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INTRODUCTION
We are currently facing a number 
of complex challenges in our sector, 
which are being exacerbated by the 
growing funding gap for humanitarian 
programming. Globally, 40 per cent 
of appeals coordinated through the 
United Nations remain unmet.16 In an 
effort to address this, the international 
humanitarian community gathered in 
May 2016 at the World Humanitarian 
Summit in Istanbul where a new 
‘Agenda for Humanity’ was shared with 
the purpose of achieving “better, safer 
and more efficient aid”. 

A key element of this is finding 
efficient (cost-saving) and effective 
(time-saving) investment and 
operating approaches to humanitarian 

16 UNOCHA. (2017, April 4).  Appeals 
and Response Plans 2016. Retrieved 
from https://fts.unocha.org/appeals/
overview/2016

programming. In preparation for the 
World Humanitarian Summit, the 
Global Logistics Cluster together 
with Kuehne Logistics University, 
HELP Logistics and a number of 
INGOs including Action Against 
Hunger, published the paper titled 
‘Delivering in a Moving World’.17 This 
paper focused on the importance 
of logistics and supply chain 
management for efficient and effective 
humanitarian operations, discussed 
the current challenges and provided 
recommendations for overcoming 
them.

EVIDENCING THE ASSUMPTIONS 
IN ACTION AGAINST HUNGER
Action Against Hunger France 
contributed actively to the paper 

17 Guerrero-Garcia, S., Lamarche, J.-
B., Vince, R., Cahill, S., & Besiou, M. 
(2016). Delivering in a Moving World. 
Logistics Cluster.

presented at the World Humanitarian 
Summit, strongly supporting the key 
message that the supply chain, as a 
backbone of humanitarian operations, 
bears tremendous potential to make 
aid more efficient and effective.  

As a follow-up to the summit, Action 
Against Hunger France wanted to 
push the recommendations further 
and refine our organisational supply 
chain strategy accordingly. To ensure 
any changes or recommendations 
were based on data relevant to us, the 
first step was to have an evidence-
based assessment on the significance 
of supply chain management within 
the organisation. In November 
2017 Action Against Hunger France 
completed an 18-month study 
conducted with HELP Logistics 
and Kuehne Logistics University 
on ‘Supply Chain Expenditures and 
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Preparedness Investment Opportunities’,18 
evidencing how sector assumptions 
relate to the organisation and providing 
recommendations for a way forward, both 
for the organisation and the sector as a 
whole. 

THE COST OF SUPPLY CHAIN
There is a widespread assumption that 
supply chain represents between 60 to 80 
per cent of humanitarian expenditure.19 
To validate whether this was the case for 
Action Against Hunger we entered into 
a third-party partnership with Kuehne 
Logistics University and HELP Logistics 
who carried out an independent study 
between June 2016 and September 2017. 
By analysing Action Against Hunger’s costs 
in six major relief operations,20 covering 
natural disasters, complex emergencies 

18 Stumpf, J., Guerrero-Garcia, S., Lamarche, 
J., Besiou, M., Rafter, S. ‘Supply Chain 
Expenditure & Preparedness Investment 
Opportunities in the Humanitarian 
Context’ Action Contre la Faim – Action 
Against Hunger France

19 Van Wassenhove, L. (2006). Humanitarian 
aid logistics: supply chain management 
in high gear. Journal of the Operational 
Research Society, 57(5), 475-489.

20 Tsunami in Indonesia (2005), Conflict in 
Central African Republic (2009-2015), 
Earthquake in Haiti (2010), Cholera 
outbreak in Haiti (2010), Ebola crisis 
in Liberia and Sierra Leone (2013), and 
Earthquake in Nepal (2015)

and epidemics in the past 15 years, they 
found that the supply chain expenses of 
the examined operations ranged from 62 
to 79 per cent with an average of 69 per 
cent. 

While this study validated the assumption 
that supply chain expenditures accounted 
for the greater part of Action Against 
Hunger’s previous relief operations, the 
question of how this knowledge could 
be used to save money, reduce lead 
times and enhance service quality for 
future operations, remained. Though it 
was now evident that 60 to 80 per cent 
of our emergency costs were supply 
chain related, we did not yet have any 
recommendations on how to make these 
activities more efficient or effective.

SAVING COSTS BY INVESTING IN 
PREPAREDNESS
Traditionally, most humanitarian funding 
is provided after a disaster has happened. 
The World Humanitarian Summit paper 
however, highlighted that investments in 
supply chain preparedness measures could 
go a long way towards achieving more 
efficient and effective responses.

A study from the United Nations 
Development Fund21 which analysed the 
resilience of disaster prone countries 
found that every dollar invested in fighting 

21 UNDP 2012, Putting Resilience at the 
Heart of Development: Investing in 
Prevention and Resilient Recovery

people’s vulnerability prior to a disaster 
can save seven dollars in economic losses 
afterwards. Would this hold true for Action 
Against Hunger’s emergency operations? 
To find out whether the 1:7 ratio was 
applicable to our organisation we decided 
to extend our collaboration with Kuehne 
Logistics University and HELP Logistics 
to conduct a return on investment study 
on the delivery of non-food items in the 
context of the relief responses to the 
earthquakes in Haiti and Nepal.

The primary objective of the study was to 
obtain a better understanding of potential 
areas of preparedness investment, and 
to identify the most beneficial ones. The 
return on investment study also aimed 
to support Action Against Hunger’s 
International Strategic Plan 2016-2020 
and to help the organisation meet 
the target of developing emergency 
preparedness and response plans in all 
country offices. 

APPROACH
Based on a pre-defined Disaster 
Preparedness Framework, Kuehne 
Logistics University and HELP Logistics 
developed an analysis tool to compare 
scenarios with and without investments in 
the areas of: 

• Personnel

• IT/Processes

• Prepositioning
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• Supplier Management, and

• Local Actors/Community

To accommodate both one-off investments 
and flexible running costs, and to consider 
the fact that investments take time 
until they fully unfold, the analysis tool 
contained dynamic calculation methods. 
Subsequently, the return on investment is 
significantly determined by the time that 
investments are made and the time that 
disasters happen. 

DEMONSTRATING THE POTENTIAL 
FOR COST-SAVINGS IN OUR 
EMERGENCY RESPONSES 
In the case of the Haiti earthquake, the 
model demonstrated that an amount of 
€115,000 invested one year and two 
months (439 days) before the catastrophe 
happened could have led to total saving of 
€938,000. This is equal to 42 per cent of 
the total expenses.

Likewise, in the case of the Nepal 
earthquake, it was demonstrated that 
an investment of €39,000 invested two 
months (71 days) before the earthquake 
could have achieved savings of €341,000, 
or 39 per cent of the total expenses. In 
both situations the 1:7 ratio occurs at 
a certain point in time. In addition to 
the cost savings, the study showed that 
significant lead time reductions of 21 days 
can be achieved, where 28 days was the 
lead time without investment compared to 
a 7 days lead time with investment.   

CONCLUSIONS
Invest earlier and smarter to address the 
funding gap

The ‘Supply Chain Expenditures and 
Preparedness Investment Opportunities’ 
study proved that the findings from the 
World Humanitarian Summit report also 
resonated with Action Against Hunger:

• 60–80 per cent of our emergency costs 
are on supply chain, making it a key focus 
for cost savings on our operations, and

• Every euro invested prior to a disaster 
can save seven euros, if not more, during 
emergency response.  

The results emphasise that humanitarian 
agencies, donors, governments and 
commercial partners should recognise 
and further explore that supply chain and 
logistics is the critical business component 
of an efficient and effective response. 
By examining the significant potential 
these findings suggest, the humanitarian 
community should take into consideration 
that more money is not the only way to 
close the funding gap. In fact, investing 
earlier and smarter could ultimately reduce 
the requirements and help the whole 
community of humanitarian actors to do 
more with less. ©
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TAKING THE FINDINGS 
FORWARD FOR ACTION 
AGAINST HUNGER
This study has been officially 
presented at a number of events22 
to share the findings as widely 
as possible. In addition to the 
dissemination of the study and 
advocacy on greater inclusion of 
supply chain into humanitarian 
programming, Action Against Hunger 
France is using the findings from the 
study to:

22 Preparing For Shock: Is Preparedness 
the New Frontier? conference in 
Geneva on the 14th March 2018 
where stakeholders from the 
preparedness community presented 
other studies which confirmed the 
results of our study. Humanitarian 
Network Partnership Week in Geneva 
on the 6th of February 2018 where 
donors showed a great interest in 
the findings. Global Logistics Cluster 
meeting in Leysin on the 28th 
November 2017, where this reports 
strongly supports the Preparedness 
and Advocacy pillar of the Global 
Logistics Cluster strategy, and will be 
used by many other organisations. 
Forum Espace Humanitaire (FEH) in 
January 2018, an event organised 
by the Fondation Merieux bringing 
together many INGO CEOs and 
Humanitarian Experts.

• Review its emergency response 
strategy by increasing preparedness 
capacity in operational countries as 
well as at the global level

• At the global level, the emergency 
team now embeds preparedness 
support activities such as training 
and accompanying country teams 
in designing their emergency and 
preparedness strategies

• Some of the international emergency 
stocks are being re-positioned and 
placed directly in countries in order to 
reduce lead-time

• Framework agreements are 
negotiated with local suppliers in order 
to have access to essential goods 
when an emergency occurs

• Global and field ICT teams are 
reinforced and empowered to enable 
an adequate and resilient flow of 
information

• Information systems are being 
developed and deployed in the 
field, especially Link (a supply chain 
management software), to guarantee 
access to reliable information on 
supply chain stocks and flows

By implementing key recommendations 
from the study, Action Against Hunger 
is increasing its capacity to respond on 
time and with a major improvement in 
efficiency.

APPLYING FINDINGS TO THE 
SECTOR
Although this piece of work 
informs the way Action Against 
Hunger approaches its emergency 
responses, we need other players in 
the sector to join us if we hope to 
see these cost-saving approaches 
contribute to closing the global 
funding gap. We have shared the 
recommendations from the study 
with other organisations, with the 
intention of looking at possible pooling 
of resources as the next step following 
this study. HELP Logistics and Kuehne 
Logistics University are also offering 
to conduct similar studies for other 
interested NGOs, UN agencies and 
donors in order to refine the model, 
validate the results and increase the 
impact of the findings on a larger scale.

So far, Humanity and Inclusion, 
Tearfund, and Concern have 
conducted 60 to 80 per cent of the 
study and confirmed the results. 
UNICEF, Save the Children, the 
International Federation of Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies and 
the International Organization for 
Migration have agreed to conduct 
the 1:7 return on investment study in 
2018.For more 

information 
contact: 
jblamarche@ 
actioncontre 
lafaim.org 


