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The Australian Council for International 
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1 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Globally, we are witnessing a rise in the scale, frequency and impact of humanitarian crises on 
vulnerable people, pushing the international humanitarian system to its limits. Australia plays a 
vital role in responding to these challenges – both in our immediate region and globally. Australia 
was the 10th largest financial contributor to humanitarian assistance in 2012, accounting for 3.4% 
of reported humanitarian funding globally.1 In addition to this, the Australian public are some of 
the most generous donors to humanitarian response in the world.2 

The integration of AusAID into the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) in November 
2013 changed the structure through which Australia’s humanitarian program is managed. Given 
the convergence between this structural change, rising humanitarian need and the impact of 
budgetary pressures on Official Development Assistance (ODA), now is a critical time to ensure 
that Australia’s humanitarian action can deliver results. 

This paper has been developed under the auspices of the Australian Council for International 
Development (ACFID) Humanitarian Reference Group (HRG), involving 14 leading humanitarian 
Non-Government Organisations (NGO).3 It reviews Australia’s humanitarian policy and practice to 
provide recommendations to the Australian Government on ways to improve the effectiveness of 
its humanitarian action – now and into the future. The paper highlights that Australia has a crucial 
role to play in assisting those caught up in humanitarian crises, working to reduce the risk of crises 
and the impact they have, and urging others in the international community to take responsibility on 
humanitarian issues.

Rising need
There are three principal drivers increasing humanitarian needs: the growing number of people 
exposed to disasters,4 the rising number of extreme weather-related disasters,5 and the failure to 
move most conflicts and fragile states towards sustainable peace and development.6

Rising disaster risk

Typhoon Haiyan, which struck the Philippines on 8 November 2013, is reported to have been 
one of the strongest super typhoons to ever make landfall. 6,268 people lost their lives, and 1,061 
remain listed as missing, making it the deadliest rapid-onset disaster of 2013.7 While the scale of 
this disaster may seem exceptional, in reality it is part of a dangerous trend. The past 30 years 
have seen a steady increase in the number of disasters worldwide, and dramatic increases in both 
the number of people affected by disasters and hazard-related economic losses.8  
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•   �Since 1980, reported weather-related disasters have increased by 233% where records are 
available.9 

•   �Between the 1970s and 2000s, the drought-affected proportion of the earth doubled.10 

•   �Between 2001 and 2010, disasters affected on average 232 million people, killed over 100,000 
people and caused US$108 billion in economic damages each year.11 Disaster mortality rates are 
generally higher for women than for men, and women face increased risk of sexual violence 
and exploitation in the aftermath of disasters.12 

•   �Crises are also reportedly becoming more protracted. In 2010, 19 countries in Africa alone 
reported having experienced food security crises in at least eight out of the ten previous 
years. In 1990, only five countries reported this type of protracted crisis.13 

•   �In the last four years alone, economic losses from disasters have exceeded $100 billion each 
year.14 Without efforts to account for, and address, disaster risk, the world can expect losses 
from disasters to double by 2030.15

Insecurity and conflict

There are 1.5 billion people – more than 1 in 5 people around the world –living in areas affected 
by fragility, conflict or large-scale violence.16 In 2012, there were a staggering 28.8 million people 
forcibly displaced as a result of violence, armed conflict and human rights violations, up 2.4 
million from the previous year.17 Civilians are increasingly bearing the brunt of conflict, and 
rape and other forms of sexual and gender-based violence are often used as weapons of war.18 
Conflict also interrupts people’s livelihoods and contributes to dependency on aid.

System overload

In 2010, the crises in Haiti and Pakistan threatened to overwhelm the international humanitarian 
system.19 In late 2013, it appeared as though the humanitarian system was on the brink of total 
system overload again. Catastrophic emergencies in the Philippines, the Central African Republic 
and Syria necessitated activation of the highest level category of system-wide UN humanitarian 
response (Level 3).20 These responses had to compete for constrained resources with other large-
scale crises such as the political violence that erupted in late 2013 in South Sudan and ongoing 
humanitarian responses in places like Afghanistan, Mali, and the Democratic Republic of Congo 
(DRC). With increasing environmental and population pressures, this strain on the system is only 
likely to grow. 
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Key recommendations
The paper argues that the following six overarching priorities should guide the Australian 
Government’s humanitarian action in response to these challenges. These investments will 
increase Australia’s ability to help save lives and alleviate human suffering in times of conflict and 
disaster as well as reduce the risk and impact of crises in the long term, thereby demonstrating 
the type of tangible impact the public wants to see from Australia’s aid program. 

To ensure that Australia’s humanitarian contribution has maximum impact, the Australian 
Government should:  

1. Continue to ensure adherence to humanitarian principles and quality standards

1.1 �Allocate humanitarian funding on the basis of need and ensure that humanitarian 
programming decisions are made in a neutral, impartial and transparent manner. Such 
decisions should continue to be made in a stand-alone humanitarian division within the 
new DFAT structure.

1.2 �Effectively monitor the quality of Australia’s humanitarian aid to ensure that it is targeted to 
meet the different needs of men, women, boys and girls, and particular vulnerable groups 
of people.

2. �Champion humanitarian system reform at regional and global levels to improve 
performance and results for women, men and children caught up in crises

2.1 �Play a lead in role in facilitating regional consultations for the 2016 World Humanitarian 
Summit.

2.2 �Promote humanitarian reform through Australia’s role on the UN Security Council, 
the World Food Programme (WFP) Executive Board, UN OCHA Donor Support Group 
(ODSG), other global donor groups, and in regional forums such as the ASEAN Dialogue 
Partnership.

3. �Make a significant investment towards preparedness and Disaster Risk Reduction 
(DRR) across the aid program

3.1 �Maintain DRR funding to at least 3% of overall ODA, and steadily increase this investment 
over time. Investment in DRR should be prioritised in the Asia-Pacific region, with 
particular attention to countries with high vulnerability to disasters and low capacity to 
respond.

3.2 �Continue to champion DRR in global and regional processes, including the post-2015 
development agenda, the Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA) 2 and ASEAN regional DRR 
and resilience initiatives.

Australia has 
a long and 
proud tradition 
of providing 
international 
humanitarian 
assistance. No 
matter what 
Australians 
think about 
foreign aid … 
there is one 
thing everyone 
agrees on: as a 
nation we have 
an obligation 
and a duty to 
help others 
when disasters 
strike. We do 
it willingly, 
speedily and 
effectively 
– and our 
efforts are 
always highly 
regarded and 
appreciated by 
those whom we 
help.

Senator the Hon 
Brett Mason, 
Parliamentary 
Secretary to 
the Minister for 
Foreign Affairs21
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4. �Protect Australia’s aid investment through predictable and appropriate levels of 
humanitarian funding to meet rising demand, as well as increased transparency of 
aid spending

4.1 �Ensure that official humanitarian assistance is maintained at a minimum of 10% of 
Australia’s ODA on an annual basis, which for the 2014-15 Budget equates to AU$518 
million, given CPI increases.

4.2 �Endeavour to contribute Australia’s fair share to consolidated humanitarian appeals, 
particularly to underfunded emergencies, in recognition that global humanitarian 
response is a shared responsibility amongst donors.

4.3 �Improve the consistency of the reporting of Australia’s official humanitarian assistance 
to enhance transparency and accountability to the Australian public, including through 
more accurate reporting to the UN’s FTS.

5. �Adopt a more balanced approach to allocating humanitarian aid through different 
implementing partners, based on their relative strengths and capacities

5.1 �Ensure that humanitarian assistance is allocated to implementing partners – such as 
UN agencies, NGOs and the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement – on the basis of 
efficiency, timeliness, effectiveness and accountability, in accordance with Australia’s 
Humanitarian Action Policy (HAP).

5.2 �Increase the allocation of humanitarian funding delivered directly through NGOs to at 
least 20% of Australia’s official humanitarian assistance, with a view to further increase 
it in line with the Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD) 
DAC average of 24%. This includes making full and effective use of the Humanitarian 
Partnership Agreement (HPA) by increasing funding allocations through this mechanism.

6. �Improve the effectiveness of responses to slow-onset and protracted crises through 
innovation

6.1 �Invest in research and the development of a more rigorous policy framework to guide 
efficient, effective, timely and accountable responses to slow-onset and protracted 
crises.

6.2 �Consider whether the HPA model may be adapted or extended to support timely 
responses to early warning signs of slow-onset crises.

6.3 �Refine long-term country plans and explore options for multi-year partnership 
agreements to more strategically address the root causes and chronic indicators of 
protracted crises, including flexible, long-term funding arrangements with NGOs who 
have demonstrated capacity to implement a mix of humanitarian, early-recovery and 
development programs. 

In pursuing these priority areas, the Australian Government should also invest in strengthening 
relationships and ways of working with the NGO humanitarian sector for policy dialogue and 
effective delivery of assistance. Australian humanitarian NGOs are well placed to work with the 
Government on its future humanitarian action agenda, in order to improve results in slow-onset, 
rapid-onset and protracted crises. 
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2 PRINCIPLED AND HIGH 
QUALITY ASSISTANCE 
Australia has a long history of responding to humanitarian crises in accordance with humanitarian 
principles.22 The core humanitarian principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality and 
independence (see box below) are the cornerstone of effective and accountable humanitarian 
action. They are enshrined in the Principles and Good Practice of Humanitarian Donorship (GHD 
Principles),23 which Australia agreed to and endorsed in 2003.24 

Core humanitarian principles

The GHD Principles state that humanitarian action should be guided by the following core 
humanitarian principles:25 

Humanity – meaning the centrality of saving human lives and alleviating suffering wherever 
it is found 

Impartiality – meaning the implementation of actions solely on the basis of need, without 
discrimination between or within affected populations 

Neutrality – meaning that humanitarian action must not favour any side in an armed 
conflict or other dispute where such action is carried out  

Independence – meaning the autonomy of humanitarian objectives from the political, 
economic, military or other objectives that any actor may hold with regard to areas where 
humanitarian action is being implemented. 

The GHD Principles enhance the coherence and effectiveness of donor action concerning 
humanitarian crises. They ensure greater accountability to beneficiaries, implementing 
organisations and domestic constituencies. Since endorsing the GHD Principles, Australia has 
taken concerted action to adhere to them in the management of its humanitarian aid program. 
Most notably, in 2005 Australia issued its inaugural Humanitarian Action Policy (HAP), which 
explicitly stated that the GHD Principles ‘provide the general benchmark against which Australia 
will improve the coherence, impact and accountability of its humanitarian actions’.26 Australia 
reaffirmed its commitment to the GHD Principles and practices in the 2011 revised HAP.27

As the Australian Government looks for ways to improve the effectiveness of its humanitarian 
action, it is important to ensure continued adherence to these principles. There are two key ways 
to achieve this. First, it is important to ensure that humanitarian funding is allocated in proportion 
to need – irrespective of where that need arises. Although it may be appropriate for the Federal 
Government to focus parts of its aid program on countries within the Indo-Pacific region where 
there is high disaster risk, this should not limit the provision of assistance in other regions where 
such needs arise. By restricting humanitarian funding to the Indo-Pacific region, Australia would 
limit its ability to respond in a flexible manner to humanitarian needs where they are most acute, 
including in protracted and underfunded emergencies.
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Responding to needs globally

Australia has a long bi-partisan history of supporting humanitarian action globally. In 2004, 
Australia announced $1 billion over five years in aid for relief and reconstruction in Indonesia 
after the Boxing Day tsunami disaster. At the time, this commitment was the largest 
donation ever made by the Australian Government.28  

Importantly, the aid package consisted of new aid money and did not involve reallocating 
assistance away from humanitarian crises outside Australia’s immediate region, such as 
the conflict in the Darfur region of Sudan. Australia provided $40 million in humanitarian 
assistance to Darfur in 2004-05, in addition to responding to the Bam earthquake in Iran and 
floods in Bangladesh.29  

At the time, Prime Minister John Howard said, ‘My responsibility is to make sure Australia’s 
generosity matches the need of those in distress’.30

There are some positive signs since the merger of AusAID and DFAT that the Australian 
Government is continuing to provide humanitarian funding where needs are critical outside 
the Indo-Pacific region, such as in South Sudan,31 the Central African Republic32 and Somalia.33 
Nevertheless it is not entirely clear to external stakeholders how these funding decisions have 
been reached and on what basis.

This has been an ongoing issue for some time. An OECD Donor Assistance Committee (DAC) 
Peer Review of Australia’s aid program in 2013 found that while Australia’s reputation for effective 
humanitarian action is well founded, ‘It may be unclear to outsiders how Australia makes its 
[humanitarian] funding decisions, leaving Australia open to the risk of misperceptions over the 
principled nature of its funding’.34 To demonstrate adherence to these principles, therefore, 
humanitarian decisions and their criteria should be transparent. (See Section 4 on ‘Protecting 
Australia’s Aid Investment’.) 

Second, to avoid the politicisation of humanitarian assistance in ways that undermine the safety 
of beneficiaries and aid workers, humanitarian funding needs to be allocated ‘independently of 
political, economic, military or other motivations’ in line with the Principles.35 This also avoids 
humanitarian response priorities from being unduly skewed, leading to inefficient gaps and 
overlaps in humanitarian assistance delivery.36 To enable such an approach, key humanitarian 
decision-makers in DFAT (both at post and in Canberra) must have a strong understanding and 
commitment to the GHD Principles. Humanitarian decision-makers must also be empowered to 
allocate funds in accordance with the principles, so that humanitarian imperatives can be pursued 
without being subordinate to other foreign policy and trade interests.

In this respect, Australia’s decision to establish a separate Humanitarian and Stabilisation 
Division within DFAT rather than integrate it into another Division is very welcome.37 To maintain 
the integrity of Australia’s humanitarian decision-making processes it is important that this 
arrangement be maintained, and that the Division has a high level of authority to determine 
humanitarian assistance priorities in line with humanitarian principles and Australia’s capacity 
to respond. Moreover, in order to avoid the risk that DFAT staff will make decisions based on 
conflicting national security, foreign affairs, trade, development and humanitarian agendas, key 
decision-makers within DFAT (both at post and in Canberra) must have a strong understanding 
and commitment towards the GHD Principles, reflective of their importance in international 
humanitarian responses. 
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Quality standards
Australia has a robust policy framework for adherence to internationally recognised standards 
for quality humanitarian action. In particular, Australia has a strong commitment to reaching 
vulnerable groups in emergencies (such as children and people with disabilities), mainstreaming 
gender equality and protection considerations through humanitarian action, and improving 
accountability to affected populations.39 Australia’s humanitarian action is guided by the 
Sphere Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Disaster Response, the Humanitarian 
Accountability Partnership Standard in Accountability and Quality Management, the Code of 
Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and Non-Government 
Organisations in Disaster Relief,40 and the principle of ‘Do No Harm’.41 

Under the 2011 HAP, Australia has committed to assessing the quality of its humanitarian action 
against these standards. This includes evaluating Australia’s humanitarian responses, jointly with 
humanitarian partners where possible, and measuring implementation of the HAP every two 
years.42 It is important that these efforts to ensure the quality of Australia’s humanitarian aid are 
maintained by DFAT and incorporated into the benchmarking of the Australian’s aid program.

Recommendation 1: Australia should continue to ensure adherence to humanitarian 
principles and quality standards

1.1 �Allocate humanitarian funding on the basis of need, in accordance with transparent 
criteria, and ensure that humanitarian programming decisions are made in a neutral, 
impartial and transparent manner. Such decisions should continue to be made in a stand-
alone humanitarian division within the new DFAT structure.

1.2 �Effectively monitor the quality of Australia’s humanitarian aid to ensure that it is targeted 
to meet the different needs of men, women, boys and girls and particular vulnerable 
groups of people.

Australia is 
committed to 
gender equality 
in humanitarian 
action. We 
support 
the active 
participation 
of women, girls, 
boys and men, 
and increased 
disaggregation 
of data by 
sex so we can 
better plan for 
and understand 
the impacts of 
humanitarian 
action.

Australia’s 
Humanitarian 
Action Policy 201138

A woman carries her 
belongings in Dadaab 
refugee camp in 
Kenya. Act for Peace 
supported households 
affected by the Horn 
of Africa drought.

Paul Jeffrey/ACT Alliance
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2 REFORM FOR RESULTS
Australia plays an important role advancing humanitarian system reform and capacity both 
within our region and further afield, and should continue to do so. Under the 2011 HAP, Australia 
committed to increasing its efforts to advocate for effective regional and international 
humanitarian responses.43 This includes advancing an increased focus on civilian protection, civil-
military coordination, and the promotion of accountable and inclusive humanitarian action, as 
well as a greater focus on the role of regional organisations in humanitarian programming.44 

It is critical that the expertise developed by AusAID in these policy areas is maintained within 
the humanitarian section of DFAT. Opportunities may also exist for strengthening Australia’s 
humanitarian diplomacy through closer coordination between the Humanitarian Division and 
other policy functions within DFAT, such as the ASEAN and Regional Issues Branch, International 
Organisations Branch, and the UN Security Council Taskforce.

Regional engagement
In the Pacific region, Australia has supported efforts to strengthen national policy and laws 
relating to reducing the risk of disasters and managing them effectively when they occur.45 
Australia has also provided valuable assistance towards the implementation of the ASEAN 
Agreement on Disaster Management and Emergency Response (AADMER), especially the 
operationalisation of the ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian Assistance.46 Australia’s 
Dialogue Partnership with ASEAN and bilateral relationships with neighbouring states have 
allowed for close and coordinated partnerships on DRR and humanitarian response.

These investments in regional dialogue and capacity building position Australia well to influence 
and advance strategic humanitarian reforms across Asia-Pacific. For example, Australia has played 
a critical role in the development and dissemination of Asia-Pacific Regional Guidelines for the 
Use of Foreign Military Assets in National Disaster Response Operations, which have just been 
finalised in 2014 after several years of drafting.47 In a region where military forces are regularly 
involved in disaster relief activities, such guidelines are critical for promoting regional alignment 
with humanitarian principles and standards.

Australia should continue to engage with governments and regional organisations across Asia and 
the Pacific to build capacity and willingness to lead timely and principled humanitarian responses 
when disasters or conflicts occur. Australia should also share lessons from engaging with ASEAN 
disaster management processes with other donors globally through forums such as the UN 
ODSG, given that ASEAN is leading the way in supporting its members to respond to disasters 
and, at times, catalysing them into action.48

World Humanitarian Summit
The upcoming World Humanitarian Summit and preparatory regional consultations taking place 
between now and May 2016 present a unique opportunity for Australia to influence global and 
regional humanitarian reforms. In particular, Australia should play a principal role in the Pacific 
Islands regional consultation process leading up to the Summit (currently scheduled for mid-2015).
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The World Humanitarian Summit – Istanbul, May 2016

Since the UN General Assembly established the international humanitarian system two decades 
ago, the landscape has altered dramatically. In the face of growing needs, and in an effort to improve 
the effectiveness of humanitarian action, the UN will hold an inaugural World Humanitarian Summit 
in 2016. The four key themes of the summit will be humanitarian effectiveness, risk management, 
transformation through innovation, and serving the needs of people in conflict.49

A key challenge for the World Humanitarian Summit will be how to more effectively integrate 
disaster preparedness, response, and long-term development efforts. In this area, Australia has already 
demonstrated considerable diplomatic leadership, championing the importance of DRR as a development 
priority through the Rio+20 Conference on Sustainable Development. Australia should continue to 
advance this agenda, building on its experience through the negotiation of the post-2015 development 
agenda and the HFA 2. (See Section 3, ‘Preparedness and Risk Reduction’ for more information.)

Broader International Engagement
Australia has been a strong supporter of the UN’s Transformative Agenda and of action to 
improve the performance and accountability of the international humanitarian system. Australia’s 
active role on the ODSG, in addition to participation on the boards of the WFP, the Central 
Emergency Response Fund (CERF), and UN Women, are all indicative of this commitment. 

In relation to global security, Australia has demonstrated its leadership and diplomatic leverage. 
For example, in 2013-14, Australia has used its role on the UN Security Council strategically to 
advance the women, peace and security agenda; to protect children in armed conflict; and push 
for improved humanitarian responses in a number of countries including South Sudan, Mali 
and Syria. Notably, in October 2013 Australia worked with Luxembourg to draft a Presidential 
Statement on humanitarian issues in Syria.50 In February 2014 Australia, with Luxembourg and 
Jordan, was instrumental in unifying the divided Security Council to adopt a Resolution aiming to 
facilitate the safe and unimpeded delivery of humanitarian assistance to civilians in Syria.51 

Australia should continue to support and invest in diplomacy and capacity building to improve 
the performance of the global humanitarian system. This includes monitoring the performance of 
UN agencies funded by the Australian Government and pushing for reforms through governance 
positions. For example, Australia is well-positioned to influence the provision of food assistance 
globally through its current role as the Vice-President and forthcoming role as President of 
the UN WFP Executive Board. Australia should focus on advocating for further innovation in 
improving food security and nutrition through, for example, cash and voucher programs. As 
demonstrated recently during the Typhoon Haiyan response, such approaches are critical for 
regenerating local markets and contributing to economic recovery. 

Recommendation 2: Australia should champion humanitarian system reform at 
regional and global levels to improve performance and results for women, men and 
children caught up in crises

2.1 �Play a lead in role in facilitating regional consultations for the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit.

2.2 �Promote humanitarian reform through Australia’s role on the UN Security Council, the 
WFP Executive Board, UN ODSG, other global donor groups, and in regional forums such 
as the ASEAN Dialogue Partnership.
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3 PREPAREDNESS AND RISK 
REDUCTION
Disasters can have a devastating impact on development, reversing progress on poverty 
reduction and economic growth.52 According to the United Nations, over the past 20 years, 
disasters caused by natural hazards have affected 4.4 billion people, claimed 1.3 million lives and 
caused $2 trillion in economic losses.53 But the deleterious impacts of disasters on communities 
are not inevitable. While responding to crises will continue to be a critical need, efforts to 
support governments and communities to reduce future disaster risk are the best – and most 
cost effective – form of defence.  

Disaster Risk Reduction programs involve analysing and managing the causes of disasters 
and supporting communities to increase their resilience by absorbing, adapting to, and 
recovering from, shocks and stresses. DRR includes efforts to reduce exposure and 
vulnerability of people and property to disasters, wise management of land and the 
environment, early warning systems, and improved preparedness for adverse events. 
DRR also requires effective institutional frameworks, policy and legislation to reduce and 
manage disaster risk.

DRR programs are proven to protect long-term development gains, minimise economic losses, 
and prevent damage to infrastructure.54 Many studies have shown the cost benefits of investing 
in DRR. In different contexts, $1 dollar invested in appropriate, evidence-based DRR has been 
shown to save from $2 to as much as $80 in avoided or reduced disaster response and recovery 
costs.55 

Australia has been a leader on DRR, as a party to the HFA on DRR, a co-chair of the international 
Group of Friends of DRR, and as a leading voice on the importance of risk reduction in effective 
sustainable development. Australia is the third largest donor to the World Bank’s Global Facility 
for Disaster Reduction and Recovery (GFDRR), and a member of the GFDRR Consultative Group 
which is responsible for policy-making, setting long-term strategic objectives and overseeing 
results.56 

Shortly after the development of Australia’s 2009 Disaster Risk Reduction Policy, Australia’s 
aid investment in DRR almost doubled to 2-3% of the aid program.57 Through this investment, 
Australia has been able to help communities to ‘build back better’ after major disasters such 
as the 2010 Pakistan floods.58 Australia has also played an important role in strengthening the 
capacity of partner countries in the Asia-Pacific region, such as Indonesia and the Philippines, to 
reduce disaster risks and detect and respond to early warnings. 

This focus on the Asia-Pacific region is particularly relevant given that 10 of the top 15 countries 
most at risk from disasters are in this region.59 Small Island Developing States (SIDS) in the Pacific 
have also required particular attention, given their comparatively low economic resilience and 
increasing exposure to extreme weather events.

A component of Australia’s investment has also focused on fostering participatory and 
community-based approaches to DRR and disaster risk management. This has helped to help 
to build the evidence base for the effectiveness of DRR at the community level, and increased 
accountability through community participation in planning, policy development and decision-
making.60 

Over the past 20 
years, disasters 
caused by 
natural hazards 
have affected 
4.4 billion 
people, claimed 
1.3 million lives 
and caused 
$2 trillion in 
economic losses

UN Office for 
Disaster Risk 
Reduction
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Disaster Risk Reduction in the Philippines

Preparations for Typhoon Haiyan in the Philippines in November 2013 provide just one 
recent example of how sustained and diversified Australian support to national DRR efforts 
has helped to build community resilience and minimise the impact of disasters on people’s 
lives. Effective Filipino early warning and response systems, which Australia has supported in 
recent years, meant that approximately 800,000 people were evacuated from coastal areas 
prior to the typhoon making landfall.61  

Early findings from the response indicate that communities targeted under established 
community-based DRR programs were able to initiate preparedness activities ahead of 
Haiyan’s impact. Based on established contingency plans and evacuation drills, barangay 
(village) leaders were able to warn communities to start emergency preparations and to pre-
emptively evacuate populations.62  

While the devastating impact of the typhoon shows that more could have been done to 
ensure that all communities were given the information they needed to prepare for the 
disaster, the impacts of Haiyan would have been far worse without these long-term DRR 
investments.

Building on these programmatic investments, Australia has raised DRR as a priority concern 
in setting the post-2015 development agenda.63 The absence of disaster risk indicators in the 
Millennium Development Goals was a missed opportunity to risk-proof development gains. 
Australia should address this by continuing to advocate for DRR and resilience to be a central 
plank of the post-2015 development agenda.64 

Sustained Australian investment and leadership in DRR will be critical to safeguarding growth 
and development, assisting governments to develop strategies for self-managing future small-
scale responses, and reducing vulnerability in the longer term. Given Australia’s leadership on this 
issue to date, the Government also has a key role to play in championing DRR financing amongst 
the donor community. This includes contributing to efforts to enhance the accuracy of donor 
reporting on DRR financing, which is notoriously difficult given the absence of a DRR marker in 
the OECD’s Creditor Reporting System.
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Australian Red Cross 
aid worker Jess Letch 
supporting women and 
children with relief 
supplies including 
torches for safety after 
the Temotu earthquake 
in the Solomon Islands, 
which damaged villages 
in February, 2013.

Photo: Australian Red 
Cross/Jess Letch

Recommendation 3: Make a significant investment towards preparedness and Disaster 
Risk Reduction across the aid program

3.1 �Maintain DRR funding to at least 3% of overall ODA, and steadily grow this investment 
over time.65 Prioritise DRR investment in the Asia-Pacific region, with particular attention 
to countries with high vulnerability to disasters and low capacity to respond. Australia 
should support the effective implementation of the HFA on DRR across the region, as 
well as efforts to support community-based DRR programming, ensuring the active 
participation and leadership of women. 

3.2 �Champion DRR in regional and global multilateral processes. This includes advocating 
for DRR and resilience to be a central plank of the post-2015 development agenda, 
providing material and diplomatic support to the HFA 2 and the UN Office for Disaster 
Risk Reduction (UNISDR), and working cooperatively with ASEAN and Secretariat of the 
Pacific Community on national and regional resilience initiatives.

3.3 �Pursue efforts to improve tracking of international financing to DRR, through for example 
a DRR marker for OECD’s Creditor Reporting System.
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4 PROTECTING AUSTRALIA’S 
AID INVESTMENT
Over the past decade, OECD DAC members have committed on average 9.8% of their ODA 
towards official humanitarian assistance.66 Global Humanitarian Assistance (GHA) reached a peak 
in 2010, with governments collectively contributing US$13.8bn to respond to crises – including 
the Haiti earthquake which resulted in more than 200,000 deaths and the Pakistan floods which 
affected over 20 million people.67 Available figures indicate that since this time humanitarian 
assistance has been in decline – both as a proportion of overall ODA and as a consequence of 
decreasing ODA levels globally. In other words, humanitarian assistance is becoming a ‘smaller 
slice of a smaller pie’, whilst the impact of disasters continues to grow.68 

While Australia’s ODA has increased steadily since 2002, official humanitarian assistance has not 
kept pace with this trend (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Australia’s ODA and official humanitarian assistance figures, 2002 to 201269

OECD reports that Australia’s official humanitarian assistance is approximately 10% of overall 
ODA, commensurate with the OECD DAC average.70 The OECD DAC Peer Review team reported 
that they were assured by the Government that ‘this percentage would remain constant [at 10%] 
as the overall Australian ODA budget increases’.71 However, the proportion of ODA that Australia 
commits to official humanitarian assistance fluctuates from year to year (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: Official humanitarian assistance as a % of Australia’s ODA, 2002 to 201272 

As Figure 2 indicates, Australia’s reported humanitarian spend as a share of overall ODA has 
declined since 2009. In 2012, the proportion was particularly low at only 8.1%. While OECD figures 
for 2013 and 2014 are not available as at the time of publication, it is likely that both years will 
be proportionately low humanitarian expenditure years as well. This is due primarily to cuts and 
deferrals to budgeted humanitarian spending over this period, including:

•   �AU$77.3 million cut and deferred from the humanitarian, emergency and refugee budget in 
December 2012. This equated to around 20% of the AU$375 million in aid money reallocated 
by the Federal Government to fund its domestic asylum seeker policy.74 

•   �A total of AU$119.7 million cut from humanitarian, emergency and refugee programs over 2013-
14, as reflected in the revised DFAT aid budget announced in January 2014.75 

Under the revised 2013-14 aid budget issued in January 2014, the Federal Government allocated 
AU$264.2 million to global humanitarian, emergency and refugee programs.76 This amounts to 
around 5.2% of total ODA in 2013-14.77 This does not, however, include humanitarian expenditure 
managed in the country and regional programs, of which AU$148.3 million was budgeted in 
2013-14.78 It is unclear how the recent cuts to country program budgets may have affected each 
country program humanitarian spend. 

The cuts have had an impact on Australia’s capacity to respond in a flexible manner to 
humanitarian crises. In a Senate Estimates hearing on 27 February 2014, DFAT noted that four 
months prior to the end of the financial year, it had only $20-30 million left in its ‘mandated 
flexible fund’ for emergencies, having spent $77.4 million responding to Typhoon Haiyan and the 
conflict in Syria, as well as smaller allocations across a number of crises.79 Since this time, Australia 
has publicly announced a further $72.8 million for humanitarian assistance in Somalia, the Central 
African Republic, the Solomon Islands, the Philippines, South Sudan and Syria,80 although the bulk 
of this funding has likely come from DFAT country programs.  Even though Australia budgeted 
$264.2 for GHA in 2013-14, and even more through specific country programs, only around $95-
$105 million is flexible funding. This has potentially limited the responsiveness of Australia’s 
humanitarian funding to meet needs as and where they arise.

Regardless of 
the relative 
size of the aid 
budget, during 
disasters and 
emergencies 
Australia will 
always be 
there to lend a 
helping hand.

Prime Minister 
Tony Abbott,  
5 December 201373 
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The Underfunded 2014 Syria Appeal

Last year, Australia contributed generously to the Syrian crisis, commensurate with an 
economy of Australia’s size.81 The UN’s US$6.5 billion 2014 Syria appeal represents the largest 
amount ever requested for a single humanitarian emergency – in line with the enormous 
scale and complexity of the crisis inside Syria, and spreading across the region. Australia’s 
fair share of this for 2014 is calculated as $106m, based on Australia’s GNI and compared with 
other donors.82 

To date, Australia has contributed just AU$30m,83 which equates to 28.3% of Australia’s fair 
share of the overall appeal. This is low compared to other medium sized donors: Denmark, 
Ireland, Norway and the UK, have all already committed over and above their calculated fair 
share to the appeal.84 

It is critical that Australia strives to meet its fair share of major crisis appeals, such as Syria, in 
2014 and beyond. For Syria, this could be achieved if Australia made a partial allocation this 
financial year (of between $30 and $40 million) and a second allocation in the first quarter of 
the 2014-15 financial year (of between $56 and $66 million). 

Syrian children taking 
part in activities at 
Save the Children's 
Child Friendly Space 
near the Syrian 
border, in Lebanon.   

Jonathan Hyams/
Save the Children
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Added value of increasing 
humanitarian assistance
As discussed, there are a number of compelling reasons for Australia to increase humanitarian 
assistance funding, alongside a significant DRR investment. We know that the intensity and human 
cost of disasters is growing, and being located in the most disaster-prone region of the world, Australia 
will feel that impact.86 Australia is internationally recognised for its significant whole-of-government 
humanitarian response capacity and expertise, and Australia’s humanitarian assistance has been proven 
to be highly effective and capable of being scaled up globally without risk of aid fragmentation.87 

At a time when GHA is falling and humanitarian needs are increasing, Australia is strategically 
positioned to increase its investment in humanitarian response – both in dollar terms overall, 
and as a proportion of ODA. At the very least, Australia should maintain official humanitarian 
assistance at 10% of ODA annually.

It is important that the Australian Government continues to treat humanitarian assistance as a 
strategic programming priority rather than an ad hoc response to exceptional phenomena. Disasters 
and conflicts are not exceptional. While they may fluctuate in terms of location and timing, they are 
extremely common – and the vast majority of humanitarian responses are under-funded. 

In 2013 for example, out of the $8.47 billion in UN consolidated appeals for humanitarian 
assistance, only $5.25 billion was funded.88 This means that only 62% of the global humanitarian 
appeal programs in 2013 could be implemented, which is a conservative estimate given that the 
true scale of need is often underreported, particularly in neglected crises such as Chad and the 
Central African Republic. It is critical therefore that Australia not only increases its humanitarian 
investment, but also commits fully to expending any humanitarian contingency funds, prioritising 
under-funded emergencies.

Improving transparency
Consistent and timely reporting of official humanitarian assistance is necessary for transparency 
and accountability. Australia has committed to accurately and transparently report its official 
humanitarian assistance expenditure through its endorsement of the GHD Principles.89 
Furthermore, since 2008 Australia has also been signed up to the International Aid Transparency 
Initiative (IATI)90 as part of the global push to make donors accountable for the development 
assistance funding they provide. 

Australia’s humanitarian reporting is done through a number of mechanisms, including through 
the DFAT website, the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs’ (OCHA) 
humanitarian Financial Tracking Service (FTS), and through reported ODA to the OECD DAC. 
Reporting is also analysed and collated by third party monitoring initiatives such as Development 
Initiatives’ annual GHA report and DARA’s Humanitarian Response Index.91 

While Australia reports through all these mechanisms, the requirements for each system are 
different. As such, there are significant discrepancies between the figures reported through 
these various channels making it difficult for Australian taxpayers to determine where money 
was spent. For example, according to OECD DAC reporting, Australia spent US$433.8 million on 
‘Humanitarian aid grants’ in 2011.92 However, the FTS shows Australia reported just US$313 million 
of humanitarian expenditure that year.93 Contrasting again, the DFAT website reports that over 
the two full financial years 2010-11 and 2011-12, Australia’s humanitarian preparedness and response 
expenditure was AU$387.9 million.94 

Supporting 
disaster victims 
and helping 
them rebuild 
is a simple 
humanitarian 
responsibility, 
but can also 
be one of the 
most effective 
forms of aid.

Australian Aid 
Effectiveness 
Review, 201185 

It is important 
that the 
Australian 
Government 
continues 
to treat 
humanitarian 
assistance as 
a strategic 
programming 
priority rather 
than an ad 
hoc response 
to exceptional 
phenomena

ACFID 
Humanitarian 
Reference Group
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The inconsistency of reporting has very real implications for the accountability of Australia’s 
humanitarian assistance and for the Australian Government’s plans to introduce more rigorous 
benchmarking for the aid program. To address this issue, the government should fully utilise the 
UN’s FTS, given that this mechanism is the most useful for providing up to date information 
about humanitarian assistance. This real-time information is critical as an emergency is unfolding. 

In addition, Australia could consider supporting efforts to improve standardised humanitarian 
donor reporting. For example, recently, Development Initiatives’ GHA program, IATI and FTS held 
a stakeholder workshop on developing standardised reporting formats.95 Australia’s assistance and 
participation in such initiatives would be a valuable contribution to addressing the transparency 
gap. Further, Australia could consider developing an annual humanitarian report covering all of its 
official humanitarian assistance, which would provide clear information to the Australian public.

Recommendation 4: Protect Australia’s aid investment through predictable and 
appropriate levels of humanitarian funding to meet rising demand, as well as increased 
transparency of aid spending

4.1 �Ensure official humanitarian assistance is maintained at a minimum of 10% of Australia’s 
ODA on an annual basis. For the 2014-15 Budget, this would equate to AU$518 million 
given CPI increases.96 Australia should maintain flexibility to increase this proportion 
over time – commensurate with humanitarian needs globally and Australia’s comparative 
economic capacity to respond.

4.2 �Endeavour to contribute Australia’s fair share to consolidated humanitarian appeals, in 
recognition that global humanitarian response is a shared responsibility amongst donors. 
In particular, Australia should ensure that any unspent humanitarian response funding is 
directed towards underfunded emergencies towards the end of the Budget cycle either 
through UN Appeals, to NGOs or through other mechanisms.

4.3 �Improve the consistency of reporting of Australia’s official humanitarian assistance to 
enhance transparency and accountability to the Australian public and demonstrate the 
value of Australia’s humanitarian program. Australia should do this by:

	 (i)   �Reporting all such assistance on the UN’s FTS.

	 (ii)  �Publishing an annual official humanitarian assistance report to provide clear 
information to the public about how much humanitarian assistance Australia has 
provided, where and to whom the funding has gone, and its overall impact on the 
lives of people affected. 

	 (iii) �Continuing to engage with the IATI and promote efforts to improve standardised 
humanitarian reporting mechanisms.

Donors should 
ensure a 
high degree 
of accuracy, 
timeliness, and 
transparency in 
donor reporting 
on official 
humanitarian 
assistance 
spending, and 
encourage the 
development 
of standardised 
formats for 
such reporting.

– Good 
Humanitarian 
Donorship 
Principle 23 



23

5 GETTING THE BALANCE RIGHT
One of the main ways that Australia supports humanitarian action is through partnerships 
with humanitarian organisations including UN agencies, international and local NGOs, and the 
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. Australia also provides direct assistance in 
the form of specialist humanitarian personnel and supplies. Each of these partners has different 
strengths and Australia partners with them in different ways. 

Humanitarian action through partnerships

The United Nations – Funding to UN agencies is typically provided under long-term funding 
agreements with the relevant agencies. Australia also allocates a significant amount of 
funding to UN pooled mechanisms. Within the UN system, there are three types of pooled 
humanitarian funds: the CERF, country-based Common Humanitarian Funds (CHF) and 
Emergency Reserve Funds (ERF).97 These pooled funding mechanisms were established to 
improve the coherence of humanitarian aid and ensure that donor funds are allocated based on 
needs identified and prioritised by humanitarian actors in country. They provide an attractive 
option for donors without a field presence in the relevant countries and limited capacity to 
monitor bilateral grants to implementing partners.

The Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement – In 2010, the Australian Government entered 
into a Partnership Agreement with the Australian Red Cross. This Partnership Agreement 
formally recognises the role of the Australian Red Cross and its global partners, the 
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and the International Federation of the Red 
Cross (IFRC), in delivering humanitarian assistance as well as contributing to humanitarian legal 
and political frameworks.  

The Partnership Agreement is a mechanism through which DFAT can utilise the Red Cross 
networks to respond to emergencies anywhere in the world within 24 hours. It also supports 
a holistic approach to Disaster Management programming across Asia and the Pacific, linking 
emergency relief, recovery and sustainable development. Funding is further provided to 
support improvements in policy and legal frameworks of countries in our region, including 
national disaster legislation and strengthening of International Humanitarian Law.

Non-Government Organisations – In recognition of the role that NGOs play in delivering 
direct humanitarian assistance to people in need, the Australian Government’s 2012 Civil Society 
Engagement Framework states that ‘delivering aid through civil society organisations enables us 
to benefit from these organisations’ grass roots networks, areas of specialisation and presence 
on the ground’.98

In 2011, the Australian Government entered into a Humanitarian Partnership Agreement (HPA) 
with six accredited humanitarian NGOs (Care, Caritas, Oxfam, Plan, Save the Children and 
World Vision). This agreement is one of Australia’s primary mechanisms for funding NGOs to 
implement humanitarian emergency response programs. Australia also provides humanitarian 
funding for all types of humanitarian crises through bilateral grants. Such grants may be made 
to Australian NGOs that are not HPA partners.

Finally, the Government also has multi-year funding agreements with agencies that provide 
specialised humanitarian services, such as RedR Australia. Australia’s 2010-2014 Partnership 
Framework with RedR is valued at approximately $23 million,99 and aids RedR to mobilise skilled 
professionals in response to requests from UN and multilateral agencies, strengthening the 
participation of the Australian humanitarian community in international crises. RedR maintains a 
large and active roster of emergency specialists for this purpose.
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The majority of Australia’s humanitarian assistance is channelled through multilateral organisations 
such as the WFP, UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), UNICEF and OCHA. According 
to the UN’s FTS, in the 2012 calendar year, 77% of Australia’s emergency response funding was 
allocated to multilateral pooled mechanisms and agencies, with the largest recipients being WFP 
(30%), UNHCR (17%) and UNICEF (5%).100 However, this likely represents an over-estimation, given 
the aforementioned inconsistency in Australia’s reporting through FTS. For example, 2011 OECD 
DAC figures suggest that Australia spent closer to 58% of its official humanitarian assistance on 
multilateral organisations (see figure 3).101 

Figure 3: Breakdown of percentage of Australia’s official humanitarian assistance by partner, 2011102 

As Figure 3 demonstrates, the amount of humanitarian funding that the Australian Government 
allocates to NGOs is significantly less than for multilateral partners, at just 17% of Australia’s 
humanitarian assistance in 2011.103 

Australia’s significant support for the UN reflects a legitimate interest in delivering humanitarian 
assistance at scale and improving the coherence of humanitarian action globally. It also aligns 
with the GHD Principle of ‘supporting and promoting the central and unique role of the UN 
in providing leadership and coordination of international humanitarian action’.104 UN agencies 
play an important role in facilitating the delivery of humanitarian aid. They have near global 
reach and considerable technical expertise, and take the lead in setting minimum standards and 
coordinating the work of donors and implementing partners.

As summarised in the Independent Review of Aid Effectiveness, working with UN agencies 
enables Australia to ‘deliver activities beyond Australia’s capacity; and facilitate access to global 
knowledge and expertise’.105 However, considerable evidence suggests that channelling funding 
through UN agencies can also lead to increased costs, delays, and less flexibility in the delivery 
of aid.106 This is because UN agencies do not typically implement humanitarian programs directly, 
but contract NGOs to deliver programs on their behalf. The implications of this in terms of 
timeliness, cost-efficiency and accountability are explained in more detail below.
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Following the devastating 
2010 Pakistan floods 
World Vision provided 
food and essential items 
such as tents, cooking 
sets, gas cylinders, 
bedding, hygiene kits, 
mosquito nets and water 
purification tablets to 
people in the Khyber 
Paktunkhwa, Punjab and 
Sindh provinces.  

Photo credit: Tenille 
Bergin/World Vision

Timeliness
The rapid disbursement of funds is critical to being able to meet acute humanitarian needs and 
save lives at the outset of an emergency. The sub-contracting processes outlined above can 
not only be costly, but also slow down the delivery of humanitarian aid. A recent evaluation 
of the UN CERF, for example, found that the process for ‘soliciting, reviewing, approving and 
initiating activities’ was approximately 13 weeks for ‘rapid response’ emergencies and 19 weeks 
for underfunded emergencies.107 In 2011, Australian funds channelled through UN agencies in the 
Philippines, Pakistan and Somalia took an average of nine weeks between funding decisions and 
the signing of funding agreements, and an additional eight weeks prior to the receipt of funds.108 

In the aftermath of a rapid-onset emergency, delays in the provision of funding to implementing 
partners can have significant implications for program relevance and effectiveness. For example, 
during the 2011 Pakistan floods the Australian Government provided funds to the WFP for food 
distribution which were then subcontracted to an Australian NGO. By the time the funds were 
received by the NGO, it was one and a half months after the peak of the floods, by which 
time ‘the needs had changed’.109 The project targeted a particular area that was accommodating 
people displaced by the floods, but by the time the funds came through, most people had either 
returned to their homes or moved elsewhere in search of livelihood opportunities. Thus, while 
‘the [food] distributions were still appreciated … we weren’t targeting people who had been 
heavily affected by the floods’.110

In contrast, the HPA has proven to be a particularly timely mechanism. NGOs funded directly 
from the Australian Government under the HPA between 2011 and 2012 received funds and were 
able to start programming less than two weeks after the funds were announced.111 
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How the Humanitarian Partnership Agreement mechanism works

The HPA is a mechanism by which the Australian Government provides funds for a particular 
humanitarian crisis to six pre-approved NGOs (Care, Caritas, Oxfam, Plan, Save the Children 
and World Vision). When the mechanism is activated, agencies have an agreed period 
of time (usually within 72 hours) to submit a joint proposal outlining the response to the 
crises and the proportion of funds allocated to each agency. The apportionment of funds 
between agencies is based on a rigorous peer review process, which involves the assessment 
of each agency’s proposed activities against objective criteria.  

The HPA mechanism has thus far been activated eight times – the food crises in the Horn of 
Africa in 2011 and Sahel in 2012, the Pakistan floods in 2011, Typhoon Bopha in the Philippines 
in December 2012, the Syrian refugee crisis (twice) in 2013, Typhoon Haiyan in the Philippines 
in November 2013 and flooding in the Solomon Islands in April 2014. A total of AU$29 
million has been disbursed through it. The HPA has proven to be an efficient and effective 
mechanism for channelling funding direct to NGOs for rapid and slow-onset emergencies.

The HPA Mid-term Review (MTR) found that in Pakistan, the Horn of Africa and Typhoon Bopha 
responses, the quick release of HPA funds enabled NGO partners to leverage funding from other 
donors, which in the case of Pakistan meant that partners could ‘kick-start larger relief activities’.112

While the HPA mechanism has proven to be an effective way of delivering humanitarian funding, 
the portions of funding allocated through the mechanism to date have been small and have not 
been commensurate with the capacity of the members of this group to deliver humanitarian 
assistance.113 One way of addressing these transaction costs would be to explore increasing the 
funding channelled through the HPA mechanism for rapid-onset emergencies where the NGOs’ 
partners have high capacity to respond. This will not only reduce the transaction costs incurred 
by implementing partners, but also lead to faster, less costly and more flexible responses to rapid-
onset emergencies.

Cost-efficiency and accountability
The retention of overheads by UN intermediaries at different stages of the sub-contracting 
process leads to higher transaction costs and reduces the amount of funds available for 
implementing activities at field level. For example, where funds are channelled through the 
UN CERF, the UN Secretariat retains 3% in overheads, and then passes the funds on to a UN 
agency that may retain up to an additional 7% in overheads before passing the funds on to an 
implementing partner with their own overheads – usually an NGO.114 

It is often difficult to track the flow of funds from multilateral agencies to implementing partners 
due to a lack of transparency in project-level reporting on the UN FTS. The UN’s single audit 
principle also precludes project-specific monitoring and audits other than by the UN Board of 
Auditors,115 making it difficult to hold the various actors in the chain of delivery to account for 
expenditure, or to demonstrate the impact of funding on crisis-affected populations.

The importance of the UN single audit principle lies in reducing the administrative burden 
associated with several member states conducting independent audits on the same UN agency.116 
However, the principle limits donors’ capacity to reliably track how their funds have been spent. 
This is in stark contrast with the accountability required of NGO partners that are often required 
to share all financial data and commission independent audits if requested by the donor.117
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A mixed record
Clearly, there is a need for the Australian Government to ensure a balanced approach to 
humanitarian funding, building on the strengths of each of its respective partners relating to 
cost-efficiency, timeliness and accountability. Australia’s most recent allocations of humanitarian 
funding show a mixed record in terms of balance. For example, Australia provided no funds to 
NGOs or the Red Cross in its recent humanitarian aid packages for South Sudan ($3 million to the 
UN’s CHF, $5m to WFP and $2.8m to UNHCR) and Syria ($280 million through UN agencies).118

More generally, the amount of humanitarian funding that the Australian Government allocates 
to NGOs has been comparatively low in recent years compared to the OECD DAC average of 
24% from 2007 to 2011.119 Given the comparative advantages offered by NGOs in the delivery of 
aid, the Australian Government should increase the amount of funding it allocates directly to 
them. This assessment is consistent with the findings of Australia’s Independent Review of Aid 
Effectiveness, which found that there was ‘scope to increase’ funding to NGOs as a proportion 
of the aid budget.120 As a model on which to build in the future, Australia’s response to Typhoon 
Haiyan was well balanced.

Typhoon Haiyan: A good model for balanced funding 

Australia quickly and generously provided $40 million to the Typhoon Haiyan response in 
November and December 2013.121 Funding was allocated to a mix of partners: 

47.5% to UN agencies 

22.5% to Australian and Filipino NGOs 

17.5% to the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement  

12.5% in direct assistance (Australian personnel, stocks and equipment)  

While it is too early to assess the full impact of this funding, it is clear that Australia’s rapid 
disbursement of funds to a variety of partners working on the ground did enable fast 
delivery of live-saving assistance to millions of people.

In calculating appropriate selection of partners for Australian humanitarian assistance, the 
changing humanitarian landscape should also be part of the equation. In the Asian region 
for example, middle income countries in South East Asia such as Thailand, Cambodia and 
the Philippines have demonstrated that they are less likely to officially request a UN-led or 
international humanitarian assistance mission. Instead, these governments are more likely to 
welcome support from international actors in support of a government-led response plan.122 
In such contexts, a mix of appropriate funding and support for a state-led approach should be 
considered. 
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Recommendation 5: Adopt a more balanced approach to allocating humanitarian 
aid through different implementing partners, based on their relative strengths 
and capacities 

5.1 �Ensure that humanitarian assistance is allocated to implementing partners on the 
basis of efficiency, timeliness, effectiveness and accountability, in line with its stated 
commitments in the HAP.

5.2 �Increase the amount of funding provided directly to NGOs to a minimum of 20% of 
Australia’s official humanitarian assistance, with a view to further increase it in line with 
the OECD DAC average of 24%. This includes making full and effective use of the HPA 
and increasing funding allocations through this mechanism.

5.3 �Continue to support a diversity of NGO partners that are best equipped to respond 
to the various needs of affected communities and bring specialised expertise to the 
emergency response.

Typhoon-affected 
families receiving 
materials for house 
reconstruction during a 
CARE Philippines shelter 
repair kit distribution 
in Maricum barangay, 
Pastrana Municipality, 
Leyte province.

Efren Mariano (CARE 
International Shelter 
Technical Advisor in 
the Philippines)
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6 INNOVATION FOR SLOW-ONSET 
AND PROTRACTED CRISES 
As with the rising incidence of rapid-onset disasters, the impact of slow-onset123 and protracted124 
crises is also increasing. Humanitarian assistance in conflict-affected states has risen consistently 
over the last decade and was almost four times higher in 2011 than in 2000.125 This trajectory is set 
to continue with protracted crises in Syria, the Central African Republic, the DRC, Somalia and 
South Sudan. Similarly, there is likely to be an increase in the humanitarian impact of slow-onset 
crises as a result of climate change, food and energy price spikes, mass displacement, population 
growth, and urbanisation.126 In light of these trends, it is important for Australia to review its 
humanitarian policy and funding approaches to slow-onset and protracted humanitarian crises. 

Early Action To AvERT Slow-Onset Crises
Despite significant improvements in early warning systems and conflict prevention tools, the 
global humanitarian system still tends to respond to slow-onset crises in a reactive manner, 
usually after the situation has escalated into a large-scale humanitarian crisis with high mortality 
indicators. Yet there is a considerable body of evidence which suggests that early and preventive 
interventions are much more cost-effective in terms of value for money and, more importantly, 
in terms of saving lives and preserving human dignity.127 

Experiences in the Horn of Africa and Sahel in recent years have brought home the need for early 
action to be taken in response to early warning signs.128 The Australian Government was one of 
the most generous donors in its response to the Horn of Africa food crisis, contributing a total 
of $128 million.129 However, as with other donors, funds were made available only once the UN 
declared a famine in July 2011 – almost a year after warnings of the crisis first emerged. This had 
critical implications for the effectiveness of the response.130

OECD DAC’s Peer Review described Australia as a donor with the capacity to respond 
‘proactively, rapidly and flexibly to new and escalating emergencies.131 But it also noted that 
while Australia had a ‘highly developed system to monitor early warnings’, this information 
‘could be used more systematically to guide funding decisions’, and that ‘the link between early 
warning and triggers for early response is not yet clear’.132 Experience in the Horn of Africa in 2011 
suggests that DFAT must clarify these triggers in preparation to avert future slow-onset crises. 
It is important for DFAT to develop a policy and funding model that would allow it to provide 
funding to support early action in response to the early warning signs of slow-onset crises. 

The independent MTR of the HPA supported the use of the HPA as one of the mechanisms to 
be considered by the Australian Government in responding to sudden escalations of slow-onset 
crises, particularly in circumstances where a rapid response is required to provide life-saving 
assistance.133 However, there is a need to consider whether the HPA mechanism may be adapted 
to allow for the rapid release of funding in response to the early warning signs of slow-onset 
crises – not just sudden escalations. This requires refining the triggers for activating the HPA 
mechanism based on early warning systems. It is also important to consider extending the 
timeframe for implementing activities under the HPA mechanism beyond the current limit of 
12 months to allow for a mix of humanitarian and early recovery activities aimed at building the 
resilience of communities affected by slow-onset crises.
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FLEXIBLE AND STRATEGIC RESPONSES TO 
Protracted CRISES 
Protracted humanitarian crises typically arise as a result of conflict and fragility. The causes of 
conflict will vary in different contexts, but commonly derive from persistent poverty, inequality 
and weak governance. The humanitarian impact and costs of responding to these crises will 
only continue to rise if concerted action is not taken to address the root causes, not just the 
symptoms. However, there is a tendency for donors to only provide ad hoc, short-term funding 
for the delivery of immediate life-saving assistance in response to escalations in violence, without 
dealing with the underlying drivers of conflict.

There is growing consensus and recognition among donors that multi-year funding agreements 
are important instruments for addressing protracted crises, as they provide predictability, 
allowing partners to work more strategically; flexibility, so that partners can adapt programs to 
changing conditions; and they lead to decreased operational costs in the longer term.134 They 
also allow for the implementation of a mix of humanitarian, early recovery and development 
activities. A number of donors, including the UK Department for International Development 
(DFID) and the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA), are in the process 
of expanding multi-annual funding mechanisms.135

The 2013 OECD DAC Peer Review found that Australia is a flexible and predictable donor for 
protracted crises.136 This is based primarily on Australia’s multi-year flexible funding agreements 
with the ICRC and a limited number of UN agencies. In instances where Australia provides 
funding directly to NGOs for protracted crises, it often tends to be ad hoc and short-term, 
rather than part of an overarching strategy to tackle the root causes of protracted crises and 
build resilience. Fortunately, this is starting to turn around. Australia’s plans to support multi-year 
NGO programs in Afghanistan and Somalia,137 which will contribute to building the resilience of 
communities that are vulnerable to the effects of recurrent crises, are good models to build on. 
These programs could provide an evidence-base for expanding multi-year programming in other 
protracted crisis situations. Australia should ensure that such multi-year programs are sufficiently 
flexible to enable adaptations in order to address early warning indicators.

Recommendation 6: Improve the effectiveness of responses to slow-onset and 
protracted crises through innovation

6.1 �Invest in research and the development of a more rigorous policy framework to 
guide efficient, effective, timely and accountable responses to slow-onset and 
protracted crises.

6.2 �Consider whether the HPA model may be adapted or extended to allow for the timely 
provision of funding to implementing partners to take early action in response to the 
early warning signs of slow-onset crises. 

6.3 �Refine long-term country plans and explore options for multi-year partnership 
agreements to more strategically address the root causes and chronic indicators of 
protracted crises, including flexible, long-term funding arrangements with NGOs who 
have demonstrated capacity to implement a mix of humanitarian, early-recovery and 
development programs. 
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7 ENGAGEMENT FOR 
IMPROVED OUTCOMES
The relationship between DFAT and Australian NGOs is of critical importance, and not just 
because NGOs implement DFAT Australian Aid humanitarian response programs. NGOs also 
proactively engage with DFAT on specific projects, country and sectoral issues. For example, since 
Australia became a non-permanent member of the UN Security Council, a number of NGOs have 
actively engaged with DFAT in offering insights and recommendations on how to strengthen UN 
Security Council resolutions for the protection of civilians in humanitarian crises.139

Australian humanitarian NGOs have a number of mechanisms for structured dialogue with the 
Australian Government:

• �ACFID Humanitarian Reference Group – this inter-agency group meets on a quarterly basis 
with DFAT to discuss humanitarian policy and programming issues, share lessons learned, and 
promote good practice. It also provides consolidated data about the work that NGOs are doing 
in the immediate aftermath of large-scale emergencies.

• �HPA Partner Group – this group is comprised of the six HPA Partner agencies meeting on a 
quarterly basis with DFAT to discuss general performance issues relating to the HPA mechanism 
and to exchange lessons learned. It also meets on an ad hoc basis prior to, during and after the 
activation of the HPA mechanism for humanitarian emergency responses.

• �ACFID Working Groups – there are a range of ACFID Working Groups that focus on specific 
countries and sectors. These groups have proven to be effective mechanisms for the Australian 
Government to consult with NGOs on specific country or regional strategies, as well as policy 
initiatives. For example, the ACFID Protection Working Group provided significant input into 
AusAID’s Humanitarian Protection Framework, approved by whole-of-government partners, 
including DFAT, in 2013.140 

Constructive engagement between DFAT and Australian NGOs can promote mutual 
understanding and increased transparency, and lead to improved policy outcomes. As such, 
Australia should continue to engage in regular and structured dialogue with civil society on 
humanitarian policy issues. Australian NGOs would welcome dialogue through the ACFID HRG, 
HPA Forum and ACFID Working Groups as well as with senior humanitarian agency leaders such as 
CEOs.

Australian 
CSOs [Civil 
Society 
Organisations] 
bring particular 
strengths to 
Australia’s aid 
program. Some 
have been 
working in 
international 
aid and 
development 
for more than 
60 years … 
Many also 
have expertise 
in working in 
emergency 
situations 
where quick 
and flexible 
responses are 
essential.138
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CONCLUSION
The case for investment in humanitarian action is clear. At this critical moment in time – when 
disaster risks are rising, funds are contracting and policy frameworks are shifting – the impact of 
humanitarian crises threatens to stall economic development and wind back development gains. 
Humanitarian action and investment in DRR presents an efficient and effective form of aid in a 
resource-constrained environment, and goes to the heart of preventing and responding to the 
global instability caused by conflict and disaster risk.

It is imperative that Australia’s aid program is well equipped to deal with the challenges of 
growing humanitarian needs and risks. To achieve this, the Australian Government will need to 
ensure continued adherence to humanitarian principles and quality standards. Australia also 
should aim to prevent humanitarian suffering and reduce disaster-induced economic losses by 
continuing to make a significant investment in DRR, and by pushing for key regional and global 
reforms to improve the performance of the humanitarian system.

Australia will also need to provide predictable and appropriate levels of humanitarian aid – 
at a minimum of 10% of ODA annually – to keep pace with commitments to help Australia’s 
neighbours in the most disaster-prone region of the world, while also shouldering a fair share of 
GHA further afield. 

Predictable funding must also be matched by increased transparency of aid spending, 
and effective and accountable delivery mechanisms in times of rapid-onset, slow-onset 
and protracted crisis. Australia should maintain an appropriate balance between different 
humanitarian implementing partners – be they NGO, multilateral, the Red Cross or other – given 
that each partner and mechanism brings different strengths to the table. 

By making a serious and generous investment to these efforts, Australia will strengthen its 
position as a leading humanitarian donor and increase its ability to save lives and alleviate human 
suffering in times of conflict and disaster. This is exactly the type of immediate and long-term 
tangible impact that the Australian public wants to see from Australia’s aid program.
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ACFID BRAND GUIDELINES             CORE ELEMENTS

COLOUR

GRAPHIC PATTERN

 High Impact
Photographic Pattern

 High Impact
Graphic Pattern

Information
Keyline Pattern

TYPOGRAPHY

STRAPLINE

PRIMARY SECONDARY GRADIENT

Internal correspondence font
for applications produced 
in Microsoft as well as online

Secondary font for
testimonials, quotes 
and breakout text

Primary font for all
designed communications

Brand Identity | Guidelines
Quick Reference Guide
to Brandmarks & Core Elements
This guideline will help you understand how to use our brand identity.
Our brand identity assets have been specifically designed, so please 
do not try to recreate or modify them in any way. Use only the 
approved artwork files which can be provided to you upon request. 
For enquires contact ACFID on +61 2 6281 9216.

PRIMARY  CMYK RGB      WEB-SAFE

Gold 30   30    100     15         173       150      16       AD     96      10

Dark Grey   0     0        0   70  76        76      76       4C     4C     4C

Light Grey   0      0       0    56             112       112       112            70      70      70

SECONDARY

Yellow    2     2    100     0 255      232     000  FF      E8      00

Terracotta  10      52      79    20 191      121      058   BF     79      3A

Ivory  24      19      39      0 206     198     164   CE     C6      A4             

Fawn   0       4      45    10  238    223    153   EE     DF      99    

Blue   41     20       15    10  152      173      187   98     AD      BB

Lilac 28     30      20    30  150      140     146   96     8C      92

GRADIENT ACFID                External        Code

Blended colours                            

Proposition strapline and 
Organisation descriptor
Lock-up configuration
Do not alter line break

ACFID unites Australia’s non-government 
aid and international development 
organisations to strengthen their collective 
impact against poverty

Proposition strapline
Can be used separately
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External
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