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INTRODUCTION

With the international intervention in Mali in 2013, humanitarians once again face the challenge of
finding an independent space in which to provide assistance. Here, political, military, and aid
initiatives strive for coherence between diverse activities in a complex environment involving the
United Nations (UN), European Union (EU), France, the African Union (AU), the Economic
Community of West African States (ECOWAS), and Malian state and non-state actors.
Characteristic of these efforts toward a coherent, integrated response to the crisis is the UN effort to
develop an “integrated strategy for the Sahel region encompassing security, governance,
development, human rights and humanitarian issues,” even as the need for “impartial, neutral, full
and unimpeded access for humanitarian aid” is acknowledged.[1]

The Sahel is a vast region to the south of the Sahara Desert that spans parts of Mali, Niger, Chad
and Mauritania. Over the past few years, multiple crises have unfolded in the region, including
localized nutritional crises and chronic food insecurity due to persistent poverty coupled with
droughts, high food prices, low agricultural production and loss of coping mechanisms. In addition,
the current crisis in Mali has led to significant forced displacement. As of January 2013, some
230,000 Internally Displaced People (IDPs) had fled within Mali and 150,000 refugees had sought
shelter in neighboring countries, mainly in Mauritania, Burkina Faso and Niger.[2]

The Sahel has long been a concern for the EU and EU member states as a result of its close
geographical proximity, historical ties, and relevance to an extensive security agenda including
responses to illegal arms flows, human trafficking and irregular migration, drug trafficking,
terrorism and crime. The direct involvement of the EU and several member states means that the
crisis in the Sahel has significant implications for Europe, specifically regarding the EU’s search for
coherence.

Along with the Horn of Africa, the Sahel is the first place where the EU and its Member States are
implementing a comprehensive approach.[3] The idea of a comprehensive approach is new neither
to EU member states nor to other states and institutions such as the UK’s “whole of government”
approach, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO) “comprehensive approach” or the
United Nations’ (UN) ambitions toward “integrated missions” or “one UN.” While the concept is
“notorious for being a catch-all phrase for what can turn out to be quite different things,”[4] there
are some common denominators, in particular the ideas that security and development are
inseparable and that different branches in crisis management should integrate their thinking and
action.
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For the EU and its member states, the “comprehensive approach” is a key part of recent external
action discourse, pointing to the mobilization of the entire range of instruments available to the EU
and its member states in crisis management to achieve a more holistic, sustainable response
addressing multiple facets of crises in a coherent manner. While the 2009 Lisbon Treaty
institutionalized this approach through changes to EU foreign and security policy structures, a joint
EU External Action Service (EEAS)/European Commission communication further detailing the
EU comprehensive approach is expected in 2013. At the same time, recent EU approaches to two
regional crises have been formulated to provide for a EU Comprehensive Approach in the Horn of
Africa and the Sahel.[5]

Many commentators already see the Sahel crisis as a crucial test of the European Union’s Common
Security and Defense Policy.[6] Less discussed but equally significant is how the situation will also
test the EU’s commitment to humanitarian principles.

Field-tested humanitarian principles of impartiality (solely needs-based aid), independence and
neutrality point to the need to clearly distinguish between humanitarian and all other forms of
political, military and state-centric development action. In conflicts and other volatile crisis
settings, whenever humanitarian aid forms or is perceived to form, part of international or national
political or military efforts, authorities or communities may revoke access to populations in need.
At the same time, people may hesitate to seek assistance considered politically compromised,
fearing retribution by one of the parties to the conflict.[7] Likewise, the security of humanitarian
staff and beneficiaries may be endangered where assistance is seen as part of a political or military
agenda and thus at risk of becoming a target in itself.

While it is too early to draw conclusions about the impact of the EU comprehensive approach,
safeguards in the Sahel case and elsewhere will be crucial to ensuring that humanitarian aid
remains distinct from security and development efforts. The European Commission Directorate
General for Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection (ECHO) decision not to require EU visibility for
implementing partners in Mali is just one example of such a safeguard.[8] Other examples include
ECHO granting a waiver on visibility requirements for humanitarian implementing partners
working in conflict areas like Somalia, Eastern DRC, Afghanistan and Chad during the EUFOR
Chad/CAR mission.[9]

Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) has long documented the serious risks for humanitarian aid
wherever political and military interventions harness humanitarian aid for foreign policy objectives
—both in individual contexts such as Afghanistan, Pakistan, the Horn of Africa, and South Sudan,
[10] as well as in the wider effort to better coordinate among humanitarian aid actors.[11] In this
sense, the push for coherence in the Sahel is not a unique phenomenon. In their multi-faceted
response in the Horn and the Sahel today, and elsewhere in the future, the EU and its member
states will face the growing challenge of reconciling the ambition of comprehensive crisis
management—or eventually even responses throughout a conflict cycle— with existing
commitments to humanitarian principles.

This article looks at existing and evolving EU policy frameworks and practices to point out inherent
tensions between the EU’s commitment to humanitarian principles and current approaches to
foreign policy at a time when the EU comprehensive approach is evolving rapidly at the levels of
policy, debate, and practice. Drawing on MSF field perspectives, the authors argue that co
existence of various EU crisis management tools in the field, in a context aimed at
policy coherence, risks EUfunded humanitarian aid becoming, or being perceived as,
a foreign policy tool—with very real consequences: lack of humanitarian access to people in
need, beneficiaries’ lack of access to assistance and biased provision of aid to different populations.
In conclusion, the article provides a number of specific recommendations in terms of EU norms,
policies and public discourse. Policy coherence and the comprehensive approach have featured
prominently in EU and global debates for over a decade and will remain on the agenda for the
foreseeable future. Today, the EU and its member states have the opportunity—and, indeed, the
responsibility—to address potential misperceptions of humanitarian aid and ensure a safe and
distinct working space for humanitarian aid and thus the effectiveness of EU humanitarian
responses to emergencies.

THE EU AND CRISIS MANAGEMENT: WHAT SPACE FOR HUMANITARIAN AID?

The 2007 EU Consensus on Humanitarian Aid[12] highlights the need to respect
humanitarian principles as key to accessing and assisting people in need. The Consensus is an



unprecedented attempt to maintain the independence of humanitarian action within the EU. The
Consensus clearly states that EU humanitarian aid is “not a crisis management tool” (15) and
distinguishes between humanitarian principles and the use of a “full range of tools” to address
crises (30).

Yet the Consensus also refers to “transitional contexts and situations of fragility” where
“humanitarian aid and development cooperation, as well as the various instruments available to
implement stability measures, will be used in a coherent and complementary fashion…in order to
use the full potential of short and long-term aid and cooperation”(30). The EU’s commitment to
humanitarian principles is already challenged by tensions within the Consensus itself; the search
for co-existence and coherence between humanitarian aid and various other actions of the EU,
including those related to development objectives, early recovery, civil protection, gender and the
responsibility to protect (R2P).

While humanitarian aid represents one form of crisis response, it cannot serve as a means of crisis
management. Despite efforts to distinguish humanitarian aid from EU crisis management tools, the
existence of various crisis responses in a policy environment aimed at coherence inevitably raises
points of tension. In the best-case scenario, wherever humanitarian aid and other crisis responses
co-exist, the EU still risks the misperception of humanitarian aid as one of many tools in crisis
response, and thus also as a potential foreign policy tool.

This being said, ECHO has implemented a number of measures aimed at distinguishing
between EU humanitarian aid and wider political and military efforts.[13] For example,
in Afghanistan, where EU member state armed forces have been present on the ground within a
NATO framework, ECHO has asked the NGOs it funds to exercise extreme caution–beyond the
standards normally and formally requested of all ECHO partners—in upholding humanitarian
principles and ensuring that they are and are perceived as neutral, impartial, and independent of
the wider Western intervention.[14] Other possible ways for the EU and its member states to
uphold the distinction between humanitarian aid and other crisis management tools could also
include making visibility optional and contingent upon potential risks for humanitarians and their
beneficiaries, as well as consistently applying established commitments such as the EU Consensus
and long-standing best practices for interaction of humanitarians and other actors in the field (e.g.
Oslo Guidelines).

At the same time, in conflict and violent settings where various EU crisis management tools co-
exist, there is the potential for EU humanitarian aid to be misperceived. Three key threats arise for
EU interventions in particular.

1) The overlap between the EU, EU member states and other interests and alliances
suggest politicized intentions even in the bestcase scenario. Misperceptions can arise
even when the EU has limited political or military involvement in a given situation, but EU Member
States are militarily or politically active individually or as part of another institution, such as NATO.

2) EU policy and actions at times link humanitarian aid and other crisis management
initiatives in ways that blatantly contradict the EU’s commitment to humanitarian
principles. The proposed EU Force (EUFOR) Libya mission is one instance where the EU risked
undermining the independence of humanitarian organizations by offering a military intervention to
“protect” them at a time when several EU member states were actively involved in the Libyan
conflict under the umbrella of NATO. This offer alone risked compromising the perceived
independence of humanitarian actors in Libya.

3) Public discourse of EU Member States, and at times of EU officials, regularly
associates humanitarian aid with other political and military measures, heightening the
risk that humanitarian aid and other co-existing crisis responses are not distinguished from one
another, and are therefore risk being perceived as part of the same EU comprehensive strategy to
face a specific crisis.

The key risks: norms & policies, public discourse and perception

To date, EU responses to complex crises have regularly included humanitarian aid as
one key component or as a stated objective of interventions such as the proposed European
Union military operation in support of humanitarian assistance operations in response to the crisis
situation in Libya (“EUFOR Libya” operation)[15] and EU Naval Force (EUNAVFOR)-Operation
Atalanta.[16] Since 2008, EUNAVFOR-Operation Atalanta aims to address piracy and its economic



and regional impact—including activities aimed at simultaneous protection of both the African
Union Mission in Somalia (Amisom), a party to the Somali conflict on the ground, and
humanitarian aid, namely World Food Programme (WFP) food shipments for displaced people
within Somalia. Humanitarian justification of politically and military strategic goals in EU public
discourse and in practice raises questions about the political uses of humanitarian aid. More
recently, in 2011, the above-mentioned proposal for EUFOR Libya provided for the UN’s Office for
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) to request that EUFOR Libya intervene on
behalf of humanitarian actors.[17] While the idea of placing the choice for collaboration in the
hands of a humanitarian actor might be construed as a positive step, the creation of this precedent
remains a double-edged sword. If a humanitarian coordination body were to be seen as
“requesting” a military intervention, this would profoundly compromise its neutrality along with
other aid actors in the same working environment.

Comprehensive approaches to the Horn of Africa and the Sahel likewise foresee
multifaceted EU interventions that include humanitarian aid alongside development aid,
political action and military measures for overall objectives of regional stabilization. The ambiguity
regarding the distinct roles of these measures is exacerbated by public discourse of the EU[18] and
its member states aligning humanitarian and other efforts, or designating overall EU interventions
as “humanitarian” per se. Key member states have taken politicized positions on EU interventions;
for example, the French minister of Defense Jean-Yves Le Drian stated in November 2012 that
“Europe will support a global response—political, humanitarian, military—to the Malian
problem.”[19] Further, the German Foreign Minister Guido Westerwelle recently articulated the
objectives of addressing Islamism, stabilizing Mali and ensuring European security at a time when
his government had just released new funding for humanitarian aid in Mali.[20]

More broadly, EU member states may make policy decisions that raise wider questions about their
various agendas and that of the EU as a whole. For example, in February 2013, the UK government
proposed using parts of its aid budget for security, demobilization and peacekeeping activities. This
proposal directly associated humanitarian and development aid with stabilization of conflict-
affected states in the interest of national security, as well as connecting UK aid, foreign policy and
defense bodies to one another, as it stated that they “work incredibly closely together.”[21]

At the same time, EU discourse makes little attempt to emphasize the distinction between
humanitarian aid and other efforts. The concomitant provision of humanitarian aid along with
development, political, military and anti-terror measures in contexts such as Horn of Africa and the
Sahel risks creating the perception that the measures are linked and share objectives.[22] In
Somalia, ECHO placed a priority on reinforcing needs-based humanitarian assistance in the most
vulnerable South-Central zone, in areas controlled by both government and opposition group
forces.[23] Yet elsewhere, the EU designates their approach to Somalia as “a comprehensive
approach including security support, development assistance and humanitarian aid.” [24]

In these two same contexts, new measures aimed at resilience, such as Supporting the Horn of
Africa’s Resilience (SHARE) in the Horn of Africa and the Global Alliance for Resilience Initiative
(AGIR) in the Sahel,[25] mix humanitarian and development approaches to “boost assistance,”
further exacerbating the risk of misperception. With the ideas of Linking Relief Rehabilitation and
Development (LRRD) and now resilience, donors and practitioners have long aspired to better link
humanitarian and development efforts, an ambition that is still being debated and developed in
practice.[26] Yet several risks persist. Specifically, the idea of “resilience”[27] may displace
humanitarian aid through longer-term and as yet unproven measures that merge development and
capacity-building with emergency preparedness and response.[28] In addition, the idea of
resilience is sometimes advanced as a means to address increased needs against the backdrop of
limited funding during the current financial crisis. This suggests a possible compromise of
humanitarian principle if resilience is not driven solely by humanitarian need, but also explicitly
influenced by political considerations around the allocation of limited resources.[29]

Certainly, continuity and complementarity between emergency and development efforts remain
desirable at field level, as MSF has argued in the Sahel.[30] Yet coherence remains a slippery slope,
with confusion of agendas re-emerging where the sum of aid efforts—humanitarian and
development together— are harnessed as part of overall political or military efforts. Bundling
humanitarian and development efforts into a joint effort, resilience strategies aim to be “mutually
supportive and consistent” in conflict settings with “the wider EU political and security approach.”
Vigilance will be necessary where the overall label of “resilience” for both humanitarian and
development efforts may camouflage the co-optation of humanitarian aid into wider political and



security efforts, in blatant contradiction of EU commitments to humanitarian principle.[31] In a
conflict setting, this bundling of diverse objectives could mean a risk of misperception with
consequences for humanitarian access or security—and in any context where humanitarian aid
intervenes, this raises the more fundamental issue of ensuring sufficient life-saving assistance in
the face of wider development, political or security objectives.

How does it play out in the field?

It is often hard to draw a direct causal link between such politicized and/or
misperceived practices and concrete impact on humanitarian action, but coherent
approaches are generally understood to represent an additional risk factor facing
humanitarians in an already volatile working environment.[32] In view of existing
commitments to humanitarian principle and fieldtested best practices for the
interaction of military and political actors with humanitarians, any additional risks
remain unacceptable in a time of widespread insecurity facing humanitarians and
their beneficiaries.

For example, during the EUFOR Chad/Central African Republic intervention in 2008,[33]
belligerent parties publicly questioned EU missions and their political motives, suggesting the same
questions could arise for humanitarian aid. Indeed, at the time, ECHO in Chad instituted a blanket
waiver for EU visibility for humanitarian organizations working in the same areas as EUFOR,
anticipating and attempting to address the danger of misperception of humanitarian aid. Drawing
on a similar logic, MSF has drawn operational consequences in response to the potential dangers of
EU coherence. This has included instituting a long-standing global organizational policy not to use
EU visibility in ECHO-funded projects in most conflict zones and not to accept EU humanitarian
funding in key contexts of prominent EU presence or involvement, including Afghanistan, Somalia
and northern Mali.

Like any donor, the EU and its member states have political objectives. Where such goals translate
into specific actions that join humanitarian aid with either military missions or political
interventions however, there is an acute risk of misperception of humanitarian aid. This risk can be
heightened in situations in which humanitarian aid is considered an unwelcome Western
intervention; in which humanitarians are perceived as assisting one belligerent—either the state or
an opposition group—over another; in which individuals, groups or populations considered
“terrorist” are excluded from aid or access negotiations. The maintenance of a distinct
humanitarian space—independent of military, political or economic interests—has been the key,
field-tested step to ensure humanitarian aid can work effectively in volatile zones worldwide.

Thus far, EU policy and practice have generally demonstrated an awareness of the importance of
distinguishing between humanitarian aid and other objectives. Despite this, a word of caution is in
order about humanitarian response in challenging contexts such as Mali. When engaging in
political or military interventions, states may take the initiative or, in certain circumstances, even
have the obligation to provide humanitarian assistance. Whatever the motives of this assistance
may be, the co-existence of various initiatives within an international intervention, including
humanitarian aid, risks the perception of mixed agendas. Preserving the needs-based nature of
humanitarian aid, and upholding its needs-based character in practice and public discourse, are the
sole keys to avoiding this unnecessary risk.

CONCLUSIONS AND A WAY AHEAD

Access to populations in conflict or contested zones remains the keystone of humanitarian aid.
Humanitarians work on a daily basis to put principles of impartiality and independence into
practice At the same time, what other political, military and aid actors say and do in our shared
environment has equally significant impact. As soon as the slightest doubts arise about aid workers’
intentions among states or armed groups, humanitarians’ access to people in need—and their
access to the assistance humanitarians provide—can be lost. Even if a causal link between the
efforts toward coherence and impact on access to humanitarian aid cannot always be demonstrated
with absolute certainty, we would argue that taking the risk of losing principle in the search for
coherence is not worth the cost. The stakes for people in need are simply too great for the EU and
its member states to take this risk knowingly.

Some realistic and pragmatic steps could be taken to protect the distinctive space for humanitarian
aid within EU action, now and in the future:



At normative level, the EU Consensus, along with the extensive body of existing best practices,
guidelines and legal frameworks around humanitarian aid (e.g. Red Cross Code of Conduct,
Oslo Guidelines) should continue to inform all present and future EU interventions and
policies, in particular as the EU comprehensive approach is defined and put into practice. While
humanitarian aid funded by the European Commission via ECHO respects the principles
enshrined in the EU Consensus on Humanitarian Aid, this is not the case for a number of EU
member states. These states should comply with the EU Consensus on humanitarian aid.
At the policy level, the EU and its member states must ensure a clear distinction between
humanitarian aid and other crisis response tools, especially where different initiatives co-exist
at the field level, in a scenario that may become more likely as the Comprehensive Approach is
expanded. The points of departure are existing policies, norms and commitments binding and
often developed by the EU and/or its member states, including the humanitarian principles and
the EU Consensus, as well as best practices and policies regularly used by ECHO to monitor
implementing partners’ implementation of humanitarian principle. In the spirit of the
Consensus, all practical measures should be taken to ensure that EU humanitarian aid will not
be seen by beneficiaries, local populations or global audiences as part of, or aligned with, EU
political, military and development action. The Horn of Africa and the Sahel are the first test
cases with regard to how the Comprehensive Approach will impact humanitarian action—and
continued vigilance will be necessary, as these will hardly be the last such test.
At the level of public discourse, EU officials and EU member states must remain vigilant about
how, even if the distinction of humanitarian aid is maintained at normative and policy level,
public discourse labelling multi-faceted EU interventions as “humanitarian”, or describing
humanitarian response as a part of a wider political and security strategy, undermines efforts at
distinction and re-opens risks of misperception about humanitarian aid responses on the
ground.

In financially troubled times and in the search for EU-wide frameworks, aspirations toward
coherence will not disappear. In the end, the challenge will be for the EU to recognize the pitfalls of
coherence and act to realize principles in practice, building on the singular precedent set by the
Consensus.
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