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August 1, 2016 

Dear Delegates, 

Welcome to Northwest Model United Nations – Seattle (NWMUN-Seattle) 2016 and the World Humanitarian 

Summit. The World Humanitarian Summit committee staff, consisting of Director Caitlin Pallai, Assistant Director 

Montana Hunter, Chair Myim Bakan Kline, and Special Adviser Katie McNall, looks forward to working with you 

at NWMUN-Seattle 2016 and this session of the World Humanitarian Summit.  

Our entire staff is excited to work with you this coming November. We appreciate the hard work, research, and 

commitment you have undertaken in preparation for this conference! We are pleased to present the final background 

guide. 

The structure for the Outcome Document to be negotiated by the World Humanitarian Summit Committee includes 

the following sections: 

I. Global leadership to prevent and end conflict 

II. Uphold the norms that safeguard humanity 

III. Leave no one behind 

IV. Change people’s lives – from delivering aid to ending need 

 

Every participating delegate is required to submit a position paper prior to attending the conference. We have laid 

out expectations regarding content, structure, and formatting on our website. Adhering to these guidelines helps 

ensure a well-prepared committee and an excellent conference experience. Position papers are also a key competent 

of the awards process. 

The deadline to submit position papers is Tuesday, 1 November 2016 at 11:59pm (Pacific Standard Time). 

Please refer to our website for details regarding the submission process. 

We wish each of you the best as you prepare for the conference and this committee. We urge you to explore beyond 

the background guide as you learn more about the Member State you will represent and the topics we will discuss. 

Please do not hesitate to direct any questions or concerns towards your Director or the Director-General. We look 

forward to meeting you at the conference and best of luck! 

Sincerely, 

Caitlin Pallai Montana Hunter Myim Bakan Kline Dominika Ziemczonek 

Director, 

World Humanitarian Summit 

whs.seattle@nwmun.org 

Assistant Director, 

World Humanitarian Summit 

whs.seattle@nwmun.org 

Chair, 

World Humanitarian Summit 

whs.seattle@nwmun.org 

Director-General 

NWMUN-Seattle 2015 

dg.seattle@nwmun.org 

  

Cover Photo by Massimo Sestini/Polaris 
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The World Humanitarian Summit at NWMUN-Seattle 2016 

The NWMUN-Seattle Secretariat strives each year to create an accurate simulation for our delegates. We have 

developed additional ways for delegates to interact within the simulation, including enabling delegates to take 

multiple forms of action on an issue, including but not limited to adopting resolutions. This section aims to provide 

additional, specific information for the World Humanitarian Summit at NWMUN-Seattle 2016.  

Briefings 

While discussing a topic, World Humanitarian Summit delegates are able to receive briefings from representatives 

of relevant member states or UN subject matter experts. The specific thematic experts available will be announced 

on the NWMUN-Seattle website, as well as the beginning of the conference. 

Mandate 

The mandate of the World Humanitarian Summit is:  

To reaffirm commitment to humanitarian principles; to initiate actions and commitments which enable countries 

and communities to prepare for and respond to crises and be more resilient to shocks; and to share best practices 

which help save lives around the world, placing affected people at the center of humanitarian action and alleviating 

suffering. 

Selected Functions & Powers 

 To promote respect for and adherence to international humanitarian law 

 To prevent the emergence of humanitarian crises resulting from conflict, natural disasters, and other 

situations 

 To improve response to humanitarian crises by increasing collaboration and cooperation between partners 

 To ensure responses to crises are centered on the needs of people and include the input and participation on 

especially vulnerable populations 

Outcome Documents 

NWMUN-Seattle 2016 is simulating the World Humanitarian Summit. The key outcome will be the Commitments 

to Action document, which includes all commitments made by Member States and other participating actors in 

addressing the goals of the Summit. 

Rules of Procedure 

The World Humanitarian Summit will use the standard NWMUN Rules of Procedure, and a special set of rules for 

the Simulation, the Rules Addendum for the WHS. Both sets of rules, of which the Addendum will take precedence 

for the WHS, will be available to all delegates during the conference, as well as prior to the conference on our 

website. 
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Committee Overview 

“The World Humanitarian Summit must be a turning point in the way we address the challenges 

facing our common humanity. The community of ‘we the peoples’ […] will only succeed if we work 

with a unified sense of purpose to end crises and suffering.” - Agenda for Humanity1 

Introduction 

According to the United Nations (UN), humanity is affected by the highest level of human suffering and 

displacement since World War II.2 In 2013, there were 51.2 million displaced persons; by 2016, that number 

surpassed 60 million.3 Between 2004 and 2015, annual inter-agency humanitarian funding appeals grew from 3.4 

billion USD to 19.44 billion USD.4 Yet, despite spending record sums on humanitarian aid – 25 billion a year USD 

– the world fails to meet the needs of people whose lives are devastated by conflict, natural disasters, and climate 

change.5 

Concerned about human welfare, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon called for a World Humanitarian Summit 

(WHS) in the Secretary-General’s Five-Year Action Agenda, published in 2012.6 In 2016, the Secretary-General 

released his report, “One Humanity: shared responsibility” (A/70/709), in which he explained that the WHS 

represents a larger call for world leaders to usher in a new era in international relations where “safeguarding 

humanity and promoting human progress drive […] decision-making and collective actions.”7 

The basic aim of “humanitarianism” is to promote human welfare and govern conduct in times of conflict and crisis 

and the term exists beyond the context of aid.8 The report “One Humanity: shared responsibility” (A/70/709)  argues 

that the current global humanitarian system operates ineffectively, from aid delivery to adherence to humanitarian 

principles and law.9 The report calls for a new approach between local, state, and global actors to help people in 

crises.10  

The first of its kind, the WHS was held in Istanbul, Turkey from 23-24 May 2016.11 The WHS is the international 

community’s opportunity to “affirm and renew [its] commitment to humanity and to the unity and cooperation 

needed to confront the challenges of [its] time effectively.”12  

History  

The legal basis for humanitarian action is grounded primarily in the Hague Conventions (1899 and 1907) and the 

Geneva Conventions (1864, 1906, 1929, and 1949).13 These treaties set out rules and principles to limit the effects of 

                                                           
1 UN General Assembly, Agenda for Humanity (A/70/709, Annex), 2016. http://undocs.org/A/70/709  
2 World Humanitarian Summit, Learn: About the World Humanitarian Summit, 2016. https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/learn 
3 Chandran, It’s Broke, So Fix It: Humanitarian Response in Crisis, 9 March 2015. http://cpr.unu.edu/its-broke-so-fix-it-humanitarian-

response-in-crisis.html; 

World Humanitarian Summit, World Humanitarian Summit: At a Glance, 2016, p. 1. 

https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/sites/default/files/keydocuments/WHS-AtaGlance.pdf 
4 International Council of Voluntary Agencies, Changing People’s Lives: From Delivering Aid to Ending Need: NGO 

brief for the High Level Leaders’ Round Table, 2016, p. 1. 

https://icvanetwork.org/system/files/versions/NGO%20HLRT%20Brief%20-%20Ending%20Need_0.pdf 
5 Jones, Britain must stand up to defend humanitarian law, says MPs, 9 May 2016. http://www.theguardian.com/global-

development/2016/may/10/britain-defend-international-humanitarian-law-saudi-arabia-yemen 
6 United Nations, The Secretary-General's Five-Year Action Agenda, 2012. http://www.un.org/sg/priorities/sg_agenda_2012.pdf  
7 UN General Assembly, One Humanity: shared responsibility: Report of the Secretary-General for the World Humanitarian Summit 

(A/70/709), 2016, p. 3. http://undocs.org/A/70/709 

World Humanitarian Summit, One Humanity: Shard Responsibility, https://consultations.worldhumanitariansummit.org/whs_sgreport 
8 Oxford Dictionaries, Definition of humanitarian. http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/us/definition/american_english/humanitarian; 

ReliefWeb, Glossary of Humanitarian Terms, August 2008, p. 31. http://www.who.int/hac/about/reliefweb-aug2008.pdf  
9 UN General Assembly, One Humanity: shared responsibility: Report of the Secretary-General for the World Humanitarian Summit 

(A/70/709), 2016. http://undocs.org/A/70/709 
10 Ibid. 
11 World Humanitarian Summit, Learn: About the World Humanitarian Summit, 2016. https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/learn  
12 UN General Assembly, One Humanity: shared responsibility: Report of the Secretary-General for the World Humanitarian Summit 

(A/70/709), 2016, p. 3. http://undocs.org/A/70/709 
13 International Justice Resource Center, International Humanitarian Law. http://www.ijrcenter.org/international-humanitarian-law/ 

https://consultations2.worldhumanitariansummit.org/bitcache/5a7c81df22c7e91c35d456a1574aa6881bb044e4?vid=569102&disposition=inline&op=view
https://consultations2.worldhumanitariansummit.org/bitcache/5a7c81df22c7e91c35d456a1574aa6881bb044e4?vid=569102&disposition=inline&op=view
https://www.icrc.org/en/war-and-law/treaties-customary-law/geneva-conventions
http://undocs.org/A/70/709
https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/learn
http://cpr.unu.edu/its-broke-so-fix-it-humanitarian-response-in-crisis.html
http://cpr.unu.edu/its-broke-so-fix-it-humanitarian-response-in-crisis.html
https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/sites/default/files/keydocuments/WHS-AtaGlance.pdf
https://icvanetwork.org/system/files/versions/NGO%20HLRT%20Brief%20-%20Ending%20Need_0.pdf
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/may/10/britain-defend-international-humanitarian-law-saudi-arabia-yemen
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/may/10/britain-defend-international-humanitarian-law-saudi-arabia-yemen
http://www.un.org/sg/priorities/sg_agenda_2012.pdf
http://undocs.org/A/70/709
https://consultations.worldhumanitariansummit.org/whs_sgreport
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/us/definition/american_english/humanitarian
http://www.who.int/hac/about/reliefweb-aug2008.pdf
http://undocs.org/A/70/709
https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/learn
http://undocs.org/A/70/709
http://www.ijrcenter.org/international-humanitarian-law/
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armed conflict.14 This framework is known as the jus in bello, or the conduct of war, which is also enshrined in the 

Charter of the United Nations (1945).15 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) (UDHR) represented a milestone in the history of human rights, 

establishing fundamental human rights to be universally protected.16 The UDHR, the International Covenant on 

Civil and Political Rights (1966) (ICCPR), its two Optional Protocols (1966), and the International Covenant on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966) (ICESCR), form the International Bill of Human Rights and represent 

a secondary source of guidance on humanitarian action.17 

Through General Assembly (GA) resolution 46/182, “Strengthening the Coordination of the Humanitarian 

Emergency Assistance of the UN” (1991), the UN reaffirmed the humanitarian principles promoted by the 

International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, the foremost civil society authority on international 

humanitarian law (IHL), and laid out its own 12 guiding principles for humanitarian assistance. 18 These 12 

principles informed the establishment of mechanisms like the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) that are 

important elements of the current humanitarian system.19  

In 2000, the Millennium Summit created the Millennium Declaration and the eight Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs), which became the blueprint for international aid on a global scale.20 These goals provided necessary 

momentum toward the post-2015 development agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).21 From 25-

27 September 2015, the UN Summit to Adopt the Post-2015 Development Agenda (Post-2015 Summit) adopted the 

SDGs and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.22 Grounded in international humanitarian law and human 

rights law, the agenda and goals represent another international framework to realize rights for all people.23 

The Five-Year Action Agenda released in 2012 initiated a three-year consultation process that involved 

governments from affected Member States, donors, and interested governments; UN agencies and civil society 

organizations; affected people and their local and community organizations; militaries; the private sector, charities, 

and foundations; and think tanks and academics totaling more than 23,000 people in 153 Member States.24  

Structure and Organization  

The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) organized the WHS.25 The Summit included 

over 5,000 participants from Heads of State and Government, the private sector, civil society, academia, youth, non-

governmental organizations (NGOs), and local and community leaders, among others.26 The Summit included an 

                                                           
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
16 UN General Assembly, Declaration of Human Rights, 1948. http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/ 
17 UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, International Human Rights Law. 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/InternationalLaw.aspx  
18 UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, What is General Assembly resolution 46/182?, p. 1, 2012. 

https://docs.unocha.org/sites/dms/documents/120402_oom-46182_eng.pdf  
19 Ibid. 
20 UN General Assembly, Millennium Declaration: Millennium Summit of the United Nations, 2000. 

http://www.un.org/en/development/devagenda/millennium.shtml 
21 UN General Assembly, The road to dignity by 2030: ending poverty, transforming all lives and protecting the planet, 2014: Synthesis 

Report of the Secretary-General on the post-2015 sustainable development agenda (A/69/700), 2014. 

http://undocs.org/A/69/700 
22 UN Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform, United Nations Sustainable Development Summit 2015, 2015. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/summit 
23 UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights Human Rights and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 2015. 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/MDG/Pages/The2030Agenda.aspx 
24 European Commission Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection, World Humanitarian Summits (WHS), 2016, p. 1. 

http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/aid/countries/factsheets/thematic/whs_en.pdf; 

Jones, Everything you need to know about the world humanitarian summit, 19 May 2016, http://www.theguardian.com/global-

development/2016/may/19/world-humanitarian-summit-istanbul-everything-you-need-to-know 
25 World Humanitarian Summit, Learn: About the World Humanitarian Summit, 2016, https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/learn; 

Sustainable Development Policy & Practice, World Humanitarian Summit Launches Commitments to Take Action, 24 May 2016. 

http://sd.iisd.org/news/world-humanitarian-summit-launches-commitments-to-take-action/ 
26 World Humanitarian Summit, Learn: About the World Humanitarian Summit, 2016, https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/learn 

http://www.un.org/en/charter-united-nations/
http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/
http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CESCR.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CESCR.aspx
http://undocs.org/A/RES/46/182
http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/InternationalLaw.aspx
https://docs.unocha.org/sites/dms/documents/120402_oom-46182_eng.pdf
http://www.un.org/en/development/devagenda/millennium.shtml
http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/69/700&Lang=E
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/summit
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/MDG/Pages/The2030Agenda.aspx
http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/aid/countries/factsheets/thematic/whs_en.pdf
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/may/19/world-humanitarian-summit-istanbul-everything-you-need-to-know
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/may/19/world-humanitarian-summit-istanbul-everything-you-need-to-know
https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/learn
http://sd.iisd.org/news/world-humanitarian-summit-launches-commitments-to-take-action/
https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/learn
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opening ceremony and plenary, announcement plenary, high-level leaders’ roundtables, special sessions, side events, 

an exhibition fair and innovation marketplace, and a commitments platform.27  

Goals and Purpose 

At its simplest, the Summit’s purpose is to serve as a platform for world leaders and global stakeholders to “take 

action to prevent and reduce human suffering.”28 Summit participants will achieve this by setting actionable 

commitments in a forward-looking agenda for humanitarian action that assists people in need by reshaping the 

current humanitarian system into one that is more inclusive and committed to humanitarian principles.29 

The Summit’s three main goals are to: reinvigorate the international community’s commitment to established 

humanitarian principles; initiate concrete commitments that will enable Member States to better prepare for and 

respond to crises; and share best practices to better serve those in need.30 Member States, various UN entities, and 

humanitarian organizations, as well as various stakeholders, will deliver on the “Agenda for Humanity” and the 

Summit’s goals by drafting the Summit’s resulting documents.31 While the Summit will produce commitments, it 

represents a forum for discussion and is not directly responsible for the implementation of the commitments.32 

Agenda 

The substantive agenda of the WHS focuses on five issues referred to as “core responsibilities” identified in the 

“Agenda for Humanity.”33 The core responsibilities are:  

1. Prevent and End Conflict 
2. Respect Rules of War 
3. Leave No One Behind 
4. Working Differently to End Need 
5. Invest in Humanity.34  

The “Agenda for Humanity” lays out the key actions needed to deliver on the “Five Core Responsibilities” and 

represents the framework for action beyond the Summit. 35  

The WHS at NWMUN-Seattle 2016 will simulate the discussion surrounding the first four of the core 

responsibilities.  

Regional Consultations and Preparations 

Regional and global consultations were held in preparation for the Summit, including eight regional consultations 

covering four thematic areas, and an online consultation process for individuals to address any and all themes.36 The 

                                                           
27 World Humanitarian Summit, About the Summit. https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/summit 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 
30 World Humanitarian Summit, Learn: About the World Humanitarian Summit, 2016. https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/learn 
31 Ibid. 
32 World Humanitarian Summit, Frequently Asked Questions. https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/sites/default/files/Master-

FAQ.pdf  
33 UN General Assembly, Agenda for Humanity (A/70/709, Annex), 2016. http://undocs.org/A/70/709 
34 World Humanitarian Summit, World Humanitarian Summit: At a Glance, 2016, p. 2. 

https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/sites/default/files/keydocuments/WHS-AtaGlance.pdf 
35 World Humanitarian Summit, World Humanitarian Summit: At a Glance, 2016, p. 2. 

https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/sites/default/files/keydocuments/WHS-AtaGlance.pdf; 

UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, Under-Secretary General and Emergency Relief Coordinator Stephen Obrien 

Closing Remarks at the launch of the Secretary-General’s Report for the World Humanitarian Summit, 9 February 2016. 

https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/sites/default/files/media/USG%20OBrien%20Closing%20remarks%20SG%20W

HS%20report%20launch%20[9%20Feb%202016].pdf 
36 European Commission Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection, World Humanitarian Summits (WHS), 2016, p. 2. 

http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/aid/countries/factsheets/thematic/whs_en.pdf; 

World Humanitarian Summit, World Humanitarian Summit – Consultation Scheme. 

https://consultations.worldhumanitariansummit.org/bitcache/ed9fd6be63fce210958e30e8c362f950953544a4?vid=485032&dis

position=inline&op=view 

https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/summit
https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/learn
https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/sites/default/files/Master-FAQ.pdf
https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/sites/default/files/Master-FAQ.pdf
https://consultations2.worldhumanitariansummit.org/bitcache/5a7c81df22c7e91c35d456a1574aa6881bb044e4?vid=569102&disposition=inline&op=view
https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/sites/default/files/keydocuments/WHS-AtaGlance.pdf
https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/sites/default/files/keydocuments/WHS-AtaGlance.pdf
https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/sites/default/files/media/USG%20OBrien%20Closing%20remarks%20SG%20WHS%20report%20launch%20%5b9%20Feb%202016%5d.pdf
https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/sites/default/files/media/USG%20OBrien%20Closing%20remarks%20SG%20WHS%20report%20launch%20%5b9%20Feb%202016%5d.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/aid/countries/factsheets/thematic/whs_en.pdf
https://consultations.worldhumanitariansummit.org/bitcache/ed9fd6be63fce210958e30e8c362f950953544a4?vid=485032&disposition=inline&op=view
https://consultations.worldhumanitariansummit.org/bitcache/ed9fd6be63fce210958e30e8c362f950953544a4?vid=485032&disposition=inline&op=view
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four themes addressed throughout the consultation process were: humanitarian effectiveness, reducing vulnerability 

and managing risk, transformation through innovation, and serving the needs of people in conflict.37  

The entire consultation process resulted in an executive summary released in September 2015, followed by the 

synthesis report, “Restoring Humanity: Synthesis of the Consultation Process for the World Humanitarian 

Summit.”38 The report covered the five action areas deemed important by the consultation process for the future of 

humanitarian action – dignity, safety, resilience, partnerships, and finance – and their corresponding proposals.39 

The Global Consultation for the WHS held in Geneva, Switzerland from 14-16 October 2015 reviewed and 

discussed these proposals.40  

In addition to the synthesis report, the Secretary-General’s High-level Panel on Humanitarian Financing released a 

report in January 2016, “Too important to fail – addressing the humanitarian financing gap.”41 The report proposed a 

“Grand Bargain” to major donors and humanitarian organizations to make their spending more efficient, transparent, 

and effective to better address escalating humanitarian needs coupled with the widening financing gap.42 Drawing 

from the entire consultation process, the Secretary-General’s 2016 report “One Humanity: shared responsibility” 

(A/70/709) and its annex outlined the key actions and strategic shifts needed to deliver on the “Five Core 

Responsibilities.”43  

Outcome of the Summit 

The outcome of the Summit includes several documents: (1) a summary document released by the Chair, entitled 

Chair's Summary of the World Humanitarian Summit, Standing Up for Humanity: Committing to Action, (2) an action 

plan and associated online platform that tracks non-binding and voluntary commitments made for each core area; 

and (3) a report of the Secretary-General to be presented during the next session of the General Assembly.44   

Following the Summit, Member States and other stakeholders who made commitments will have some obligation to 

report on their implementation, though the process for tracking the progress on implementation is still being 

developed.45 It is anticipated that the online platform containing all voluntary and non-binding commitments will 

remain a hub for tracking implementation of commitments moving forward.46 The report of the Secretary-General 

will summarize not only the Summit’s outcomes, but propose how to take the “Agenda for Humanity” and Summit 

commitments forward and how to assess progress over time.47  

The WHS at NWMUN-Seattle 2016 will simulate the drafting of Standing Up for Humanity: Committing to Action.  

Response to the Summit 

                                                           
37 Ibid. 
38 World Humanitarian Summit, Restoring Humanity: Synthesis of the Consultation Process for the World Humanitarian Summit, 2015. 

https://consultations2.worldhumanitariansummit.org/file/509623/view/555986 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Lattimer, Will a ‘grand bargain’ solve the humanitarian funding crisis?, 18 January 2016. http://www.theguardian.com/global-

development-professionals-network/2016/jan/18/will-a-grand-bargain-solve-the-humanitarian-funding-crisis 
42 Ibid.; 

UN General Assembly, One Humanity: shared responsibility: Report of the Secretary-General for the World Humanitarian Summit 

(A/70/709), 2016. http://undocs.org/A/70/709 
43 Ibid. 
44 World Humanitarian Summit, Learn: About the World Humanitarian Summit, 2016. https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/learn; 

World Humanitarian Summit, Standing Up for Humanity: Committing to Action, Chair's Summary, 2016. 

https://consultations2.worldhumanitariansummit.org/bitcache/5171492e71696bcf9d4c571c93dfc6dcd7f361ee?vid=581078&di

sposition=inline&op=view;  

Inter-Agency Standing Committee, IASC and the World Humanitarian Summit. https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-and-

world-humanitarian-summit;  

UN News Centre, First-ever World Humanitarian Summit must usher in new era of global solidarity – UN chief, 4 April 2016. 

http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=53608#.V0eqEuRTJBU  
45 Ibid. 
46 UN News Centre, First-ever World Humanitarian Summit must usher in new era of global solidarity – UN chief, 4 April 2016. 

http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=53608#.V0eqEuRTJBU; 

World Humanitarian Summit, About the World Humanitarian Summit. https://consultations.worldhumanitariansummit.org/whs_about 
47 Ibid. 

https://consultations2.worldhumanitariansummit.org/bitcache/5a7c81df22c7e91c35d456a1574aa6881bb044e4?vid=569102&disposition=inline&op=view
https://consultations2.worldhumanitariansummit.org/file/509623/view/555986
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2016/jan/18/will-a-grand-bargain-solve-the-humanitarian-funding-crisis
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2016/jan/18/will-a-grand-bargain-solve-the-humanitarian-funding-crisis
http://undocs.org/A/70/709
https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/learn
https://consultations2.worldhumanitariansummit.org/bitcache/5171492e71696bcf9d4c571c93dfc6dcd7f361ee?vid=581078&disposition=inline&op=view
https://consultations2.worldhumanitariansummit.org/bitcache/5171492e71696bcf9d4c571c93dfc6dcd7f361ee?vid=581078&disposition=inline&op=view
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-and-world-humanitarian-summit
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-and-world-humanitarian-summit
http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=53608#.V0eqEuRTJBU
http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=53608#.V0eqEuRTJBU
https://consultations.worldhumanitariansummit.org/whs_about
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After the Summit’s conclusion on 24 May 2016, reactions to the international forum and its results ranged from 

positive affirmations to expressions of concern.48 Over 1,500 commitments emerged from the two-day Summit.49 

One of the most concrete commitments was the world’s top 30 donors and aid agencies signing onto the “Grand 

Bargain” that, among other measures, commits to a target of 25% of humanitarian funding going directly to local 

NGOs by 2020.50 NGOs praised the “Grand Bargain” while also recognizing that it is not a panacea for all the 

humanitarian system’s issues, but the first step in an ongoing process.51 While additional progress was made, 

including recognizing education as a humanitarian priority, there were areas with mixed results.52 For example, 

Member States agreed to “pursue a new approach” to address the needs of refugees and internally displaced persons 

without offering anything more concrete in the official summary of the Summit.53 In addition, the absence of some 

high-profile global leaders, including all but one of the G7 leaders, hampered progress on discussions of 

international humanitarian law (IHL).54 In the months leading up to the 71st session of the General Assembly in 

September 2016, the Secretary-General will review the commitments with the Summit’s participants before 

presenting strategies and taking those commitments forward in a report to the General Assembly.55 

Conclusion  

The WHS represents the next step in a process lasting over 20 years and including both discussion and action on the 

topic of improving the international humanitarian system.56 From the historical framework to the extensive 

consultation process, it is important to understand how the preceding work is crucial to the work that will be 

achieved at the Summit. The success of the Summit will require a determined effort by the international community 

to acknowledge what has failed and to agree on actionable steps to transcend the inefficiencies of structures used for 

decades. The strength of the Summit and its outcomes will reflect the international community’s commitment to 

revitalizing the humanitarian system and accept shared responsibilities for humanity. 
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I. Global Leadership to Prevent and End Conflicts 

“When human lives are endangered, when human dignity is in jeopardy, national borders and 

sensitivities become irrelevant. Wherever men or women are persecuted because of their race, 

religion, or political views, that place must – at that moment – become the center of the universe.” 

– Elie Wiesel57 

Introduction 

The world currently faces 40 active armed conflicts, which have collectively resulted in 167,000 fatalities and over 

12 million refugees.58 Rising rates of violent conflict are affecting millions of civilians around the world.59 Despite 

efforts by the international community to end conflicts, peace and stability remain elusive.60 In the four years since 

United Nations (UN) Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon first announced the World Humanitarian Summit (WHS), 

violent conflict has increased throughout parts of the Middle East, Europe, and Africa, amid growing concerns of 

international terrorism.61 Close to two-thirds of UN peacekeepers and nearly 90% of the personnel in UN special 

political missions are working in regions afflicted by high-intensity conflict.62 Major civil wars alone have increased 

from four in 2007 to 11 in 2014, and many of these conflicts are far from peaceful resolution.63 Concurrently the 

cost of global conflicts on the world economy by 2014 was estimated at 14.3 trillion USD – 13.4% of the entire 

global economy.64 The number of refugees from violent conflicts is reaching levels not seen since World War II, and 

the effects of climate change pose additional challenges for conflicted-affected regions.65 Due to global inaction in 

confronting this rise in violence, the WHS provides an opportunity to address and improve the way the international 

system addresses conflicts.66 

Current systems to address conflict are largely focused on responding to emerging and existing crises rather than on 

prevention.67 Improving preventative systems will be the first responsibility of Member States, non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs), and intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) attending the WHS.68 Mitigating contemporary 

conflicts will be difficult, with challenging issues such as the involvement of numerous non-state actors, a lack of 

political cohesion, protracted conflicts, and a lack of timely and accurate information.69 As indicated in high-level 

review processes of the UN Security Council (SC) and the General Assembly (GA), the solution to these challenges 

lies in increased cohesive global leadership used to develop political solutions with an emphasis on reprioritizing 

conflict prevention.70 

International Framework 

                                                           
57 Speech by Elie Weisel, Nobel Peace Prize Laureate at the 1986 Nobel Prize Ceremony on 10 December 1986 in Oslo. 1986. 
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59 Einsiedel et al, Major Recent Trends in Violent Conflict, 2014. http://cpr.unu.edu/examining-major-recent-trends-in-violent-

conflict.html 
60 UN General Assembly, One Humanity, shared responsibility: Report of the Secretary-General for the World Humanitarian Summit 

(A/70/709), 2016, p. 2. http://undocs.org/A/70/709 
61 Ibid. 
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One of the first attempts to prevent and end armed conflict was the 1644 Treaty of Westphalia.71 A direct response to 

the aftermath of the Thirty Years War in Europe, the treaty established the precedent of using treaties as a means of 

limiting violence based on the existence of sovereign states.72 The Hague Conventions of 1899 and 1907 built on the 

Treaty of Westphalia as the first multilateral treaties created to combat the destructive effects of warfare.73 The 

Hague Conventions developed laws and limitations on issues such as opening hostilities, disarmament, and the 

treatment of prisoners of war, among many other topics.74 The first four Geneva Conventions (1864, 1906, 1929, 

and 1949) were signed between 1947 and 1949 as a response to the abuses committed during World War II.75 The 

first three Geneva Conventions (1864, 1906, and 1929) focus on the rights of prisoners and combatants.76 The fourth 

Geneva Conventions (1949) is one of the first international treaties relating to the protection of civilians in conflict 

regions, including occupied territories.77 The fourth convention protects civilians by stipulating that they must be 

treated humanely at all times, be actively protected from acts of violence, and must not be discriminated against due 

to race, religion, or politics.78 Since the establishment of the UN in 1945, the UN, and the SC in particular, have 

adopted several important resolutions on the topic of maintaining international peace and security based on their 

mandate provided by the Charter of the United Nations (1945).79 These resolutions have focused on issues such as 

peacekeeping, the role of women in peace and security, and conflict prevention.80 

Role of the Summit and the International System 

Many international systems are already established to prevent and mitigate conflict, such as the SC; however; due to 

competing priorities, Member States in these systems are often reluctant to cooperate on key issues.81 Bodies such as 

the UN Human Rights Council also contribute significantly to the development of international instruments and 

mechanisms related to the treatment of persons in conflict.82 Regional organizations such as the African Union and 

the European Union also provide cohesive political leadership, but Member States serve as the driving force behind 

both the creation of international conflict and therefore also its prevention.83 NGOs are also playing an increasingly 

significant role in conflict prevention and peacebuilding, such as International Crisis Center and Search for Common 

Ground.84 Little pre-summit work was achieved on this challenging topic, though there was a consensus that rising 

rates of violence are a serious issue, and that increased international cooperation was needed to tackle this topic.85 

Key Issues 

Demonstrate timely, coherent, and decisive political leadership 
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As evidenced by the rising rates of violence and conflict, current international responses to conflict are inadequate, 

necessitating a reexamination of existing political solutions and an increase in international cohesion and 

cooperation.86 Many attempts to develop sustainable peace processes or end conflicts in Africa and the Middle East 

in particular have been constrained by the inability of key actors to act as a cohesive whole in a timely manner.87 

These factors are further complicated by the proliferation of non-state actors in current conflicts.88 A third of the 

civil wars occurring today involve non-state actors.89 As non-state armed groups can be difficult to engage in 

negotiation processes and are more likely to resist peace processes once instigated, the participation of these groups 

may prolong conflicts and often further polarize an already divided international community.90 

Many NGOs such as International Crisis Center, International Alert, and the Global Partnership for the Prevention 

of Armed Conflict offer a long-term community-level presence in conflict regions.91 More importantly, these NGOs 

have begun to include conflict resolution as part of their broader relief work.92 There is a lack of cohesive leadership 

bringing together competing interest groups in the current divisive political climate.93 Previous conflicts have 

demonstrated that international cooperation and consensus provide the difference between the success and failure of 

peace processes.94 The report “One Humanity: shared responsibility” (A/70/709)  encourages leaders to consider the 

world as a whole in order to address the causes of today’s crises, which include corruption, injustice, and long-

standing social and economic inequalities, among many other factors.95  

Act Early 

Member States struggle to act swiftly when responding to deteriorating situations due to the lack of available 

information, lengthy political processes, and the difficulties of coordinating large-scale international action.96 Acting 

swiftly against violence requires the capacity to analyze regions affected by conflict and monitor deteriorating 

situations.97 Lack of timely information from conflict regions further delays the international community when 

responding to crises situations. 98 Even with adequate information, structural delays can hamper efforts to respond 

quickly to prevent conflicts from worsening.99 For example, after the authorization of a new UN peacekeeping 

mission, it takes on average six to twelve months to dispatch a mission, by which time the situation on the ground 

can change drastically, including potentially seriously deteriorating.100  

Timely information and swift response are ineffective without political will. 101 Member States have failed to act in 

cases where grave atrocities were being committed, even with ample documentation and evidence.102 The primary 

challenge today is not only the ability of the international community to prevent conflicts, nor is there often a lack of 

warning indicators for the onset of a potential conflict; the most significant obstacle lies with engaging states to act 

when serious human rights abuses or conflicts occur.103 The international community must be willing to act swiftly 
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and decisively. National leaders of Member States in crises will also benefit from accepting international support 

before a situation deteriorates beyond control.104 As demonstrated by the too often uncoordinated attempts to halt 

many conflicts in Europe, the Middle East, and Africa, unity in action is an essential factor in swiftly engaging in 

lasting peace processes.105  

Remain engaged and invest in stability 

In addition to responding to emerging conflicts, peacebuilding is a critical aspect in preventing future conflicts and 

limiting the chances of resolved conflicts relapsing.106 Peacebuilding operations are long-term commitments often 

conducted over 10-30 year periods.107 While this sort of investment may appear steep at first due to the political and 

financial resources necessary for these operations, the potential consequences of failure, including relapse into 

further violence, makes extending the timeframe for stability operations essential.108  

Currently, there are 40 active armed conflicts around the world, and while conflicts such as the situation in Syria 

draw significant levels of international attention, less well-known conflicts including those in Mali, Angola, and 

Ethiopia need to be addressed as well.109 It is important for the international community to develop the capacity to 

address multiple conflicts at the same time without sacrificing the quality or integrity of any operation.110 This will 

require a significant increase in personnel in foreign and development ministries of key Member States, regional 

organizations, and the UN, as well as increased cooperation with relevant NGOs to bolster their own capabilities.111  

Develop solutions with and for people 

In the increasingly divisive political climate, successful conflict prevention and resolution rests on the engagement 

of numerous groups in preventing and resolving conflicts.112 Youth, women, local governance, faith leaders, and the 

private sector are all influential social groups who can make significant impacts on peace processes and help to 

ensure their long-term success.113 Significantly, many of these groups are often excluded from peacebuilding 

processes due to a combination of factors, including societal biases and lack of political power. 

Many studies have found that integrating civil society and local political governance in conflict prevention and 

resolution processes significantly improves the outcome of peacebuilding operations.114 For example, increasing the 

participation of women and women’s groups have increased the effectiveness of humanitarian assistance and the 

probability that peace agreements will last for at least two years by 20%.115 Women have been systematically 

excluded from peace processes, particularly peace negotiations; between 1992 and 2011, fewer than 10% of 

negotiators at peace tables were women.116 Progress has been made, as now half of all peace treaties signed in 2014 

included references to women, peace and security, but more work remains to be accomplished on this issue.117 
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Engaging with local groups and civil society both benefits the local population and serves to build more peaceful 

and inclusive societies.118  

Recent Developments  

A significant amount of discussion on the topic of ending and preventing conflicts has occurred following the WHS. 

Some described it as “an overdue wake-up call to governments worldwide,” while others decried the summit as “a 

major disappointment to humanitarians that recognize the immense failures of the present system.”119 During the 

summit, humanitarian proposals were widely discussed by participants, but few of the top proposals presented 

addressed issues of conflict prevention or resolution.120 While attention was given to the use of political leadership 

to end and prevent conflicts, concerns were expressed by attendees and commentators that Member States will not 

implement the commitments set by the WHS.121 Most of the actors present affirmed that conflict prevention and 

political coherent political leadership were important issues, but aside from a commitment to hire more individuals 

to work on conflict resolution, the proposals on this topic were vague and put little pressure on Member States to 

take specific measures.122 While simulating the WHS, delegates should keep in mind the importance of developing 

concrete, specific measures rather than ambiguous commitments that may be difficult to implement or measure.123  

Conclusion 

Following the relative stability after the end of the Cold War, a new era of complex multi -dimensional conflict has 

emerged, requiring the cooperation of the entire international community.124 More than ever, civilians are negatively 

affected by conflicts through displacement and injury, and war-related deaths are on the rise.125 There are significant 

challenges facing the international community in preventing and resolving conflicts around the world, but it is not an 

impossible task. Greater cohesion between Member States, more engaged political leadership, improved intelligence 

sharing and gathering, swift unified action, and a commitment to early and sustained intervention are important 

components in mitigating the impact and incidence of violence.126 As discussed in “One Humanity: shared 

responsibility” (A/70/709) the international community has the resources to help those affected by violence around 

the world, but the international community needs must put these individuals and the broader pursuit of peace and 

security first in order to confront the scourge of war.127  

 How can Member States and non-governmental organizations be motivated to work towards improving 

early warning capabilities and intelligence sharing? 

 How can the international community engage with Member States affected by violence for the purpose of 

conflict prevention using societal inclusion as a tool?  

 Are new international frameworks or agreements required to improve the international community’s ability 

to resolve conflicts? If not, what can be done to improve existing frameworks? 

 How can the WHS outcome encourage Member States to put aside their national agendas to better address 

the recent rise in the rate of conflicts? 
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 How can the WHS support the development of concrete proposals for preventing and ending conflicts? 
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II. Uphold the norms that safeguard humanity 

“At the heart of all international humanitarian law (IHL) lies the protection of civilians, of 

detainees, of the wounded and sick, and of others not participating in hostilities. It is this shared 

humanity that gives IHL its relevance, its legitimacy, and its universal sense.”  

– Peter Maurer, President of the International Committee of the Red Cross128 

Introduction 

The international community has come to realize that war must be analyzed in terms of the harm it inflicts on 

civilian and other vulnerable populations, including the indiscriminate killing and injuring of civilians; human 

trafficking, especially in women and girls; the use of sexual violence as a tool of war; the lack of respect for the 

neutrality of humanitarian aid organizations; and the forced conscription of children into armed forces.129 The 

conduct of war must be limited because of its consequences for non-combatants. While international humanitarian 

law (IHL) provides a basis to conduct and limit the effects of war, implementing and upholding IHL continues to be 

a challenge. 

IHL is based on an international consensus that normative and legal frameworks can mitigate some of the atrocities 

of war.130 Codification of norms in international, supranational, and sometimes domestic law can improve 

international adherence to and understandings of important humanitarian principles.131 When norms are entrenched 

in international law, this creates a universal expectation that the acts they proscribe are unacceptable for Member 

States to commit.132 The development of an international framework of IHL reflects these principles and 

understandings. However, the adherence to and implementation of IHL has recently come under greater scrutiny, as 

civilian casualty rates have continued to rise over the last few decades .133 The United Nations (UN) Assistance 

Mission in Afghanistan, for example, reported 2015 as the worst year on record for civilian casualties; 11,002 

civilians were either killed or injured (compared to 16,000 Afghan police and military casualties that same year).134 

In some cases, these casualties may be attributed to the direct targeting of civilians.135 A further challenge to the 

effectiveness of IHL is that it lacks inclusion of non-state actors (NSAs).136 The formative agreements of IHL do not 

allow for NSAs to become parties, and therefore they are not directly subject to these agreements.137 The extent to 

which these groups are subject to (and willing to abide by) customary international law is indeterminate, adding 

further complexity to the evolution of IHL.138 

International Framework 

Together with the Hague Conventions of 1899 and 1907, IHL is founded upon the four Geneva Conventions (1949) 

and the Additional Protocols I and II of 1977 (API and APII).139 The first Geneva Convention (1949) concerns the 

treatment of wounded and sick soldiers on the battlefield; the second, wounded, sick, and shipwrecked armed forces 

members at sea; the third, prisoners of war; and the fourth, civilian persons, who are also addressed to various 
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degrees in the former three conventions.140 Two additional protocols, meant to supplement the original conventions, 

added protections for the victims of international armed conflict and victims of non-international armed conflicts, 

respectively.141  

Beyond the Hague Conventions (1899 / 1907) and Geneva Conventions (1949), IHL includes various elements of 

international customary law.142 International custom is defined “as evidence of a general practice accepted by 

law.”143 There are two main components of international custom: opinio juris (“an opinion of law”) and peremptory 

norms, also known as jus cogens (“compelling law”).144 Opinio juris concerns a Member State’s obligation to abide 

by international customs, defined as norms accepted as law by Member States.145 Peremptory norms are those with 

universal or near-universal adherence by Member States and, once defined as such, permit no derogation by 

Member States.146 Jus cogens are essentially the foundational norms of international law.147 These include elements 

such as the prohibition of genocide or racial non-discrimination, but there is little additional consensus on what is 

encompassed.148 A more recent source of customary international law includes the rulings of international judicial 

bodies, particularly those of international criminal tribunals, even if the case was originally limited in terms of states 

affected.149 

Role of Summit and the International System  

The primary purpose of the World Humanitarian Summit (WHS) is to uphold norms that safeguard humanity; to 

promote universality and other measures that guarantee international adherence to both codified and customary 

principles of IHL.150 The Summit provides an opportunity for the international community to devote more attention 

and resources to current challenges in humanitarian action, including humanitarian access; recognizing and 

identifying humanitarian violations; compliance and accountability; and the strength of norms in constraining 

action.151 It is important that Member States, in concert with non-governmental organizations (NGOs), civil society 

organizations (CSOs), and intergovernmental organizations (IGOs), develop substantiated solutions relevant to these 

areas to better facilitate commitments and response.152 Resultant actions may include single or multi-state measures 

to uphold particular aspects of IHL, commitments to support and recognize the work of NGOs as it pertains to 

humanitarian crises, and efforts to promote subsidiarity in humanitarian efforts.153 As with any process of 
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international normative and legal development, the practice of upholding the norms that safeguard humanity is 

ongoing and necessarily extends well beyond the time constraints of the Summit.154 Because IHL’s foundations lie 

in international treaties, the most recent of which have been facilitated within the UN framework, the meaningful 

participation of Member States in humanitarian processes is essential.155  

Key Issues  

Respect and protect civilians and civilian objects in the conduct of hostilities 

On 28 April 2016, a jet-launched missile targeted and destroyed a 34-bed hospital in Aleppo, Syria, killing at least 

27 civilians.156 This attack flagrantly violated provisions of both the first and fourth Geneva Convention (1949), 

which prohibit the bombing of hospitals and neutral zones.157 Hostilities that target civilians or see civilian casualties 

as acceptable or “collateral” damage are on the rise.158 Perpetrators of these hostile acts sometimes attempt to justify 

them by asserting that military operations are being conducted at the location, though such supposed justifications 

do not absolve legal responsibility.159 The fluidity of contemporary military strategy and the inconsistent geography 

of modern battlefields exacerbate this trend.160 These new realities of conflict may promote warfare that contradicts 

the legal and binding principles governing conduct in war, thereby risking and violating essential human rights.161 

Obligations on the international community to rectify this issue are two-fold: actors must first strengthen efforts to 

identify and not aggress upon civilian targets, and second, efforts must be made to differentiate civilian targets from 

their military counterparts.162 If a civilian hospital, for example, is used for some military activity, regardless of 

scale, an enemy may identify it as a strategically important target.163 Conversely, circumstances where civilians are 

forced to live or work in close proximity to military entities should be similarly avoided, and the onus is on the 

relevant military actors to ensure this is so.164 Civilians are also subjected to hostilities and human rights abuses 

perpetrated by NSAs.165 As the Summit works towards strengthening civilian protection, it is important that due 

consideration is given to the idea of dialogue with NSAs in order to facilitate greater compliance on their part.166 In 

the coming months and years, the international community may also re-investigate what levels of collateral damage 

are acceptable in given circumstances, and as results of contemporary military techniques.167 
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For further consideration is the fact that cities are primarily civilian zones, and by extension, the direction of 

hostilities into urban areas will cause civilians harm.168 In particular, the use of explosive weapons in civilian areas 

inevitably kills many civilians indiscriminately.169 Fostering the political will to restrict targeting of cities and 

similar civilian zones will be instrumental as warfare and conflict continue to urbanize.170 In particular, the use of 

explosive weapons should be significantly reduced in these areas to avoid indiscriminate killing of civilians.171 

Another challenge is the increasing prevalence of autonomous weapons systems in contemporary urban warfare; 

these weapons remove the act of killing from human control in some cases, thereby creating the problem of legal 

attribution and accountability after the fact.172 These systems may have particularly harmful effects on civilians 

when used in urban settings due to collateral damage.173 Targeting areas known to have high concentrations of 

civilians contradicts both codified and customary IHL.174  

Ensure full access to and protect humanitarian and medical missions 

Providers of humanitarian aid rely on authorization to deliver their products and services.175 In some cases, however, 

that authorization is not granted, and medical and humanitarian aid providers are prohibited from accessing areas in 

conflict and crisis.176 In 2013, the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) attempted to provide assistance 

to wounded citizens in Dammaj, a small town in the northwest region of Yemen, following its internal conflict.177 

Rebels controlling the area denied entry to the town on several occasions, leaving civilians without needed 

assistance.178 Similar situations are common in many conflict and crises zones, and lead to unnecessary death and 

suffering.179 The Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict 

estimates that 80 million children in the world are presently being denied humanitarian assistance due to their 

location in conflict zones.180 Knowingly denying humanitarian assistance to children is legally prohibited by the 

fourth Geneva Convention (1949), as well as by customary international law.181 

Member States serve as the primary defenders of norms and human rights within their respective territories.182 

Public and private providers of humanitarian assistance may only enter a territory when the Member State is unable 

to live up to this obligation or is willing to permit entry of external actors.183 However, according to the codified 

body of IHL, the Member State’s sovereign obligation to provide food, water, medical assistance, and shelter to its 

citizens is balanced by the right of all humans to have access to these services.184 Regarding the delivery of 

humanitarian assistance, the provision of aid is not immune from politicization regardless of humanitarian 

organizations’ commitments to neutrality.185 The linking of humanitarian aid to broader political and social goals 
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may compromise the appearance of neutrality, and some operating principles of aid organizations may be inherently 

contrary to some Member States' national ideology.186 Development aid, for example, may be used by Member 

States to ‘buy’ the votes of recipient Member States in international organizations.187 In order for it to be most 

effective, humanitarian assistance must be impartial, neutral, and independent.188 

 Reconciling conflicts between humanitarian assistance and counterterrorism policies: With growing 

numbers of NSAs operating in conflict zones, some of which are classified as terrorist organizations by the 

Member States in which they operate, tensions have risen over interactions between NSAs and 

humanitarian organizations.189 One particular challenge is that many anti-terrorism laws effectively bar 

humanitarian access.190 These laws may criminalize the transfer of resources to groups identified as 

terrorists, irrespective of those goods’ humanitarian character, and more generally bring into question the 

applicability of IHL in areas occupied by NSAs.191 This contradicts the emerging normative understanding 

that engagement with NSAs is a best practice in terms of facilitating adherence to the principles and 

practices of IHL.192 Efforts must be made by members of the international community to facilitate 

permissions in domestic law for humanitarian organizations to engage, in defined capacities, with NSAs 

and to ensure such permissions are incorporated into anti-terrorism laws.193  

 Ensuring safety and security for humanitarian workers: Hostilities perpetrated against humanitarian 

actors are, in some cases, tactics of war.194 Workers assisting civilian populations may be killed, kidnapped, 

or otherwise harmed for political or military gain, or for the sake of demoralizing opponents or civilian 

populations.195 In 2012 there were 197 instances of significant violence against aid workers, and 274 aid 

workers were killed.196 Member States and NSAs must be reminded of the aspects of IHL that stipulate safe 

treatment and respect for those who deliver food, water, shelter, and medical assistance where governments 

cannot.197 This may encourage domestic responses to the problem.198 First and foremost, more data is 

needed to formulate solutions for ensuring aid worker security.199 Moreover, affording aid workers special 

domestic legal protections, as is the case with UN and ICRC workers, should be considered as a measure to 

combat their vulnerability.200 Member States must be instrumental in advocating for these increased 

protections within their own borders. 

Monitoring and reporting violations 
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Many IHL violations go unreported and therefore unprosecuted.201 Not reporting violations is in contravention of a 

Member State’s legal obligations under IHL and of international normative principles.202  

 Leveraging technology: As monitoring technology develops, it is important to leverage it, especially the 

geospatial review of satellite imagery.203 Humanitarian law violations will become easier for monitoring 

bodies to identify using these technologies.204  

 Developing oversight mechanisms: Identification of these violations is only one part of the process of 

mitigating or eliminating these violations.205 A “watchdog,” such as that proposed by the UN Secretary-

General for the purpose of identifying, reporting on, and aggregating data on IHL violations throughout the 

world, would be an important tool in combatting future violations.206 Furthermore, this organization could 

be tasked with outreach to Member States and NSAs to help them identify and report on IHL violations.207  

 Strengthening education and awareness: In some cases, violations go unreported or unobserved by 

Member States due to ignorance of IHL.208 To counter this, ICRC proposes that education on IHL may 

facilitate further identification and reporting alongside the “watchdog” initiative.209 The independence of all 

entities tasked with educating and monitoring IHL violations is of the utmost importance.210  

 Holding violators accountable: The potential for a ‘naming and shaming’ approach to facilitate reporting 

among actors who do have the requisite knowledge to do so exists at present.211 More options could also be 

developed for accountability, beginning with the discussions at the WHS.  

Combinations of these measures, in addition to others, could help mitigate the problem of underreporting, which, if 

implemented effectively, would considerably strengthen many aspects of IHL presently in force.212 

Take concrete steps to improve compliance and accountability 

Normative approaches to upholding IHL are critical to its universal application, but concrete steps to ensure positive 

on the ground action must also be initiated.213  

 Striving for universal compliance with IHL: Adherence to IHL in the domestic, legal, and political 

realms by all Member States is essential to ensuring broader compliance and accountability at the 
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international level.214 For a Member State to be able to recognize and effectively comply with IHL, it must 

have domestic mechanisms in place to that facilitate that goal.215 Domestic justice systems must be 

constructed or reconstructed to uphold IHL.216 One way to achieve this is through ratification and adoption 

of international conventions.217 Many Member States have failed to ratify key conventions, thereby 

diminishing the extent to which those conventions’ norms can be brought into domestic justice systems.218  

 The role of the International Criminal Court: Domestic justice must also function in a manner that 

facilitates the pursuit of international justice, as it does, through mechanisms like the International Criminal 

Court (ICC), established to prosecute the most serious international crimes.219 National efforts to facilitate 

the ICC’s mandate, specifically to prosecute crimes of genocide, crimes against humanity, and war crimes, 

must go beyond harmonizing domestic judicial systems.220 International investigation, prosecution, and 

jurisdiction measures that fall within the scope of the ICC must be strengthened to ensure that criminal 

activity is tended to equally, regardless of context, region, or involved actors.221 Finally, the ICC presents 

an excellent mechanism for Member States whose judicial infrastructures are unable to adequately address 

certain aspects of IHL.222Joining the Rome Statute and becoming an ICC member is also an important 

potential step for those states currently outside its direct mandate. 

Recent Developments 

Member States and all other involved actors at the WHS recognized IHL as a primary safeguard against brutality in 

the contemporary era.223 Significant commitments were made to enhance compliance with existing IHL, particularly 

protections related to women and girls, and to better facilitate humanitarian access.224 Switzerland, for example, 

made a commitment to promote the establishment of an institutional forum of the Geneva Conventions (1949) to 

facilitate interstate exchange.225 Further, outrage over attacks against hospitals, patients, and aid workers prompted 

commitments to reduce these attacks, and participants committed to collecting data on the harm caused by explosive 

weapon use in urban areas.226 Participants also agreed on the necessity of expanding implementation of the Rome 

Statute and improving access to justice for victims of sexual assault.227 While progress in these areas were made, in 

the case of explosive ordinance use in populated regions, commitments to data collection are insufficient in 

combatting the extent of casualties and destruction.228 Additionally, the core commitments derived from high-level 
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discussions at the summit are decidedly broad and give little guidance to Member States on specific policy 

actions.229  

Conclusion 

There have been significant international developments in the field of IHL since the first Geneva Convention in the 

19th century.230 In terms of codification, norm development, and humanitarian action, countless lives have been 

saved from suffering and death.231 There remains, however, significant work to be done in strengthening the aspects 

of IHL that are effective and in addressing aspects that are not.232 The key issues identified above constitute some, 

but not all, of the most pressing aspects of developing IHL into the future.233 This process will be a challenging one, 

and may be met with resistance from various actors on several grounds.234 But the cause of humanitarianism has 

been identified by the international community as important, and by extension, worthy of continued attention and 

the WHS has the potential to be the first step in the further development of IHL.235 

 How can violations of IHL by NSAs be effectively addressed by Member States? What role can NGOs 

play? 

 How can the international community be sensitive to national sovereignty in addressing and engaging in 

humanitarian intervention? 

 How might Member States effectively engage with NSAs to engender respect for IHL? 

 How can Member States adapt their anti-terrorism laws to ensure a level of access for aid workers that 

meets the requirements and obligations associated with IHL? 

 How can the WHS facilitate outcomes that include the input of all present stakeholders and encourage 

future feedback and participation from these stakeholders?  
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III. Leave No One Behind 

“We need to place people at the centre. The first three words of the United Nations Charter are ’We 

the peoples.’ The 2030 Agenda promises to leave no one behind, a call to which is reinforced in the 

‘Agenda for Humanity’ in this Summit.” 

– United Nations Deputy Secretary-General Jan Eliasson236 

Introduction 

In 2015, there were 27.8 million newly internally displaced people (IDP) due to conflict and disaster, adding to the 

more than 40.8 million people already internally displaced.237 In addition to those displaced by conflict and disaster, 

there are hundreds of millions more people who belong to vulnerable groups and experience persistent difficulties, 

especially in times of humanitarian crises.238 Vulnerable groups are especially susceptible to rights violations, 

economic shocks, and systemic barriers to exercising their rights and freedoms.239 Members of vulnerable groups 

also have higher rates of suicide, chronic malnourishment and other health concerns, and child marriage.240 

According to the United Nations (UN) Population Fund (UNFPA), more than 75% of the 125 million people in need 

of humanitarian assistance are women or children, two groups considered to be among the most vulnerable.241 

According to the Secretary-General’s report “Agenda for Humanity” (A/70/709, Annex), Core Responsibility Three 

focuses on issues facing vulnerable populations including the displaced and those at risk of displacement, women 

and girls, young people, the elderly, and persons with disabilities and others in “situations of conflict, disasters, 

vulnerability, and risk.”242 The World Health Organization (WHO) describes vulnerability as “the degree to which a 

population, individual or organization is unable to anticipate, cope with, resist and recover from the impacts of 

disasters.”243 The World Humanitarian Summit (WHS) is tasked with finding new ways for the global community to 

come together and change the way in which aid reaches displaced people and others in vulnerable groups.244 The 

Secretary-General’s report “One Humanity: shared responsibility” (A/70/709)  laid out goals for Core Responsibility 

Three including working to reduce and address displacement and vulnerabilities of migrants and stateless persons; 

empowering women, girls, and victims of gender-based violence; and providing education and leadership 

opportunities for children, adolescents, and young people.245  

The unique needs of vulnerable groups during humanitarian crises will continue to grow unless specifically 

addressed by Member States and humanitarian organizations.246 Migrants and displaced persons need support as 

they transition to new lives and are placed in situations where they may be excluded from personal and community 

decision-making processes.247 Women, girls, and victims of gender-based violence need to be both protected from 
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violence and exclusion and empowered to participate in decision-making process.248 To reduce their vulnerability, it 

is important for children and youth to be included and empowered within their communities as catalysts for 

change.249  

International Framework  

The Charter of the United Nations (1945) emphasized the need to create better standards of living and pursue social 

progress, ideas that were furthered in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) (UDHR). The UDHR 

defines the basic rights given to all people regardless of race, sex, religion, language, or political opinion.250 These 

foundational documents enforced the idea that all people regardless of differences are inherently equal entitled to the 

same opportunities as any other person.251  

There are several conventions protecting the rights of particular vulnerable groups, including the Convention 

Relating to the Status of Refugees (1951), the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 

Women (1978) (CEDAW), and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (1990).252 Each of these documents defines 

the rights and freedoms given to specific vulnerable groups, including the right of children and youth to participate 

in decision-making processes and to eliminate barriers for women.253 

One of the most relevant international documents for Core Responsibility Three is the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development.254 The 2030 Agenda establishes the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), many of which have the 

capability to make a big impact on the quality of life vulnerable groups.255 While all the SDGs are important and 

play a role when discussing Leave No One Behind, SDGs 5 and 16 are especially relevant to the WHS and Core 

Responsibility Three.256 SDG 5, “achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls,” furthers the ideas of 

CEDAW and numerous other conventions and UN resolutions working to end violence and discrimination against 

women.257 It also contains provisions to ensure women are able to participate in leadership opportunities equal to 

those of their male counterparts in all aspects of public life.258 SDG 16, “promote peaceful and inclusive societies for 

sustainable development, provide access to justice for all, and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions 

at all levels,” is crucial in ensuring freedom and inclusion for all members of vulnerable groups.259 It works to 

                                                           
248 UN General Assembly, One Humanity, shared responsibility: Report of the Secretary-General for the World Humanitarian Summit 

(A/70/709), 2016, p. 26-27. http://undocs.org/A/70/709 
249 UNICEF, Doha Youth Declaration on Reshaping the Humanitarian Agenda, 2015, p. 3. http://childrenyouth.org/wp-

content/uploads/2015/09/Doha-Youth-Declarationon-Reshaping_the_Humanitarian_Agenda-.pdf 
250 Charter of the United Nations, 1945. http://www.un.org/en/sections/un-charter/un-charter-full-text/index.html;  

UN General Assembly, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948. 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/UDHR/Documents/UDHR_Translations/eng.pdf 
251 UN General Assembly, One Humanity, shared responsibility: Report of the Secretary-General for the World Humanitarian Summit 

(A/70/709), 2016. http://undocs.org/A/70/709 
252 UN General Assembly, Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, 1951, Introductory Note. 

http://www.unhcr.org/protection/basic/3b66c2aa10/convention-protocol-relating-status-refugees.html;  

UN General Assembly, Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, 1979. 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/text/econvention.htm;  

UN General Assembly, Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989. http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/44/a44r025.htm 
253 UN General Assembly, Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, 1979. 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/text/econvention.htm;  

UNICEF, Fact Sheet: The Right to Participate, 2014. http://www.unicef.org/crc/files/Right-to-Participation.pdf 
254 UN, General Assembly, Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (A/70/1), 2015. 

http://undocs.org/A/RES/70/1  
255 World Humanitarian Summit, Restoring Humanity, Global Voices Calling for Action: Synthesis of the Consultation Process for the 

World Humanitarian Summit, 2016, p. 20. 

https://consultations2.worldhumanitariansummit.org/bitcache/32aeda5fe90ceba891060ad51d0bd823da273cf9?vid=555986&d

isposition=inline&op=view 
256 Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform, Sustainable Development Goals, 2015. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300 
257 Ibid. 
258 Ibid. 
259 Ibid. 

http://www.un.org/en/charter-united-nations/
http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/
http://www.unhcr.org/protection/basic/3b66c2aa10/convention-protocol-relating-status-refugees.html
http://www.unhcr.org/protection/basic/3b66c2aa10/convention-protocol-relating-status-refugees.html
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CEDAW.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CEDAW.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx
https://consultations.worldhumanitariansummit.org/bitcache/e49881ca33e3740b5f37162857cedc92c7c1e354?vid=569103&disposition=inline&op=view
http://childrenyouth.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Doha-Youth-Declarationon-Reshaping_the_Humanitarian_Agenda-.pdf
http://childrenyouth.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Doha-Youth-Declarationon-Reshaping_the_Humanitarian_Agenda-.pdf
http://www.un.org/en/sections/un-charter/un-charter-full-text/index.html
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/UDHR/Documents/UDHR_Translations/eng.pdf
https://consultations.worldhumanitariansummit.org/bitcache/e49881ca33e3740b5f37162857cedc92c7c1e354?vid=569103&disposition=inline&op=view
http://www.unhcr.org/protection/basic/3b66c2aa10/convention-protocol-relating-status-refugees.html
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/text/econvention.htm
http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/44/a44r025.htm
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/text/econvention.htm
http://www.unicef.org/crc/files/Right-to-Participation.pdf
http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/70/1&Lang=E
https://consultations2.worldhumanitariansummit.org/bitcache/32aeda5fe90ceba891060ad51d0bd823da273cf9?vid=555986&disposition=inline&op=view
https://consultations2.worldhumanitariansummit.org/bitcache/32aeda5fe90ceba891060ad51d0bd823da273cf9?vid=555986&disposition=inline&op=view
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300


 

 

25 

ensure participation and representation for all people, allowing them to have a voice in decision-making processes 

from which members of many vulnerable groups are typically excluded.260 

The most comprehensive document to date regarding Core Responsibility Three is the Secretary-General’s report, 

“One Humanity: shared responsibility” (A/70/709) which made the formal call for the WHS.261 This report outlines 

what the Summit will discuss, recalls milestone documents supporting vulnerable groups, and provides ideas for 

how the Summit may approach these issues.262 In this report and its annex, “Agenda for Humanity,” the Secretary-

General provides recommendations on addressing issues covered in Core Responsibility Three, including increasing 

support for existing programs such as the “I Belong” campaign and increasing education and employment 

opportunities for women and children.263 

Role of Summit and the International System 

Many stakeholders from the international community have come together in a series of preliminary discussions to 

share experiences and develop proposals for how to better address the issue of Leave No One Behind.264 From these 

preliminary conversations, the Summit gained the insight of various NGOs and other stakeholders, and these 

conversations helped to facilitate partnerships between UN bodies and these organizations in preparations for the 

WHS.265 While some organizations have already built and expanded on ideas to be presented at the Summit, others 

are unsure how to frame these Summit commitments within their existing scope of work.266 Organizations including 

the Overseas Development Institute and Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), among others, have speculated about the 

Summit’s outcomes and expressed frustration at the lack of large-scale change being discussed during early 

consultations.267 

Within discussions related to Core Responsibility Three, the Summit will work to strengthen existing ideas and 

structures to maximize their impact.268 It will encourage the development of several frameworks regarding 

information sharing, educational programs, and social issues.269 After the Summit, the international community will 

continue to expand on the goals and frameworks developed and begin planning the implementation of 

commitments.270 NGOs, businesses, and governments should further define their roles in facilitating humanitarian 

aid and increase their coordination drawing on the strengths of each group.271 The success of the Summit on Core 

Responsibility Three will lie in connecting various organizations, governments, and individuals to work as a 

cohesive whole in supporting vulnerable groups.272  

Key Issues  

Addressing displacement and migration 
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With large-scale humanitarian crises occurring more frequently, issues of displacement and migration are becoming 

increasingly important.273 In 2014, a record 59.5 million people were forcibly displaced due to conflict, disasters, 

discrimination and violence, and lack of economic opportunities, among other reasons, and less than 1% of those 

affected were able to return home.274 By 2015, there were approximately 86.7 million persons recorded as displaced, 

though the overall displaced number is likely much higher.275 Similarly, the global community is experiencing rapid 

changes in migration patterns, with more people choosing to leave their homes and take greater risks to leave their 

current situations and seek other opportunities; the number of recorded migrants was 244 million in 2015.276  

It is often difficult for governments and humanitarian organizations to handle sudden changes in migration and 

displacement.277 Instead of providing long-term and integration support, they are often left providing short-term 

solutions for extended periods of time due to the high level of need and lack of resources and community support for 

longer-term initiatives.278 One of the major criticisms of the current aid structure is that the top-down system keeps 

resources and decision-making power with donors and international organizations instead of within affected 

communities.279 This imbalance also limits how successful affected communities can be once revitalizing efforts 

have finished, and humanitarian agencies have left.280  

Member States hosting refugees often find it difficult to adhere to all provisions in the Convention Relating to the 

Status of Refugees, as they can be overwhelmed with the immediate resource demands of providing basic necessities 

for refugees.281 It is important for the international community to fully implement the Convention, as well as 

recognize the strain put on host Member States and provide them with more support.282 It is also important to 

continue to build frameworks to share responsibility and providing area-based support tailored to individual 

situations.283 Member States, NGOs, and other organizations should come together to develop new pathways for 

safe, legal migration and set optimistic but obtainable goals for reducing statelessness and displacement in the 

coming years.284 Member States should consider policies that protect and integrate displaced persons into their 

societies, offering social and educational benefits.285  

Empowering women, girls, and victims of gender-based violence 
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Gender can have significant impacts on individuals’ lives, from determining social and cultural expectations, life 

expectancy, access to employment, or vulnerability to sexual violence.286 Between 15-76% of women experience 

physical and/or sexual violence over the course of their lifetime.287 Rates of violence increase if a woman belongs to 

other vulnerable groups, such as persons with disabilities, non-heterosexual identities, and youth, among others.288 

Vulnerability is further exacerbated in conflict or crisis situations.289 The displacement and loss of economic security 

that results from conflict or other crises may create tensions and divisions within communities, leading to increased 

violence again women and girls in particular.290 In fact, rates of intimate partner violence were significantly higher 

in displacement and refugee camps than sexual violence perpetrated by strangers in conflict.291 In many cases people 

who are subject to sexual violence do not report their abuse due to stigma, risk of retribution for reporting, or 

feelings of weakness; lack of reporting leaves survivors without access to justice or health care. 292 Even when 

survivors do seek help, inadequate resources and poor coordination in crises often leave interventions insufficient to 

adequately address the aftermath of sexual violence.293 These factors and the perpetration of sexual and gender-

based violence can lead to a range of behavioral and psychological issues, as well as reduced capacity of victims and 

witnesses to achieve gainful employment and economic security.294 

Women are often routinely excluded from political, civic, and economic life, and this experience is a trend which is 

exacerbated in conflict and crisis situations.295 Systemic exclusion prevents women from exercising their political 

and civic rights, but it also has implications for entire societies.296 Women’s participation in decision-making and 

reconstruction processes have shown to increase long-term stability of post-conflict situations, reducing the 

incidence of sexual and gender-based violence, and increases the provision of essential services within their 

communities.297 The lack of economic opportunities in crisis scenarios often leave women without access to the 

financial resources necessary to access basic needs and services.298  

UN entities, NGOs, and community organizations have taken numerous actions to combat harmful stereotypes about 

women and girls.299 These actions included the passage of frameworks such as CEDAW and the creation of private 

enterprise like Bead for Life, both of which work end discrimination against and provide opportunities for 

women.300 Many Member States have joined with UN-Women’s COMMIT Initiative to end violence against 

women, in which Member States create concrete national policy goals and objectives to accomplish this goal.301 

These commitments by Member States vary in length, specificity, and the inclusion of pre-existing programs and 

policies, but demonstrate their willingness to make the necessary changes to reduce gender-based violence.302 It is 
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also important for actors to address the root causes of women’s political and economic exclusion, including societal 

biases and systemic barriers to opportunities.303 Women should be integrated as equal stakeholders in planning 

reconstruction strategies, supporting economic recovery, and strengthening the provision of essential services.304 

Moving forward, it is important that the Summit acknowledge the progress achieved by previous efforts and build 

upon those successes to develop and further new goals.305 Member States should keep in mind the actions of NGOs 

and organizations already working with these populations and utilize their data to create frameworks to address the 

immediate and long-term needs of women and girls.306  

Providing Opportunities to Youth 

According to the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), children and adolescents make up more than one-third 

of people displaced by conflict and disaster.307 Displaced children are at risk of losing ties to their families, friends, 

communities, and support systems.308 Children in crisis and conflict zones are vulnerable to exploitation, poverty, 

health problems, and other situations in which they witness significant hardships, with psychological effects lasting 

long after the end of the crisis.309 Despite being a large portion of those affected by conflict and disaster, youth are 

often excluded from participating in the most important rebuilding efforts due to their age.310 However, they often 

have valuable insight as a particular subset of the affected community, which can improve the success and 

sustainability of recovery efforts.311  

Youth often struggle to receive adequate healthcare and education as these systems are disrupted by crisis and may 

not resume for a long period of time, leaving youth without the tools needed to be successful in transitional 

environments.312 Less than 2% of humanitarian aid is allocated for education, and the funds committed represent less 

than half of what is needed to meet the educational needs of children in crisis.313 As a result, children and youth, 

who are often excluded from decision-making processes, feel unprepared to participate when they are included, as 

they have not received adequate education and skills development.314 

Many young people are also at increased risk for mental health problems arising from the stress and intensity of 

these situations, with many feeling hopeless and disengaging from their communities at pivotal times.315 This 

withdrawal leaves children especially susceptible to physical and sexual violence.316 There are many factors that 

contribute to the likelihood of violence against children, including the political and economic landscape, stability 
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and reliability of institutions such as schools, and personal history, all of which are affected by conflict and crisis.317 

By working with and empowering youth to participate in relief efforts, the global community can create more long-

term plans for areas affected by humanitarian crises and prevent many instances where children are easily 

victimized.318 This also allows youth to take leadership roles and support their communities with the help and 

protection of more experienced community members.319  

The European Union (EU) has implemented the European Union Children of Peace Initiative, which provides 

sustained education funding and resources for children in humanitarian crises.320 Programs like this initiative allow 

young people to work towards income-generating livelihoods, empowering them and helping them support their 

families.321 The Global Youth Consultation in Doha showed the capacity of young people to participate in the WHS 

process and empowered them to become agents of change, by providing ideas they would like to see addressed 

within the WHS.322 Participation in this process and similar local processes give youth ownership over their 

decisions and empowers them to be active in addressing their challenges and needs.323  

Recent Developments 

Several commitments were released following the WHS and action has begun on Core Responsibility Three.324 

Although criticized by some NGOs, the Summit brought together many key organizations to continue the discussion 

on vulnerable groups and other topics.325 One of the major results of the Summit was the establishment of the 

Education Cannot Wait Fund, which allows educators to respond quickly to humanitarian crises by supporting 

existing organizations working with local education institutions and dedicating resources to emergency education 

efforts.326 Other commitments include providing increased support for Member States at risk of crisis to mitigate the 

effects on vulnerable populations and working together to build safer communities.327 These commitments include 

capacity-building within the most vulnerable Member States in order to attain minimum levels of readiness by 2020 

and providing a forum for the voluntary pooling of resources for global development.328 Throughout the Summit, its 

leaders and organizers encouraged Member States to further their commitments and engage deeply with the topics, 

providing further support and resources.329 While many commitments were made at the initial meeting, many gaps 

remain in achieving the stated goals of the WHS.330 Little concrete action was taken on the subject of refugees and 

displaced persons, providing no new support to Member States hosting refugees or outlining new ways to address 

issues facing these populations.331 A similar gap exists in discussing community-based aid, as donor organizations 
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and Member States could not agree on whether to reduce reporting and assessment costs or direct aid to affected 

communities, leaving outcome documents with ambiguous language.332  

Conclusion 

Summit participants have an opportunity to change how the global community thinks about and works with 

humanitarian aid in crises.333 Leave No One Behind encourages Member States and organizations to put the focus on 

people and find ways to include and empower vulnerable groups within decision-making and capacity-building 

endeavors.334 This topic asks humanitarian entities to consider the unique needs, skills, and experiences of displaced 

persons and migrants; women, girls, and victims of gender-based violence; and children and youth, as well as other 

vulnerable groups, and work with them to inspire long-reaching change.335 This Core Responsibility builds on 

actions and commitments that the international community made in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 

SDGs, and multiple consultation meetings.336 This change can only be accomplished by forming inter-agency 

partnerships, sharing information, and clearly defining stakeholder roles.337 Comprehensive review and adjustment 

of aid structures is necessary to promote the involvement of affected populations, particularly those in vulnerable 

groups.338 

 How can Member States work with each other and other humanitarian organizations to better handle the 

influx of refugees and ensure efficient and successful transitions?  

 What kinds of barriers face humanitarian organizations in reaching women, girls, and victims of gender-

based violence and how can the WHS overcome those barriers? 

 How can populations better integrate people with disabilities into decision-making processes that have 

mostly indirect effects, but still major ones, on their quality of life? 

 How can the international community help children and young people who have experienced a 

humanitarian crisis use their experience as a catalyst for involvement and change? 
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IV. Change People’s Lives – From Delivering Aid to Ending Need 

“Ending need requires the reinforcement of local systems, the anticipation of crises and 

transcendence of the humanitarian-development divide.” 

– Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon339 

Introduction 

Interrelated global trends such as evolving geopolitical factors and climate change continue to increase demand for 

humanitarian action focused primarily on three identified humanitarian realities: armed conflict, natural disasters, 

and protracted crises where people fluctuate in and out of need.340 The growing number of those in need – over 125 

million – combined with an estimated 15 billion USD funding gap for humanitarian action strains the current 

humanitarian system.341  

In his report “One Humanity: shared responsibility” (A/70/709)  published in 2016, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon 

identifies the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as the start of a new era in national and international 

cooperation with humanity at its center.342 The report also identifies conflict and fragility as the biggest threats to 

human development, which are further exacerbated by natural disasters and unplanned and rapid urbanization.343 

While international humanitarian aid and development approaches bring short-term relief and advancement, these 

efforts often fail to sustainably improve people’s lives.344 The length of humanitarian response has shifted from 

short-term operations to prolonged crisis contexts while international assistance is hampered by traditional modus 

operandi.345  

In “One Humanity: shared responsibility” (A/70/709)  the Secretary-General urges global and local leaders and the 

international aid system at large, including the United Nations (UN) and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 

to work in a new paradigm marked by the following needed shifts: reinforce, do not replace, national and local 

systems; anticipate crises; and transcend the humanitarian-development divide.346 

In 2005, Secretary-General Kofi Annan led an initiative entitled “Delivering as One,” a precursor to the WHS in an 

effort to streamline the UN system in the areas of development and humanitarian assistance.347 The initiative did not 

fulfill its goals as a result of “normative, analytical and policy difference among agencies [involved]; organizational 

boundaries; and managerial issues.”348 While the Summit presents an opportunity to address these challenges, such 

transformative change to the humanitarian system may be hindered by actors disagreeing on what to change. The 

results of the Summit and the months following it will be reflective of the next evolution in humanitarian assistance.  

International Framework 

Rooted in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), General Assembly (GA) resolution 46/182, 

“Strengthening the coordination of the emergency humanitarian assistance of the United Nations,” outlines a 
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framework for humanitarian assistance.349 The resolution provides 12 guiding principles, including: humanitarian 

assistance must be provided in accordance with neutrality and impartiality; the sovereignty of Member States must 

be respected, and that Member States whose populations are in need should facilitate the work of organizations 

providing humanitarian assistance.350  

Released in 2005, the “Humanitarian Response Review,” a comprehensive evaluation of UN response activities and 

the humanitarian system, identified shortcomings of the current humanitarian system and prompted discussions on 

how to improve it for those in need.351 Accompanying the review, the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness (2005) 

offered an action-oriented roadmap to improve the quality of aid and its impact on development.352 The Accra 

Agenda for Action (2008) reaffirmed the commitments outlined in the Paris Declaration, assessed their progress, 

and proposed four main areas of improvement to meet the Paris targets.353 The areas for improvement – national 

ownership, inclusive partnerships, delivering aid results, and strengthening capacity development – correspond to 

the Summit’s goals regarding improved aid delivery and ending need.354 

These documents and others represent an ongoing review process of the existing humanitarian system that spurred 

the call for the WHS. The WHS will be an extension of global processes like the Sendai Framework for Disaster 

Risk Reduction 2015-2030 (preceded by the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015), a framework for action to 

prevent new and reduce existing disaster risks, and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.355 

Role of Summit and the International Community 

In 1992, the Department of Humanitarian Affairs (DHA) was established to support the new humanitarian 

coordination arrangements.356 DHA was later transformed into the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 

Affairs (OCHA) in 1998.357 OCHA advises Member States on the challenges of humanitarian assistance and 

coordination; it also served as the logistical leadership for the WHS.358  

Prior to the Summit, numerous NGOs and regional bodies released commitments they will implement  after the 

Summit. For example, ActionAid, an international organization engaged in humanitarian and resilience 

programming, released its core commitments which align with “One Humanity: shared responsibility” 

(A/70/709).”359 Regarding Core Responsibility Four, ActionAid “commits to provide increased support by way of 

direct funding and capacity-building to national and local NGOs by 2020” so these NGOs can play a central role in 

the creation and delivery of humanitarian assistance.360 ActionAid will also ensure that its staff will be a part of the 

front-line responders and local organizations during the collective response coordination process.361 The 
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International Council for Voluntary Agencies (ICVA) released an NGO brief for roundtable #4.362 Intended to 

inform stakeholder discussions before and during the roundtable, the brief is based on collective NGO experience 

and analysis and includes input from World Vision International (WVI) and Christian Aid among others.363  

Regional bodies including the EU have also been active in the Summit’s preparation and will continue to play a key 

role.364 The European Commission’s Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection Department (ECHO) co-organized the 

preparatory European consultation meeting in Budapest (3-4 February 2015) and participated at the Global 

Consultations in Geneva (14-16 October 2015).365 The European Commission released its strategic vision for 

reshaping humanitarian action following the February consultation. 366 Regarding Core Responsibility Four’s call 

for reinforcing national and local systems, the European Commission recommended opening up IASC humanitarian 

country teams to actors at all levels and that the humanitarian community should develop guidance on context-

specific scenarios which outline the roles of responders and establish triggers for international assistance.367 

Key Issues 

Reinforce, Not Replace, National and Local Systems When Providing Aid  

According to Oxfam research, very little humanitarian assistance is provided directly to national and local actors in 

crisis-affected Member States.368 Between 2007 and 2013, only 2% of total annual humanitarian assistance went 

directly to local actors.369 When local actors do receive direct aid, international actors “frequently treat [local actors] 

not as true partners but as sub-contractors” who are simply carrying out plans designed and provided by external 

actors.370 While international support for humanitarian assistance is critical, local actors are more in touch with 

community needs and are often accountable to the communities they serve, and reforms in humanitarian aid should 

account for these factors.371 

Throughout the consultation process, there was consensus on placing affected people at the center of humanitarian 

action and reiteration that humanitarian aid should be based on the principles of subsidiarity and solidarity.372 Local, 

national, and regional actors should act as the first responders while the international community plays the role of 

complementary support where necessary, rather than controlling and running response.373 Informed by the 

consultation process, “One Humanity: shared responsibility” (A/70/709)  and its accompanying annex identified 

these ideas as the two key subsections of the larger issue of reinforcing national and local systems.374 

Efforts to reduce vulnerability and strengthen community resilience must begin at the local level, with international 

and national efforts complementing existing local expertise, leadership, and capacity.375 A mindset shift away from 

what the international community can offer toward what affected communities need and want will help empower 
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local communities and increase aid efficacy.376 The “Agenda for Humanity” outlines several general proposals for 

putting people at the center of response and building community resilience, including the use of cash-based 

programming as the primary method of humanitarian support and ensuring financial incentives promote community 

engagement.377 In response to the “Agenda for Humanity,” ICVA released a brief in which several key NGOs call 

for a “decentralized humanitarian system” to ensure stronger participation of local and national organizations in 

humanitarian policy and decision-making by utilizing structures such as humanitarian country teams.378 NGOs 

welcomed the Secretary-General’s call for further investment in local capacity-building; however, many NGOs 

emphasize that this must be driven by local and national actors, not international actors.379 With regard to building 

community resilience, NGOs, including the Norwegian Refugee Council and World Vision, echoed the use of cash-

based programming versus in-kind aid (e.g. food rations) as the preferred and default means of support “to increase 

the safety, dignity, and effectiveness of humanitarian response.”380  

While not intended to fully reflect the results of the entire consultation processes, “One Humanity: shared 

responsibility” (A/70/709)  and the “Agenda for Humanity” did not meet everyone’s desires in terms of key issues 

raised throughout the consultation process, such as the need to empower local responders. 381 Charter4Change is one 

concrete proposal for localizing humanitarian aid through eight action steps to be implemented by NGOs by May 

2018, though this is overlooked in the Secretary-General’s preparatory documents.382 While every commitment and 

plan cannot be covered and promoted prior to the Summit, the strength of the agreed-upon commitments will be 

based on whether local and global leaders, including the UN, are willing to commit to change and “overcome the 

structures and arrangements that […] have been used for decades.”383 

Anticipate Crises 

In “One Humanity: shared responsibility” (A/70/709) the Secretary-General highlights that international and 

national actors focus on costly crisis response and post-conflict interventions instead of investing in preparedness 

measures.384 Building on the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction and the SDGs, the WHS could 

reinforce a global shift towards a collective crisis management approach, which has been called for throughout the 

consultation process.385 This approach would require greater emphasis on pre-planning, securing political and 

financial commitments to enable response, and managing and reducing disaster risk and vulnerability.386 The 

international community must prepare for the next generation of humanitarian crises, which will include the impacts 

of rapid urbanization, global climate change, and global health risks.387 Many proposals emerged from the 

consultation process, including a proposal encouraging Member States to develop “clear preparedness agreements” 

with regional and global actors to ensure roles are predefined at different shock and crisis levels, and 
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recommendations that humanitarian, development, and climate change communities align behind longer-term 

government disaster risk management plans.388 

In the “Agenda for Humanity,” the Secretary-General turns the focus of the consultation synthesis report to a 

proposal that while general is also specific and localized.389 As part of the WHS outcomes, the Secretary-General 

suggested developing an action plan by 2017 to strengthen the response capabilities of the 20 most at risk Member 

States by 2020.390 To achieve this, Member States must agree on commitments to invest in data and risk analysis and 

strategies for acting on identified risk.391  

Data collection and analysis are the key to building an approach informed by the needs of the most vulnerable; 

however, questions remain regarding how all actors, including Member States with limited public resources, will 

collect and share data to ensure broad access.392 The synthesis report from the consultation process discusses crisis 

mapping through an open source platform as potential future tools to gather and share information; this platform 

might be similar to existing tools currently used to create disaster risk and aid delivery maps such as Ushahidi and 

Geographic Information System (GIS) mapping.393 Through its Resilience Network Initiative (RNI), Ushahidi 

already connects municipal governments and citizens through open source software that lowers barriers to 

exchanging information.394 Other reports, including “A World that Counts: Mobilising the Data Revolution for 

Sustainable Development,” prepared by the Secretary-General’s Independent Expert Advisory Group on a Data 

Revolution for Sustainable Development (IEAG), could help shape the Summit’s discussions on technology and 

data usage in the context of humanitarian assistance.395  

Transcend the Humanitarian-Development Divide  

Dismantling “artificial boundaries” between the humanitarian and development communities, including forging 

stronger links with the climate change and peacebuilding communities was emphasized throughout the consultation 

process.396 The ideal framework to overcome this fragmentation would include shared outcomes and analysis of risk, 

vulnerabilities, and capacities, as well as a common vision and approach that recognizes the skills and resources 

brought by each group.397 Currently, international partners from Member States to UN agencies and humanitarian 

NGOs often work side by side on different projects but with varying goals, time frames, analysis and data, and 

resources directed toward different objectives.398 These divisions result in inefficiencies and hinder results for those 

most in need; the current aid system functions in “well-anchored structural, financial and cultural silos.”399 To move 

beyond the humanitarian-development divide, the “Agenda for Humanity” recommends merging humanitarian and 

development objectives and implementing certain steps, including creating a joint problem statement that identifies 

humanitarian and development priorities driven by data and analysis. 400 This process would be strengthened through 

monitoring; identifying, financing, implementing, and coordinating collective outcomes and empowering leadership 

for those outcomes; drawing on comparative advantage; and retaining emergency capacity.401  
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As identified through the consultation process, there is support for stronger partnerships between humanitarian and 

development actors.402 In advance of the Summit, the EU released its recommendations regarding the “Five Core 

Responsibilities.”403 Arguing that humanitarian aid and development cooperation should begin at the pre-crisis 

stage, the EU recommended a new model that includes “joint multi-hazard risk analysis” that includes appropriate 

multiannual programming, financing, and exit strategies for humanitarian actors.404 By identifying where 

humanitarian action should give way to development efforts, the immediate needs resulting from crises could be met 

without diminishing the long-term hopes and aspirations of those in crises.405 Despite these discussions and 

proposals, there has been criticism of the Summit and the proposed call to transcend the humanitarian-development 

divide. Weeks before the Summit, some NGOs withdrew, arguing that core issues for the humanitarian sector would 

not be fully addressed.406 Another concern is that humanitarian work may become too politicized if merged into 

“wider development, peacebuilding and political agendas,” compromising the neutrality and impartiality of these 

efforts.407  

Recent Developments 

Signed by leaders throughout the UN system, a commitment to action entitled, Transcending humanitarian-

development divides, was released on 6 June 2016.408 The short document offers some general indication of how the 

UN will align humanitarian and development actors.409 In addition to the UN-specific commitment, Summit 

participants launched a number of initiatives including the Connecting Business Initiative to better link private 

sector skills and resources with UN entities before and throughout crises, bringing together 11 national private sector 

networks.410 While Summit participants offered up some actionable initiatives for improving aid delivery and 

stakeholder cooperation, the Summit as a whole has been criticized for failing to clearly identify what a 

humanitarian-development convergence means.411 The recurring concern is that humanitarian action will become 

politicized if merged into development work.412 

Certain key issues including the treatment of refugees and displaced persons and protecting civilians in war lacked 

much concrete discussion, with some critics noting that commitments did little to go beyond existing legal 

provisions in these areas.413 Finally, it is unclear as to the exact timeline regarding the proposed Commitments to 

Action platform and how the commitments will be implemented.414 The Secretary-General’s report to the General 

Assembly, set to be released in September 2016, is intended to fill this important gap; however, the question remains 

as to whether the momentum of the Summit will be slowed as a result.415  

Conclusion  
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The WHS provides an opportunity for the international community to propose solutions for effective and efficient 

humanitarian aid delivery. To be successful, Member States must transform the commitments agreed upon at the 

Summit into actionable strategies that can be met by all stakeholders. If the commitments lack substantive solutions 

and strategies that prompt institutional change regarding humanitarian assistance, the practical success of the 

Summit outcome documents will be impeded. Member States, as well as NGOs and local leaders understand the 

need to reform the humanitarian aid system, and they must ensure that the commitments embody the genuine change 

so strongly called for. 

 How can the Secretary-General’s vision for a new approach to transcending the humanitarian-

development divide be taken forward over the next few years?  

 How can Member States hold one another accountable in ways that are more effective than previous 

accountability mechanisms?  

 What measures does the international community need to take to ensure that international engagement 

reinforces and strengthens, rather than replaces, existing local and national capacities? 

 How can the international community ensure that the needs and desires of local populations, rather 

than the agendas of foreign donors and in many ways the international community itself, take primacy 

in humanitarian contexts? 

 In what ways can technology be used throughout the aid delivery process to encourage movement 

beyond the humanitarian-development divide? 
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