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A US Army soldier hands a meal to a girl in Samarra, Iraq, March 31, 2009. Photo courtesy of US 

Army.  Use of US military imagery does not imply or constitute endorsement. 

The effectiveness of international aid, both in meeting urgent 

needs and in tackling entrenched poverty, is being undermined in 

some of the world’s poorest places. While effective aid has helped 

save lives, protect rights and build livelihoods, some donors’ 

military and security interests have skewed global aid spending; 

and amidst conflict, disasters and political instability have too 

often led to uncoordinated, unsustainable, expensive and even 

dangerous aid projects.  Skewed aid policies and practices 

threaten to undermine a decade of government donors’ 

international commitments to effective, needs-focussed 

international aid. This paper sets out how these commitments are 

being disregarded, and how this trend can be reversed.  
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 Summary 

Effective aid helps save lives, protect rights and build livelihoods. Yet 
in conflicts and politically unstable settings from Afghanistan to 

Yemen, lifesaving humanitarian assistance and longer-term efforts to 

reduce poverty are being damaged where aid is used primarily to 
pursue donors’ own narrow political and security objectives. This is not 

only undermining humanitarian principles and donors’ development 

commitments; it impacts on the lives of some of the most vulnerable 
people affected by conflicts and natural disasters.  

• Some donors are increasingly concentrating both humanitarian and 
development aid on countries and regions seen to threaten their own 

immediate security interests, while neglecting other equally 

insecure, impoverished and conflict-afflicted places. Since 2002 one-
third of all development aid to the 48 states labelled ‘fragile’ by the 

OECD has gone to just three countries: Iraq, Afghanistan and 

Pakistan.1 During this period aid to Iraq and Afghanistan alone has 
accounted for over two-fifths of the entire $178bn global increase in 

aid provided by wealthy countries.  

• From Afghanistan to Kenya, poorly conceived aid projects aimed at 
winning ‘hearts and minds’ have proved ineffective, costly, and 

have sometimes turned beneficiary communities and aid workers 
into targets of attack. Such practices are growing: US aid funds 

allocated to front-line military commanders to win ‘hearts and 

minds’ in Iraq and Afghanistan are now almost as large as the 
worldwide Development Assistance budget of the US government’s 

aid agency USAID. 

• In Afghanistan, the Occupied Palestinian Territories, Somalia and 
elsewhere, donors and military forces have made aid conditional on 

the political and military cooperation of communities and aid 
organizations; and have used aid to buy information or compliance 

with military forces. 

• While military assets and logistics have played vital roles in 
emergencies and natural disasters, aid inappropriately delivered 

using military forces themselves has sometimes led to wasteful and 

costly aid, while overlooking the real contribution that military and 

police forces can make to vulnerable communities’ security needs. 

For instance, the Spanish army’s high-profile vaccination 
programme and water distribution following the Haiti earthquake 

cost over 18 times that of comparable civilian efforts, which the 

Spanish military partly duplicated. 

These problems are not new, but the impact of conflicts in Iraq and 

Afghanistan, as well as more recent aid policy shifts, have increased the 
trend. Both in Europe and North America, aid policies and 

programmes skewed by donors’ foreign policy and national security 
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interests are beginning to be formally embedded in international 
development strategies and humanitarian practices. Foreign policy 

biases have since 2001 been written formally into aid policies and 

funding decisions in the USA, Canada and France. Elsewhere, 
including in the UK, Australia and the European Union, such priorities 

are at risk of being formally embedded in new international 

development strategies.   

Policy coordination across foreign, defence and development 

departments can help better address common obstacles to 
development: for example, tackling climate change and capital flight; 

protecting civilians in conflict; preventing irresponsible arms transfers. 

But recruiting aid and aid institutions for donors’ own national security 
objectives risks undermining the effectiveness of aid in meeting 

humanitarian needs and maximizing poverty reduction. Not only does 

this damage impartial attempts to provide aid and tackle poverty, but it 

often fails to build long-term security for recipient communities, their 

governments and donors themselves. 

An agenda for effective aid  

Drawing on the experiences of Oxfam’s programmes and partners from 

Yemen and Afghanistan to Kenya and the Democratic Republic of 
Congo (DRC), this paper argues that security and stability are 

promoted – not undermined – by impartial, needs-based humanitarian 

aid, and by poverty-focussed development aid, owned by and 
responsive to its beneficiaries, and independent of donors’ immediate 

military and security objectives.  

Some donors and aid organisations are promoting such approaches. 
Aid allocation driven by transparent and impartial needs assessments, 

like the European Commission’s humanitarian ‘Global Needs 
Assessment’ index, ensures that ‘aid orphans’ and forgotten crises, off 

the national security radar, are not neglected. In Afghanistan, the UK’s 

‘stabilization’ doctrine has since 2008 begun to abandon the use of 
short-term, high-profile aid interventions aimed at winning ‘hearts and 

minds’. And in contrast to highly-visible schools and hospitals built by 

militarized aid units, health and education facilities funded by donor 
aid but owned and led by communities themselves are safely and cost-

effectively expanding the provision of essential services amidst conflict: 

like the thousands of community-based schools established in more 

than a dozen Afghan provinces since 2001 using existing, low-profile 

community venues to start providing education rapidly, build 

community support and avoid armed opposition attacks.  

With aid policies and practices at a crossroads, such approaches – 

putting good humanitarian and development practice at the heart of 

efforts to meet needs and build stability – need urgently to be 
amplified. 
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Recommendations 
• To meet their existing commitments to development aid 

effectiveness and principled humanitarian action, donors should 

ensure that all aid – in conflicts, stable countries and within 
countries themselves – has as its principal purpose the reduction of 

either poverty or humanitarian needs.  

• Donors should ensure that the development projects they fund or 
plan in conflicts and stable settings alike are responsive to the needs 

of communities, aligned where possible with the policies of local and 
national administrations, and sustainable after foreign development 

workers have left. Donors and aid agencies alike must ensure that 

aid does not contribute to violations of international human rights 
and humanitarian law.  

• All armed forces should adhere to existing, internationally agreed 

civil-military guidelines, setting out the effective and appropriate 

roles of military and civilian actors responding to humanitarian 

needs in conflicts and disasters. Their doctrines and rules of 
engagement should prohibit the allocation or restriction of 

humanitarian assistance for military or counter-terrorism objectives. 

• Aid organizations likewise need to ensure that their activities do not 
exacerbate or provide resources for conflict. They should implement 

standards and guidelines to ensure that humanitarian aid ‘does no 
harm’, and that development aid is sensitive to conflict. They should 

refuse any donor funding which is conditional on them cooperating 

with military forces or providing information to them, or which 
requires them to distribute aid or allocate development resources 

based on the political or military cooperation of recipients.  
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1 Introduction 

This paper describes how the effectiveness of aid – both in meeting 
urgent needs and in tackling entrenched poverty – is being undermined 

by the pursuit of narrow military and national security interests in 
some of the world’s poorest and most vulnerable places.  

Global aid spending is increasingly skewed towards countries where 
threats to donors’ national security are perceived to exist, or where 

donors are militarily engaged. Unstable countries and conflicts outside 

the foreign policy spotlight lose out, despite equally great humanitarian 
needs and development challenges. So too do stable countries, home to 

between two-thirds and three-quarters of the world’s poor.2 The impact 

of these skewed aid policies is explored in section 2.  

Section 3 shows how, within regions central to donors’ national security 

concerns, the delivery and programming of aid has itself become a 
battleground. The result, in many cases, has been uncoordinated, 

unsustainable, expensive and even dangerous aid projects. Schools 

built by NATO forces’ reconstruction teams in Afghanistan, for 
example – intended to promote the authority of the Afghan 

government and win ‘hearts and minds’ for the acceptance of NATO 

forces themselves – are perceived by Afghans to be at higher risk of 
attack by anti-government forces.3 Funded largely by poorly monitored 

military funds,4 the 95 schools built by NATO teams between 2006 and 

2008 were on average over 30 per cent more expensive than the 371 
financed by the Afghan Ministry of Education itself.5  

By contrast, even in remote and insecure areas where government 
structures are weak, donors have funded communities and NGOs in 

coordination with the Afghan Ministry of Education to establish several 

thousand community-based schools serving more than 100,000 
children: in some cases using existing, low-profile community venues 

to start providing education rapidly, build community support, and 

avoid armed opposition attacks, particularly on female teachers and 
pupils.6 One parent interviewed by Oxfam in Samangan province in 

northern Afghanistan in October 2010 explained the value of such 

community ownership: ‘You have to have community support and the 
mullahs must be supportive. ... The teachers here visit them and remind 

them of what the Koran says – that education is an obligation – and 

they can change their minds.  If they [the mullahs] are involved in the 

schools and know the teachers, we have seen that they will not be able 

to oppose it.’7 



6 

 

Dasht e Freng village primary school, Shahr-i-Buzurg district of Badakhshan province, Afghanistan, 

constructed by Oxfam GB in 2002 (Photo: Yasin/Oxfam) 

Security-led aid policies and practices have been driven in part by the 
primacy of security concerns across the gamut of the foreign activities 

of Western powers since the 11 September 2001 attacks and their wider 

consequences: ‘going toe to toe with extremists in a ... battle of hearts 
and minds’, as US Senator John Kerry described US humanitarian 

assistance in earthquake-hit Pakistan.8  

But the consequent integration of aid with national security priorities, 
and of aid projects with donors’ defence and security activities, has also 

been ostensibly justified by rising concerns about conflict and state 
‘fragility’ as causes of poverty. A growing number of donors and 

development practitioners argue that efforts to tackle poverty should 

concentrate particularly on conflict-affected and ‘fragile’ states;  and 
that development efforts in these settings should focus on ‘stabilizing’ 

such countries by boosting the capacity and legitimacy of the state 

itself, integrating tools drawn from defence, development and 

diplomacy.9  

Beneath these sincere concerns about breaking the links between 
violence, political instability and poverty, however, this paper shows 

how in practice many donors have prioritized those conflicts and 

unstable states central to their foreign and security agendas: 
overlooking opportunities to tackle poverty and instability in other 

states, both ‘fragile’ and stable.  

These skewed aid policies and practices undermine international 
commitments made by governments over the last decade to effective, 
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needs-focussed international aid: agreed by major donor and recipient 
governments in meetings in Stockholm in 2003, Paris in 2005 and    

Accra in 2008.10 These commitments rightly differ between 

humanitarian aid, addressing the immediate needs of those affected by 
disasters and conflicts, and longer-term development aid to reduce 

poverty and inequality. Nonetheless they share a common core. Aid 

should be: 

• needs-based: founded on impartial assessments of needs, and 

focussed on reducing suffering or poverty;11 

• sustainable: addressing needs sustainably where possible, rather 

than only in the short-term;12  

• owned by and accountable to its beneficiaries: driven by and 

responsive to those whose needs and rights are being addressed.13  

In contrast to these principles, where donors have prioritized narrow 

military and security objectives: 

1. In place of needs-based aid: poverty and humanitarian needs in 

regions, communities and social groups whose well-being or 
cooperation is not deemed significant to donors’ security interests – 

including poor women and other politically marginalized groups – 

are often overlooked, or even positively excluded.  

2. In place of sustainable aid: short-term aid projects whose ‘quick 

impact’ is intended to boost the legitimacy of state authorities or 
military forces have too often been prioritized over projects that 

address needs sustainably. 

3. In place of aid owned by and accountable to beneficiaries: focussing 
on threats to the security and legitimacy of military forces, donors 

and their allies, aid projects and programmes have often failed to 
consult local communities and authorities, or to draw on local 

resources.  

Box 1: What is humanitarian and development aid? 

The broadest definition of aid is a transfer of resources from donors to less 

well-off recipients.
14

 This includes financial and material resources provided 

to foreign governments; and directly to projects and communities 

themselves. This report is concerned with two types of aid:  

Humanitarian aid, defined by the OECD as „assistance designed to save 

lives, alleviate suffering and maintain and protect human dignity during and 

in the aftermath of emergencies‟,
15

 including the provision of shelter, food, 

water, sanitation, and emergency health services to those affected by armed 

conflicts and natural disasters. Governments and aid agencies have agreed 

that the provision of humanitarian aid should be consistent with the basic 

humanitarian principles of humanity, impartiality and independence.
16

 

Development aid, covering financial and material resources provided to 

promote the broader economic development and welfare of developing 

countries. For aid to count as „overseas development assistance‟ according 

to the OECD, it must also be „concessional in character‟ rather than a loan 

on purely commercial terms.
17

 Unlike humanitarian aid, development aid 

may have essentially political goals: engendering political transformations in 
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recipient countries aimed at reducing poverty and promoting economic and 

social development. But it should not primarily pursue the political objectives 

of its donors. 

This report does not deal with aid to military, police and other security 

institutions. Although the OECD permits some forms of assistance to police 

and justice institutions to count as development aid where it promotes 

broader developmental goals, this cannot include military equipment or 

services, or aid for paramilitary functions or anti-terrorism.  

This is not to argue that aid and development should disregard political 
context, or its own political and security impacts. Oxfam believes that 

development is inevitably politically transformative, and that all aid 
should be sensitive to local political realities.18 Nor should development 

aid be a blank cheque, ignoring or even resourcing human rights 

abuses and repression by governments or armed groups. And 
humanitarian assistance in emergencies and conflicts must understand 

beneficiaries’ communal and political affiliations, to ensure that that 

assistance does not inadvertently exacerbate tensions between 
communities, or fuel the capacity of armies, warlords or militias to 

violate international law.19  

Equally, tackling the causes of conflict is a vital part of tackling poverty. 
Although poverty is distributed globally across both ‘fragile’ and stable 

states,20 the severity and intractability of poverty amidst conflict and the 
risk of conflict is clear. The OECD has calculated that more than half of 

the total global ‘deficit’ in all but one MDG is accounted for by the 

small sub-set of countries categorized as ‘fragile’.21 And communities 
where Oxfam works commonly insist that security is essential to their 

immediate needs and longer-term livelihoods. In Mwenga in eastern 

Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), for example, caught between 
Congolese troops and Forces Démocratiques de Libération du Rwanda 

(FDLR) militias, villagers’ crops either go uncultivated due to physical 

insecurity, or are looted by armed groups and unpaid soldiers. 
Insecurity causes immediate suffering, and materially deepens 

poverty.22 Conversely, those living in conflict widely perceive poverty 

and inequality to be among conflict’s main drivers.   

When in 2009 Oxfam interviewed 700 people across 14 districts of 

Afghanistan where we and our partners are working, 70 per cent 
named unemployment and poverty as major causes of the conflict, 

more than any other factor.23 Their views mirror those of poor women 

and men with whom Oxfam works in Afghanistan, DRC, Sudan and 

elsewhere. Effective aid – needs-focussed, sustainable, driven by its 

beneficiaries and sensitive to the underlying causes of conflict – has a 

clear role to play in promoting long-term security and stability. This is 
in the common interests of donors, recipient governments and 

communities alike.  

If people are employed, the 
fighting will end.  

– Male Kandahar resident in 
2009. 
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2  Maps of the world 

This section examines how major donors’ aid policies have integrated 
national security and broader foreign policy priorities. Although this 

has happened in different ways and to different degrees, the overall 
global impact of these priorities is clear: a skewed vision of the world in 

which some people’s poverty and suffering receives far more attention 

than others. 

Aid orphans 

Aid to conflicts and crises continues to be skewed towards those crises 
and conflicts highest on donors’ security agendas. Despite being 

amongst the poorest countries in the world, many conflict-affected and 

unstable countries remain development ‘aid orphans’, with donors 
sometimes deterred from providing development aid that may be 

swallowed up by conflict or ineffective institutions. By one estimate, 

since 1992, these ‘fragile states’ have received over 40 per cent less aid 
than their relative poverty levels merited.24 Yet since 2001 the share of 

global aid to just two ‘fragile states’ of obvious geopolitical importance 

– Iraq and Afghanistan – has risen steadily.25 Over two-fifths of the total 
$178bn increase in OECD donors’ development aid since 2001 has been 

to just these two countries, with the remaining increase in global aid 

budgets shared out between around 150 other developing countries.26 
Tellingly, governments with troop commitments in Iraq and 

Afghanistan have as a group devoted significantly larger (and growing) 

proportions of their aid budgets to these two countries compared with 
donors not fighting there.27 Moreover, Iraq has seen a sharp dip in aid 

flows since 2008, as foreign troops have withdrawn.28 While needs are 

undeniably great in these and other countries, such as Yemen and 
Pakistan, where donors’ security interests are currently focussed, 

equally poor and conflict-afflicted countries from the Democratic 

Republic of Congo to the Central African Republic have received far 
smaller shares of aid relative to their needs, and far less attention either 

to their citizens’ impoverishment or their insecurity.  

Needs unmet  

Disparities in the provision of humanitarian aid likewise show how 

little the international community’s responses to the last decade’s 
conflicts and crises have been determined by the basic humanitarian 

imperative to respond according to need.29  

 

 

 

There are so many women 
like me. But what I do not 
understand is that the world 
just lets it happen, the rape, 
the violence. No one seems 
to care about us. No, no one 
has cared for the Congo and 
no one ever will.  
– Eugenie, victim of sexual 
violence, DRC, interviewed 

in 2009
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Figure 1: Highest annual level of humanitarian aid per capita 

(population) from OECD-DAC donors to crises similarly scored (‘level 3’) 

in ECHO’s Global Needs Assessment, 2001-2008 (US$, constant 2008 

prices)
30

 

 

Of course, many factors affect the value of humanitarian aid to different 

crises, from media attention to the greater costs of responding to crises 

in more inaccessible places like Somalia, compared with countries with 
better infrastructure and access like neighbouring Ethiopia.31 And 

population is a comparatively insensitive measure of the scale of 

humanitarian need. Nonetheless the disproportionate value of 
humanitarian aid to places where donors are also combatants is 

particularly striking. Despite being assessed as comparably serious 

chronic humanitarian crises during this period, since 2001 the 
Democratic Republic of Congo’s population has received at best US$10 

per head per year in international humanitarian assistance, while 

people in Iraq, itself a much wealthier country, have in some years 
received over twelve times that amount. 32   

Certainly foreign military forces like those in Iraq and Afghanistan 

have moral and legal obligations to facilitate provision for the 

humanitarian needs of populations under their control. But responding 

to humanitarian suffering in those conflicts should not mean paying 
less attention to equally great or greater needs generated by crises and 

conflicts elsewhere, particularly as humanitarian aid budgets are rising 

as a whole.33 

Similar factors are evident in skewed aid within countries too. In 

Afghanistan, although data is very incomplete, since 2004 over 70 per 
cent of OECD–DAC aid identifiable by location has been spent either in 
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the capital, Kabul, or in three (of 34) provinces central to major NATO 
and Afghan troops’ counter-insurgency operations: Kandahar, Herat 

and Helmand.34 Central and northern Afghanistan, poor but more 

peaceful, appear to have been neglected in comparison: a difference 
reflected in aid data and Afghan perceptions alike. As Shamisullah, a 

teacher in Daikundi in central Afghanistan, told Oxfam: ‘Not even 5 per 

cent of our schools have buildings and many are far away from their 
homes.  In Kandahar, they build many schools but what good does it 

do?  It is too dangerous for girls to even go. In Daikundi, they would be 

full ... But the international community does not care about us, they 
only care about Al Qaeda.’35 

Figure 2:  Per cent of geographically identifiable OECD-DAC aid projects 

in each Afghan province, 2004-8  

 

N.B. Some aid projects designated as being spent in „Kabul‟ may be country-wide aid projects.
36

 

The problem is not limited to international donors. Domestic aid 
providers who are also protagonists in a conflict have similarly 

overlooked crises marginal to their own military operations. During the 
Pakistan army’s 2009 offensive in the Swat valley in northern Pakistan, 

assistance criteria established by the government allowed people to 

register for assistance only if they had been displaced by fighting from 
‘notified areas’ designated as locations for counter-insurgency operations. 

This excluded large numbers of people displaced by separate but equally 

dangerous inter-tribal fighting in neighbouring parts of northern Pakistan, 
or by Taliban violence and abuse outside ‘notified areas’. As a result, up to 
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one-third of all internally displaced people in the region may not have 
been registered for assistance.37 This was in stark contrast to the 2005 South 

Asian earthquake, where the Pakistani army’s response was not skewed 

by an immediate conflict, and Oxfam and others worked alongside the 
military’s emergency airlift to reach inaccessible parts of the region 

without bias.38   

Aid policies on the turn 

But why be concerned about these skewed aid patterns now? After all, 

international aid has long been shaped in part by the lenses of 
governments’ military and national security agendas. Aid was widely 

bartered for allegiance on both sides of the Cold War, often ignoring the 

relative needs, governance, corruption and human rights records of its 

recipients.39  There is even some evidence that international responses 

to natural disasters have been strategically conditioned. A recent World 

Bank study of nearly 500 natural disasters since 1992 found that major 
donors were between 24 and 46 percentage points more likely to 

provide humanitarian aid to natural disasters in oil-exporting countries 

than to similarly disaster-afflicted countries lacking oil exports.40   

In part we should be concerned precisely because aid skewed by 

military and security interests threatens to undermine the progress 
made by some donors in breaking with geopolitically skewed aid in the 

last decade.  Government humanitarian agencies in Canada, Spain and 

the European Commission, for example, have developed principled 
policies that allocate humanitarian aid according to transparent indices 

of global needs, to ensure that different crises and countries are not 

overlooked or over-funded.41 

Box 2: Meeting needs and spotting forgotten crises 

The European Commission‟s humanitarian aid agency, ECHO, produces 

one of the few globally comparable indices of humanitarian need: the Global 

Needs Assessment (GNA). The GNA assesses different countries‟ 

vulnerability to humanitarian crisis, and the levels of crisis themselves (from 

population displacement to under-nourishment and mortality rates). Canada 

and Spain have developed similar indices.
42 

ECHO goes a step further, 

seeking to identify „forgotten crises‟ at risk of being overlooked by other 

donors. In 2010, about 17 per cent of ECHO‟s $1.1bn humanitarian aid 

budget was dedicated to 12 such „forgotten crises‟ outside the media and 

political spotlight: from the three million people displaced by violence in 

Colombia to Sahrawi refugees in Algeria.
43

 While effective aid must of 

course be context-driven,
44

 such indices nonetheless provide a vital baseline 

to help donors coordinate their efforts and taxpayers and beneficiaries to 

assess aid spending.  
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Sahrawi refugee camp in Algeria, where Oxfam helps provide basic foodstuffs for several thousand 

refugees displaced from Western Sahara, funded by ECHO. ©Eric de Mildt / Oxfam 

Undermining such progress, however, long-standing political and 
security biases have since 2001 being written formally into some 

donors’ aid policies and practices, as in the USA and France. Other 

donors, including Australia, the UK and the European Union, may be 
on the cusp of bringing aid budgets newly under the sway of such 

priorities.  

Counter-terrorism and security 

interests in US aid policy 

Although geopolitical goals have influenced US aid since its Cold War 

inception, their weight has increased over the last decade.45 The 

‘Economic Support Fund’ (ESF), explicitly dedicated to ‘support[ing] 
specific US foreign policy goals’, particularly with ‘strategically 

significant friends and allies’, has nearly doubled since 2000, while 

‘Development Assistance’ funds, dedicated solely to combating 

poverty, have increased by only 14 per cent in comparison.46 ESF aid is 

not necessarily ineffective. But the growing dominance of development 
aid funds dedicated to geopolitical and national security goals, given 

the USA’s position as the world’s largest aid donor, has cemented the 

geographical skew of global development aid allocation discussed 

above. 
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Figure 3: US development aid funds, FY2004–2010 ($US millions, 2008 

constant prices)
47

 

 

Since 2004, the US has also established new aid funds aimed at 

responding specifically to crises and state instability. These have been 
dominated, however, by poorly monitored funds disbursed by front-

line military commanders to win ‘hearts and minds’ in Iraq and 

Afghanistan. These militarized funds ($1.5bn in 2010 alone to the US 
Commanders Emergency Response Program), largely uncoordinated 

with national governments and local authorities, are now almost as 

large as USAID’s worldwide ‘Development Assistance’ budget.48  

Figure 4: New US aid funds for response to crises and instability 

created since FY2004
49

  

 

N.B. this graph excludes funds spent on government staff costs, such as State Department / USAID 

Civilian Stabilization Initiative funds; and funds spent entirely on military and security assistance. It 

includes DOD Section 1207 funding, which is used partly for security assistance. A small proportion 

of CERP funding has been spent in the Philippines, but the vast majority is spent in Iraq and 

Afghanistan. 
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Box 3: US aid allocation for counter-terrorist goals in Yemen 

Poverty in Yemen is unevenly distributed: nearly half of all those living in 

poverty are concentrated in five of Yemen‟s 21 governorates, with one-third 

concentrated in the rural areas of three populous western governorates 

(Hajja, Taiz and Al-Hodeida).
50   

Since late 2009, in the wake of an attempted terrorist attack on a US airline 

reportedly linked to Yemeni militants, the US has dramatically increased aid 

to Yemen. Yet the geography of this new $121m package of „stabilization 

through development‟ is dramatically different from the geography of 

Yemen‟s poverty.
51

 US aid will be concentrated in eight areas, mostly 

sparsely populated southern regions where US and Yemeni military strikes 

against Islamist armed groups have taken place. Equally poor southern 

governorates like Al Bayda (Yemen‟s third poorest governorate) have been 

excluded, along with three of the five western governorates where most 

poverty is concentrated.
52

  

By focussing on a single kind of insecurity, US aid plans overlook wider 

sources of potential future instability, such as massive rural food insecurity 

and unemployment in densely populated areas – home to Yemen‟s most 

impoverished, but not currently to Al Qaeda.  

Playing catch-up: France and 

Canada 

Other donors are making long-standing foreign policy and national 
security biases more explicit in their aid policies. Since 2009 Canada has 

pledged to spend 80 per cent of its bilateral aid on twenty ‘countries of 

focus’, designated partly on the basis of ‘their alignment with Canadian 
foreign policy priorities.’ The list includes Afghanistan, where 

Canadian troops are fighting, and middle-income Colombia, with 

whom Canada had just signed a free trade agreement, while seven low-

income countries in sub-Saharan Africa were dropped.53 Because of 

foreign policy biases, Canada’s attempt to improve aid effectiveness by 

focussing resources geographically has shifted aid spending toward 

middle-income countries and Afghanistan, while aid for previous low-

income ‘development partner’ countries has stagnated. 54  

Likewise France’s new June 2009 aid allocation policy spelled out the 
role of national interests, which had previously been largely 

undeclared.55 While French aid has long been weighted towards 

Francophone African countries, based upon a mix of strategic interest 

and historical ties, French aid recipients are now to be explicitly 
selected according to five ‘criteria of interest’, including their 

importance to French national defence and counter-terrorism, and their 

proportion of immigrants to France;56 as well as five ‘criteria of need.’57  
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New priorities? UK, Australia and the European 
Union 

Elsewhere, donors are in the process of recasting the weight of national 
security objectives in their aid policies. The UK has brought 

development aid in priority countries under the scrutiny of a new 

National Security Council (NSC) since mid-2010; and while aid 
spending in most countries remains independent of the NSC, decision-

makers comparing country-by-country aid plans are required to ensure 

that the UK aid budget overall makes the ‘maximum possible 

contribution to national security’.58  It remains to be seen whether this 

integration will replace efforts to tackle ‘fragility’ and conflict – a UK 
aid priority since 2009 – with a narrower focus on spending aid in those 

conflicts and ‘fragile states’ central to UK national security.  

Australia is likewise seeking to integrate development, diplomacy and 

defence efforts to promote stability both on Australia’s own Pacific 

doorstep and in Afghanistan, where Australian troops are engaged. 59  

The effectiveness of this integrated approach remains to be shown. For 
example, Afghanistan is the fourth largest recipient of Australian 

development aid; but over half of that aid since 2007 has been 

channelled through the Department of Defence, which is not required 

to report or evaluate the impact of its aid projects.60 

In the EU, a fundamental shake-up of the European Union’s foreign 
policy architecture during 2010 is bringing development aid           

programming within the remit of foreign and security policy-makers. 
This is not a complete departure: eligibility for some EU development 

funds has previously been conditioned on a range of foreign policy 

goals, including counter-terrorism cooperation and strengthened 

border controls.61 But the uses of EU development funds have been 

determined by poverty reduction objectives: a focus enshrined in EU 

treaty law.62 From now on, however, the top-level allocation and 

programming of EU aid – one of the largest aid budgets in the world63 

– is to be drawn up by the EU’s new diplomatic corps, the External 
Action Service, guided by the EC Development Commissioner but 

ultimately answerable to the Union’s foreign and security policy chief.64 

Only lower-level decisions will remain with the European 

Commission’s development agency DEVCO. As in the UK, it remains 
to be seen how this new ‘integrated’ aid architecture will affect the 

allocation and effectiveness of EU aid. 

Outside the club: emerging donors 

Donors outside the ‘traditional’ OECD–DAC group provide a small but 
rising proportion of global aid flows. Kuwait’s contributions, for 

instance, are double those of smaller DAC donors like Luxembourg and 

New Zealand.65 Non-DAC donors also provided around $1.1bn of the 

$12.8bn of reported humanitarian assistance in 2009, up from just 

$200m in 2002.66 With opaque aid policies and often unreported 

spending, however, some emerging donors are equally prone to 

skewing aid away from needs and towards national security objectives. 
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For example, donors to Yemen critically need to focus aid on 
nationwide efforts to tackle poverty and protect the most vulnerable – 

including the 7 million Yemenis struggling to feed themselves – not just 

on politically significant communities.67  Yet while the World Bank 

reported in mid-2010 that Saudi Arabia and other Gulf Cooperation 

Council members had delivered only a fraction of the $2.5bn pledged in 

2006 to assist the Yemeni government in reducing poverty,68  millions 

of dollars from Saudi Arabia are reportedly disbursed directly to 

Yemeni tribes in areas seen to threaten regional security.69  
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3  Aid under fire 
On the ground, too, aid projects and activities that prioritize the pur-
suit of donors’ national security interests, and armed forces’ short-
term security objectives, are leading to costly and wasteful aid. In 
some places it is also putting communities themselves at risk.   

Afghans interviewed by Oxfam, discussing US and other NATO aid 
projects in Afghanistan, bluntly describe the effects of aid oriented 

towards short-term security goals. High-profile, ‘quick impact’ projects 

to ‘stabilize’ violent districts have failed to provide sustainable 
solutions to humanitarian needs or poverty, as a tribal leader in Paktia 

explained: ‘we really do not need somebody to distribute biscuits to us 

and do not need construction projects that fall down after a year’.70 In 
some areas, while development projects are welcome, their delivery by 

military forces, or under their auspices, may threaten communities’ 

own security: ‘we are very poor and need development projects but we 
know that wherever the international forces go, the Taliban follow 

them.’71   

Using aid for military or security objectives has been increasingly 
justified by development approaches that seek to integrate 

humanitarian action and poverty reduction with efforts to stop violent 
conflict and political instability: combining activities ranging from 

counter-insurgency to conflict resolution, military training to 

community development and food aid to reconstructing agricultural 
markets.72 Such approaches appear to promise a virtuous circle 

between four objectives: security, state-building, satisfying 

humanitarian needs and combating poverty. Yet in practice these goals 
are not always compatible within the same project. As the UK 

Government’s evaluation of DFID’s work in Afghanistan’s Helmand 

province prior to 2007 observes: ‘Pursuing multiple objectives...was 
initially problematic because approaches towards counter-insurgency, 

stabilization, counter-narcotics, peace and development were not 

necessarily mutually reinforcing.’73  In practice: 

• Aid projects intended to boost the acceptance of military forces may 

draw attacks that make both communities and armed forces less 
safe.  

• Aid made conditional on military or political cooperation threatens 
to overlook the humanitarian needs and poverty of politically 

marginal groups. 

• High-profile aid projects intended to show rapid results as a 
‘political down-payment’ have often proved unsustainable, failing to 

be owned by communities or driven by their needs. 

• Aid inappropriately delivered by military forces has proved 

expensive and ineffective. 

Given these contradictions, donors and armed forces engaged in 

‘stabilization’ have in many places tended to prioritize their own short-
term military and security objectives. Some donors and military forces 
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have more recently begun to recognize the pitfalls of using aid projects 
in this way. UK stabilization doctrine, for example, is beginning to 

abandon direct, rapid aid interventions like ‘Quick Impact Projects’ in 

southern Afghanistan, in favour of support for improving governance 
and government service provision.74 Nonetheless like the shifting 

international aid policies described in Section 2, other stabilization 

doctrines are inscribing the use of humanitarian and development aid 
for short-term military and security objectives into official doctrine.75  

Aid for military and political 

cooperation 
 

 

Dari-language leaflet distributed by NATO troops in Kandahar, Afghanistan, December 2001: „The 

Partnership of Nations has secured the Kandahar Airport to ensure that humanitarian aid will reach 

the people of this area. For your own safety please stay away‟. 

 

In both Afghanistan and Iraq, military forces engaged in counter-

insurgency have used high-visibility aid to win acceptance by 
communities, and in some cases have made humanitarian and 

development assistance conditional on cooperation by its recipients, or 

on providing troops with information.76 Leaflets distributed by US-led 
forces in southern Afghanistan in 2004, for example, told communities 

that ‘[i]n order to continue the humanitarian aid, pass on any 

information related to the Taliban, Al Qaeda and Gulbaddin.’77 
As well as contravening the fundamental rights of all conflict-affected 
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populations to receive humanitarian assistance, such practices can put 
communities themselves under suspicion of collusion with warring 
parties, and at risk of violence. Many Afghans perceive aid projects 
carried out by NATO forces’ reconstruction teams to be at higher risk 
of attack by anti-government forces.78 Direct attacks on aid workers 
also continue to increase – 225 were killed, kidnapped and injured in 
violent attacks in 2010, compared with 85 in 2002 – in part reflecting 
the greater number of workers operating in violent places, but also the 
result of an increase in apparently politically motivated attacks, rising 
from 29 per cent of the total number of attacks where motives could 
be determined in 2003, to 49 per cent in 2008.79  

All attacks on civilians are unacceptable. But maintaining physical and 
political distinctions between aid projects and conflict protagonists is 

one of the few tools that both communities and aid workers have to 

protect themselves amidst violent conflict. This distinction is likewise 

eroded by NGO aid workers agreeing to collaborate with military 

forces as a condition of funding. For example, USAID contract 

documents require some USAID-funded community development 
projects in Yemen to ‘collaborate closely with DOD where feasible’, 

specifying that those Department of Defense [DOD] units have 

explicitly counter-terrorist goals, ‘counter[ing] violent extremist 
organizations … particularly Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula.’80 

Contracted aid organisations, both not-for-profit and commercial, that 

agree to such conditions put other aid providers at risk.  

Blurring humanitarian, political and counter-insurgency goals by using 

humanitarian aid for political compliance, or even conditioning aid on 
such compliance, is neither new nor confined to the military. In 1992, 

the then UN Special Representative of the Secretary General in Somalia 

publicly asserted that he had told the World Food Programme not to 
offload ten thousand metric tons of food to feed almost 250,000 

displaced people ‘[i]n order to teach their leaders [the warlords] a 

lesson’.81 Nor are communities or aid workers themselves immune to 
perceived political biases and sympathies. As one community leader 

told an aid evaluator during the 2009 Swat offensive in northern 

Pakistan: ‘The Army blew up [his] house because his son is a Taliban 
commander. What sort of message is the Government sending out if it 

lets some NGO rebuild it?’82  

Nonetheless the risk of such abuses increases as counter-insurgency 
practices and counter-terrorism laws normalize links between 

humanitarian action, development aid, and military or political 
objectives. For instance, NATO ‘information ops’ training for Afghan 

troops reportedly continues to advocate trading humanitarian aid for 

information, despite the fact that NATO forces in Afghanistan have 
officially renounced such practices themselves since 2004, and agreed 

on operational rules that prohibit them.83  
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Assistance denied 

Significant obstacles to delivering aid to vulnerable populations are also 
presented by a growing number of over-wide national and 

international legal bans on the provision of material or financial 
assistance to groups and governments designated as terrorists. Some of 

these bans have been drawn so widely that they effectively criminalize 

not only assistance to groups themselves, but both humanitarian and    
development aid provided to areas and authorities under the control of 

such groups.84 More directly, such over-wide bans have in places 

prevented the provision of food, water and support for longer-term 
livelihoods to people caught up innocently in conflicts and crises.85 In 

Somalia, US humanitarian assistance for the country’s desperate 

population, previously the single largest source of aid for Somalia, 
dropped eight-fold between 2008 and 2010 after the US government 

listed armed groups in control of most of central/southern Somalia as 

terrorists under US law, and ended funding for aid organizations 
delivering humanitarian assistance there since that could not guarantee 

that no aid would reach the armed groups in control of the territory.86  

While 60 per cent of the 2008 UN humanitarian appeal for Somalia was 
funded by September 2008, just 30 per cent of the (smaller) 2010 

humanitarian appeal had received new funds by September 2010,87 

despite at least 2.1 million people still in need of lifesaving assistance.88 

Meanwhile, squeezed on both sides, 18 aid agencies have been expelled 

from Somalia by armed groups since 2009.  

Box 4: Aid restrictions in the Occupied Palestinian Territories  

 

Since the Hamas victory in Palestinian legislative elections in January 2006, 

legal and donor-imposed restrictions on contact with and assistance to 

Hamas-controlled authorities, coupled with the subsequent imposition of the 

ongoing blockade of Gaza, have undermined the effectiveness of aid 

programmes, and their ability to respond to people‟s needs in the Occupied 

Palestinian Territory.
89

 In 2007, a year after key donors suspended aid to the 

Palestinian Authority government, the number of Palestinian people living in 

poverty had jumped by 30 per cent, according to the United Nations Office of 

the Special Coordinator for the Middle East Process (UNSCO).
90

 

This was not due to a decline in aid quantity – humanitarian aid through 

sources such as the United Nations Relief and Work Agency (UNRWA) 

actually increased in 2006 – but to the types and channels of permissible 

aid, depriving the government of the necessary funds to pay its health 

workers, teachers and welfare recipients, or to run essential services 

effectively.
91

  

While aid restrictions for the West Bank have since been eased, EU, UK, 

Canadian and US restrictions on aid for Gaza remain in place, as does the 

blockade. The impact of these restrictions is tangible. The physical blockade 

of items such as construction materials has combined with restrictions on aid 

agencies‟ contact and funding of line ministries and municipalities providing 

basic services.  Far more aid is instead provided as humanitarian 

assistance: inevitably a „sticking plaster‟ that cannot rebuild homes and lives 

of Gazans following Israeli military operation „Cast Lead‟. Even humanitarian 

aid has in many cases been restricted to the worst aid stereotypes of 

unsustainable handouts that are not coordinated with the relevant line 
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ministries in Gaza. One agency described US legal limitations to their child 

health programme in Gaza in 2009: 

„We were allowed to hand out ... tongue depressors, thermometers, 

measuring tools to gauge a child‟s weight gain. … We were not allowed 

however, to coordinate with the public health organization or the public 

school systems in order to implement programs, which is where they 

needed to be. ... [W]e ended basically working out of the back of a truck or 

the back of a car saying here, come we‟ll give you some materials‟. 

Adequate provision of other basic humanitarian needs is likewise impeded. 

In July 2010, Beit Hanoun municipal authority in Gaza had insufficient fuel to 

run pumps which provided water and sanitation. As a result, 25,000 people 

were left for a period without drinking water and sewage flooded the 

streets.
92

 A swift response from Oxfam to this serious public health threat 

was impeded by restrictions on aid delivery and contact with Gazan 

municipal authorities, slowing negotiations with a number of different service 

providers and donor agencies required to find a solution. 

Aid as a political down-payment 

As well as conditioning aid directly on military or political cooperation, 
some donors have prioritized short-term aid projects intended to boost 

the acceptance of state authorities or military forces. Constituting fast, 

small-scale interventions such as building a road or distributing 
agricultural inputs, ‘quick impact projects’ (QIPs) aim to deliver rapid, 

highly visible results to win ‘hearts and minds’ for military forces and 

political legitimacy for allied governments. As the UK has described 
them, QIPs ‘serve as down payments on promises of political and 

economic progress buying time for, and confidence in, a government.’93 

Although some donors, including the UK, are now moving away from 
QIPs, they remain in other donors’ and armed forces’ toolkits, including 

UN peacekeeping doctrine.94 

Prioritizing quick impact projects for short-term security or political 
gain impacts negatively on aid effectiveness in four ways. First, such 

projects are rarely as effective or cost-effective as aid planned and 
delivered through communities or government structures. Their ‘quick 

impact’ is often achieved with capital-heavy, highly-visible ‘hardware’ 

like school buildings or refurbished markets, without supporting the 
‘software’ – like teachers for schools – that makes long-term 

development possible.  

Box 5: Losing schools 

School building is a popular „hearts and minds‟ activity for the US military‟s 

civil affairs teams, including in non-conflict settings where they duplicate the 

efforts of civilian counterparts and government authorities.  

In Yemen, the US Department of Defence, acting for US Special Forces 

units in Yemen, have spent three years building a single boys‟ school in 

Ma‟rib Governorate, perceived to be a centre of Al Qaeda activity. Begun in 

2007, by 2010 the school remained unfinished. A USAID document 

describes the „current structure in its current location‟ as „completely 
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inadequate due to the unsuitable terrain and the extreme structural flaws of 

the unfinished building‟. This building has therefore been abandoned, and 

planning started for „the construction of a brand new school in a more 

suitable location.‟
95

   

In the Horn of Africa, the US army‟s „Combined Joint Task Force‟ (CJTF-

HOA), costing $80m a year and originally formed to build regional capacity 

to combat terrorism, has focussed 60 per cent of its activities on short-term 

civil affairs projects like school-building and veterinary assistance.
96

  

A US Government review earlier this year found that the activities were tied 

to no specific objectives, and that no „long-term follow up [is conducted] on 

activities to determine whether they are having their intended effects‟. For 

example, CJTF-HOA staff recently discovered „a dilapidated school in Kenya 

with a placard stating, “donated by CJTF-HOA”„. They had forgotten that the 

school existed.
97

  

Second, resources dedicated to QIPs to win ‘hearts and minds’ often fail 

to build longer-term state capacity. In Afghanistan, the ballooning 

CERP fund, to be spent by US military commanders largely on small-

scale QIPs, is explicitly prohibited from being spent through central or 
local government, or to fund follow-up or maintenance activities; it is 

now larger than the Afghan government’s combined annual budgets 

for education, health and agriculture.98  

Third, aid projects focussed on buying short-term security and political 
support may explicitly prioritize the needs of ‘politically significant 

communities’, in the words of the UK’s QIPs doctrine.99  This may 

marginalize the needs of less powerful parts of the community, 

including women and children. Although some QIP doctrines note the 
need to attend to women’s particular needs, consultation by NATO 

military forces and PRT project implementers in Afghanistan is 

typically with existing power-holders, usually men.100 Indeed, the 

overwhelming aim of using aid to consolidate existing political power 

may contribute to a gender bias in whose needs are prioritized. The US’ 
2010 ‘Afghanistan and Pakistan Regional Stabilization Strategy’, for 

example, contained few references to women or girls, despite being 

released just a few weeks after the US ‘Women’s Action Plan for 
Afghanistan’ and legislation requiring progress for women’s rights to 

be integrated into the overall US strategy on Afghanistan and all key 

programmes.101 US auditors have found that US State Department 

reporting on its efforts to promote women’s rights and welfare in 
Afghanistan fails to show ‘how US-funded activities support these 

[women’s rights] goals’, and are uncoordinated with the Afghan 

National Plan for Women.102 

Finally, there is little systematic evidence that QIPs are in fact successful 
in winning ‘hearts and minds’ or increasing the security of 

governments and military forces. Research in Afghanistan, Pakistan 

and ‘extremism-prone’ regions of Kenya indicates that perceptions of 
Western aid donors in areas of strategic aid remain overwhelmingly 

negative, not least because beneficiaries recognize the strategic 

motivations of highly visible, unsustainable aid projects.103 As a 
religious leader said in Garissa, north-east Kenya, where a US marines’ 
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civil affairs project had recently renovated schools and latrines: ‘Why 
does the most powerful country in the world come all the way here to 

repair – not even build – a public latrine? Do they think we are stupid?’ 

School children had an equally canny if more succinct response in 
graffiti: scrawling ‘Al Qaeda’ on the latrine wall.104  

More widely, such short-term, high-visibility efforts fail to tackle the 
ways in which poverty and inequality exacerbate conflicts and political 

instability. The complex question of how aid may contribute to tackling 

both poverty and insecurity in violent and unstable settings merits its 
own detailed treatment, beyond the scope and space of this paper. 

Nonetheless Oxfam’s own experiences suggest that poverty-focussed 

aid used preventively – supporting essential services, education and 
livelihoods, delivered in ways that decrease inequalities between 

groups, reduce resource competition and provide alternative 

livelihoods for potential combatants – may promote peace and security 

in a way that short-term aid intended to buy political cooperation 

cannot.105   

Box 6: Community-led stabilization?  

Scarce land, cattle and water often form the basis for violent conflict 

between pastoralist and settled communities throughout the Horn of Africa: 

drivers of instability untouched by the school buildings and latrines built by 

CJTF-HOA forces.   

In northern Kenya, Oxfam and our partners help pastoralist communities to 

obtain sustainable access to scarce resources. This is, in effect, community-

led „stabilization‟, combining advocacy, peace building and the long-term 

development of sustainable livelihoods to reduce poverty, but also helping 

prevent conflict. 

Planned over a 15-year timescale, Oxfam‟s integrated programme has 

provided livelihoods by helping to manage water sources and promoting 

small businesses. It has also sought solutions to the longer-term roots of 

pastoralist poverty – the marginalization of these remote communities from 

the national economy and national policy making. It has founded and 

supported Pastoralist Associations that represent communities‟ needs to 

local and national administrations, and advocated for better economic 

opportunities and public goods, like boreholes. Pastoralist Associations have 

also resolved resource disputes through direct mediation, and by 

cooperating over the management of pasture and water sources, preventing 

wider violent escalation in several cases.
106

 

Inappropriate military 

humanitarianism 

As well as sponsoring and directing aid projects and programmes, 
foreign military forces have in recent years become increasingly 

involved in delivering humanitarian aid themselves, including in 

settings outside conflict.107 In part this expansion has been due to 

overtly strategic objectives. Humanitarian assistance provided by US 
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military forces around the world, including in response to ‘peacetime’ 

disasters, is legally required to advance regional and US security.108 

Beyond immediate strategic interests, increasing the humanitarian role 

of the military has also been seen as a source of reputation and 

resources for armed forces facing domestic fiscal pressures, and waning 

public approval for foreign interventions.  

Military assets and logistics – both national and international – have 

played vital emergency roles in many emergencies and natural 
disasters.  But UN-agreed guidelines are clear about the humanitarian 

gap that foreign military forces should fill: acting as a last resort where 

there is no civilian alternative, and limited where possible to providing 
a secure environment for civilian actors rather than directly delivering 

assistance.109  Adhering to these international guidelines is not only 

principled, but practical and cost-effective: the best use of the respective 

expertise and capabilities of civilians and soldiers. Evaluations ranging 

from the international response to Rwandan refugees in 1994 to the 

2005 Indian Ocean tsunami suggest that the cost of logistics and basic 

services provided by the military can be up to eight times higher than 
civilian alternatives.110   

Foreign armed forces can often best promote both humanitarian needs 
and sustainable livelihoods through providing safety, not material aid. 

In the eastern DRC, the UN stabilization force MONUSCO has, since 

2008, sought to integrate peacekeeping with aid and reconstruction 
projects. Forty-six per cent of those surveyed by Oxfam in eastern DRC 

during 2010, however, called for more present and active physical 

protection from MONUSCO in high-risk areas. Villagers in Rutushuru 
described to Oxfam how physical protection by UN peacekeeping 

escorts had itself played a major role in enhancing their livelihoods, 

helping them tend their fields in safety. 111   

Box 7: Military humanitarianism in Haiti 

In the days and weeks following the massive 2010 earthquake in Haiti, 

earthmoving equipment from US, Canadian, Spanish and other militaries 

proved critical to rescuing people and clearing roads to enable humanitarian 

access, while military air-traffic controllers enabled the relief airlift to 

continue.
112 

Civilian aid agencies were arguably slow to coordinate with 

these much-needed military contributions, and both donors and civilian aid 

agencies have not adequately followed up on this work: one year on, for 

example, less than 5 per cent of the rubble has been cleared from Haiti‟s 

streets.
113

 

But where foreign militaries duplicated civilian relief efforts, rather than 

focussing on providing unique logistical capacity or security, the result has 

been expensive and sometimes ineffective aid which also failed to contribute 

to Haitians‟ urgent security needs. Spain channelled nearly one-third of its 

budget for the Haiti emergency through its armed forces, 97 per cent of 

which financed Operation Hispaniola, a highly publicized contingent of 450 

soldiers dispatched on amphibious vessel Castilla. Arriving over three weeks 

after the earthquake, they started work unilaterally in Petit-Goâve, a coastal 

city accessible to their ship, but where NGOs were already providing water 

and sanitation. Moving away from their core competencies, Spanish troops 
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undertook a major vaccination programme without sharing records of who 

had been vaccinated with health NGOs, and distributed water without 

informing the population about the need to bring clean containers, potentially 

undermining public health efforts when many people appeared with dirty 

containers.
114 

Meanwhile Operation Hispaniola provided just 23 civil police to 

reinforce MINUSTAH, the UN policing operation that had lost capacity and 

lives in the earthquake.
115 

 

Civilian aid agencies have themselves coordinated their efforts in Haiti 

inadequately, and often failed to adequately consult the Haitian people and 

government.
116 

Nonetheless military duplication of civilian humanitarian aid 

appears to come at significant cost. At €18.2m, Operation Hispaniola  

provided healthcare to 7,568 Haitians, vaccinated 21,274 people, cleared 

8,000 cubic meters of debris and distributed 600,000 litres of drinking 

water.
117

 With €1m, Intermón Oxfam (Spain) provided assistance to 20,810 

beneficiaries, constructed 5,800 latrines for 7,050 people, distributed 

hygiene kits to nearly 9,000 people and basic shelter material to 3,632 

people, and is now rehabilitating water sanitation systems and promoting 

public health. Yet the Spanish government provided just €750,000 through 

civilian NGOs in the Haiti emergency – 24 times less than the cost of 

sending the Castilla.
118 
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4  Conclusion 

Aid policies and practices stand at a crossroads. Donors can promote 
effective, independent aid that promotes the well-being and wider 

security of people caught up in conflict and crises; or they can increase 
and institutionalize the use of aid to pursue their own narrow security 

and military objectives, to the detriment of aid’s effectiveness and cost-

effectiveness.  

The evidence presented here – from Afghanistan and Yemen to Kenya 

and the DRC – suggests that the increasing, and increasingly explicit, 
use of both humanitarian and development aid for such objectives 

means that the needs of countries, regions and communities outside the 

national security spotlight are being overlooked. Even where poor and 

vulnerable countries and communities are military or security priorities 

for donors, from Afghanistan and Pakistan to Yemen and Somalia, such 

objectives are leading to costly, wasteful and sometimes dangerous aid 
projects. In short: neither humanitarian need; nor poverty; nor, 

crucially, violent conflict and insecurity itself; are effectively reduced 

by:  

• aid whose allocation is directed by donors’ security and military 

priorities;  

• aid projects designed to provide short-term boosts for the political 

acceptance of donors, governments and military forces;  

• aid conditioned on political or military cooperation;  

• or by aid inappropriately delivered by military forces themselves.  

Donors, armed forces and aid organizations all have roles to play in 
returning humanitarian principles and good development practice to 

the heart of aid policy and programming in conflicts and stable 

countries alike: ensuring the effectiveness of 21st century aid. 

Recommendations 

For donors 

To meet their existing commitments to development aid effectiveness 
and Good Humanitarian Donorship, donors should ensure that all aid 

has as its principal purpose the reduction of poverty or humanitarian 
needs. 

Decisions on aid allocation – in conflicts, stable countries, and within 
countries themselves - should aim to maximize the reduction of poverty 

or humanitarian need, not donors’ military or national security 

objectives. 

Aid must not contribute to or resource violations of international 

human rights and humanitarian law. 
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Aid allocation and development policy should remain as far as possible 
with government aid agencies independent of foreign and defence 

ministries. They should be permitted to allocate and spend their own 

budgets on tackling long-term poverty and providing direct, rapid, 
effective assistance to those in urgent need. 

Donors should ensure that the development projects they fund or plan 
in conflicts and stable settings alike are responsive to the needs of 

communities, aligned with the policies of local and national 

administrations where possible, and sustainable after foreign 
development workers have left.   

Laws prohibiting the provision of assistance to groups or individuals 
designated as terrorists, or to other non-state actors, should not 

criminalize the provision of humanitarian assistance, aid for 

reconstruction after conflicts and disasters, and the dissemination of 

human rights and humanitarian law.  

For armed forces deployed outside their own 
territories 

All armed forces, including peacekeeping forces, should operationalize 
existing, internationally-agreed civil-military guidelines, that set out the 

effective and appropriate roles of military and civilian actors 

responding to humanitarian needs in conflicts and disasters: acting as a 
last resort where there is no civilian alternative, and limited where 

possible to providing a secure environment for civilian actors rather 

than directly delivering assistance.119  

Military doctrines and rules of engagement should prohibit the 

allocation or restriction of humanitarian assistance for military or 

counter-terrorism objectives. 

For aid organizations and aid workers 

Both humanitarian and development aid organizations should ensure 

that their activities do not exacerbate or provide direct resources for 
parties to conflicts, by implementing standards and guidelines to 

ensure that humanitarian aid ‘does no harm’, and that development aid 

is sensitive to conflict. They should refuse any funders’ conditions 
requiring them to cooperate or provide information to military forces, 

or to distribute aid or allocate development resources based on the 

political or military cooperation of recipients.  
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