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RECENT CHANGES IN THE INTERNATIONAL RELIEF SYSTEM

The international relief system i1s undergoing a twofold process
of rapid and fundamental change. First, there are
orgamsational changes aimed at improving the effectiveness
and the coordination of the assistance provided, most notably
within the UN system but also within the European Community
(EC) Commission and the UK Overseas Development
Administration (ODA). Second, there are changes in the
international community's approach to sovereignty and the
‘rights’ of humanitarian intervention. Many of these changes
were set in train by the Kurdish refugee crisis and the
response to it by the international community. Why was that
operation catalytic® Where is the process of change leading?
This Briefing Paper attempts to answer such questions by
establishing the context and origins of these changes and
providing an assessment of their likely impact on the
effectiveness of the wnternational relief systent.

The International Relief System

The international commumty responds o natural disasters
(droughts, cyclones, earthquakes and floods, etc) and ‘man-
made’ disasters (technological accidents, severe political
instability, conflict, etc) through the international relief system.
Figure | shows the pnncipal types of organisaton wathun the
system and the direction of resource flows between them.
‘Whilst the mandates and capacities of individual organisations
within each organisauon type may differ, in many cases they
are similar and this leads to a significant element of
competition between organisattons which is intensified by the
high profile, time-pressured nature of relief operauons.

Donor agencies of the OECD countnies play a crucial role
within the system providing the bulk of the relief and
rehabilitation resources flowing through it. Thus, in responding
to humanitarian emergencies, UN agencies, the Red Cross
Movement and NGOs are heavily dependent, though to varying
degrees, upon the response by donor agencies to their funding
appeals and requests. How the donor agenctes ‘channel’ their
resources through the system largely determines the role
played by the various organisations

In the case of nawmral disasters occurrng in countres
enjoying political stability and efficient government agencies,
the greater part of assistance from the donor agencies is
usually provided on a direct govenment-to-government basis
with some support being provided through UN agencies and
possibly international NGOs. In areas of severe poliucal
instability and conflict, however, the ‘channeiling’ options
available to aid agencies are much more constrained. Political
instability reduces the efficiency of government agencies and
conflict introduces the risk of diversion of assistance from their
intended beneficiaries by the combatants. Where sovereignty
is disputed and large areas are beyond the effecuve control of
government agencies, aliemative channels are needed to reach
those in need of relief.

Respect for national sovereignty is central to the UN Charter
and the constitutions of the pnincipal UN specialised agencies
and programmes involved in humanitarian assistance: the
Office of the UN High Commussioner for Refugees (UNHCR),
the World Food Programme (WFP), and the UN Children’s
Fund (UNICEF). As a consequence, their ability to provide
assistance in areas of political instability and conflict has, until
recently, been severely hmited. Furthermore, throughout the
Cold War penod the capability of the UN Secunty Council
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was virtually paralysed by the veto powers, or threat of their
use, by the five permanent members (China, France, the UK,
USA, and USSR).

The unique mandate of UNICEF allows it to provide
assistance without the prior permission of the government or
in areas where the government is not recognised by the
General Assembly. UNICEF has thus been able to play an
important rele in 2 number of major relief operauons. The
agency has also been at the forefront of efforts to devise
methods to distribute assistance 1n such areas, for instance
through the establishment of temporary cease-fires and
‘corridors of tranquillity’ in southern Sudan as part of
Operation Lifeline - Sudan. However (as shown by the
problems experienced by that operation since 1ts imtral success
in 1988-89) such approaches, which rely on negotiated
agreements with the parnies to the conflict, are vulnerable,
Withdrawal by any one of the parties may prevent the delivery
of relief.

As a result of the limitations on action by UN agencies
during the Cold War, often the only available channels for
relief in such situations were the International Committee of
the Red Cross (ICRC) and NGOs. The ICRC was formed in
1863 to provide protection and assistance to vichims of conflict
and over the years has developed a substantial framework for
intermational humanitanan law through successive Geneva
Conventions These provide rules by which impartial,
humanitarian relief actions may be undertaken in a conflict
‘subject to the agreement of the parties’. However, these rules
are often not respected. In many intemnal conflicts the ICRC
has failed to obtain the agreement of all parties 1o respect its
neutrality and mission and so been prevented from undertaking
relief operations.

In the case of Afghanistan, agreement was withheld from one
or more parties to the conflict for 8 years. As a result NGOs,
often with a less rigid attitude towards .mpartiality than the
ICRC, have often been the only channel available to donor
organisations wishing to provide relief assistance in areas of
conflict and disputed sovereignty, In Ethiopia, for mstance, as

- much as 80% of the rehief assistance provided between 1984-

1991 n the Government-held areas and those areas controlled
by the Entrean and Tigrayan liberation movements (through



Box 1 UNDRO

The UN Disaster Relief Orgamsation (IINTIROY was
created in 1971 to mobilize, dircet and coordinute the
relief activities of the UN system and tu coordinate UN
assistance with that from other sources {ie. Lilateral
donors and NGOs), ecssentially by providing an
information-clearing house. However, throughout its 20
vears of existence UNDR(Y was beset by problems
including an uncertain mnndnt.e .inadequate staffing and
funding, lack of in-conniry capauty. Iack of su pport’ from.
other UN agencies (and on .occasion the Secretariat), a
long running dispute over- whether ox'not.it, should be
operational (i.e. physically involved in the handling and
distributior: of assistance!, and poor credibnlity within the
donor community. It performance was regularly
criticised in reviews hy UN and external reviewers.
Perhaps the moat fundamental of all of TINDRO'
probiems wau that 1t was always the poor relation to the
ather, larger 1IN agencies who were-directly imvolved'in
the relief operations. Because UNDRO- did not ituelf
control a major share of the resources being channelled
to the affected population, or indesrd have a substantial
field. presence during the responss, it is questionable that
it could ever have heen expected to- play an effective
coordination role. [n April 1992 UNDRO was abaorbed
within the newly creatod Department of Humanitarian
Affairs.

cross-border operations mounted from the Sudan) was
channelled through NGOs, or some combtnation of NGOs in
conjunction with agencies of the UN, Ethiopian Government
or ltberation movements. The ability of NGOs to operate in
such areas, often at considerable risk to their personnel,
substantially enhanced therr role in the nternational relief
system during the 1980s.

The UN is expected to coordinate international assistance. It
estimates overall resource requirements, attempts to mobtlise
resources through conschdated appeals, provides a ‘clearing
house’ for information on the current and pianned activities of
UN agencies and other organisations, and provides a forum for
coordinaton at both the nternational level and the national
level within the affected country. From 1971 untl earty 1992
the UN Disaster Relief Office (UNDRQ) was primarily
responsible for undertaking such coordination (see Box 1).
However, UNDRQO's limited effectiveness led to an increasing
reliance upon ad hoc mechamsms for the coordination of large
and complex relief programmes from the mid-1980s onwards.
Such mechamisms generally involved the appointment by the
UN Secretary General of 'Special Representatives’ heading
small, temporary, offices.

The Catalyst For Change
The Kurdish refugee cnsis of Apnl 1991 involved the
movement of 1.9 million people fleeing repression by Iraq
Government forces. 70% of the refugees were able to cross
into Iran where they were comparatively well cared for by the
local authorities and the Iranian Red Crescent. but most of
those who moved towards Turkey were prevented from
crossing the border by the Turkish authonmnies and were
stranded on exposed, high altitude sites on the Iraq side of the
border.

The principal elements of the response by the nternational

community were,

- the passage of Secunity Council Resolution 688 on 5th April
which insisted ‘that Iraq allow immediate access by
international humanitarian organisations to all those in need
of assistance in all parts of Iraq”.

- action by US, Bntish, French and Dutch forces, to estabiish
safe havens within northern [raq to enable to Kurds o move
down to more sheltered sites within Iraq where they were
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protected from attack by Iraqi government forces, and

the mounting of a masstve relief operation in which military

forces (prncipally transport aircraft and helicopters) played

a crucial role in delivering assistance, together with the UN

agencies international NGOs.

The Kurdish operation established the important precedent that,
under certain circumstances, the international community is
prepared to use force in support of humanitarian relief
operations. In addition, the response sharply exposed the
weaknesses in coordination mechanisms and in the ability of
the system to rapidly deliver assistance in areas where agencies
of the host govemnment could not be used and where few
international NGOs operated prior to the intervention.

This operation cteated precedents because of the context in
which 1t occurred. The collapse of the former Soviet Unien
and the ending of the Cold War witnessed a convergence of
US and Russian interests on many foreign policy issues,
simultaneously reducing the need for Russia to use its veto
powers in the Security Council and increasing the costs to it of
dong so. This has radically enhanced the capacity of the
Security Council to address and act upon international security
and humanitarian issues. The coaliton of mulitary forces
assembled to repel Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait was the strongest
expression to date of this new-found power.

Other factors also contnbuted to the intervention to assist the
Kurds. Some western leaders had exhorted the population of
Iraq to rise up against the regime of Saddam Hussemn and 1t
was the failure of the Kurdish uprising and the resultant Iragi
campaign of repression that caused the exodus, exerting
considerable moral pressure on those same leaders. The
proxmmnity of western military forces in Turkey (a member of
NATO) and in West Asia generally as a result of the Guif
War, provided the capacity to intervene and to create the safe
havens, Finally, western public opinion was heavily influenced
by the extensive media coverage of the harrowing scenes from
the Turkish/Iraqgi border,

Changing Aftitudes To Armed Intervention
Whilst Resolution 688 established an important precedent,
subsequent events indicate a continuing struggle between those
favouring a more interventionist approach and those arguing
against it on the grounds of national sovereignty. Within the
General Assembly the former group have faced considerable
opposition. Thus, imtial drafts of General Assembly Resolution
46/182 of December 1992 aimed at improving the UN’'s
coordination of the intemnational relief system (see below),
sought to sustain the impetus for the more interventionst
approach resulting from Resolution 688. However, that part of
the text relating to intervention was watered down before its
adoption by the General Assembly. Many in the G77 expressed
concern at the threat to national sovereignty posed by
interventions taking place without the permission of the
national government but sanctioned by the Security Council.
The final text of General Assembly Resolution 46/182 aimed
at improving the UN’s coordination of relief states:
“The sovereignty, territorial integnty and national unity of
states must be fully respected in accordance with the
Charter of the United Nations. In this context,
humanitanan assistance should be provided with the
consent of the affected country and in principle on the
basis of an appeal by the affected country’
The text leaves some room for humanitanan intervention. Its
use of the phrases *should be” and "in principle’ allows for
instances when assistance can be provided without an appeal
by the affected state or even without its consent
For the most part the balance between the interventionists
and those wishing 1o preserve national sovereignty 1s being
determined on a case by case basis within the Security
Council. The principal test cases for military intervenuon n
support of humanitarian objectives that have arisen since the
Kurdish operation have been Somalia and Bosnia.



Somalia: Here the Security Counci was siow to recognise the
seventy of the problem. Despite the need for mternational
humanitarian -action in Somalia since early 1991 the Security
Council did not discuss the situation until January 1992 when
it adopted Resolution 733. The weaker stance of this
Resolution with regard to sovereignty contrasted starkly with
688, for it asked for a commitment from the warnng factions
to permit the distribution of humanitanan assistance, urged that
they ensure the safety of relief workers and called upon the
Secretary General to ‘undertake the necessary actions (o
increase humanitanan assistance’ At the end of July 1992 the
Security Council approved the dispatch of 500 security
personnel with a narrowly defined mandate. Only in November
when the US offered to make 30,000 troops availabie for an
intervention under UN auspices (but on condition that they
were under US command) was there a convincing commitment
to use force 1n support of the severely hampered and dangerous
relief operations being undertaken largely by the ICRC and
international NGOs supported by some UN agencies.
Bosnia: Here the Secunty Council and its members were
noticeably quicker to commit military forces, but aware of the
greater milhtary and political difficulties involved in this case,
they have been more cautious in giving those forces a mandate
1o use force to deter attacks on civilians, rehief convoys and
UN peace-keeping troops. An aspect of both cases has been
the extent to which the UN, without standing military forces
of its own, has been dependent upon the outcome of
diplomatic, military and domestic political considerations 1n a
handful of member states, principally the five permanent
members of the Secunty Council.

Organisational Changes

The performance of UN agencies involved in the provision and
coordination of relief durtng the Kurdish operauion was
criticised by some western governments, during and after the
operation. Such criticisms focused upon the slow response of
the principal UN agencies to the opportunities created by the
passage of Resolution 688. the lack of inter-agency
coordination and the lack of leadership provided by the UN
system 1o the numerous other agencies (donor, NGO and
intergovernmental) involved in the response.

In an unprecedented move, the G7 Summut held in London
in July 1991 indicated those areas where 1t felt the UN sysiem
should be strengthened, namely: the designation of a ‘high
level official answerable only to the UN Secretary General’ to
be responsible for coordinating the intemational response to
emergencies; and more effective resource mobilisation
arrangements within the UN and the intemational commumty
for responding to urgent humanitarian needs.

The impetus created by the G7 Summit was maintained by
the preparation of a joint Anglo-German draft resolution for
the General Assembly Meeting in late 1991, which with some
modification {notably on the issue of sovereignty and the right
of intervention) was passed as Resolution 46/182 in December
1991. The principal mmnovations in the Resolution related to the
appointment of an official to improve coordination and the
creanon of a Central Emergency Revolving Fund (CERF) of
USS 50 milhion to facilitate the rapid and coordinated response
by the UN system. The Resolution did not specify the rank of
the official, this being the prerogauve of the Secretary General.

In the event a new [JN Department of Humanitarian Affairs
was created absorbing UNDRO, the new Department being
referred to as DHA-UNDRO. It is headed by an Under-
Secretary-General for Humanitanan Affairs (currently Mr Jan
Eliasson, a Swedish diplomar who ook up his pest i Apnl
1992). Whilst the Under-Secretary-General and a small staff
are located in the Secretariat building in New York, the bulk
of the staff are currently located in the former UNDRO offices
in Geneva under a Director for Humamtanan Affairs

Since the establishment of DHA-UNDRO a number of new
coordination mechamsms have been created between UN

Box 2 The UK’'s Overseas Development

Administration (ODA}

During the initial respins¢ period in, northern Iraq,

specialist advisers within ODA felt that the capacity of

NGOs and UN agencies vn the ground was insufficient.

ODA thercfore decided to recruit skilled voluntuers to

assist in the proviaun of clean water supplies, sanitation,

health care and shelter. 165 people were recrated and
organised into Rehef Teams which worked in.Furkey and
northernt Irug during May and June 1991, The bulk of the
fanding for the Relief Teams wns provided. by the EC's

Emergency Aid Service within DG VI At na Bime in the

pust hud QDA been directly operational jnosyxelief

eperation, so tha Relief Teams represented a significant
mnovation im ODA's approach to the provision of
humunitarian: sssistance.

ODA. thery decided tor hawe = stouding operationnl
capaaity to respond to disnsters. This formed the main
component of DDA’s Disaster Relief Initintive (DRI
annonnced hy the Minister for Overseas Development in
August 1991 as follows:

- mit;al, assessmenta of need would be undertakem by
ODA asseseors. despatched to-the affected area:fromy
Eondan:

- ODA.would take a mare active: role in courdination.
possibly by sending its own field coordinator to provide
on-the-spot managementof ODA's owm relief effort and
provids reporta on the progress of the efforts and
changes in needs;,

- where necessary, skilled personnel would he deployed
to work tn ODA Relief Teams. To offect this a register
of auch availakle personnel.was.sek up and training
prograinmes inatituced.

Simultaneously, the: separate. Diszater snd: Refugee
Umts within OPA wera merged to firor a cew Emergency
Ai¢ Departmentgwitivis stafR ol kwelve.

Following the unnouncement of. the DRI, UK NGOs
expressed concern that thesr antonomy and level of reiief
funding available from ODA would be threatened. They
were assured that QDA. would both continue to rely
heavily on NGOs (long-term emergency operatwngin the
Horn of Africa were cited au an example of where: this
reliance would continues, and seek to wwvolve NGOs-in
decisivng leading up tu the deployment of Disaster Reliet’
Teams.

The first test af the DRI came 1n March 1992 when an-
earthquake atruck eastern Turkey killing approxunately
500 peopls and making tens of thuusands homeless. ODA.
made immediate grants o the Red Coiss Movermnent and
despatchisd an Assessor who reported that the immediate
relief needs. were already beng well covered by the
Turkish authorities, the Turkish Red Crescent and other
international and lora! NGOs and that there was
therefore o need to mobilise & Relief Team. Since then
ODA Assessors have been vused in Busnia and Egypt and
| ODA has fielded its own fleet of lorries with British
drivérs in the Sormer Yugpslavia to transpert relief
supplies under the supervision of the. UN.

agencies, the ICRC and the larger intermational NGOs. In
addinon 1o these changes within the UN system, donor
agencies including the EC Commission and ODA have also
made orgamisational changes (see Boxes 2 and 3).

A Provisional Assessment

The changes may been seen as the adaptation of international
relief system to the ending of the Cold War and the collapse
of the Soviet Union - events which have simultanecusly
enhanced the capacity of the Secunty Council to undertake
armed intervention in support of humanitarian objectives,



removed the capacity for central control over a host of newly
unleashed ethnic tensions and opened up new roles for armed
forces built up during the Cold War peried. Within this new
context the power of the richer western govemments to
influence the pace and direction of change within the
international relief system has been significantly enlarged, by
virtue of their central role in resourcing the international relief
systemn and, in the case of France, UK and USA, through their
membership of the Security Council. The enhanced role of the
Security Council increases the likelihood that relief assistance
will be provided to civilian populations in zones of conflict.
However, an apparent lesson from the cases of Somalia and
Bosnia is that armed interventions i support of humaritarian
relief objectives are likely to be crucially dependent upon the
prevailing attitudes and concerns of the ncher western
governments, especially the US.

Many of the changes stem directly from the expenence of
these governments in responding to the Kurdish crisis of April
1991, One of the lessons was that they could not rely on
NGOs to serve as channels in areas where they did not have
a well-established presence. Consequently, donor organisations
such as the ODA and the EC Commission have been
developing their own directly operational relief capacity. Thus
in Eastern Europe and the former Sovtet Union it is unlikely
that intermational NGOs will be called upon by donor
orgamisations to play more than a compiementary role to the
acttvities of the principal UN agencies and donor organsation
Relief Teams or their equivalent. In parts of Africa, where
international NGOs have played a central role in large scale
relief operations since the mid-1980s, their role is unlikely to
change significantly although a closer, more professional,
working relationship with UN agencies and, in some cases,
military intervention forces, will probably be required.

It 1s too early to assess the effectiveness of the new
arrangements involving the Under-Secretary-General and
DHA/UNDRO but the prospects are not encouraging. Central
1o the approach recommended by the G7 was the notion of a
supremo with sufficient status to force greater ¢ooperanon
amongst the various specialised agencies and programmes of
the UN system. This implied an appointment at the Deputy
Secretary-General level, However, the first head of DHA-
UNDROQ was appointed at the less semor Under-Secretary-
General level.

The G7 proposals also appear to have taken insufficient
account of the fundamental problems of inter-agency
coordination within the UN. The main barriers to more
effective coordination have long been identified to be the
related problems of the substantial degree of autonomy of the
prnincipal agencies, and the substantial overlap in ther
mandates (see ODI Briefing Paper The UN and the Future of
Multilateralism, October 1987) Yet neither of these problems
were addressed by the G7 approach. The presumption that
control over funding would strengthen DHA-UNDROQO’s ability
10 coordinate and mobilise assistance was correct, but the $50
million within CERF is not sufficiently large in refation to the
overall resource flows to the principal UN agencies and NGOs
to have much impact. Funds are sought first from donor
agencies and CERF 1s only used as a fall-back source of funds.
Thus DHA-UNDRO remains the poor relation of the donors
and principal agencies, and s capacity to achieve much in the
way of coordination i1s severely himuted.

In the longer run, relief coordination may require more
fundamental reforms. These could include merging agencies
with substantially overlapping mandates, reducing thetr overall
autonomy and making them more amenable to central
direction. Ensuning greater responsiveness to such direction
may require locating the coordination responsibility within cne

Box 3 Changes in the EC

Before 1992, the EC's emergency aid activities
(emergency aid, emergency fund aid and refagee aid) were
spread between different parts of the Directorute General
for Development, DG VIII (responsible fur Africa,
Caribbeau  and,  Pacific , signatories of  the Lomé
Conventions) m-d.‘.t.he Directarate-Greneral fur External
Relations, D " Responses involving DG, VIIL were
generally funded from ihe, Lomé Budgets and thuse
involving DG I from the main budget of the Commission.

Following the EC's experience during the: Kurdish
refugee crisis and the Bangladesh cyclune disaster, a
Task Foree was established within tha Commisgion to
axsmine ways of creating, a unified frameweork for
managing and finanang the EC's vmergency aid activities.
and enhancing their visibility. The report recommended
the creation of what becamo the EC Humanitarian Office
{ECHO).

EC}HO began functioning in April 1992 with an imial

" core of personnel and responsibilities based largely on the
former DG V1li Emergency Unit Additional ataif and
responsibilities have subsequently been added. The
current Director is Sr Santiage Gomez-Reino, [t is
planned that the substantial emergency food aid
component of the EC Food Aid Programme .will
avemtually be transferred to ECHO, though this. transfer
has yet to find falf approval within the EC Commisusion
and among Member Statas.

Since ECHO's creation, concerns Rave been cxpressed
by some Member States and Eurnpean: NGOs about
ECHO’s. reporting structure, the criteria to- he used for
allocating, assistance, and the extent tos which it will
undbrtake a directly operational role ire relief operations.
The reporting stnicture issue has been resolved'with the
merging of the davaloprent assistancs part.of DG I with
DG VIIT's responmibilifies under Commissioner Murin as
from Ist Jonuery 1993 but ECHO'» increasingly
operational role is seerr by- NGO as a threat to the
important rele they have traditionally performed as a
channe! for EC relief assistance. They alsc see ECHO'
allucation criteria ay Eampermg an cffective EC'response
to chronic, complex emergencies, such as thoss in the
Hormn of Africa. Liberia and southern Africa. which
require a cloger vperation of relief, rehabilitation and
development activities.

of the principal UN relief agencies, such as WFP or UNHCR.

Another requirement 15 to make the UN system and its
interactions within member states more transparent and
accountable, Such solutions will require not only donor
resources but also their political support and consistency of
voiing behaviour in the Secunty Council and on the governing
bodies of UN agencies.

Financial support for the production and distribution of this
Briefing Paper was provided by Christian Aid. For further
information on the nternational relief system contact John
Borton, Research Fellow, ODI.
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