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Abstract

Armed conflict in the modern world creates humanitarian
emergencies of unprecedented proportions and complexity, forcing
entire populations to flee for their lives, wreaking havoc on
infrastructure, undermining food security and creating protection
needs that far exceed the capacities of the affected State and
neighbouring countries. The international community responds to
these crises through a primary institutional framework that is made
up of international organizations, such as the United Nations system,
the International Committee of the Red Cross and a huge network of
intergovernmental and non-governmental actors. This article
conducts a systematic examination of the roles, limits and reform
need in international organizations in the humanitarian crisis
management in current conflict affected environments. The article
takes a case-based approach from Syria, Yemen, South Sudan, and
the occupied Palestinian territories, and utilizes ongoing discussions
in international humanitarian law, organizational theory and political
science, to explore the four fundamentals of international

humanitarian actors: needs assessment and coordination, protection

of civilians and humanitarian law enforcement, resource mobilization and aid delivery, and durable
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solutions facilitation. The analysis pinpoints five structural challenges that systematically limit the
effectiveness of international organizations: the politicization of humanitarian action, access denial and
negotiation failure, fragmentation and volatility of humanitarian funding, localization deficit in
humanitarian practice and gaps in accountability of affected populations to international actors. In an era
of proliferating and long conflicts, the article advocates for a framework of reform based on principled
independence, operational localization, sustainable financing and enhanced accountability mechanisms,
and joins the growing literature on reform of the humanitarian system.

How current humanitarian crises are being tackled is demonstrated through the cases of Syria and
Yemen, illustrating the efforts directed toward systemic humanitarian reform.
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Introduction

In absolute terms, humanitarian impacts of armed conflict have never been direr. As of the end of 2023,
the number of forcibly displaced people worldwide had risen to 117.3 million, the largest number ever
recorded, most of which were caused by the conflict in Sudan, the Democratic Republic of Congo,
Myanmar, Ukraine, Syria and Afghanistan (UNHCR, 2024). In 2023, World Food Programme (WFP)
estimated 333 million people were in acute food insecurity — with conflict as the leading cause in 70%
of high severity cases (WFP, 2023). The mortality of conflict, such as from violence, as well as indirect
mortality from disease and malnutrition, and the damage to health infrastructure, is estimated to cause
millions of preventable deaths every year in conflict-affected states (WHO, 2024).

The international organisation system that has evolved since the end of the Second World War to avert
and intervene in humanitarian crises — which is centred on the United Nations system, the International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and a network of specialised agencies, funds and programmes — is
under sustained pressure due to the scale, complexity, and the political dimension of the current conflicts.
International humanitarian action is stretched to the breaking point in the Syrian crisis, in Yemen, in the
Palestinian situation (the world's largest displacement since the Second World War, over six decades)
and with the current crisis in Sudan, which is rapidly spiralling into the worst humanitarian emergency
ever. All of these situations highlight the need for structural changes within the current international
humanitarian system that can only be achieved by improving the system, not by operating it better.
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The international organizations involved in humanitarian crisis management are examined in this article
in the context of four core functions and five structural challenges and the article presents evidence from
current crisis situations. The analysis is set against the backdrop of international humanitarian law (IHL),
which through its various conventions, such as the Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols,
outlines the laws governing humanitarian action and the responsibilities of different parties to conflict
towards civilian populations, and humanitarian actors. It is a fact of life in humanitarian situations that
there is often a great gap between the law and practice, and that any real evaluation of the performance
of the international organizations in this field must take that into account.

The article is organised as follows. In Section 2, the key actors and the general shape of international
humanitarian architecture are presented. The four key functions of international humanitarian
organizations are analysed in Section 3. Section 4 discusses their five structural impediments. Case
studies of Syria, Yemen, South Sudan and the occupied Palestinian territories are provided in Section 5.
Section 6 makes recommendations for reform. Section 7 ends with guidelines for future studies and
practices.

This study adopts an organizational effectiveness framework to evaluate how structural constraints
influence humanitarian performance.

Previous studies have examined humanitarian coordination, protection, funding, and displacement
responses as largely separate dimensions of humanitarian action. However, limited research has explored
how these interconnected functions are simultaneously affected by common structural challenges across
different conflict settings. This study addresses this gap by providing a comparative analysis of four
contemporary humanitarian crises Syria, Yemen, South Sudan, and the Occupied Palestinian
Territories—to examine how politicization, access constraints, funding volatility, localization deficits,
and accountability challenges shape the performance of international humanitarian organizations.

Research Question

What are the principal roles performed by international organizations in managing humanitarian crises
in conflict areas, and what structural challenges constrain their effectiveness across contemporary
conflict settings?

Sub-Questions

1. What are the core functions of international organizations in humanitarian crisis management?

How do international organizations coordinate humanitarian assistance, protect civilians,

mobilize resources, and facilitate durable solutions?

What structural challenges limit the effectiveness of international humanitarian action?

4. How are these challenges manifested in the cases of Syria, Yemen, South Sudan, and the
Occupied Palestinian Territories?

5. What reforms can strengthen the effectiveness, accountability, and sustainability of
international humanitarian organizations in conflict environments?

[98)
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The International Humanitarian Architecture: Actors, Mandates and Frameworks
The United Nations System is defined as follows:

The United Nations system serves as the formal hub of international humanitarian architecture and is
responsible for the coordination of the global humanitarian response, which is spread across several
specialised agencies, funds and programmes with different mandates that cover various aspects of
humanitarian needs (Osman et al., 2024). OCHA is the system-wide coordination hub, overseeing the
cluster system, which divides humanitarian response into eleven thematic sectors, such as food security,
shelter, health, protection and water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) and the Central Emergency
Response Fund (CERF), which supplies rapid and predictable funding for humanitarian response
(OCHA, 2023).

UNHCR has the main responsibility for the protection of refugees and, following the 2005 humanitarian
reform process, the protection cluster lead in the context of conflict-induced displacement. WFP is the
spokesperson of the food security and logistics clusters, with the largest humanitarian supply chain in
the world. UNICEF is the focal point for child protection, nutrition, education and WASH clusters. The
health cluster is led by the World Health Organisation (WHO). The responsibilities of these agencies as
lead agencies were institutionalized through the 2005 humanitarian reform process and reinforced by the
Transformative Agenda (2011-2012) to enhance accountability, leadership and coordination of the
cluster system (Inter-Agency Standing Committee, 2012).

The International Committee of the Red Cross

The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) is a unique body in humanitarian architecture as
a private entity having a public international law mandate, namely the protection of international
humanitarian law, as recognised by the Geneva Conventions as the primary protector of international
humanitarian law. The scope of the ICRC's work includes the protection and assistance of victims of
armed conflict and other situations of violence, advocacy for IHL and its universal application and
coordination of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement (ICRM) (ICRC, 2023). ICRC's
operational activities in situations of conflict are carried out in accordance with the four principles of
IHL — humanity, impartiality, neutrality and independence - which are fundamental to the nature of an
impartial humanitarian organization.

The ICRC's unique method of working: confidential contacts with parties to conflict, keeping findings
confidential to preserve access, and refraining from condemning, except in cases of serious violations of
the rules of humanitarian law, is both the most significant asset and a reason for tension with human
rights organisations and affected communities, who argue that such contacts are not enough to punish
the perpetrators of atrocities, but must instead be public condemnations (Forsythe, 2005).

The underlying principles of international humanitarian law and the political dimensions of the
Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine are further analysed in Section 2.3.
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The legal framework for humanitarian action during an armed conflict is mostly laid down by
International Humanitarian Law, the four Geneva Conventions of 1949 and the three Additional
Protocols thereto, the Hague Regulations and the emerging Customary International Humanitarian Law.
IHL creates binding obligations for all parties to armed conflict — including non-state armed groups — to
protect the civilian population, ensure access to civilians for humanitarian relief, respect humanitarian
personnel and facilities, and prohibit certain methods and means of warfare. In 2005 the ICRC released
its first study on customary IHL, which contained 161 rules of customary IHL for both international and
non-international armed conflict, and offered a broad normative framework, accepted by the states
(Henckaerts & Doswald-Beck, 2005).

The Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine, adopted by the UN General Assembly at the 2005 World
Summit, extends the legal dimension of the doctrine with a political one: that states have the primary
responsibility to protect their populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against
humanity, that the international community has a responsibility to assist states to fulfil this obligation,
and that where states manifestly fail in their obligations, then the international community has the right
to take collective action through the UN Security Council. There has been much debate about the use of
R2P in practice, with disagreements among the permanent members of the Security Council often
blocking consensus to act, and a strong impression that R2P was being selectively used on the basis of
geopolitical interest — not on humanitarian need (Evans, 2008).

The following modules are the core functions of International Humanitarian Organizations:
Effective humanitarian intervention relies fundamentally on the strategic integration of systematic needs
assessment and operational coordination.

Assessing the needs of crisis-affected populations in an accurate, timely and comprehensive way and
coordinating the actions of several responding organisations to address those needs without critical gaps
and/or inefficient duplication is essential for effective humanitarian response. In reality, the needs
assessment and the coordination both pose operational difficulties in conflict settings. OCHA's
Humanitarian Needs Overview (HNO) and Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP) processes are the main
platform for the needs assessment and response planning process at the system level, with data informed
by the cluster agencies, national authorities and implementing partners (OCHA, 2023). In areas of active
conflict, however, access to needs data is often very limited due to access restrictions and security
concerns, as well as the collapse of civil registration and statistical systems that conflict often brings.

The cluster system has better coordination than the ad hoc system it replaced, but there are significant
coordination problems. However, the increasing number of humanitarian actors - OCHA estimates there
to be more than 4500 humanitarian organisations operating around the world in 2023 — means the
coordination needs of these actors are far greater than anyone coordinating body can handle. In major
crisis responses, hundreds of people may be in attendance in cluster meetings, and these may turn into
information sharing mechanisms, not true decision-making groups. The cluster system is voluntary,
thereby leaving organisations with different mandates, pressure to fundraise and institutional cultures
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with a high degree of operational autonomy, which reduces coordinating organisations' ability to
coordinate the overall response (Stoddard et al., 2015).

It is also essential to 3.3 Resource Mobilization and Aid Delivery that the following are taken into
consideration:

Food, water, shelter, medical care and protection services are the most visible and operationally complex
aspect of the humanitarian response of international humanitarian organisations, and this is where
mobilization and delivery of humanitarian assistance is most complex. The scope of modern
humanitarian operations is huge: The 2024 Global Humanitarian Overview (GHO) estimated
humanitarian needs to be at USD 48.7 billion for the benefit of 187.8 million people in 72 countries, up
700% compared to the 2005 level (OCHA, 2024). While there has been a growing number of appeals
for funding, there has never been a time when funding is consistently far below the requirements, as the
2023 humanitarian response plan identified needs for USD 20 billion that were only 39% funded.

Delivering aid in conflict areas is challenging, and often hazardous. In 2023, humanitarian operations
faced 280 attacks, marking the highest level of attacks on humanitarian workers since systematic
recording of attacks began in 1997, with 116 humanitarian workers killed and 134 injured, and 42
kidnapped (Nwotite, 2026). Reaching contested or besieged areas means negotiating access with all sides
controlling the area, having to follow security procedures that restrict operational freedom, and often
having to quickly adapt to changing security environments. Traditional implementation by international
organisations has been replaced by the programme through local implementing partners, resulting in
increased subcontracting within an already complex context of aid delivery."

Durable Solutions Facilitation

The fourth of the core functions of international humanitarian organisations is facilitating durable
solutions to displacement — voluntary repatriation to countries of origin, local integration in countries of
first asylum, and resettlement to third countries. UNHCR has the key responsibility for facilitating
durable solutions with migration management support provided by IOM and a variety of development
partners for the longer-term reintegration support necessary for voluntary repatriation and local
integration. One of the biggest gaps in the humanitarian system is the scale of displacement relative to
provision of durable solutions: in 2023, only 3.4 million refugees (with more than 43 million) achieved
a durable solution through any pathway (UNHCR, 2024).

By and large, the lack of durable solutions is not the result of any flaw in the international organisation
design, but rather of the political will of the States to put in place the elements of durable solutions:
peace, security, reconstruction, legal access to local integration and resettlement quotas. Yet, the
humanitarian system’s consistent failure to invest in early recovery and development programming in
protracted displacement and its structural approach of focusing on emergency response programming
over longer-term solutions programming hinders the humanitarian-development nexus even as
organisations repeatedly pledge to move beyond current approaches (Grand Bargain, 2016).
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Table 1Core Functions and Principal Actors in International Humanitarian Crisis Management

Core Function

Principal International Actors

Key Instruments

Primary Structural Challenges

Needs Assessment &
Coordination

OCHA; Cluster Lead Agencies;
UNHCR; WFP; WHO; UNICEF

HNO/HRP process; Cluster system;
CERF; joint assessments

Access restrictions; data quality;
coordination overload; actor
proliferation

Protection of Civilians
& THL Enforcement

ICRC; UNHCR; OHCHR; UN
peacekeeping; ICC; human rights
bodies

Geneva Conventions; UNSC
mandates; ICC jurisdiction;
monitoring missions

IHL compliance gaps; UNSC veto
paralysis; ICC jurisdiction limits;
access denial

Resource Mobilisation
& Aid Delivery

WEFP; UNHCR; UNICEF; ICRC;
I0M; INGOs; local NGOs

GHO/HRP appeals; CERF; bilateral
funding; cash programming; supply
chains

Chronic underfunding; access denial;
aid worker security; localisation deficit

Durable Solutions
Facilitation

UNHCR; IOM; UNDP; World
Bank; host states; resettlement
states

Voluntary repatriation; local
integration; resettlement; GCR
commitments

Political unwillingness; humanitarian—
development nexus gap; funding
shortfalls

Note. OCHA = Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs; UNHCR = UN High Commissioner for Refugees; WFP
= World Food Programme; ICRC = International Committee of the Red Cross; OHCHR = Office of the UN High
Commissioner for Human Rights; IOM = International Organization for Migration; UNDP = UN Development Programme;
HNO = Humanitarian Needs Overview; HRP = Humanitarian Response Plan; CERF = Central Emergency Response Fund;
GHO = Global Humanitarian Overview; GCR = Global Compact on Refugees; INGOs = International Non-Governmental
Organizations; ICC = International Criminal Court; IHL = International Humanitarian Law.

2. Methodology
Research Design

This study uses a qualitative comparative case study to study the role of international humanitarian
organizations in the management of humanitarian crises in conflict areas. The aim is to understand the
role of international humanitarian actors in humanitarian organizations in their core humanitarian work
and how structural obstacles limit their performance in different conflict areas. In this context, qualitative
approaches have been adopted as humanitarian crises are based on several political, institutional, and
legal dimensions that are not purely quantitative. In this study, we have employed a humanitarian
performance framework to explore the impact of humanitarian functions on structural constraints.

The framework is based on two analytical dimensions introduced by humanitarian literature and
international policy documents. The first perspective is that of four core humanitarian functions
performed by international organizations:

1. Needs assessment and coordination.

2. Protection of civilians and promotion of international humanitarian law.
3. Resource mobilization and humanitarian aid delivery.

4. Provide durable solutions for displaced populations.
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And that is the second dimension, which has five structural challenges that can limit humanitarian
performance:

1. Politicization of humanitarian actions

2. Access denial and negotiation constraints to humanitarian access.
3. Funding fragmentation and volatility.

4. Localization gaps.

5. Accountability gaps toward the populations in question.

The report considers how these structural issues impact the ability of international organizations to work
in humanitarian roles in different situations. The study utilizes a purposive comparative case selection
strategy on four current humanitarian crises: Syria, Yemen, South Sudan, and the Occupied Palestinian
Territories.

The cases were selected as significant humanitarian crises with high international humanitarian
engagement and significant operational challenges. The cases also show different types of structural
constraints on humanitarian action. Syria shows the struggle between geopolitical contestation and
humanitarian access; Yemen illustrates the linking of funding instability to access restrictions; South
Sudan shows the humanitarian protection and localization efforts of civilians, and the Occupied
Palestinian Territories show the politicization of humanitarian mandates and funding.

The selected cases, therefore, offer a basis for the analysis of recurring patterns as well as context-
specific aspects of humanitarian crisis management. The study is based on secondary qualitative data
from the literature and institutional records. The data is mainly from human resources and policy
documents, situation updates, and statistical reports of major humanitarian organizations including the
United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the World Food Programme (WFP), the World Health
Organization (WHO), the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), the United Nations Relief
and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA), and the Inter-Agency Standing Committee
(IASC). They are supplemented by the literature on humanitarian governance, international
organizations, and international humanitarian law. Data Analysis. The study uses thematic comparative
analysis. In three phases, we identified the basic humanitarian responsibilities of international
organizations from the current humanitarian governance literature and institutional requirements.
Second, structural constraints in the literature and policy literature were studied in five thematic areas
for political transformation, access denial, funding volatility, localization deficits, and accountability
gaps. We conducted a systematic comparative analysis of the four case studies with data categories.

This method allowed us to analyze the impact on humanitarian functions and structural challenges for
different conflict cases and found the commonalities and differences among the case cases. The
comparative analytical matrix was used to organize our findings and analyze how humanitarian functions
and structural problems were related to each other. To strengthen analysis validity, we use data
triangulation with data from various institutional and scholarly sources. Cross-case comparison further
enhances analytical consistency by examining similar themes in different humanitarian settings. The use
of predefined analytical categories provides the transparency and replicability of the findings of the
study.

Aca. Intl. J. Soc. Sci. H. 04 (01) 47-63. DOI: https://doi.org/10.59675/S414 55



https://doi.org/10.59675/S414

Limitations

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the study relies on secondary data and does not
incorporate primary fieldwork or interviews with humanitarian practitioners. Second, the analysis
focuses on four selected cases and therefore does not encompass all contemporary humanitarian crises.
Third, variations in data availability and reporting practices across conflict settings may affect the depth
of comparison. Nevertheless, the selected cases provide a robust basis for examining common structural
challenges affecting international humanitarian action in contemporary armed conflicts.

Structural Challenges Constraining International Organizational Effectiveness
The Politicization of Humanitarian Action

The humanitarian principles of humanity, neutrality, impartiality and independence provide a clear
normative framework to guide humanitarian action: humanitarian action is based on need alone — without
discrimination and without political favour — and without promotion of the interests of any party to a
conflict. In practice, the politicization of humanitarian action, which often involves compromising
humanitarian action in line with the political, strategic and geopolitical agendas of donor states, host
governments and international organizations’ political agendas, is the most potent and intractable
challenge to principled humanitarian action (Barnett & Finnemore, 2004).

The impact of donor state political interests on humanitarian funding is well documented and regular:
crises in states with well-established political ties to key donors are better funded than crises of similar
severity or greater, but without such ties. This politicization of humanitarian attention leads to the
phenomenon of “forgotten crises” — large-scale humanitarian emergencies that are barely covered in
international news and receive little international attention and funding in proportion to their gravity.
The DRC's IDP situation is the largest in the world and only receives less than 40% of its humanitarian
funding need even after the Ukraine humanitarian response received more than 80% of its needs within
weeks of the onset of the crisis in early 2022, which is not reflective of the severity of humanitarian
needs (OCHA, 2024).Consequently, allocation decisions for new humanitarian responses remain strictly
constrained in overlooked conflict zones.

Humanitarian access to the populations in a conflict is not provided by the IHL but must be negotiated
with the controlling parties who often have political and military reasons to deny or limit access.
Systematic attacks to deny civilians food, medical assistance, and protection as a deliberate military or
political action — a war crime under IHL — is documented in Syria, Yemen, Tigray, Sudan and Gaza. The
ability of international organisations to ensure access rights is very weak, with the only instruments
available being negotiation, public advocacy and political pressure through UN organizations, which
will require political will — which is often lacking (Stoddard et al., 2015).

Denied access can have profound impact on humanitarian operations. Humanitarian crossings through
government-controlled crossings in Syria were the topic of several Security Council resolutions, as well
as diplomatic negotiations, but with the cross-border access authorisations being challenged on a regular
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basis and, ultimately, significantly reduced, under Russian and Chinese vetoes on resolutions to renew
cross-border access from Turkey. Yemen's Houthis have at times cut off humanitarian access, while the
Saudi-led coalition has imposed restrictions on humanitarian access, port operations and import licences,
at times in conjunction with each other that have resulted in famine-like conditions for millions of
civilians. The Gaza conflict that started in October 2023 has resulted in the worst documented access
and aid delivery crisis in recent humanitarian history, as there was an inadequate flow of aid to the
territory to avert famine-like conditions affecting the population as a whole (UNRWA, 2024).

The global humanitarian landscape is fundamentally constrained by the fragmentation and volatility of
donor funding.

The humanitarian funding system is fragmentary (many small amounts of funding from donors with
specific earmarking requirements) and volatile (funding flows are motivated by media coverage and
political salience, creating feast-or-famine cycles whereby a new emergency gets a lot of funding, while
a long-term crisis is chronically underfunded). Earmarking of donor contribution—restrictions on where,
in a country, and for what purpose, in an organisation and/or activity, money can be spent—reduces the
capacity of coordinating entities to maximise resources based on comparative needs and efficiency of
operations, and adds to the administrative burden for recipient organisations (Grand Bargain, 2016).

It was agreed at the World Humanitarian Summit in 2016 that major donors and humanitarian actors put
into effect a set of reforms referred to as the Grand Bargain, which involves tackling fragmentation of
funding, scaling down on earmarking, more cash programming and greater transparency. Progress on
the commitments under the Grand Bargain has been lukewarm; the share of humanitarian funding going
to local and national organisations that are directly involved in humanitarian operations (a key Grand
Bargain goal) does not yet meet the 25% target — it is less than 3%. Another priority of the Grand
Bargain that has been limited to a small number of progressive donors and not yet taken off to become
standard practice across the system, is the shift to multi-year funding.

The Localization Deficit

The humanitarian system is dominated structurally by international organisations and international non-
governmental organisations that are based in Western capitals, and implementing-partner organisations
in crisis-affected countries have a secondary role, are often under-resourced and under-represented in
decision making, and are subject to donor compliance requirements that are shaped to the needs of
international organisations operating in their context. This structural marginalisation of local actors is
not only an operational inefficiency, but an ethical failure as often they possess more information about
the community, a greater cultural competence, and a more intimate understanding of the context of the
crisis compared to international actors (ALNAP, 2018).

There's the localisation agenda, which is expressed in the Charter for Change (2016) and the Grand
Bargain, which pledges the humanitarian system to increase the direct funding of local actors, reduce
the sub-contracting chains and yield more genuine partnership between international and local
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organisations. Progress has been very slow —in 2023, the Grand Bargain Signatory Report showed direct
funding to local and national NGOs at 2.9% of total humanitarian funding, which is virtually unchanged
from 2016 baseline levels. The obstacles to localisation are not just attitudinal; they stem from structural
aspects of the funding process which systematically work against local organisations in favour of large,
internationally recognised ones, such as donor due diligence requirements, compliance frameworks and
risk allocation arrangements (ALNAP, 2018).

The responsibility for affected populations.

The accountability structure of the humanitarian system is largely top down, in line with the
accountability of donors, governing boards and regulators in the home country, but not necessarily
downwards to those affected by the crisis. The affected population is the final stakeholder in
humanitarian action but has limited formal authority over the decisions made by humanitarian
organizations on what assistance is offered, how it's delivered and how complaints are handled. Part 2
explores the limited and often inadequate alternatives to accountability (such as participatory
assessments, community feedback mechanisms, or complaints hotlines) and how affected communities
can influence humanitarian programming.

The Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability (CHS), which was adopted in 2014 and
is implemented by more than 1,000 organizations worldwide, offers a template to hold the sector
accountable toward affected people through nine commitments to affected people related to quality of
assistance, participation, feedback and complaints, coordination, learning, staff conduct, resource
management, and support systems. CHS verification includes independent audits and self-assessment,
which offers the CHS a way to have their accountability practice reviewed externally. The standard,
however, is not compulsory, it is not applied in the most difficult operating environments and the lack
of balance of power between the international organizations and the communities’ affected means that
violations of the standard are often left unchallenged by the victims.

A particular type of article that focuses on specific studies of humanitarian Crises. An article type
that involves specific studies of humanitarian crises.

Syria: Politicization, Access and the limits of multilateral response

The humanitarian crisis in Syria has been ongoing for 14 years and has displaced more than 7.2 million
people within Syria and 6.6 million people as refugees and has caused humanitarian needs for more than
16 million people in Syria (OCHA, 2024). The Syrian response is an excellent example of each of the
five structural issues outlined in Section 4. The Security Council has been dogged by Russian and
Chinese vetoes on various resolutions approving cross-border assistance, IHL accountability
mechanisms and political transition plans and, as a result, the UN's ability to act effectively has been
severely constrained in a crisis where its ally is a key belligerent. First established at four crossing points
with other countries, the cross-border assistance was gradually narrowed with ever more Russian vetoes
to just one crossing point, limiting the capacity for assistance at a time of increasing needs.
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The operating context of the Syria crisis has also spurred a lot of innovation in the humanitarian response,
as constraints under which humanitarian actors work have been present. There has been a significant
reduction in the scale of cash and voucher assistance as an alternative to in-kind deliveries, giving
affected populations much more choice in what kind of assistance they receive and so less logistical
burden in delivering in-kind assistance. In the context of the Syria crisis, remote management
programming, where international organisations fund, support and monitor local partner organisations
in countries where they can't be physically present, has been developed and systematised, more so than
seen in previous crises. The innovations have highlighted the capability of the humanitarian system to
adapt, while also revealing the accountability and quality assurance issues of conducting large and
complex programmes remotely.

This is the fifth and final lesson on Yemen.

In 2024, Yemen is estimated to experience famine conditions among 2.2 million people, with over 21.6
million in need of humanitarian assistance, about two-thirds of the population (WFP, 2024). The Yemen
response is a prime example of the intersection of denial of access, funding volatility and politicisation
of humanitarian action. Since 2015, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, which have been the
top two backers of the military coalition, have been at the same time the biggest donors to the Yemen
humanitarian response, highlighting documented tensions between their political interests and the
principles of the humanitarian response, which are neutrality and impartiality (Human Rights Watch,
2023).

Volatility is an issue with humanitarian funding in Yemen. Yemen humanitarian funding dropped
significantly in 2022-2023, following significant donor pledges during the 2021 donor conference,
despite no decrease in severity of needs, with the response only funded at 36% of the requirements in
2023. In 2023, the shortage of funds drove WFP to cut food rations for 8 million beneficiaries, affecting
the most vulnerable population groups and worsening acute malnutrition. It is in Yemen's case that the
scale of the humanitarian need is so large, but political will to continue to provide sufficiently long-term
humanitarian support is so weak.

South Sudan: Peacekeeping, Protection and Localisation

South Sudan's ongoing conflict and displacement problem — generating more than 4.3 million IDPs and
2.3 million refugees in neighbouring countries — is one of the biggest challenges to the United Nations
peacekeeping's protection of the population mandate. UN Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS) has
implemented Protection of Civilians (PoC) sites (areas in the bases where civilians are at risk of being
targeted for violence seek and are given sanctuary) that at one time contained more than 200,000 people
in the SSUNA, which created quasi-permanent displaced communities within UN bases and posed
extraordinary humanitarian management and protection challenges (UNMISS, 2021).

The South Sudan response has also been a major area where the practice of localisation has been
promoted: the South Sudan NGO Forum and its member organisations have been leading in calling for
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and making some of the more substantive examples of international-local partnership in the global
humanitarian system happen. When truly invested in and supported by local organisations, they have
succeeded in providing community engagement, protection monitoring and cash programming in
regions without international presence, thereby showcasing the operational value of local capacity. The
South Sudan case offers both encouraging evidence of the localisation agenda as well as some lessons
on how fast change can come about without reform of donor compliance and risk allocation regimes.

UNRWA and the Politicisation of Humanitarian Mandates: 5.4 The Occupied Palestinian Territories

The United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), which
was established in 1949 to serve Palestinian refugees in Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, the West Bank and
Gaza, occupies a unique place in the international humanitarian system, as it is the only UN body focused
on a single refugee population. UNRWA's mandate has been renewed by the General Assembly on a
regular basis for more than seven decades, a fact that reflects not only the length of the displacement
crisis, but also the political contestation of the existence of the Palestinian refugee by the States which
consider it as an obstacle to specific political solutions (Bocco, 2009).

The political and humanitarian crises in Gaza since October 2023 brought UNRWA to the forefront of
the most severe political and humanitarian crisis in its institutional life and in the history of the region.
UNRWA had to deal with the overwhelming demands of an operation in a situation of catastrophic
humanitarian needs in Gaza, while at the same time being denied by more than 12 donor states of access
to its funding due to the allegations. The UNRWA crisis is a stark reminder of the potential for politically
charged attacks on the mandate of humanitarian organisations and the devastating humanitarian impacts
when these are made the target in a context of acute humanitarian need (UNRWA, 2024).

Table 2 Comparative Case Study Analysis: Structural Challenges and Organisational Responses

Challenge

Syria

Yemen

South Sudan

Occ. Palestinian Territories

Politicisation

UNSC veto paralysis;
Russia as belligerent donor

Saudi/UAE dual role as
belligerent and donor

Moderate; regional political
interests shape response

Severe; UNRWA mandate
politically contested; donor
suspensions

Access Denial

Severe; cross-border veto;
siege tactics

Severe; port blockades;
import restrictions

Significant; inter-communal
violence; seasonal flooding

Extreme; complete blockade
documented; aid entry severely
restricted

Significant; Syria 3RP

Severe; 36% funded 2023;

Significant; protracted

Critical; UNRWA funding

scale-up

constrained by conflict

Sudan NGO Forum role

Funding G . . e .
unding Lap chronically underfunded WEP ration cuts crisis fatigue suspension 2024
Remot: t . . . Local isations decimated b
L . emohe R ey Limited; local capacity Positive examples; South oca‘ e e(:-lma Ly
Localisation innovation; local partner conflict; UNRWA as primary local

actor

Accountability

Severe gaps; remote
management limits
oversight

Significant gaps; affected
population engagement
minimal

PoC site governance
challenges; CHS adoption
growing

Critical; population under siege;
complaint mechanisms non-
functional
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Note. UNSC = United Nations Security Council, UNRWA = United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine
Refugees; WFP = World Food Programme; 3RP = Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan; PoC = Protection of Civilians;
CHS = Core Humanitarian Standard.

A Reform Framework for International Humanitarian Crisis Management

The analysis in Sections 3 to 5 identifies five structural challenges that cannot be solved through small
operational improvements. Instead, they require a complete overhaul of the international humanitarian
system. The following reform framework, focused on four interconnected strategic priorities, is proposed
as a basis for the next phase of humanitarian reform. This builds on but goes beyond the Grand Bargain
commitments from 2016.

Principled Independence. The humanitarian principles of neutrality, impartiality, and independence must
be defended against the systematic politicization that currently undermines them. This requires dedicated
humanitarian funding that is free from political conditions, clear donor policies against using
humanitarian funds for foreign policy, and strong capacity within humanitarian organizations to
advocate publicly for principled access. These organizations need to be able to refuse aid tied to political
conditions. The UN Secretary-General's Emergency Relief Coordinator should have the authority and
resources to publicly report when the Security Council fails to authorize humanitarian access, creating
political accountability for access denials caused by vetoes.

Operational Localisation. The localization agenda needs real change, not just talk. Donors should
commit to sending at least 25% of humanitarian funding directly to local and national organizations by
2028, with annual public reports on this goal. Compliance and oversight rules for local organizations
should reflect local realities instead of international standards. The burden of compliance should move
to international organizations, which have more capacity to handle it. Genuine partnerships, which
include joint program design, sharing risks fairly, and equal decision-making, should replace
subcontracting as the standard for international-local relationships.

Sustained and Flexible Financing. Humanitarian funding must become more predictable, flexible, and
continuous during long-term crises. Major donor countries should agree to multi-year funding deals for
these protracted situations, reducing the yearly cycles that contribute to volatility, as seen in Yemen and
the DRC. Restrictions on earmarking should gradually decline, aiming for 30% of un-earmarked or softly
earmarked funding from all major donors by 2028. The CERF should expand significantly, targeting an
annual capitalization of USD 1 billion. This would offer a reliable quick-response funding option,
lessening reliance on the political choices of individual donors.

Strengthened Accountability Mechanisms. Accountability to affected populations must shift from being
an operational goal to a structural necessity. This requires mandatory independent CHS verification for
all organizations receiving significant humanitarian funding, with results publicly shared and tied to
funding decisions. Feedback systems for affected populations must be designed and funded as essential
program components, not optional extras, with standard minimum guidelines for handling complaints,
providing responses, and reporting the results. The humanitarian system also needs to improve its
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accountability for advocating adherence to international humanitarian law (IHL). Organizations
documenting serious IHL violations have a duty to report them through proper channels, and failure to
do so should face independent scrutiny.

Conclusion

International organizations do not create humanitarian crises and solve them completely. These roles
belong to actors whose decisions to wage war, deny access, and withhold funds for reconstruction define
the scale and length of humanitarian suffering. What international organizations can and must do is
provide the most effective humanitarian response possible under the political limitations they face and
to constantly push to dispel the political hurdles that prevent them from doing so. And to achieve both
these qualities—operational excellence and principled advocacy—requires more than what public
humanitarian messages often tell us.

The four case studies in this article, Syria, Yemen, South Sudan, and the occupied Palestinian territories,
are examples of the various structural obstacles that hinder international humanitarian success. These
challenges are political vetoes that block accountability mechanisms, conflict parties weaponizing
access, funding volatility and insufficient capacity, local actors being marginalized, and international
organizations failing to hold themselves accountable to the people they serve.

These problems are not new; they have been documented and studied for decades, and reform
commitments have been made. The contrast between what reforms want to achieve and how the system
actually works demonstrates the structural nature of the humanitarian system itself and the conflicts it
is trying to alleviate with states who have competing interests in prolonging and dealing with crises
which humanitarian action aims to combat.

The reform model, which is in line with principled independence, localization, and commitment to
funding and accountability, is not very complicated. And it’s only successful because it is based on the
political will of donor states, humanitarian agencies’ willingness and commitment to doing good, and
in part on civil society and academic organizations’ activism and engagement, the ethical conscience of
the humanitarian system. The humanitarian crises of the 2020s, growing in size, scale, and duration, call
for urgent attention. The people affected by poor humanitarian response are not waiting for another
decade of slow reforms. Future research should focus on comparing negotiation strategies for
humanitarian access among all types of conflicts. It should also cover longitudinal studies on the impact
of localization on humanitarian responses and their quality and efficiency, as well as political economy
analyses of donor state interests in humanitarian funding distribution and the difference between official
humanitarian principles and the funding practices in practice.
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