies and
popular culture have played critical roles in bringing humanitarian action
issues to ever greater global audiences and electorates in democracies, and non-
democratic countries alike putting more pressure on governments to take action.
This is exemplified by the lobbying of pop stars such as U2’s Bono regarding the
UN development programs and implementation of theMDGs (MillenniumDevelop-
ment Goals) and their follow-up policies (SDGs—Sustainable Development Goals)
after 2015. Along with this, the engagement of celebrities from many areas includ-
ing sports and cinema personalities has greatly raised awareness about humanitarian
issues and justice as with Angelina Jolie’s work with refugees and the UNHCR,
and direction of the movie First They Killed My Father (2017) dealing with the
Cambodian genocide (1975–79).16

Ordinary people were exposed to popular movies such as Blood Diamonds
(2006, Edward Zwick) and Hotel Rwanda (2004, Terry George) demonstrating
that humanitarian disasters don’t just happen, but that they are often human-made
in socio-economic constructs. Equally, in 2012 within four days of the launch of
campaign on social media by anNGO targeting Joseph Kony, leader of the infamous
Lord’s Resistance Army, for crimes against humanity and war crimes in Uganda,
South Sudan, Central African Republic and Democratic Republic of Congo, it had
generated more than 44.7 million views and over 170 related video clips, and twitter
users mentioned Kony over 950,000 times.17 Worldwide, children and especially
adolescents were empathizing with the plight of the kids under the control of the
Lord’s Resistance Army and engaging not only virtually, but in the iconic graffiti
and emblem campaigns, demanding justice.

However, revolutions in media were not only impacting on populations in the
industrialized economies and democracies, as witnessed with the use of the Internet,
Facebook, iPhone and so forth in the diffusion of information and impact on actions
of young people during the Arab Spring revolutions starting in 2010 in Tunisia and
diffusing to Egypt, Libya, Bahrain, Yemen, Palestinian Territories, Syria and other
countries with massive street protests, and conflict with state authorities, but also
bringing about relatively non-violent changes as in Tunisia, Morocco, Algeria and

16Irish Times. 21/9/2015. Bono lays down challenge to world business leaders. http://
www.irishtimes.com/business/economy/bono-lays-down-challenge-to-world-business-leaders-
1.1667078, Angelina Jolie’s humanitarian work. https://www.cbsnews.com/pictures/angelina-
jolies-humanitarian-work/.

First they killedmy father. Trailer Tease (2017)Angelina Jolie https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=x17ztl_QsZI.

Holocaust Museum Huston. Genocide in Cambodia (1975–1979). https://www.hmh.org/ed_
Genocide_Cambodia.shtml.
17Wall Street Journal. 8/3/2012. How Social Media Made Joseph Kony theWeb’s Most HatedMan.
http://blogs.wsj.com/speakeasy/2012/03/08/viral-video-puts-spotlight-on-uganda-rebel-kony/.

http://www.irishtimes.com/business/economy/bono-lays-down-challenge-to-world-business-leaders-1.1667078
https://www.cbsnews.com/pictures/angelina-jolies-humanitarian-work/
https://www.youtube.com/watch%3fv%3dx17ztl_QsZI
https://www.hmh.org/ed_Genocide_Cambodia.shtml
http://blogs.wsj.com/speakeasy/2012/03/08/viral-video-puts-spotlight-on-uganda-rebel-kony/
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Saudi Arabia.18 Similarly, analysts will certainly see the crisis in Europe starting in
2014, with the inflow of migrants, asylum seekers and refugees from Syria, neigh-
bouring states, and other countries such as Eritrea being fuelled by social media,
and their outcomes as a landmark period in the history of humanitarian action and
evolving policies. Data regarding the impact of live and social media on populations
fleeing from conflict and war zone countries such as Syria, Eritrea, Afghanistan and
elsewhere to Europe has yet to be measured, as well as the impact of similar media
on European states and their populations, through which the migrants are travelling
or being hosted there.19

During the 1990s, due to the end of the Cold War (1947–91) which had impeded
many of the founding aspirations of the UN for better conditions for humanity, the
geopolitical map of the world and balance of fears and powers changed, giving
greater space for humanitarian actors and ideals. However, the restricted success
of development programs and projects was often challenged by a huge increase
in identity politics and conflicts ranging from the Yugoslav Wars (1991–2001) to
the Rwandan genocide (1994), and wars in Chechnya (1994–2003), West African
countries and Africa’s Great Lakes region from the 1990s on. Many of the neo-
liberal political-economic programs and structural reforms of the global financial
institutions, led by theWorld Bank and IMF (International Monetary Fund) were out
of kilter with the daily realities of ordinary citizens on the ground as witnessed with
the unequal impacts of the global financial crash in 2007, leading to an increase in
poverty within and between countries, and the Western concept of global security,
largely steered humanitarian action, like development aid funding into the discourse
of rapid action in favour of peace and security.

Major challenges for humanitarian action NGOs include: maintaining their
unique position working in humanitarian emergency situations, but having greater
foundation training in areas ranging from humanitarian law to public health, geopol-
itics, geography and anthropology, languages and communications, and food sci-
ences, and being connected to holistic sustainable development perspectives. This is
essential as humanitarian emergencies cause an interruption in the development
process but cannot be seen as an end point, having to start the development process
from zero again. Humanitarian organizations and workers remain compelled to liaise
with other professionals whether state or non-state actors.20 While there are several
categories of humanitarian disasters including natural, here emphasis is placed on
human-made emergencies due especially to violent conflict.

18New Internationalist. World Development book case study: the role of social network-
ing in the Arab Spring. http://newint.org/books/reference/world-development/case-studies/social-
networking-in-the-arab-spring/.
19Royal Institute of International Affairs. Chatam House (8 September 2015): Why
Aren’t Gulf Countries Taking in Syrian Refugees?—See more at: https://www.
chathamhouse.org/expert/comment/why-aren-t-gulf-countries-taking-syrian-refugees?gclid=
CNjZkNygisgCFaFz2wodWDgO-A#sthash.L1XggTZs.dpuf.
20World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction 14 March 2015. http://www.undp.org/wcdrr.

http://newint.org/books/reference/world-development/case-studies/social-networking-in-the-arab-spring/
https://www.chathamhouse.org/expert/comment/why-aren-t-gulf-countries-taking-syrian-refugees%3fgclid%3dCNjZkNygisgCFaFz2wodWDgO-A#sthash.L1XggTZs.dpuf
http://www.undp.org/wcdrr
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6.1.3 Geographical Contexts and Development Levels

Thenegative impact of any humanitarian crisis or disaster is directly proportion-
ate to the levels of vulnerability of the populations affected. Exposure of human
beings to danger and susceptibility to losses is compounded by the level of individ-
ual, family, community and national poverty and constraints on coping capacities at
micro, mezzo and macro levels of development. Poverty levels directly impact on
the ability of individuals, families, and groups to survive and also state authori-
ties to cope with crises. This exists not only between countries as with the differing
impact of storms, flooding and conflict in the USA and neighbouring Caribbean and
Gulf countries; and China, Bangladesh and the Philippines in recent decades. It also
exists within countries, regions and socio-economic classes. This became particu-
larly evident with the impacts of Hurricane Katrina on New Orleans, Florida, USA
in 2005 and on the short and long term affects it had on individuals and families and
communities. In this example, there is a correlation between socio-economic classes
and ethnicity related to specific low-lying less expensive housing areas with major-
ity African-American and Hispanic populations.21 While such measures and rank-
ings as the UNDP HDI (Human Development Index) and EIU Democracy Index
(Economist Intelligence Unit) are important for cross country comparisons regard-
ing development levels and capacities, the specific physical and human geographies
and geographical scales of place, area and population at risk is vital in dealing with
crises, and especially in enhancing Early Warning Systems, vulnerability mapping
and targeted policies.

Each emergency has its physical and human geographies, and is located in a
specific place (land and sea areas) and time—the mega-time calendars of geology
to the human historical long and short time periods, and how, and who used, or
who left their culture-print on those specific places as with Hutu, Tutsi and Belgians
in 19th–20th century Rwanda, and the 100 days of the genocide in 1994. Regarding
geographical space and time analyses, other salient humanitarian disaster exam-
ples in recent history include Haiti over the past three decades, and the Democratic
Republic of Congo (1997–2003). Hence the specific location and territorialisation
aspects of individual emergencies that also entails geopolitics and power relations
between people. The geopolitics of humanitarian emergencies and disasters is related
to the inter-relationships between geography and political-economy, and its impact
on organization within states and between them, and how this impacts on interna-
tional reactions and politics.

Humanitarianism, Impartiality, Neutrality and Independence

Here the following concepts are assessed:

• Humanitarian action: humanitarianism, impartiality, neutrality and independence
• The spectrum, and worst humanitarian crises

21Masozeraa et al. (2007).
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• The main categories of humanitarian crises and disasters: natural, human-made,
technological and complex

• Hazard, vulnerability and risk: Vulnerability + Risk �> Disaster
• The interplay of physical and human geographical phenomena.

Humanitarianism can be defined as a belief in the duty to help other human beings.
It is a philosophical doctrine holding that it is a human being’s duty to improve the
lives of other people. A humanitarian crisis is an event or series of events, which
represents a critical threat to the health, safety, security, or wellbeing of a commu-
nity or other large group of people, usually over a wide geographical area. Armed
conflict, epidemics, famine, and natural and technological disasters, and other major
emergencies may all involve or lead to a crisis.22

Humanitarian assistance is action taken by governments, agencies or citizens
aimed at saving lives, alleviating suffering and maintaining human dignity of people
in need. This is driven by the principles of humanitarianism: impartiality (treat-
ing all people equally), neutrality (not supporting, or helping either side in a
conflict) and independence (of decision and action) as promoted by the Inter-
national Federation of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC). Note
that increasingly, many NGOs find the neutrality principle particularly challenging
and have become more outspoken on political issues in the public arena; a signif-
icant example being Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF—Doctors without Borders),
while Freedom House and Amnesty International are at the forefront in denounc-
ing parties to conflicts whether state actors or other groups, as witnessed in Sudan,
Somalia, Iraq and Syria over the past 25 years. The independence principle may also
be challenging for NGOs due to the sourcing of their finances, not only from the
public but especially from state donors including ministries of foreign affairs and
similar top-down institutions.Humanitarianism covers both humanitarian action
and assistance, the former being the protection of civilians and provision of vital
services by aid agencies during and after disasters, while the latter pertains to the
provision of funding or in-kind services, including logistics or transport, in response
to humanitarian crises usually through humanitarian agencies or government of the
affected country.

6.2 The Major Categories of Humanitarian Disasters

While there are various classification systems, there is no single definitive catego-
rization system for humanitarian crises. Different communities and agencies tend to
have definitions regarding the existing situations they face. The International Feder-
ation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) uses categories which include
different types: (i) natural disasters such as tsunami; (ii) human-made disasters,
regarding civil strife and conflict, civil and international war; (iii) technological dis-
asters such as hazardous material spills, nuclear accidents, and chemical explosions.

22Kopinak (2013).
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The humanitarian response sector distinguishes between natural disasters such as
earthquakes, and (iv) complex emergencies, where the effects of natural disasters
may be compounded by conflict and war, or technological dangers.23

Well known humanitarian crises include the 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake and
consequent tsunamiwhich hit Indonesia, Sri Lanka, India, Thailand, theMaldives and
Somalia. Also the Kashmir (2005) and Haiti (2010) earthquakes; the Rwanda (1994)
and Rohingya (2017) genocides, Sri Lankan rebellion and civil war (1983–2009),
Darfur Conflict (2003-), Wars in Iraq (2003–18) and Syria (2011–19).24

According to the NGO,World Vision, among the top 10worst humanitarian crises
in 2015 were25:

• Nepal earthquake
• Syrian refugee crisis
• Iraq displacement
• West Africa Ebola outbreak
• South Sudan conflict
• Somalia drought
• Central American drought
• Central African Republic violence.

While migrant and refugee movement to EU states via the Mediterranean, Turkey,
Balkans, and Central and Eastern Europe created major long term implications.26

In summary, the main categories of humanitarian disasters include:

(a) Natural disasters27 that encompass earthquakes—especially in the Pacific Rim
and Himalaya regions, Haiti, Japan, Indonesia; droughts as seen in the semi-
arid African Sahel countries located between the Sahara desert to the North and
Savannah grasslands to the South, including extending regions fromMauritania
and Senegal throughMali, Northern Burkina Faso, Niger, Northern Nigeria and
Chad to Sudan and Eritrea. Flooding as in India, Bangladesh, China, Vietnam,
Myanmar, Egypt, Nigeria, DRC, Angola, and Brazil. Also earthquakes and
tsunami as with Japan in 2011 and Chile in 2015. Here must be noted typhoons
or tropical storms, endangering the Philippines, Taiwan, Japan, India, USA and
others. Changingweather patterns due especially to globalwarming, and also the
effects of El Nino impacting on ecology, and consequently human populations is

23OCHRA—United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs. Emergencies.
https://www.unocha.org/country/where-we-work/emergencies.
24To read more: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_ongoing_armed_conflicts and http://www.
ifrc.org/en/publications-and-reports/world-disasters-report/world-disasters-report/ and http://
www.crisisgroup.org/.
25To read more: http://www.worldvision.org/news-stories-videos/top-humanitarian-crises-2015.
26To read more: http://www.economist.com/blogs/economist-explains/2015/05/economist-
explains-6.
27To read more: Science and Technology (2013).
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of major importance.28 Disease includes Ebola as experienced in Guinea, Sierra
Leone and Liberia (2013–14), as well as epidemics and pandemics including
influenza, malaria, Zika fever and so forth.29

(b) Human-made disasters: these are due to political activities and include con-
flict and war, such as civil strife within a country and, or inter-state war—as
experienced in Syria, Afghanistan and West Africa in recent decades. Dangers
include use of nuclear weapons as with threats from North Korea and Iran, and
also biological and chemical weapon usage as witnessed in the Halabja Mas-
sacre of Kurdish people by the Iraqi armed forces in 1988. Use of chemical
weapons in the Syrian Civil War (starting in 2011) was confirmed by the United
Nations as early as 2013 with the Ghouta attack in the suburbs of Damascus
and the Khan al-Assal attack in the suburbs of Aleppo.
Massive human rights abuses are perpetrated, or condoned by dictatorial or
corrupt regimes as in Myanmar with military rule from 1962 to 2015, and again
in 2017, or terrorist group activities such as the Boko Haram Jihadi in Nigeria
and neighbouring countries, or Daesh operations in Syria, Iraq, Libya, Tunisia,
Egypt, Turkey and other regional states, and also targeting people and places in
Europe, USA, Indonesia and so forth.30

(c) Technological31: This category includes nuclear accidents, such as the Cher-
nobyl Power Plant accident in Ukraine (1986) and toxic chemical explosions
as with the Bhopal disaster (1984) in India. Regarding Bhopal, the Union Car-
bide India Limited (with the US based transnational Union Carbide Corporation
holding a 50.9% share in UCIL)—pesticide factory explosion resulted in over
500,000 people being exposed to methyl isocyanate (MIC) gas and other chem-
icals that made their way into the shanty towns located near the plant causing
a humanitarian disaster with long term repercussions on the people of the area.
Also included in this category is toxic waste as with the classic example of the
Love Canal scandal that took place in the Niagara Falls area New York state

28To read more: EcoLogic. Climate Change: The earth’s climate is changing, and people and nature
are already dealing with the consequences. http://www.ecologic.org/actions-issues/challenges/
climate-change/?gclid=CPfIka3y2c4CFW6-7Qod190KGQ; and El Nino: https://www.reference.
com/science/el-nino-occur-b1db236ce61a5552?qo=cdpArticles
29To read more: World Health Organization. Available at: http://www.who.int/csr/disease/en/ Also
see YouTube: EBOLA| Inside the Deadly Outbreak [FULL DOCUMENTARY]. https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=Sp0OmXs0tYo and People’s Century Part 17 1954 Living Longer. https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=92Xh8wT2I9U&list=PL3H6z037pboE8FQXnLau99iQL-MK8L_
tO&index=16.
30To read more: Global Terrorism Database. Available at: https://www.start.umd.edu/gtd/. Peter
Apps Reuters. 5 April 2017. Syria chemical weapon attack shows Bashar al-Assad free to act with
impunity. Global News. https://globalnews.ca/news/3359363/syria-chemical-weapons-assad/.
31To read more: Natural and Man Made Disasters. 10 Worst Man Made Disasters of All Time.
Available at: http://www.disasterium.com/10-worst-man-made-disasters-of-all-time/.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sp0OmXs0tYo
https://www.youtube.com/watch%3fv%3d92Xh8wT2I9U%26list%3dPL3H6z037pboE8FQXnLau99iQL-MK8L_tO%26index%3d16
https://www.start.umd.edu/gtd/
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http://www.disasterium.com/10-worst-man-made-disasters-of-all-time/
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in the USA in 1970s. All of the above examples had detrimental effects on the
ecosystem and long-term effects on the human populations there.32

(d) Complex emergencies and disasters: this includes any combination of the
above listed categories—(a)–(c). For example, a combination of natural and
human-made disasters was witnessed in the long running separatist Aceh
province rebellion in Indonesia combined with the effects of the 2004 tsunami.
Other examples include the Tamil guerrilla war in Sri Lanka (1983–2009) com-
bined with the effects of the horrific 2004 tsunami. Political conflict, massive
human rights abuses, bad governance, war, rape and HIV/AIDS have been wit-
nessed in conflicts in the DR Congo and Liberia and neighbouring states in
recent decades. The effects of global warming, drought, famine and war have
been witnessed in Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Sudan and Republic of South Sudan
from the 1980s on. Combinations of military dictatorship, massive human rights
abuse and flooding caused by tropical cyclone Nargis were witnessed in Myan-
mar in 2008. Similarly, dictatorship, human rights abuses and starvation were
witnessed in North Korea, especially during the 1994–98 famine. Here must
be noted the mixture of natural and technological crises, with earthquakes in
the Pacific Ocean causing a tsunami and triggering a nuclear accident at the
Fukushima Nuclear Power Plant, Japan in 2011. Regarding complex emergen-
cies, humanitarian workers and organizations are supported with data and lob-
bying from NGOs on the ground, but also internationally from Greenpeace,
Friends of the Earth, Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, as well
as the International Crisis Group (IIC), and governmental institutions such as
those of the UN.

Fear of, and planning for, a major complex humanitarian disaster including com-
binations of factors from categories (a) + (b) + (c) listed above form part of the
humanitarian remit; as with the unfolding geopolitical narratives in North Korea,
Syria and Iran. In order to attenuate the possible impact of humanitarian disasters on
any area or region, intelligence and early warning systems are necessary that must
take into account the hazard, vulnerability and risk.33 Geographical data, competen-
cies and skills including GIS and vulnerability mapping play major roles here.34

32To readmore: USNRC2014. Backgrounder onChernobyl Nuclear Power Plant Accident—http://
www.nrc.gov/reading-rm/doc-collections/fact-sheets/chernobyl-bg.html, Taylor (2014) andAnder-
son (2013).
33To read more: World Disaster Report. Available at: https://www.ifrc.org/Global/Documents/
Secretariat/201410/WDR%202014.pdf and also https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lists_of_disasters

http://list25.com/25-worst-natural-disasters-recorded/5/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_wars_and_anthropogenic_disasters_by_death_toll
http://www.liststack.com/world/10-worst-man-made-disasters.

34Tomaszewski (2014).
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6.3 Defining Hazards, Vulnerability and Risk

Hazards: They represent a potential threat to human beings and their welfare such
as living in an earthquake zone including the Pacific Rim countries; climate change
causing rising sea levels and especially the implications of this for low lying territories
such as the Republic of Maldives, and populations in Bangladesh and Bengal Bay
region. Political hazards include the possibility of conflict spreading from its local or
regional level to national and international scales as with bad governance and human
rights abuses as witnessed by the crises in Somalia, Sudan, Afghanistan and Syria
over the past decades.

Vulnerability: This relates to exposure of human beings to danger, and suscepti-
bility to losses, and is compounded by the level of individual, family, community and
national poverty and restraints on coping capacities at micro, mezzo andmacro levels
of development. The level of poverty has a direct impact on the ability of individ-
uals, families, and groups to survive. Some analysts argue that concepts of poverty
and of wellbeing are highly intertwined. Generally, the highest levels of hazards and
vulnerabilities are found in the Global South, in the Newly Independent Countries.35

Risk: This refers to the probability of the occurrenceof the event—natural, human-
made, technological or complex. Vulnerability added to risk leads to disaster—or the
realisation of the risk.36

Disasters are seen as the consequence of inappropriately managed risk. These
risks are the product of hazards and vulnerability. Hazards that strike in areas with
low vulnerability are not usually considered a disaster. NICs suffer the greatest costs
when a disaster hits—more than 95 percent of all deaths caused by disasters occur
in developing countries, and losses due to natural disasters are 20 times greater (as a
percentage of GDP) in developing countries, than in industrialized states. Essentially
a humanitarian disaster is an event that has severe impacts on the functioning of
a particular community or society causing widespread human, material, social and
economic, and environmental losses and stress which exceed the ability of the people
affected to cope using their own resources.

It must be stressed that the human input in action or lack of it, decision making
and planning is core to any humanitarian crisis and its resulting magnitude as with
the number of deaths, and level of destruction. However, it should be noted, that in
crisis locations, most humanitarian action and aid is delivered by family networks
and local communities themselves despite the images and impressions of ‘helpless
victims’ often projected by the media. A humanitarian crisis cannot be separated
from the above factors and it is impossible to address the risk posed by a hazard

35IFRC. http://www.ifrc.org/en/what-we-do/disaster-management/about-disasters/what-is-a-
disaster/what-is-vulnerability/.
36To read more: Chap. 11, At Risk: Society and Natural Hazards in Boyle (2014).

http://www.ifrc.org/en/what-we-do/disaster-management/about-disasters/what-is-a-disaster/what-is-vulnerability/
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escalating into a full blown disaster without first addressing the root causes, such as
levels of development and conditions of vulnerability.37

This nexus becomes particularly clear in the context of armed conflict and war.
For instance, the way one armed conflict will escalate into a humanitarian crisis, and
another will not, can only be answered in view of levels of development and vul-
nerability of the particular community or society in question. Additionally, armed
conflict has been identified as one of the key factors influencing societal underdevel-
opment. This has been recognized in numerousUNand international declarations and
conventions.Armed conflict leads to a vicious cycle in which levels of underdevel-
opment contribute to the overall vulnerability of particular people. The history
of humanitarian crises and disasters in Sudan since 1956, and the new Republic of
South Sudan created in 2011, as well as Haiti, provide striking examples of cycles
of conflict, underdevelopment and disaster.

6.4 Poverty, Vulnerability and Humanitarian Crises

According toGlobalHumanitarianAssistance (GHA) reports, they show that poverty
and vulnerability to crises are intrinsically linked and that international humanitarian
assistance continues to go predominantly to long-term recipients. This emphasises
the need to build resilience, address the underlying causes of crisis and meet the
long-term needs of people affected by crises. Two thirds (66%) of international
humanitarian assistance continues to go to long-term recipients such as Syria, Soma-
lia and Pakistan, as crises are protracted or disasters recur in the same places year
on year. An estimated 93% of people living in extreme poverty (defined as less than
US$1.25 a day) are in countries that are either fragile or environmentally vulnerable
or both, emphasising the need to address the underlying causes of crises. However,
domestic response and capacities play an important role in best meeting needs and
reducing the necessity for international finance, as case studies of Turkey andMexico
show.38

In order to gain greater understanding of a country’s level of development, the UN
Human Development Index (HDI) provides a key starting point. It gives a compos-
ite or amalgamated statistics for key indicators, in short, life expectancy, education,
and income per capita, which are used to rank countries into four tiers of human
development ranging from low to high. In order to assess the levels of vulnerability,
statistics for individual states help illustrate the diversity of problems and also the
comparative or ranking aspects of development levels. These HDI scores range from
amaximumof 1 (most developed) to aminimumof 0 (least developed). Countries are

37GHA—Global Humanitarian Assistance Report 2014 and 2015. http://www.
globalhumanitarianassistance.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/GHA-Report-2014-interactive.
pdf.
38GHA—Global Humanitarian Assistance Report 2015. http://www.globalhumanitarianassistance.
org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/GHA-Report-2014-interactive.pdf.
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normally aggregated into one of four quartiles: Very High Development Score; High
Development Score;MediumDevelopment Score; and LowDevelopment Score. For
instance, regarding the UNDP HDI Report (2017), of the 192 countries presented,
in the Very High category: Norway ranked 1, Australia 2, Switzerland 3, Ireland 8,
USA 10, UK 16, France 21, and Kuwait 51. In the High Development Score, Belarus
ranked 52, Cuba 68, Iran 69, China 90, and Uzbekistan 105. In theMediumDevelop-
ment Score: Moldova ranked 107, Republic of South Africa 119, and Pakistan 147.
In the Low Development Score category, Syria ranked 149, Haiti and Uganda each
ranked 163, Mali 175, and Niger 187 and CAR (Central African Republic) 188.39

The annual UN Human Development Report gives sharp insights into the whole
development debate.40

BOX: UNDP Human Development Reports
While there are many websites and reports, the UNDP Human Develop-
ment Reports, for global, regional, national and specific theme papers offer
quality research insights, see http://hdr.undp.org/en/global-reports. Concern-
ing regional development, the UNDP Regional Human Development Reports
serve as an advocacy tool to advance development of a common approach to
the national and regional dimensions of governance and highlights common
governance issues, as well as opportunities, challenges and threats to regional
co-operation and integration. For National and Regional Human Development
Reports, see http://hdr.undp.org/en/country-reports. This UN website offers a
toolkit that has beenwritten for anyone involved inwriting a national or regional
human development report. It offers a concise, step by step overview of the
whole reporting process, from theme selection, through report preparation and
project oversight, to a communication strategy.

BOX: UN and Development Data
The UNDP Human Development Report 2017 presents the Human Develop-
ment Index (HDI)values and ranks for some187 countries andUN-recognized
territories, along with the Inequality-adjusted HDI for 132 countries, the Gen-
der Inequality Index for 148 countries, and theMultidimensional Poverty Index
on average for 104 countries. Country rankings and values in the annual Human
Development Index (HDI) are kept under strict embargo until the global launch
and worldwide electronic release of the Human Development Report.41

39UN HDI Report 2017. http://hdr.undp.org/en/2013-report.
40International Human Development Indicators http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries.
41UNDP HDI Index 2018. http://hdr.undp.org/en/2018-update.
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Such reports by their very nature, based on research, variables, aggregates and
rankings, encourage both academic and practioner critiques, many of which have led
to qualitative changes and emphases in the methodology and presentation of results,
since the UNDP HDI was first devised in 1990, with the explicit purpose to shift
the focus of development economics from national income accounting to people-
cantered policies. Criticisms are made regarding the aggregate nature of the variable
categories formasking important factorswithin countries that could lead to erroneous
interpretations, while issues and variables of power and politics within societies are
not adequately included. It could be argued that despite UNHDI results, there is lack
of a clear mandate for inter-governmental agencies to name and shame countries, or
to support and strengthen them, especially regarding capacity building.42

6.5 Responses to Humanitarian Disasters

Humanitarian action strives to protect people’s livelihoods and help affected commu-
nities and countries cope with refugees and displaced people. Responding effectively
requires expert analysis of the situation, and ability to work with all necessary part-
ners—local, national and international—to ensure aid is delivered to those most in
need.

The Sphere Project was launched in 1997 by a group of humanitarian NGOs
and the IFRC (International Red Cross and Red Crescent movement). Sphere is
based on two core beliefs: that all possible steps should be taken to alleviate human
suffering arising out of calamity and conflict, and that those affected by disaster have
a right to life with dignity and therefore a right to assistance.43 Regarding disaster
management, the IFRC remains the major model.44

The EU-based INFORM is the open-source risk assessment tool for humani-
tarian crises. INFORM (Index for Risk Management) is to support decisions about
prevention, preparedness and response, helping humanitarian actors to align their
actions in order to reduce crisis and disaster risk and to build resilience. It is the
result of joint efforts of a partnership of international organisations and governments.
Other important resources include UNISDR Prevention Web—UN Office for Dis-

42YouTube: Animated video—Human Development Report 2016. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=4KIoYPyCJMo.

YouTube: History of the Human Development index, and its major strengths and weaknesses.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z5WlqmFG0k4.

YouTube: Human Development Index (HDI). https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
Wm6mn0K2d2A.

YouTube: HumanDevelopment Report 2016 ‘HumanDevelopment for Everyone’. https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=I3HITknKZBk.

YouTube: Human Development Index. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BF9Mn85O1YI.
43To read more: http://www.sphereproject.org/component/option,com_frontpage/Itemid,200/
lang,english/.
44To read more: http://www.ifrc.org/what/disasters/index.asp.
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aster Risk Reduction (UNISDR); the Organization for Security and Cooperation in
Europe, OSCE Relief Web, and US—National Institute of Health.45

The stakeholders in a humanitarian disaster include:

• The local people directly involved—those affected and those ‘locals’ helping.
• The affected population’s neighbour communities, and, or their host commu-

nities in the case of internal displacement within the state—IDPs—Internally
Displaced Persons. Refugees fleeing to adjacent neighbouring countries in close
proximity to their own but crossing an international boundary as with people
who often have close ethnic linkages or cultures, or intermarriage bonds such
as people fleeing from Darfur in Sudan to Chad (2003-04), and flows of Hutu
and Tutsi populations between Rwanda, Burundi, DRC (Democratic Republic of
Congo) and all neighbouring countries during crises over the past 30 years. And of
course asylum seekers and refugees who flee farther afield as with Syrian, Iraqi,
Eritrean and Afghani citizens seeking refuge in Germany, Sweden, Belgium and
all EU states.

• State actors in the country where the disaster occurs including regional and
national government.

• Neighbouring states, as with Bangladesh receiving Rohingya people in flight
from Myanmar during the 2017–18 crisis.

• International and inter-state organisations, this includes State and non-state
actors. Examples of top-down organizations include the UNHCR (UN High
Commission for Refugees), WHO (UN World Health Organization), EU-ECHO
(EU European Communities Humanitarian Office Officials), UN Blue Beret mis-
sions, and AU (African Union) forces. Examples of bottom-up organisations,
and especially NGOs include (a) local e.g. charitable organisations and develop-
ment groups, (b) national—as with the Red Cross, or Centre for Advancement of
Democracy, Social Justice, Conflict Resolution and Human Welfare in Nigeria,
and (c) international NGOs, INGOs, and BINGOs such as MSF (Doctors Without
Borders), Save the Children, Oxfam and Trócaire, AmeriCares, Gates Foundation,
Relief International, Engineers without Borders and so forth.46

• Foreign actors, with vested geo-strategic, political and economic interests which
may be overt or covert in their activities in the affected country. These can be at

45See: Prevention Web—UN Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR). Tools and methods
for estimating populations at risk from natural disasters and complex humanitarian crises. https://
www.preventionweb.net/publications/view/1501.

OSCE (Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe). ReliefWeb. https://reliefweb.int/.
OSCESecretariat Transnational ThreatsDepartmentBordersUnit. 2013. SELF-ASSESSMENT

TOOL FOR NATIONS TO INCREASE PREPAREDNESS FOR CROSS-BORDER IMPLICA-
TIONS OF CRISES. https://www.osce.org/borders/104490?download=true.

USA—National Institute of Health. DisasterMetrics: A Proposed Quantitative Assessment Tool
in ComplexHumanitarian Emergencies—The PublicHealth Impact Severity Scale (PHISS). https://
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3441152/.
46Raptim. Focus on NGOs: 34 Disaster Relief Organizations. https://www.raptim.org/focus-on-
ngos-34-disaster-relief-organizations/.
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the level of foreign states such as Indian or Pakistani interests in neighbouring
countries, or the USA and UK in relation to their security, and oil and gas energy
supply policies in Iraq and Syria and the MENA (Middle East and North African)
countries in general, or Turkish and Russian interests in Syria and especially the
Kurdish region. Similarly, multinational companies or TNCs (transnational cor-
porations) with targeted economic interests whether oil in Iraq, or coltan in the
DRC or Mozambique. Coltan is much sought after, being highly valuable as a
metallic mineral which is a combination of columbite and tantalite and which is
refined to produce tantalum, and is used in cell phones, laptops, pagers and other
electronic devices.

• Local, national or international—warlords, criminal cartels, gangs, traffick-
ers and so forth, as witnessed over the past decades in Somalia, Afghanistan,
Sudan, Republic of South Sudan, Mexico, Colombia, Honduras, Guatemala and
El Salvador.

• The media and witnesses: professional journalists and reporters from local to
international scales, but more and more the non-professional individual on the
ground in the form of citizen journalists, due to use of social media and mobile
phones.

• The public, especially electorates at national and international scales, who can
influence foreign policy decisions, especially in the mature democracies such as
the USA, Canada and EU.

6.6 Conclusions

The humanitarian tradition in many cultures, civilizations and religions has a
long disputed history, with the kernel question being is it based on emotion and
empathy for all humankind, or is it exclusive to people of the same culture, or is it
a religious obligation. Here arise issues of fundamental attitudes: is a major cause
of human vulnerability like poverty, and disaster ‘an act of God’ to be accepted as
such and where is the role of human agency, power and socio-political structures
in all this. Though rarely articulated, sometimes iterations of Darwinism cannot be
completely ignored regarding levels of response to the emergency.

The suffering and death of combatants witnessed by the lawyer Henri Dunant,
after the Battle of Solferino (1859) is often given as a landmark factor stimulat-
ing creation of the Red Cross and development of humanitarian law with the
Geneva Convention (1864), the first codified international treaty that covered the
sick and wounded soldiers on the battlefield. This was followed by other Conven-
tions regarding neutrality and so forth. The debacle of WWI, necessitated stronger
international law and subsequent creation of the League of Nations (1920), the first
major attempt at global government. Following WWII and creation of the UN
(1945), there was hope for greater inter-state cooperation, development and elimi-
nation of conflict. However, this was restricted by the geopolitical parameters of
the Cold War (1945–91). Following the implosion of Soviet system (1991–2003),
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geopolitical changes reshaped the humanitarian map leading to hope for people-
centred humanitarian action mechanisms, embodied in the UN Responsibility to
Protect Principle (R2P) and establishment of the International Criminal Court
(ICC) (2002). The 2001, 9/11 attacks on the USA and consequent War on Terror
impacted critically on the humanitarian landscape.47

Simultaneously was witnessed hyper-globalization and tensions within the
UN multilateral—collective inter-state action principles, and attempted abuses
of the evolving Responsibility to Protect (R2P) principle. Corporatization of
humanitarian aid and many NGOs, along with mission creep and role confu-
sion, added greater challenges for the humanitarian actors, including work-
ers being targeted by belligerents. The global economic crash (2007), along
with the institutional mantra of Western-style democracy, neo-liberal eco-
nomics, and austerity left many people vulnerable and disaffected. Nonethe-
less, the humanitarian imperative: impartiality, neutrality and independence
remains central to humanitarian organizations in the nexus of hazard, vulnerability
and risk, and interplay of geographies and geopolitics.48

Humanitarian assistance continues to go primarily to the same long-term recipi-
ents, due to poverty and vulnerability as illustrated in the UN Human Development
Index (HDI) and by vulnerability mapping.49 The UN’s Vulnerability Analysis
and Mapping (VAM) Unit, of the World Food Program (WFP) provides major
food security analyses to decision-makers.50 The Sendai Framework for Disas-
ter Risk Reduction (2015–2030) was the first main agreement of the post-2015
Millennium Development Goals (MDG) agenda being endorsed by the UN Gen-
eral Assembly—2015 Third UN World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction
(WCDRR).51

Expressions of national and international solidary became more common
regarding emergencies from the 1970s on being facilitated by revolutions in
media and popular culture, especially witnessed during the Ethiopian Famine
(1984–85).52 Popular culture has played a critical role in bringing humanitarian
issues to greater global audiences and electorates forcing governments to take

47See Footnote 1.
48Hazard, vulnerability and risk analysis. University of Twente, NL. https://www.itc.nl/ilwis/
applications-guide/application-1/.
49Global Humanitarian Assistance (GHA) Report 2018. http://devinit.org/wp-content/uploads/
2018/06/GHA-Report-2018.pdf.

UN Human Development Index (HDI). http://hdr.undp.org/en/composite/HDI.
We Adapt. https://www.weadapt.org/knowledge-base/vulnerability/mapping-vulnerability.

50UN GIS AN OVERVIEW OF VULNERABILITY ANALYSIS AND MAPPING (VAM).
http://www.un.org/Depts/Cartographic/ungis/meeting/march00/documentation/wfp_recalde2.pdf,
UNDP Mapping Climate Change: Vulnerability and Impact Assessment Scenarios. https://www.
adaptationcommunity.net/?wpfb_dl=58.
51See Footnote 7.
52To read more: Ethiopian famine: how landmark BBC report influenced modern coverage: Thirty
years on, Michael Buerk’s broadcast remains a watershed moment in crisis reporting, but what is
its lasting legacy? http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/poverty-matters/2014/oct/22/
ethiopian-famine-report-influence-modern-coverage.

https://www.itc.nl/ilwis/applications-guide/application-1/
http://devinit.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/GHA-Report-2018.pdf
http://hdr.undp.org/en/composite/HDI
https://www.weadapt.org/knowledge-base/vulnerability/mapping-vulnerability
http://www.un.org/Depts/Cartographic/ungis/meeting/march00/documentation/wfp_recalde2.pdf
https://www.adaptationcommunity.net/%3fwpfb_dl%3d58
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/poverty-matters/2014/oct/22/ethiopian-famine-report-influence-modern-coverage
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action in emergencies and from longer term perspectives as with the MDGs (Mil-
lennium Development Goals) and SDGs—Sustainable Development Goals. Here
there is greater popular and official recognition that development levels and spe-
cific geographical contexts must be catered for in policy, not alone from the purely
humanitarian viewpoint, but also from the standpoint of security for all countries and
peoples, as the negative impact of any humanitarian disaster is directly propor-
tionate to the levels of vulnerability of the populations affected. This trajectory
from crises to disasters and their ripple effects is evident in the narratives of Syria,
Yemen and theDRC. Exposure of human beings to danger and susceptibility to losses
is compounded by the level of individual, family, community and national poverty
and constraints on coping capacities at family, kinship, community and national lev-
els of development, whether due to natural, human-made, technological or complex
emergencies.

Responses to humanitarian crises effectively requires expert analysis of the situ-
ation, and ability to workwith all stakeholders—local, national and international—to
ensure aid is delivered to those most in need. Examples include, the Sphere Project
launched by NGOs and IFRC that is based on core beliefs: that all steps should be
taken to alleviate human suffering arising out of conflict, and that those affected by
disaster have a right to life with dignity and therefore a right to assistance.53 The
Red cross (IFRC) continues to provide a major model for disaster management.54
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