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This paper brings together the Panel’s collective reflections, shaped over 
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// 
Introduction
The global humanitarian system is struggling to adapt to 
the geopolitical reality of recent years. International policy 
discussions in capital cities are dominated by the cuts to 
funding, focused on ‘hyper-prioritisation’ and reorganisation, 
but wider humanitarian stakeholders are asking more 
fundamental questions about the relevance and impact of a 
system that struggles with its most basic objective of providing 
the world’s most vulnerable people with the support they need. 
Research led by this Advisory Panel found deep disagreement 
amongst humanitarian stakeholders on the most fundamental 
question: what makes a response legitimate, and who has the 
right to lead it?

The Advisory Panel on the Future of Humanitarian Action 
has been grappling with these issues over the past 12 months 
and with this report seeks to provide a strategic response to 
the challenges of the current moment. This is with explicit 
recognition that the system itself is struggling to provide such a 
response as it tries to keep its head above water. 

We provide a brief diagnosis of the current situation and its 
causes and propose an alternative approach to finding pathways 
forward: what we are calling an ‘ecosystem’ approach. We 
then set out five key areas where shifts are required to put this 
approach into practice. And finally we make recommendations 
as to where actors wanting to support such an approach can 
usefully begin.

There is a tension inherent in this paper. Central to our argument 
is that the international humanitarian system has become too 
focused on itself and on the scaffolding that it has created – and 
that some of the most important changes required will have to be 
shaped by actors currently outside it. Change will also look very 
different across different contexts. Yet our primary audience is 
comprised of actors within the system itself, who are looking for 
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answers about how and where it can change. We cannot settle 
this tension fully, but we offer these proposals as a provocation 
and catalyst for wider conversations about the future.

The ecosystem approach is not anti-international. It is anti-
monopoly. International solidarity, political leverage, financing, 
technical expertise and surge capacity remain indispensable. 
What this approach challenges is any arrangement in which 
one set of institutions – international, state, donor, commercial 
or otherwise – defines legitimacy, controls resources and 
knowledge, and decides who is authorised to act.

An ecosystem approach does not move control from one centre 
to another. It distributes authority across institutions with 
different forms of legitimacy, capability and responsibility, while 
making all of them more open to scrutiny and challenge. National 
and local actors are not waiting to be invited into humanitarian 
action. They already govern, finance, organise and sustain 
responses. The political question is whether formal humanitarian 
arrangements will be reorganised around that reality or continue 
to subordinate it.
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01// 
Diagnosis 
Humanitarian action is, at its core, a simple endeavour: to support 
people whose normal systems of safety, care and survival have 
been overwhelmed, until such support is no longer needed. The 
international humanitarian system was built around that idea. It was 
intended to be temporary, targeted and principled. The problem is that 
much of what the system now does no longer reflects those origins. 

The most visible symptom is financing. Humanitarian budgets have 
contracted sharply, forcing difficult decisions about prioritisation, 
presence and delivery. The funding crisis has exposed a deeper 
problem: a system built for temporary emergency response is now 
being asked to compensate for political failures it was never designed 
to resolve. 

Around 90% of funding for global humanitarian appeals goes to 
situations of protracted crisis. The majority of the largest global 
responses have been running for decades. What is still described 
as emergency response has, in practice, become embedded in the 
political economy of some of the world’s poorest and most fragile 
societies. Humanitarian assistance is keeping people alive, often 
at great effort and personal risk, but is also being used to manage 
the consequences of unresolved conflict, exclusion, displacement, 
climate stress, debt, weak social protection systems, and political 
choices for which too few actors are held accountable. 

This matters because humanitarian action must also confront why so 
many people remain trapped in crisis, why the systems they previously 
relied on have failed or become overwhelmed, and what would allow 
those systems to function again. Those questions are political. They 
are shaped by who holds power, who is excluded, who is protected, 
who is targeted, who controls resources, and who is able to demand 
accountability. 

‘The 
humanitarian 
system, built 
for temporary 
emergency 
response, is 
now being 
asked to  
compensate 
for political 
failures it 
was never 
designed to 
resolve’
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The current architecture is poorly equipped to answer those questions 
because its own accountability has too often run in the wrong 
direction. It is more responsive to donors, headquarters, mandates 
and institutional survival than to affected communities. This remains 
true even where international agencies are staffed largely by nationals. 
A United Nations (UN) agency or international non-governmental 
organisation (INGO) staffed almost entirely by people from the country 
in which it works is not, for that reason alone, locally accountable. If its 
governance, financing, strategy and risk decisions sit elsewhere, its 
primary accountability is also elsewhere.

This is at the heart of the legitimacy crisis. The system has repeatedly 
understood crises through the categories and incentives of those 
financing and managing response, rather than through the realities 
of those living within crisis. It has built strong systems for reporting 
upwards, but weak systems for allowing affected people and frontline 
responders to challenge priorities, redirect resources, or hold powerful 
actors to account when decisions fail them. 

The places where these strands converge most acutely are active 
conflict settings where states and other parties to conflict are 
targeting civilians, where access is weaponised, and where aid workers 
are directly targeted. Delivery capacity and security management 
have improved significantly over the last two decades. The deeper 
deterioration is political: the collapse of compliance with, and 
accountability for violations of, international humanitarian law (IHL), 
the normalisation of obstruction, and the retreat of any credible 
multilateral constraint on parties to conflict. This is just as true amidst 
the war crimes of Gaza, Sudan or Ukraine as it is for those crises outside 
of the international spotlight; it is no coincidence that in Somalia 
the majority of internally displaced people being supported by the 
humanitarian system are from minority clan groups excluded from 
political power. 

These are dynamics the system has proved increasingly unable to 
confront. The consequences are carried disproportionately by those 
with no exit option: community responders, local civil society, national 
organisations, municipal actors, women’s groups, faith networks, health 
workers, volunteers, and others who remain because they cannot 
or will not leave, even when the risks increase. They often operate at 
significant personal risk, with inadequate resources, and without the 
political backing the international system claims to provide. 

‘The 
consequences 
are carried by 
those with no 
exit option’
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This should not be romanticised. Local and national systems are not 
inherently equitable, peaceful, representative, or rights-respecting. 
They contain their own exclusions, hierarchies, political tensions, and 
risks of elite capture. Some states are capable and trusted. Others 
exclude parts of their population, have limited reach across the 
country, restrict civic space, or are themselves responsible for harm. 
Some community structures protect people; others may reproduce 
discrimination or violence. Proximity does not automatically create 
legitimacy, and national ownership does not automatically create 
accountability. But neither does international leadership.

The point is not to replace one over-idealised system with another. 
It is to recognise that crisis response already takes place within a 
wider ecosystem of actors, relationships, resources and obligations. 
Families, communities, local organisations, public authorities, regional 
bodies, diaspora networks, religious institutions, informal solidarity 
networks, social protection systems, local markets and international 
actors all shape how people survive crisis. The international 
humanitarian architecture is only one part of that ecosystem, but it 
has too often behaved as though it were the system itself. The central 
question is how power, resources, knowledge, risk and accountability 
should be organised across this wider landscape.

The continued concentration of authority and resources within 
the international architecture is no longer sustainable. Across crisis 
contexts, other centres of response already organise action, sustain 
essential systems and mobilise resources. They are uneven, under-
resourced and politically complex, but they are not peripheral. Much 
of the continuity, legitimacy and practical capacity on which crisis 
response depends already sits within them. Yet the international 
architecture tends not only to fail to recognise the value and role of 
these wider systems, but also often to undermine them through the 
approaches they take.

International institutions, donors and governments now face a choice 
about whether they can make the mental shift required to engage with 
these wider ecosystems in ways that strengthen safety, accountability 
and solidarity, or whether they continue to operate at cross-purposes.

That choice has a sharper edge than might appear. Alternative models 
are emerging that are less constrained by the complexity of norms and 
values – privatised delivery mechanisms, technology-driven solutions 

‘The point is 
not to replace 
one idealised 
system with 
another’
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untested in environments where data is sensitive, transactional 
arrangements that make no pretence of protecting civilians. Some new 
models may have genuine utility when used with appropriate limits 
and accountability. But where these alternatives are built without 
safeguards for people’s safety and rights, without public accountability, 
or without the trust and legitimacy of the communities they affect, they 
risk deepening the very crisis they claim to solve.

The aim of an ecosystem approach is to create the conditions in 
which legitimate and accountable systems of support can reinforce 
one another, adapt to context and remain answerable to the people 
they exist to support – without establishing a new centre of control. 
This requires recognising where legitimacy and capability already sit, 
addressing exclusion and unequal power within and between systems, 
and ensuring that those carrying the greatest risks have meaningful 
authority over decisions and resources.

This paper builds on the Advisory Panel’s Vision Paper to set out what 
it looks like in practice to shift toward an ecosystem approach, and 
the concrete choices that will get decision-makers there. It is not a 
blueprint. Procedurally heavy blueprints are part of what has failed. It is 
a set of stepping stones: each one a real choice, each one achievable, 
each one moving the system in the right direction regardless of whether 
everything else moves with it – and each one tested against what it 
means for people in the places where the system is failing most visibly. 

https://odi.org/en/publications/from-ego-systems-to-ecosystems-renewing-humanitarian-action/
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02 // What 
changes 
if we take 
ecosystems 
seriously?
An ecosystem approach goes beyond just changing who delivers 
assistance. It changes how legitimacy is understood, how roles and 
authority are determined, and where resources and institutional 
investments are directed. 

Taking ecosystems seriously means accepting that humanitarian 
action is shaped by multiple sources of authority, knowledge 
and solidarity. It means that no single governance model will be 
appropriate in every – or even similar – contexts, and that resilience 
depends on investing in the relationships and systems that sustain 
people before, during and after crisis. 

Three principles follow from this. 

1. The recognition of multiple, normative 
humanitarian frameworks

The humanitarian system’s claim to universality has always been a 
political choice, not a neutral one. IHL and humanitarian principles 
remain essential. But they have never been the only framework through 

‘Taking 
ecosystems 
seriously 
means 
accepting that 
humanitarian 
action is 
shaped by 
multiple 
sources of 
authority, 
knowledge 
and solidarity.’
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which people understand and deliver humanitarian action. Every 
society has its own deeply rooted practices of mutual support: Gotong 
Royong in Indonesia, Ubuntu in southern Africa, Zakat across Muslim 
communities worldwide. Likewise Biri-ma-geydo in Somalia, the Nasa 
people’s Pervivencia, and most religions have laws of war or norms 
of restraint that align, broaden or deepen norms around IHL. Such 
practices form the primary architecture through which most people in 
crisis understand, respond to and support themselves and each other 
– and the system has spent decades working around them rather than 
with them.

The debate over the application of humanitarian principles in practice 
has always been fierce. Principles are interpreted and negotiated in 
complex political environments; neutrality and independence have 
always involved difficult judgements about how best to achieve them in 
practice. Questions of access, justice, solidarity and accountability can 
pull in different directions, and actors may reach different conclusions 
about where the balance should lie. These tensions are not new. What is 
striking is how often the communities most affected by them have had 
the least say in how principles are prioritised and operationalised.

This complexity is compounded by the challenge of defining a 
‘humanitarian crisis’. Outside of the legal definitions of armed conflicts 
– themselves contested and debated – there is no threshold for what 
is and what isn’t a humanitarian setting. The same contexts often 
contain multiple, overlapping, crises – political crises, conflict crises, 
atrocity crises, disaster crises, which can lead to humanitarian crises, 
but requiring different context-specific approaches to protection, 
principles and responses, which change over time.

The gap between who shapes the rules and who lives with their 
consequences sits at the heart of the legitimacy crisis. In societies 
where political and social dynamics already exclude particular 
communities, humanitarian institutions have too often reproduced 
those exclusions by privileging actors who are most familiar or legible 
to international systems. Standardised frameworks can provide 
consistency and safeguards, but they can also obscure local political 
realities, marginalise other forms of knowledge, and narrow the range of 
priorities that receive recognition and support – problematic where we 
have become trapped in decades-long ‘humanitarian’ responses.

‘The gap 
between who 
shapes the 
rules and who 
lives with their 
consequences 
sits at the 
heart of the 
legitimacy 
crisis.’
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The demand to fit local realities into international frameworks is a 
power dynamic – and one that has consistently worked against justice 
and equity for the communities the system claims to serve. The 
internationally led humanitarian system may not be able or mandated 
to respond to every locally defined priority, but it should not ignore 
or delegitimise those priorities simply because they sit outside its 
established frameworks. 

Recognising multiple sources of legitimacy requires the same scrutiny 
of every framework, whether international, national or local. Each 
should be assessed against its effects on dignity, equity, rights and the 
distribution of power. This means identifying points of commonality 
and tension openly, understanding whose interests are served 
by different frameworks, and making the choices between them 
transparent and contestable.

This changes what a ‘normative role’ should mean for the Inter-Agency 
Standing Committee (IASC) and the wider UN system. It should mean 
holding open a shared space where international law, humanitarian 
principles, and different traditions of responsibility, protection and 
solidarity can meet, be tested against lived realities, and be shaped by 
those who bear the consequences. The UN’s normative role should rest 
on its ability to protect fundamental rights while enabling a wider and 
more legitimate conversation about what humanitarian action requires 
in practice. 

2. Adaptivity

The professionalisation and centralisation of the international 
system over the last 30 years have led to the creation of a relatively 
standardised model for the delivery of humanitarian support. While 
this might make life simpler for decision-makers in globally focused 
institutions to deliver responses at scale against standard metrics, it 
works against the grain of the reality of complex humanitarian crises. 
Central to the ecosystem approach is a willingness to engage with this 
complexity and understand how best to perform one’s role within it.

This means a willingness to operate fundamentally differently in 
different environments. Organisations have allowed an over-emphasis 
on mandates and sectoral silos derived internationally to shut down 
discussions about who is best placed to do what in a particular 
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environment. The starting point for any institution seeking to contribute 
to humanitarian response should be an identification of specific added 
value, in line with the principle of subsidiarity and an analysis of what 
capacities are already in place in the context in question. 

Similarly, governance – meaning leadership, coordination and 
accountability structures – of response implementation should be 
adapted to the local context and political economy, with authority for 
decision-making transferred to actors who are best able to positively 
influence the outcomes of responses and be held to account by 
affected populations. This question applies equally in contexts 
as different as Indonesia and Sudan, but should clearly lead the 
system towards very different endpoints in each. In one, there is an 
argument for international actors to make themselves subsidiary 
to and supportive of government systems, while working with local 
accountability structures such as parliament and civil society to 
ensure safeguards around protections, rights and equity. In another, 
the question is how the international system can best engage with and 
complement what informal actors and networks are already doing, 
while playing a bridging or mediation role between state- and state-like 
actors, which local actors may not be able to achieve alone, to reduce 
and respond to the humanitarian impact of crises.

Most contexts will require some combination of public authority, civil 
society, community systems, regional actors and international support. 
The distribution of authority, resources and accountability between 
them should reflect political conditions, capacity, legitimacy and 
risk. Shift 2 sets out how these choices can be made and reviewed in 
practice.

3. Investing in the ecosystem

An ecosystem approach requires a different instinct from donors 
and intermediaries: a willingness to invest beyond the mainstream 
humanitarian system in the institutions and relationships that sustain 
response over time.

A desire for coherence and the reduction of fragmentation has the 
tendency to create a concentrated group of gatekeepers, the existence 
of which sits at odds with an ecosystem approach. For example, UN 

‘A desire for 
coherence 
and the 
reduction of 
fragmentation 
has the 
tendency 
to create a 
concentrated 
group of 
gatekeepers.’
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Country-Based Pooled Funds (CBPFs) may be a useful instrument for 
promoting change within the internationally led system, but should not 
become the only mechanism for reform.

Rather, an ecosystem approach encourages diversity and 
experimentation. It looks for locally legitimate networks and systems, 
and for intermediaries who can demonstrate a track record of investing 
in promoting such systems and opening up space for others. 

Investment should strengthen the foundations that allow different 
actors and systems to respond collectively and sustain their work over 
time: institutional reserves, leadership, networks, preparedness, early 
warning, locally governed finance, knowledge production, coordination, 
public services, social protection, and mechanisms through which 
communities can hold powerful actors to account.

This also requires greater coherence across humanitarian, 
development, climate, peace and social protection systems operating 
in the same places. These systems have different purposes and should 
not be collapsed into a single structure. But funding and planning that 
keep them entirely separate can undermine continuity, duplicate 
effort, and make it harder for national and local actors to build systems 
capable of absorbing future shocks.

Diversity without connection can produce its own fragmentation. 
The aim is networked plurality: a landscape diverse enough to avoid 
dependence on a small number of institutions, but connected enough 
to share knowledge, coordinate where necessary, and act collectively.

For donors facing dwindling budgets, this presents both a challenge 
and an opportunity. Investing beyond familiar channels may require 
greater tolerance for complexity and uncertainty, but it also represents 
an opportunity for big wins in resilience and efficiency if donors commit 
to dedicating parts of their funding portfolio to this kind of innovation. 
The opportunities are already visible in practice: Myanmar’s Local 
Intermediary Actor network-of-networks coordinating cross-border 
flows with diaspora groups; Sudan’s Emergency Response Rooms 
reaching 2.7 million people at a fraction of international costs; Somalia’s 
Baxnaano programme building nationally owned social protection at 
scale; regional financing mechanisms like African Risk Capacity that 
pool risk under African Union member-state governance; and diaspora 
remittance networks that already dwarf formal aid flows in many of the 
contexts where the international system struggles most.

‘The aim is 
networked 
plurality.’
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03 // Where 
the choices 
are: five 
shifts for 
decision-
makers
The three principles set out above have practical consequences for 
how humanitarian action is organised. They require choices, some of 
which are outlined below as five connected shifts. 

Together, these shifts offer an opportunity for the kind of transformation 
that has long been needed and long been delayed: a humanitarian 
ecosystem that is more resilient to political and financial shocks; more 
accountable and therefore more legitimate in the eyes of both affected 
communities and domestic donor publics; more grounded in solidarity 
and proximity to people; and ultimately more effective. 

Different actors can begin in different places, and progress in one area 
can create space for movement in the others. The common purpose 
of these shifts is to redistribute authority, resources, knowledge and 
accountability across the wider ecosystem. 
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These shifts will not happen through persuasion alone. Institutions that 
benefit from existing arrangements have limited incentives to reduce 
their control, while many of the actors already leading crisis response 
remain excluded from the forums where mandates, funding rules and 
standards are decided.

Change will require national and local actors, affected communities, 
regional bodies, reform-minded international leaders, donors and 
public oversight institutions to build coalitions, assert authority and use 
concrete levers – including national law, regional agreements, funding 
decisions, governing boards, mandates, data governance and public 
scrutiny – to change how power is organised.

International institutions have a responsibility to let go of control where 
it is no longer justified. But other actors are not passive recipients of 
that decision. They are political actors capable of setting agendas, 
negotiating new arrangements, creating alternative institutions and 
holding both national and international power to account. The five 
shifts identify where these political contests can be translated into 
institutional change.

Shift 1: Build a multipolar humanitarian system fit 
for a multipolar world

The current humanitarian system is organised around one dominant 
centre – with the UN and other large, international organisations holding 
most of the power and resources. International institutions largely 
determine which crises receive attention, how needs are framed, where 
funding flows, who participates in coordination and which organisations 
are recognised as legitimate humanitarian actors.

A more resilient and legitimate future requires several centres of 
humanitarian authority and action. Here we mean ‘centre’ as an 
institution or network able to set priorities, mobilise resources, organise 
action and be held accountable for those decisions.

These centres already exist across responses, but many remain under-
resourced or are treated mainly as extensions of the international 
system. They need the political space, resources and authority to shape 
responses, build their own institutions and access support directly.

‘International 
institutions 
have a 
responsibility 
to let go of 
control where 
it is no longer 
justified.’ 



16 Advisory Panel for the Future of Humanitarian Action

These centres will differ in capability, legitimacy and accountability. 
Their authority should be open to challenge by affected people, 
independent civil society and public oversight institutions, with 
international actors judged by the same standards.

This shift places the international humanitarian system within a 
wider humanitarian order. Its institutions remain important sources 
of assistance, diplomacy, financing, technical expertise and surge 
capacity. They should no longer sit automatically at the centre of every 
response. How authority is distributed between public institutions, 
civil society, communities, regional bodies and international actors will 
depend on the political and operational conditions of each context, as 
explored in Shift 2.

What we need less of

Humanitarian reform should discontinue its practice of ostensibly 
widening participation while leaving control of funding, standards, 
coordination and knowledge in the same institutions. Mere inclusion in 
an internationally controlled system does not, on its own, redistribute 
authority.

Global South leadership should not be treated as something 
international actors create, recognise or invite into being. National 
governments, civil society organisations, community institutions, 
regional networks and diaspora actors already lead crisis response. 
Yet they are often expected to work through priorities, structures and 
funding conditions set elsewhere.

What we need more of

Donors, governments and international institutions should invest 
directly and over time in local and national centres of decision-making 
and action. Investment should enable actors in these spaces to build 
their own institutions, mobilise resources and exercise authority, rather 
than strengthening their capacity only to deliver externally defined 
programmes.

These actors should be able to set priorities, build institutions, 
mobilise and access resources, define the support they require and 
hold international actors accountable. They will, in turn, need to be 
accountable to the people whose lives their decisions affect. Where 
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authority is contested or public institutions are responsible for harm, 
this will be complex and challenging, but that does not mean it is not 
worth doing. Leadership may need to sit across several institutions 
and levels, with clear routes for affected people and independent civil 
society to challenge exclusion or abuse.

International institutions should operate as one part of this wider 
landscape. Their involvement should strengthen the authority, 
capability and connections of other centres without absorbing them 
into internationally controlled structures. The implications for the roles 
of different international actors are set out in Shift 3.

Examples: Indonesia and Myanmar

In Indonesia, a strong national disaster governance system 
has enabled public institutions and civil society to shape the 
response model, with international support operating within 
nationally defined structures. The centre of authority sits in the 
country rather than in a parallel international architecture.

Myanmar presents a different model. State authority is fractured 
and implicated in violence. Local and national organisations 
have developed area-based alliances, cross-border systems 
and networked arrangements that connect civil society, ethnic 
service providers and diaspora support. These structures do not 
depend on a single national authority, but they provide centres 
through which assistance, knowledge and collective action can 
be organised.

Both cases point towards a more pluralistic humanitarian future. 
Global solidarity continues, but it is channelled through different 
centres of authority and action rather than organised around 
one internationally led system.



18 Advisory Panel for the Future of Humanitarian Action

Shift 2: Support context-specific humanitarian 
governance

A humanitarian system with more than one centre requires different 
ways of organising leadership, coordination and – in particular – 
accountability. The systems that dominate humanitarian action today 
have been developed to prioritise speed, scale and efficiency. While 
these are undoubtedly important, particularly in rapid-onset crises, 
the failure to give greater emphasis to developing inclusive governance 
mechanisms is antithetical to an ecosystem approach. 

The appropriate governance arrangement will depend on the 
political and operational conditions of each crisis, the institutions 
and relationships already in place, and the risks faced by affected 
people. The internationally led coordination architecture, including 
Humanitarian Country Teams and clusters, should be treated as only 
one possible governance arrangement rather than the automatic 
model for every response. In some contexts, government institutions 
will be best placed to lead. In others, authority may sit with civil society 
networks, subnational institutions, regional bodies or a combination of 
actors. International leadership may remain necessary for particular 
functions where states are absent, obstructing assistance or 
responsible for harm.

Choosing between these arrangements involves political judgement. 
Legal authority, public legitimacy, operational capability, access and 
accountability may sit with different actors. A government may have 
formal responsibility but limited trust among parts of the population. 
A civil society network may have strong access and legitimacy but lack 
the resources required to operate at scale. A regional organisation may 
bring political leverage while remaining distant from local communities. 
International actors may hold technical capacity, diplomatic standing or 
specialist mandates but have weak accountability to affected people.

Designing and negotiating appropriate governance models will 
undoubtedly be contested, challenging and iterative. Political actors 
will need to play a role, and IASC-mandated Humanitarian Coordinators 
will have to play especially important leadership and convening 
roles. Ideally, there would be transparent, country-level processes to 
determine appropriate answers, involving the actors whose authority, 
responsibilities and risks are directly engaged (e.g. public institutions, 
independent civil society, subnational authorities, representatives 

‘Designing 
and 
negotiating 
appropriate 
governance 
models will 
undoubtedly 
be contested, 
challenging 
and iterative.’  
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of affected and displaced populations, and regional or international 
actors). Control of funding, possession of a formal mandate or the 
ability to convene should not allow any one actor to determine the 
model alone. 

The assessment should consider:

•	 the political conditions and distribution of authority within the 
context;

•	 the capacity, reach and public legitimacy of state and non-state 
institutions;

•	 risks to people’s safety, rights and access to support;
•	 the views of affected communities and independent civil society;
•	 the operational functions required and which actors are best placed 

to perform them;
•	 who controls resources, who carries risk and who can be held 

accountable;
•	 how the arrangement will be challenged or changed if it is not 

working.

Different functions may require different forms of leadership. Public 
institutions may lead service delivery and preparedness, while civil 
society networks lead community accountability or protection 
monitoring. Regional bodies may support cross-border coordination 
and political mediation. International actors may provide diplomacy, 
specialist capacity, financing or temporary surge support. Governance 
should reflect this distribution rather than placing authority for the 
whole response in one institution.

Supporting a nationally, regionally or civil society-led model does not 
mean that international actors withdraw or become passive. Support 
may include direct financing, technical expertise, procurement, 
logistics, temporary surge capacity, diplomacy and risk-sharing. These 
functions should be organised around priorities set by the institutions 
leading the response, with clear agreement on where international 
decision-making begins and ends.

The response to the 2014–2016 West African Ebola outbreak showed 
both the value and the difficulty of this approach. National political 
leadership operated alongside substantial international technical, 
financial and operational support. It also showed how urgently created 
parallel structures can become centres of authority in their own 
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right. Future arrangements should preserve the ability to mobilise 
international capacity quickly while keeping national institutions and 
locally accountable actors in control of the wider response.

In fast-moving emergencies, initial governance arrangements may 
need to be established quickly. These should remain provisional 
and be reviewed as political conditions, capacities and risks change. 
Emergency presence should not become long-term authority without 
explicit justification.

What we need less of

Technical adjustments, such as area-based coordination or limited 
co-leadership, will not change governance where control of resources, 
strategy and authority remain unchanged.

Large increases in international funding should not automatically lead to 
the expansion of parallel coordination and delivery structures. In some 
contexts, sudden funding inflows have weakened national ownership, 
drawn capacity away from existing institutions and left little attention to 
continuity or transition.

Formal mandates should not be treated as the only source of authority. 
Coordination also depends on trust, access, relationships, political 
legitimacy and the ability to influence those causing harm. These 
forms of authority may sit outside recognised humanitarian structures, 
particularly in conflict settings.

What we need more of

Decision-makers should recognise, support and invest in a range of 
governance pathways. These arrangements should be assessed against 
common standards of legitimacy and accountability, while remaining 
responsive to the realities of each context.

Community systems and civil society networks should be treated as 
part of the response infrastructure. Where they take on leadership or 
coordination responsibilities, this should be matched with access to 
resources, information, political support and protection. Responsibility 
without authority and resources will reproduce the same unequal 
arrangements, just using different language.

‘Formal 
mandates 
should not be 
treated as the 
only source of 
authority.’  
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Every governance model should make clear who decides, who 
controls resources, who carries risk and how affected people can 
challenge decisions. Context-specific approaches such as Myanmar’s 
Local Perceptions on Partnering Index show how trust, inclusion and 
risk-sharing can be assessed from the perspective of local actors 
and communities rather than measured only against international 
compliance standards.

The following pathways are not mutually exclusive. Several may operate 
within the same country or at different stages of a crisis. 

Option 1: Government-led coordination where institutions are 
capable, willing and trusted
National institutions lead crisis coordination under nationally defined 
priorities and timelines. International actors provide support within 
that framework, while civil society, affected communities, parliaments 
and other public oversight institutions provide scrutiny and safeguards 
around rights, equity and exclusion.

Examples include: Bangladesh, Burundi, Fiji, India and the Philippines.

Option 2: Regional coordination in cross-border or politically 
sensitive crises
Regional organisations lead or support prioritisation, convening, 
political engagement and coordination where crises cross borders or 
require regional diplomacy and shared preparedness. International 
hubs align their support with regional frameworks rather than directing 
them centrally.

Regional leadership should not be assumed to be more legitimate or 
locally accountable. It works best where regional bodies have a clear 
mandate, operational capability and meaningful relationships with 
national and local actors.

Examples include: the AHA Centre within the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), the Caribbean Disaster Emergency 
Management Agency (CDEMA) , Intergovernmental Authority on 
Development (IGAD), the African Union, the Economic Community 
of West African States (ECOWAS), the Pacific Humanitarian Pathway, 
El Centro de Coordinación para la Prevención de los Desastres en 

‘Every 
governance 
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América Central y República Dominicana (CEPREDENAC) and the 
Lake Chad Basin Commission and the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC).

Option 3: Civil society-led coordination
Local and national civil society networks coordinate response 
where government reach, legitimacy or operational presence is 
limited, contested or harmful. International actors provide financing, 
diplomacy, technical support, global advocacy and connections to 
external leverage where these are requested and useful.

Civil society leadership requires corresponding resources and 
protection. It should also remain accountable to the diversity of 
communities within the context, including women-led organisations, 
refugee-led organisations, minority groups and actors operating outside 
dominant political or social networks.

Examples can be found in Myanmar, Sudan, north-east Syria and 
Yemen.

Option 4: Hybrid leadership arrangements
Governments, national organisations, local authorities, community 
institutions and international actors share responsibility for different 
parts of the response. These arrangements may be particularly relevant 
in fragile transitions, decentralised states or settings where authority is 
divided.

Hybrid leadership should define roles clearly, and avoid forms of co-
leadership in which national or local actors carry responsibility while 
international institutions retain control of strategy and resources.

Examples include Ethiopia, Nepal and Pakistan.

Option 5: Temporary international leadership in acute  
protection crises
International leadership may be required where states are actively 
harming civilians, obstructing assistance or unable to perform essential 
functions, and where no safe or legitimate national arrangement  
is available.

Such leadership should be limited to the functions that require 
international mandate, independence, political standing or operational 
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capacity. It should remain closely connected to local civil society 
and community actors, and should be regularly reviewed as access, 
capacity and political conditions change.

Examples include Gaza, Syria and parts of Iraq.

A practical tool: national coordination compacts
National coordination compacts can help translate these pathways 
into clear and time-bound arrangements. Governments, civil society, 
donors, regional actors and international organisations can agree 
multi-year frameworks setting out who leads particular functions, how 
resources and risks are shared, how parallel structures will be reduced, 
and when roles will be reviewed or transferred.

These compacts can support government-led, hybrid, civil society-led 
or transitional arrangements. They should include clear accountability 
mechanisms, protection safeguards and routes for affected 
populations to challenge decisions. Examples of related approaches 
can be found in Somalia, Haiti and Mozambique.

 Example: Vietnam

The 2024 response to Typhoon Yagi in Vietnam shows how 
several forms of authority can operate together. The Vietnamese 
government mobilised national and local institutions, including 
communal response teams, while the AHA Centre of ASEAN 
coordinated regional support and international partners 
worked through structures already in place. National leadership 
did not mean that one institution performed every function. 
Public authorities, community systems, regional capacity and 
international assistance each played different roles within the 
country.

This is the practical purpose of context-specific governance: 
to distribute leadership according to capability, legitimacy, 
responsibility and risk, while keeping authority visible, 
accountable and open to change.
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Shift 3: Refocus international actors on their 
distinctive role

International actors will remain an important part of humanitarian 
action. Their role, however, has become too closely tied to the scale of 
their operations. Large delivery programmes, layers of intermediation 
and permanent coordination structures have become the main 
expression of international engagement, even where public institutions, 
civil society and community systems could carry greater authority and 
responsibility.

This has come at a cost. International organisations devote 
considerable resources and institutional attention to maintaining 
delivery systems, while some of the functions that depend most on 
international standing have weakened. Humanitarian diplomacy, 
negotiated access, cross-border action, political advocacy and the 
defence of international law are increasingly important in a world 
of rising conflict, shrinking civic space and weakening multilateral 
constraint.

International actors should concentrate more of their authority, 
resources and political capital on these functions. Routine delivery 
and operational intermediation should progressively shift to national 
and local institutions wherever they can perform those roles safely 
and effectively. International organisations should retain operational 
responsibilities where their mandate, independence, reach or capacity 
is genuinely required.

The roles of different international actors will not be the same. The UN 
brings political standing, Member State relationships, global convening 
power, specialist technical capacity and the ability to mobilise at scale. 
The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) has a distinct 
protection mandate and neutral intermediary role, while Red Cross and 
Red Crescent National Societies combine national presence with an 
international network. INGOs can mobilise global civil society, public 
support, advocacy, specialist expertise and solidarity across borders. 
These differences should shape the roles they take on and the way 
those roles change over time.

For the UN, this means progressively moving away from routine 
operational delivery and intermediation. Its strongest contribution lies 
in humanitarian diplomacy, negotiated access, political convening, 

‘Routine 
delivery and 
operational 
intermediation 
should 
progressively 
shift to 
national 
and local 
institutions.’  
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international accountability, technical support and exceptional surge 
capacity. Direct delivery may remain necessary where no other actor 
can reach people safely, where states are responsible for harm, or 
where a crisis temporarily exceeds national capacity. These roles 
should be limited to the functions that require them and reviewed as 
conditions change.

For INGOs, the shift involves reducing long-term operational 
substitution and investing more in accompaniment, risk-sharing, 
advocacy, technical support and connections to international influence 
and resources. Some INGOs will continue to deliver directly in particular 
contexts. Their presence should respond to a clear need and should 
not prevent local and national organisations from building their own 
institutions, relationships and financial base.

What we need less of

International organisations should minimise the use of operational 
scale as the main measure of relevance. Large budgets, extensive 
staffing, direct delivery and control over funding channels do not, on 
their own, demonstrate that an organisation is providing the most 
useful contribution.

They should also move away from retaining functions simply because 
they have historically performed them. Coordination, data, financing 
and service delivery often remain under international control long 
after national or local institutions can assume greater responsibility. 
Technical support and partnership language can still leave strategy, 
resources and risk decisions concentrated elsewhere.

International actors should avoid creating parallel systems that draw 
staff, authority and resources away from public institutions and 
civil society. Where direct operations are necessary, they should 
be designed with a clear understanding of their effects on the wider 
response landscape.

What we need more of

International actors should define their role by the functions that 
require international mandate, political standing, cross-border reach, 
specialist expertise or exceptional scale. These may include:

‘International 
actors should 
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•	 negotiating access and engaging parties to conflict where local 
actors cannot do so safely;

•	 using diplomatic and political influence to challenge obstruction 
and violations of international law;

•	 providing temporary surge capacity, logistics and procurement 
during catastrophic emergencies;

•	 mobilising and sharing financial resources, security and  
reputational risk;

•	 connecting national and regional leadership to global  
decision-making;

•	 supporting independent protection, monitoring and accountability, 
including accountability in relation to the protection from sexual 
exploitation and abuse (PSEA);

•	 providing technical expertise where it is requested and cannot 
readily be sourced elsewhere.

Donors, in turn, should seek to provide predictable funding to enable 
these functions, while reducing the incentives for constant projectised 
fundraising.

Providing one of these functions should not give an organisation 
authority over the whole response. An international agency may provide 
logistics, financing or specialist expertise while leadership, coordination 
and accountability sit with institutions in the context.

International organisations should review their roles periodically. They 
should be able to explain which functions still require their involvement, 
which could be led elsewhere, what authority and resources must move 
with those functions, and what risks would arise from either staying too 
long or withdrawing too quickly.

Transition should be treated as a core institutional responsibility. 
Country strategies and funding agreements should include clear points 
at which roles are reviewed, parallel structures reduced and functions 
transferred or integrated. Donors and governing boards should 
fund these transitions and reward organisations and individuals for 
strengthening other institutions, rather than measuring success mainly 
through organisational growth and expenditure.

National staff are central to this change. They carry much of 
the knowledge, relationships and operational experience within 
international organisations and often understand both institutional 
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systems and the wider context. Their presence alone does not make 
an organisation locally governed, particularly where strategy, financing 
and risk decisions remain elsewhere. They should have meaningful 
influence over institutional transition without being expected to solely 
carry the personal or professional risks of challenging entrenched 
organisational interests.

The provider-of-last-resort role must remain. Where no other actor 
can reach affected people safely or at the required scale, international 
agencies retain a responsibility to act. This responsibility should 
protect people from gaps in assistance without becoming a permanent 
justification for international control.

Example: Somalia

Attempts to shift the role of international actors are not limited 
to disaster-response contexts. In Somalia, recovery and 
resilience frameworks and other initiatives around anticipatory 
action are also convening areas where governments, civil society, 
donors and international actors agree multi-year coordination 
roadmaps that set out who leads in particular areas and how 
parallel structures can be combined with national response 
architecture. At the same time, the country’s largest social safety 
net programme Baxnaano, having supported over four million 
people since its creation, is supported by the World Bank with 
ongoing reforms aimed to strengthen national ownership.

Shift 4: Build a pluralistic data system

The collection, analysis and ownership of data are often presented as 
technical processes. In practice, they reflect many of the inequities 
and power dynamics of the current humanitarian system. Data shapes 
how needs are understood, how crises are framed, which populations 
become visible and where resources flow. It is therefore a key 
component of the internationally led humanitarian system’s authority, 
and a tangible place to begin building an alternative.

Information is still largely collected from affected people through 
extractive processes that offer them little ownership, influence 

‘Where no 
other actor 
can reach 
affected 
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or benefit. The system has prioritised certain kinds of evidence, 
particularly large-scale quantitative data that can be aggregated and 
used for international planning, fundraising and allocation. This has 
come at the expense of qualitative, relational and highly contextual 
knowledge that is often essential to understanding how people 
experience crisis, who is excluded and what forms of support are likely 
to work.

A networked data ecosystem would bring together national and local 
institutions, civil society, communities, regional bodies, international 
organisations and technical actors to produce and interpret evidence. 
It would draw on different forms of knowledge to build a fuller picture of 
humanitarian needs, capacities and political conditions.

Plurality alone will not make evidence more accurate or accountable. 
Different sources may reproduce bias, political manipulation or poor-
quality analysis. A plural system should allow evidence to be tested 
across different sources, methods and perspectives, while making 
disagreements, assumptions and exclusions more visible. Technical 
quality, protection, transparency and accountability remain essential.

What we need less of

The framing of humanitarian crises should not be dictated solely by 
periodic needs assessments produced primarily for international 
fundraising and resource allocation. Parts of the data architecture 
have evolved to justify the architecture itself, generating evidence 
that validates existing mandates and funding flows rather than the 
information communities need to hold responders and duty-bearers 
to account.

International organisations should not seek to maintain control over 
data generation, analysis and ownership. Holding knowledge primarily at 
a global level limits locally led responses, weakens national and regional 
institutions, and creates barriers to innovation outside established 
humanitarian structures.

Data should not be collected simply because the technology exists 
or because it may be useful in the future. Collecting more information 
can expose people to surveillance, targeting, discrimination or political 
harm. Sensitive data should not automatically be transferred to 
governments, international platforms or private companies without a 
clear purpose, appropriate safeguards and independent oversight.

‘Technical 
quality, 
protection, 
transparency 
and 
accountability 
remain 
essential.’  
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Humanitarian actors should not outsource decisions about needs, 
eligibility, risk or prioritisation to automated systems that affected 
people cannot understand or challenge. Technology companies should 
not acquire authority over humanitarian decisions simply because they 
control infrastructure or analytical tools.

What we need more of

Humanitarian actors should work towards a more pluralistic system 
of data generation, analysis and governance. This means moving away 
from a small number of large organisations producing the evidence 
on which funding and prioritisation decisions are made, and investing 
instead in a wider range of credible knowledge producers.

A plural system should draw on quantitative evidence alongside 
qualitative, contextual and relational knowledge often focused on lived 
experience, including perception-based analyses. Taken together, 
these forms of evidence can expose gaps and oversights, test 
competing claims, and provide a clearer understanding of the political 
economy that shapes who receives assistance, who is excluded and 
on what terms. Tested models in peacebuilding, including Search 
for Common Ground’s Peace Impact Framework, the Grounded 
Accountability Model and the Everyday Peace Indicator approach, offer 
key lessons on how to accommodate this broader data.

Investment is needed in national, regional and civil society institutions 
that can generate, analyse, store and use evidence over time. Networks 
can also provide their members with shared tools for data collection 
and analysis, building on existing expertise in needs assessment, 
community engagement, early warning and political analysis. This 
should create streams of knowledge that complement and challenge 
analysis produced through internationally led systems.

Affected people and locally accountable institutions should help 
determine what questions are asked, which categories are used, what 
information should not be collected, how findings are interpreted 
and what action follows. Their role should extend beyond supplying 
information for assessments designed elsewhere.

Work mandated by the IASC to develop a ‘humanitarian data 
collaborative’ provides an opportunity to widen the governance of 
humanitarian information, establish shared standards and create 
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stronger independent oversight of quality, protection and access. The 
concept note published in January 2026 appears to suggest a move 
in the right direction, but the litmus test is whether it succeeds in its 
aspiration to develop new models for collective governance.

Breaking the monopoly on data ownership also means returning 
knowledge and value to the people and institutions from which they 
have been generated. Humanitarian evidence should be accessible and 
useful to affected communities and those responding to crises, except 
where disclosure would create protection, privacy or security risks.

Different kinds of data will require different forms of stewardship. 
Governments may be best placed to hold national forecasting, public 
health, social protection or disaster-management data where they 
have the capacity, legitimacy and legal safeguards to do so. Technical 
capacity alone is not enough. Purpose limitation, data protection, 
independent oversight, non-discrimination, security and the ability of 
affected people to seek remedy are equally important.

Where governments are parties to conflict, responsible for persecution 
or unable to hold sensitive information safely, other arrangements may 
be needed. These could include independent national institutions, civil 
society bodies, regional organisations or trusted international actors. 
Distributed stewardship may be safer and more accountable than 
transferring all information to one institution.

International organisations should make their systems compatible with 
national and regional infrastructure where this can be done safely. They 
should avoid duplicating forecasting, registration and social protection 
systems that already exist, and should strengthen analytical capacity 
within the country rather than building parallel datasets that disappear 
when international funding ends.

‘Humanitarian 
evidence 
should be 
accessible 
and useful 
to affected 
communities 
and those 
responding to 
crises.’  

https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/inter-agency-standing-committee/towards-collective-and-principled-data-use-humanitarian-action
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/inter-agency-standing-committee/towards-collective-and-principled-data-use-humanitarian-action
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 Example: Data ownership

Examples of data held closer to response contexts include 
government-owned forecasting, early warning, and needs data 
in Bangladesh and Kenya, and regional hubs that issue alerts 
including IGAD’s Climate Prediction and Applications Centre in 
East Africa and the AHA Centre hosted by ASEAN. Nepal and 
Pakistan are among the countries hosting technical specialists 
embedded in national disaster management departments 
strengthening sovereign data capability. More broadly, an entire 
ecosystem of individuals, networks and organisations use 
open-mapping technologies around geospatial data to make 
local responses possible and visible. They constitute a broader 
community that both comprises actors well outside of the 
traditional humanitarian system and offers lessons for operating 
a more open and pluralistic aid data system.

Shift 5: Rewire financing around continuity,  
not crisis

The current moment is widely understood as a crisis of humanitarian 
financing. Funding gaps are widening, donor priorities are shifting and 
many humanitarian actors are being forced into retrenchment. Yet 
the pressures confronting the system run deeper than cyclical budget 
contraction or declining aid volumes. They reflect the political and 
geopolitical conditions within which the bulk of crisis response now 
operates, where humanitarian resources are being used as a response 
to far more complex challenges.

Three interconnected problems define the current moment. First, 
financialisation: the progressive reframing of political and institutional 
failures as problems to be managed through financial engineering. 
Risk-transfer facilities, blended finance structures and insurance 
mechanisms can play useful roles under the right conditions, but they 
cannot substitute for political settlement, fiscal capacity or functioning 
governance. The growing apparent belief that they can is itself a source 
of systemic fragility.
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Second, fragmentation: the architecture operates as a collection 
of adjacent systems rather than a coherent whole. Humanitarian 
financing, multilateral development bank (MDB) lending, climate 
finance, social protection, remittances and socially embedded capital 
all function within the same environments but according to separate 
institutional logics, timelines and incentives. While coordination has 
improved some processes and planning, it has not materially changed 
how resourcing is prioritised or allocated.

Third, and most consequentially, there is a structural imbalance 
between where authority sits and where risk lands. Financial authority 
and the allocation of power remain concentrated upstream in donor 
capitals and multilateral governance structures. Operational, political 
and social risk is systematically pushed downward toward crisis-
affected states, local institutions, frontline actors and households. 
The architecture protects upstream institutions from uncertainty 
by requiring downstream actors to absorb it. This imbalance is now a 
primary driver of the legitimacy crisis across the system.

Beneath these structural problems lies a set of political contradictions 
that the reform discourse has not yet honestly confronted: actors 
reducing financial contributions while retaining agenda-setting 
authority; localisation commitments expanding rhetorically while 
compliance burdens intensify in practice; resilience being endorsed 
conceptually while financing incentives continue to reward visible 
emergency mobilisation over continuity efforts.

The humanitarian system does not need to mobilise additional 
financing. Instead, the central challenge is redesigning the architecture 
so that authority, risk and resources are distributed more coherently 
across the ecosystem. This is so that the ecosystems that people relied 
on before collapse occurs are supported, rather than only the response 
mechanisms deployed after it.

What we need  less of

Humanitarian and crisis financing discussions need to move away 
from a focus on crowding in new capital flows. There should be a move 
towards developing greater functional clarity about what different forms 
of capital are intended to do under sustained stress, and developing 
mechanisms to enable synergies to be maximised. Humanitarian 
financing, concessional public finance, MDB lending, private capital, 

‘Beneath 
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remittances and socially embedded financing are frequently discussed 
together without adequate distinction between their respective 
comparative advantages, political logics and institutional constraints. 
The result is unrealistic expectations, misaligned incentives and 
architecture designed for a simpler environment than the one it now 
operates within.

The humanitarian finance architecture is theoretically organised 
around the logic of episodic response despite operating within 
environments increasingly defined by prolonged and recurring stress. 
This places growing pressure on financing architectures designed for 
shorter cycles of emergency mobilisation. Food systems, payment 
systems, public services, municipal functionality and household 
liquidity often become deeply intertwined with humanitarian 
operations over extended periods. Yet these systems continue to 
derive their financing logic and institutional identity from the language 
of exceptionality and temporary emergency response. The architecture 
is operationally embedded in continuity while institutionally oriented 
toward crisis.

Meanwhile, the role of official development assistance (ODA) has 
changed fundamentally. In many contexts, concessional public finance 
is no longer supplemental development expenditure layered onto stable 
systems. This incoming finance is instead expected to simultaneously 
stabilise fiscal contraction, absorb geopolitical shocks, compensate for 
weakened public systems, maintain humanitarian operations, support 
climate adaptation and sustain institutional continuity, and under 
conditions of prolonged uncertainty. Yet it continues to operate in large 
part through structures designed for short funding cycles, project-based 
delivery and sectoral allocation frameworks. 

The humanitarian systems needs to rethink its approach to MDB 
financing. MDBs have been one focus over the last decade as 
they possess the scale, balance sheets, macroeconomic leverage 
and access to sovereign financing that humanitarian systems 
fundamentally lack. In contexts of deepening fiscal pressure, MDB 
engagement is increasingly viewed as indispensable to maintaining 
macroeconomic functionality and preventing deeper state fragility. 
At the same time, MDB operating models were not designed around 
the political and institutional realities of fragile contexts. Sovereign 
counterpart requirements, procurement cycles, implementation 
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timelines and fiduciary structures often sit uneasily in environments 
characterised by volatility, contested authority and institutional 
weakness.

More fundamentally, the humanitarian system cannot shy away 
from understanding the historical role MDBs have played in shaping 
contemporary fragility. Debt burdens, adjustment programmes, 
conditionality structures and export-oriented growth models have, 
in some contexts, contributed directly to the fiscal and institutional 
vulnerabilities now being managed downstream through humanitarian 
systems. This does not negate the importance of MDB engagement, 
but it does complicate narratives presenting MDB expansion as a 
politically neutral solution to crisis-financing pressures. MDBs are 
most likely to be effective in fragile environments when operating 
around their structural strengths: fiscal stabilisation, liquidity support, 
municipal continuity, infrastructure preservation, social protection 
scaling and selective risk-sharing.

Discussions around private capital also reveal a narrowness of the 
prevailing framework. Much current discourse centres on investment 
mobilisation and blended finance: attracting commercial capital 
into fragile environments through concessional sweeteners. But 
evidence consistently points towards a more fundamental role: 
preserving the conditions under which existing systems of exchange, 
liquidity and commerce can continue operating during stress. Traders 
maintaining food availability, telecom operators preserving payment 
infrastructure, Hawala networks sustaining cross-border transfers, and 
local employers preserving household purchasing power are critical 
continuity systems that precede and often outlast formal humanitarian 
mobilisation.

Finally, remittances, diaspora transfers, Zakat, waqf institutions 
and informal savings networks cannot continue to be viewed as 
supplementary to crisis financing. In many contexts, they are the 
primary stabilisation system: faster, more trusted, more adaptive and 
more socially embedded than formal aid. Yet they are under pressure 
from two directions. The first is regulatory: de-risking, correspondent 
banking withdrawals, and compliance requirements have constrained 
the very financial corridors fragile communities rely on. The second is 
institutional: a growing impulse by MDBs, UN agencies and INGOs to 
formalise, digitise, certify and ‘improve’ these systems so they become 
legible (and accessible) to the aid architecture.

‘The 
humanitarian 
system cannot 
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What we need more of

First, there is a need to establish more clearly the conditions under 
which financial tools are and are not appropriate responses to crisis. 
Governance collapse, contested political authority, the absence of 
a functioning state and unresolved conflict are political conditions. 
Deploying financial instruments to deal with them delays the political 
processes that might address them by reducing pressure on responsible 
actors to act. New financing instruments in crisis settings need to be 
explicitly screened for their relevance given existing political constraints, 
and sunset clauses and political-escalation triggers should be put in 
place to avoid them becoming permanent features of the landscape.

Second, mechanisms should be developed to allow for earlier shared 
decision-making around financing allocations, particularly around how 
different financing systems will be expected to interact. Pre-allocation 
financing forums could be piloted in contexts where humanitarian, 
MDB and climate financing are all materially active, to agree, in advance 
of budget cycles, which financing system is best positioned to carry 
which function for the coming period, and what the explicit handover 
points are. A model should also be developed for explicit financing 
sequencing protocols between humanitarian coordinators and MDB 
country teams wherever both are operationally active: these would 
be joint, publicly available documents specifying which functions 
humanitarian financing is carrying that MDB or government systems 
should absorb, on what timeline, and contingent on what conditions; at 
what fiscal or institutional threshold the MDB would activate additional 
instruments; and what transition mechanism governs the handover of 
specific functions. 

Third, there needs to be a structural recognition of the difference 
between the most effective ways to finance continuity and emergency 
response and to ensure that the latter does not crowd out the former. 
For example, reframing ODA as catalytic and risk-absorbing public 
capital, rather than expenditure, more accurately describes both what it 
is already doing and what it could do more deliberately. ODA generates 
the greatest systemic value when it preserves flexibility, stabilises 
systems under stress, absorbs risk other actors cannot carry and 
enables other forms of economic and institutional activity to continue 
functioning. This may mean supporting liquidity systems, preserving 
public services, stabilising local markets, reducing foreign exchange 
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bottlenecks, underwriting essential trade flows or protecting social 
protection delivery, which are functions that are not conventionally 
celebrated but are often systemically decisive.

Mechanisms are required to enable continuity financing to reach 
systems (for example, municipal services, payment infrastructure, 
essential market supply chains, public health system continuity and 
social protection delivery) whose failure would materially accelerate 
humanitarian deterioration, ring-fenced from wider humanitarian 
resources. Donors and pooled fund managers could commit specific 
proportions of planned financing as pre-arranged trigger-based 
capital to be made available before deterioration becomes acute. And 
there should be mandatory reviews, involving both humanitarian and 
development actors, for any functions funded through humanitarian 
channels for three or more years. 

Fourth, rather than trying to absorb alternative capital flows into 
humanitarian systems, international humanitarian actors should ask 
how they can enable them. A dedicated facility could be developed 
within an existing MDB to act as a backstop for payment infrastructure 
in fragile economies, for example being able to provide short-term 
foreign exchange liquidity to money-transfer operators. And de-risking 
of remittance, philanthropic and humanitarian flows should be made 
a formal diplomatic priority in donor government engagement with 
financing regulators.

Fifth, creative solutions should be identified that would enable greater 
sharing of authority with sovereign actors – where this is deemed 
feasible. Coordination compacts such as those proposed in Shift 2 
above would need to be linked to explicit financing plans that make clear 
under what circumstance resources can be handed over to sovereign 
actors and under what accountability frameworks. MDBs should also 
be requested to develop sub-national counterpart windows that would 
enable more substantive partnering with sub-national authorities where 
central government capacity or legitimacy is compromised. 
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04 // The 
politics of 
change
Stepping back from the five shifts, and before we set out more detailed 
recommendations, it is critical to remember the political context 
in which we are advocating for change. The communities most in 
need of the assistance that humanitarian action seeks to provide 
are in need precisely because of the impunity with which those with 
the greatest authority and power are able to act. The international 
humanitarian system is also shaped by this authority and power, and 
this creates real constraints as to what kind of change seems feasible. 
The recommendations we set out below are informed by a recognition 
of these constraints, and identify genuine entry points where change 
seems possible.

But more fundamentally, we recognise that what is needed to address 
the legitimacy crisis in the sector is bold political leadership that 
can counter the narratives that have come to dominate geopolitical 
discourse in recent years. A new political consensus needs building 
around new models of humanitarian action that can capture the 
public imagination rather than becoming lost in bureaucracy. Existing 
policymaking forums have struggled to support this kind of leadership 
and so here, too, there is a need for an ecosystem approach that 
recognises that traditional mechanisms are failing.

Progress will therefore necessitate the building of diverse coalitions, 
including host and affected countries and traditional donors. To be 
meaningful this will have to involve bringing these actors not just into 
the conversation, but also into setting the agenda for discussion to 
build wider ownership. This may open up new and potentially less 
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comfortable discussions, for example around the links between 
humanitarian needs, climate and debt justice, but confronting these 
issues is necessary. 

Any meaningful transition will involve trade-offs and uncertainty. 
Different contexts will require different arrangements. In some 
settings, international actors may continue to play substantial 
operational roles for extended periods. In others, their comparative 
advantage may lie primarily in diplomacy, convening, financing or 
technical accompaniment rather than direct delivery. The objective 
is to legitimise plurality and organise humanitarian action around 
subsidiarity, proximity and accountability.

These coalitions will need to be politically strategic and prepared 
to use moments of institutional transition, funding disruption and 
geopolitical change to advance new arrangements. One such example 
is the upcoming selection of the next UN Secretary-General. For the 
UN system specifically, the current geopolitical moment presents real 
dangers of accelerating a slide to irrelevance through being sidelined 
by more transactional initiatives, such as the recently created Board 
of Peace. 

Rather than being a threat to the idea of a multilateral system, the 
proposals of the Panel present an opportunity for UN leadership, as 
well as a means to renew humanitarian action and preserve its space. 
Understandably, the UN has been in reactive mode over the past 18 
months, but it means that both the Humanitarian Reset and the UN80 
process have failed to fully confront the strategic challenges raised 
here. The appointment of a new Secretary-General is an important 
opportunity to address this. Member States should advocate strongly 
for a more fundamental review of the current incentives that mitigate 
against the kind of adaptive, flexible response advocated here, 
particularly amongst the agencies and programmes. Connecting this 
agenda with wider UN reform initiatives looking at the UN Charter and the 
roles of the Security Council and General Assembly will also be critical.

Another opportunity exists through the Global Initiative to Galvanize 
Political Commitment to International Humanitarian Law launched 
by the ICRC with Brazil, China, France, Jordan, Kazakhstan and South 
Africa and joined by over 100 states. This diverse coalition mirrors 
that of the Political Declaration on the use of Explosive Weapons in 
Populated Areas (EWIPA), which successfully mobilised interested 
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https://www.icrc.org/en/global-initiative-international-humanitarian-law
https://www.icrc.org/en/global-initiative-international-humanitarian-law
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states, regional blocs and civil society collectively around a specific 
policy issue. For the IHL agenda, the High-Level Meeting planned for 
Jordan in December 2026 provides an important moment that needs 
investment of time and resources if it is to be fully capitalised on.

There remains a profound global appetite for responding to suffering 
and injustice. The question is not whether international institutions 
continue to matter. They do. The question is whether any one 
architecture should continue to decide what counts as legitimate 
humanitarian action, who receives resources, whose knowledge is 
trusted and which forms of leadership are allowed to endure.

An ecosystem approach offers a different political economy of 
humanitarian action: one in which authority is more widely held, 
resources and risk travel together, and political support flows towards 
those who protect life and can be held accountable by the people 
affected. International institutions would remain essential, but they 
would exercise their mandates and capabilities as part of a wider order 
rather than as its automatic centre.

Achieving this will require more than expanding participation within 
existing structures. Institutions that have monopolised funding, 
coordination, data and legitimacy will need to relinquish exclusive 
control. Governments and regional bodies will need to exercise 
leadership while accepting public scrutiny. Civil society will need to 
build autonomous power, stronger accountability and institutions 
capable of acting collectively. Donors will need to finance plurality 
rather than dependence.

The future of humanitarian action will not be secured by replacing an 
international monopoly with a national, regional or private one. It will 
depend on building a more plural and accountable order of solidarity, 
in which no actor can claim authority without responsibility, and no 
institution is beyond challenge.

‘There 
remains a 
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global 
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05// What 
decision-
makers can do
Without bold political action that seeks to disperse power and 
authority across a wider range of actors, delivering on the vision of the 
ecosystem approach will be impossible. Without that action, technical 
fixes that seek to shift behaviour and incentives in the system will 
struggle to gain traction: we need to be realistic about the extent to 
which a leopard can change its spots. But all actors can reflect on their 
own ability to make different decisions and seek to experiment with 
different ways of operating. 

Rather than focussing on a top-down reform process that will inevitably 
be captured by a system incentivised to maintain the status quo, we 
encourage all those with a stake in the humanitarian system to think 
about where ideas and opportunities can be tested. Moving towards 
a real understanding of the ecosystem approach will, by definition, 
require collective action and collective learning, and it is in this spirit 
that the following proposals are made – as a long menu of potential 
opportunities and actions that can be pursued (jump straight to the 
‘First moves’ in each subsection for these). The ultimate test will be 
whether communities affected by crisis not only receive humanitarian 
benefit but are left with greater ability to shape how this benefit is 
understood and defined.

https://odi.org/en/insights/leopard-spots-problem-change-crisis-humanitarian-sector/
https://odi.org/en/insights/leopard-spots-problem-change-crisis-humanitarian-sector/
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1. Donor governments

Donor governments are in a unique position to promote a more plural 
humanitarian order thanks to the power they hold. 

Key principles

•	 Work more coherently across domestic and foreign policy agendas 
with the goal of protecting populations from the worst effects of 
crisis and conflict, and engage domestic constituencies in dialogue 
about the key tensions and trade-offs.

•	 Invest in a plurality of actors, to avoid the promotion or 
reinforcement of monopolies within humanitarian systems.

•	 Open up decision-making platforms and forums to a greater 
diversity of actors and perspectives.

•	 Use leverage with key partners to encourage coordination and 
decision-making structures that are more responsive to local 
contexts, and which recognise and give greater authority to 
functioning local support systems. 

•	 Seek to adapt risk frameworks to better balance the risks of 
inappropriate humanitarian action with those around financial 
compliance.

How to use your power

Support plural and context-specific governance
•	 Gather evidence from existing compact-type models, for example 

in relation to the Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework 
(CRRF), to develop internal and collective positions on alternative 
models for the governance of humanitarian operations that 
genuinely allow for greater national and local ownership and 
accountability.

•	 Use your relations and leverage with the IASC and humanitarian 
agencies to promote alternative governance arrangements, and for 
internationally led coordination structures to be understood as an 
exception rather than the norm.

•	 Invest in locally embedded institutions that can hold the 
humanitarian sector publicly to account in different contexts, 
for example through academic institutions or ombudsman-type 
functions.
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Change the roles and incentives of international institutions
•	 Use mandate renewals, funding agreements and board decisions 

to move UN agencies and other international organisations away 
from routine operational substitution and towards the functions 
that require international mandate, political standing, cross-border 
reach or exceptional capacity.

•	 Build transition into funding agreements, whether core or 
projectised, with expectations that international organisations be 
clear about how and where functions can be transferred to local 
and national actors, the implications if they cannot do this, and the 
resources required to deliver this.

•	 Include indicators in accountability frameworks that speak to 
reducing parallel systems or strengthening other centres of 
authority.

Invest in protection and political action
•	 Use funding and diplomatic leverage to promote compliance with 

IHL, human rights law and refugee law, and support accountability 
mechanisms where violations occur.

•	 Support flexible coalitions connecting local, national, regional and 
international actors working to reduce civilian harm.

•	 Invest in survivor-led and locally led efforts to keep people 
safe, early warning, community dialogue, accompaniment and 
independent monitoring, alongside the diplomatic and political 
action needed to confront obstruction, impunity and violations of 
international law.

•	 Avoid restricting protection coordination to actors holding formal 
international mandates where trusted civil society, community and 
regional actors possess relevant access, knowledge or influence. 
Support and incentivise platforms that are tailored according to 
strategic intent and priority outcomes to reduce civilian harm and 
prevent atrocities.

Democratise humanitarian knowledge
•	 Invest in national, regional and civil society institutions that 

generate, analyse and govern evidence, including universities, think 
tanks, networks and community-based knowledge systems.

•	 Ensure that the IASC-led Humanitarian Data Collaborative initiative 
prioritises its stated focus on developing new governance models, 
providing resources and scrutiny to ensure that diverse actors are 
able to shape this element of the work.

‘Support 
flexible 
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•	 Require international organisations receiving public funding to 
return usable evidence to the communities and institutions from 
which it was generated, and to make their systems compatible with 
national or regional infrastructure where this can be done safely.

•	 Reconsider what constitutes success, according to whom, and 
how to measure it. This would include improving mechanisms for 
incorporating community perspectives into evidence and learning 
processes.

Reorient crisis finance towards continuity
•	 Diversify financing beyond a narrow set of international institutions. 

This should include nationally and locally governed pooled funds, 
regional financing mechanisms, public systems, social protection, 
municipal finance and other forms of finance that sustain people 
and institutions through crisis.

•	 Increase multi-year, flexible and institutional financing that 
enables national and local organisations to maintain staff, systems, 
relationships and reserves through political and financial volatility. 
This includes the fair sharing of indirect cost recovery or overheads, 
ensuring that local and national organisations (and not just INGOs) 
are adequately covered.

•	 	Develop mechanisms for earlier shared-decision making across 
different resource streams (including development and climate 
finance) that recognise their comparative advantages, set clearer 
boundaries around the role of humanitarian finance, and are clearer 
on sequencing. As part of this effort, pre-position and pre-commit 
anticipatory finance before crises become acute. Treat no-regret 
disbursement as a normal cost of preventing harm rather than 
as programme failure where a predicted shock is less severe than 
expected.

•	 Align authority, resources and risk. Actors carrying operational, 
political and security risk should have corresponding control over 
priorities, liquidity and adaptation. Donors and intermediaries 
retaining decision-making authority should carry a fair share of  
the risk.

•	 	Invest in mechanisms that will enable alternative capital flows 
(such as remittances, Zakat and informal savings networks) into 
humanitarian contexts.
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First moves

Within the next 12–24 months, donor governments should:

•	 work with the IASC to identify at least one context in which 
coordination leadership can be redesigned, and fund a clear 
transition process;

•	 use the UN80 process and upcoming mandate renewals, governing-
board decisions or funding agreements to rescope at least one 
international organisation away from routine operational delivery;

•	 identify at least one context where the political conditions allow 
for a coalition of countries to specifically prioritise the promotion 
of IHL and the protection of civilians through a combination of the 
elements outlined above, with clear political messaging associated 
with it;

•	 	designate a defined part of their humanitarian portfolio for 
nationally, regionally and locally governed financing arrangements 
outside standard international channels;

•	 require major funding agreements to include a review of who 
holds authority, who carries risk and how parallel structures will be 
reduced;

•	 	establish at least one pre-arranged financing mechanism that 
releases funding before a predicted shock becomes an acute 
humanitarian emergency;

•	 implement the recommendations of the 2025 High-Level 
Panel Catalytic Agenda to better support transitions between 
humanitarian and social protection.

2. National governments and regional bodies

National governments and regional bodies carry standing obligations 
to their populations: for public protection, essential services, crisis 
governance, and accountability to the people they serve. These 
responsibilities exist whether or not an international response is 
present, and they do not pass to the actors who arrive when one is 
triggered.

The state holds primary responsibility for leading crisis response – 
but that responsibility carries obligations to protect and serve all its 
population, not only some of it. Where a state cannot or will not meet 
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them, other arrangements become necessary. Public authority must 
be accompanied by transparency, independent scrutiny, civic space 
and routes through which affected people can challenge decisions.

Regional organisations can provide political leverage, cross-border 
coordination and shared capacity where national action alone is 
insufficient. They should not be assumed to be automatically more 
legitimate or accountable than either national or international 
institutions.

Key principles

•	 Crisis governance does not suspend legal obligations. National 
authorities remain bound by IHL, human rights law and refugee law, 
including in how they conduct hostilities, treat displaced people and 
enable assistance to reach those who need it.

•	 	Humanitarian governance is part of wider state legitimacy and 
public accountability. It should not operate indefinitely through 
structures that sit outside national political and institutional life.

•	 Nationally led response does not mean that central government 
performs or controls every function. Authority may need to 
be shared with local government, independent civil society, 
community institutions, regional bodies and international actors.

•	 National ownership should not be used to exclude independent civil 
society, displaced populations, minorities or groups considered 
politically inconvenient.

•	 	Regional action should complement rather than displace 
national and local authority, and should be shaped by meaningful 
relationships with institutions and communities within affected 
countries.

How to use your power

Define and review crisis-governance arrangements
•	 Develop and strengthen national crisis-governance frameworks 

setting out how leadership, coordination, financing, data and 
accountability will be organised across public institutions, civil 
society, local authorities, regional bodies and international actors.

•	 Establish regular, transparent reviews of whether existing 
coordination arrangements reflect political realities, public 
legitimacy, operational capability and the ability to respond to 
protection risks.
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•	 Negotiate clear roles for international organisations, including the 
functions they are expected to perform, the limits of their authority 
and the conditions under which roles will be reviewed, reduced or 
transferred.

Protect civic participation and public accountability
•	 Create formal routes through which independent civil society, 

community institutions, subnational authorities and affected 
populations can contribute to shaping crisis priorities, financing and 
oversight.

•	 Ensure that women-led organisations, refugee-led organisations, 
disability organisations, minorities, displaced people and groups 
outside dominant political networks are proportionally represented 
in governance arrangements and able to participate meaningfully.

•	 Protect civic space and refrain from using nationally led 
humanitarian governance to restrict independent action, 
criminalise dissent or exclude organisations that challenge 
government policy.

•	 Establish meaningful accountability mechanisms of government-
led crisis financing and response that engage the media and civil 
society, and enable parliamentary and judicial scrutiny.

Uphold and enforce legal protections
•	 	Comply with and enforce IHL, human rights law and refugee law, 

including obligations on the conduct of hostilities, humanitarian 
access, and the protection of civilians and displaced people.

•	 	Ensure that national security forces and any armed actors 
operating with state support meet these obligations, and pursue 
accountability where they do not.

•	 	Invest in national and regional capacity to resolve conflict and 
prevent its recurrence, rather than relying on humanitarian 
response to manage the consequences of unresolved violence.

Invest in national and regional systems
•	 Before crises escalate, invest in public health, social protection, 

local government, emergency-management institutions, payment 
systems, early warning and local response networks, and the 
development of crisis reserves.

•	 Develop regional surge capacity, mutual-assistance agreements, 
cross-border contingency planning and shared preparedness 
systems.
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•	 Use regional political platforms to develop collective positions with 
donors and international institutions on financing, data governance, 
displacement, coordination and international mandates, rather 
than negotiating only through fragmented country relationships.

Govern crisis information responsibly
•	 Set nationally appropriate indicators, thresholds and 

methodologies in partnership with independent technical 
institutions, civil society and affected communities.

•	 Strengthen national and regional analytical capacity through public 
and private institutions, while recognising that sensitive protection 
data may require independent, civic, regional or international 
stewardship.

•	 Do not demand access to data where doing so would expose 
individuals or groups to surveillance, discrimination, detention or 
violence.

•	 Support regional data and early-warning platforms where they 
can improve shared analysis and reduce dependence on globally 
controlled systems.

Connect humanitarian finance to public systems and political 
responsibility
•	 	Develop transparent pathways between emergency finance, 

national budgets, municipal systems, development finance and 
social protection.

•	 	Identify and communicate clearly which authorities are responsible 
for maintaining essential systems and how international finance 
affects those responsibilities.

•	 	Avoid using humanitarian or international finance to conceal 
public expenditure decisions, substitute indefinitely for national 
responsibilities or shield political actors from scrutiny.

First moves

National governments and regional bodies should:

•	 work with local, regional and international actors to develop or 
revise and publish a national crisis-governance framework and/
or compact that more clearly defines the roles of different actors 
and – where appropriate – establishes mechanisms for collective 
accountability;
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•	 	include within government-led crisis governance structures 
formal representation and challenge mechanisms for civil society, 
displaced populations and marginalised communities;

•	 	allocate domestic or regional resources to preparedness, social 
protection and response infrastructure.

3. The UN and IASC

The UN and IASC hold substantial authority over humanitarian 
standards, coordination, finance, data, institutional recognition and 
access to global political processes. Their responsibility is to improve 
participation within existing arrangements, and perhaps more 
importantly, to determine where their own control is no longer justified.

The UN remains critical to humanitarian diplomacy, international law, 
global convening, technical capacity and exceptional surge response 
capacity. Its legitimacy should rest increasingly on how effectively it 
performs these functions, rather than on the scale or permanence of 
its operations.

Key principles

•	 	The internationally led architecture is one component of a 
wider humanitarian order. It should not automatically define the 
governance model for every crisis.

•	 Formal mandate does not, on its own, confer legitimacy to lead 
the whole response. Authority may also derive from public 
responsibility, civic legitimacy, trust, access, relationships and 
accountability to affected people.

•	 National staff are central to institutional knowledge and action, 
but their presence does not make an internationally governed 
organisation nationally accountable.

•	 International coordination and operational roles should be 
treated as temporary and function-specific where other legitimate 
arrangements are possible.

‘The UN 
remains 
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How to use your power

Refocus the UN on its distinctive international role
•	 	Progressively reduce operational delivery and intermediation where 

nationally, regionally or civil society-led institutions can perform 
those functions safely.

•	 Concentrate political authority, resources and leadership attention 
on humanitarian diplomacy, negotiated access, global convening, 
defence of international law, political advocacy, cross-border 
coordination and exceptional surge capacity, and set out the 
funding requirements that would enable and incentivise this 
renewed focus.

•	 Retain provider-of-last-resort responsibilities where no other actor 
can safely reach affected people, while preventing this role from 
becoming a permanent justification for control over the  
wider response.

Support different governance models
•	 Treat Humanitarian Country Teams and the cluster model as 

options among many possible arrangements rather than the default 
architecture.

•	 Pilot and support visibly different models, including government-
led, regional, civil society-led and hybrid governance.

•	 Require every internationally led structure to explain why it is 
necessary, what functions it performs, how affected people can 
challenge decisions and when its role will be reviewed.

•	 Use UN convening power to aid the process of ensuring that 
national, regional and civil-society leaders are in positions of 
genuine authority in global decision-making forums.

Change institutional incentives
•	 When measuring success, factors should include the reduction 

of unnecessary parallel structures, the transfer or integration of 
functions and the strengthening of other centres of authority.

•	 Require agency and country strategies to include periodic reviews 
of which functions still need to remain international.

•	 Reward and recognise successful transitions and tackle incentives 
that encourage staff to grow operations without a clear comparative 
advantage.

•	 Give national staff meaningful influence over country strategy, 
role transition and institutional accountability, without placing the 
personal or professional burden of transformation on them alone.
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Share knowledge and finance more equitably
•	 Ensure that governance of UN-managed pooled funds, data 

systems and coordination structures gives adequate authority to 
local and national actors to actually shape decision-making.

•	 Return data and analysis to the institutions and communities 
from which they were generated, with safeguards for privacy and 
protection.

•	 Invest technical capacity within national, regional and civil-society 
institutions where requested, rather than creating permanent 
parallel systems.

First moves

The UN and IASC should:

•	 develop a plan and accountability framework for testing alternative 
humanitarian governance models under the Humanitarian Reset, 
including those contexts where there has already been agreement 
for OCHA to withdraw;

•	 require an independent review of the continued need for 
internationally led coordination structures in those contexts;

•	 adopt transition, integration and reduction of parallel systems as 
formal indicators of institutional success;

•	 rescope at least one major country operation around diplomacy, 
access, risk-sharing and technical support rather than routine 
delivery;

•	 revise the governance of at least one CBPF or data platform so that 
decision-making authority is no longer dominated by international 
institutions.

4. Local and national civil society organisations 
and networks

Local and national civil society organisations are political, social 
and civic actors that organise responses, shape public debate, hold 
authorities to account and build institutions that endure beyond 
individual projects.

Power is not the international system’s to grant, and civil society does 
not need to wait for it to be shifted. These organisations build authority 
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by organising collectively, negotiating new arrangements on their 
own terms, and challenging monopolies wherever they sit, whether 
international or national.

Key principles

•	 Proximity does not automatically create legitimacy. Civil 
society institutions must also be accountable to the diversity of 
communities affected by their decisions.

•	 Locally led systems can reproduce centralisation, elite capture, 
exclusion and competitive organisational cultures. Replicating 
international structures under national ownership will not transform 
the wider political economy.

•	 Collective action is essential. Individual organisations negotiating 
separately with donors or international agencies will have limited 
ability to change the rules of the system.

How to use your  power

Build autonomous and collective institutions
•	 Develop independent coordination, financing, advocacy, 

protection and knowledge capacities that reduce structural 
dependence on international intermediaries.

•	 Create or strengthen nationally and regionally governed funds, 
networks and platforms able to mobilise resources, set priorities 
and negotiate collectively.

•	 Build alliances across humanitarian, development, feminist, 
disability, refugee-led, faith-based, human-rights and social 
movements rather than reproducing narrow sectoral divisions.

•	 Create and build on accountability mechanisms to ensure that 
affected people and the wider public can engage directly, and 
crucially can also report abuses of power (including sexual 
exploitation and abuse).

Hold international and national power accountable
•	 Develop collective mechanisms for monitoring the performance, 

financing and political effects of international agencies, donors and 
public authorities.

•	 Use national law, parliamentary processes, courts, media, public 
audits and civic advocacy to challenge exclusion, misuse of 
resources and unaccountable international action.

‘Power is 
not the 
international 
system’s to 
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•	 Demand transparency over funding flows, overheads, risk decisions, 
data ownership and the terms on which international institutions 
operate.

•	 Engage in the design of national and regional compacts as 
institutions with their own political positions, rather than as 
consultees in processes controlled by others.

Build inclusive governance
•	 Ensure that women-led organisations, refugee-led organisations, 

disability organisations, minorities, grassroots groups and 
community institutions can influence governance, resources and 
public representation.

•	 Create transparent standards for membership, leadership, 
decision-making, conflicts of interest and accountability to 
communities.

•	 Recognise and address power inequalities within national civil 
society, including between capital-based and subnational 
organisations, large NGOs and community groups, and dominant 
and marginalised social groups.

Shape knowledge and narratives
•	 Invest collectively in generating and using local evidence, including 

qualitative knowledge, community analysis and operational learning 
that formal systems often exclude.

•	 Build shared analytical platforms and relationships with universities, 
researchers, journalists and regional institutions.

•	 Challenge externally imposed categories and narratives, while 
maintaining clear standards for evidence, consent, protection and 
public accountability.

First moves

Local and national civil society organisations and networks should:

•	 co-develop (alongside governments and Humanitarian Country 
Teams, for example) a collective platform for monitoring the 
financing, governance and performance of international responses;

•	 establish or strengthen at least one jointly governed financing, 
coordination or knowledge mechanism;
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•	 build civil society coalitions that, in concert with cooperative 
national and regional bodies, can work towards the development of 
a charter on standards for inclusion, community accountability and 
prevention of elite capture;

•	 negotiate collectively with donors, governments and international 
organisations over transition, risk-sharing and data governance;

•	 invest in national and regional alliances capable of exercising 
political influence beyond the humanitarian sector.

5. International NGOs

INGOs hold considerable resources, technical expertise, public 
recognition, international access and relationships with donors. 
Their role in a more plural humanitarian order should be grounded in 
international solidarity rather than in the preservation of permanent 
operational footprints.

Partnership language is insufficient; INGOs retain control over funding, 
strategy, risk, data and representation. Their responsibility is to 
examine which functions still require an international organisation and 
which are being retained because they sustain organisational scale 
and influence.

Key principles

•	 Operational presence is not the primary measure of international 
solidarity or organisational relevance.

•	 Direct delivery may remain necessary in some contexts, particularly 
where access, protection, exceptional scale or security risks 
require it. It should not be assumed to be the default or permanent 
expression of an INGO’s role.

•	 National staff and partnerships do not make an organisation locally 
governed where its board, strategy, finance and risk decisions sit 
elsewhere.

•	 Transition does not mean transferring unfunded responsibility. 
Authority, resources, institutional investment and risk must move 
together.

‘The role of 
INGOs in a 
more plural 
humanitarian 
order should 
be grounded 
in international 
solidarity.’  
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How to use your power

Reduce operational substitution
•	 Review country portfolios function by function, identifying which 

roles can be transferred, integrated or ended and which continue to 
require international presence.

•	 Develop transition agreements with national and local 
organisations, governments and peer INGOs rather than making 
unilateral exit decisions.

•	 Transfer relationships, unrestricted resources, systems and 
decision-making authority, rather than handing over only the 
responsibility to deliver projects.

•	 Avoid competing for funding mechanisms and allocation windows 
established specifically for national and local actors.

Use international standing more effectively
•	 Invest in humanitarian diplomacy, political advocacy, protection 

of civic space, public mobilisation and engagement with donor 
governments and global institutions.

•	 Use organisational visibility to amplify shared advocacy positions 
and create political protection for partners facing threats or 
repression.

•	 Connect nationally and regionally generated evidence and policy 
positions to global decision-making without acting as the default 
spokesperson or gatekeeper.

Share risk and institutional resources
•	 Provide flexible institutional finance (including indirect cost 

recovery, or overheads), reserves, security support and risk-sharing 
arrangements rather than transferring compliance and delivery risk 
downwards.

•	 Make overheads, cost structures, risk decisions and resource 
allocations transparent to partners.

•	 Support local and national institutions to build their own systems, 
identities, relationships and financial bases rather than integrating 
them permanently into INGO-controlled models.

Return knowledge and accountability
•	 Return usable data and analysis to the communities and 

organisations from which they were generated.
•	 Agree ownership, access, consent and use of data with national and 

local partners from the outset.
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•	 Establish mechanisms through which partners and affected 
communities can challenge INGO strategy and performance.

First moves

INGOs should:

•	 select at least one country in which to undertake a jointly governed 
review of their operational role and agree a time-bound transition of 
identified functions;

•	 publish the proportion of funding retained at each stage of their 
delivery chain, including overheads and indirect costs;

•	 adopt institutional metrics that reward transition, locally governed 
finance, shared risk and partner autonomy;

•	 commit not to access financing mechanisms reserved for national 
and local organisations;

•	 establish joint humanitarian-diplomacy and civic-space strategies 
with national and local partners.

6. Philanthropy, international financial 
institutions, diaspora networks and private actors

These actors are increasingly important to crisis response but hold 
very different forms of power and should not be treated as a single 
substitute for declining humanitarian finance.

Philanthropic organisations can provide flexible and risk-tolerant 
capital. International financial institutions influence national fiscal 
space, public systems, debt and social protection. Diaspora networks 
mobilise finance, knowledge, relationships and political influence across 
borders. Commercial and technology companies increasingly control 
infrastructure, digital systems, logistics, data and analytical tools.

An ecosystem approach should allow for a widening of these actors’ 
contributions without allowing new private, financial or technological 
monopolies to replace existing humanitarian ones.
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Key principles

•	 Finance and technology are not neutral. They alter authority, 
incentives, risk and accountability.

•	 Private capital cannot substitute for public responsibility, political 
settlement or international solidarity.

•	 Diaspora and informal finance should not be absorbed 
automatically into conventional aid governance. Its legitimacy 
and effectiveness may depend on relationships and forms of 
accountability that differ from those of international aid.

•	 Flexible finance is most valuable when it enables institutions and 
networks that other funders overlook, rather than simply filling gaps 
in established international operations.

How to use your power

Philanthropic organisations should:

•	 provide multi-year, flexible and institutional finance to national and 
regional networks, locally governed funds, knowledge institutions 
and community infrastructure;

•	 fund experimentation, collective organising, transition and 
institutional development that short-term humanitarian grants 
rarely support;

•	 accept appropriate levels of uncertainty and risk, while investing 
in accountability to communities rather than reproducing donor-
heavy reporting systems;

•	 use their independence to support politically difficult work, 
including civic-space protection, independent evidence and 
alternatives to established international channels.

International financial institutions should:

•	 in crisis-affected countries, prioritise fiscal stabilisation, liquidity, 
municipal continuity, infrastructure preservation, social protection 
and public systems capable of absorbing shocks;

•	 avoid adding unsustainable debt to fragile and crisis-affected states;
•	 build independent oversight, public accountability and safeguards 

against elite capture into financing decisions;
•	 review whether financial instruments are helping to reduce crisis 

risk or enabling political actors to externalise the costs of conflict, 
exclusion or institutional failure;
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•	 develop mechanisms for earlier shared-decision making across 
different resource streams (including development and climate 
finance) that recognise their comparative advantages, set clearer 
boundaries around the role of humanitarian finance, and are clearer 
on sequencing. 

Diaspora networks should:

•	 build collective mechanisms for financing, knowledge exchange, 
advocacy and crisis response while retaining accountability to 
communities in affected countries;

•	 engage in national and regional policy discussions as political and 
civic actors;

•	 work with financial institutions and governments to reduce barriers, 
excessive transaction costs and disruptions to remittance and 
payment channels;

•	 ensure that diaspora support does not reinforce exclusion, conflict 
economies or unequal access between communities.

Commercial and technology actors should:

•	 accept that control over digital infrastructure, logistics, identity 
systems or analytical tools does not confer authority over 
humanitarian decisions;

•	 make methods, limitations, commercial interests and data 
practices transparent;

•	 submit systems used for humanitarian prioritisation, eligibility or 
risk assessment to independent scrutiny and routes for challenge;

•	 protect humanitarian data from secondary commercial, security or 
political use;

•	 design partnerships so that public, national and civic institutions 
retain meaningful control over decisions and infrastructure.

First moves

These actors should:

•	 establish flexible financing windows for nationally and regionally 
governed funds, networks and knowledge institutions;

•	 remove regulatory, banking and transaction barriers that disrupt 
remittances and locally governed finance;
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•	 require independent political and debt-sustainability reviews of 
major financial instruments used in crisis-affected settings;

•	 publish clear safeguards governing commercial and technological 
involvement in humanitarian data and decision-making;

•	 invest in shared infrastructure that enables diverse financing and 
knowledge systems to work alongside one another without being 
absorbed into one central model.
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