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Operationalizing the humanitarian-development 

nexus at the country level: what will it take? 

A few takeaways from discussions on the Humanitarian-Development 

Nexus in the UNHCR-NGO Consultations – 14-16 June 2017 

by Action Against Hunger, NGO Co-lead of the session 

 

The 2017 UNHCR-NGO consultations were dedicated to developing and consolidating the roll out of the 

Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework. Indeed, in 2016 the World Humanitarian Summit and the New 

York Declaration on Refugees and Migrants officially recognized the necessity to provide comprehensive 

responses to displaced people’s immediate and longer-term needs. More specifically, in the New York 

Declaration, Member States demanded that comprehensive refugee responses involve a multi-stakeholder, 

“whole-of-society” approach that includes “national and local authorities, international organizations, 

international financial institutions, regional organizations, civil society partners, including faith-based 

organizations and academia, the private sector, media and the refugees themselves.” This comprehensive 

approach seeks to ensure more sustainable responses by linking humanitarian and development efforts early 

on in a crisis and investing in the resilience of both refugees and local communities, including through 

strengthening national and local systems wherever possible. Meanwhile, achieving “collective outcomes” is 

also the basis for the New Way of Working rolled out by UN agencies in the field in order to better align 

responses by the various actors involved in the support to vulnerable communities. NGOs, with their wealth 

of experience in both humanitarian and development contexts, and as major actors in these responses, are 

well positioned to provide practical guidance and inputs into “both agendas” to overcome operational and 

coordination challenges. As a reminder, “humanitarian” aid aims at saving lives, in emergency, often in contexts 

of natural disasters and conflicts, and is provided on the basis of assessed needs. “Development” aid aims at 

ending all forms of poverty – economic, social and environmental – fight inequalities and tackle climate change, 

while leaving no one behind. It thus also includes state-building activities based on each government’s 

priorities towards achieving the Sustainable Development Goals.  

Content and Methodology 

The present document does not aim at representing a position of NGOs in general, nor of UNHCR or a specific 

participant or NGO in the consultations, but rather contribute to the current discussions around the 

Humanitarian-Development nexus with a few elements that emerged from the discussions. A dedicated 

session on the nexus was prepared jointly by UNHCR and Action Against Hunger and several remarks and 

discussions during the consultations also included elements on the topic.  

A few takeaways 

On the risks for principled humanitarian action and access to aid for the most vulnerable population 

- “whole-of-society” and longer-term approaches to answer refugees’ and host populations’ needs seem 

welcomed by most NGOs, who have long advocated for bridging the humanitarian-development 

divide and for affected populations to remain at the center of the continuum. A number of NGOs have 

historically had humanitarian and development mandates.  

- Nevertheless, the humanitarian structure and principles as they exist emerged from situations where 

host governments were unable or unwilling to provide emergency aid to their population, thus 

prompting other actors’ obligation to intervene to save lives. This is particularly the case in conflict 

situations, where governments are parties to conflicts, not providing emergency aid to affected 

population irrespective of their possible involvement in the conflict, their ethnic or religious group, etc. 
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This is especially true when affected populations are displaced inside or outside a country, or of the 

ethnic of the opposite warring party.  

- As conflicts multiply and tend to trigger crises that become protracted, ensuring the continued delivery 

of life-saving aid to all affected people, has never been so crucial. The humanitarian principles of 

humanity, independence, neutrality and impartiality remain key to humanitarian NGOs’ capacity to 

provide aid in today’s world: the provision of assistance is often contingent upon actors’ capacity to 

operate independently and neutrally, which can mean avoid working with governments that are parties 

or involved in conflicts (for operations, coordination or funding). This way of working can, at times, 

differ from “development work” where governments tend to be in the driver seat.  

- The necessary protection of a principled humanitarian space was noted to be already challenging in 

many situations, where some agencies involved in humanitarian activities are also working on state 

building. NGOs with dual mandates would adopt different methods to protect their independence on 

the humanitarian front, some avoiding humanitarian and development programs in the same areas, 

others having separate teams, etc.  

- The “whole-of-society” approach, especially with the inclusion of private companies or the World Bank 

and the emphasis given to State responsibility, could therefore present risks for the independence and 

neutrality of humanitarian aid, ultimately potentially resulting in less or discriminatory access to aid for 

the most vulnerable people whose very lives are threatened.  

- Operationalizing the humanitarian-development nexus, in the CRRF, the New Way of Working or any 

other similar initiative, will require a permanent attention to this constraint: increased communication 

on the principles especially with host governments, as well as the mainstreaming of a protected 

principled humanitarian space will be necessary at all stages of the response  (funding, coordination, 

planning, preparedness, implementation, etc) to ensure the continued delivery of humanitarian aid to 

those most in need.  

- Complementarity and collaboration of actors, rather than integration, could be promoted, especially 

as integrated mechanisms have not always, in the past, managed to respond to this point appropriately 

(ex. Integrated missions). Lessons learned from these examples could therefore be used.  

On the involvement of affected people and support to host communities 

- Refugees are to be involved in the “whole-of-society” approach promoted by the CRRF. However, 

host communities also need to be strongly supported, listened to and involved in the response. 

Emergency responses and longer term aid delivered based on need alone, to refugees, internally 

displaced persons and host populations could help avoid any inequality that leads to further harm and 

conflicts.  

- In Uganda for example only 30% of funding would, for now, go to hosts, leading to tensions and riots. 

- In Pakistan, some donors would implement programs including loans for hosts and grants for refugees. 

- In Kenya, despite current efforts to reduce camp models and develop more livelihood activities for 

refugees, refugees would compare their rights to those of the hosts, noting “these people have more 

rights than us”, while hosts feel they need to compete with refugees over limited resources, especially 

for water and energy. 

- Policy advocacy was mentioned as necessary to promote equal rights to work, access to land and 

freedom of movement for displaced populations, if their resilience and capacity to support themselves 

is to be supported. The objective would be to move from barely meeting basic needs to local 

integration of refugees. In that sense, the economic gain of having refugees developing their 

businesses and generating income for the host country was underlined by participants. Changing the 

narrative about refugees for host States from “burden” to “opportunity” was said to be necessary. 

- In Jordan, efforts would have been made to open certain sectors of the labour market to refugees. 

However, accessing employment would still be challenging and a lot of refugees still stuck in the 

informal sector. 
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- In Iraq, the need to detach from a status-based to an inclusive approach, taking into account the needs 

of the entire population (refugees, IDPs, returnees, host communities) was said to be needed. 

- Being at the center of crises, affected people remain the best assessors of their own situation and 

should therefore be involved in needs’ assessments. Their wishes and expressed needs should be 

respected for any response to be appropriate and sustainable. NGOs’ needs assessment are often 

based on affected people’s voices. Nevertheless, it was mentioned that they often have to modify their 

programs based on donors’ priorities.  

On the integration of humanitarian and development objectives, indicators and activities at the planning 

and funding stages 

- Despite commitments at the WHS to provide multi-year, resilience and development-focused funding 

from the onset of a crisis, participants largely testified that such funding was still not available on the 

ground.  Few development donors would be willing to engage in programmes to support refugees. In 

Jordan for instance, humanitarian programmes would continue to receive more funds than longer term 

development activities, while in other situations the development agenda would completely 

overshadow life-saving needs.  

- In pilot countries where Humanitarian Response Plans have been linked to UNDAF plans, it would 

often translate into the development agenda being prioritized, thus leading to a lack of funds and 

attention for life-saving activities.  

- Even in countries where resilience activities were planned for in the emergency response and where 

policy frameworks are conducive, funding would just not be available.  

- Donors were called to deliver on their WHS and Grand bargain commitments for multi-year, more 

flexible funding allowing for resilience and development interventions to start from the onset of a 

crisis, based on priority needs and available funding. Meanwhile, the integration of longer-term 

objectives, indicators and programming in emergency response plans was encouraged by NGOs, even 

when funding is not already there. 

- The emergency preparedness sector was noted to be a good entry point to integrate life-saving 

objectives and indicators, envisage coordination mechanisms and promote humanitarian principles 

into longer-term plans of a given country. 

On coordination and ways of working: 

- Coordination of humanitarian actors was said to be already a challenge in many contexts. Coordinating 

humanitarian and development activities and actors will thus require tremendous efforts considering 

the increased number of partners. Transparent and inclusive coordination mechanisms, putting 

affected people, whatever their legal status, and civil society that deliver aid, at the center, are 

therefore necessary.  

- Doing so will be challenging in many ways, since humanitarian and development actors would tend to 

1) speak a different language; 2) cooperate with governments in different ways; 3) compete for funds. 

Overcoming the humanitarian-development divide would essentially depend on the sector’s capacity 

to change leadership and staff priorities, ways of working and fundraising habits. Strengthened 

information sharing, joint trainings, assessments or evaluations and agreement on collective outcomes 

were mentioned as some of the possible avenues for improvement in contexts where they are possible, 

bearing in mind the constraints posed by the difference of positioning of humanitarian and 

development actors as regards humanitarian principles.  


