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Abstract
The humanitarian system is entering a period of systemic fragility. Across multiple conflict 
and crisis settings, aid is increasingly contested as a political tool, while donor governments 
are reducing funding commitments (Elnakib et al., 2024). These pressures reflect not just 
operational strain but a deeper fragmentation of the international order, marked by geopolitical 
rivalries, institutional paralysis, contested norms, and a widening funding gap. For policymakers, 
the stakes extend far beyond unmet humanitarian need. Weakened humanitarianism risks 
destabilising fragile states, fuelling mistrust between local and international actors, and 
undermining global capacity to prevent escalation and manage crises (Cusack 2025; Institute 
for Economics and Peace 2024). In response, this paper introduces politically resilient 
humanitarianism – a conceptual lens and an operational strategy to adapt aid systems 
to fragmentation while safeguarding core principles, sustaining access, and maintaining 
legitimacy. Drawing on conceptual analysis and practitioner experience, it argues for 
approaches that blend principled action with political awareness (The New Humanitarian 2024; 
Stoddard 2020). The paper offers concrete lessons for sustaining humanitarian relevance and 
effectiveness in an era of instability.

Introduction
The world’s humanitarian architecture is faltering. In contexts such as Gaza, Afghanistan, 
Myanmar, and Ukraine, the principles of neutrality, impartiality, and independence are 
increasingly contested (Elnakib et al., 2024; Taleb 2025). Humanitarian actors – donor 
governments, UN agencies, international NGOs, and local civil society organisations – must 
navigate humanitarian access negotiations with authorities who treat aid as a political 
instrument rather than a protected activity under international law (Elnakib et al., 2024; Slim 
2020). At the same time, the system is facing a deepening financial crisis, with major donors 
scaling back commitments and treating aid as discretionary rather than a global obligation 
(AFP 2025; Oxfam America 2025; UK Parliament 2025). These political and fiscal pressures 
raise urgent questions about humanitarianism’s relevance and capacity to respond in a world 
where its traditional foundations of legitimacy are under threat. 

Beyond unmet need, this crisis is also carrying wider systemic consequences. These include 
the weakening of fragile states, increased mistrust between communities and international 
actors, and an undermining of the international system’s capacity to prevent escalation 
and manage future crises (Cusack 2025; Institute for Economics and Peace 2024). These 
questions are not abstract; they matter to policymakers shaping aid and security strategies, 
to practitioners negotiating access on the ground, to local actors and affected communities 
whose survival often depends on the system’s credibility, and to academics advancing debates 
on humanitarian reform and global order.

What makes this moment distinctive from past crises is that the pressures now facing 
humanitarianism are not simply the result of new emergencies but may reflect a deeper crisis 
within the system itself. Earlier shocks – whether famine, displacement, or conflict – tested 
capacity but did not fundamentally undermine the international consensus that aid should 
be protected, principles upheld, and donor commitments sustained. Today, by contrast, 
protracted wars, climate volatility, authoritarian resurgence, and weakening multilateralism 
are converging to erode those very foundations (Slim 2024). This amounts to a fragmentation 
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of the global order that is reshaping humanitarianism on multiple levels: geopolitical, through 
intensifying rivalries; institutional, through paralysis in multilateral bodies such as the United 
Nations; operational, through increasingly divided delivery lines; and normative, as humanitarian 
principles are contested rather than assumed. The result is not only greater difficulty 
responding to humanitarian crises but also a systemic challenge to the funding, legitimacy, and 
political sustainability of humanitarian action itself. 

In response, this paper introduces politically resilient humanitarianism: a conceptual lens and 
operational strategy designed to help the sector adapt to fragmentation. Informed by thinkers 
in the fields of humanitarian and development studies – such as Hugo Slim, Mary B. Anderson, 
Alex de Waal, and Fiona Terry – as well as by practitioner experience, it is defined as an 
approach that upholds core principles anchored in International Humanitarian Law (IHL) while 
engaging purposefully with the political systems that shape protection outcomes. Crucially, 
it rejects a siloed humanitarianism. Independence is treated as operational autonomy within 
interdependence, and selective, evidence-led engagement with surrounding policy frameworks 
is encouraged when it enables humanitarian access and better protects civilians.

This paper develops its argument across four dimensions of fragmentation. It begins with 
the normative level, interrogating the core humanitarian principles of humanity, neutrality, 
impartiality and independence. It argues how norms must retain their anchorage in IHL but 
have their operationalisation re-owned by a broader set of stakeholders, recentring protection 
outcomes. The paper then turns to the institutional level, examining the funding crisis and 
how to address the consequences of a funding base dependent on a narrow set of donors 
that is easily impacted by shifting political priorities. The next section critiques the dominant 
charity-based model at the operational level, calling for a shift toward partnership that centres 
local agency to reestablish humanitarian legitimacy. Drawing on experience in Afghanistan, 
Syria, and Myanmar, the paper then explores how politically resilient approaches have been 
applied in fragmented settings in practice and what we can learn from these examples at the 
system level. The conclusion situates these insights within wider humanitarian reform debates 
and global security trends, arguing that humanitarianism cannot remain marginal to security 
and peace deliberations or political processes (Anderson 1999), and that politically resilient 
humanitarianism represents a timely and necessary evolution in an era of fragmentation.

As crises intensify and the global order continues to fragment, humanitarianism’s future 
will depend on whether it can hold to its principles while engaging the architectures that 
condition life-and-death choices. Politically resilient humanitarianism is one pathway. It will not 
resolve conflict or close funding gaps, but it recentres humanitarian purpose on protection 
outcomes, shares power more equitably with actors who have proximity and legitimacy, 
and builds partnerships better calibrated to contested settings. In the absence of this shift, 
humanitarianism will be marginalised precisely when it is needed most, becoming both a 
symptom and potential accelerant of a fragmenting world order.

Humanitarian principles under 
pressure: a call for new ownership 
At the heart of humanitarian identity lies a set of foundational principles – humanity, neutrality, 
impartiality, and independence. Codified in the Geneva Conventions and subsequent 
instruments of IHL, these principles are intended to guarantee civilian access, protect 
humanitarian personnel, and ensure assistance is delivered solely based on need (Chatham 
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House 2016; 2023; ICRC 1999; UNGA 1991). Yet in today’s multipolar, conflict-affected 
landscape, pressure now reaches those normative foundations. Shared meanings and consent 
are fragmenting across parties and jurisdictions; humanitarian exemptions are uneven and 
slow to operationalise (ICRC 2023a;2025); deconfliction processes have lost credibility 
(Human Rights Watch 2019; 2024); and counter-terrorism and sanctions frameworks are 
collapsing the distinction between engagement with, and endorsement of, non-internationally 
recognised authorities, narrowing the practical space for impartial humanitarian action 
(Chatham House 2023; ICRC 2023a). Further, interpretive ownership remains top-heavy – 
centred in headquarters, donor capitals, and multilateral forums – fuelling a legitimacy deficit 
and contestation over who holds authority to interpret the principles (Chatham House 2023; 
ICRC 2025). 

The consequence is erosion of the presumption of good faith. This is reflected in allocation 
decisions that favour lower-risk environments over higher-need contexts, the narrowing and/
or slow operationalisation of lawful humanitarian access mechanisms, and the displacement 
of legal and reputational risk from states onto humanitarian actors, encouraging risk-averse 
delivery and self-censorship rather than principled engagement (Amnesty International 2024; 
Human Rights Watch 2019; 2024, ICRC 2023a).

In some contexts, the challenge goes even deeper. It is no longer the contested interpretation 
of the principles which impacts delivery, but the deliberate denial and assault of the 
legal right to humanitarian action itself. Blockade, siege-style restriction of supplies, and 
administrative obstruction are paired with attacks on medical facilities, aid convoys, and 
humanitarian personnel, as well as on civilians attempting to reach assistance (Amnesty 
International 2024; Human Rights Watch 2019; 2024). In these contexts, aid becomes a lever 
for population control, bargaining, punishment, or forced movement. The expanding use of 
commercial intermediaries, private logistics, security contractors, and outsourced service 
provision is further blurring humanitarian lines of responsibility and complicating principled 
risk management, particularly where parties to a conflict seek to control who is permitted to 
operate and on what terms. 

Against this backdrop, the task therefore is not to restate the principles, but to re-establish 
their practical authority in environments where consent, shared interpretation, and good faith 
can no longer be presumed. A politically resilient approach addresses this gap by clarifying the 
purpose of humanitarian action in contested settings, making explicit the trade-offs involved in 
access and delivery decisions, and relocating interpretive responsibility closer to the points at 
which operational judgments are made. It also requires brief, auditable reasoning for high-risk 
or contentious decisions to help sustain consent, manage risk transparently, and distinguish 
principled compromise from erosion of standards. This approach does not seek to replace 
international humanitarian law, but to support its application under conditions of fragmentation, 
where universality remains the legal baseline but can no longer be relied upon as an operational 
assumption.

Re-operationalising the principles: humanity first
In a fragmenting world, where shared interpretations of law, political consent, and trust in 
humanitarian actors are increasingly contested, humanity is the principle most capable of 
sustaining humanitarian action. Unlike neutrality or independence, which rely on reciprocal 
recognition by parties to conflict, humanity asserts a prior and non-derogable claim: the 
protection of life and dignity as a legitimate purpose even where consent is withheld or access 
is deliberately denied (Chatham House 2023; UNGA 1991; ICRC 1999).
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In recent humanitarian contexts, humanitarian practice has arguably shifted to a reliance on 
compliance – rather than humanitarian outcomes - for legitimacy (Chatham House 2023; 
Slim 2020). The impact of this shift has weakened our shared understanding of the value and 
purpose of humanitarian action. Whilst reporting, compliance obligations, sanctions licences, 
operating approvals, and negotiated access arrangements will always remain essential 
mechanisms for securing reach and protection; when they are primarily justified through legal 
and political risk considerations rather than demonstrated humanitarian gain, their authority 
is less persuasive to affected populations, local partners, and parties to the conflict (Chatham 
House 2023). By contrast, a humanity-first approach reorients incentives by tying humanitarian 
presence and engagement to observable protection outcomes, increasing the political and 
reputational cost of restricting access or instrumentalising aid, even where stakeholders are 
otherwise indifferent to humanitarian norms. 

Practically, this requires articulating at the outset the expected humanitarian gain of major 
access and delivery decisions; declining modalities that predictably entrench abuse or 
increase net harm; and revisiting decisions against observed effects rather than relying on 
procedural compliance alone (ICRC 1999; UNGA 1991). It also entails rebuilding legitimacy 
through explicit and reviewable reasoning, including documenting decisions that render trade-
offs, designing and implementing explicit safeguards in contexts of humanitarian denial, and 
ensuring residual risks are transparent and auditable. By anchoring decisions in anticipated 
and observed humanitarian effects, a humanity-first approach also shifts interpretive authority 
closer to field leadership, where contextual judgments about harm, protection, and consent 
are made and can be tested in practice whilst remaining subject to organisational oversight. 
This approach is consistent with scholarship demonstrating that transparency of reasoning 
enhances credibility and fairness without derogating from legal obligations (ICRC 2025; Slim 
2020, 2024). Humanity, in this sense, functions as a documented yardstick, disciplining choice, 
sustaining consent, and enabling course correction in contested operational environments.

Neutrality requires careful reinterpretation in fragmented environments. It is contested 
today because counter-terrorism and sanctions regimes, securitised donor conditionalities, 
disinformation, and proxy warfare often reframe impartial engagement as partisanship and 
turn routine humanitarian actor contact with stakeholders into alleged alignment (Chatham 
House 2023; Humanitarian Outcomes 2022; ICRC 2023a). A politically resilient reading 
would address this challenge by making neutrality evidenced rather than asserted. It would 
explicitly specify who is engaged, for what operational purpose, and on what terms, rebalancing 
how neutrality is judged. This approach would require clearly documented ‘no contribution’ 
safeguards in Humanitarian contexts showing how financial, logistical, information, or symbolic 
support does not materially advantage hostilities; and it would require clearly documented 
and evidenced analysis showing how assistance targeting was separated from political 
conditionality. Where risk allows, it would place commitments and the reasoning behind 
contentious access calls on the record and pair them with accessible complaint channels, so 
that neutrality is legible where it is lived. This meaning, defined as principled negotiation (and 
not retreat) engages political actors while refusing to advance any party’s war aims, bringing 
operational relevance to neutrality’s definition in IHL (Geneva Convention I, Art. 9; Additional 
Protocol I, Art. 70; Slim 2020).

Impartiality must be operationalised as negotiated fairness in allocation (Additional Protocol I, 
Art. 70). In recent years, donor preferences, access constraints, and security considerations 
have, in practice, often pulled resources along military or state control lines rather than 
independent assessments (DI 2024; European Commission 2024; OCHA 2023). A resilient 
reading of impartiality[A2.1] would require co-produced needs assessments safeguarded 
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against elite capture, pre-stated prioritisation rules – covering equal worth, severity, urgency, 
proportionality – designed on a context-by-context basis and made reviewable, diversified 
financing to reduce single-stakeholder distortion, and joint multi stakeholder monitoring 
capable of triggering corrective reallocations. In this framing, impartiality is evaluated through 
observable allocation choices and their effects, rather than inferred from donor intent or 
aggregate funding patterns. Impartiality thus becomes a testable practice that is auditable at 
field level, redistributing interpretive authority beyond donor tables.

Independence should not be read as isolationism; it should instead be read as ethical 
agency within interdependence. Total detachment is neither realistic nor desirable; the aim is 
operational autonomy while engaging surrounding policy frameworks (Chatham House 2023; 
ICRC 2023a; UNGA 1991). However, for humanitarianism to ensure humanity comes first, 
this implies a minimal set of non-negotiables: no participation in, justification of, or material 
contribution to IHL violations; no conditionalities that predetermine aid recipients contrary 
to need; and clear definition of humanitarian aims within the end goals of political actors 
in messaging and partnerships. Independence, in this sense, is sustained through locally 
exercised boundary-setting in operational choices and public positioning, where humanitarian 
actors navigate political and security pressures in real time rather than through formal 
separation alone. As de Waal cautions, humanitarianism risks absorption into security politics 
unless its purpose and limits are continuously made explicit and defended (de Waal 2015). 
Independence, so construed, is not isolation but disciplined engagement that protects agency.

Institutional change
Taken together, this politically resilient reading aims to strengthen the principles and their 
operationalisation by specifying how they guide action under constraint and by shifting 
interpretive ownership toward those who bear the consequences most. The objective is to 
move away from narratives that the principles are unrealistic and to make their protection 
practical and provable in the places where they matter most. However, shifting interpretations 
will require, first, a process whereby there can be negotiated agreement within and among the 
humanitarian system and its interlocutors; and second, subsequent monitored and auditable 
institutional change. Thus, two central considerations must follow in reform discussions 
addressing the normative foundations of humanitarianism: (1) the principles must remain a 
baseline, not bargaining chips; and (2) compromises should be reasoned in public,  
to the extent that safety allows, so that interpretive authority is shared and auditable (Slim  
2015, 2020).

The funding crisis: a catalyst for 
rebalancing humanitarian governance
If the reinterpretation of humanitarian principles provides the normative anchor for politically 
resilient humanitarianism, financing is its institutional backbone. Without funding arrangements 
that actively protect neutrality, impartiality, and independence, principles remain declaratory. 
Today’s funding crisis does not merely threaten delivery; it has eroded the system’s ability 
to uphold its core values and sustain legitimate access. In 2025, the US administration cut 
foreign assistance at an unprecedented scale; reports indicate that over 90 per cent of USAID 
foreign assistance awards were terminated or suspended (Oxfam America 2025). The UK 
likewise announced a phased reduction of its overseas aid budget (ODA) from 0.5 per cent 
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to 0.3 per cent of GNI by 2027 (UK Parliament 2025). By late June 2025, the UN appeal was 
reported as below 13 per cent funded despite record requirements (OCHA/FTS 2025; Reuters 
2025). These shocks landed in a financial system already marked by donor concentration 
risk and discretionary politics, where a small cohort of state donors has disproportionately 
determined the tempo and direction of humanitarian response for decades (DI 2024; The New 
Humanitarian 2024). Seen through the lens of fragmentation, this was not an episodic shortfall 
but a structural vulnerability (Terry 2022), showing how a few capitals hold de facto veto power 
over system continuity and how discretionary retrenchment in those budgets cascades into 
systemwide contraction. Other well-documented consequences of this donor concentration 
have included skewing incentives toward procedural risk avoidance, as well as upward 
compliance, privileging process metrics over protection outcomes (ICVA 2025a). Breaking this 
fragmentation–finance feedback loop thus requires rebalancing who decides, how they decide, 
and the information on which those decisions rest.

Diversify contributors, decentralise decision rights
A practical route to rebalancing the economy of aid is to move from bespoke bilateral 
earmarks to neutral pooled windows. These are formal allocation windows within a multilateral 
trust vehicle that prioritise plurality, transparency, and local majority governance. Existing 
pooled funds demonstrate some of the mechanics of how to do this; the next iteration should 
go further and re-emphasise features too often treated as optional. These would include 
single donor caps to limit dominance, proportionate match funding rules to crowd in additional 
contributors, and open meetings with published decision records and public oversight that 
allow scrutiny and course correction (EDI 2024; Elnakib et al.2024). Dedicated subwindows 
could enable diaspora, faithbased, philanthropic, and corporate contributions under common 
eligibility and audit standards that minimise ex ante earmarking while preserving visibility 
through open data (IATI 2024; ICVA 2025a). 

Beyond pluralising funding sources, decentralising decision rights would also reconfigure where 
and how allocation judgments are made (ICVA 2025a). This matters because decisions taken 
closer to affected populations are better able to respond to shifting needs, access constraints, 
and protection risks as they evolve (ICVA 2025a). In highly fragmented environments, 
centralised allocation based on incomplete or delayed information tends to reinforce risk-
averse programming and political bias. By contrast, context-proximate governance enables 
faster course correction and supports more credible claims to impartiality. 

Make finance predictable and risk shared
However, neutral pooled funds will not resolve volatility alone. Financing must also become 
more predictable and riskshared so that political withdrawals do not immediately translate 
into operational retrenchment and/or collapse (ICVA 2025a). To do this, funding instruments 
should be given the power to mitigate early donor exits through commitment fees, as well as 
the ability to enable countercyclical top-ups triggered by preagreed indicators. Predictability 
also depends on where discretion sits. When all allocation authority is held upstream, political 
shocks translate directly into operational disruption, whereas distributed decision-making 
allows systems to absorb funding fluctuations without immediate collapse.

To incentivise donors to agree to these conditions, and so donors can defend budgets at home, 
performance credibility should also shift from broad value for money claims to publish what 
you buy practice (ICVA 2025a). While much reporting already exists, it is often fragmented, 
technical, and inward-facing, making it hard for political leaders to show - simply and credibly - 
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what funding has achieved. What is missing is not data, but clarity that stands up under political 
scrutiny. This requires information that is limited in scope, comparable across providers, 
easy to explain to non-specialist audiences, and explicit about both results and trade-offs, 
including where access was denied or outcomes fell short. The aim is to stabilise humanitarian 
financing under political pressure by making allocations comparable, oversight transparent, 
and performance legible, so funding decisions reward demonstrable outcomes rather than 
procedural box-ticking.

Address the predictable objections
Objections to change will be familiar. Many of the strongest concerns are likely to come from 
those that currently hold disproportionate influence over humanitarian financing; whom, 
perversely, are also a main reason for fragmentation when funding contracts. These concerns 
will extend beyond the decentralisation of decision rights, to include perceived loss of control 
over allocations, increased exposure to financial and reputational risk, and reduced ability 
to demonstrate compliance and value for money. Some will also argue that local majority 
governance weakens international donor state policy coherence; others will worry that 
diversified funding pools, shared risk mechanisms, and locally informed allocation compromise 
independence or invite capture (ICVA 2025a).

These concerns are best addressed through clear rules that apply to everyone, rather than 
through one-off decisions or special exemptions. Counter arguments need to demonstrate 
how this approach does not remove donor influence but shifts it from direct control to 
shared oversight which can have benefits for donor states interests as well. Donor caps and 
pooled funding may limit how much influence any single donor carries, but they also limit 
individual risk, while still allowing donors to see where their money goes. Conflict-of-interest 
rules and open contracting would show how allocation decisions are made and help prevent 
capture. Proportionate, risk-based monitoring would concentrate scrutiny where financial 
or reputational risks are highest, instead of slowing all programmes equally. Humanitarian 
exemptions and formal de-risking measures would set the minimum legal standard; locally 
rooted governance, pooled finance, and open, standardised reporting would strengthen 
accountability beyond that minimum.

Pilot, evaluate, enforce
Adoption of new financing models could proceed through time limited pilots in two or three 
priority contexts, with evaluation plans agreed at the outset and renewal or scaleup only if 
results warrant it. Participation in pilots (pooled windows or any parallel cofinancing) would 
require open publication of spending and contracting information in standardised formats, 
alongside proportionate monitoring and evaluation. Rules would set donor caps, along with 
requirements for match funding, decisions would be made public, and local majority boards 
would be made mandatory - with clear consequences for breaches. Regulators would be 
engaged from the start to align humanitarian exemptions and anti–money laundering/counter-
terrorism financing rules, so lawful payment channels remain open.

What financing reform can and cannot do
These measures will not, on their own, resolve the funding crisis or compel political support 
where it is actively withheld. However, what they can do is change incentives and expectations 
within the system. By making funding decisions more rule-based, transparent, and comparable, 
rebalancing humanitarian financial governance reduces the scope for abrupt or opaque 
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withdrawals to be treated as cost-free and increases the political and reputational visibility 
of disengagement. In contexts where humanitarian action is restricted or denied, such 
arrangements would help distinguish principled constraint from political obstruction, preserve 
a record of unmet need and foregone protection, and create a clearer basis for re-engagement 
when conditions shift. In this sense, governance and financing reform cannot substitute for 
political will, but it can shape behaviour at the margins and limit the damage caused when that 
will is absent.

From charity to partnership: 
reframing the humanitarian compact
If fragmented financing exposes how humanitarian action is governed, it also lays bare the 
political relationships on which the system depends and the asymmetries they reproduce. 
Donor-concentrated funding and compliance-driven accountability do not merely shape 
how aid is financed; they structure who sets priorities, who bears risk, and whose consent 
ultimately sustains access. By concentrating authority far from the contexts in which legitimacy 
is negotiated, these arrangements render humanitarian action vulnerable when consent 
is contested, conditional, or withdrawn. In such environments, a charity-based model of 
assistance that is defined by externally determined priorities, centralised programme design, 
and the downward transfer of operational risk without corresponding decision-making power, 
proves not only inequitable but politically fragile.

Under this charity-based model, three structural problems have become increasingly visible. 
First, local organisations with the greatest contextual knowledge are systematically excluded 
from strategic decision-making, constraining the relevance, credibility, and adaptability 
of humanitarian responses. Second, in situations of conflict, engagement with parties to 
that conflict (including states) and armed actors is often treated as a residual or technical 
task rather than a core political function, resulting either in avoidance that restricts access 
or in informal compromises that erode humanitarian boundaries. Third, accountability 
remains overwhelmingly one-directional. Authority and compliance flow upward to donors 
and regulators, while operational, reputational, and political risk is transferred downward 
to communities and local partners without meaningful recourse or shared responsibility 
(Barbelet et al. 2021; Roepstorff 2020). Together, these dynamics weaken trust, undermine 
access negotiations, and reduce the system’s capacity to sustain impartial action in contested 
environments (Howe et al. 2019).

Building on the institutional conditions set out in the previous section - local majority 
governance, transparent decision-making, and proportionate controls - politically resilient 
humanitarianism requires a shift away from top-down charity towards a partnership compact 
that redistributes authority as well as responsibility. Addressing these power asymmetries is 
not only an ethical imperative but a strategic one. International actors cannot credibly sustain 
claims to neutrality or impartiality unless operations are rooted in locally grounded leadership 
and shared political ownership (Barbelet et al. 2021; Howe et al. 2019). Reform efforts that 
support a new partnership compact would therefore help rebuild trust, decentralise authority, 
and strengthen the resilience of humanitarian action in a fragmenting and increasingly 
contested global order.
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The partnership compact: co-decision, co-risk, co-accountability
Recognising local actors as equal decision-makers would be the first operational pivot. Under 
the charity model, local actors - community organisations, local NGOs, or local governance 
structures - are often treated as passive recipients while international organisations decide 
what aid is needed and how it should be delivered (Barbelet et al. 2021). Partnership instead 
positions local actors as decision-makers whose embeddedness improves access, cultural 
fit, and legitimacy. Evidence shows that local leadership yields more sustainable, context-
appropriate responses and helps insulate operations from external political agendas (Barbelet 
et al. 2021; Hillhorst et al. 2025; NRC 2024; ICVA 2025b). In Syria, where assistance has 
mirrored political and military control lines, elevating local leadership has been essential to 
restoring credibility (Khoury et al. 2024). Practically, this means direct eligibility to lead and co-
lead programmes, shared roles in needs analysis and targeting, joint staffing and secondments, 
common security/context analysis, agreed adaptive programme management triggers, 
transparent procurement, and routine publication of decisions.

A second pivot would be strengthening principled engagement between humanitarian 
actors with states and armed groups. In many humanitarian contexts, access is controlled 
by political or military actors, and reaching people requires structured negotiation (Geneva 
Call 2023). Drawing on Hugo Slim’s concept of humanitarian diplomacy (2019), politically 
resilient humanitarianism proposes that engagement is treated as upholding, not diluting, 
international humanitarian law. Core practice would include clearly laid out prohibitions 
(e.g. no material support to parties to conflict), explicit IHL expectations for counterparts, 
documented decisions for access talks, separation of assistance targeting from political 
conditionality, context-specific liaison protocols and security assurances, independent third-
party monitoring, and community feedback channels that can trigger operational adjustments 
(Barbelet et al. 2021;  Hillhorst et al. 2025; ICVA 2025b, 2023b).

A third pivot would require reconfiguring accountability. The charity model places formal 
responsibility with international organisations but shifts compliance burdens onto local actors 
who lack design power, entrenching hierarchical dynamics and procedural accountability 
with donors, rather than accountability with communities or other local actors (Barbelet et 
al. 2021; Stoddard et al. 2017). A partnership compact would make accountability shared 
among donors, UN agencies, international NGOs, local organisations, and political authorities 
(Hilhorst et al. 2025; ICVA 2025b; NRC 2024). Standards would be co-designed and 
oversight reciprocal, with accountability to affected people by default – complaints handling, 
participation in targeting, and public reasoning for trade-offs – paired with proportionate 
assurance. Joint monitoring by mixed teams and community oversight committees, alongside 
public dashboards on access, delivery times, leakage, and protection outcomes, would 
operationalise this shift (DI 2024).

Recognising the barriers 
A common objection to a new compact is that humanitarian country teams (HCTs) have 
already attempted these shifts through previous humanitarian localisation and reform 
initiatives and have not succeeded (Howe et al. 2019; ). Yet what many within the system would 
argue is that what has largely been tried are charity language reforms – pledges, guidance, 
toolkits – layered onto unchanged decision rights and incentives (Hillhorst et al. 2025). The 
partnership compact switches the unit of change from projects and onto governance and 
enforceable practice. 
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By committing to a new compact, authority would be transferred through local majority co-
chairing of strategies and clusters and with voting rules requiring local concurrence for major 
targeting frameworks and reprogramming. Accountability would become reciprocal so that 
internationals are answerable for timeliness and predictability as much as local actors for 
compliance. Public reasoning would reduce opaque gatekeeping; locally co-led negotiation 
structures would align engagement; and pre-agreed adaptive triggers would authorise 
rapid pivots in geographic targeting, modality, or partner choice to improve humanitarian 
effectiveness. These levers move HCTs beyond ‘we tried’ into observable practical change. 
Taken together, these actions translate principles into day-to-day practice, replacing a charity 
logic ill-suited to contemporary conflict with a partnership compact that is ethically grounded 
and operationally robust, capable of sustaining impartial access and credible protection 
outcomes in contested settings.

Operationalising politically  
resilient humanitarianism:  
insights from practice
Building on the conceptual framework of politically resilient humanitarianism, this section turns 
next to recent practitioner experience in Afghanistan, Syria, and Myanmar. In each context, 
humanitarian actors have operated in politicised, fragmented environments by engaging 
de facto authorities and/or developing localised alternatives where recognised governance 
and clear system-wide guidance were absent. These cases show that negotiated access, 
decentralised delivery, and locally led decision-making can preserve humanitarian space 
where traditional models falter. They are not anomalies but early prototypes of politically 
resilient humanitarianism. Crucially, none of these approaches resolved the full scale or 
complexity of needs in their contexts; impacts were partial, uneven, and bounded by hard 
political constraints. However, the core lesson, while modest, is that these need not be treated 
as anomalies; elements that have worked could be expanded and tested more widely, allowing 
field practice in fragmented settings to inform system-level adaptations as fragmentation 
becomes more common.

Afghanistan: pragmatic access and locally anchored delivery
Following the Taliban’s return in 2021, development aid was largely suspended and 
formal recognition withheld, with severe consequences for services and livelihoods. Yet 
humanitarian actors sustained presence by engaging de facto authorities at subnational 
levels and prioritising localised delivery, community negotiation, and context-specific access 
arrangements (Humanitarian Outcomes 2023). Mechanisms such as the Afghan Humanitarian 
Fund (AHF) offered one of the few viable channels to keep programmes moving without 
conferring political endorsement. While imperfect (compliance burdens were high and 
access to the fund for national organisations was uneven) the combination of subnational 
engagement, funds awarded to women-led and community-based organisations, and flexible 
operational choices helped sustain essential services (Gossman & Abbasi 2024, Humanitarian 
Outcomes 2023). These adaptations did not reverse the collapse of public services, end 
movement restrictions on women, or ensure coverage across contested areas; however, they 
mitigated harm without fixing systemic deterioration. The practical takeaway is that consistent, 
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documented engagement at the level where authority is exercised – paired with locally led 
delivery – can protect some humanitarian space when full-scale disengagement would have 
worsened protection outcomes.

Syria: navigating fragmentation through adaptive delivery
Syria’s governance fragmentation produced a deeply politicised humanitarian operating 
environment. In response, international NGOs and local civil society developed decentralised 
field systems that mixed cross-line access agreements with local partnerships and context-
appropriate modalities, such as multi-purpose cash. Innovations in humanitarian analysis – for 
example the Mercy Corps Humanitarian Access Team (later Crisis Analytics) and COAR 
(Centre for Operational Analysis and Research) – enabled real-time situational awareness 
and agile reallocation, supporting a pattern of adaptive delivery under pressure (Abo Rass et 
al. 2024, Humanitarian Outcomes 2022, Stoddard 2020). These approaches helped maintain 
services through offensives and shifting front lines by aligning decisions to granular access 
conditions rather than to static plans (IAHE 2025). Even so, access remained inconsistent, 
siege tactics and bureaucratic impediments continued to distort targeting, and some 
populations were chronically underserved; adaptive delivery improved reach but did not 
depoliticise the operating environment. The broader implication was that normalising flexible 
crossline operations – with clear engagement criteria and published decision records where 
safe – had strong protection benefits for Syrians in need of life saving humanitarian assistance.

Myanmar: dual-track humanitarianism and the cost of 
disengagement
Post-coup Myanmar forced agencies to choose between withdrawal and politically risky 
engagement. Politically resilient actors adopted dual-track approaches: negotiating access 
in areas under military junta control, while bolstering community-based providers and 
ethnic civil society through cross-border support (Holiday et al. 2025, Kaur 2024). During 
the 2025 earthquake, these locally grounded networks proved more capable of delivering 
aid than international partners operating under the restrictions of the military junta because 
they combined proximity, contextual legitimacy, and operational agility (HADRI 2025). The 
Myanmar experience underlines that principled engagement – documented interactions, clear 
behavioural expectations, separation of assistance targeting from political conditionality – can 
preserve some humanitarian function.

What worked – and what didn’t: trade-offs and limits
Across all three settings, common strengths and constraints are visible. On the plus side, 
decisions followed context (taken where power actually operated); engagement was structured 
(shared criteria, documented decisions made public); operations were adaptive (pre-agreed 
triggers for shifts in modality, or partners; accountability was reciprocal (community feedback 
with response timelines, internationals answerable for timeliness and predictability); and 
analysis was embedded (local partners and access/analysis teams informing real-time 
choices). Limits were also equally clear: structural restrictions on movement and association 
(especially for women); continuing coercion and bureaucratic obstruction; uneven coverage 
across control lines; high residual protection risks; and compliance demands that local actors 
struggled to meet without sustained accompaniment. These approaches mitigated political 
constraints; they did not remove them.
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From ad hoc successes to system norms
To carry politically resilient humanitarianism beyond isolated pilots, the features outlined above 
should be embedded as standard operating practice – written into mandates, budgets, partner 
compacts, and oversight. Institutionalising what worked in Afghanistan, Syria, and Myanmar 
(and other humanitarian contexts in fragile settings) will not neutralise the structural drivers 
of crisis or deliver universal coverage. It will, however, raise the floor, making impartial access 
more durable, protection outcomes more credible, and decision-making more transparent and 
auditable in contested settings. The objective is a shift from discretionary wins to repeatable, 
principled operations – institutionalised, resourced, and externally reviewable, with feedback 
loops that allow adaptation over time. In short, we normalise what has proven to work, while 
remaining candid about constraints and trade-offs.

Politically resilient humanitarianism 
and the future global security 
architecture
Having outlined the core features and field-level applications of politically resilient 
humanitarianism, this final section now considers its strategic relevance for global crisis 
management and the future of international cooperation. 

The international security system – designed to stabilise inter-state relations after 1945 
– struggles with today’s crisis ecology. The proliferation of non-state actors, weakening 
multilateral consensus, and recurrent state erosion in fragile contexts reveal a growing 
mismatch between existing frameworks and geopolitical realities (UN 2023). Humanitarian 
action, though grounded in international law, remains marginal to security deliberations and 
often siloed from political and peace processes, which blunts its effectiveness and deprives 
security actors of grounded situational awareness (De Lauri & Turunen 2022, Stoddard 2020). 

Politically resilient humanitarianism does not resolve these systemic deficits, but by 
institutionalising practices already visible in Afghanistan, Syria, and Myanmar it offers a 
pragmatic interface between humanitarian action and security governance – one that 
protects principles while improving collective management of risk. It works on the assumption 
that humanitarianism’s future cannot be secured in isolation from the security architecture 
that shapes the global order around it (Anderson 1999). For security actors, this approach 
could provide early warning insights, diplomatic footholds, and legitimacy in contexts where 
traditional instruments of statecraft are ineffective or absent.

In practice
A first implication is analytical. Political analysis should be systematically embedded within 
humanitarian strategies and programmes – not to align with political agendas, but to map 
power, anticipate constraints, and guide principled engagement with non-recognised 
authorities. At present there is no global UN template for such engagement, leaving practice 
ad hoc and politically vulnerable. Standardising decision records for access negotiations, 
maintaining the separation of assistance targeting from political conditionality, and 
documenting how community feedback alters operational choices would also need to be 
adopted to make humanitarian reasoning legible to political and security counterparts without 
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subordinating humanitarian aims (De Lauri & Turunen 2022; Geneva Call 2023; Slim 2019)

A second implication is institutional. Coordination across humanitarian, peacebuilding, and 
development spheres must move from rhetoric to design. Joint planning cycles anchored 
in a small set of shared indicators – access, protection outcomes, delivery timeliness, and 
complaint resolution – can clarify complementary roles. Predictable liaison between HCTs and 
regional security organisations, along with routine channels for humanitarian perspectives to be 
heard before sanctions are adopted or mandates renewed, would reduce avoidable harm while 
preserving coercive intent where required. Standing humanitarian briefings to the UN Security 
Council and sanctions committees, including assessments of likely humanitarian impact and 
mitigation options, would make these interfaces more reliable (De Lauri & Turunen 2022).

A third implication concerns capability. Purpose-built humanitarian diplomacy units, at 
headquarters and country level, can professionalise principled engagement with de facto 
authorities, consolidate documentation of talks, and preserve organisational memory 
across staff rotations (Slim 2019). In parallel, access and analysis teams that include local 
organisations should be normalised so that real-time insight informs both humanitarian 
adaptation and the security system’s situational awareness. Data governance must follow 
humanitarian ethics – data minimisation, role-based access to data, and data protection 
protocols (between assistance information and coercive instruments) must become the norm, 
to avoid exposing communities or staff.

Whether these interfaces require new architecture remains contested. One view holds 
that recalibrated mandates and coordination mechanisms within existing institutions – the 
Security Council, regional organisations, International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), 
and the cluster system – are sufficient if consistently applied (de Waal 2015). Another argues 
that fragmentation is so deep now that new platforms are needed where humanitarian, 
peacebuilding, and security actors can engage as equal interlocutors (Myint-U 2025). Politically 
resilient humanitarianism is compatible with either route. In a recalibration track, reforms would 
re-enforce locally co-chaired strategies, standardise engagement criteria and decision-making 
processes, and embed humanitarian briefings in sanctions and mandate processes. In an 
innovation track, regional pilots of new architectures could test co-equal governance around 
shared indicators and escalation protocols, with rigorous evaluation and clear safeguards for 
humanitarian independence.

In either track the responsibility to implement would be shared. Donor governments would 
incentivise cross-pillar design by supporting joint planning requirements and proportionate 
assurance that values access and protection outcomes alongside fiduciary control (DI 2024). 
UN entities and HCTs would institutionalise locally co-chaired strategies, establish predictable 
liaisons with security actors, and publish decision making for major access and targeting 
choices. International NGOs and local organisations would consolidate partnership models 
that share risk, context analysis, and operational control; document engagement consistently; 
and maintain community oversight mechanisms that trigger course correction. Security actors, 
for their part, would formalise pre-decision humanitarian consultations, integrate humanitarian 
impact assessment into sanctions and operations planning, and respect operational firewalls 
that protect humanitarian data and decision autonomy.

Expectations, however, should be realistic. Politically resilient humanitarianism will not 
resolve conflicts, rebuild state capacity, or eliminate coercive practices. Its promise is more 
modest (and more attainable): it aims to change how the international system manages the 
interface between humanitarian action and security policy so that impartial access and 
protection are more likely to be sustained under stress. If humanitarian institutions embed 
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political analysis without politicisation, redistribute operational authority towards actors with 
proximity and legitimacy, and engage security institutions as peers rather than afterthoughts, 
humanitarianism can act as both stabiliser and bellwether within a fragmenting order. 

Humanitarianism: restoring 
trust, sustaining relevance and 
effectiveness
Humanitarianism today stands at a critical juncture, in need not just of reform but of 
recalibration, to reflect the fractured political realities in which it operates. This paper has 
offered politically resilient humanitarianism as one pathway – as an approach that neither 
abandons core principles nor pretends that politics can be ignored. Instead, it recognises that 
sustained access, legitimacy, and effectiveness increasingly depend on engaging with complex 
political landscapes in principled, informed, and context-sensitive ways. For policymakers, this 
requires rethinking how humanitarian support is financed and governed, ensuring flexibility, 
enabling local leadership, and embedding political analysis into operational design. For those on 
the front lines, especially local actors navigating shrinking space and increasing risk, it affirms 
what many have long known: that principled humanitarian action is possible, but only when 
grounded in the realities of power, adapted to context, and shared in responsibility. Restoring 
trust in humanitarianism – and reaffirming its relevance to global peace and security – begins 
with acknowledging where it falters and listening to those closest to the consequences. By 
taking this path, the system can perhaps be remade: principled in purpose, resilient in politics, 
and accountable to those it serves.
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