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1

   The accelerated technological and cultural change of the world has 
brought to the top of the agenda of the global system new prob-
lems calling on states and global institutions for apposite policy 
responses. The high permeability of state borders, the complex inter-
dependence between states, the appeal of new principles supporting 
humanitarian intervention and the responsibility of protecting the 
victims of violence has imposed on the world’s political actors the task 
of producing sound programmes and policies to deal with problems 
that are both new and of unprecedented scale. The novelty of the global 
political system is even wider than the appearance of new problems. 
It encompasses the operations of new actors, such as the private and 
non-governmental organizations that challenge the roles and capabili-
ties of states and international organizations. On some occasions, these 
new actors are able to put problems on the agenda that state govern-
ments would prefer to hide. At times, they are capable of derailing the 
policies of governments, as is the case of economic operators and mili-
tarized groups. Consequently, today’s world is far from being organized 
by concentration of power and the game of the super-powers we have 
been used to thinking of in the recent past. The role of international 
organizations as the core institutions of the governmental structure 
of the world system can no longer be underestimated. These institu-
tions impel the re- organization and internationalization of states by 
increasing their dependence on practices and rules formed outside 
their borders. In  particular, these institutions are the place where world 
policies are produced, and to a large extent this occurs thanks to the 
advanced participation of non-governmental organizations. This book 
demonstrates that such a change encompasses the management of 
the emergency problems that have entered the agenda of the global 
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political system during the past thirty years. This change belongs to 
the long-run evolutionary process of the world human community. 
Progressively, states and other actors have created institutions which 
produce policies and rules of a global reach in order to deal with prob-
lems having a global reach. Over time, the global political system has 
gone from informal and intangible institutions, such as the great power 
concert and the summits of the super-powers, to formal and tangible 
organizations, chiefly a universal intergovernmental organization 
(the United Nations), international economic regimes, which func-
tion by way of legal mechanisms and intergovernmental organizations 
(the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, the World Trade 
Organization and the like), and intergovernmental quasi-organizations 
(such as the G7/8 and G20). Also, the political sphere of the world 
system has been changing and covering a growing number of issues. 
It passed from primary concern for state sovereignty and international 
economic matters to environmental and social issues, such as health, 
crime, human rights, and the emergencies and disasters of today. In 
the nascent political sphere of emergency cooperation, the states and 
intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) of global (the United Nations) 
and regional scope (the European Union, the African Union, and so on) 
and non-state actors, such as non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 
transnational corporations (TNCs) and civil society groups, play as 
primary actors, either independently from one another or in coordina-
tion with one another, on either an ad hoc or a regular basis. By means 
of institutional and experimental procedures, within international 
and multilateral settings, they are capable of producing an increasing 
number of policies, that is, sets of rules, standards, programmes and 
funds, to cope with the emergency and humanitarian problems that are 
brought to, and debated in, the global public space.  

  Origins of the humanitarian practice and norms 
of emergency aid 

 The history of the debate about the need to respond to emergency 
problems by means of collective actions, rather than individual deeds, 
is marked by two milestones: the conception of the principles and 
construction of the practice of humanitarian action in the late nine-
teenth century and the launch of the principle and nascent practice of 
the responsibility to protect (R2P) in the past decade. According to the 
humanitarian action principles, aid must be given to all human beings 
on an impartial basis. It makes no difference to which society and 
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community the victims belong. Together with impartiality, humani-
tarian action has to comply with the principle of proportionality. The 
most in need, weak and vulnerable human beings must be aided first. 
Last, the principle of neutrality is also imperative to properly carry 
out humanitarian actions. All actors in humanitarian intervention 
will refrain from backing a party in conflict with others in case aid 
is given to groups at war and to divided communities in countries 
hurt by an emergency. Impartiality, proportionality and neutrality are 
the fundamental principles of action for all the agencies that under-
take humanitarian actions. But these principles are matters of public 
concern and controversy today as they have been since the origin of 
the humanitarian practice. In consideration of the political interest 
that states have in any humanitarian action, non-governmental 
humanitarian organizations advocate independence and no supervi-
sion by governments of their operations. This approach, however, is 
not shared by all humanitarian NGOs, either as normal practice or 
occasional behaviour. From time to time, some organizations accept 
financial donations from state governments. In operation sites, some 
organizations are respectful of the conditions set by the government 
for the distribution of emergency aid, but others do not care about 
these conditions. Furthermore, some humanitarian NGOs want to 
address political issues and the root causes of humanitarian crises; 
others are keen on responding only to the immediate humanitarian 
needs (see Irrera,  2010 ). 

 Humanitarian principles have been devised along with the practice of 
humanitarian action. The origin of this practice dates from 1863, at the 
first meeting of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), 
a group of five moved by the book  Un Souvenir de Solferino  (‘A Memory 
of Solferino’), written by Henry Dunant, a Swiss citizen keen on social 
action. In 1859, he was shocked by the suffering of the soldiers wounded 
in the Solferino battle and, instantly, organized the civilian population 
to give help to thousands of injured soldiers. In his book, he promoted 
the cause of dispensing treatment and care to war-wounded soldiers 
and protecting those providing aid. He considered the neutrality of the 
protection agents as an essential condition to aid, and strongly advo-
cated this idea in his public actions in the following years. In 1901, 
Dunant received the Nobel Peace Prize for his actions. Since the foun-
dation of the Red Cross, humanitarian agencies have coped with the 
crucial problem of neutrality and independence from governments. This 
is because governments immediately acted to preserve for themselves 
the regulation of the humanitarian protection to war-wounded soldiers. 
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In 1864, on the initiative of the Swiss Parliament, twelve governments 
signed the  Geneva Convention   for the Amelioration of the Condition of the 
Wounded and Sick in Armed Forces . The Convention was updated in 1906, 
and extended its norms to  Shipwrecked Members of Armed Forces at Sea . In 
1929, the third Convention norms extended protection to the  Prisoners 
of War . In 1949, the fourth Convention added the  Protection of Civilian 
Persons in Time of War  to the existing scope. In 1977, two Protocols on the 
 Protection of Victims of International Armed Conflicts  and  Non-International 
Armed Conflicts  were signed by governments. Lastly, in 2005, the third 
Protocol on the  Adoption of an Additional Distinctive Emblem (for medical 
services)  was added. Of course, the Geneva Convention has important 
effects on normative development at the international level and at the 
same time serves national interests. The Convention signatory states 
want their captured soldiers and civilian populations in occupied terri-
tories to receive legal protection, medical services and food, and mili-
tary forces to be quickly reconstituted. This notwithstanding, the area 
occupied by humanitarian non-governmental organizations has been 
growing steadily, especially in recent decades, alongside the humani-
tarian aid organized by states. 

 Weiss ( 2004 ) remarks that, from 1945 until the 1967 Six Days War 
in the Middle East, no reference to the humanitarian dimension of 
any conflict was made in the UN Security Council resolutions, nor in 
the 1970s and 1980s was the humanitarian aspects of armed conflict 
a priority concern of the Security Council. Change suddenly came to 
the fore in the early 1990s. From 1990 to 1994, humanitarian crises 
were presented as threats to international peace and security in twice 
as many Security Council resolutions as during the first 45 years of UN 
history in the context of Chapter VII (Weiss,  2004 : 136). Lastly, in the 
early years of the 2000s, the resolve of the former UN Secretary-General, 
Kofi Annan, to propound the principle of the responsibility to protect, 
also known as R2P, gave an impetus to the debate on the legitimacy of 
intervention for humanitarian reasons. 

 In 2001, the report  The   Responsibility to Protect , published by the 
independent group International Commission on Intervention and 
State Sovereignty, argued that when a government either does not safe-
guard the lives of people on its territory or cannot fulfil that responsi-
bility, other governments, authorized by the UN, have the right to act, 
and to make use of military force as a last resort (ICISS,  2001 ). In the 
report, sovereignty is the prerogative of the state and encompasses the 
responsibility to protect populations within the state borders. In 2004, 
the High-level Panel on Threats, Challenges, and Change, created by 
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the UN Secretary-General to study the issue, recognized ‘the  emerging 
norm that there is an international responsibility to protect [civil-
ians] ... in the event of genocide and other large-scale killing, ethnic 
cleansing or serious violations of international humanitarian law’ 
(United Nations,  2004 ). Accordingly, the R2P concept was first included 
in the Secretary-General’s report  In Larger Freedom  in preparation for 
the General Assembly’s World Summit and then endorsed by the  UN 
World Summit Outcome Document.  The heads of state committed to  

  use appropriate diplomatic, humanitarian and other peaceful 
means ... to help protect populations from genocide, war crimes, 
ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity. ... [W]e are prepared 
to take collective action, in a timely and decisive manner, through 
the Security Council, in accordance with the Charter, including 
Chapter VII, on a case-by-case basis and in cooperation with rele-
vant regional organizations as appropriate, should peaceful means 
be inadequate and national authorities manifestly fail to protect 
their populations ... (United Nations,  2005 )   

 Scholars and practitioners recognize almost unanimously that it is 
essential to proceed towards the clear definition of the R2P principle 
and make it operational within the UN system by specifying margins 
and clarifying situations to avoid policy makers justifying any other 
actions. Concern was expressed about the need to separate R2P as the 
norm, and the mechanism for protecting citizens put at risk by their 
own governments, from the doctrine of the pre-emptive use of force, 
which refers to the action of a state that faces a threat to its territory and 
interests. Badescu and Weiss ( 2010 : 362) remark that the World Summit 
decision two years after the American intervention in Iraq ‘suggests 
that member states sought to prevent future abuses by clarifying the 
conditions under which the use of force for human protection purposes 
was permitted’. In January 2009, the new UN Secretary-General Ban 
Ki-moon released the report  Implementing the   Responsibility to Protect . In 
this report, the protection responsibilities of individual states, interna-
tional assistance and capacity-building, and timely and decisive inter-
national responses are proposed as the three pillars of the approach 
for implementing R2P. The UN Secretary-General also appointed a 
special adviser for the prevention of genocide and a special adviser 
tasked with promoting R2P. Von Schorlmer (2007) proposed to oper-
ationalize the R2P principle by separating the responsibility to prevent, 
including early warning, as the task of the UN Human Rights Council 
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and the General Assembly, the responsibility to react as the task of the 
UN Security Council, the responsibility to try to sentence the persons 
accused of the relevant crimes as the task of the International Criminal 
Court, and the responsibility to rebuild as the task of the UN Peace 
Building Commission. 

 It is worth considering that the R2P agenda, other than the use of mili-
tary force, comprises responses to mass atrocities ranging from preven-
tion to post-conflict rebuilding, to protecting civilians at risk. Peaceful 
means should be used first, and force should be used only as a last resort. 
The UN Security Council should make greater use of its right to investi-
gate any dispute. Briefly, the responsibility to protect addresses the need 
for preventive action as a state responsibility and as an international 
effort to help countries to help themselves in situations that have the 
potential to deteriorate into mass atrocities. The instruments of preven-
tion are mediation, political condemnation, travel bans, seizure of 
bank accounts,  demarchés  on the expansion of the humanitarian space, 
observer missions, and political pressure on the conflicting parties. 
Also technical cooperation in the field of legislation, administration 
and development is of importance to promote capacity-building. Lastly, 
as Badescu and Weiss ( 2010 : 368) remark, ‘norm entrepreneurs’ play a 
critical role by advancing the norm, attracting other norm promoters 
and calling attention to issues and cases falling under the R2P banner. 
This role pertains also to region-level intergovernmental organizations, 
non-state actors and civil society groups, such as the GCR2P, Global 
Centre for the Responsibility to Protect, and the ICR2P, International 
Coalition for the Responsibility to Protect (see Von Schorlmer, 2007). 

 The debate about the responsibility to protect as a case of norm change 
in world politics is significant to understanding the nature of the emer-
gency and disaster policies of global institutions. In a study of three 
cases of norm change, the slave trade, piracy, and state sponsorship of 
terrorism, De Nevers ( 2007 ) demonstrates that the interaction of two 
factors – the standing of the target state in international society and 
its power relative to the norm-promoting great power – helps explain 
the use, or non-use, of force by great powers seeking to promote new 
norms. He recognizes that states generally promote norms in ways that 
are consistent with the realist logic, but contends the realist assump-
tion that norms do not matter by showing that a state’s membership 
status in the international community affects whether it is subjected 
to force. As constructivist scholars expect, social factors such as sover-
eign status matter. At the same time, weak states are treated differently 
than strong states and are more likely to be coerced. However, coercion 
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is not the only instrument of powerful states in norm change. They 
can link support for new principles with material side payments in 
other areas and, in general, attract more attention and participate in 
more forums. However, contrary to the use of force, in the past, as 
an effective means for imposing newly formed and accepted norms 
on norm-disobedient states, many scholars explain norm change in 
contemporary world systems and compliance to new norms by states 
as the effect of a wider range of mechanisms. According to Finnemore 
and Sikkink ( 1998 ), norm adoption by states occurs in a three-stage 
cycle. In the first stage, the emergence or tipping point stage, a critical 
mass of relevant state actors adopt the norm. In the norm cascade or 
broad acceptance stage, the norm spreads through socialization and 
imitation mechanisms. In the third stage, the norm is internalized by 
the states. In Risse and Sikkink’s spiral model of norm diffusion ( 1999 ), 
however, norm adoption is accomplished through a five-phase process, 
namely adaptation, denial, dialogue, strategic bargaining, and moral 
conscious-raising. Briefly, mechanisms and tools, such as persuasion 
and socialization, claimed by the constructivist scholars, and the 
use of incentives and threats, claimed by the rationalist scholars, are 
proposed to explain norm change beyond the use of force by states, 
claimed by the realist and neorealist scholars. Badescu and Weiss’s 
remark about the misuse of an emerging norm is also worth bearing in 
mind here as a norm diffusion effect. Their study covers the impact of 
the  misapplication of the R2P framework to Burma in the aftermath of 
Cyclone Nargis by the French government and to South Ossetia during 
the conflict between Russia and Georgia by the Russian government. 
These cases of mis representation, disinterested but wrong in the former, 
and untruthful and politically biased in the latter, hint that misuse 
can advance norms through contestation and conceptual clarification. 
In other terms, ‘misguided justifications and attempted breaches of an 
emerging norm, when they are rejected, “back-fire” and actually have 
the opposite effect, thereby clarifying matters and fostering the norm’ 
(Badescu and Weiss,  2010 : 358–9). 

 On the whole, the itinerary of an emerging norm depends on its 
compatibility with the dominant environment. In this regard, aware-
ness of existing ambiguities surrounding the norm of humanitarian 
and emergency intervention and of operational challenges to its imple-
mentation is in order. Regarding the former, the normative architecture 
for human rights within which the R2P idea emerged is characterized 
by inconsistent respect for the non-intervention principle, and its corol-
lary, the non-use of force to settle international disputes. Regarding the 
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latter, we are reminded of the Security Council’s hesitation on the R2P 
norm implementation in Darfur in spite of the massive murder and 
displacement in the region. 

 To conclude, an all-round change is implied by the R2P principle in 
the area of aid and intervention for humanitarian purposes. First, the 
2001 ICISS report and the  World Summit Outcome Document  empha-
sized the need to do everything possible to prevent mass atrocities, 
so that deploying military force is an option only after alternatives 
have been considered and have failed. Second, the World Summit 
considers only genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes 
against humanity as cases for action, but the general normative precept 
of the R2P  principle is that all states have to protect their own citizens 
from large-scale and unacceptable suffering. Last, if a state is unable or 
unwilling to protect, or is actually the perpetrator of that suffering, ‘its 
sovereignty is  abrogated while the responsibility to protect devolves to 
the international community of states, ideally acting through the UN 
Security Council’ (Badescu and Weiss,  2010 : 356).  

  Explaining aid and intervention in humanitarian 
and emergency crises 

 Humanitarianism is commonly associated with saving lives, 
pre serving human life and dignity, as well as reducing and alleviating 
human suffering. The United Nations Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs associates humanitarian work first and foremost 
with the alleviation of human suffering in disasters and emergencies 
(see OCHA,  2009 : 1). A humanitarian and emergency crisis is, then, 
any long-lasting condition in which a large number of people suffer 
from either man-perpetrated actions or natural disasters which cause 
hunger, disease, displacement, physical violence and gross violation of 
human rights. 

 The humanitarian discourse has the power to legitimize extraordi-
nary measures, including military intervention and the use of force. As 
Watson remarks, ‘the widespread endorsement of [the R2P principle], 
combined with the continued use of humanitarianism to promote 
massive relief operations and military interventions, amply demon-
strates that humanitarianism, like security, is a powerful discourse that 
legitimizes marshalling a vast amount of resources in the implemen-
tation of emergency measures’ (2011: 4). While humanitarianism as a 
justification for the use of military force is strongly opposed by many 
critics for different reasons, many politicians and scientists advocate 
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humanitarian action on condition of either excluding the use of force 
or ensuring that force is used within  appropriate boundaries and for 
humanitarian goals. The debate on humanitarianism, then, is about 
a spectrum of issues, such as what threats to human life and dignity 
and causes of suffering (large-scale human rights violations, poverty, 
large-scale violence) qualify as necessary conditions for emergency 
action, what types of emergency measures (relief, economic devel-
opment, military intervention, state-building) are correct actions, 
how these measures should be implemented (neutrally, pragmati-
cally), and by whom (NGOs, states, international organizations). 

 In current world affairs, humanitarian and emergency actions by 
states and NGOs normally take the form of an institutionalized response, 
that is rescue, aid and emergency relief administered by international 
organizations and agencies and, only on rare occasions, through the 
form of armed intervention. To support this assertion, it suffices to 
remind ourselves of the plethora of bureaucratic entities that imple-
ment emergency relief measures: from non-governmental aid organi-
zations like MSF and Oxfam, to governmental aid organizations such 
as the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), 
the United Kingdom’s Department for International Development 
(DFID) and the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA), 
to international governmental  organizations such as the World Health 
Organization (WHO), the World Food Programme (WFP) and various 
UN agencies (UNDAC, the United Nations Disaster Assessment and 
Coordination; UNICEF, the United Nations Children’s Fund; UNHCR, 
the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, and 
OCHA) (Watson,  2011 : 8). 

 How can the growth of humanitarian aid and intervention over the 
last decades be explained, even though states and international organi-
zations are selective in this practice? To realist thinkers, humanitarian 
aid and intervention is carried out for substantial reasons like security 
and economic interests. To constructivist and institutionalist thinkers, 
norm internalization and diffusion create the condition for action. To 
many, humanitarian aid and intervention is explained by the conjunc-
tion of ideational, material and institutional factors, and no single 
factor is strong enough to cause the decision to act for humanitarian 
goals. Generally, the decision to act in the case of an emergency and 
humanitarian crisis is dependent on domestic circumstances and inter-
national conditions. The domestic circumstances have an influence on 
the response of the donor country. The country’s government assesses 
the pros and cons of giving financial and material aid on a bilateral basis 



10 Fulvio Attinà

and/or taking part in the collective action of an international organi-
zation or a coalition of governments. Party competition, the national 
election schedule, the country’s social and economic conditions, and 
above all the ruling party’s interests are the most important factors in 
the governmental decision to give aid to a country in need and/or to 
join the action of an international organization or a willing-country 
coalition. 

 The international conditions are in general more important 
than the domestic ones because collective action is by far the most 
frequent form of response to humanitarian crises at the current time. 
Humanitarian norms permeate the value set of the contemporary 
world system. Over the last twenty years, the humanitarian norm has 
made intervention as a reaction to widespread human suffering and 
large-scale violations of basic human rights a legitimate action. This is 
normally associated with circumstances that create an incentive to act, 
like the extent of the crisis (number of victims, size of displacement, 
and so on), the coverage of the media, and the amount of negative 
spillover such as terrorism and clandestine trafficking. Still, the norm 
does not trigger solidarity actions and intervention in all the cases 
of humanitarian and emergency crisis. This is because material inter-
ests enter into play. Spending national resources for a humanitarian 
mission implies the calculation of costs and benefits. Economic and 
political interests are taken into account by governments in assessing 
the reasons for giving aid and bearing the cost of an intervention. 
The chance of achieving the expected goal of ending the humani-
tarian crisis is considered by policy makers, both in the decision to 
act unilaterally and in the  negotiations about the collective action of 
an international organization. The chance that the crisis could prop-
agate negative effects to a region and the rest of the world through 
direct and indirect outcomes, such as economic downturn, refugee 
flows and terrorism, is a further factor affecting the decision to act for 
humanitarian purposes. Lastly, political and institutional factors play 
a role, either as incentive or restraint, according to past experience 
and path-dependency pressure and to the present circumstances. The 
previous engagement of a country and of an international organiza-
tion in the area of the crisis and similar contexts is also a condition 
in favour of further action because it enhances the reputation of the 
state and the international organization as a reliable humanitarian 
actor. The burden of programmes and actions already in place in other 
crises, in contrast, is a condition for inaction to not overstretch the 
country’s and  international  organization’s available resources.  
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  The approach of this book 

 The social science literature about humanitarian aid has been chan-
ging in character over the last thirty years, with increasing attention 
given to emergency operations and new awareness of risks unseen in 
the past. By the 1960s, governments and international organizations 
had started policies and programmes of humanitarian–economic aid. 
Economic development analysts study policies dealing with the prob-
lems of the countries that are unable to respond to the basic needs of 
the population because of scarce resources and low economic stand-
ards. The objectives of such policies are, first, to end the suffering of 
people who lack food and primary goods, and, second, to promote 
economic development and political stability in affected communi-
ties and countries. This traditional area of humanitarian aid and poli-
cies is not the object of this book. The area of analysis of this book 
is the emergencies that have entered into global public debate and 
become the object of world policies in recent times, either because of 
the large-scale effect emergencies have today or because of the new 
awareness of world institutions and state governments of the conse-
quences of emergency events. More precisely, this book is about three 
broad areas of emergencies and related international  cooperation 
and world policies. They are the area of natural disaster policies, 
the area of peace support policies in relation to countries suffering 
from large-scale human violence, and the area of systemic risk poli-
cies. Succinctly, they are defined as follows. Natural disaster  policies 
deal with the need for anticipating the costs of natural disasters 
(that is, organizing prevention and preparedness) and responding to 
short-term and long-term problems (that is, relief and reconstruction) 
in post-disaster countries. Peace support policies aim at halting the 
use of violence in conflict societies and states, and at rebuilding the 
condition of peace, security and stability in countries that experience 
man-made disasters such as unrestrained war and genocide. Systemic 
risk policies deal with the response of states and international organi-
zations to current problems that are linked to inbuilt conditions of 
contemporary societies, such as financial crises, climate change, 
global pandemics, and international terrorism. To some extent, these 
emergency policies overlap one another. When risk is uncontrolled 
and disaster prevention fails, humanitarian aid and, sometimes, peace 
support operations enter the stage. Consequently, international coop-
eration and policies on these emergencies are the object of studies and 
disciplines very close to one another. Students of these problems and 
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policies cooperate in building knowledge across disciplinary borders. 
In this book, in particular, collaboration between political scien-
tists and anthropologists has been valued as a fruitful venture that 
highlights the interdependence of international cooperation and the 
impact of this cooperation on the societies of the aid-recipient coun-
tries. A further benefit of the cross-disciplinary approach has been the 
building of knowledge that accounts for the interplay of institutional 
and non-institutional actors, that is, states and international organiza-
tions, as well as non-governmental organizations and social actors at 
large, in  emergency policies. 

 The two parts of this book investigate, respectively, the existing 
understanding of international cooperation and policies on disas-
ters and emergencies, and a number of cases in which these policies 
have been put in place. The five chapters of Part I review and assess 
what social scientists, in particular political scientists and anthropolo-
gists, have produced since they began delving into the disasters and 
emergencies of the contemporary world. Different methodologies and 
theory approaches, relevant issues and empirical knowledge about the 
 international response to different kinds of disasters and emergen-
cies are examined to give an account of the state of the art.  Chapter 1  
 highlights the humanitarian consensus that has been growing from 
the date of the Red Cross’s foundation to the start of the current phase 
of responsibility to protect. The chapter contends that the advance-
ment of humanitarian cooperation in world politics paves the way to 
moulding emergency as one of the new objects of the multi lateral poli-
cies of the global system. On this basis, the chapter reviews and assesses 
the existing research knowledge on emergency cooperation and disaster 
policies that has been produced by political scientists. It reveals that 
political science knowledge is mostly about the domestic politics of 
disaster prevention and consequences and about the bilateral diplomacy 
of countries involved in disaster events. The global politics of disaster 
response and emergency action, in contrast, is an under-researched area 
of interest to political scientists. But political research on man-made 
disasters, such as genocides, protracted civil wars and crimes against 
humanity, has been growing over the past decades in association with 
the growing interest of political scientists in humanitarian issues. 
Despite the different amount of knowledge  available about emergency 
cooperation in natural and man-made disasters, the two areas share 
policy implementation and efficacy problems, such as the misman-
agement of resources, the lack of aid coordination, poor relations with 
locals, and the security of donor actors on the ground. 
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 In  Chapter 2 , Sandrine Revet analyses the two major social science 
approaches to the analysis of natural disasters since social scientists 
took on studying a phenomenon that was the domain of the ‘hard’ 
or natural sciences. The ‘disaster studies’ approach is predominantly 
focused on analysing the consequences of disasters through the empir-
ical methodology of the behavioural paradigm. The ‘vulnerability 
school’ approach emerged in the 1970s from a critical and radical 
perspective and centred on the causes of disasters within the devel-
opment studies perspective. Revet also examines the influence these 
schools, inspired especially by anthropologists, have exerted on the 
internationalization of the natural disaster policies. She demonstrates 
that the ‘vulnerability school’ gave birth to concepts like vulnera-
bility, resilience, adaptation, and the disaster–development link that 
became the focus of a set of good practices and guidelines that trans-
formed natural disasters into the object of the international policies 
created by international organizations, NGOs, and experts. In the wide 
theoretical and historical outlook adopted in  Chapter 3 , Mika Aaltola 
proposes the need to pay adequate  theoretical attention to emergen-
cies and disasters as complex phenomena. The chapter accounts for 
the history of emergencies since the 1755 Lisbon earthquake, and 
highlights the different scenarios of knowledge that frame the study 
of disasters around certain cross-cutting themes like humanitarian 
compassion, containment-orientation, preparedness, and resilience. 
The chapter also covers the political modality of emergency assistance 
and disaster-related diplomacy, and exemplifies the major trajectories of 
emergency politics through the theoretical review of significant cases. 

 A critical look at the understanding of peace missions as the instru-
ment of the world institutions to deal with humanitarian issues is the 
content of  Chapter 4 . Maria Raquel Freire, Paula Duarte Lopes and 
Daniela Nascimento reconstruct the scientific and political approaches 
that have led to the adoption of integrated peace missions as the instru-
ment of global institutions to respond to complex violence settings 
through conflict management methods and humanitarian actions. The 
chapter departs from the securitization school approach to analyse the 
concepts of development, security and humanitarianism, and examines 
how this approach has influenced knowledge about interventions in the 
promotion of peace and security. The conclusions of this study about 
the interconnection of different research strategies and the consequent 
effects on policies are frightening. On the one hand, the broadening 
of the peace studies agenda along with the disconnection between 
the research proposals and the operational results rendered the peace 
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studies field fragile. On the other hand, the process of securitization of 
(under)development and humanitarian aid restricted the windows of 
opportunity for peace-building policies. Change in the research agenda 
and the consequence of this change for emergency policies is the object 
also of the last chapter of Part I. Nora Vanaga examines the impact 
of Ulrick Beck’s  risk society  concept on the crisis and security studies 
tradition of political science and international relations. In particular, 
she analyses the widening of the security concept and the difficul-
ties of finding practical solutions to emerging security challenges as 
the consequences of the adoption of the risk society concept by social 
scientists and policy makers. Since transnational cooperation within 
international organizations is regarded as the best way to deal with 
risks, the chapter focuses on EU and NATO cooperation in this field to 
check whether the change of the security policies of both organizations 
to respond to the new security challenges is an effective institutional 
solution to the new insecurity issues. 

 The objective of the chapters of Part II of this book is to comple-
ment the state of the art exploration with fresh analysis of disaster 
and emergency events. For this reason, a number of cases have been 
selected and made the object of the understanding and methods exam-
ined in Part I. In particular, existing knowledge has been applied to the 
analysis of the disaster and emergency events that have attracted world 
public opinion and prompted the largest response from states and 
international organizations of our times. These events are the Haiti 
earthquake, the catastrophic tsunami that hit Pacific Ocean countries, 
and the genocide in Rwanda and the Former Yugoslavia. In addition, 
to underline the importance of non-state actors in the programmes 
of the disaster and emergency policies of the global system, the last 
two chapters analyse the role of NGOs and the issue of civil–military 
 relations in these programmes. 

 The January 2010 earthquake in Haiti was one of the most destruc-
tive natural disasters in world history. About 230,000 people were 
killed, while about 300,000 were injured. About 2 million people 
became homeless, displaced, or dispossessed. International aid has 
been massive in terms of people, instruments, and resources put in 
place, complex in terms of delivery because of the economic and 
political conditions of the country, one of the poorest countries in 
the world, ruled by a repressive regime, and contentious in terms of 
management and operation because of the difficulty in setting up the 
appropriate coordination between the donor countries and agencies. 
The two chapters on Haiti deal with these aspects and analyse two 
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faces of today’s international intervention and aid in natural disas-
ters, those of the hegemon country and of the international organi-
zations. Annica Moore’s chapter analyses the United States’ response 
and reveals the link between disaster intervention and humanitarian 
 containment practices. In the knowledge that humanitarian relief can 
exert control upon the recipients, the chapter demonstrates that the 
almost unprecedented amount of humanitarian capital that flowed 
from the destruction and suffering in Port-au-Prince was constructed 
through hegemonic disaster narratives. Although contested by 
some, the vast US military presence secured international legitimacy 
in the audible US construction of the situation, through the use of 
 humanitarian motivations. In this way, the Haiti earthquake provided 
an interesting window into certain disaster knowledge about the 
current humanitarian world order. By analysing the mobility narra-
tives in official statements forming part of the hegemonic disaster 
discourse, the chapter deciphers the means through which the human 
containment intervention was legitimized. The chapter by Claudia 
Morsut and Maite Iturre looks into the relief and reconstruction 
actions led by international organizations. In the aftermath of the 
earthquake, the first humanitarian aid was provided by the United 
Nations and the United States. Soon after the disaster, the European 
Union was able to contribute with millions of euros for immediate 
relief and with rescue teams. In recognition of the entangled nature 
of relief and rehabilitation to accomplish the goal of the emergency 
programmes, the chapter analyses the two phases of the humani-
tarian aid given by the European Union in association with the United 
Nations presence in Haiti. In this way, the authors shed light also on 
the future of EU–UN cooperation in this field. 

 The analysis of post-tsunami Sri Lanka addresses the consequences 
that international aid has for the post-disaster dynamics of the recip-
ient country. Mara Benadusi draws on multiple periods of ethnographic 
research on the tsunami-affected coasts of Sri Lanka to explore how 
the catastrophe functions as a laboratory of ‘social drama’ formation 
because of the interplay of factors such as the competitive entry onto 
the political scene of different national and international actors (states, 
international organizations, NGOs, local institutions), the issues of 
resettlement, reconstruction and housing in a long-term perspective, 
the uses of identity resources and disaster politics by the ‘victims’, the 
interference among different strategic and value-oriented logics in the 
post-disaster scene, and the reconfiguration of collective memories 
through a renewed relationship with the past. The Sri Lankan case is an 
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example of the kind of highly politicized and projective undertaking 
that follows a catastrophe. Through interactions with old and new, 
global and local, national and international actors, the populations 
affected by the tidal wave ended up engaging in a project far removed 
from the mere reconstruction of socio-material references that gave 
meaning to everyday life before the disaster. Instead, they found them-
selves participating in an ambitious and tricky political exercise shaped 
by values that required renegotiation and based on social agreements 
that themselves had been remade. 

 Humanitarian intervention in man-made disasters is exemplified in 
 Chapter 9  with the analysis of the United Nations intervention in the 
Rwanda and the Former Yugoslavia genocides. Sabrina Stein assesses 
the response of the contemporary world community to a recurrent 
mass atrocity in human history, the attempt to systematically destroy 
a group of people based on their ethnic, national, religious or other 
identity. The prevention of genocide was established as part of the 
United Nations agenda in resolution 96(1), which pledged to prevent 
and punish genocide and called for the drafting of the Convention for 
the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide in 1948. The 
United Nations deployed the UNPROFOR peacekeeping mission to the 
Former Yugoslavia in 1992–95 and the UNAMIR mission to Rwanda 
in 1993–96. The chapter presents a qualitative, comparative analysis of 
the role of the United Nations in Rwanda and the Former Yugoslavia, 
starting with the historical background of the conflict and early UN 
intervention, and following this with the UN’s role during the conflict 
and genocide and the role of the organization in post-genocide Rwanda 
and the Former Yugoslavia. Both missions proved to be tragic failures. 
Therefore, the chapter ends with the lessons to be learned for future UN 
missions in such events. 

 The contribution of non-state actors is widely known today as helpful 
in achieving good outcomes in programmes of disaster and emergency 
relief and rehabilitation. Their relation with the state and international 
organization operating agents, however, is frequently one of uneasy 
collaboration. NGOs are able to deploy a wide range of materials and 
logistics, and make use of capabilities apposite to the problems in the 
sites of action of the peace building and reconstruction missions of 
international institutions. Indeed, NGOs have their own approach to 
reconstruction and service delivery to people hurt by natural disas-
ters and human conflicts. In principle, this approach is complemen-
tary to the states’ and IGOs’ approach. In practice, it is very different 
from it. Consequently, NGO actions often clash with the programmes 
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that states and IGOs develop in the sites of humanitarian interven-
tion. Daniela Irrera’s chapter analyses the interviews she carried out, 
from November 2009 to February 2011, with the representatives of 
28 humanitarian NGOs and networks of NGOs based in Geneva and 
Brussels active in the field of humanitarian assistance, peace building, 
and conflict transformation and mediation. The survey clarifies impor-
tant aspects of the humanitarian NGOs’ action in, and along with, the 
IGOs’ and states’ responses to composite humanitarian emergencies, 
and makes practical proposals on how to improve NGO–IGO relations 
to support the goal-achievement of humanitarian missions. In the 
last chapter, Rosario F. Sapienza reports on civil–military cooperation 
(CIMIC) in post-conflict and post-emergency environments through a 
case study carried out in Lebanon between 2007 and 2009. Following 
the conflict between Lebanon and Israel in summer 2006, a set of Italian 
NGOs, governmental agencies, and units of the UN military contingent 
(UNIFIL) designed and tested a Protocol of Mutual Collaboration. Acting 
as the programme coordinator of the post-emergency programme, 
the author of this chapter witnessed how the operational necessities 
of coordination that initially drove the process were rapidly surpassed 
and overcome by the rhetoric, politics, and ideology surrounding 
the dialectic between the cooperation and/or autonomy of civil and 
military action. Initially, fieldwork produced some interesting collab-
orations and paved the way for the setup of an operational protocol 
addressing the roles, functions, domain, and distribution of responsi-
bilities among the civil and military components of the international 
intervention. Afterwards, the setup of an emphatically endorsed CIMIC 
Table did not help ease the process of military and civil cooperation. 
On the contrary, it exacerbated resistance and tension, dragging the 
confrontation into an unfruitful and purely theoretical playground far 
removed from any kind of practical application. Therefore, instead of 
succeeding as a policy, strategy or agenda, CIMIC in Lebanon became 
a cumbersome and disputed ‘cultural artefact’. Contradictions, overlap 
of competences, opposing terms of reference and rules of engagement, 
flagrant duplication of labour and activities, disappointing dysfunc-
tion and laughable paradoxes are some of the unfortunate practical 
outcomes of the still-present gap between civil and military action. 
This chapter shows how the post-emergency ‘limbo’ status in Lebanon 
(no longer emergency, but not yet development) discloses a theatre for 
action in which the gap between theory and praxis shows cracks and 
interstices that can be seen not only as errors, but also as opportunities 
for innovation. 
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 As these chapters demonstrate, the community of concerned 
researchers is pervaded by contrasting approaches to the phenomenon. 
The main contrast is between two approaches. The first, broadly linked 
to realism and the national interest of states, explains aid, relief and 
reconstruction cooperation as well as humanitarian action and inter-
vention as the decision of governments, which aim to foster state goals 
and security objectives even though action is arranged with the substan-
tive contribution of international organizations and non-governmental 
actors. The second approach emphasizes the importance of this contri-
bution, and points to the formation of new norms and practices as well 
as the rising importance of world- and region-level organizations as 
the main agents of cooperation on disaster aid, relief and reconstruc-
tion. Broadly linked to constructivism and neo-institutionalism, this 
approach envisages an impact of these cooperation policies on global 
governance. Research on single cases is linked to these contrasting 
approaches, and frequently aims at testing the explanatory value of one 
of the two. The present book has been conceived in the recognition 
of this contrast and the troubled origin of this new field of study and 
research. Moreover, in the belief that this field is of great importance to 
the scientific study of global politics as well as to practitioners of inter-
national relations, this book aims at promoting the political analysis of 
international disaster politics and policies as well as the contribution of 
political science academics to disaster studies, which have so far been 
the domain of other social scientists.  



     Part I 

 Theories and Approaches 
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   The study of international cooperation in response to emergency events 
encompasses both the immediate relief and the short- and long-term 
reconstruction aid given by states and international organizations to 
the population and countries hurt by natural and man-made disasters. 
This is a new field of study. The state-level programmes and policies 
of disaster prevention, relief and reconstruction have been rather well 
studied by social scientists, especially in the Western and advanced 
countries. Conversely, wide-ranging knowledge about the international 
and global-level policies of emergency cooperation is rather limited 
today. Emergency cooperation is the business of different types of actors, 
institutions and agencies, and consists of different resources, procedures 
and practices. This multifaceted nature of the actions and policies for 
organizing international relief and reconstruction in the event of disas-
ters makes the study of this topic an interesting venture and also an 
important endeavour to grasp the current state of the global system. 
Broadly speaking, the most advanced countries would have the capabil-
ities for influencing these policies. But, to achieve effective results from 
the efforts made to provide rescue and reconstruction in disaster areas, 
the importance of the role of the states is balanced by the need to give 
to international organizations the fundamental role of coordination, 
and to also have on board non-state actors, such as groups of experts 
and humanitarian NGOs for the valuable contribution they make to 
the rescue and rehabilitation mission of the emergency operations. 

 In contrast to other social scientists, such as economists and anthro-
pologists, political scientists have been hardly interested in the study 
of emergencies. They have missed an opportunity to answer many 
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questions about the relationship between disasters and politics, how 
the former affect the latter, and what the latter does to shelter society 
from the damages of the former. Relevant and up-to-date empirical 
research is urgently needed to correctly understand this relationship 
and to also give guidance to policy makers to provide effective preven-
tion and response policies. Broadly speaking, political studies on these 
matters cover two areas of policies:

   1.      The area of the natural disaster and   humanitarian–development 
aid policies . These policies deal with two kinds of problems loosely 
connected to one another: (a) the need to anticipate natural disas-
ters (that is, organizing prevention and preparedness) and respond 
to  short- and long-term problems (that is, organizing relief and 
reconstruction) in post-disaster countries, and (b) the long-lasting 
problems of those countries that are incapable of responding to the 
basic needs of their population. These latter policies aim at ending 
the suffering of people caused by lack of food and primary goods, 
and secondly at promoting economic development and political 
stability.  

  2.      The area of peace support operations and   man-made disaster policies . 
These policies aim at both halting the use of violence and rebuilding 
the condition of peace, security and stability in the countries that 
bear the costs of violent wars and man-made disasters such as 
genocide.    

 This chapter reviews the existing political science knowledge about 
disaster and emergency policies in order to check whether international 
cooperation is contributing to building up a global policy, or a set of 
related policies, to respond to disasters and emergencies under the aegis 
of an international institution like the United Nations and of interna-
tional organizations. In the first and second sections, the chapter exam-
ines the existing knowledge about the political response to natural 
and to man-made disasters and emergencies. The third section briefly 
reviews the problems that international cooperation meets in response 
to both natural and man-made disasters.  

  Natural disasters and emergencies 

 Droughts, floods, landslides, cyclones, earthquakes, tsunamis, wild land 
fires, and other large-scale disasters affect human, political, economic 
and social affairs. International relations may be diverted from their 
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normal course, and the world economy may be strained because of their 
occurrence. International relief has always been given to people and 
states in need of assistance due to damage caused by natural disasters 
but it has increased during the past decades as these disasters tend to 
occur more frequently and are more devastating in their effects today 
than in the past. Increased population density and growing megaci-
ties, environmental degradation and climate change make the impact 
of natural disasters worse every year and increase the number and size 
of relief operations. In a study of the period 1980 to 2004, Stromberg 
counted 6,028 natural disasters, defined as events in which ‘at least 
one of the following criteria is fulfilled: 10 or more people are reported 
killed; 100 or more people are reported affected, injured, and/or home-
less; the government declares a state of emergency; or the government 
requests international assistance’ (2007: 201).  1   He warns that disaster 
reporting varies systematically across time, levels of income, and polit-
ical regimes. Reporting of small disasters is probably more complete 
for events in previous years and in more developed countries. Closed 
undemocratic societies may under-report natural disasters. Droughts 
have been the most deadly disaster, followed by windstorms and wave 
surges (tsunamis), while floods have affected the largest number of 
people. Asia, the most populated and largest continent in the world, 
has the most disasters, fatalities, and people affected, but Africa has the 
highest death rate in relation to the population. High-income coun-
tries and countries with efficient and accountable governments face a 
lower mortality risk because they can better afford measures to limit the 
effects of natural disasters, such as stronger and more durable materials 
in constructing houses, warning systems, and medical care and food 
after the disaster (ibid.: 205). 

 State governments and international organizations respond to 
 disasters by launching programmes and creating mechanisms and 
agencies for operational tasks. In the last twenty years, many govern-
ments have created state agencies for disaster prevention, prepared-
ness, relief, and reconstruction. At the world level, the United Nations 
and international organizations launched programmes for studying 
and applying measures of disaster risk reduction, as well as efficient 
action for providing relief to disaster victims and reconstructing 
social, economic and political conditions in affected areas. Lastly, new 
actors, like civil society associations and concerned scientist groups, 
in addition to trans-national non-governmental organizations, engage 
in providing humanitarian assistance according to their own agenda 
and operation standards. A global policy of disaster risk reduction, relief 
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and reconstruction, therefore, is gradually emerging from the initia-
tive of the United Nations, the contribution of concerned countries, 
the action of humanitarian non-governmental organizations, and the 
involvement of communities of scientists. However, an effective global 
policy is not yet at hand. The need for coordination remains high on 
the agenda of the global institutions, and the principles and practices 
of multilateralism are not yet the form of collective intervention and 
action at the core of this venture. 

  Disaster politics: the state level 

 Natural disasters have attracted the attention of political and social 
scientists mainly due to the political consequences they have at the 
state level. The political roots of disaster risk and the influence of poli-
tics on responses to disaster events are topics rather well documented 
and analysed by political scientists. How the complaints and griev-
ances of the affected population encourage political change and how 
new forms of collective, often spontaneous, action take place on the 
 occasion of a disaster event are questions that have been well enough 
investigated. Given that the elemental function of the state is protecting 
its population, sudden needs reduction can rapidly become a political 
crisis when such protection fails to materialize. How well a govern-
ment handles large-scale crisis events can instil greater or lesser public 
confidence in political leaders and government institutions, and affect 
the legitimacy of the regime. Although the political fallouts of disasters 
largely reflect pre-disaster contexts and trends, new dynamics emerge 
after a disaster occurs. Institutions and policies undergo a process of 
scrutiny by political parties and social groups. These may decide on 
repositioning in the national political space. 

 At odds with the common view that natural disasters bring groups 
together and dampen political conflict, political scientists have uncov-
ered a different image. Post-disaster conflict dynamics result in the 
acceleration and amplification of pre-disaster social and political divi-
sions rather than in the peaceful transformation of the existing conflict 
cleavages. In developing countries, where the competition for scarce 
resources is most intense, a disaster fuels conflict by producing further 
scarcities in basic resources. Even in more developed societies, a disaster 
can suddenly make essential material needs availability vital, and 
post-material values irrelevant. In a study of the impact of earthquakes 
on intrastate conflict over the period from 1975 to 2002, Brancati (2007) 
demonstrates that earthquakes increase the likelihood of conflict, and 
that their effects are greater for higher magnitude earthquakes striking 
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more densely populated areas in countries with lower gross domestic 
products and pre-existing conflicts. 

 Disasters reveal the qualities and vulnerabilities of the country’s 
political leaders. Olson and Gawronski (2010) maintain that the hazard 
vulnerabilities of a country result from the wrong decisions and lack of 
governance capabilities of the ruling elite.  2   Short-term thinking domi-
nates the national policies of growth, and risk calculations are seldom 
on the political agenda. The consequences of natural calamities can 
be significantly reduced by producing, implementing and enforcing 
apposite regulation, but many governments neither undertake nor 
pursue decisive actions for implementing preventive measures because 
these measures are expensive. In addition, the methods of inducing 
citizen compliance with the regulations are expensive. Consequently, 
governments, especially in scarce-resource countries, prefer to appro-
priate public money for the projects they consider either more advan-
tageous to their political goals or more effective to other objectives of 
public health. Public administration ineffectiveness and corruption are 
further causes of insufficient prevention. Corrupt inspectors do not 
enforce regulation codes and weak political incentives may not induce 
the government to increase the number of inspectors. Lastly, citizens 
may hold some responsibility for scarce prevention when they refuse to 
comply with regulations on risk reduction measures. 

 On the whole, disaster mortality prevention policies have an impor-
tant influence on disaster mortality rates. The analysis of mortality in 
earthquake disasters over the period 1960 to 2005 by Keefer, Neumayer 
and Plumper (2010) demonstrates that governments face different 
incentives to implement and enforce effective quake-proof construction 
regulations. They studied the influence on government policies coming 
from factors such as earthquake propensity, national income, and polit-
ical institutions of the country. Mortality is lower in countries with 
higher earthquake propensity, where the payoffs to mortality preven-
tion are higher. Generally, the government response to earthquake 
propensity depends on the national income and the political incentives 
of governments to provide public goods to citizens. Governments that 
have fewer incentives to provide public goods, such as younger democ-
racies, autocracies with less institutionalized ruling parties and coun-
tries with corrupt regimes, respond less to an elevated quake propensity. 
Consequently, they have higher mortality at any level of quake propen-
sity compared to older democracies, autocracies with highly institution-
alized parties and non-corrupt regimes. In conclusion, Keefer, Neumayer 
and Plumper remark that political market imperfections, such as the 
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lack of elections or of credible politicians, have an important effect on 
how countries react to earthquake propensity. If earthquakes tend to be 
rare and moderate, governments are unlikely to implement an effective 
earthquake mortality prevention system because this regulation is costly 
in the absence of major earthquakes. Therefore, in the rare event of a 
major earthquake the lack of  ex ante  incentives to implement preven-
tive measures leads to higher actual mortality. Even if earthquakes are 
relatively frequent and potentially strong, governments may not opt 
for the implementation of effective earthquake mortality prevention 
regulations when the country is relatively poor. The opportunity costs 
of such regulation can be so high that the government prefers spending 
in other, lower-cost areas of social welfare and health. In other words, in 
countries with low quake propensity, failing to enact and enforce regu-
lations for earthquake-proof construction may be rational, following 
opportunity cost considerations. 

 International assistance adds resources to those of the government but 
this affects domestic disaster politics because, as Olson and Gawronski 
(2010: 218) remark, it underscores the lack of capabilities of the govern-
ment and undermines its credibility. The international donors and 
bodies such as the UN, a regional organization, and NGOs make use 
of their own damage assessments and analyses of needs. International 
assistance generally comes with norms and procedures that limit the 
ability of the receiving government to control the distribution of aid 
and gain political credit. In addition, the public compare the compe-
tence and correctness of the assistance given by the government and by 
the international donors. Lastly, international donors normally make 
public the disaster anticipation problems of the country, such as the 
existence of warning-alert failures, the risky use of land and the disre-
gard of building codes and correct construction practices.  

  Disaster diplomacy: the bilateral level 

 The study of disaster diplomacy focuses on the links between disas-
ters and bilateral inter-state relations. The issue of major concern to the 
researchers of disaster diplomacy is whether, and under what conditions, 
disasters trigger disaster-related collaboration on response, recovery and 
risk reduction in disaster events between the governments and socie-
ties of states in conflict. The  mirror disaster diplomacy  thesis maintains 
that states in conflict carry out disaster-related measures to avoid asking 
for post-disaster aid from their enemy (Naranjo-Diaz, 2003; Kelman, 
2007). Gaillard, Clavè and Kelman (2008) maintain that internal polit-
ical factors rather than anti-disaster cooperation gain importance in 
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the resolution of conflicts within a period of three to four years after a 
disaster. In a study of the political fallouts of the tsunami in the seces-
sionist conflicts in Aceh and Sri Lanka, Le Billon and Waizenegger 
(2007) confirm that pre-disaster political trends played a major role 
in post-disaster conflict outcomes, but suggest that the specific spati-
alities of conflicts and disasters, as well as the reshaping of governable 
spaces and public discourses in the wake of disaster, differently influ-
enced the effect of the disaster in the two cases. Empirical studies of the 
climate-related cooperation between Cuba and the United States (Glantz, 
2000), the regional action in southern Africa in the face of the 1991 to 
1992 drought (Holloway, 2000), and the Greek–Turkish rapprochement 
efforts following the 1999 earthquakes (Ker-Lindsay, 2000) demon-
strate that disaster and risk can catalyse, but do not create, cooperation. 
The disaster alone is unlikely to generate new diplomacy but can spur 
on an existing pre-disaster diplomatic process. In some cases, diplo-
matic processes are already relatively positive, so the disaster has little 
opportunity for improving relations. In other words, factors other than 
disaster, suffering, and the humanitarian imperative are more impor-
tant than diplomacy and conflict to many stakeholders. Kelman (2005) 
illustrates both cases with, respectively, Indonesian–American relations 
and Indonesian government–Free Aceh Movement (GAM) relations after 
the tsunami event. Ganapati, Kelman and Koukis (2010) analyse collab-
oration between Greece and Turkey following the 1999 earthquakes 
and suggest that disasters lead to long-term disaster-related cooperation 
among states in conflict when (a) one party providing disaster relief to 
the other is followed by a similar reciprocal gesture (that is, tit-for-tat 
diplomacy); (b) there is a realization and acceptance that neighbours 
should come to each other’s assistance in times of disaster; and (c) there 
is an enabling broader context (for example, a rapprochement process) 
conducive to sustaining the long-term cooperation.  3   Briefly, the rela-
tion between disasters and bilateral diplomacy is well presented by Ilan 
Kelman’s comment, ‘disasters have the potential for improving, wors-
ening, or having minimal effect on diplomacy, depending on how the 
situation is played and what the players choose’ (2005). 

 A rather lively debate exists on the political motives and, especially, 
the economic reasons that explain why the governments of countries 
affected by natural disasters refuse foreign aid. The political motives 
are hardly specific to the disaster circumstances. They are rooted in 
the country’s long-standing foreign-policy goals and take the form of 
disagreement to linking the acceptance of foreign aid to the improve-
ment of bilateral diplomatic relations, the refusal of the political 
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conditions requested by the donor(s) to the recipient of aid, and the 
authoritarian regime’s aversion to external interference in domestic 
politics. The latter case is exemplified by the refusal of the Burma mili-
tary junta to allow access by foreign aid workers on the occasion of 
Cyclone Nargis, which hit the Irrawaddy Delta region on 3 May 2008.  4   
The former case is exemplified by the restrained assistance between the 
United States and Cuba on the occasion of hurricanes. In the hurricane 
season the two governments collaborate in monitoring and forecasting 
the development of storms in the tropical Atlantic but mutual hostility 
hinders any regular disaster cooperation (Glantz, 2000). 

 Economists of the neo-liberalist and neo-mercantilist schools give 
different answers to the question about which economic reasons 
explain the rejection of foreign aid in natural calamities. According 
to the neo-liberalists, natural disasters and disasters created by mili-
tary violence bring opportunities, especially for the private actors of 
the current neo-liberal society. Government contracts bring capital to 
private enterprises for post-disaster works; new markets open through 
the disaster shocks; and opportunities for reforms in favour of private 
enterprise arise. Klein (2007, cited in van der Linde, 2008: 12) looks 
at disaster capitalism as the ‘regime of accumulation that not only 
treats disasters as economic opportunities – to privatize public goods, 
to expand markets, to restructure production schemes and so forth – 
but which may also require such disasters to keep on functioning’. 
To the neo-mercantilist thinkers, in contrast, who advocate policies 
that restrict internal demand, keep foreign firms out of the domestic 
market, and force domestic firms to look for foreign outlets, a disaster 
is a market opportunity for promoting these domestic firms, both 
nationally and internationally, by blocking the foreign aid that would 
bring penetration of foreign firms into the domestic market. Van der 
Linde (2008) exemplifies this kind of recipient stance with the United 
States authorities’ refusal of the aid offer made by the Dutch and Greek 
governments on the occasion of the Katrina disaster.  5   They handed the 
market opportunities created by the disaster to domestic firms, using 
legal protectionist measures in the case of the Dutch penetration, and 
the simple rejection of the Greek free-of-charge offer of cruise ships in 
favour a government-subsidized domestic company.  

  Disaster cooperation: the global level 

 Different from the term  disaster diplomacy , which is preferred by analysts 
to deal with issues at the level of the relations between two countries 
or in small groups of countries, the term  disaster cooperation  refers to 
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the wide set of relations and actions of global range that are put in 
place by states and, mostly, by international organizations to deal with 
disaster and emergency problems that cause large-scale shocks and 
setbacks. Thanks to the extensive role played by the United Nations, 
international organizations, humanitarian NGOs, and networks of 
experts, this cooperation is growing. Most importantly, this coopera-
tion is the source of the emergent global policies aimed at dealing with 
disaster matters, including disaster risk reduction (for example, policies 
for promulgating and enforcing building codes in areas at risk of earth-
quake disasters), immediate aid (programmes of joint rescue training), 
response to damage (organization of relief aid over a long-time period), 
and recovery from disaster consequences (housing and infrastructure 
reconstruction as well as social, political and economic structures 
reconstruction). 

 In this venture, mechanisms of early detection and early warning 
have been discovered and have contributed to reducing the impact of 
natural events such as volcanic eruptions and tsunamis. Earthquakes, 
however, remain intrinsically unpredictable. Developing technology 
for building houses resistant to earthquakes, little employed around 
the world, is almost all that disaster agencies are able to do in terms 
of prevention. After a calamity occurs, disaster agencies mount relief 
operations to provide essential services like food and health services 
to the affected population, and to rehabilitate the existing infrastruc-
ture. Aid, provided by private actors, NGOs, international organi-
zations and national governments, to relieve immediate suffering 
requires speed and effectiveness in allocating, moving and deliv-
ering funds, goods and services, and inter-agency cooperation and 
information sharing in order to achieve these ends. In earthquakes, 
so-called USAR (urban search and rescue) expertise and technology 
have been developed to pull earthquake survivors alive from the 
debris. Generally, USAR teams belong to the government-run disaster 
relief agency that has search and rescue responsibility in their own 
country. These teams and their advanced equipment must be deployed 
to the earthquake area in a foreign country within hours of notifi-
cation. Coordination of the USAR teams from different countries is 
crucial and hard to carry out. Generally, this function is performed 
by UNDAC, United Nations Disaster Assessment and Coordination, 
through groups of specialists managed by OCHA, the UN Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, which establishes the on-site 
operations  coordination centre. In 1998, OCHA was created with the 
mandate of coordinating the assistance provided by the UN system 
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and all international assistance in case of natural disasters. OCHA deci-
sions are taken by consensus and are not binding on the participating 
parties. Therefore, the OCHA mission is to create the conditions for 
coordination to ensure the efficiency and effectiveness of aid for all 
the affected population in the early post-disaster phase. This mission 
can be extended to the stabilization and reconstruction phase. Time 
pressure, the number and diversity of stakeholders,  6   and the weak-
ness of the local administration make coordination rather difficult 
to accomplish properly in most cases. In the last two decades, every 
year a resolution on ‘Strengthening the coordination of emergency 
 humanitarian assistance’ is approved by the UN General Assembly. 
All these resolutions deal with the many and changing problems of 
the global response to disasters. In respect of the principles of the 
United Nations and the state sovereignty norm, the primary role in 
the organization, coordination and implementation of assistance is 
given to the government of the affected country. But the conditions 
on the ground hardly allow this condition to be respected, at least 
in the early stage of the rescue operation. As Calvi Parisetti (2010: 
5) warns, ‘in the immediate aftermath of the disaster the capacity of 
the national government to provide aid to the victims – let alone the 
capacity to coordinate the plethora of international actors – appear 
completely overwhelmed’. 

 In 1999, the International System for Disaster Reduction (ISDR) was 
established under the auspices of UN OCHA. The World Conference for 
Disaster Reduction, held in Kobe, Japan, in January 2005, following the 
Yokohama Conference of 1994, was one of the milestone events that 
led to the commitment to strengthen the ISDR and the  formulation 
of the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005–15. On the initiative of 
the UN ISDR, in 2007, the first session of the biennial forum on the 
Global Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction was held to provide infor-
mation exchange, discussion of latest developments and knowledge, 
and  partnership building across sectors. The Global Platform’s main 
function is to support the implementation of the Hyogo Framework 
and improve implementation of disaster risk reduction through better 
communication and coordination among the stakeholders. 

 Also, regional economic and political organizations are active in 
disaster relief and prevention actions. NATO, a military organization, 
has been involved in disaster relief operations, for example, in the 
United States for the Katrina hurricane and in Pakistan for the 2005 
earthquake. The countries of ASEAN, the Association of South East Asian 
Nations, have exchanged technical cooperation since the late 1970s, 
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with the adoption in 1976 of the Declaration on Mutual Assistance 
on Natural Disasters. In 2003, they created the Committee on Disaster 
Management, mandated to implement the Regional Programme in 
Disaster Management launched after the 2004 tsunami event. In 2005, 
the ASEAN members agreed on the ASEAN Agreement on Disaster 
Management and Emergency Response (AADMER), which provided the 
necessary normative basis for these actions. Similar initiatives are carried 
out in the Central American countries though CEPREDENAC (Centro de 
Coordinación para la Prevención de los Desastres Naturales en América 
Central [Coordination Center for Natural Disasters Prevention in Central 
America]), created in 1987, and in the Caribbean through CDEMA, the 
Caribbean Disaster Emergency Management Agency, which in 1991 
took over the mission of the existing Caribbean Disaster Emergency 
Response Agency. In 1987, on the initiative of the Council of Europe, 
twelve  countries signed the EUR-OPA Major Hazards Agreement aimed at 
providing a platform for political and scientific cooperation in preventing 
and managing major disasters. As of May 2009, the agreement had been 
signed by 26 countries from Europe and south of the Mediterranean. 
The first significant project of the European Union member countries 
was the Mechanism for Civil Protection (MCP). It was created by the 
Council Decision of 23 October 2001 to facilitate protection assistance 
to affected countries which require urgent response actions. Under 
the MCP a number of tools were created to facilitate effective response, 
such as the  monitoring information centre (MIC), the common emer-
gency communication and information system (CECIS), and a training 
programme. In the  aftermath of the Indian Ocean tsunami, the Rapid 
Response and Preparedness Instrument for major emergencies and 
the Civil Protection Financial Instrument were approved, respectively, 
in 2005 and 2007 to cover  activities of prevention, preparedness and 
response. The European Union contributes also to other  international 
organization-led operations.   

  Man-made disasters 

 The number of people dying, suffering and displaced owing to 
man-made disasters has always been large, and continues to increase. 
In this section, focus is on two aspects of this issue: the intentional 
killing of a massive number of people, and the nature of the reconstruc-
tion and peace-building intervention to improve the conditions of the 
affected countries, that is, the liberal versus hybrid peace brought in by 
international institutions and country coalitions. 
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  Genocide and mass killing 

 The intentional killing of a huge number of people, in time of war or 
peace, may be perpetrated against ethnic or other groups. The term 
 genocide  is commonly used to denote the former case; the term  mass 
killing  the latter one. The United Nations Convention on the Prevention 
and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (1948) defines genocide as 
the ‘intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national/ethnic group’. 
Recent examples of genocide and intervention of international institu-
tions are those that occurred in Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1993 to 1995, 
Rwanda in 1994, and Sudan/Darfur since 2003. There are other contro-
versial cases of genocide in recent history. The genocide of three million 
people by the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia in the mid-1970s did not 
cause the inter vention of international institutions but of Chinese and 
Vietnamese forces, which were condemned by the UN Security Council. 
Ethnic cleansing is considered an uncertain or special case of geno-
cide. The term entered into use to designate the physical (by relocation, 
murder and rape) and cultural eradication of an ethnic group from a 
given  territory. The consequences of ethnic cleansing also affect neigh-
bouring countries, through refugee flows and other negative effects. 

 Scientific analyses of genocides explain the occurrence of this 
massive crime as the consequence of deep social cleavages that increase 
intergroup conflict and polarization. These, in turn, cause hatred, 
discrimination, erosion of moral responsibility between groups, and a 
dehumanizing attitude towards ethnic group relations (Campbell 2001, 
2010; Harff, 2003; Smith, 2011). The nature of the regime of the country 
matters. A non-democratic regime is associated with genocide as well as 
mass killing. Democracies are less likely than highly autocratic states to 
resort to mass killing but Huth and Valentino (2007), in a study of mass 
killing as the strategy of state governments to overcome the problems 
of combating major guerrilla insurgencies, demonstrate that the impact 
of the regime type is relatively weak in the effort of a government to 
defeat insurgencies. 

 Humanitarian and peace operations are the instruments of inter-
national institutions to halt these gross violations of human rights. 
Generally, humanitarian and peace operations are conducted by mili-
tary personnel provided by states and organized by the United Nations 
and international organizations, in some cases with no consent given by 
the local government. Today, the number of integrated operations, that 
is, operations conducted by military and civilian personnel, is larger 
than the number of strictly military operations. Stopping violence as a 
breach of international peace is the prominent goal of peace operations 
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and humanitarian intervention. The number of humanitarian military 
 interventions is, strictly speaking, low. Three cases stand as uncontro-
versial: the Operation Provide Comfort in Kurdistan/Northern Iraq, 
launched in 1991 by France, Turkey, the United Kingdom, and the 
United States; intervention in Somalia in 1992; and the 1999 NATO 
intervention in the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia to protect ethnic 
Albanians in the province of Kosovo from the Serbian government of 
Slobodan Milosevic. The use of armed force is legitimate to the extent 
that it conforms to international law and, in particular, to the rules 
of the United Nations Charter, which gives the Security Council the 
power to decide on the use of force to restore peace and security. Not all 
 intervention and peace operations fill this prerequisite. Consequently, 
legitimacy is core issue in the literature on humanitarian interven-
tion. The debate on the legitimacy of humanitarian intervention is 
summarized by distinguishing three broad groups of contenders, the 
proponents, opponents, and sceptics. ‘Proponents favor humanitarian 
intervention on the basis of legitimacy and the consequences of nonin-
tervention. Opponents argue against intervention on the basis of ille-
gitimacy, practical constraints, and negative consequences. Skeptics 
sympathize with the humanitarian impulse to help civilians but are 
troubled about methods and consequences’ (Seybolt, 2010: 3). The 
legitimacy issue mainly concerns the relationship between state sover-
eignty and human rights. Since the end of the Cold War, intervention 
for avowed humanitarian purposes has been common. Opinion shifted 
from the primacy of state sovereignty and non-intervention to emphasis 
on human rights and efforts to find an agreed threshold for legitimate 
intervention (Seybolt, 2010). In addition, the legitimacy of interven-
tion is linked to the respect for multilateralism as the mechanism for 
restraining the national interest of the intervening states. 

 The political legitimacy of humanitarian and peace operations is also 
a controversial issue today because the mandate of these operations 
extends to the goal of the post-conflict reconstruction, nation-building 
and democratization of the target countries. Consequently, peace 
operations are blamed for interfering in local politics and violating 
the self-determination of the population (Légaré, 2010). In particular, 
the Western countries’ lead on these operations is the object of debate 
about the nature of the ‘liberal peace’ imposed on target countries (Mac 
Ginty and Richmond, 2009). Frequently, failed states are the target 
of these operations. A failed state is here defined as a state in which 
government institutions with the capacity to take and enforce decisions 
are missing. Consequently, chaos and anarchy arise from a situation 
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of non-functioning statehood and the lack of a state monopoly on the 
use of force. However, a failed state retains international law legitimacy 
because, in the end, ‘[t]he regulatory concept of a community of sover-
eign states would otherwise be called into question’ (Heintze, 2010). As 
far as the failed state is a sovereign state, international aid must be coor-
dinated with the government. This principle is recurrently affirmed in 
the UN documents even though the government institutions of the 
failed state are overwhelmed by such a task, and are not supported by 
the large majority of the population that accuses the government of 
corruption, mismanagement and criminal acts. Consequently, recov-
ering functioning statehood in failed states is the objective of the 
institutions of the global political system in order to defend interna-
tional stability and reduce threats to peace and security. Measures of 
state-building and democracy-building have been devised to stabilize 
the system of government of failed states; measures of nation-building 
to create national identity; and market-building measures to foster the 
economic development of those states. 

 Lastly, humanitarian and peace operations are the object of criticism 
for their meagre results and the often unwanted negative side-effects 
they have. Generally successful on the short-term objective of violence 
interruption, the peace operations are able to deliver the long-term goal 
of pacification and political stability in a very small number of cases. 
Furthermore, these operations are blamed for disrupting the local way 
of life, exacerbating existing conflicts, distorting the local economic 
market, and bringing crime and corruption to the country by creating 
spoilers and empowering warlords. The UN Secretariat recognized 
the many deficiencies of the UN peace operations in the  Report of the  
 Panel on   United Nations Peace Operations , known as the ‘Brahimi Report’ 
(United Nations, 2000), and stipulated that the employment of these 
operations conform to the existence of three main conditions, namely 
strong political support, rapid deployment with a robust force posture, 
and a sound peace-building strategy.  

  Reconstruction: liberal versus hybrid peace 

 The leading states, international organizations and financial institu-
tions of the international intervention operations in man-made disas-
ters favour what has been termed the  liberal peace  (Mac Ginty and 
Richmond, 2009). Peace interventions and peace-building strategies 
are justified using liberal rhetoric which reflects the practical and ideo-
logical interests of the coalition that leads the intervention. In general 
terms, the liberal rhetoric refers to principles such as commitment to 
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individual rights and responsibility, equality of opportunity, the rule 
of law, freedom of expression and association, the market economy, 
and governments chosen in multi-party free elections. Accordingly, the 
core elements of the liberal peace are security and stabilization. They 
are sought by actions aimed at reinforcing the state, democratic gover-
nance, and a free market. But to the critics of the liberal peace goals, 
these are conservative goals, and the strategy for these goals makes 
use even of illiberal means, reinforces the position of the national 
and international elites, and does not emancipate the population. In 
this view, liberal peace is blamed for only addressing conflict mani-
festations, avoiding structural change, and promoting ethnocentrism 
and Western values. However, Mac Ginty (2010: 393) remarks that 
peace-making and peace-building processes are not monolithic and 
hegemonic processes but a composite of exogenous and indigenous 
forces. In reality, the comprehensive peace-building strategies devised 
by the international negotiators become distorted as they contend with 
the strategies and reactions of the local actors. The local and interna-
tional actors are compelled to operate in an environment shaped by 
both of them. Consequently, the interplay of various factors produces 
 hybrid peace  rather than the liberal one. 

 Mac Ginty maintains that the hybridized versions of the peace that 
occur in successful cases of international intervention are the product of 
four elements: the compliance powers of the liberal peace; the incentive 
powers of the liberal peace; the ability of local actors to resist, ignore 
or subvert the liberal peace; and the ability of local actors to formu-
late and maintain alternatives to the liberal peace. The compliance 
 mechanisms include instruments such as the use and threat of use of 
rewards for force, participating in the globalized free market even at the 
cost of sacrificing the state’s economic and financial sovereignty, and 
the co-option of local actors, especially of the national government and 
municipalities, in the hierarchy of the compliance system. The incentives 
consist of social improvements like promoting human rights, ensuring 
public goods, establishing a bureaucracy capable of managing demo-
cratic transitions, and promoting independence and self- improvement 
by reinforcing the free market. The ability of the local actors, networks 
and structures to resist, ignore, subvert or adapt liberal peace interven-
tions varies according to context. The local actors will exert influence to 
the extent that they retain power during transition, remain intact in the 
wake of a violent conflict, and can marshal resources, such as taxes and 
tradable goods. Lastly, the ability of the local actors to promote alterna-
tive forms of peace is not to be underestimated, as even the liberal peace 
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agents may encourage traditional and indigenous dispute resolution. 
Briefly, Mac Ginty believes that ‘the hybrid peace can be conceived as 
one of constant dynamism, with all four factors interacting to constrain 
and distort the activities of the others’ (2010: 405). Constructing and 
maintaining a hybrid peace draws attention to the pacific engagement 
that must support a process of conflict management in which different 
interests and values coalesce, conflict and re-coalesce. In the perspective 
of the hybrid peace, Mac Ginty reviews the internationally sponsored 
post-Taliban state-building exercise in Afghanistan. In the cohabi-
tation between the modernist state-building view of the international 
coalition and the localized views of many sectors of Afghan society, 
including that of the warlords, both the local and international actors 
had to deal with limitations to their power and legitimacy. The ability 
of local actors to resist is most evident in the Taliban insurgency and 
the activities of the powerful regional warlords to raise their own taxes 
and armies but also in the use of traditional consensus-based councils. 
Consequently, the post-Taliban Afghanistan is a system of both negoti-
ation and conflict between different actors.   

  Common issues 

 Frequently, disaster relief and emergency programmes do not achieve 
the intended goal of assistance to the victims, humanitarian aid and 
political and economic reconstruction. In this section, attention is drawn 
to the main problems of efficiency and effectiveness that disaster policies 
and emergency cooperation face in the execution phase. These problems 
are largely common to natural and man-made emergency policies. 

  Relations with the locals and the management of aid 

 Relations with the locals are very much affected by the lack of appro-
priate information given to the victims of the disaster. Generally, they 
are not well informed, if at all, about the possibilities open to them 
under the projects of international agencies, states and NGOs or about 
their own government’s schemes. Frequently, uncoordinated relief 
effort is perceived by locals as intentionally discriminating between 
different groups of victims. Much of the aid does not find its way to 
the people in need because the bureaucratic networks are unable to 
act collectively to allocate, receive and distribute the goods and funds. 
Significant allegations of misuse of funds and corruption in interna-
tionally financed programmes of emergency and development aid are 
widespread. The governments of the recipient countries often do not 
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use aid money to fulfil the purpose for which it is intended. They spend 
foreign aid money on consumption goods rather than for productive 
investment purposes, or shift it to alternative purposes from those for 
which the aid was intended. 

 In an exploratory study, Winters (2010) summarizes empirical 
evidence suggesting that foreign aid flows and projects accomplish 
more where there is more accountability but there is also significant 
evidence that projects are more successful when there is a  participatory 
element that can elicit accountability. At the same time, studies 
support the common understanding that a positive relationship exists 
between the good governance quality of the receiving country and the 
good performance of the foreign aid in emergency intervention and 
programmes. Accordingly, one of the best ways for international actors 
to manage emergency aid and reconstruction programmes is to monitor 
intervention and programme implementation through accountability 
 mechanisms. On this account, emergency programme effectiveness 
depends also on forcing the policy actors, especially those partici-
pating in the execution phase, to conform to a set of standards, show 
whether or not they have accomplished the tasks for which they are 
responsible, and be sanctioned for failing to achieve those standards 
and tasks. Therefore, the intervention actors and donors, the national 
and local governments of the receiving countries, the implementing 
agencies, which could be non-governmental organizations, and the 
end-users, that is, the citizens of the receiving countries, are the actors 
of the accountability relations that develop from international emer-
gency programmes.  

  Relations of emergency agencies with militaries 
and militarized actors 

 Emergency workers in the field face great risks and threats. Frequently, 
the role of humanitarian workers is not fully recognized as different 
from that of other actors. In some crises, soldiers also carry out human-
itarian actions. In others, they may use aid agency badges to deceive 
their opponents. Humanitarian and aid agencies may be seen by local 
groups as bringing relief only for their own economic interest; in other 
cases, as pushing a particular political outcome that serves the inter-
ests of an enemy group. Ethnic and religious radicalization may cause 
people to think that volunteers from different religious and ethnic 
communities are not neutral. In many cases, humanitarian agencies 
do not have space to operate without the permission of warlords and 
the control of militias. In resource-scarce environments like war and 
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natural disaster zones, local factions may have an interest in manipu-
lating the  apportionment of assistance in order to influence political 
and economic conditions. The struggle to control aid flows is often 
violent. According to European Union sources, in 2008, 122 human-
itarian workers were killed while carrying out their work. This was 
50 per cent more than in 2007. In addition, 78 were injured and 62 
were kidnapped.  7   For all these reasons, the role of the military is also 
important to emergency operations. Examples of the importance of the 
military presence are given by the South Asia tsunami and the Haiti 
earthquake. In these cases, the military provided logistical support and 
emergency aid, and coordinated the overall international effort. 

 The use of military and armed escorts has been occasionally advo-
cated by humanitarian agencies. However, to avoid clashes with the 
principles of independence, impartiality and neutrality, normally these 
organizations seek a strict division of labour. The military have to 
provide a secure environment, and stay away from the humanitarian 
activities. The debate about the nature of the relationship and the form 
of coordination in a situation that demands the presence of the mili-
tary for security reasons is in progress. Civil–military coordination 
guidelines have been agreed on the use of military and civil defence 
assets in natural disasters and complex emergencies (so-called MCDA 
and Oslo Guidelines). OCHA’s Civil–Military Coordination Section 
(CMCS), in Geneva, is in charge of the UN guidelines. On the other 
hand, a military force contributing the vast majority of the means in 
a relief operation may find it hard to accept a civilian-run coordina-
tion mechanism. Civil–military cooperation (CIMIC) is the military’s 
preferred concept for the relations between the military commander 
and civil actors, including the national population and local authorities 
as well as the international, national and non-governmental organiza-
tions and agencies. Lastly, the concept of protection activities is used 
to name non- structural activities which are aimed at reducing the risk 
for, and mitigating the impact on, individuals or groups (not human-
itarian personnel) of human-generated violence, coercion, deprivation 
and abuse in the context of humanitarian crises.  

  The emergency ‘industry’ 

 Shortage of materials and economic resources hinders the effective-
ness, and the very capability to operate, of the emergency agencies. 
However, economic resource availability may also disrupt humani-
tarian operations. These inevitably entangle with economic opportuni-
ties for profit-seeking organizations. Material aid involves manufacture, 
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transportation and delivery of resources. Briefly, the market plays a 
role in the humanitarian system: it attracts profit-oriented actors that 
sustain state actions as well as the NGOs’ presence. Frequently, they 
attempt to influence humanitarian actors to divert from their original 
goals. Furthermore, economic aid may create economic dependence 
in the operation areas. Providing free or inexpensive materials, goods 
and foodstuffs may jeopardize the viability of the local economy and 
undermine employment also in the long term.  

  The role of the media 

 Emergency and humanitarian assistance is popular with the public, 
especially in Western countries, because the media diffuse information 
about humanitarian crises. Cooperation with the media is instrumental 
to private and public emergency agencies because these heavily depend 
on donations to carry out their operations. In addition to providing 
support to emergency agencies and nourishing public affection for 
humanitarian activities, the media feed information and knowledge of 
the policy-making process of the states on decisions regarding an emer-
gency action as well as long-term efforts and programmes. 

 Researchers have different views on the importance of the media to 
build up popular support for emergency policies. The common view 
of the influence of the media on foreign policy known as the ‘CNN 
effect’ applies to these policies. The extreme argument of this view 
is that the media manufacture public consent on the basis of a set of 
ideological premises and participate in propaganda campaigns consis-
tent with the interests of an elite. Regarding humanitarian crises, this 
view implies that intense and sympathetic media coverage of suffering 
people creates the favourable popular attitude that puts pressure on the 
policy makers to decide on intervention (Jakobsen, 2000). However, in 
a study on the influence of the media on the humanitarian interven-
tion of European countries, namely the United Kingdom and Bulgaria, 
Balabanova (2010) presents a different situation which is consistent 
with the policy–media interaction model which has been proposed 
by Robinson (2002). In this model, media influence is likely to occur 
when policy is uncertain on the part of the government, and criti-
cally framed media coverage empathizes with suffering people. When 
policy is certain, instead, media influence is unlikely and does not put 
any pressure on the policy-making community. The media, therefore, 
have influence on humanitarian decisions when policy is weakly held, 
public and official support is insufficient, and policy makers are inat-
tentive or unsure. This is frequently the case with natural disasters in 
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distant areas. Aiding in these disasters is an issue in domestic politics, 
especially if the government has never put in place any relief agency 
and policy plans. In such circumstances, disagreement, conflicting 
positions and uncertainty within policy-making circles easily arise. At 
the same time, the empathetic coverage of the crisis by the media may 
create an imperative for policy makers to ‘do something’. Empathetic 
coverage continues to be important in the later phases, from relief to 
reconstruction, of the humanitarian action to uphold the decision to 
provide aid taken by the government.   

  Concluding remarks 

 In the 1980s, emergency problems were placed on the agenda of the 
global political system. Political science knowledge about these prob-
lems is small but growing. Domestic disaster politics and policies as 
well as bilateral disaster diplomacy are not unexplored fields of study. 
But international cooperation and global emergency policies are not 
high on the agenda of political scientists. In this chapter, a pilot explo-
ration of the field has been used to highlight both the main issues and 
existing political science knowledge about the current state of disaster 
and emergency cooperation, which is evolving towards the stage of an 
autonomous policy area.  

    Notes 

  1  .   Stromberg’s data are those of the Emergency Events Database (EM-DAT), 
maintained by the Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters 
(CRED) at the University of Louvain (Belgium).  

  2  .   They created an analytic framework – called ‘5C+A’ – to assess the public 
estimation of government disaster response. The first two of the six 
dimensions,  capabilities  (resources at hand or latent–mobilizable) and 
 competence  (efficient and appropriate application of whatever resources 
are available or mobilizable), are relatively fixed in the short-term and 
often deficient in a major disaster event because political leaderships tend 
to allocate financial resources for short-term projects and gains rather 
than a low-probability high-consequence disaster event. The next three 
dimensions –  compassion  (demonstrated concern or affect for the victims), 
 correctness  (honesty, fairness, and transparency in assistance), and  credi-
bility  (consistent and reliable provision of disaster information) – are much 
more variable. Last, perception of the quality of governmental  anticipa-
tion , the ‘A’ dimension, is the respect of warning-alert notes and codes of 
land use and construction practices. This focuses attention on disasters 
as events closely associated with political issues like authority, power and 
accountability.  
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  3  .   Regarding Greek–Turkish bilateral cooperation, Ganapti, Kelman and 
Koukis (2010: 165–8) report that ‘at governmental level, disaster-related 
 collaboration between Greece and Turkey has moved away from limited 
cooperation through multilateral frameworks and donor–recipient disaster 
assistance before the 1999 earthquakes to bilateral initiatives and reciprocal 
disaster assistance since then. At non-governmental level, disaster-related 
collaboration had pre-1999 roots, especially among voluntary amateur 
radio groups, and has accelerated since the 1999 earthquakes.’ They provide 
evidence of the long-term Greek–Turkish disaster-collaboration after the 
earthquakes as explained by the three overall valid conditions in disaster 
diplomacy. First, relief aid provided by one party led to a similar recip-
rocal gesture by the other party after disaster events. Second, Greece and 
Turkey realized that they needed each other in times of disasters. Third, 
the pre-earthquake rapprochement process enabled broader disaster-related 
collaboration between the two countries.  

  4  .   The cyclone affected between 1.5 and 3 million people and caused between 
100,000 and 200,000 deaths. When some indispensable aid entered the 
country, it was distributed ineffectively. The French Foreign Minister Bernard 
Kouchner, a founder of Médecins sans Frontières (MSF), unsuccessfully called 
upon the UN Security Council to deliver emergency aid without the consent 
of the Burmese generals.  

  5  .   The Dutch government offered to send a naval frigate to provide humani-
tarian assistance, containing 2,500 gallons of clean drinking water, medical 
personnel and supplies and food packages. Also, the American government 
offered to send water pumps to the area and sent five experts to help operate 
these pumps. The Greek government, among other things, offered to send 
two cruise ships to house those left homeless by the hurricane, but the offer 
was rejected. Controversially, instead of accepting the Greek aid offer free 
of charge, the Florida-based company Carnival won a $236 million no-bid 
contract to house homeless hurricane victims aboard their cruise liners.  

  6  .   A single country may provide the aid of different institutional actors, some-
times poorly coordinated among themselves. The regions, provinces and local 
administrations of some Western countries have their own aid programmes 
and may decide to intervene in a major disaster abroad. In Sarajevo, up to 304 
humanitarian organizations were reported to be working at the same time in 
1994. In post-conflict East Timor, over one thousand agencies were contem-
poraneously present in 1999 (Calvi Parisetti, 2010).  

  7  .   http://ec.europa.eu/echo/aid/humanitarian-space_En.htm; accessed 1 May 
2010.       
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   Catastrophes such as earthquakes, hurricanes, tsunamis, volcanos, and 
floods have been called ‘natural’ because they are caused by hazards 
that are of natural origin. They have long been – and continue to 
be – the object of systematic scientific study, primarily by researchers 
from the so-called hard sciences, in particular the earth and engineering 
sciences (Gilbert, 2009). In the course of the twentieth century, however, 
catastrophes also attracted the interest of social science researchers, an 
interest that has increased considerably in the wake of the 2004 tsunami 
in Southeast Asia and Hurricane Katrina in Louisiana in 2005.  1   

 Geography, sociology, psychology, history, anthropology, and polit-
ical science have combined in constructing the field of social science 
research on catastrophes and ‘natural’ risks. The genealogy of the 
field has two major branches that have each given rise to a variety 
of sub-branches. One branch focuses primarily on the consequences 
of ‘natural’ catastrophes, and the other on their causes. This chapter 
attempts to retrace the origins and various strands of the second major 
branch, beginning in the 1970s and continuing into the 2000s, by 
examining how social scientists have framed their study of catastrophes 
on the one hand, and how the actors responsible for establishing  ad hoc  
policies at the international level have responded on the other. Both of 
these dimensions of the field are pertinent because of significant circu-
lation of experts between the world of science and the decision-making 
bodies that shape policy. Analyses of the influence of the social sciences 
on policy makers is particularly instructive in terms of an understanding 
of the nature, if not the consequences, of this circulation. 

      2  
 Conceptualizing and Confronting 
Disasters: A Panorama of 
Social Science Research and 
International Policies   
    Sandrine   Revet    
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 The first strand of research formally began in the United States with 
the establishment of the field of Disaster Studies in the context of the 
Cold War. This new field was organized around studies that investi-
gated the social consequences of catastrophic events while also consid-
ering that their causes – natural and uncontrollable threats – were 
external to the affected society. 

 These studies sought to answer questions about how individuals and 
societies perceived danger and responded to catastrophes within the 
broader framework of earth science and engineering studies that pursued 
a perspective that could be labelled ‘hazard-centred’. With funding from 
the US Department of State and the National Academy of Sciences, the 
National Opinion Research Center (NORC) of the University of Chicago 
conducted the first systematic studies of the behaviour of populations 
during crisis situations between 1949 and 1954. Primarily centred 
on North America, these studies were inspired by older research, in 
 particular studies by three scholars: Prince, who explored the aftermath 
of the explosion of a munitions depot in 1920 in the port of Halifax 
(Prince, 1920); Carr, who studied the impact of the different compo-
nents of culture on social responses to catastrophes in 1932 (Carr, 1932); 
and Sorokin, whose 1942 study examined the effects of different types 
of catastrophes on social organization (Sorokin, 1942). 

 The goal of the studies conducted under the sponsorship of the 
NORC disaster group was to consider natural or technological catas-
trophes as ‘laboratories’ that enabled consideration of the possible 
 aftermath in the event of a nuclear attack. The sociologist Charles 
Fritz, director of the programme, and researchers such as Quarantelli, 
Dynes and Haas, for example, were interested in understanding the 
potential for panic and in factors that might or might not contribute 
to looting (Fritz and Marks, 1954; Quarantelli, 1954). Beginning in 
the 1960s, this research strand came under the aegis of the newly 
created Disaster Research Center (DRC), initially based at Ohio State 
University but later at the University of Delaware and generously 
funded, after 1962, by the Office of Civil Defense.  2   The DRC continues 
to this day to be highly active, and a number of researchers working 
in this area currently lead  international debates on disasters through 
agencies such as the International Research Committee on Disasters of 
the International Sociological Association (ISA) and the  International 
Journal of   Mass Emergencies and   Disasters . Their investigations continue 
to focus primarily on North America. 

 The second research strand emerged in the 1970s in reaction to the 
first strand. Drawing on research conducted in Southern countries 
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that were described at the time as part of the ‘Third World’, a number 
of researchers proposed a ‘radical’ critique (Copans, 1975: 11) of 
hazard-centred approaches, citing structural and historical elements 
that they viewed as constituting the deeper causes of so-called natural 
catastrophes. This chapter will concentrate on how, beginning in the 
early 1970s, this research strand developed at a time of increasing 
 internationalization of actors in the field of natural catastrophes, in 
terms of both relief efforts and prevention (Revet, 2009a). The chapter 
will discuss studies in this area, with a particular emphasis on three 
key periods: the 1970s, with the emergence of the approach based on 
‘vulnerability’; the 1980s and 1990s, which were dominated by the idea 
of risk; and the early 2000s, which were associated with the increas-
ingly prominent role of climate change and the rise of the concept of 
resilience. 

 A number of remarks are required before reviewing this literature. 
First, this overview review is not intended to suggest a direct causal link 
between interpretive frameworks and systems of action, or to retrace a 
sort of ‘evolution’ of these frameworks and the mechanisms of response 
to natural catastrophes (Quenet, 2010). Instead, the purpose is to locate 
subtle shifts in perspective during a period of nearly four decades that 
have influenced the way in which the social sciences and public poli-
cies have conceived of these events and acted after them. The practices 
that different societies have developed to respond to catastrophes vary 
enormously depending on how they are interpreted locally, ranging 
from divine vengeance to natural forces and to the consequences of 
poor organization on the part of human societies. It is typical to asso-
ciate particular events with the transition from one interpretive frame 
to another. For example, the Lisbon earthquake of 1755 is frequently 
linked to a ‘passage’ from a pattern of thought dominated by Providence 
in which the catastrophe was seen as a calamity to a more ‘modern’ 
way of thinking inspired by the Enlightenment in which it is construed 
as the responsibility of mankind. The celebrated debate between 
Voltaire and Rousseau is considered evidence of this ‘passage’ (Fabiani 
and Theys, 1987). Historians have shown, however, that concern 
about hazards and protection and anticipation strategies significantly 
pre-dated the Enlightenment (Piron, 2004; Musset, 1996). Drawing 
on my own analyses of a catastrophe that took place in Venezuela in 
1999, I have demonstrated that several different ‘scenarios’ – the term 
used to describe the encounter between the dominant perspective for 
interpreting a catastrophe in a given context and the system of action 
with which it is  associated, whether the scenario is religious, naturalist, 
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or risk-based – could simultaneously co-exist within the same society 
(Revet, 2010). Certain catastrophes serve as points of departure for 
researchers to construct new arguments or interrogate existing inter-
pretive frames. This chapter will proceed along similar lines by demon-
strating how such events, as well as their treatment in the media or by 
humanitarian agencies, crystallize the reactions of certain segments of 
society and open the discursive space to the development of new critical 
forms. As will be seen, however, some frames of thought are difficult to 
convert into frames of action or paradigms that can inform policy. The 
relationship between an interpretive system and a framework of action 
is thus far from stable or linear. 

 The definition of ‘natural’ catastrophes that I have adopted is that 
of the major researchers and large non-governmental and multilateral 
institutions whom I cite. This view considers ‘natural’ catastrophes to be 
‘grave ruptures in the functioning of a community or society that imply 
significant impacts and human, material, economic, or environmental 
losses’ (UNISDR, 2009). They result from the ‘combination’ of expo-
sure to a ‘natural hazard’ and the vulnerability of the affected society. 
Natural hazards refer to phenomena of geological origin related to the 
movement of land-masses (including earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, 
seismic events, and tsunamis) or to hydro-climatic events (including 
cyclones, storms, heavy rains, snowfall, sleet or drought, and extreme 
heat events). In the literature, these natural hazards are distinguished 
from biological hazards such as epidemics and insect invasions and 
from technological events caused by industrial pollution, nuclear radi-
ation, transportation accidents, or manufacturing explosions. These 
distinctions are only relevant in enabling definition of the perimeters 
of action of the different actors involved. Nevertheless, as the litera-
ture repeatedly reminds us, the natural, social, political, and economic 
causes of catastrophes reviewed in this chapter are undeniably and 
inextricably interwoven.  

  The 1970s: between ‘radical’ thinking and relief 

 The analysis of catastrophes, as with policies for managing them, cannot 
be conceived of independently from their interaction with prior media-
tized events, intellectual and political contexts, or with the frequent 
repositioning of actors in fields that are in constant evolution. For this 
reason, it is useful to recall two major events that marked the 1970s: the 
first, a massive drought in Africa that was responsible for widespread, 
lethal famine, particularly in the Sahel; the second, Cyclone Bhola, 
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which ravaged Eastern Pakistan (presently Bangladesh) in November 
1970 and caused several hundred thousand deaths. The management of 
the emergency by the regions’ governments was harshly criticized, and 
the civil war that ensued culminated in the independence of Bangladesh. 
These events were heavily covered by the media and inspired the first 
large benefit concert, given by former Beatle George Harrison in New 
York City on 1 August 1971. 

  Drought and the ‘radical’ approach 

 The Sahel drought fuelled the emergence of a scholarly approach that 
was critical of previous work in catastrophe studies, which, as mentioned 
earlier, had been dominated by the so-called hard sciences and focused 
primarily on hazards and technical aspects of disaster response (White, 
1945; Burton and Kates, 1964). In the mid-1970s, several researchers 
introduced the notion of vulnerability as one element of a broader 
critique of the development construct. Vulnerability came to refer to 
the potential for being affected by a potentially dangerous event, with 
an emphasis on the conditions that favour the transformation of a 
natural risk into a catastrophe within a given society. Although subse-
quently the object of several different research directions (Gaillard, 
2010), this ‘radical’ critique of the dominant paradigms not only intro-
duced  questions about the natural causes or social consequences of 
catastrophes but also opened the possibility of analysing their deeper 
 historical, social, and economic causes. From this point of view, a catas-
trophe exists only when a natural risk that is not necessarily extreme 
or exceptional affects a society that has been rendered vulnerable by 
historical, political, and economic processes. 

 Two books published in France gave voice to this countervailing view 
to risk-centred studies:  Qui se   nourrit de la   famine au   Sahel?  (‘Who Is Fed 
by the Sahel Famine?’), in 1974 (Comité information Sahel, 1974), and 
 Sécheresse et   famine du   Sahel  (‘Drought and Famine in the Sahel’), in 1975 
(Copans, 1975).  3   The authors, Copans and Meillassoux, refuted the idea 
that the two principal causes of the famine were lack of rain and the 
irrationality of ‘traditional’ social practices. Further, they attempted to 
reframe drought in terms of the extent to which it reveals pre-existing 
aspects of an economic and political context. According to these two 
researchers, the famine was a consequence of colonial history and 
development policies that had laid the groundwork for the destructive 
dependency of the region’s population. This was also the conclusion of 
a 1977 article on African famines by the geographers Wisner, O’Keefe, 
and Westgate published in the first issue of the journal  Disasters.  The 
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authors showed that vulnerability to drought in the Sahel was caused 
by the destruction of the knowledge about the environment and adap-
tive practices of local farmers before they became part of capitalist 
market-based systems (Wisner et al., 1977). The researchers developed 
this ‘radical’ approach while working for the Disaster Research Unit 
(DRU) that Lewis formed in 1973 at the University of Bradford and that 
was resolutely focused on developing nations. O’Keefe and Westgate 
were young students at the time the DRU was created, specializing 
in the Pacific basin and Asia. Their contact with more experienced 
researchers such as the geographer Wisner, an Africa specialist with a 
particular interest in Tanzania ever since the 1960s, played a powerful 
role in shaping their research orientation.  4   Their work was able to estab-
lish a link between level of development and the incidence of catas-
trophes. In a book published for their students in 1976, they refuted 
the argument of researchers who, in restricting their analyses, notably 
to the Sahel drought, concluded that global climate change explained 
the increasing number of catastrophes since the 1920s. O’Keefe and 
Westgate contended that, on the contrary, this trend was evidence of 
the increased vulnerability (including such factors as poverty, unequal 
land distribution and means of subsistence, and economic develop-
ment that forced urban migration) of some ‘under-developed’ regions 
(Westgate and O’Keefe, 1976: 151–62). 

 These early approaches to the issue of vulnerability provide a polit-
ical interpretation of ‘natural’ phenomena, establishing a direct link 
between catastrophes and development and raising the possibility of 
local involvement in the management of catastrophes.  

  International relief-centred action 

 In practice, these social science debates only marginally influenced 
actual policies. Although one outcome of Cyclone Bhola in Pakistan was 
the reorganization of international relief efforts, the nascent process 
of institutional growth continued to be relatively impermeable to the 
notion of vulnerability and the root causes of catastrophes. 

 One case that illustrates this lack of sensitivity to recent social 
science results is the establishment of the United Nations Disaster Relief 
Organization (UNDRO) in 1971, whose mission was to coordinate the 
relief activities of other United Nations agencies. The new agency’s 
 activities, like those of most governmental and non- governmental 
organizations, consisted in sending food, tents, and medical supplies and 
personnel, and it was exclusively funded by UN member-states’ volun-
tary contributions. The creation of the UNDRO did not prevent certain 
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social science researchers from calling attention to the lack of coordina-
tion of aid efforts and its disconnection from local needs following the 
1976 Guatemala earthquake (Hocquenghem and Schlüpmann, 1978). 
Action that took the form of anticipation or prevention continued to 
be  marginalized and, because of the continued dominance of a hazard-
centred approach, to remain primarily focused on the technological and 
scientific aspects. This focus led to contributions by UNESCO to the 
founding of the International Seismological Centre (ISC) in Edinburgh 
in the late 1960s, and in the early 1970s the United Nations Development 
Program (UNDP) and the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) 
contributed to the creation of an alert system for monitoring the 
evolution of droughts and famines, while the World Meteorological 
Organization (WMO) and the International Telecommunication Union 
(ITU) operated in the areas of storm forecasting and intercontinental 
communications (Langeais, 1977).   

  The 1980s to 1990s: risk society or vulnerable societies? 

 The 1980s witnessed the emergence of a new sensibility related to 
so-called technological catastrophes in Northern countries. During 
the same period, there was increased interest in the risk factors asso-
ciated with Europe, although there were certain shared issues between 
those who emphasized Europe and studies of ‘natural’ catastrophes in 
Southern regions. 

 From the earthquake that destroyed central Mexico City to the 
Nevado del Ruiz volcano in 1985, which wiped the city of Armero in 
Colombia from the map – a catastrophe somewhat gruesomely media-
tized by images of a young girl in agony in the mud – the 1980s were 
punctuated by a number of violent catastrophes that strengthened 
social scientists’ resolve to search for factors that contribute to vulner-
ability. The decade was also marked by major ‘technological’ catastro-
phes, ranging from the explosion of a Union Carbide pesticide factory 
in Bhopal in 1984, to the 1986 Chernobyl nuclear reactor explosion, 
and the Three Mile Island nuclear accident in the United States in 1979, 
all of which contributed to important scientific work that explored the 
question of risk. 

 The body of scholarly work that grew out of these investigations, 
whose uncontested manifesto is Ulrich Beck’s  Risk Society  (Beck, 1992), 
characterized contemporary society as creating its own evils, an insight 
that supported a re-thinking of the ‘society of risk’ and of the ‘reflexive’ 
modernity strongly advocated by Beck. Although it did not adopt 
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vulnerability as its primary focus (Rudolf, 2009), the reflexive moder-
nity school of thought founded by Beck over-lapped considerably with 
arguments since the 1970s that ‘natural catastrophes are not natural’ 
(O’Keefe et al., 1976) and that the causes of catastrophes are not neces-
sarily external but are to be found within the societies in which they 
occur. In the wake of these studies, the Canadian geographer Hewitt 
demonstrated in 1983 that catastrophes, rather than constituting 
a break with the normal order of things, are in fact produced by the 
existing order (Hewitt, 1983). 

 The 1990s saw an increase in research that emphasized vulnerability 
and the social and human factors associated with catastrophes, and 
the 1994 publication of  At   Risk:   Natural Hazards,   People’s Vulnerability, 
and   Disasters  marked a notable turning point. The co-authors – Wisner, 
Blaikie, Cannon, and Davis – proposed a dynamic model for assessing 
vulnerability in societies, Pressure and Release (PAR), as a method to eval-
uate the root causes, dynamic pressures, and insecurity that can affect 
societies. In 1992, a group of Latin American researchers who concurred 
on the importance of social factors founded an informal network, La 
Red de Estudios Sociales en Prevención de Desastres en América Latina 
(hereafter La Red),  5   to communicate and empirically document their 
orientation. The principal members of the group included the Mexican 
anthropologist García Acosta as well other researchers interested in 
Latin America, such as Lavell, Maskrey, and Oliver-Smith. They trans-
lated  At   Risk  into Spanish and published it in 1996 as  Vulnerabilidad:   El  
 Entorno Social,   Político y   Económico de los   Desastres  (Blaikie et al., 1996) 
and founded the journal  Desastres y   Sociedad , leading to the creation 
of an important research base (Maskrey, 1993; Garcia, 1996; Lavell 
and Franco, 1996). At the same time, a network of organizations and 
researchers inspired by the La Red studies called Duryog Nivaran was 
founded in Southern Asia to promote an ‘alternative’ approach to 
‘natural’ catastrophes that is sensitive to vulnerability and development 
and to the crucial importance of local contexts (Heijmans, 2009). 

 Studies based on the notion of vulnerability and those emphasizing 
the sociology of risk remained relatively insulated from each other, 
however, developing into two distinct fields of inquiry. Although they 
are familiar with Beck’s work, researchers in the ‘radical’ school rarely 
cite it. The reason for this intellectual partition is certainly due less to 
differences in the nature of the phenomena – nuclear or technolog-
ical versus natural – being investigated than to the respective regional 
and contextual focal issues of the two schools. Studies that adopt a 
vulnerability-based approach focus primarily on nations located in the 
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‘South.’ Their work helped to establish a strong link between vulner-
ability and development, while also furthering the critical view of 
the development process and issues associated with modernization. 
Researchers in the sociology of risk and reflexive modernity, on the 
other hand, focus on European contexts, creating a  de facto  gap between 
the problems cited by one strand (including poor wealth distribution, 
the weight of colonization, unequal access to resources, corruption, and 
authoritarian regimes) and the preoccupations of the other (such as 
information provided to citizens, participation in decision making, and 
a loss of confidence in science and technology). Further, most ‘vulner-
ability’ researchers opposed ‘the ideology of risk,’ which they deemed 
an individualistic posture that tended to conceal social factors as well 
as public and political responsibilities. 

  Institutionalizing and internationalizing relief efforts 

 During the 1980s, these two approaches continued to exert relatively 
little influence on catastrophe management, which consisted primarily 
of relief efforts that continued to be coordinated primary by UNDRO. 
Pursuing its mandate despite a lack of resources, the agency was seri-
ously criticized in the early 1990s for its inefficient management of 
a number of so-called humanitarian crises that bore no relationship 
to the so-called natural disasters that the agency had been created to 
manage. Under pressure from a consensus concerning the need for a 
central coordinating agency, the Department of Humanitarian Affairs 
(DHA) was founded in December 1991, with a mandate that instead 
of being limited to ‘natural catastrophes’ would include ‘other emer-
gency situations’. Among researchers critical of UNDRO was Cuny, a 
North American engineer who had worked with international agencies 
in relief operations in Biafra and in Bangladesh after the 1970 cyclone. 
Cuny’s record is typical of the circulation between academic and relief 
agencies, and he was one of the authors of the 1983 book  Disasters and  
 Development  (Cuny et al., 1983) and was among the social scientists 
who established the link between development and catastrophes. In a 
1991 report,  6   Cuny harshly criticized the international humanitarian 
system, singling out UNDRO as particularly ineffective, and his dual 
role enabled him to expand the influence of social science debates on 
catastrophe management practices.  

  The emergence of ‘top-down prevention’ 

 At the end of the 1980s, a significant lobbying initiative in support of 
prevention by a group of international scholars at the United Nations led 
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to the designation of the 1990s as the International Decade for Natural 
Disaster Reduction (IDNDR). Their efforts also helped draw interna-
tional attention to escalating losses caused by natural catastrophes and 
the costs associated with them. New researchers brought this question 
before the UN, including specialists in the earth sciences led by Frank 
Press, a North American geophysicist who added scientific legitimacy 
to his political responsibilities.  7   They distilled their views in a report 
commissioned by the UN that led to the resolution that announced the 
IDNDR,  8   but the report was inconsistent with the emergent positions 
of ‘radical’ social scientists. The earth scientists instead reasserted the 
ability of science and technology to prevent natural catastrophes, with 
an added emphasis on education and informing local populations, a 
clear vindication of a vertical, ‘top-down’ approach to prevention. 

 Signs that this top-down view was in the process of changing 
began to surface in the latter half of the 1990s. The 1994 Yokohama 
conference organized under the auspices of the IDNDR shows traces 
of this  evolution in the conception of prevention, and the ‘Yokohama 
Declaration’ (IDNDR, 1994) reflected the preoccupations of ‘radical’ 
researchers for the first time. Among the topics that the report recog-
nized were  arguments that merely improving disaster relief operations 
was  insufficient; that prevention must consider the complexity of indi-
vidual locations and foster awareness of the modes of development of 
each society; and that technology should not provide the sole basis for 
systems of prevention. The declaration also emphasized the importance 
of implicating local populations in risk reduction policies. Although the 
tone and substance of the report were far from questioning the basic 
assumptions underlying development – which is tantamount to a forced 
march for Southern countries – it must nevertheless be acknowledged 
that the report reflected a change in perspective that was construed by 
‘radical’ researchers as significant progress.  9   

 The influence of this change in international perspectives on 
relief and prevention is also evident in several other developments, 
including the creation in 1996 of the ‘Disaster Preparedness’ Program 
of the European Commission (DIPECHO), a division of the European 
Community Humanitarian Office (ECHO); the creation in 2001 of 
the Bureau for Crisis Prevention and Recovery (BCPR) of the United 
Nations Development Program (UNDP); and the creation of the United 
Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR) in 
2001. These institutional developments reveal a gradual increase in 
the prominence of prevention that is attributable in part to social 
science research and the persistence of researchers, particularly within 
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the UN, who conducted studies and served as consultants or in other 
positions of responsibility.  10   It is nevertheless true that the manage-
ment of the large-scale, heavily mediatized catastrophes of the 2000s 
illustrates the difficulty of maintaining a focus on the issues raised by 
social science researchers.   

  The 2000s: resilience and climate change 

 In December 2004, a tsunami ravaged Southeast Asia, and in August 
2005, Hurricane Katrina led to breaks in the dikes and massive flooding 
in the city of New Orleans. Although very different, these two catas-
trophes share significant features and were both exceptional in terms 
of impact and global media attention. An additional ‘catastrophe’ also 
marked the beginning of the decade when climate change began to 
influence thinking about catastrophes and the strategies put in place 
to manage them. Obviously, this was not the first time that climate 
and ‘natural’ catastrophes had been considered together; as early as 
the 1970s, studies of the Sahel drought had referred to the impact of 
climate on human activities and to the impact of human activities on 
the climate (Glantz, 1976). What changed with the 2000s was that these 
studies began to be considered in the context of accelerating global 
warming and its eventual catastrophic consequences. Global warming 
has considerably broadened the catastrophic horizon, and while Katrina 
primarily affected the North American scientific community and raised 
questions about national policies, the tsunami and climate change 
significantly transformed ways of thinking about, and acting within, 
international ‘natural’ catastrophe communities. 

  The triumph of vulnerability? 

 In the late 1990s and early 2000s, efforts by individual academics and 
groups advocating a vulnerability approach appear to have begun to 
exert increasing influence. Although technicist and hazard-centred 
interpretations continued to predominate, there were notable increases 
in the profile of social scientific approaches that consider how ‘vulner-
ability factors’ (Thouret and D’Ercole, 1996) and ‘root causes’ (Wisner 
et al., 2004) contribute to the destructive force of natural phenomena. 
New concepts were developed that further refined these alternative 
perspectives. As a consequence, beginning in the late 1990s, La Red 
researchers began to focus on studies of ‘small disasters’ and founded 
Desinventar (Lavell, 1999),  11   the first database to compile records of the 
smaller routine events that are ultimately as destructive and lethal as 
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large-scale events, if not more so (Wisner and Gaillard, 2009). Several 
approaches to catastrophes that were critical of vulnerability also began 
to surface during this period. In fact, a number of the researchers who 
questioned this paradigm had been among the field’s early proponents. 
In his book  Regions of   Risk  (1997), Hewitt concluded his chapter on the 
vulnerability paradigm with a number of remarks that, while recalling 
the ‘salutary’ character of the concept for catastrophe studies, clearly 
showed that it also had the potential to limit individuals and societies 
to a passive, victimized role. Hewitt was especially critical of approaches 
that construed vulnerability as a ‘social pathology’, a problem posed 
by ‘victims’, and he reminded readers of the importance of analysing 
‘national and global strategies that generate vulnerability, or undermine 
people’s capabilities to avoid or recover from disaster’ (1997: 167). 

 Bankoff was one of these researchers who saw vulnerability as a 
Western view of the ills that afflicted the South. He argued that the 
construct of vulnerability resembled ‘tropicality’ in the seventeenth 
century and ‘under-development’ in the twentieth in allowing certain 
regions of the world to be identified as ‘unsafe’, meaning ‘unhealthy’, 
‘at risk’, and ‘dangerous’. Bankoff listed the cures that were proposed: 
for illness – medicine; for poverty – development; and for risk – science 
and technology (Bankoff, 2003). As important and necessary as they 
were, these critiques of vulnerability (Revet, 2009b) did not diminish 
the dominant role of the notion of vulnerability among social scientists 
in terms of conceptualizing catastrophe and risk. 

 An additional concept that contributed to the debate concerning 
vulnerability was the notion of resilience, which, although present in 
the catastrophe literature beginning in the 1970s, became more wide-
spread during the 1990s (Gaillard, 2010) and intersected with climate 
change and adaptation. Resilience was the subject of wide-ranging 
debate among social scientists who analyse catastrophes, and its import 
from physics via ecology and psychology gave it a particular force. For 
some thinkers, resilience describes the ability to confront or adapt to 
a catastrophe or other stress-inducing situation, including preparation 
measures and additional adjustments on every level (Pelling, 2003). For 
other researchers, it describes the ability to resist the changes caused by 
a catastrophe in order to re-establish an acceptable level of functioning. 
This second definition was adopted by the UNISDR and is sometimes 
criticized for describing exactly the situation preceding the catastrophe 
that is responsible for the damage it causes; these critics contend that it 
is not a matter of resisting but of encouraging change as a way to avoid 
reproducing vulnerable circumstances (Gaillard, 2010: 221).  
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  2004   as a turning point: the post-tsunami period 

 The aftermath of the December 2004 tsunami had a deep impact 
on relief agencies and international disaster management and risk 
 prevention policies. Within the UN, there was a marked increase in the 
international legitimacy of certain institutions. The Kobe Conference 
in January 2005 highlighted a sense of international guilt and moral 
condemnation that translated into massive fund-raising for prevention 
and early-warning systems. The ‘Hyogo Framework for Action 2005–
15’, which was adopted by 168 nations at the conference, was based on 
social science research and called on the international relief commu-
nity to ‘promote a strategic and systematic approach to reducing 
vulnerabilities’ and to act towards ‘building the resilience of nations 
and communities that confront disasters’.  12   

 The growing role of the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) 
since 2004 is also evidence that the situation has evolved. Although 
it has always had a presence during catastrophes and was responsible 
for including climate change in the agenda since the mid-1980s, the 
WMO took a leading role in discussions of catastrophes beginning in 
the 2000s. The UNISDR even entitled its 2009 report ‘Risk and Poverty 
in an Evolving Climate’, an indication of repositioning around the 
climate issue despite the fact that numerous ‘natural’ catastrophes 
linked to geological phenomena are not directly aggravated by climate 
change. 

 The 2004 tsunami and, more recently, the 2010 Haitian earthquake 
have again called attention to exceptionally large-scale events and the 
particular problems associated with them. Instead of encouraging a 
continued focus on the social construction of the vulnerability condi-
tions of societies impacted by small, recurrent disasters, these vast 
events have increased the amount of attention devoted to coordinating 
relief efforts. Two perspectives continue to be opposed to each other, 
one that emphasizes saving lives at the moment of the event, and the 
other that tries to promote the deeper transformations needed outside 
of the specific context of the event itself. Both viewpoints imply very 
different institutions, skills, and schools of thought. 

 The trend in the 2000s involved increased interest in exceptional 
events and the issue of relief. It was a period also defined by the growing 
attraction of technological solutions, in combination with ‘best prac-
tices’ that stress implicating impacted people and ‘communities’ in devel-
oping prevention programmes. Although the perspective expressed in 
Community-Based Disaster Risk Reduction is not new, having already 
been the subject of work by Maskrey in the 1980s (Maskrey, 1989), it 
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is currently embraced by most large international agencies. Behind a 
seemingly common language, however, different interpretations and, 
above all, practices can be observed, some of which see in the concept 
of risk reduction the possibility for profound social change and polit-
ical redistribution of power, and others that argue that it involves better 
informing ‘communities’ about the risks that they face and the meas-
ures required in the event of catastrophe (Heijmans, 2009).   

  Conclusion 

 The history of social science research on ‘natural’ catastrophes and 
international policies created to confront them presented in this over-
view ultimately reveals that two positions have dominated since the 
early 1970s. One, developed by scholars from across the social science 
spectrum, emphasizes the social, economic, and political factors that 
produce vulnerability to natural hazards. The other, paradoxically 
embodied by political institutions, stresses technical ways of reducing 
the impact of natural phenomena. More than thirty years have passed 
since the publication of the first ‘radical’ studies, and their influence 
on the discourses of actors in the field has been uneven. The division 
between these two positions persists to this day. Admittedly, the actors 
have circulated from one sphere of influence to the other, and their 
concepts have travelled around the globe, being sometimes ‘hijacked’, 
so radical notions become through this process ‘mainstream’. But, while 
studies continue to illustrate the political substrate of ‘natural’ catastro-
phes, the policies that are ultimately implemented to face them continue 
to address only their natural dimensions. The links between these two 
perspectives are certainly stronger than this brief sketch has shown, 
and their in-depth analysis will be the object of other publications.  

    Notes 

  This chapter is a translation of an article published in French in the journal 
 Critique internationale , no. 52, Presses de Sciences Po, Paris, 2011, pp. 157–73. The 
author wishes to express her gratitude to the journal editors for authorizing the 
translation and to the translator, John Angell.  

  1  .   See http://understandingkatrina.ssrc.org/.  
  2  .   E.L. Quarantelli, ‘The Early History of the Disaster Research Center’, undated 

http://www.udel.edu/DRC/aboutus/Early%20History%20of%20DRC%20
%282%29.pdf.  

  3  .   These two books were first published anonymously but it is now known that 
the anthropologists Claude Meillassoux and Jean Copans are the principal 
editors (Copans, 2005).  
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  4  .   See the thanks addressed to him (Westgate and O’Keefe, 1976).  
  5  .   See http://www.desenredando.org.  
  6  .   ‘Revising the International Humanitarian System: Focus on the UN’, 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/cuny/laptop/revun.html 
(accessed 10 March 2012).  

  7  .   Frank Press was the scientific adviser to President Jimmy Carter from 1977 
to 1980 and president of the American National Academy of Sciences from 
1981 to 1993.  

  8  .   Resolution 44/236, December 1989.  
  9  .   It was marked as such in the second edition of Wisner et al. (2004: 321–76).  

  10  .   Maskrey, for example, one of the founders of La Red, entered the BCPR of the 
PNUD in 1999 and in the early 2000s became one of the UNISDR officials.  

  11  .   See http://www.desinventar.org/.  
  12  .   See http://www.unisdr.org/wcdr/intergover/official-doc/L-docs/Hyogo-frame-

work-for-action-english.pdf.      
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   Emergencies, disasters, and catastrophes are complex phenomena. 
Causes and consequences are wide and varied. Perhaps due to the 
conceptual untidiness and myriad of different actors involved, they 
have not received adequate theoretical attention. This chapter reviews 
the existing conceptualizations and expands on the political theory 
of natural and man-made emergencies. The historical framings of 
emergencies highlight the different scenarios of knowledge. These 
scenarios of knowledge revolve around certain cross-cutting themes: 
humanitarian compassion, containment orientation, preparedness, 
recovery, and resilience. Emergencies also have an important political 
modality that is evident in the politics of emergency aid and in the 
forms of disaster-related diplomacy. Similarly, some emergencies lead 
to widespread responses while others do not trigger the global reflex 
of compassion but lead, instead, to acts of indifference or aversion. It 
seems evident that emergencies ranging from earthquakes to nuclear 
accidents and pandemic diseases do not represent one single scenario 
of knowledge. The aim here is to trace and review the various family 
resemblances between emergency-related scenarios. 

 As examination of the cross-cutting characteristics of the emer-
gency scenario shows, emergencies cannot easily be reduced to a single 
 underlying self-contained process. Synoptic overviews that might alle-
viate the reductive tendency are commonly crafted for two general 
reasons: first, an overview can assuage scholarly perplexity by the initial 
mapping of tacit and non-tacit knowledge concerning emergencies, 
disasters, and catastrophes so as to better allow for a subsequent expla-
nation and model-building. However, this two-step approach might 
not make sense if the scenarios under study consist of an open-ended 
bundle of multifarious situational relations. In these situations of 
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complexity a second type of synoptic – that is, connection-sensitive – 
overview is helpful. It is possible to survey different overlapping emer-
gency, disaster, and catastrophe scenarios so as to discover synoptic 
variety and what types of combinatorial possibilities reside in these 
power-related scenarios of mass destruction, suffering, and death (see, 
for example, Cioffi, 2010: 301). The synoptic overview method used 
in this chapter maps out disaster-related combinations, nexuses, and 
emergent properties, irrespective of their unconventional nature and 
disciplinary transgressions. The aim is to bring into clearer view the 
diversity inherent in contemporary emergency-related scenarios. More 
specifically, I will survey the nexuses between disaster, humanitari-
anism, compassion, relief containment, and power. The objective is to 
see how these complex situational characteristics combine in an emer-
gency scenario. 

 The overall global public cognition of emergencies revolves around 
combinatorial characteristics of different local and wider dynamics. 
The characteristics have histories and are basically historical predispo-
sitions and sensitivities. For example, it has not always been the case 
that natural disasters are seen as sites of compassionable suffering. 
This focus on the plight of the sufferers and our desire to do some-
thing to help is a historically recent phenomenon (for example, Burke, 
2001; Halttunen, 1995; Hunt, 2007). Similarly, the now omnipresent 
media format where disasters are treated as spectacles is a very recent 
 innovation. These cultural sensitivities provide the fundamental 
ingredients for the combinability of the so-called images of heart. In 
some cases, disasters are not recognized because they combine with 
other scenarios. For example, the repeated famines in North Korea are 
treated in very different terms than famines in many other places. If 
help is sent in, it is done after long negotiations and bargaining (Aaltola, 
1999). Although open-ended and contingent, the emergency scenarios 
of global public life are limited by historically conditioned formula-
tions and sensitivities, as well as by the sense of becoming – that is, the 
situational regime of expectations inherent in any particular moment. 
Thus, emergencies, disasters, and catastrophes do not happen in a 
vacuum. They have their own cultural histories that readily combine 
with other scenarios such as power and security.  

  Cross-cutting emergency themes 

 The form of humanitarian emergency, much highlighted in popular 
culture, derives its contemporary visual form from the early 1990s (for 
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example, Chouliaraki, 2010). These post-Cold War images recycled 
and recombined earlier iconographies of suffering. What are the major 
characteristics of these emergencies? Humanitarian emergencies are 
constituted by a complexity of issues and by a myriad of involved actors 
(Calhoun, 2010: 14–35). Despite the apparent complexity, humani-
tarian emergencies are often historically well-rehearsed activities. They 
have a history, contain a tradition, and share some of the following 
cross-cutting features:

    1. Sudden emergence . From a general perspective, a humanitarian 
 emergency is an exceptional pain-laden event that suddenly surfaces 
for a relatively short period of time and seems to compel some type 
of intervention by concerned outsiders. Under emergency, the sense 
of political stability and normalcy unexpectedly changes to a sense of 
fleeting, fragile, and threatened existence.  
   2. Types . There are different types of emergencies: natural (for example, 
hurricanes, earthquakes, or pandemics), technological (such as 
 industrial or nuclear accidents), and man-made wars/conflicts/crises.  
   3. Temporality . Whereas in international crises/conflict, spatial features 
are essential, humanitarian emergency involves a heightened sense 
of scarcity of time when the window for effective intervention seems 
to be closing; that is, emergency situations are temporalized. All 
attention becomes concentrated on one critical moment in time.     
    4. Rush-in . Time becomes increasingly salient when the rush to find 
solutions is accompanied by an accelerated tempo of events. Ideally 
it seems that ‘emergency’ suggests a temporalized imagery of a 
sequence of events: initial triggering event, Western helping activity, 
and eventual restoration of normalcy.  
   5. Probability of spread . Whereas some emergencies are clearly localized – 
as in the case of an earthquake with a clear epicentre – there are 
emergencies with a wider diffusion. The Boxing Day 2004 tsunami 
had an impact range that extended over the whole of the Indian 
Ocean. Similarly, a pandemic outbreak clearly points to a global 
vulnerability.  
   6. The   rushing-in dynamics constructs a situational agency . Those able 
to do so become important protagonist embodiments, while those 
hindering this activity are easily identified as antagonist, inhuman, 
elements.    

 To exemplify the multifaceted nature of emergencies, let us 
consider the case of a pandemic emergency. Often in emergencies, 
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the cross-cutting global sentiment is that of empathy: the sight of a 
starving child in Africa may lead to a sense of compassion and the 
rush to intervene on behalf of the these distant sufferers (for example, 
Aaltola, 2009). Highly rehearsed ritualistic donor behaviour and rescue 
efforts may ensue. Yet the sight of dead or suffering Mexican swine flu 
victims in the spring of 2009 led to a sudden global jolt of aversion and 
fear. The immediate global reflex – similar to the emergence of those 
infected by other perceived pandemics – was that of distancing and 
severing contacts with the site of the unfamiliar and deadly outbreak.  1   
The momentum of pandemic emergencies is towards disengagement 
with the suffering distant other. It is one of containment instead of 
compassion. In this sense, a pandemic’s affective flows are unlike other 
global emergencies: they are seemingly non-compassionate rushes 
towards withdrawal and to contain the disease to a certain place or 
‘zone’. If there is other-interestedness, it is towards the people living 
close by or towards the ‘general public’ conceived in terms of national, 
international, or global public health. Thus, the emergencies can 
involve containment-centred rather than compassion-focused actions, 
or blend cordoning practices with actions aimed to engage and help. 

 Pandemic scares also point to the fact that an emergency does not 
have to cause actual mass suffering. Fear and horror are enough for 
a global emergency. The recent pandemic emergencies, from SARS to 
avian and swine flu, have ‘suddenly burst forth in a catastrophic manner’ 
(Kilbourne, 2009: 218). The emphasis is on how disease is interpreted in 
its social and political contexts and how these   interpretive constructs 
interact with the physical phenomena to produce sudden emergencies. 
The pandemic scares are defined by hyperbolic attention, which in 
hindsight appears to be ‘grossly disproportional in relation to its low 
mortality rate’ (Caballero, 2005: 483). The status of the recent pandemic 
emergencies as ‘scares’ does not detract from their significance. On the 
contrary, pandemic scares are highly significant  situations that high-
light the intensively embodied nature of global politics. Emergencies 
interact with our somatic bodily sensations and anxieties. On the one 
hand, pandemic scares can be seen as bringing the global reaches and 
peripheries closer (Aaltola, 2012: 5). Fears and  anxieties connected 
with the circulation of disease agents are always non-abstract. They are 
deeply felt. People sense their globalized surroundings. This changes 
their understanding of how they are located in the interconnected 
global fabric. Waking up to a world that is experiencing a mysterious 
disease said to be extremely serious and deadly instantiates an anxiety 
that is bound to have a more than fleeting influence. Through this, 
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people re-remember the high personal stakes involved in the global 
polity. On the other hand, this interface allows for highly meaningful 
re-enactments of power that are seen as highly pertinent to the present 
circumstances faced by those in difficulties. Because these connec-
tions have just now instantiated, they still appear to be unclear and 
ill-defined. They are explicated at the level of abstract public health 
knowledge. Yet, at the same time, the themes involved – those of plague 
and people – are nothing but ancient. Only the scale has changed, 
and much of the old ‘disease frame’ has been forgotten because of 
the triumphalist claims in the mid-twentieth century that the era of 
major lethal epidemics was over. The recent pandemic emergencies 
have re-articulated the anxious registers of interconnectedness and 
inter-locality.  

  Emergency compassion versus containment 

 The intellectual history of political compassion shows different views on 
the nature of compassion: as an ethical attitude, sentiment, or emotion. 
The speculation poses an important question concerning the ultimate 
nature of compassion: is it natural or cultural altruistic behaviour or is it 
just masked selfishness? The logic for compassionate actions might arise 
from one’s own interest: ‘What is happening to the other person might 
happen to me one day, therefore, I have to help.’ Or, more directly, ‘If I 
do not help him, I might appear uncaring and loose prestige’. The resul-
tant type of compassionate activity is based on recognition of mutual 
self-interests (Slim, 2001: 325). The act of compassion is directly an act 
of containment from the detected misfortunes or, on the other hand, 
the basis of compassion can be located at the level of shared humanness. 
The imaginative act of placing oneself in the position of the sufferer may 
allow one to better appreciate the other person’s suffering, so that one 
gains better appreciation of the situation that requires help, irrespective 
of any selfish considerations. In this way, the basis of compassion may 
be the better understanding of the other’s situation instead of ‘what if 
this were to happen to me’ type of thinking. The imaginative, commu-
nicative channel that opens between the spectator and the sufferer has 
often been thought of in terms of the signs of suffering – tears, crying, 
grimacing and moaning. This elementary and notably embodied 
communication has been framed in iconic terms. Compassion may be 
regarded as a natural moral reflex when one confronts signs of suffering 
and centres on the notion of compassion being an irresistible human 
attitude (Fiering, 1976: 196). This naturalistic formulation of compassion 
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imagines a basic human condition that needs to be secure and defended 
against inhumanities. The tendency to equate compassion with a rela-
tively naturally occurring emotion or with a selfishly motivated calcu-
lative sentiment contrasts with the view that compassion is a synthetic 
sentiment that is embedded as one modality in a larger sophisticated 
view of humaneness. For example, acts of commiseration can be given 
communal status, whereby they stand for a modern, enlightened and 
sophisticated identity. Formulated in more normative terms, the more 
synthetic compassion may be viewed as an enlightened stage in human 
social evolution, as an emergent property, and as ‘a historical stage in 
the education of the emotions’ (ibid.: 212). Thus, the apparent polysemy 
of compassions leads to different articulations of compassion. In many 
cases, all of them are present as characteristic in the scenarios of emer-
gency response. 

 One of the primary characteristics of an emergency scenario is the 
strong affective and ethical impulse of compassion. The global reflex of 
compassion with its well-rehearsed global rituals interacts with the local 
level affective climate ranging from desperation and fear to glimmers 
of hope. However, different disasters have widely different emotional 
climates/regimes. For example, the earthquake in China 2008 led Japan 
to offer immediate and broad aid that was accepted and welcomed by 
the Chinese authorities, despite the political enmity between the two 
countries. This highly publicized humanitarian appeasement was recip-
rocated by China when a massive earthquake and tsunami devastated 
Japan in 2011. The trajectory of helping one’s enemies is well supported 
by many historical precedents. Earthquake scenarios involve an affective 
climate that favours and creates incentives for acts of compassion. That 
said, the situation between Japan, China, and their neighbours soon 
became much more complicated when the dangers of the Fukushima 
nuclear emergency became clearer. The affective climate became radi-
cally different: China and South Korea, as well as many other states, 
reacted with suspicion, accusations and acts of containment – for 
example, import embargoes. In contrast to the tradition of international 
compassion involved in the earthquake scenario, the nuclear disaster 
scenario draws from the public health frame’s anxieties and places the 
impetus on containing possible sources of contamination. 

 Thus, the emotional characteristics of disasters are multiple. To a 
degree the different combinations of compassion, indifference, and 
aversion can be seen through the dialectic between the compassion 
for the distant other and the sympathy towards one’s own in-group. 
The normative expectation is that the sight of mass suffering should 
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result in compassionate actions. Humanitarian emergencies seem to 
compel involvement that breaks the usual ‘nearest is dearest’ bound-
aries and allows emotional bonds at a distance. There has been a consid-
erable amount of research on the emotional dynamics of ‘nearest is 
dearest’ (for example, Smith, 1998). Glover (2000: 28) points out the 
inherent contained nature of political sympathies: ‘Claims to be treated 
with respect are often linked to standing within a group. The claim of 
an outsider may be minimal. Sympathy has similar limitations. The 
sympathies which really engage us are often stubbornly limited and 
local.’ Similarly, Ginsburg (1994: 49) refers to a tradition of pity that 
equates distance with strength of feeling: extreme distance leads to 
marked indifference. What is implied is a horizon, the end of identi-
fication at the intermediate distance. However, it has been argued that 
an emergency blurs this situation. At the moment of an emergency, 
the ‘we-communities’ theorized by Richard Rorty (1989) may be able to 
extend their self-identity and solidarity beyond their bounds to include 
the distant suffering other. The we-communities can become more 
expansive. In this sense, the Western community of helpers can start 
to stand for all of humanity as it engages the site of distant suffering. 
 While the   Western community   zooms in to the epicentre of an emergency, it 
simultaneously   zooms out to identify and embody itself.  

 It seems that compassion is sometimes connected with we-communal 
prestige and with the effort of communities of demonstrate their legit-
imacy – thereby increasing their internal cohesion. The complexities 
of compassion, when it ties in with helping a community’s internal 
solidarities, are nuanced. They intertwine with and may be co-opted 
by various other contemporaneous scenarios. When a disaster links 
compassion with containment-related worries, the whole aid effort may 
have multiple purposes. One containment-oriented theme in contem-
porary global life consists of the anxiety felt over illegal migration. 
A case in point is offered by the immediate US response to the Haiti 
earthquake in January 2010. US troops in Haiti handed out tens of 
 thousands of battery, hand-crank, and solar-operated portable radios in 
the days after the earthquake. This provided Haitians with some means 
of communication because much of country’s electric grid was down 
and many radio stations destroyed. The US Air Force then used mili-
tary planes to transmit Voice of America’s news and call-in programmes 
to the Haitians. These programmes were very popular among the 
desperate, information-starved Haitians. The radio transmissions also 
included constant messages aimed at stopping the feared mass migra-
tion of Haitians. One such message was taped by the US Ambassador to 
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Haiti, Raymond Joseph: ‘Listen, don’t rush on boats to leave the country. 
If you do that, we’ll all have even worse problems. Because I’ll be honest 
with you: If you think you will reach the US and all the doors will be 
wide open to you, that’s not at all the case. And they will intercept you 
right on the water and send you back home where you came from.’ It 
appears that some of the US emergency-response activities were first 
and foremost aimed at containing migratory flows and stopping people 
from becoming mobile. 

 The fact that these migration-containment efforts did not cause any 
controversy is clear. For example, a CNN report on the transmission 
flights did not see anything conspicuous or worth underlining in the 
mission of these ‘humanitarian’ flights: ‘Commando Solo, part of the 
Pennsylvania Air National Guard, has engaged in special operations in 
Afghanistan, Iraq and other trouble spots around the world. The Haiti 
mission is a rare mission focused on humanitarian relief.’ The  Boston 
Globe  expressed the rationale for these on 11 January 2011: ‘a mass 
migration would only add more misery. Boats, especially handmade 
ones, are inherently dangerous; the waters are cold and unruly, the 
route unpredictable. Migrants, especially children, are at tremendous 
risk.’ Stopping migration seems to have fitted well with the Haiti-related 
US disaster response imagery. It appears that, at least in this respect, the 
practice of containment can be seen as a form of compassion. Thus, it 
is possible to speak about a composite emergency-related emotionality, 
namely, that of compassionate containment. This instinctive yet cultur-
ally conditioned emotional reaction seems to be based on the idea that 
the disaster sites should be places where the intervening and aid actions 
take place. The implicit belief seems to be that people have their place 
and should stay in these sites no matter how disaster prone they are. 

 While keeping in mind the drive to help that embodies those involved, 
I will refocus on the theme of compassionate engagement. It may be 
argued that besides the political mobilizations for engagement, the 
politics of global indifference comprises a culturally crafted tradition 
that is closely linked with that of humanitarian disaster response. The 
‘images of the heart’ are based on skilled use of ‘codes and conventions’ 
that manage the different outcomes of the action/inaction dialectic. 
When powerful images manage to create alarm and a spreading sense 
that something must be done immediately, they do so often because 
they remind one of the powerful images of perceived past emergencies. 
It is suggested that the practice of emergency engagement consists of 
combining the right past imagery with current images – for example, 
the famous image of starved Bosnian-Muslim men behind barbed wire 
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in 1992, which reminded people of the images of the Holocaust. These 
images reveal the hyperbolic stakes involved, identify the protagonist 
for humanity, the suffering victims, and the witnessing audience, and 
distinguish them from the barbaric antagonists. In this way, while 
clarifying roles and responsibilities, the reactions to emergencies – or 
zooming in to restore ‘normalcy’ – articulate and acknowledge patterns 
of power. The same discursive power is involved in the creation of sani-
tized and ‘pretty’ images of distant mass suffering that will not react 
with the old trigger images in ways that would mobilize global public 
attention for action. 

 The patterns of caring and being indifferent also implicate a third 
option – the practice of containment, one of distancing, avoiding and 
removing. This aversion and turning away from the scene of a disaster 
has been at play in nuclear accidents and in the pandemic emergencies. 
It is noteworthy that in the scenarios of international public health, 
the importance of the move of containment is explicitly articulated. 
The containment discourse finds its expression in the various overlap-
ping scenarios of ‘containment zone’, ‘quarantine’, and  cordon   sanitaire . 
These practices can be seen as forms of compassionate containment. The 
specific resolutions of the moves to contain and to show compassion 
depend on the contextual characteristics of the emergency  situation 
in question. The overall dynamic of containment manages, restrains 
and keeps in check the patterns of engagement in ways that, in general, 
lead to distancing and to the erection of physical and/or imaginary 
boundaries that maintain and signify the distance.  Although different 
from compassionate engagement, containment can be seen as another form of 
engagement and involvement . The practices of containment involve highly 
controlled regulation of contact aimed to stop the communicability of 
a perceived dangerous element such as migratory flows and pandemic 
disease out of the epicentre of an emergency. The emergency scenario 
that involves compassionate rushing-in can and often does implicitly 
set up a containment zone where the aid activity happens: camps are 
set up, help is locally distributed, field hospitals are established and 
people are in a way cordoned. 

 More light should be shed on compassionate containment – that is, 
compassion as a form of containment and containment as a form of 
compassion. With this in mind, it is important to further examine 
the general nuances of compassion. Donini (2010: 224) refers to the 
three Cs of compassion: compassion as ‘distant other’ (regarding 
work), compassion as a movement for social reform, and compassion 
as a world order conserving and retaining activity. The third option 
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may entail, for example, making sure that excesses of power are miti-
gated so that the world order does not spin dangerously out of control. 
A more conspicuous form of compassion as containment refers to the 
 deliberate incorporation of humanitarian practice into the security 
strategies of the global North (ibid.: 230). The possibility of compas-
sion fulfilling a containment function has been noted influentially by 
Duffield (1998: 156), who said that humanitarian action has became 
integrated into the repertoire of world ordering ‘to manage symptoms 
of global polarization and exclusion’. Thus, compassion seems to be 
inherently combinable with containment. An act of compassionate 
rushing-in to help the victims of, for example, a devastating earthquake 
can be simultaneously a rush to establish a security and containment 
zone, to check undesirable elements and to stop negative influences 
from spreading. 

 One notable feature of emergencies is that they open windows for 
positive identification and ways of overcoming previous animosities. 
This ‘emergencies as opportunities’ genre has many examples. For 
example, the Boxing Day tsunami struck Indonesia very hard. The then 
on-going conflict in Ache was reconceptualized because of the resulting 
emotional climate. This made it easier to complete a peace accord 
between the separatist rebels and the Indonesian government. To give 
an additional example, the two succeeding earthquakes in Turkey and 
Greece in 1999 let to similar appeasing effects between the two coun-
tries, which both reacted immediately with massive assistance to each 
other’s quakes. The earthquake in Turkey, which killed an estimated 
30,000 people around the city of Izmit, also created goodwill within 
the EU that contributed to the start of official membership negations 
with Turkey. The media in Greece concentrated on the devastation in 
Turkey. This led to a wave of compassion – for example, people in Greece 
waiting in long lines to donate blood – that was exceptional as the two 
countries were on the brink of war over the Aegean islands and had 
had decades of enmity. This was reciprocated by the media in Turkey 
as Athens was hit by a smaller earthquake a month later, which killed 
an estimated 150 people. Thus, natural disasters can lower enmity and 
lead to more compassionate neighbourly relations between states: ‘the 
disasters demonstrated to both sides that their traditional enemies were, 
after all, human beings like themselves. As neighbors, they could and 
should be friends’ (Kelman, 2011). 

 An earthquake is particularly likely, among natural disasters, 
to change the international affective climate in a way that favours 
appeasement and empathy: earthquakes do not spread, they are 
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geographically bounded, and forms of aid are clearly established. 
Media and political rhetoric stress commonality and shared human 
worth. Another tradition of earthquake diplomacy co-opts this 
affective characteristic for politically desirable effects. This aspect 
was explicit in the Western reactions to the 2003 earthquake with 
more than 20,000 fatalities in Bam, Iran. The US administration, 
which had previously designated Iran as a member of the axis of evil, 
delivered immediate aid to Bam. Besides trying to help and appease 
tense relations, the US can be interpreted as having applied the 
winning-the-hearts-and-minds-of-people policy aimed at under-
mining the support of the regime in Teheran among the popula-
tion. In this way, an earthquake can open up scenarios of directly 
influencing the people affected by a disaster. Similar policies are 
offered by humanitarian emergency aid in any disaster. This framing 
is evident, for example, in debates over direct versus indirect delivery 
of aid or in quarrels over the placing of national insignias on the 
food aid trucks or food sacks (Aaltola, 1999). As an earthquake in 
2005 devastated areas in northern Pakistan’s so-called tribal areas, 
the US was quick to deliver all forms of aid and assistance. The ratio-
nale for doing so went beyond explicit humanitarianism, as the assis-
tance was seen as vital for favourably influencing the people, who 
were seen as collaborating with and harbouring elements of al Qaeda 
and the Taliban. The earthquake assistance was seen as facilitating US 
strategic interests in the region. 

 Disasters and catastrophes can be seen as leading to reflex-like aid 
operations, which have a long and well-rehearsed tradition. However, 
they also react and combine with other momentary interests of actors – 
at governmental, international, and NGO levels. These interests may 
derive from the need to build up prestige and reputation. Or, they can 
be defined by the more strategic scenarios of gaining a more advan-
tageous position. Most likely, the compassionate, prestige-related, and 
strategic co-optive interests are simultaneously at play. In this sense, 
disasters may offer situational characteristics that can be combined 
with other more politically motivated scenarios in order to form more 
complete expressions of power. These often fleeting plays of power are 
made more appealing by the considerable normative prestige deriving 
from acting compassionately and humanely. The situated scenarios 
of humanitarianism blend with security-oriented scenarios while 
providing seemingly apolitical cover. These combinations have their 
own cultural history that sheds light on contemporary cases of disaster 
politics/diplomacy.  
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  Emergencies as sites of suffering 

 Knowledge may be seen in terms of acts of acknowledgment and of 
recognition of authorities (Wittgenstein, 1968: §378). Michel Foucault 
(for example, 1980: 257), in line with Nietzsche, suggested that in 
the end, all memorable knowledge is associated with forms of cruelty 
and suffering. When it comes to emergencies, especially, these two 
lines of thinking become mutually coherent: massive suffering and 
violent upheaval seem to lead to recognitions of a specific type of 
pure and authentic human knowledge. The tradition of humanitar-
ianism recognizes some forms of suffering as inhuman. The sources 
for this collective mass suffering may range from natural disasters 
to wars and genocides. To stimulate emergency response, the type of 
suffering is regarded as highly exceptional. These forms of unbear-
able mass suffering supposedly reveal knowledge about the essential 
humanness of our societies. They also seem to point to the presence 
of true compassion. Thus, besides the ontological quality of separating 
helpers from the sufferers, disasters can be said have an epistemolog-
ical aspect. They produce senses of real and authentic meanings. More 
specifically this epistemic quality is based on sudden revelatory expe-
rience whereby ‘truths’ become clear, obvious, and self-evident. Its is 
argued that the culturally constructed imageries of emergencies high-
light a particular type of knowing about human connectedness – that 
is, about humanity, human polity – that is tied in with sites of mass 
suffering and with memories concerning such cartographies. 

 The apparently instinctive connection between signs of mass 
suffering and humanitarian reaction is rare. The more synthetic, 
political aspects of humanitarianism are examined here: the nuanced 
iconographies, sophisticated figuralities, and intricate patterns of 
authority that mobilize complex compassionate actions. Moreover, this 
contrived humanitarianism has a strong relationship with the configu-
rations of world order. Humanitarian actions often target those at the 
peripheries and margins. They identify who is who and by what means 
the different levels of the power hierarchy contain themselves, interact, 
 communicate, and clash. 

 Any examination of the ways in which emergencies can become 
co-opted by power requires analysis of the conceptual history of such 
coupling. The combinatorial situational logic of earthquake responses 
has a long history that may be traced to the 1757 Lisbon earthquake. 
The Lisbon earthquake, subsequent tsunami, and city-wide fire was 
not notable because of the way it happened, the number of people 



Theoretical Departures 69

killed, or the suffering of people. Among the reasons why the earth-
quake was notable, and is often referred to even today, is that it struck 
the Portuguese empire near its zenith and catalysed its fall. Walter 
Benjamin in his talk on the Lisbon earthquake points out how the 
reason why it stood out had to do with the fact that ‘Portugal was at the 
height of its power as a colonial empire’ at the time. This notable fact 
caused much curiousity: ‘Whoever was able to do so obtained eyewit-
ness descriptions in as much detail as possible, and then printed and 
sold them.’ Contemporary commentators see Lisbon as a watershed 
event. For example, Aradau and van Munster (2011: 56) account how 
Lisbon was ‘the first modern catastrophe in the sense that it heralded 
a risk approach to such events’. They quote Neiman (2002: 267), who 
sees Lisbon as the birthplace of modernity. This genre of interpretation 
has been upheld by writers from Voltaire and Rousseau to Kant. This 
framing interprets Lisbon as an emergent moment that brought with it 
a new way of viewing the nature of human suffering. Whereas, before 
Lisbon, human suffering was approached in fatalistic or divine terms, 
after Lisbon, the (super)natural released its stranglehold over morality: 
human morality was henceforth viewed in its own terms, highlighting 
the shared human condition and compassion as an enlightened sign 
of this commonality. The ‘coming of modernity’ is an interpretation 
that might account for an important change in the way catastrophic 
events have been portrayed. However, this interpretation might have 
missed the interpretive constructions and narrative emplotments that 
remained the same, yet still influenced the politics of earthquakes. 

 A review of the contemporary meanings given to the Lisbon event 
offers clues to the modern construction of earthquakes. They detail 
a  normative vision of a ‘right’ modern way of reacting to a disaster. 
In doing so, they also omit other, outdated response scenarios that 
are considered inferior. However, these older themes, by their very 
absence, might yet be consequential. Sliwinski’s (2009) important 
article concerning the emergence of the concern over human suffering 
links it with the 1755 Lisbon earthquake. The quake, tsunami, and 
fire revealed human suffering in a qualitatively new way. The author 
concludes that the experience seemed to indicate the presence of 
something higher, that is, human worth as a judgement of human 
commonality and predicament: ‘Not only did the quake initiate a lively 
intellectual debate about the nature of the human subject and its place 
in the world, but also brought into consciousness a global, imagined 
empathy with the sufferings of distant strangers’ (ibid.: 24). Instead of 
benefiting a narrow interpretation of identity politics concentrating 
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on the church, state, and local community, the cataclysm seemed to 
reveal the greater good of secular human communality and the worth 
of human polity and humanity as the primary loci for humanness. 

 In critically analysing the genre of research as a result of the Lisbon 
earthquake, it is useful to examine the political epistemology of such 
‘sudden point of origin’ discourse. Lisbon is seen as having brought 
something new to the fore in its cataclysmic suddenness. One is left 
with an impression that the earthquake reshuffled old signifiers and 
combined them afresh with the new emergent scenario. This descrip-
tion of a way in which knowledge is produced bears affinity to the reve-
latory epistemology which is often highlighted in emergency events. 
This link is important because it might allow for a contrasting way 
of looking into earthquakes as scenarios of knowledge and as sites of 
knowledge production. 

 There is an important element concerning the certainty of knowing 
that sheds further light on the social cognition of disasters. The modern 
construction of emergencies tends to highlight them as situations 
of knowing something ‘authentic’, ‘essential’, and ‘foundational‘, of 
coming face to face with something disarmingly human. This epistemo-
logical modality of emergencies points out that the emergencies have 
a, what may be called, revelatory status. It seems that earthquake emer-
gencies reveal something valid and important concerning the fragile 
foundations of humanity. In the same way, it seems that the meaning of 
other types of emergencies is a function of their ability to engross. For 
example, 9/11 is seen by some as a call for the Western world to wake up 
from its slumber and face the threat posed by religious radicalism. The 
humanitarian emergencies in the Balkans were interpreted as revealing 
the danger of malignant nationalism after the Cold War. The emergency 
related to the climate change phenomenon offers a further case in point. 
It seems to indicate a tangible sense of a need to change the founda-
tions of global life. Evidently, ‘emergency’ as a social construct has an 
important revelatory modality. This present emergency construct is at 
play in the various commentaries on Lisbon as the prototypic first of 
its kind. This framing of Lisbon is important in that it juxtaposes other 
emergencies against this seminal moment of emergence. What was 
brought about in Lisbon is re-enacted in the more modern emergen-
cies. The other important dramaturgy has to do with the clear favouring 
of newness and novelty over older senses of normalcy: emergencies are 
seen as opportunities; destruction may be framed as creative. 

 The ability of this type of emergency-knowledge to convey certainty 
appears to be related to the intensity of the accompanying experi-
ence. When the intensity reaches a high point, the term ‘revelatory’ 
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seems appropriate. These moments when hitherto unattained possibil-
ities are ‘acknowledged’ contain a guiding tendency whereby people 
act ‘in deference to’ what they have acknowledged (Dewey, 1958: 144). 
The poignant and momentous revelatory moments carry with them a 
particular sense of certainty about what is taking place. In this way, the 
sense of reality can be seen as a function of being engrossed with events 
in a particular way. The sense of ‘reality’ turns into a quality attached to 
the intensity of circumstances; into a particular way of being engrossed 
with events that produces a sense that the situation is especially real 
and true. It is significant that the developer of frame theory, Erving 
Goffman (1974: 2), locates himself in the pragmatist tradition of John 
Dewey and ultimately William James, and follows James’s  modus oper-
andi  expressed in the question, ‘Under what circumstances do we think 
things are real?’ The emergent moment may reveal something as real. 
For example, the revelatory moments of emergency humanitarianism 
may carry a strong certainty that an international crisis needs to be 
interpreted in one ‘human worth’ way. For example, the widespread 
1992 photographs of starving Bosnian men behind barbed wire trig-
gered a real urgency to do something to stop the horrors in Bosnia. 
The engrossing images carried with them a profound message about the 
meaning of the times and what should be done. The murky multi-ethnic 
conflict was combined with the haunting Holocaust imagery and what 
had at first appeared as ambiguous was suddenly illuminated as a rela-
tively clear-cut example of inhumanness and evil. 

 Furthermore, the connection to James points to the non-cognitive 
emphasis. James stressed that various quasi-religious experiences have 
a fundamental role in the way meaning and certainty are apprehended 
in the Western context. James highlights the role of non-cognitively 
gained preconceptual revelation over empirically verified objectivity. 
He seems to suggest that the broad aspect of experience is fuelled by 
non-cognitively gained disclosures (James, 1985: 352). This suggests 
that the grounding of everyday experience is not intellectual and 
conceptual, but non-cognitive, emotional, and embodied (ibid.: 397). 
The important point here is that this acknowledgement is not based 
on occasions of reasoned choice, but on the intense moments when we 
believe, learn, experience and accept. This type of revelatory knowledge 
requires a constant reminder for its continued existence. Judged from 
this perspective, emergencies turn into revelatory experiences whose 
ability to produce intense meanings is based on becoming engrossed 
by the spectacle-like event. The unfortunate aspect of this type of reve-
latory spectacle is that their ability to produce intensity of experience 
lapses with the attention (Goffman, 1997: 150). In this way, disasters 
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produce highly visible rushes in to help, yet attention tends to lapse with 
the recovery and rebuilding part. There are almost as many examples 
of this decrease of attention as there are emergencies, disasters, and 
catastrophes.  

  Communal suffering 

 It is important to note that these revelatory sentiments of human worth 
found their embodiments in visuals representing massive bodily agony 
affecting the individual, Lisbon, and the Portuguese empire as well as 
the body of humanity. The revelatory visual rhetoric involved in the 
contemporary emergencies is seen at play in Lisbon. The accounts of the 
Lisbon earthquake tend to categorize the visual depiction of the impact 
of the cataclysm into two categories: first, there are ‘truthful’ images 
that are considered more tasteful and as belonging to high culture 
and, second, there are more ‘fantastical’ images that appeared in the 
more popular press and are, therefore, connected with low culture 
(James and Kozak, 2005; Sliwinski, 2009). Sliwinski (2009: 27) notes 
how the high culture’s depictions made the meaning of the cataclysm 
evident by detailing its impact on the city’s physical architecture: 
‘The “truthful” accounts typically offer detailed documentation of the 
damage wrought upon the city and specifically upon the built envi-
ronment ... they offer highly detailed records of the important build-
ings ruined by the disaster.’ These traditions contrasted with the more 
fantastic representations: ‘Terrified citizens people these images, arms 
raised above their heads as if to ward off whatever horror might next 
befall them. Many of these “fantastical” representations were produced 
far from Lisbon, by artists who had not witnessed the event and prob-
ably had never even been to Portugal’ (ibid.). Sliwinski’s argument 
concentrates on these more fantastic images as a watershed for the 
emergence of humanitarian and human rights discourses because they 
put human suffering at the centre of what was worthy and significant 
in the event instead of the buildings. 

 The popular visuals of Lisbon emphasizing human agony spread 
all over Europe and made their spectators imagine and identify with 
the human toll of the catastrophe. This imagery overshadowed the 
other more political type of suffering. The collapse of the Portuguese 
empire can be seen being portrayed in the images of more architec-
tural suffering. These images combined with the neo-classism of the 
time, as they were reminiscent of the imageries of imperial decline 
and fall, drawing from Roman and biblical scenes and depictions. The 
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iconography of the smouldering ruins of a great city has a long cultural 
history. It is perhaps because of this history that they were regarded by 
some observers as more accurate and truthful images of what took place 
in Lisbon. Empire as an encompassing political body had collapsed and 
this fall has its own visual tradition and associated sense of compassion. 
A contrast with 9/11 can shed some light on this ‘other’ type of suffering. 
Instead of human worth, the visuals of the collapsing WTC buildings 
represented the unravelling of political structures and the suffering of 
the US as hegemonic/imperial body. The US as a political body, and the 
world order associated with it, shapes what are regarded as legitimate 
forms of compassion and the practices of compassion enable partic-
ular kinds of legitimate political hierarchies. This intimate relationship 
can also be formulated as follows: the generalized object of compas-
sion may be regarded as the world and its order. As the reaction to the 
9/11 attacks in the US demonstrated, the hegemonic political body can 
become an object of compassion. Some, at the level of both polities and 
individuals, felt for the US, the US-led world order, and their privileged 
place in it – the flowers laid at the gates of American embassies all over 
the world reflected these political compassions: ‘What disappeared on 
September 11 was the apparent invulnerability, not only of US territory, 
but of US, and, indeed, Western hegemony’ (Buck-Morss, 2007: 440). Or, 
one can worry over the sustainability of global processes, for instance, 
by favouring actions to be taken to fight global warming. Nuclear holo-
caust and pandemic diseases are also causes for feeling the pains of the 
world. As is immediately obvious, world order compassions are many. 
The more specific practices of feeling compassionate towards distant 
suffering can be seen as enactments of the more general sentiments for 
a particular world order perceived as legitimate. 

 Catastrophes by definition include a sense of ending and dramatic 
decline that befalls a community of people. Individual suffering stands 
for the communal fate and, thereby, loses its other more personal and 
individual qualities. The suffering of political bodies has its own visual 
culture and, moreover, a corresponding tradition of compassion. The 
more encompassing images of political vulnerability – that is, of polit-
ical bodies – are juxtaposed with the representations of vulnerability 
at a more individual level: subjectivity turns into an effect which 
‘must always be assumed to be under construction, a work-in-progress, 
changing and contingent, less a source of agency than a scene or sight 
through which the effects of power are materialized’ (Fitzpatrick, 2007: 
86). The reality of individual suffering over the suffering of political 
bodies becomes a situational characteristic corresponding to the ways 
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in which images of suffering are collated and put together. The ‘real-
ness’ of respective embodiments turns into a power-related activity. 
Such a schematic implies a public cognition based on more constricted 
notions of subjectivity nested in wider senses of human embodiment: 
in this way, one can meaningfully talk about ‘the international commu-
nity’ acting to stop an atrocity somewhere or about a Western soldier 
in Afghanistan dying for some higher cause instead of portraying the 
soldier as the real and authentic sufferer. In the same way, the suffering 
of individual Haitians after the January 2010 earthquake stood for the 
suffering of the community. Japanese tsunami victims were often used 
to portray a disaster that struck Japan as a community and polity. It 
seems that disaster suffering usually has important political and power-
related modalities.  

  Conclusion 

 The basic emergency scenario embeds individual suffering in the frame 
of communal pain. The affective climate may be one of desire to help 
and to be compassionate. The kinaesthetic sense is one of rushing in to 
ground zero. The plays of memory involve the zooming in to help, yet 
at the same time there is a need to limit the spread of vulnerability. It 
seems that the practices of humanitarian response involve an implicit 
yet very tangible need to contain. The humanitarian sentiments 
revolve around what can be called compassion for the distant other 
(e.g. Aaltola, 2009: 5). This imagery implicates human security-related 
acts and performances. The emotive and ethical concerns highlight the 
crossing of the physical distance between us and them. The boundary 
between we-communal nearest-is-dearest and the distant sufferers and 
their communities becomes the focal point where the synoptic play 
between state-based security scenarios interacts with the humanitarian 
security scenario. For example, the heavy publicity surrounding the 
African migrants trying to cross over to the Canary Islands and into 
the European Union during the summer of 2006 could have triggered 
humanitarian compassion for the people stranded at sea. However, the 
usual news stories surrounding this affair were mainly reported from 
a perspective that highlighted the weakness of the Union’s external 
border and European we-communal sentiments of insecurity related to 
‘strangers’ coming in. The suffering and desperation of those people was 
generally framed as non-compassionable. The suffering of the distant 
others did not trigger a sense of humanitarian crisis but a concern about 
the dangers posed to the Union by its external context. 
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 One final characteristic of an emergency scenario is its tightly 
constricted construction of the sufferer. The individualization of the 
sufferer points to an important watershed in the history of sufferer-
construction. The modern sufferer is often a contextless figure, 
existing in the heavily temporalized situation of humanitarian emer-
gency. This figure has a community. Namely, the emergency figure 
represents all humanity through being a helpless human at the mercy 
of inhumanity. This zooming in to the individual level allows for the 
construction of the epicentre of suffering, where the voiceless sufferer 
communicates only through the visual language of individual pain. 
There are no complex political arguments, no nuances and compli-
cating perspectives. The complexity – for example, the historicity 
of various groups of fleeing people, the self-understanding, and the 
socially shared meaning placed on the collective suffering – recedes 
into the background and the definition of the sufferer ‘as a singular 
category of humanity within [the] international order of things’ crops 
up. The distant sufferer, with distinct and shared memories, beliefs, and 
myths about what has happened, why, and for what end, is cleansed 
when the figure is refined into Westernized form (Malkki, 1996: 380). 
For a distant sufferer to become a member of the general human polity 
deemed worthy of assistance, he/she has to relinquish membership of 
other narrower political communities. The sufferer is produced as an 
ahistorical and universal humanitarian subject in the apolitical gover-
nance language of the international agencies administering them 
(ibid.: 378). However, such an administrative apolitical attitude hides 
the deep power-political significance of this way of constructing the 
sites of emergency. The rendering of humanitarianism into a realm 
where the ethics of humanness, not politics, matters enables specific 
types of humanitarian action and its co-option by actors in whose 
interest it is to turn distant place into an apolitical object of Western 
intervention (for example, Minh Ha, 2004: 269).  

    Note 

  1  .   Roger Bacon states in  Metaphysics  that ‘the heart flees the unfamiliar as it 
flees the bad and the harmful’.      
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   UN peace missions have evolved from contained and specific mandates 
to broad and encompassing ones, implying complex management 
of resources and goals. Additionally, the traditional ‘phasing’ of 
approaches to violence has given way to multi-level and inter-connected 
responses that imply the involvement of military and civilian actors, 
with differentiated but interrelated objectives and principles of action. 
This chapter calls for a critical look at the inter-linkages implied in 
the ‘multi’ nature and scope of multi-dimensional peace missions, 
including how these have evolved in order to include humanitarian 
and development aspects. The challenges associated with this inclu-
sion are discussed, especially with regard to coordination and rendering 
mandates operational. Emphasis is placed on local and communitarian 
aspects of intervention when analysing how the scope of mandates can 
address these challenges, adopting an integrated approach to conflict 
management, humanitarian action and development aid in order to 
respond to the complex settings of violence where missions take place. 
The chapter starts with an overview of the evolution of peace missions 
from their traditional to multi-dimensional mandates, setting the basis 
for this analysis. It then draws on the securitization framework to 
analyse the concepts of development and humanitarianism, rendering 
visible the challenges mentioned above. The process of securitization 
of (under)development and humanitarian aid has led to a distorted 
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understanding of interventions in the promotion of peace and security. 
It allowed for a direct linkage between under-development and human-
itarian emergencies with violence, thus limiting the capacity of these 
interventions to effectively respond to the challenges, as well as taking 
advantage of any window of opportunity for peacebuilding. The nexus 
between security, development and humanitarianism is thus addressed, 
highlighting these conceptual and operational dimensions and devel-
opments, followed by a critique of the implications of the securitization 
of (under)development and humanitarian crises that is translated into 
the substance of the peace missions’ mandates.  

  Conceptualizing peace missions 

 The United Nations has, since early on, assumed the need to inter-
vene in violent conflict settings, initially resorting to the deploy-
ment of missions to maintain the peace. The United Nations Charter, 
however, does not foresee peace missions, although it contains elem-
ents and principles that reflect the spirit within which peacekeeping 
and peacebuilding are envisaged. So, the reasoning agreed to frame 
peace missions was somewhat between Chapter VI (pacific resolution 
of disputes) and Chapter VII (peace enforcement measures when peace 
is threatened or violated or when there are acts of aggression). Some 
call it ‘Chapter VI ½’: military personnel are sent but with a restrictive 
mandate regarding the use of force. Most of the time, their mandates 
forbid the use of force except for self-defence. These first peacekeeping 
missions were in charge of observing the fulfilment of the conditions 
established in peace  agreements, settlements, and ceasefires. Their 
main goal was to ensure physical violence was not perpetrated by any 
of the belligerent groups in the sense of Galtung’s (1969) negative peace, 
where direct violence is absent.  1   Two main issues are raised by these 
missions’ mandates, especially after the end of the Cold War. First, most 
of the wars of the 1990s differed from traditional international wars. 
The most striking differences were the erosion of the state’s legitimate 
monopoly on the use of force and the facts that most of these ‘new 
wars’ were intrastate; the belligerent groups were often not in uniform 
or organized in an army-like fashion; violence was internationally (and 
illegally) financed and supported on a scale never registered before, 
having connections with arms, drugs and human trafficking networks; 
and a growing number of victims were civilians (Kaldor, 1999). Ken 
Booth further drew attention to the fact that it is not a matter of ‘ either  
old  or  new [wars], but rather a complex recognition of  both  old  and  new’ 
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(2001: 165). This new context made it harder for the missions to check 
who was keeping or breaking the peace conditions agreed upon, since 
peacekeeping soldiers were trained to defend and fight against an iden-
tified opponent. 

 Second, although some kind of peace was agreed upon before the 
 peacekeepers were deployed, a recurrent problem is that, even in formal 
peace contexts, violence might persist. The traditional dichotomy 
between peace and war/violence is too simplistic to understand these 
new settings, subverting the mandates of these soldiers. The peaceful 
and violent dynamics of conflictual situations are better grasped using 
the concept of a  continuum  of peace and violence, where violent options 
are chosen in different intensities, even in formal peace contexts. 
This continuum of peace and violence explains how in formal peace 
contexts one can still find war-like acts of aggression (Freire and Lopes, 
2009). For the sake of peace, the peacekeepers should not fight, and 
because of the violence still occurring, not qualified as war, they fail 
in fulfilling their mandates and protecting both civilians and them-
selves. The underlying causes for the violence remained. Sometimes, 
the intensity of violence may fall short of civil war or almost reach 
similar levels as before the intervention, but it becomes more indiscern-
ible. The violence becomes ‘invisible’ to soldiers, since it transforms 
itself from a threat to the international peace into a matter of domestic/
transnational criminality. Consequently, acts of aggression perpetrated 
between the belligerent groups, or any other groups for that matter, 
do not qualify for intervention by the peacekeeping soldiers. The most 
they can do is to report that one or several groups are not keeping to the 
peace agreement or ceasefire. 

 The UN narrative underlying this model of intervention rests on a 
traditional conflict-oriented approach: conflict prevention  conflict 
management  conflict resolution  post-conflict reconstruction. This 
approach is narrow and misleading. First, conflicts cannot be prevented 
or resolved. Conflicts are intrinsic to human society and therefore can 
only be managed. Second, what ‘conflict’ should mean explicitly in this 
narrative is ‘violence’. Violence can be prevented, managed, and resolved 
in the sense of being minimized or eventually eliminated, whereas 
conflict is inherent to life in society. Thus, this narrative reflects the 
traditional assumption that conflict and violence are interchangeable 
concepts, which has resulted in a distortion of the premises underlying 
action. This narrative confines and directs strategies, instruments and 
actors to conflict. Conflict is obviously the problem, but if the frame-
work of action is bounded by and rooted in conflict, the outcomes can 
hardly be framed outside a conflict-oriented narrative and address the 
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real issue of violence, promoting a sustainable peace beyond any inter-
vention horizon. 

 Moreover, this conflict-oriented narrative follows a sequential 
approach to peace, where, first, violence is managed or eliminated and 
emergency situations are tackled, and only then the structural condi-
tions for peace are addressed. This prevents a holistic and sustainable 
framework for peace from being properly implemented. According to 
this approach, when prevention fails and violence ensues, the primary 
concern is to contain or halt violence (‘conflict management’) and tackle 
short-term emergency needs, usually through a ceasefire or peace truce 
and humanitarian assistance, in order to create favourable conditions for 
the parties to negotiate a peace agreement (‘conflict resolution’). When 
minimum security conditions are met, efforts at ‘post-conflict recon-
struction’ are initiated, involving reconstruction actors and dynamics, 
finally addressing the structural conditions for peace. Although certain 
minimum security conditions need to be met in order for more struc-
tural issues to be addressed, this sequential logic prevents the inherent 
connections between the different phases from being taken into due 
account. These interconnections are crucial to engage the different 
actors and link the different dynamics throughout the process, towards 
a durable and sustainable peace. 

 This UN approach to peace missions has evolved both conceptually 
and in practice.  An Agenda for   Peace  constituted a step forward in this 
concern by clarifying the linkage between the ‘post-conflict reconstruc-
tion’ phase, here named ‘peacebuilding’, and the ‘conflict prevention 
phase’, here named ‘preventive diplomacy’ (see  Figure 4.1 ).      

 This proposal, however, has not lost its linearity, maintaining a 
sequential perspective on intervention strategies. The terminology 
reflects a peace approach, demarcating itself from the conflict-focused 
narrative. This discourse demarcation, nevertheless, was not enough 
to trigger a fundamental change in the nature of the associated inter-
ventions, which remain focused on violent conflicts, maintaining 
the type of actors involved and instruments adopted. Despite these 
shortcomings, this UN conceptual evolution accompanied a shift 
in both peace and security studies, which adopted broader concepts, 

Preventive
diplomacy Peacemaking Peacekeeping Peacebuilding

 Figure 4.1      An agenda for peace 
  Source : Adapted from UNSG (1992).  
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including social, economic and cultural conditions, and resulted in new 
multi-dimensional mission mandates. 

 It was felt that there was a need to adapt the peacekeeping missions’ 
mandates to include more than observing and keeping the peace, 
namely, human security, confidence building, power-sharing agree-
ments, electoral support, rule of law strengthening, and social and 
economic development. These new missions went beyond the initial 
mandates and included, besides military personnel and police, other 
security-unrelated civilian personnel. Until then, structural peace was 
usually in the hands of official development aid agencies, both bi- and 
multilateral, and of non-governmental organizations. These would 
wait until it was safe to go in ‘and then development would start’, in 
the so-called post-conflict reconstruction phase. Incorporating these 
concerns into the peace missions’ mandates reflected an understanding 
that building the structural conditions for peace had to start much 
earlier than after the containment of violence. 

 In the framework of these multi-dimensional peace missions, the 
traditional distinction between humanitarian aid (short-term) and 
development/reconstruction aid (long-term) – in which the first aims 
at saving lives and the second at preserving the living conditions of the 
populations – becomes blurred, with peace missions increasingly starting 
to include both humanitarian and development goals and actors. Some 
of the tasks assigned to peace missions became no longer clearly distinct 
from humanitarian action, for example, in contexts where they include 
ensuring the delivery of humanitarian relief supplies. In addition, some 
mandates include long-term objectives geared towards reconstruction, 
which usually falls within the scope of development aid projects. 

 This perspective reflects a significant change in the UN operational 
concept of peace: peace is more than the end of violence. The goal of 
these interventions became the creation of a ‘culture of peace’,  2   through 
responding to immediate security and humanitarian needs as well as 
to the causes of violence. This is an absolutely innovative element. The 
peace missions became multi-dimensional, involving security and insti-
tutional, economic and psycho-social concerns, promoting a liberal–
democratic model of intervention. The security dimension follows 
the original peacekeeping mandates, guaranteeing peace through the 
absence of violence. The institutional dimension (state building) is 
related to the political regimes and systems, in order to frame the efforts 
developed, and to create a democratic system to settle conflicts. This 
usually includes the judiciary, political parties, and multi-level gover-
nance. The economic dimension envisages the creation of a liberal 
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market economy favourable to investment and focused on economic 
growth and development. And finally, all these efforts are insuffi-
cient unless the issue of social reconciliation is addressed, including all 
 stakeholders (psycho-social dimension).  

  Securitizing (under)development and humanitarian 
action: the Copenhagen School approach 

 The widening and deepening of the concepts of peace and  security 
facilitated new theoretical arrangements to face these new chal-
lenges. The contribution of the Copenhagen School constitutes one of 
the proposals that helps explain conceptually and methodologically 
the process of the widening of the security spectrum, namely with 
regard to development and humanitarianism. The Copenhagen School 
elaborates on the concept of securitization, arguing that  security is 
‘a self-referential practice, because it is in this practice that [an] issue 
becomes a security issue – not necessarily because a real existential 
threat exists but because the issue is presented as such a threat’ (Buzan 
et al., 1997: 24). Under-development as a cause of insecurity, as well as 
situations requiring humanitarian action perceived as threats, consti-
tutes the basis for the securitization of development and humanitar-
ianism, demanding exceptional measures to address these threats. 
These new threats substantiate the multi-dimensional mandates of 
peace missions. 

 Securitization occurs when an issue is taken out of the realm of 
‘normal politics’ (ibid.). ‘The exact  definition  and  criteria  of securi-
tization are constituted by the intersubjective establishment of an 
 existential threat with a saliency sufficient to have substantial political 
effects’ (ibid.: 25). This has become clear at the level not only of polit-
ical discourse but also of implementation. Security actors, normally not 
engaged in  development aid policies and humanitarian action, have 
gained a prominent role not only by carrying out, but also by defining, 
the actual financing criteria and eligibility of development aid and 
humanitarian activities. Also, the fact that aid workers and humani-
tarian personnel have seen their activities increasingly constrained by 
security considerations to the point of having to live inside ‘fortified aid 
compounds’ (Duffield, 2010: 71) further illustrates these dynamics. 

 In a process of securitization there are the referent objects, those 
referred to by the securitization actor as constituting a threat, and 
functional actors, those who influence decisions in the process, but 
who are not themselves securitization actors. Humanitarian crises and 
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the lack of development constitute referent objects of securitization. 
Aid donor governments, generally, are the securitizing actors, iden-
tifying  humanitarian crises and the lack of development as security 
threats, visible in their discourses and official development assistance 
policies. For instance, Gordon Brown, former British Chancellor, stated 
that besides the ethical dimension for reducing poverty, one should 
consider that not doing so ‘leads to civil wars, failed states and safe 
havens for terrorists’ (Christian Aid, 2004: 2), clearly acknowledging 
that the lack of development constitutes a threat by leading to violence. 
In a post-2001 context, these causal relations speak directly to the 
terrorist threat and the means to respond to it, which continues to be 
a priority on the international agenda. 

 This move has been facilitated by so-called functional actors, 
including humanitarian organizations, private aid donors, and 
 international organizations such as the World Bank and the 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development–
Development Assistance Committee (OECD–DAC). For example, the 
United States Institute of Peace has been supporting peace-building 
projects, having defined as their priority country beneficiaries 
Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq and Pakistan, countries identified as breeding 
grounds for threats to international security. Activities include 
‘promoting education and discussion about conflict resolution, 
rule of law and transitional justice’ and ‘empowering marginalized 
groups, especially women, youth, internally displaced persons (IDPs), 
and persons with disabilities, to contribute positively to conflict 
management and peacebuilding processes’.  3   Along the same lines, the 
President of the World Bank, Robert B. Zoellick, stated, when refer-
ring to the Bank’s strategy concerning ‘Fragile and Conflict-Affected 
Countries’, that ‘[o]nly by securing development can we put down 
roots deep enough to break the cycle of fragility and violence’.  4   The 
recent change of the OECD–DAC’s criteria also sustains the same 
causal logic that the lack of  development breeds insecurity:  

  In March 2005 the High-level Meeting of Ministers and Heads of 
Aid Agencies of the OECD’s Development Assistance Committee 
(DAC) decided to adapt the then applicable ODA [Official 
Development Assistance] criteria. Now, for example, the manage-
ment of security expenditure through improved civilian oversight 
and democratic control of budgeting, management, account-
ability and auditing of security expenditure is eligible for ODA. 
(Klingebiel, 2006: 4)   
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 The securitization process implies for its empowerment the recog-
nition of the authority of the securitizing actor and the general 
understanding of the issue as a threat. This underlines the need for 
a convincing approach able to mobilize an audience (Buzan et al., 
1997: 25). Concerning the securitization of humanitarian crises and 
(under)development, the audience includes aid recipient governments, 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and public opinion. As for 
the first, the majority of these governments do not have the power 
to define or directly influence the North–South aid regime, having 
no credible alternative to this prevailing funding system. Despite the 
 emergence of new donor and reconstruction actors, such as Brazil 
or China, the South–South development aid dynamic still does 
not constitute a sustainable alternative to the North–South regime. 
Consequently, the aid recipient countries end up sanctioning the 
idea that humanitarian crises and/or the lack of development breeds 
violence, by allowing access to humanitarian actors and/or the imple-
mentation of development projects based on this assumption. The 
NGOs are the preferred agents of implementation of these projects, 
once again endorsing the underlying logic that links humanitarian 
crises and/or lack of development and violence. Finally, the fact that 
one of the current major concerns is threats to security, for example 
terrorism, means securitizing actors can easily count on a captive 
audience when adopting exceptional measures in the name of secu-
rity. Development and humanitarian action constitute areas where a 
securitizing move of this nature has been sanctioned by the public in 
general. ‘Around two out of three Europeans cite self-interest motiv-
ations for giving aid (64%)’, namely fighting transnational terrorism 
(European Commission, 2009).  

  Security, development and humanitarianism nexus 

 The deployment of multi-dimensional peace missions soon confirmed 
the concerns identified with such enlarged mandates, involving 
different objectives (military, humanitarian, and development short 
and long term), diverse modes of operation, and both military and 
civilian personnel, each with a specific historical record of failures 
and successes. Tying together the concepts of security, development 
and  humanitarianism, albeit making sense theoretically, has become 
an operational hazard, due to the subordination of humanitarian 
and  development objectives to a broader security agenda. This has 
 contributed to important dilemmas in the field and to much more 
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competitive and uncoordinated action by the various actors involved 
and called upon to undertake a much broader range of activities. 
However, the problems are not merely operational; they are rooted in 
distinct conceptual frameworks of action, with all that implies. 

 All three concepts – security, development and humanitarianism – 
are both broad and highly contested. Although they have evolved 
throughout time, different understandings still co-exist today. Security 
may address only physical or territorial integrity, or include economic 
and environmental concerns. Development may be narrowly defined 
as economic growth or be more encompassing to include social elem-
ents. Humanitarianism can be seen as a purely relief-oriented activity 
or as having a more integrated and broader scope of action, aimed, for 
example, at reconstruction and development. However, and despite 
the contestation and diversity of conceptual approaches, in the 1990s, 
all these concepts underwent structural changes. The shift of para-
digm with the end of the Cold War contributed with different intensi-
ties to these changes. It is important, however, to highlight that these 
dynamics were already in the making and have gained visibility with 
this paradigm shift. 

 The changes the concept of security underwent implied an adjust-
ment of security policies and instruments, since the scope of security 
threats widened, requiring responses not necessarily with military 
means. From a concern with loss of sovereignty or territory, security 
threats came to include the impacts of climate change and migrations, 
among others. Additionally, the object of security was also modified, 
adding to the state-level a human and community focus as well as a 
transnational one. The state, although still central, shares with other 
actors the burden of promoting security, namely international organi-
zations and private security companies. Again, this also contributed to 
the need for adjustments. 

 In this context, the concept of human security gained prominence, 
highlighting the individual as a central actor. ‘Human security was thus 
meant to change the referent object of security “from an exclusive stress 
on territorial security to a much greater stress on people’s security” ’ 
(UNDP, 1994: 24). The United Nations Development Programme (1994) 
vision of human security includes distinct dimensions: economic, food, 
health, environmental, personal, communitarian and political. Along the 
same lines, the Commission on Human Security also acknowledges that  

  Human security in its broadest sense embraces far more than the 
absence of violent conflict. It encompasses human rights, good 



Multi-dimensional Peace Missions 85

governance, access to education and health care, and ensuring that 
each individual has opportunities and choices to fulfil his or her own 
potential. Freedom from want, freedom from fear and the freedom 
of the future generations to inherit a healthy natural environment – 
these are the interrelated building blocks of human, and therefore 
national security. (2003: 4)   

 Parallel to this change of focus in security studies, development as a 
concept also underwent a major shift in the 1990s, mainly as a result 
of the impact of development aid policies for almost half a century. 
From a narrow economic perspective, which equated development 
with national economic growth, the development agenda came to 
include economic policies rather than just aggregated indicators. Other 
concerns, however, soon emerged, adopting social and environmental 
concerns as development goals. As a result, the concept of development 
came to include a ‘human face’ and a concern with present and future 
generations (sustainability). As a means to consolidate these changes, 
the UNDP presented the concept of ‘human development’ as  

  a process of enlarging people’s choices. ... [A]t all levels of devel-
opment, the three essential ones are for people to lead a long and 
healthy life, to acquire knowledge and to have access to resources 
needed for a decent standard of living. If these essential choices 
are not available, many other opportunities remain inaccessible. 
(UNDP, 1990: 10)   

 Human sustainable development became the mainstream concept of 
development, which ten years later suffered not another adjustment 
but rather a specification of goals and targets with the United Nations 
Millennium Declaration (A/55/L.2) and the definition of the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDG). These specify eight objectives centred on 
the eradication of hunger and extreme poverty worldwide and include 
quantitative targets regarding education, health, sustainability and 
gender issues. Currently, development aid takes place within this frame-
work of human sustainable development and the MDG. 

 It is imperative not to confuse the concepts of human development 
and human security, although they are closely related. Human devel-
opment constitutes a process of enlarging people’s choices, whereas 
‘[h]uman security means that people can exercise these choices safely 
and freely and that they can be relatively confident that the opportu-
nities they have today are not totally lost tomorrow’ (ibid., 1994: 23). It 
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follows that advancements and setbacks in one arena have direct impli-
cations in the other.  

  Failed or limited human development leads to a backlog of human 
deprivation – poverty, hunger, disease or persisting disparities between 
ethnic communities or between regions. This backlog in access to 
power and economic opportunities can lead to violence. (Ibid.)   

 Similarly, humanitarianism also changed both in theory and in 
 practice. With the classical humanitarianism based on the princi-
ples of humanity, impartiality, independence and neutrality being 
increasingly considered as palliative and dependency-inducing, a new 
approach was put forward giving humanitarianism a more integrated 
and longer-term set of principles of action and goals, namely develop-
ment, conflict prevention, reconstruction and peace. There was also 
the development of a wide range of instruments and structures to put 
forward these significant operational changes, instead of focusing on 
short-term humanitarian assistance goals such as providing relief, 
medical or food assistance (Armiño, 2002). This resulted in a merging 
of humanitarian and development objectives, with humanitarian 
 organizations  progressively being called on to perform development aid 
roles,  significantly broadening their scope and depth of action.  

  Multi-dimensionality in peace missions: a critique 

 During the 1990s, with the broadening and deepening of the concept 
of security, the UN sought to also broaden and deepen the mandates 
of its peace missions, to include, besides security, social, economic and 
psychological dimensions (multi-dimensionality). It was felt that there 
was a need to adapt peace missions’ mandates to include more than 
observing and keeping the peace, namely, human security, confidence 
building, power-sharing agreements, electoral support, rule of law 
strengthening, and social and economic development (later acknowl-
edged in the Brahimi Report, A/55/305-S/2008/809). The mandates, 
however, seem almost impossible to fulfil, since this multi-dimension-
ality became too broad (Freire and Lopes, 2009). For instance, the UN 
general policy on the inclusion of humanitarian tasks and goals in 
peace missions alerts us to the fact that:

  Humanitarian assistance never occurs in a vacuum and is never 
simply a matter of delivery of food or medicine. The way in which 
assistance is designed and delivered, especially the selection of local 
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partners and intermediaries, will almost invariably have important 
political consequences. It is critical to strategize, maximize the effec-
tiveness of humanitarian assistance for beneficiaries and ensure that 
the UN humanitarian assistance complements the UN efforts to 
resolve conflicts. (UNDPKO, 2003: 159)   

 In this context and within this framework, humanitarian action starts 
playing an active role in the promotion of peace and security in complex 
violent contexts (Armiño, 2002; Duffield, 2001). Humanitarianism thus 
became an integral and fundamental part of the international inter-
ventionist peace agenda, in which the merging of humanitarian, develop-
ment and security concerns gives global liberal governance an expansive 
and inclusive political logic (Duffield, 2001; Roberts, 1996). This integra-
tion of humanitarian, security and development elements has provided 
the reasoning underlying the creation of the Peacebuilding Commission 
in 2005 (S/RES/1645 [2005]). The Commission’s main goal is thus to 
coordinate peacekeeping and peacebuilding efforts and to constitute 
the link between peacebuilding and violence prevention. Despite this 
effort, two issues should be stressed. First, the liberal-democratic model 
of intervention promoted through the Commission is not capable per 
se of adequately addressing the causes of violence in these complex 
contexts as well as it might, and could even constitute a new source 
of tensions due to resentment and resistance by local actors. Second, 
the Peacebuilding Commission provides a framework of understanding 
for interventions in countries that require them, although not implying 
actual peacebuilding missions. The peacebuilding efforts developed 
by the UN remain centred in the multi-dimensional peace missions 
 coordinated by the UN Department of Peacekeeping Operations. 

 These changes also contribute to the emergence of some difficult 
operational dilemmas for the many actors involved in peace missions. 
In theory, the complementarities between military, civil and humani-
tarian activities are definitely recognized and enshrined in the peace 
missions’ mandates, but in practice the distinction between actors, 
goals and  modus operandi  is not as clear or easy to make. As Hulme and 
Edwards put it, ‘from being outside of states looking in, NGOs are now 
inside looking out’ (cited in Duffield, 2010: 59). In fact, emergency inter-
ventions that call for humanitarian action and development projects 
have always been significantly different from military interventions. 
And they still are, in many aspects, in terms of objectives, time frames, 
ethical principles, planning and management, work methods, and 
relations with other actors (Armiño, 2002; Armiño and Zirion, 2010; 
Duffield, 2001). 
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 Humanitarian action aims at providing relief assistance in the 
short term to populations in need in emergency situations which 
demand an immediate response. This type of action is traditionally 
based on principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality and indepen-
dence. This type of intervention suggests a match with peace missions’ 
framing principles, including the so-called holy trinity: consent of the 
parties, impartiality regarding the dispute and abstaining from the 
use of force (Bellamy et al., 2007). However, the objectives underlying 
both types of intervention differ in terms of the end result and of the 
process of interaction with other actors in the field, including locals. 
Humanitarian missions focus on human relief, centring their actions 
on the victims, whoever they may be (impartiality), and concerns with 
security and development are addressed differently from peace missions. 
In terms of security, when needed, military personnel can be part of the 
mission under humanitarian planning and management. In contrast, 
regarding development aid, actors usually wait until the humanitarian 
emergency is under control to initiate a longer-term intervention. With 
multi-dimensional peace missions these logics change. Peace missions 
assume humanitarian objectives become subsumed to the mission’s 
broader mandate, undermining the humanitarian imperative and 
contributing to the politicization of aid. In addition, development aid 
is implemented while emergency situations are still ongoing, resulting 
often in contradictory and unsustainable outcomes. 

 Weir identifies two main tensions that reflect these changes:

  the pragmatic need to collaborate and coordinate the disparate crisis 
response systems in such a way as to carve security and stability out 
of highly volatile and multidimensional conflicts; and the need to 
respect the essential distinction between the political dimensions of 
the peacekeeping response, and the necessary neutral and impartial 
position of humanitarian agencies. (2006: 9)   

 Regarding development aid the tensions are similar. Long-term develop-
ment concerns are subsumed under short-term stability goals, resulting in 
competing and sometimes colliding strategies in the field. Furthermore, 
although multi-dimensional peace missions focused on peacebuilding 
may bring a more coordinated and integrated approach to a country’s 
development efforts, the presence of military personnel and the imper-
ative of security undermine the establishment of confidence-building 
relations between external and local actors, including the population 
at large, which are crucial to embedding a sustainable development 
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process. These missions may include a greater number of civilians and 
new dimensions; however, the command structures and most of the 
personnel remain military, trained for war. 

 The main consequence of these tensions is the creation of other inse-
curities, which constitutes the opposite end result of a process directed 
at promoting peace and security. Development efforts and humani-
tarian activities have suffered structural setbacks due to this interpre-
tation of the nexus between security, development, and humanitarian 
crises, illustrated by the ‘fortified aid compounds’ and the fact that aid 
and humanitarian workers have increasingly become targets of violence 
(Duffield, 2010: 59). These setbacks are also illustrated by the growing 
negative perceptions and resentment among local populations due 
to the hostile context (military presence, fortified structures) within 
which development and humanitarian aid is being carried out. Despite 
discussions about the root causes of violent conflicts, and different 
perspectives over violence, peace is assumed as an objective reality, 
achievable through the implementation of a package of reforms built 
over the liberal-democratic model. Richmond’s (2008) work highlights 
the fact that this model may limit the responses that can be delineated 
for these complex, violent settings. 

 In this context, Richmond argues that interventionism ends up 
pro viding externally imposed peaces, which distort the very basic assump-
tions that should constitute the concept of peace. He proposes instead  

  an emancipatory form of peace that reflects the interests, identities, 
and needs of all actors, state and non-state, and aims at the crea-
tion of a discursive framework of mutual accommodation and social 
justice which recognizes difference. An everyday, post-Westphalian 
peace is its aim. (Ibid.: 109)   

 This should then pave the way for a better integration between the 
international and the local in a post-liberal model that should render to 
interventionist policies a new dimension.  

  A deeper contextualization of peace may allow for hybridized 
 localized and internationalized praxes of peacebuilding to emerge 
that are more locally sustainable, resilient, and legitimate than what 
has been the result of the recently evolved liberal peacebuilding/
statebuilding praxis. (Richmond, 2009: 572)   

 This means multi-dimensional interventions need, and should not be 
detached from, their contexts, reflecting how the conceptualization of 



90 Maria Raquel Freire et al.

peace, violence and the continuum play in their intersections, fostering 
positive intervention dynamics.  

  Conclusion 

 Multi-dimensional peace missions are a result of both experience from 
the field and conceptual developments within the UN. The broadness 
and depth of these missions’ mandates may be perceived as an improve-
ment regarding the adequacy of these missions for the complex settings 
in which they are rendered operational, and, consequently, as a contribu-
tion to the promotion of international peace and security. This chapter, 
although recognizing the potential positive effects of this evolution, 
analysed the ‘multi’ nature and scope of these multi-dimensional peace 
missions, highlighting the potential problems they also encompass. As 
discussed above, the process of securitization of (under)development 
and humanitarian aid has led to distorted understandings about inter-
ventions in the promotion of peace and security. It allowed for a direct 
linkage between under-development and humanitarian emergencies 
with violence, which is a fallacy, thus limiting the capacity of these 
interventions to effectively respond to the challenges in the field as well 
as take advantage of windows of opportunity for building peace. 

 The chapter identifies three main critiques of this process of 
 securitization. First, the process of integrating development and 
humanitarian objectives within a multi-dimensional peace mission’s 
mandate operates as if development and humanitarian aid did not 
have a track record of activities. Consequently, merely bringing these 
objectives (and actors) under the umbrella of a peace mission does not 
constitute a ‘reinvention of the wheel’ per se. The multi-dimensional 
character of the peace missions is innovative and, in and of itself, 
constitutes an important advancement in crafting a holistic and 
sustainable response to a violent complex setting. However, this 
multi-dimensionality has not changed the nature of the mission, 
which remains very much focused on security and follows a mili-
tary command structure. Consequently, in the field, humanitarian 
and development aid actors almost feel as if these missions make a 
 tabula rasa  of their previous  experience regarding planning, guiding 
 principles of action and engagement with local actors. 

 Second, and because of this non-assumed assumption that before 
these multi-dimensional peace missions there was a vacuum regarding 
this type of intervention, the missions’ mandates and operational 
plans have undermined humanitarian and development objectives. 
Multi-dimensional peace missions impose different time frames for 
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action – too late for humanitarian action and too soon for development 
aid objectives. The principles framing these missions also often collide 
with the ones traditionally guiding humanitarian and development aid 
efforts. In the first case, the principles of humanity, impartiality and 
independence become hostage to the missions’ mandates and the rules 
of engagement defined for the field. Regarding development, initiatives 
that were civilian in essence become framed under a military strategic 
approach and presence, having the potential to create resentment and 
hostile resistance from local beneficiaries. 

 And third, due to the above dynamics the relationship traditionally 
 developed between humanitarian and development aid workers and 
the local population is almost entirely neglected in its human and more 
relational form. Multi-dimensional peace mission mandates envisage 
relations with local representatives and involvement of local contact 
persons for certain areas, such as justice, police or education, among 
others. These missions also include relational concerns regarding the 
population at large, realized through patrol field missions and more 
civilian-nature activities, even if developed by military personnel, 
depending on the mission chief’s command approach, such as computer 
user training or the reconstruction of a room for classes. The issue here 
is that these examples are sporadic and depend on the mission chief’s 
command options. In parallel, humanitarian and development aid 
workers, under this command structure, can no longer develop their 
activities in a more fluid and flexible way (even if more perilous), since 
their association with military personnel and often the latter’s presence 
in their incursions into the field automatically label them as security 
instruments and consequently possible targets for violent local resis-
tance and illegitimate actors in the country. These dynamics further 
widen the gap between the external and the local actors,  undermining 
 a priori  the mission’s relational potential with local actors and conse-
quently its sustainable promotion of peace and security. 

 As a result, the inter-linkages involved in these multi-dimensional 
peace missions including both humanitarian and development aid 
elements contribute to a more coherent and holistic approach to 
violent complex settings. This approach reflects concerns beyond 
immediate physical violence containment and acknowledges the inter-
linkages that exist among the causes of violent conflict, the different 
violence intensities and the development aspects that are, in their 
turn, also linked to causes of violent conflict. These multi-dimensional 
peace missions encompass a multi-directional response to concerns 
that may be both sequential and simultaneous in different intensities. 
However, this ‘multi’ character of these peace missions has not (yet) 
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been matched by a ‘multi’ nature in these missions’ mandates, plan-
ning and operational procedures. The way in which the integration of 
humanitarian and development aid dynamics under peace missions 
is being rendered operational can undermine the overall goals of 
the peace mission itself. This integration is accomplished through 
subsuming humanitarian and development aid objectives under secu-
rity concerns and a military strategic approach to the intervention. The 
inter-linkages among these dynamics – humanitarian, security and 
development – are not addressed in an inter-linked manner but rather 
in a juxtaposed one, by adding humanitarian and development aid 
actors to the security dimension of the mission. ‘Integrating’ humani-
tarian, security and development aid professionals, side-by-side, under 
the same mandate and command structure does not imply they will 
work as a coherent and integrated team, since they have had different 
training and field experiences and they resort to different operational 
methods to accomplish different time-frame and ‘epistemological’ 
objectives. The possibility of these multi-dimensional peace missions 
creating new multi-dimensional structural challenges to peace and 
security seems therefore very real.  
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   The disasters that have occurred in the last decade are perceived as 
large in scale, destructive and complex to deal with. At the same 
time, the existing tools of study and the common division of natural 
from technological disasters are questioned. The risk societies theory, 
 developed by Ulrich Beck (1992, 1999 and 2009), urges paradigmatic 
shift, acknowledging that institutionalized scientific knowledge and 
technical expertise have triggered the proliferation and worsening of 
risks rather than their neutralization. Beck’s theory has been explored 
by disaster scholars (Williams, 2008b; Brunsma and Picou, 2008) 
as a powerful tool of analysis of today’s societies, characterized by 
rising insecurity and uncertainty due to multiple potential risks and 
the limited capabilities of the states and international organizations 
to overcome these risks on their own. Since cooperation is crucial to 
deal with risks,  cooperation between the two leading regional risk 
 communities in the transatlantic area – the European Union (EU) 
and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) – in dealing with 
natural disasters is analysed in this chapter as a test case of the interna-
tional response to natural disasters in the perspective of the risk socie-
ties theory. EU–NATO disaster cooperation is a good test case because, 
first, disaster aid includes both development and security. As Mark 
Duffield (2008: 146) remarks, they ‘are interconnected in the sense 
that you cannot have security without development and development 
without security’. The EU is regarded as one of the leading regional 
development assistance organizations, while NATO is a leading regional 
security organization. Second, both organizations have significantly 
expanded their sphere of competence in the last decade. The EU, tradi-
tionally, has been strong in civilian protection and aid reconstruction, 
has made attempts to develop its own military capabilities, and has 
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been involved in civil war disasters. NATO, adjusting to the new secu-
rity challenges, has developed its peace building and aid assistance 
capabilities. These tendencies of institutional and functional dupli-
cation raise questions about the coordination of these activities and 
efficient utilization of resources for aid assistance, and hence witness 
Beck’s formulated ‘organizational irresponsibility’. Lastly, NATO and 
EU cooperation within aid assistance in case of natural disasters has 
not been analysed yet. Scholars (Wallace, 2000; Pugh, 2001; Missiroli, 
2003; Haugevik and Carvalho, 2007; Nelson, 2006; Tardy, 2006) have 
analysed the civil–military cooperation of the two organizations in 
peacekeeping operations and post-conflict reconstructions and have 
acknowledged some extent of burden sharing. 

 The first part of this chapter explains the theoretical framework of 
risk societies and the necessity for cooperation as the main solution for 
risk management. The second part answers questions such as: how do 
the EU and NATO position themselves regarding aid assistance in case 
of hazard natural disasters? What kind of institutional frameworks exist 
in both organizations for aid assistance? Is there EU–NATO cooperation 
in case of hazard natural disasters? Is the issue of duplication of efforts 
recognized by the organizations’ staff?  

  Risks and risk societies 

 The theory of risk societies embraces two important elements. The first 
one is the transformation of the traditional society to the risk society, 
uncovering the main reasons for this process. The second element 
embraces the negative effects that have resulted from such a transfor-
mation. These effects are perceived as risks because of their elusive and 
infinite character. Finally, this section discusses how to deal with risks 
through risk management communities and international cooperation. 

  The emergence of risk society 

 Risk societies, to put it simply, are today’s societies that share common 
insecurity because of the increasing number of risks that are hardly 
manageable. They can be regarded as the result of the social evolution 
throughout the twentieth century that was determined by technolog-
ical and educational processes. The fact that the societies themselves are 
the cause of the emergence of numerous risks and lack of appropriate 
means to deal with them causes the complex nature of the risk societies. 
Before defining the concept of risk societies, it is first crucial to under-
stand the processes that take place within societies and characterize 
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their transformation. According to Beck (2009) and Beck et al. (1994), 
modernization is associated primarily with knowledge (reflection) 
concerning the foundations, consequences and problems of moderni-
zation. The more society modernizes, the more it generates knowledge 
about its foundations, structures, dynamics and conflicts. The more 
knowledge about itself a society possesses and applies to itself, the more 
expressly tradition-guided action is replaced by knowledge-dependent, 
scientifically mediated global reconstruction of social structures and 
institutions. Knowledge compels decisions and creates new contexts of 
action. Individuals are liberated from structures and they must  redefine 
their situation of action under conditions of manufactured insecu-
rity in forms and strategies of reflected modernization. Consequently, 
reflexive modernization causes the transformation of society by itself 
and for its own aims. It is like a natural chain reaction in which rapid 
progress of knowledge and technologies has produced bad effects. 

 Giddens, like Beck, focuses on the ‘vast swathe of change’ that is 
bound up with the impact of science and technology on our everyday 
activities and the physical environment. While the scientific progress 
of modern Western civilization has produced benefits as well as losses, 
the ability to uncover increasing information about the losses does 
not make one feel more secure. Rather, it has the opposite effect. One 
begins to feel insecure and more uncertain, questioning whether the 
effects of modernization can ever fully be comprehended. To Giddens, 
risk societies are ‘societies where we increasingly live on a high techno-
logical frontier, which absolutely no one completely understands, and 
which generates a diversity of possible futures’ (Williams, 2008a: 60). 
The diversity of possible futures leads to the inevitable confrontation of 
risks that are a by-product of one’s own modernization and technolog-
ical success; in this sense, society becomes reflexive, and late modernity 
is reflexive modernity. 

 The members of society are also concerned about their own abili-
ties to solve the problems that are created by technological progress 
(Williams, 2008a). Risk societies share one information space, not being 
able to disassociate themselves from it. They can be perceived simulta-
neously as the end and the beginning because they embrace brand new 
social experiences and structures, and have no fixed borders. They are 
highly interconnected. The new security challenges cannot be solved 
by the existing national social structures. Consequently, authorities are 
 decentralized and diffused in order to find the best and most effective 
solutions to the occurring problems. Lastly, post-traditional socie-
ties are not the realm of individualism. On the contrary, according to 
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Giddens, the individuals are more  solitaire  but share the same benefits 
and problems (Beck et al., 1994). Briefly, Giddens provides a rather 
over-simplified representation of today’s societies. He explains the 
process of transformation but does not define accurately the new prob-
lems and dilemmas of contemporary societies nor the possible solu-
tions to them. 

 According to Beck, reflexive modernization is primarily the result 
of the side effects of modernization. In addition to reflection as 
knowledge, modernization involves the idea of a reflex in the sense 
of not knowing. Although the distinction is not really sharp and 
hence confusing, Beck insists on it because the idea of side effects 
does not contradict the understanding of knowledge in reflexive 
modernization but opens up a wider and more complex scenario that 
includes non-knowing as well as the various forms and constructions 
of knowledge (Beck, 2009). Beck provides his own understanding of 
this concept by emphasizing that, despite the tremendous amount 
of information which risk societies share, many unknown problems 
persist. Traditional security providers, such as the state, very often fail 
in dealing with risks because of many unknown aspects in all social 
problems. This leads to the problem of securitization that, according 
to Toms Rostoks (2010), originates from the fact that there are no 
objective criteria for evaluating whether a particular issue should be 
securitized or not. This leads to further insecurity, one of the main 
characteristics of risk societies. 

 Traditionally the state has been responsible for limiting the side 
effects and costs of industrial progress, and ensuring their fair distribu-
tion among the members of society. But, within risk societies, this prin-
ciple is systematically violated because the state capability to control 
and compensate for industrially generated insecurities and dangers is 
seriously challenged. Hence, the dynamics of risk societies rest less on 
the assumption that now and in the future we must live in a world of 
unprecedented danger than on the expectation that we live in a world 
that has to make decisions about its future in conditions of self-inflicted 
insecurity (Beck, 2009). Since today’s societies are unable to control the 
dangers produced by modernization, pressure is not only on national 
governments but also on international organizations, such as the EU 
and NATO, that have claimed to be security and welfare providers 
across transnational borders. Organizations are forced to change their 
agendas and politics in order to adapt to increasing insecurity, and set 
themselves up as risk-management communities. 

 The dangers or risks produced by modernization often comprise 
unknown side effects, becoming the main characteristics of risk 
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societies. If, in industrial society, risks or threats could be calculated and 
managed, in risk societies, however, because of rapid modernization, 
social, political, economic and other kinds of risks are so complex in 
nature that the system appears incapable of dealing with them. Beck 
refers to this condition in terms of two kinds of side effect. The first 
one includes those that occur systematically and are quite predictable. 
They do not reach the political arena because the existent system is 
capable of solving them. But the second kind of side effect, typical of 
risk societies, dominates the public and private debates because there 
seems to be no one responsible for, and capable of solving, them (Beck 
et al., 1994). Hence risk societies are internally tense: they feel insecure 
because existing structures fail to properly meet new risks. Under such 
conditions, a new moral climate of politics develops in which individ-
uals share a high mistrust in the political elite, which is considered 
to be unable to solve the new security challenges. The individuals of 
risk societies are aware of the constant insecurity and sceptical about 
the ability of the political elite and traditional institutions to change 
anything. Therefore, security becomes the object of a political battle-
field between concerned actors about both risk perception and adequate 
counter-measures.  

  Negative side effects – risks 

 Speaking about risk societies and the security challenges they face, 
it can be confusing to distinguish risks from threats. According to 
M.J. Williams, risk is not a new concept. In traditional society and 
throughout its transformation process, risk has had a specific defini-
tion based on quantification and calculation. The definition of risk 
involved the separation of risk and uncertainty. But, according to soci-
ologists today, uncertainty is intrinsic to the concept of risk. Whereas 
threat is quantifiable because of assessment in terms of capabilities 
which one either possesses or not, risk is not always computable. The 
concept of threat is predicated upon power. Threat is most often cate-
gorized by examining the military capabilities and intentions of the 
actors in the system. During the Cold War, threats were posed by an 
actor with a hostile intention who possessed resources or potential to 
realize the threat (Williams, 2008a). Rasmussen perceives threat as a 
specific danger which can be precisely identified and measured on 
the basis of the capabilities an enemy has to realize a hostile intent. 
Threats are finite because they emanate from a specific actor, with a 
limited amount of resources to support capabilities (Rasmussen, 2001). 
Accordingly, they demand simple methods to deal with them because 
all the necessary elements are known. 
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 But risks are elusive and infinite. Since risks are only possible 
scenarios – devoid of any real capabilities – they exist to a far greater 
extent than threats. Contrary to assessment in terms of intentions and 
capabilities, risk is based upon probability and the magnitude of conse-
quences. Risks are never real. As soon as risks become real, say an earth-
quake, they cease to be risks and become a real danger. Unlike threats, 
which predominantly occupy the present, risks transcend time and 
space. Risk is the modern approach to foresee and control the future 
consequences of human action (ibid.). 

 As Williams notes, Beck himself, for all his writings, has never actu-
ally given a precise definition of risk (Williams, 2008a). But, in not 
defining the concept, the concept has been defined, because Beck has 
tried to define the nature of risk. He distinguishes three features of risks. 
First, their causes and consequences are not limited to one geographical 
location or space. The new risks (for example, climate change, terrorism 
and others) are spreading over national borders. Also, they have a long 
latency period, so that their future effects cannot be reliably determined 
and restricted. Moreover, knowledge and non-knowing are changing so 
that the question of who is affected is itself temporally open. Eventually, 
new risks are also social; since they are the result of complex processes 
involving long chains of effects, their causes and effects cannot be 
determined with sufficient precision, as in, for example, the financial 
crisis (Beck, 2009). 

 Second, risks are incalculable since their consequences are in prin-
ciple unaccountable and fundamentally based on scientifically gener-
ated non-knowing. The main problem hides in the lack of knowledge 
of what risks are and what they cause. Consequently, in the name of 
control and security, the state tries to control something even though 
it does not know whether this something exists. Increasing insecu-
rity makes societies more reliant than ever on security and control. 
That is risky because the combination of knowledge and non-knowing 
of risks destabilizes the established systems of national and interna-
tional relations and provokes major conflicts about the definition and 
construction of political rules and responsibilities (ibid.). The most 
striking example is the second Iraq war, which was started in order 
to prevent something that nobody exactly knew, that is, whether and 
on what scale terrorists were getting their hands on weapons of mass 
destruction. The problem hides in the perception of the risk, when the 
state over-estimates or, on the contrary, under-estimates a particular 
risk. As a result, wrong measures are chosen that cause more problems 
than they solve. 
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 Lastly, risks are non-recompensable. If in traditional societies the 
dream of security did not exclude harm, they were regarded as recom-
pensable, in that their destructive impacts could be made good, for 
example, by money. But if climate change is irrevocable, if terrorist 
groups already possess weapons of mass destruction, it is too late. Given 
this new quality of threats, the logic of compensation is breaking down 
and is being replaced by the principle of precaution through prevention 
(ibid.). Thus attempts are made to prevent risks whose existence has 
not yet been demonstrated. Accordingly, this kind of prevention can 
be fruitful only if presented by the right actors and through complex 
measures that reach far beyond states’ national competence. 

 Furthermore, Beck emphasizes the global dimension of the nature 
of risks. Global risks are per se unequally distributed. They unfold in 
different ways and in particular formation due to their mediation with 
different historical backgrounds and cultural and political patterns. 
In the so-called periphery, risk societies appear not as an endogenous 
process, which can be fought by means of autonomous national deci-
sion making, but as an exogenous process that is propelled by decisions 
made in other countries, especially in the supposed centre. People feel 
like helpless hostages of this process, insofar as corrections are virtu-
ally impossible at the national level. One area in which the difference 
is especially noticeable is in the experience of global financial crises, 
whereby entire regions on the periphery can be plunged into a depres-
sion that citizens of the centre do not even register as a crisis. Moreover, 
ecological and terrorist network threats also flourish with particular 
virulence under the weak states in the periphery (Beck, 2002). Because 
of the uneven way in which global risks are experienced, there arises 
a particular conflict axis. Altogether, at least three different axes of 
conflict caused by global risks are identified. The first axis is that of 
ecological conflicts, which are by their very essence global. The second 
is the global financial crisis, which, in the first stage, can be individ-
ualized and nationalized. And the third, since 11 September 2001, is 
the threat of global terrorism networks, which empower governments 
and states. 

 Both ecological and financial risks incorporate several of the charac-
teristics that make risks politically sensitive. They go beyond rational 
calculation into the realm of unpredictable turbulence. Moreover, they 
embody the struggle over the distribution of ‘benefits’ and ‘losses’, of 
positive and negative consequences of risky decisions. But above all, 
what they have in common is that their effects are de-territorialized. 
That is what makes them global risks. And that is what sets in motion 
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the formation of global risk communities and world risk societies. 
While they show similarities, there are also important differences. One 
is that environmental and technological risks come from the ‘outside’ 
and they have physical manifestations that only afterwards become 
socially relevant. Financial risks, on the other hand, originate in the 
heart of the social structure, in its central medium. This leads to several 
other differences. Financial risks are more immediately apparent and 
individualized for they have high potential of speed and reach (ibid.). 
The most striking example of the speed of financial risks is the finan-
cial crisis of 2008, which in a very short time had, and still has, a 
global effect on the economies of states and directly on the welfare of 
individuals. 

 A further distinction can be made between ecological and financial 
risks, on the one hand, and the risks of global terrorist networks, on 
the other. Ecological and financial conflicts both clearly result from 
the accumulation and distribution of ‘losses’ that are tied up with the 
production of goods. They result from society’s central decisions, but as 
unintentional side effects of those decisions. Terrorist activity, on the 
other hand, is intentionally damaging. It aims to produce the effects 
that the other crises produce unintentionally. Thus the principle of 
intention replaces the principle of accident, especially in the field of 
economics. Much of the literature on risk in economics treats risk as 
a positive element within investment decisions, and risk taking as a 
dynamic aspect linked to the essence of markets. But the terrorist risks 
replace active trust with active mistrust. It therefore undermines the 
trust in fellow citizens, foreigners and governments all over the world. 
Since the dissolution of trust multiplies risks, the terrorist threat trig-
gers a self-multiplication of risks by the de-bounding of risk perceptions 
and fantasies (Beck, 2009). 

 To summarize, global risks are the main triggers of an explosive 
transformation that is rendering visible the contours of society in the 
twenty-first century. The risk societies address the increasing ubiquity 
of globally manufactured uncertainty,  and are being undermined by 
the growing awareness that they are ineffective, and their measures 
are counterproductive. The radicalization of modernity gives rise to 
this irony of risk that sciences, the state and the military are becoming 
part of the problem they are supposed to solve. And this is the expres-
sion of reflexive modernization (ibid.), which thus creates the envi-
ronment of increasing insecurity, when no measures seem to be 
adequate to counter the risk. Therefore, the only way to deal with risks 
is traditional paradigm shift and acknowledgment that international 
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cooperation is the best way to deal with risks that will be discussed in 
the next section.   

  Dealing with risks through international cooperation 

 It is obvious that global problems only have global solutions, and 
demand global cooperation. According to Beck, there is no place 
for pessimism as the only rational stance today, because risks open 
up many new opportunities. States and societies have to review the 
lessons learned from today’s risks. The first lesson embraces the global 
public discourse on global risks that has created a reason for hope, 
since the political explosiveness of risk societies displays a potential 
enlightenment function. For example, the perceived global ecological 
risk has had exactly the opposite effect – it has pushed everyone into a 
new phase of globalization, the globalization of politics, forcing states 
to cooperate at the international level. Hence, risks make everyone 
think and act globally, especially the states that are literally forced, 
within existing international organizations, to search for appropriate 
risk-management solutions. The second big lesson is the fact that 
national security is no longer merely national security. Foreign and 
domestic policy, national security and international cooperation are 
now all interlocked. The only way to deal with global risks is transna-
tional cooperation (ibid.). This leads to the paradoxical maxim that, 
in order to pursue their national interests, countries need to surrender 
parts of their autonomy in order to cope with national problems in a 
globalized world. 

 A risk-based security paradigm dictates specific actions to mitigate 
risk, namely the formation of risk communities. M.J. Williams (2008) 
develops this concept, noting that the risk community is premised on 
the notion that since all risks are subjective, meaning they involve 
acting in the present to achieve a future goal, they require very similar 
notions among the members of how the system works. This is why 
there is a difference between risk societies and risk communities. Risk 
societies represent the larger entity that is challenged by risk – the world 
itself. The risk community, in our case the West, is the unit with which 
manages risks. Communities share common norms, values and polit-
ical institutions on a far deeper level than societies do. Societies share 
norms, values and political institutions on a more generic level than 
communities do. Different communities within a society will inter-
pret societal values in different ways. A community will provide for 
better risk management because risk perception relies on very similar 
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interpretations, according to shared values and norms. The commu-
nity frame has been established to represent the closeness of percep-
tion, which hinges on the idea of being an imagined community, but 
one based upon certain shared values. This is because while an objec-
tive danger might exist, naming it a subjective risk requires a common 
frame of perception. 

 The existing institutional system is frequently unable to solve or 
manage risks, and may choose the wrong methods of risk manage-
ment, hence creating new risks. Appropriate institutional formation 
with right methods is crucial for effective risk management. Beck 
calls those cases, where involved actors fail to act properly against 
emerging risks, ‘organizational irresponsibility’ – through contra-
dicted political processes and ineffective decision making, risk 
societies jeopardize themselves. Altogether, there are two kinds of 
organizational irresponsibility. The first involves the national level 
when a nation state is unable to find the right methods to take care 
of new risks and unable to explain why particular decisions have 
been made and how can they been justified. The second form of 
organizational irresponsibility originates from the lack of coopera-
tion between states at the international level. It is more problematic 
since the risks are global and demand global actions (Beck, 2009). 
Hence, it is crucial for risk societies to acknowledge that risks are 
not only the concern of national competence, but they require the 
cooperation of states at the international level and the participation 
of different kinds of actors. Thus risk societies have to be exacting 
against their nation states to find the right methods and forms of 
cooperation to deal with risk.  

  NATO and EU cooperation in overcoming 
natural disasters 

 In this section, the risk society framework is applied to the EU–NATO 
cooperation to provide aid assistance to countries in natural disaster 
events. First, the objectives that have been expressed by each organiza-
tion are analysed and the existing institutional framework to address 
natural disaster risks is examined. Second, it is empirically tested how 
the EU and NATO cooperate in such operations through two different 
cases of natural disasters, the 2005 Katrina hurricane in the United 
States and floods in Pakistan in 2010 to 2011, where both organizations 
provided assistance. Lastly, the main arguments on the need for this 
cooperation are discussed. 
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  Formal objectives and institutional framework 

 The strategic documents that have been adopted by NATO and the EU  1   
in the last two decades witness the public acknowledgment of risks as 
‘multi-faceted in nature ... multi-directional’ and hard to predict and 
assess (NATO, 1991: para 8). The official documents significantly widen 
the traditional security concept by recognizing numerous non-military 
threats and risks that require specific solutions and a complex approach 
to risk management. The need for partnership to overcome new risks 
and threats is present in all the documents. Both organizations have 
come to initiatives – ‘pooling and sharing’ (EU, 2010) and ‘smart 
defence’ (NATO, 2011) – that urge for more intensive internal coop-
eration within each organization and for more effective EU–NATO 
cooperation in order to provide more effective policy implementation 
under restricted financial resources. Both organizations have explicitly 
declared that cooperation is one of the main instruments to deal with 
new security challenges in the most effective way. 

 In the context of civil protection that directly includes aid assistance 
in case of natural disasters, the EU defined the risks and threats that go 
under the ‘solidarity’ umbrella. The Lisbon Treaty, article 222, known 
as the ‘solidarity’ clause, states that ‘the Union and its Member States 
shall act jointly in a spirit of solidarity if a Member state is the object 
of a terrorist attack or the victim of a natural or man-made disaster’. 
In order to fulfil these obligations, the EU has developed civil protec-
tion cooperation that aims to provide safety and security to people, 
environment and property in the event of major emergencies, both in 
and outside Europe (Bremberg and Britz, 2009). To enable and ensure 
an effective delivery of assistance, teams working in emergencies need 
to be mobilized rapidly and their work needs to be well coordinated 
and flexible. Since 2005, the main instrument to implement this coop-
eration is the Community mechanism for civil protection (from here 
on, the Mechanism).  2   Through it, the member states can ask for, and 
receive assistance in the form of, equipment and personnel in case 
of emergency of whatever type, inside or outside the EU territory. In 
order to achieve this assistance, the Mechanism has four tools. The first 
one is the Monitoring and Information Centre (MIC), the operational 
heart of the Mechanism. It is operated by the European Commission 
(EC) and is accessible 24 hours a day. It gives a platform to countries 
inside and outside the EU to make an appeal for assistance. MIC acts 
as a communication hub at headquarter level between participating 
states, the affected country and dispatched field experts. It provides 
useful and updated information on the actual status of an ongoing 
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emergency. Lastly, MIC plays a coordinating role by matching offers 
of assistance put forward by the participating states to the needs of the 
disaster-stricken country. The second tool is the Common Emergency 
and Information System, a web-based alert and notification application 
created to facilitate emergency communication among the participating 
states. It provides an integrated platform to send and receive alerts and 
details of assistance required, to make offers of help and to view the 
development of the ongoing emergency. Further tools are the training 
programmes and training courses, the organization of joint exercises 
and a system of exchange of experts and civil protection modules that 
are made up of national resources from one or more member states on 
a voluntary basis. 

 On the operational level the EU has developed a functioning aid 
 assistance system but, as Bremberg and Britz (2009) note, the EU’s 
civil protection policy presents problems. Despite its relatively rapid 
 development, technical nature and operational capacities, substan-
tial disagreement between the EU member states exists on its further 
development. The southern states are in favour of developing more 
capacities at the EU level, and of granting a more prominent role to 
the Commission. On the other hand, the northern member states are 
 reluctant for further integration, and stress the importance of keeping 
cooperation on an intergovernmental basis. Briefly, internal disagree-
ment among the EU member states at the political level is topical also 
in the context of aid assistance. All disputes are carried out within the 
Council Working Party on the Civil Protection (PROCIV) that was 
established in order to develop the EU’s capacity to prevent and manage 
disasters. According to Bremberg and Britz (2009), a major problem is 
inherent in the existing situation because none of the opposing views 
dominates the others. Without a dominating logic that favours further 
integration and thus can work to stabilize the situation, the current 
EU civil protection will continue to be dominated by struggle in an 
unstable field. Therefore, Beck’s concept of ‘organizational irresponsi-
bility’ at national level is present in this context, meaning that although 
the EU states have agreed on the transnationalization of risks such as 
natural disasters, there is disagreement on how to organize civil protec-
tion at and beyond the European level. 

 The NATO institutional framework to address aid assistance issues is 
very close to that of the EU. The Civil Emergency Planning (CEP), like 
the EU’s Mechanism, provides general guidelines on how civil protec-
tion should be carried out. It aims to collect, analyse and share infor-
mation on national planning activities to ensure the most effective 
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use of civil resources during emergency situations. CEP enables NATO 
member states and partner nations to assist each other in preparing for, 
and dealing with, the consequences of crises, disasters, and conflicts. As 
the CEP is foremost a national responsibility and the civil assets remain 
under the national control at all times, NATO plays its part by serving 
as a forum for comparing and analysing national programmes to ensure 
that plans and procedures are operational and the necessary assets are 
available for addressing emergency situations jointly if need occurs. In 
practice, CEP is carried out by the Senior Civil Emergency Planning 
Committee (SCEP), which is formed by national representatives who 
provide oversight to the work conducted at NATO. Eight technical plan-
ning boards and committees bring together experts from different kinds 
of areas, such as civil aviation, civil protections and medical matters.  3   
This committee closely links together expertise and bases for common 
planning on civil protection issues and, in return, provides integration 
of planning and procedures. Like MIC in the EU, NATO has its own 
coordination centre, the Euro-Atlantic Disaster Response Coordination 
Centre (EADRCC), established in 1998, which acts as the focal point for 
information sharing on disaster assistance among the NATO member 
states. In case of need, it is responsible for coordinating response to 
disasters within the transatlantic area. In order to improve operational 
performance, EADRCC organizes international field exercises to simu-
late natural and man-made disaster situations and consequent manage-
ment. Lastly, in 2006 the Rapid Reaction Team was created. It can be 
deployed by SCEP in disaster-affected areas for aid assistance within a 
24-hour period of approving a request. 

 Briefly, NATO and the EU have civil protection institutions with 
similar competence. Consequently, duplication of efforts is present. 
However, the operational level is better developed, and the plan-
ning structures are more internally integrated in NATO than in the 
EU. Lastly, internal political disputes about the centralized versus 
decentralized system are less important in NATO because the civil 
protection structure is embedded in the complex alliance centralized 
system.  

  Cooperation and major gaps in aid assistance 

 Both organizations have been requested to provide aid assistance in 
many cases of natural disasters. Since its launch, EADRCC has been 
involved in more than thirty operations around the world ranging 
from coordination of relief supplies to refugees, aid to flood victims, 
 hurricane and earthquake victims, and fighting forest fires. Among 
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the operations, the hurricane Katrina in the USA (2005) and the earth-
quake in Pakistan (2005–06), floods in Ukraine and Pakistan (2010–11) 
are worth remembering. Since its creation, MIC in 2005 alone received 
fourteen requests for assistance and monitored no less than twenty 
emergencies worldwide. Major disaster-requested assistance included 
Pakistan (2005), tsunami in South Asia (2004–05), forest fires in 
Portugal (summers 2003, 2004, 2005), floods in Romania and Bulgaria 
(2005), Hurricanes Katrina and Rita in USA (2005), floods in Pakistan 
(2010), earthquake and tsunami in Japan. 

 Various assistance operations delivered by both organizations have 
occurred simultaneously, therefore it is important to discuss the ques-
tion of coordination. The ‘Berlin Plus’ arrangement is the basic mech-
anism of the EU–NATO cooperation. It provides an EU-led military 
operation with an access to NATO assets within regular joint meet-
ings of the North Atlantic Council and the EU’s Political and Security 
Committee. For political reasons, as Nelson (2006) notes, these meet-
ings have been blocked from discussing anything beyond specific 
Berlin Plus operations. As a result, NATO and the EU have been unable 
to discuss possible aid assistance issues and also sharing informa-
tion about capabilities and plans for any type of future operations. 
Nelson names the existing EU–NATO cooperation as  ad hoc  cooper-
ation, especially in dealing with the full range of tasks that comprise 
stabilization operations. Cooperation existed primarily at the opera-
tional level and relied on individuals being flexible and imaginative, 
which is something that cannot be always guaranteed.  Ad hoc  efforts 
also lack the benefits of prior planning, and contribute little to future 
operations in terms of ‘lessons learned’. Lastly, this kind of coopera-
tion does not involve political leadership and the other institutions. 
Therefore, any real institutional legitimacy is actually missing. Tardy 
(2006) argues that Berlin Plus lacks flexibility and is too narrow to 
address the needs of EU–NATO cooperation even in peace operations. 
The existing  cooperation framework can be regarded as unsuitable for 
the emerging demand for cooperation in civil protection issues, and 
also as an irrational one because of the common parallel structures 
that could easily find common language on how to address risks more 
effectively. Briefly, at the operational level, all necessary preconditions 
for effective  cooperation exist but at the political level, the states are 
unable to construct solidarity. 

 Only EADRCC’s reports mention cooperation with MIC. MIC’s 
reports, instead, do not mention the EADRCC, even in those cases 



Risk Societies in World Politics 107

when both organizations were involved in the same operation. Mainly, 
coordination and cooperation with the United Nations (UN) and major 
non-governmental organizations (for example the International Red 
Cross) are mentioned.  4   Hence, only through the EADRCC reports, may 
it be determined whether there had been any EU–NATO cooperation 
at operational level. For example, cooperation can be witnessed in the 
case of hurricane Katrina in the USA in 2005. The USA accepted dona-
tions from the EU’s MIC. They were concentrated in the NATO’s air 
base in Ramstein, Germany. Through NATO’s air-bridge, tons of relief 
goods were delivered to the USA. NATO provided the logistics, and the 
EU the necessary relief goods. A different case is the case of floods in 
Pakistan (2010–11). NATO provided logistics. The EU sent an expert 
team for coordination of the assistance, and organized and co-financed 
transport operations (over 1 million euros). So disaster relief confirms 
Nelson’s observation of  ad hoc  cooperation between organizations at 
the operational level. 

 One can ask why NATO and the EU should cooperate if each one 
of them can successfully provide aid assistance on its own. Although 
the lessons learned from the previous operations reveal the various 
gaps in each organization’s aid and assistance system that would urge 
mutual cooperation, it is worth emphasizing a significant disparity, 
that is funding to cover the transportation and deployment of response 
resources. As Maurits Jochems (2006) notes, NATO’s added value in 
aid assistance in the eyes of the UN mainly has been a provision of 
air-bridge and deployment of aircrafts, usually helicopters. In order to 
find funding for this demand, NATO developed the trust fund to meet 
the costs of the air-bridge, but states are not eager to participate in it. 
Also, the EU has acknowledged that the lack of funding for transpor-
tation as the primary gap (Rademaekers et al., 2009). This is a simple 
example of the need for cooperation between the two organizations in 
order to provide effective resource management and comprehensive aid 
assistance. 

 Unfortunately, there is little place for optimism that the EU and 
NATO can overcome the political barriers in order to provide the most 
effective way to provide aid assistance. As an example, are the unsuc-
cessful attempts of the UK, one of the leading nations within the NATO 
helicopters trust fund, to address the European Commission about the 
need for avoiding ‘coordination of coordinators’ and urging for coop-
eration of MIC and EADRCC. In response, the European Commission 
admits that an active comprehensive response to disaster is essential to 
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avoid wasteful duplication of resources and ensure an efficient provision 
of assistance to affected countries. But no overall approach for coopera-
tion has been agreed because of the lack of unanimity within PROCIV. 
The only agreement met is for the MIC to exchange information with 
the EADRCC when both have been activated on the same emergency. 
The possible cooperation areas are information sharing, early warning 
and mutual participation in training, exercises and lessons-learned 
events (Commission, 2008).   

  Conclusion 

 NATO and the EU can be regarded as a risk-management commu-
nity because they have common acknowledgment and perception of 
numerous emerging risks to address. Also they share common values 
and culture regarding aid assistance. There are no problems with the 
cooperation of experts in order to provide the most rapid and effective 
aid assistance at the operational level. The problem exists within 
the political level, where officials and politicians may not find a 
common language for real mutual cooperation. Cooperation is crucial 
for effective resource management and avoidance of effort duplica-
tion. Why should the EU try to develop its own air-bridges, if NATO 
has them already? Still, practice shows that both organizations can 
do burden sharing excellently as in the case of Katrina when NATO 
provided logistics and the EU goods. Thus the inadequate under-
standing at the political level for the necessity to reduce all possible 
restrictions for better mutual cooperation in aid assistance raises 
great concern, because today’s disasters that have not been effectively 
managed at the early stage, have triggered various risks with highly 
negative consequences. 

 There is no other word than ‘organizational irresponsibility’ to char-
acterize the relationships between NATO and the EU regarding aid 
assistance. Internal disagreements within and between organizations 
prevent them becoming a real risk-management community, which 
is formed by cosmopolitan states with cosmopolitan thinking and a 
common culture. They very much stay, instead, within the traditional 
international society framework that is constituted by nation states with 
their own interests. Although under restricted financial resources, it is 
in the interests of the nation states not to pay for the development of the 
same capabilities as it has been acknowledged through the ‘pooling and 
sharing’ and ‘smart defence’ initiatives. Still, a clear political consensus 
on how this cooperation should be carried out is missing.  
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 Catastrophe and Containment:  
A Critical Analysis of the 
US Response to the 2010 
Earthquake in Haiti   
    Annica   Moore    

   On Tuesday 12 January 2010, the earthquake that struck Haiti 
provided a telling window into the current humanitarian world 
order. The earthquake narrative and its visuals were gripping and 
dramatic. The destruction left more than a million homeless, and 
caused  significant damage to the capital Port-au-Prince, as well as 
other cities and  settlements. The Haitian national palace, govern-
ment ministries and police stations collapsed with major loss of life. 
Suffering was immediate, everywhere, and was broadcast to the world 
instantly. Banks, churches, food stores, hospitals, hotels, schools, and 
communications capabilities were destroyed, and whoever had the 
means attempted to flee the city. 

 In the immediate aftermath of the disaster, the Haitian people, 
countries, organizations, and individuals around the world united 
in responding to urgent humanitarian needs. The state of Haiti was 
internationally declared a humanitarian emergency. Although Haiti’s 
 territorial integrity remained, the sovereignty of life within Haiti became 
de-politicized, internationalized, and negotiable (Duffield, 2007). The 
most effective response naturally came from the locals themselves, 
who were there when it all happened. Yet the most notable, and most 
recognized, response came from abroad, from the United States. The 
US set the stage for the international response, sent military staff and 
provisions to the perimeters, and took control of the international relief 
efforts and entry and exit points to the city of Port-au-Prince. This 
chapter examines this US response and interest in Haiti. 
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 In a shared normative conception of disaster humanitarianism, 
compassionate interveners can act as global good Samaritans, as such 
actions become valuable as part of international politics. Through 
analysing the discursive framing of the disaster, the aim of this chapter 
is to exemplify and analyse how and why this particular disaster in 
Haiti was framed as demanding coastal intervention and containing 
humanitarian assistance. The mission is thus to analyse the frame 
through which this particular disaster in Haiti was constructed as a 
political event of massive US geopolitical interest; that is, what were 
the preconditions for this kind of politicization? What were the discur-
sive frames by which Haiti as a scene of disaster dramaturgy was 
constructed? And how was the containing and military action legiti-
mized as humanitarian? 

 The chapter will argue that the very framing and recognition of the 
Haiti earthquake opened up a global political space for massive human-
itarian action, which ultimately ended up controlling and containing 
the movement of Haitian people (see Butler and Spivak, 2007). Haiti, 
in the aftermath of the earthquake, could be seen as what Agamben 
(1998) describes as a state of exception. The immediate humanitarian 
rights of the poor and displaced were both highlighted and suspended. 
The humanitarian response was given power over life and death. The 
response as well as the recognition of the valuable suffering did not take 
life in itself, but became highly influential in the zoning of valuable, 
savable life. 

 For the purpose of this research I have analysed official US govern-
ment statements and documents pertaining to the humanitarian 
efforts in Haiti. These include the transcripts of remarks by President 
Barack Obama as well as by the Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton, in 
the immediate aftermath of the disaster in spring 2010. Relying on 
Austin (1962), these US statements can be seen as speech acts, that is 
as doing something  vis-à-vis  a community that has been conditioned 
to its inherent regime of (humanitarian) truth. The texts in this way 
construct a specific type of international politics and an accompanying 
cognitive and emotional climate (for example, Sliwinski, 2009: 24) – 
or, to use Foucault’s (1980: 257) terminology, a regime of acceptability. 
Within the frame which it produces, the community it is addressing 
is inherently persuaded by the mere nature of the claim. The humani-
tarian frame thus provides a powerful epistemology. 

 The theoretical foundations for this research lie in frame theory 
and the performative power of language. Although contested by some, 
the vast US military presence in Haiti could to a large extent secure 
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international legitimacy in and within the humanitarian apparatus 
and frame. In this way, the Haiti response was shaped by joint moral 
and ethical imperatives of an international scale, while simultaneously 
exercising disciplinary power on its subjects. The case provides an 
interpretative window into how catastrophe can be enacted and actual-
ized through the co-option of legitimizing catastrophe discourse based 
on social vulnerabilities and anxieties. The relationship between the 
anticipatory knowledge on both Haiti as a failed state and past mass-
migration from Haiti’s precarious situations sets the stage for a gendered 
illustration of modern humanitarian containment practices.  

  Disaster politics and space: why disasters matter 
on a global scale 

 Natural disasters are to a large extent still seen as apolitical events. 
They convey forces of nature, present major threats to human life, 
and can directly result in human suffering and humanitarian needs. 
Humanitarian action linking to them is thus, to a large extent, 
conducted and portrayed in a frame of altruistic humanity logistics, 
rather than politics. Indeed, even the disaster research community 
and the so-called humanitarian community are joined by a clear aver-
sion to most things political. This was also very much the case in the 
Haiti earthquake of January 2010, where the immediate humanitarian 
response was seen as an almost natural logistical continuum after such 
sudden and inconceivable destruction and pain. Politics is only seen as 
sullying humanitarianism with nonfeasance, malfeasance, corruption, 
and various other hindrances (Drury et al., 2005: 454). So actors gladly 
follow the rhetoric of virtuous humanitarian neutrality and employ 
the conception of ‘humanitarian space’, which can lead both actors 
and spectators to believe in a pure de-political humanitarian frame of 
disaster intervention (Kennedy, 2009). 

 However, this research wishes to do away with the above, and rather 
look upon catastrophic disasters as political spectacles. As such, they can 
act as the staging ground for both geo- and biopolitics. The distinction 
between humanitarian, geopolitical and biopolitical practices lies in the 
different interacting levels of political means and actions. Geopolitics 
in disasters can be understood through political interests and power 
impacting or instrumentalizing geographic spaces. Biopolitics, then 
again, can be understood as political power and governance technol-
ogies impacting or instrumentalizing the biological fabric and func-
tions of human life through disaster governance technologies. Thus, 
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in humanitarian action, geopolitics is used to interpret the actual and 
potential impacts of responses in various locations, whereas biopoli-
tics can be used to monitor and control the aid’s recipients. Following 
the likes of Michel Foucault (2008) and Giorgio Agamben (1998), one 
can study not only how disaster discourse actively defines the condi-
tions of exceptionality, thus enabling the efficient exercise of sovereign 
power over Haiti, but also how, in having human life as its target, the 
humanitarian response can ultimately ordain its recipients in biopo-
litical terms. 

 Thus, in lines with Weiss (1999), this chapter sees that there is no longer 
even a need to ask whether politics and humanitarian disaster action 
 intersect. What should be studied is the intersection of the two. In many 
ways, humanitarian action can even be seen to substitute political action, 
and is thus not by any means void of it (Vogel, 1996). In effect, catastro-
phes and humanitarian emergencies can offer new ways of hegemonic 
 interventionism based on shared humanitarian norms of common 
humanity. In line with Kratochwil (1993: 76), these shared norms can be 
seen as establishing inter-subjective meanings that allow humanitarian 
agents to direct and communicate their actions with each other, as well 
as appraise their qualities. Norms can act as justifications for choices 
that have been made regarding interventions. In this way, Friedrich 
Kratochwil, influenced by speech act theory, exposes the crucial impor-
tance of language in constructing and maintaining shared meanings. 
Humanitarian action involves powerful shared conceptions of norms of 
intervention, and includes the risk of legitimized political abuse. 

 The study of disaster politics is by no means a new topic, and there 
has been a vast array of research on the intersection of disasters and 
politics (Blakie et al., 1994; Middleton and O’Keefe, 1998; Quarantelli, 
1998; Pirotte et al., 1999; Pelling, 2003b; Kennedy, 2004; Sarat and 
Lezaun, 2009). Kreps (1984), for instance, has stressed the importance of 
disasters as social and political catalysts. Also, the United States Agency 
for International Development, USAID (2002: 105), has adhered to this 
notion. USAID has described post-disaster political spaces as windows 
of vulnerability and opportunity:

  They are moments when underlying causes can come together in 
a brief window, a window ideally suited for mobilizing broader 
violence. But such events can also have extremely positive outcomes 
if the tensions that tend to emerge are recognized and handled 
well. Many of these windows are random or unpredictable, such as 
economic shocks or natural disasters.   
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 Consequently, the post-disaster space in Haiti was also re-branded as 
an opportunity for ‘building back better’. This approach encompasses 
seeing the developmental potential of reconstruction for social and 
political as well as physical infrastructure. Disasters can be seen as 
shocks, followed by messy situations, which can lead to progressive, 
or regressive, changes. Much in the same way as in war, situational 
awareness and coordination are often lacking in disasters, and there is 
rather a hazy, humanitarian fog within which even systemic changes 
can occur. Similarly, Naomi Klein (2007) has argued that disaster capi-
talism functions in the aftermath of systemic shocks. Klein implies that 
desperation and fear created by catastrophe can be used to bring forth 
radical social and economic changes, through post-shock interven-
tions and policies. In Ulrich Beck’s (1992, 1999) conception of world 
risk society, Beck theorizes that the social and political construction 
of global risks, that is crises and disasters, opens up global scenes of 
dramaturgy, where different agents strive with whatever means they 
have for global visibility and, ultimately, power. To these ends, cata-
strophic  situations can be seen as windows of interventionary opportu-
nity, yet characterized with an aura of good will – of helping those most 
in need. Humanitarian action can in this sense become a framework 
for the realization of an agent’s own objectives. Especially if we keep in 
mind Rosenau’s (1990: 17) idea of polycentric world politics, where all 
international actors, including agencies, corporations, organizations and 
states are fighting for the accomplishment of their own goals through 
whatever means they have. External actors can thus find benefits in the 
reconstruction and stabilization of post-catastrophic surroundings, as 
catastrophic  states of exception  grant both interventionary openings and 
better possibilities for bypassing normal regulatory frameworks. 

 In Haiti, the global surplus of humanitarian action, as well as the US 
military intervention, can be accredited to the almost unprecedented 
amount of  interventionary space  provided both by the immense suffering 
and the open invitation from the local government. The  destruction 
and pain thus provide opportunities for public and private contrac-
tors, which could then be legitimized within highly visible mediated 
disaster narratives. Almost all international aid organizations could 
easily find their existential justifications in Haiti, and broadcast them 
to an audience hungry for more. However, despite the rhetoric, global 
relief efforts seldom rise out of sheer benevolence. Rather, catastrophic 
situations open up spaces where actors can see potential returns in 
acting in certain, pre-structured and identifiable (humanitarian) ways. 
Disaster interventionism is based on a (Western) humanitarian vision 
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of humanity being unique, and in constant need of saving somewhere 
around the world (Agier, 2010). Humanitarianism, in this way, can be 
seen as a label used for the recognition, distinction and legitimacy 
of intervening actions. In Foucault’s (2009) footsteps, the humani-
tarian  dispositif  refers to the constellation of institutional practices and 
mechanisms, as well as beliefs and knowledge structures, that create 
and maintain conditions of possibility and power within the human-
itarian field (see, for example, Bigo, 2008: 37–8). In this way, human-
itarian catastrophe response comprises a field of actors, agencies and 
networks, with their own subjectivity and rituals based on ideology. 
This apparatus calls forth the  conditions  of humanitarian action and 
need to which collectively, and in competition, they seek to provide 
solutions (Duffield, 2010: 56).  

  Humanitarian frames and representations in 
disaster interventions 

 The analysed textual fragments, forming part of the US disaster 
discourse, provide evidence in the puzzle of US intervention(s) in Haiti. 
However, the statements also served as influential representations in 
constructing how the international audience perceived post-disaster 
Haiti. This chapter thus also seeks vigilance in Haiti’s representations. 
In fact, most people reading this, the researcher included, were not in 
Haiti on the ground when disaster struck. Rather, they have had to 
rely on the view of others, on the conceptions and representations of 
the disaster of those whose voices could be heard. Reality, as well as 
disaster reality, is a complex combination of representational frame-
works. What happened in Haiti has thus been represented to most 
of us. Our experience of reality always demands representation, and 
is derived from representational frameworks engulfed in social and 
cultural expectations. Representation reveals attitudes, anticipations 
and models of the world order upon which a conception of reality can 
be built. In this case, especially influential were humanitarian models 
of the global order, as well as hegemonic representation by those in 
charge: in the US army taking the lead in the Haiti disaster, their repre-
sentational frameworks also became highly activated on a global level, 
as well as their ability to construct what could be conceived as the 
Port-au-Prince ‘normal’ or ‘truth’. These meaning-making frameworks 
in Haiti were tacit and invisible  frames  for actions. 

 Frames are active ingredients in seeing and understanding the 
world, as well as disasters. The concept of framing is linked to the legal 
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authoritative depiction of the subject. For Ervin Goffman (1974), the 
father of frame theory, frames answer the question: ‘under what condi-
tions do we think things are true?’ Frames thus provide criteria and 
proof for truth and knowledge. They function as elementary cognitive 
structures guiding how we are able to see reality. Frames provide inter-
pretation schemes whereby the meaning of reality can be structured. 
For Goffman, they are not consciously manufactured, but are rather 
adopted as part of an unconscious process. Lakoff (2004), then again, 
has discussed frames as discursive tools, portraying them as mental 
structures that shape the way we see the world, and consequently 
shaping the normative ways one acts and wants others to act. For Lakoff 
(2004: xv) frames form part of the cognitive unconscious, structures 
in our brains that we cannot point to, but that exist as common sense. 
Neta Crawford (2002: 20) has conceptualized frames as reiterative repre-
sentations: ‘In mimetic meta-arguments, actors who are struggling to 
characterize or frame the situation accomplish their ends by drawing 
vivid pictures of the “reality”’. So, for instance, through differentiating 
between one’s own situational safety and exaggeration of the chaos 
of the other, a need for intervention could meta-argumentatively be 
framed. By framing Haiti as a nation that lies outside of modernity and 
progress, the discourses have not only served to devalue Haitian lives, 
but also have been instrumental in efforts to render Haiti governable in 
ways that are amenable to the interests of more powerful actors, both 
locally and internationally (Mullings et al., 2010: 285). Aaltola (2009: 
164–5) has suggested that the humanitarian framing of the distant other 
is based ultimately on memorial combinatorics of past sufferings and 
humanitarian actions. Memorial combinations are both ingredients in 
legitimizing the action and a reminder of purposeful past situations. 
This would imply that humanitarian political mobilizations as well as 
humanitarian knowledge are based on shared and powerful inter-subjec-
tive recognition(s) of the humanitarian past. There is a representational 
register of past mobilization, and the political skill involved in human-
itarian mobilization is combining the right humanitarian imagery and 
knowledge, inspiring either to action or inaction (2009: 166).  

  Social construction of disasters and distress 

 The 2010 earthquake in Haiti was a natural event with significant and 
disastrous social consequences and massive international recognition. 
However, the fact that the US, with its global power, political posi-
tion and influence, took such a high-powered interest in it cannot be 
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disregarded as a contributing factor influencing the social construc-
tion and global perceptions of the scope of the destruction, and of the 
events that ensued. Natural disasters are entwined in a complex web 
of social and cultural elements that affect the representational frame-
works of the events and the bodies that suffer the pains. Disasters come 
into existence in the material and the social worlds, in a hybrid space 
between them, at an intersection of nature and culture (Oliver-Smith, 
2002: 24–5). Disasters are thus both events and processes and can 
‘ fragment into different and conflicting sets of circumstances and 
interpretations’ (ibid.). In this light, different interpretations of 
disaster realities can emerge for specific purposes or goals of different 
 humanitarian agents. 

 It is important to note that not in all cases do the positioning, scope, 
and effects invite global media and political attention – or is a disaster 
even recognized (Middleton and O’Keefe, 1998). In recognizing a disaster 
or problem as specifically devastating, knowledge and social condi-
tions for future action can be produced. Also Quarantelli (1985: 48) has 
proposed that the ‘reality’ of a disaster is established only by its social 
consequences and recognition. And in this regard, some disasters have 
become globally much more  recognized  than others. Naturally, the scope 
of the destruction and suffering plays a significant part in the recogni-
tion of disasters, but also their geographical and economic positioning. 
Haiti’s destruction and pain, linked to its geographical position as well 
as historical legacies, made for an especially recognition-conducive 
climate. Disaster recognition can thus follow the age-old rule of nearest 
is dearest, either ideologically or geographically. 

 Philosopher Alain Badiou (2005) has theorized that an event can 
come to exist only when it inspires its subjects to wager upon it by 
naming it as one. Thus, the process by which, and in which, a disaster 
is recognized is significant. The framing on and of a specific disaster 
can in this light procedurally contribute towards its becoming an 
event in the first place. Within its recognition, the disaster can develop 
and become embedded in international politics. Within the political 
process that the disaster creates, the various influential voices framing 
the disaster can then be studied in the framework of Foucault’s (1980) 
power/knowledge – the hegemonic framing of the disaster producing 
a regime of truth. Via distributing knowledge (or the ‘truth’) on a 
disaster, one can use power upon the disaster setting. The emphasis 
here lies on the relations of power which certain representations make 
possible. The sufferers, as well as the spectators, are conditioned by 
language and discourse. 
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 Victims of disasters are often ideologically interpellated through 
humanitarian frames – chaos, violence and vulnerability often being 
key to their transformation into actors in disaster interventions. These 
subaltern disaster subjects could thus be interpellated by the ideology of 
the hegemonic discourse. Through misrecognition, one can become an 
object to power. As such, key statements by the US government in the 
early days after the earthquake worked in constituting Haitians as vola-
tile and vulnerable. In this way, the United States and other ‘assisting’ 
governments, aided by the media, made it possible for Haitians to be 
constructed as prone to violence and irrationality, and in need of mili-
tary intervention and containment.

Secretary of State Clinton portrays this by the following statement:

  it’s too dangerous. It’s too – I mean, we talked about that, and the 
military’s assessment is that – our first question was can you para-
chute aid in, boxes. You can do that in rural areas. But in urban areas, 
it causes riots. (U.S. State Department, 2010a)   

 Thus, Haiti, with its people in such dire straits, disposed to crimi-
nality and conflict, and a major source of trafficking and human 
smuggling, became necessary for the US to ‘secure’ before the needed 
medical supplies, food and water could be distributed to the injured and 
displaced. Sadly, the above account is a common perception of Haiti. 
And not only of Haiti, but of many developing regions alike. 

 However, in the same way as disasters can be seen as socially 
constructible, even disaster distress should be seen as part of combi-
natory  representative frameworks. Especially French sociologist Luc 
Boltansky (1999) has suggested that only certain types of suffering 
are even today recognized as ‘real’ while other forms are dismissed. 
He states that ‘within the realm of political struggles the conflict of 
beliefs supporting pity corresponds to a conflict over the identification 
of the unfortunates whose cause is to be judged politically worthy’ 
(Boltansky, 1999: 100). Suffering thus needs to be configured as recog-
nizable in order to conduce action. From this perspective, suffering 
needs to be branded and marketed to both the sufferers and the inter-
veners. The recognition depends upon the norms of cultural intelli-
gibility. While others are saved on a massive scale, some vulnerable 
bodies are constructed as bodies that do not ‘matter’. The vulnerability 
of these bodies is thus not acknowledged. In Haiti, the intervention 
was to a large extent justified by suffering and un-safety of people. 
However, in disaster narratives, certain gendered sufferings of women 
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and children often trump those of the men. Especially those young and 
more mobile men looking to exit the island. As such, in order to make a 
point of the penultimate suffering, disaster rhetoric often concentrates 
on the most vulnerable victim populations: possibly in order to secure 
future acceptance for the engagement or in order to locate Haitians 
in the repertoire of recognizable suffering in which these sufferers 
needed to be constructed for the intervention to be legitimated. In the 
following example, the victim of choice for Secretary of State Clinton 
was orphans:

  [C]hildren are especially vulnerable in any disaster, especially those 
without parents or other guardians to look after them. This devas-
tating earthquake has left many in need of assistance, and their 
welfare is of paramount concern as we move forward with our rescue 
and relief efforts. (U.S. State Department, 2010b)   

 The US assistance was thus declaratorily ordained at protecting the 
most vulnerable, especially women and children, and at maintaining 
essential social services. However, after the disaster, and after the 
‘fog’ of disaster cleared, there were clear signs of the aid not being 
 distributed equally. Search-and-rescue teams concentrated on areas 
deemed more ‘secure’, that is richer areas, and aid was distributed 
mostly in temporary settlements (Julmy, 2011). Victims soon found 
that in order to gain aid, they needed to conform to certain character-
istics, for example, confine themselves to camps. The most vulnerable 
elements of the population, the wounded, the children and those in 
temporary settlements were focused on. Yet this focus caused people 
to move into camps more and more, and ‘spontaneous settlements 
began to mushroom in size and pop up near towns and on the sides 
of roads, in places where aid workers could not fail to notice them’ 
(Julmy, 2011). The victims were thus re-created by the intervener, and 
for the intervener.  

  Haiti and the US – a complex relationship of proximity 

 Entanglements in complex emergencies are often informed by a partic-
ular morality and case-specific historically conditioned sensitivities. At 
first glance, it would appear that the heightened US (and global) atten-
tion towards Haiti had to do with Haiti’s proximity to the US. As is the 
case in many humanitarian actions, even here neighbouring distress was 
raised above another, the choice being made on the basis of proximity. 
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A neighbouring human being is often more crucial to save than a far-off 
one – or, also importantly, a strategically positioned ally. When disaster 
strikes in areas with such strategic importance grief for the victims may 
become magnified, as exemplified below by President Obama:

  America has a continued responsibility to act. Our nation has a 
unique capacity to reach out quickly and broadly and to deliver assis-
tance that can save lives. That responsibility obviously is magnified 
when the devastation that’s been suffered is so near to us. Haitians 
are our neighbors in the Americas, and for Americans they are family 
and friends. (The White House, 2010b)   

 As simplified in the quotation above, the responsibility to act 
was  magnified by the proximity of Haiti, hinting at the age-old 
nearest-is-dearest syndrome overriding humanitarian long-distance 
compassion. This seemingly common-sensical morality would imply 
that we cannot simply watch and stand idly by as our neighbouring 
people perish. However, those who are helped, in contrast to those who 
are not, are highly political and differentiated questions (Butler, 2004, 
2009). They demand political choices, made centrally, about who is 
valuable, deserving of intervention in the face of ‘common humanity’, 
and whose lives in Judith Butler’s words are grievable. 

 Within the post-disaster statements, besides proximity, the deep 
 historical ties between the US and Haiti were also often accentuated. 
Indeed, as early as 1868, US President Andrew Johnson suggested 
the annexation of the island of Hispaniola – present-day Haiti and 
the Dominican Republic – to secure a US presence in the Caribbean. 
But it was not until 1915 that the United States finally invaded Haiti. 
And since then, the US has played a direct role in shaping the coun-
try’s destiny. The US withdrew from Haiti in 1934 as part of President 
Franklin Roosevelt’s ‘Good Neighbour Policy’, which stressed coopera-
tion and trade, over military force, to maintain stability in the Americas. 
Nevertheless, the United States, for example, forcefully backed the 
notorious dictator François Duvalier from 1957 to 1971, as well as his 
son Jean-Claude, who ruled thereafter until 1986, as they provided an 
anti-communist  alternative to Castro’s Cuba. Consequently, during the 
Duvalier era boatloads of Haitians fled to the US. The US government 
welcomed the refugees at first. Yet, with growing numbers and pressure 
at the southern coastal borders in the 1970s and 1980s, the attitude 
shifted to a policy of interception and return (Buschschluter, 2010).  
Also, throughout the 1970s and 1980s, Haiti was subjected to neoliberal 
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restructuring and became a testing site for  inter alia  the World Bank’s 
new economic and development models. These structural changes 
predictably forced Haitian peasants who could no longer survive in 
agriculture into major cities, especially Port-au-Prince. During this 
time, Haiti’s absolute poverty within the population is estimated to 
have grown from 50 per cent to 80 per cent. The city of Port-au-Prince 
became increasingly over-populated and slum areas grew exponentially, 
where cheap and poorly constructed housing was erected (Robinson, 
1996: 269–72). This housing and poverty was later blamed for the large 
amount of fatalities as disaster struck in 2010. Even with the later failure 
of the neoliberal project in Haiti, and the fall of the Duvalier dictator-
ships, the United States remained active in the internal structuring of 
the country (Robinson, 1996). 

 In general, the US refugee policy towards Haiti was condemned by 
human rights organizations and the UN as racist and against interna-
tional humanitarian law. The Guantanamo base was used as a collec-
tion centre for boat refugees, and a forced repatriation programme has 
been in effect since 1981. The refugee programme was named by pres-
ident Aristide as a ‘floating Berlin wall’ (ibid.). The vocal Aristide was 
ousted by a military regime in 1991, leading to a new wave of Haitian 
refugees seeking to enter the US. Faced with an ever-growing stream of 
refugees landing on Florida shores, President Bill Clinton sent a US-led 
intervention force to Haiti in 1994, and remained in the country for 
two years. Following the intervention, Jean-Bertrand Aristide returned 
to office and was re-elected twice, in 2004 by 75 per cent of the elec-
torate. However, Arisitide’s presidency was overthrown again by a 
coup in 2004. There has been a strong Brazil-led UN military presence 
(MINUSTAH) in the country ever since. Against this background, it 
seems almost troubling when President Obama declares ‘to the Haitian 
people, I say today, as you embark on the heavy work ahead, you will 
continue to have a steady and reliable partner in the United States of 
America’ (The White House, 2010d). So far, the partnership has been 
hardly steady, and far from reliable.  

  US disaster-ism and 2010 Haiti 

 Humanitarian and development policy, guided by both values and 
national interests, forms a tangible and substantial bulk of the USA’s 
foreign policy. The direct political concerns regarding the allocation 
of aid include US foreign policy concerns and reservations about the 
potential recipient state, as well as domestic political concern about 
the political and media climate at home (Drury et al., 2005: 457–9). 
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Thus, the choices for action, or inaction, at least in the case of funding, 
are made in a very political environment. US global risk and disaster 
management action can thus be conceived of both as a technical 
 exercise and as a complex enterprise inherently related to power and 
values. In this context, Kelman and Koukis (2000), Kelman (2003) and 
Pelling and Dill (2009) have studied the power of disaster diplomacy 
and possibilities for post-disaster political change. The tendency of 
seeking post-disaster political advantage can be exemplified  inter alia  
by the US assistance provided in the Bam earthquake in Iran in 2003 
and the South Asian earthquake in Kashmir in 2005. The aid’s function 
was not only to alleviate suffering, but also to help US allies in the fight 
against Islamist extremism. The policy was thus constructed as domes-
tically relevant, at the same time as attempting to win over hearts and 
minds in the region. 

 In the case of Haiti, the US response was generally portrayed as 
successful and life saving. Even a couple of months after the earth-
quake, the President took great pride in the US intervention by stating: 
‘They saved lives – countless lives – of men and women and  children’ 
(The White House, 2010d). However, it is often neglected that in most 
disaster cases, most of the survivors are saved by other local  survivors, 
and not by international crews. It has been reported that generally 
around 85 to 90 per cent of earthquake survivors are rescued by the local 
 population within 72 hours of the disaster (Vu and Pant, 2008: 120). 
However, this thinking was not present within the US discourse, or 
in the media mirroring their representations. In contrast, the global 
position and sovereignty of Haiti in the disaster process was question-
able to say the least. The Haitian leadership, clearly in a  shambles, was 
contrasted to the able and functioning leadership of the USA. This was 
prevalent not only in the ‘securing’, that is, taking control of the airport 
and logistics, but also in highlighting the United States’ unique capacity 
to react and deliver in saving lives. Within this frame of US leadership 
and Western efficacy, a vast military presence could be deployed to 
maintain control and security. So, although Haiti is a sovereign country 
with a UN  military presence and its own countrymen and women taking 
care of much of the life saving, there was scarce problem atization of 
the heavy US military and coast guard involvement. 

 Especially during the first days of the rescue mission, Port-au-Prince 
was flooded with military personnel and equipment. The military pres-
ence was imposing:

  Several Coast Guard cutters are already there providing everything 
from basic services like water, to vital technical support for this massive 
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logistical operation. Elements of the Army’s 82nd Airborne Division 
will arrive today. We’re also deploying a Marine Expeditionary Unit, 
the aircraft carrier USS Carl Vinson, and the Navy’s hospital ship, the 
Comfort. (The White House, 2010a)   

 This deployment occurred for the most part in the name of saving 
lives. Consequently, one may argue, even the rescue dialectic was 
heavily reminiscent of military interventionist discourse. The admin-
istration was directed to ‘launch’ a ‘swift, coordinated and aggressive 
effort’ in Haiti. The involvement of imposing aircraft carriers and the 
hospital ship  USNS Comfort  also added to the shock-and-awe approach 
to the  international humanitarian spectacle which this Haitian drama 
became. The magnitude of the US response and the imposing fleet 
of helicopters and military equipment sent clear messages in them-
selves of dominance, not only in Haiti but also to the world at large. 
Such messages were further highlighted through the discourse that 
further constructs their existence: ‘Patients are being taken on board 
via  helicopter, and treated. The Comfort adds to what is one of the 
largest international rescue and relief efforts in history’ (Clinton, 20 
January 2010). 

 The Haiti enterprise could in the US also be seen as a post-Katrina test 
of disaster response. The statements highlight how ‘brave’ US rescue 
workers work ‘around the clock’ in providing ‘heart-warming scenes’ of 
search and rescue. In fact, search-and-rescue missions and deployments 
for the benefit of those still stuck in the rubble formed a large bulk of 
the relief man-hours as well as relief spending the US provided in the 
first days after the shock. This is a common trend, as many countries 
specifically deploy search-and-rescue missions to disaster areas. These 
teams are then followed closely in domestic media, as saving even 
one victim that has, against all odds, survived for days provides for 
tear-jerking marketable images of effective efforts as well as national 
pride for those saving them: much more so than erecting latrines, or 
providing much needed water supplies. The imagery of disaster success 
and national pride could thus be seen in contrast to the uproar that the 
previous administration caused by the less successful imagery of New 
Orleans. The representative frameworks, even on a global scale, could 
be seen as part of a domestic political continuum: one president and 
administration distancing themselves from another. 

 The situation in Haiti was characterized to the US public as ‘messy’, 
relating perhaps to the fog of disaster, and there was a strong call for 
coordination and leadership. Many disaster responses prior to Haiti, 
such as Katrina and the Southeast Asian tsunami, have been criticized 
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heavily for lacking in relief coordination. The UN has worked hard on 
coordination issues, but in Haiti, the situation was again similar to past 
mega-disasters. Too many aid agencies competing, rather than collabo-
rating, to save the most lives. In this way, the imposing US taking control 
filled a humanitarian power vacuum of sorts. In the words of President 
Obama (The White House, 2010a), ‘This is one of those moments that 
calls out for American leadership.’ The US was thus answering an inter-
national plea for leadership and coordination. However, since the arrival 
of the military, and its taking control of air traffic, several aid missions 
were prevented from arriving at the airport in Port-au-Prince. France 
and the Caribbean community both made their complaints public 
via the international media (see e.g. Sheridan and Ruane, 2010). UN 
World Food Program flights were also turned away on two consecutive 
days, as US military flights as well as those carrying high-ranking US 
administrators and officers were ‘better equipped’ to land at the airport 
(Thomas, 2010: 11).  

  A bipolar intervention of compassion and containment 

 But was US action in fact coordination, or was it control? Agier (2010) 
has implied that humanitarianism can become a totalitarianism with 
the power of giving and taking away life, the functionality of the 
 interventions lying much more with control than with care (Agier, 
2010: 34). Among the first to be deployed from the US were military 
and coast guard ships. One of the main purposes of these ships was 
to encircle Haiti in order to prevent refugees escaping and fleeing to 
the United States (McKinley, 2010: A11), thus controlling the lives and 
‘better futures’ of those wanting to flee the destruction. The power over 
valuable life was in the hands of the military and coast guard. Barry 
R. Posen (1996: 72) has relatedly studied the diminished constraints 
on the exercise of military power in the service of ‘good’ within the 
linkages between refugee disasters and military intervention. Posen 
identified this tendency especially in the context of controlling migra-
tory flows and internal displacement. In these same lines, Michael 
Barnett (2001) has identified a widening of activities of the UNHCR in 
the internal circumstances of refugee-producing countries under the 
auspices of humanitarianism. This expanding humanitarian umbrella, 
Barnett suggests, can be seen as part of a wider policy of human contain-
ment and as a threat to refugee rights. In this way, the compassion and 
care provided and exemplified by the US disaster intervention could 
also belong to a politics of ‘containment’, containing migratory flows 
coming from an area. Haiti is home to nine million people, at least 
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one million of whom became homeless in the earthquake. Many people 
have relatives in the United States and it does not take long to put two 
and two together and see the potential for a mass movement of people 
to the ‘mainland’. Yet the naturalized, almost global, conception in 
Haiti was that the military was there only to help Haiti. This image was 
quite possibly to a large extent constructed in the imposing representa-
tional frameworks reiterating this message. 

 On the level of rhetoric, the US response in Haiti was very much born 
out of compassion and out of a respect for a shared humanity. Disasters 
in this view pose a challenge to humanity-based morality practices, 
where disaster interventionism is seen as human duty or a feature of 
a human civilization/polity. From this humanity perspective, disaster 
interventions and humanitarian action are constructed as a (Western) 
moral responsibility. Within this frame,  disaster interventionism , even 
military, is condoned in the face of common humanity, saving lives 
and, in the words of Secretary Clinton (U.S. State Department, 2010b), 
getting ‘more aid more quickly to more people’. 

 Compassion, or more specifically humanitarian compassion for the 
distant other, was in effect one of the main driving forces President 
Obama identified behind the intervention in Haiti. This was implied  inter 
alia  in a statement by President Obama made four days after the quake: 
‘Indeed, those wrenching scenes of devastation remind us not only of 
our common humanity but also of our common responsibilities. This 
time of suffering can and must be a time of compassion’ (The White 
House, 2010c). In modern international politics, compassion plays an 
obvious role, with various interventions being justified through dramatic 
descriptions of suffering and pain. Susan Sontag (2004) has argued in 
 Regarding the   Pain of   Others  that compassion is what one can feel when 
one is  overwhelmed by a painful spectacle. Compassion can evolve into 
a zenith of affective agency towards distant others, leading it to be, at 
least rhetorically, a major building block of international humanitarian 
agency (see also, for example, Aaltola, 2009). As a response to suffering, 
 compassion can measure the value of objects in terms of government 
capacity not to turn one’s head away but rather to become obliged and 
involved in a narrative of rescue and amelioration (Berlant, 2004: 7). 

 In addressing the world, on behalf of the devastated people of Haiti, 
Clinton produces several marketable and recognizable images, where 
those affected could be commodified:

  More than a million [people] are homeless. Hundreds of thousands 
live in temporary camps without enough food or sufficient access 
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to sanitation. Nearly every government agency has been destroyed 
along with universities, hospitals, and primary schools, which we 
know are the foundations to a nation’s long-term progress. Close to a 
million young people were preparing to enter the job market within 
five years. Now their opportunities have crumbled while the need for 
jobs has multiplied. (U.S. State Department, 2010c)   

 In constructing the Haitians as destitute, the crucial role of the human-
itarian action as well as the intervention can be deciphered. Not only is 
Secretary of State Clinton here exemplifying why the intervention was 
so necessary, she is also contrasting Haiti with a functioning society, 
with functioning infrastructure and social services, where young people 
can get jobs. Haiti is thus in itself ‘known’ to be a catastrophe that 
cannot provide for its citizens, especially for the young, who stereo-
typically are the ones creating unrest and mobility in a dysfunctional 
society. 

 Thus, when triangulating reasoning and narrative behind the US 
intervention, besides compassion, one can also decipher a fear. A fear 
of contagion, perpetual crisis and mass-flight. This containing emotion 
was especially apparent in the statements pertaining to the reasons for 
intervening: ‘we need Haiti to succeed. What happens there has reper-
cussions far beyond its borders’ (ibid.). In the days and weeks following 
the earthquake, it seemed like containment became one of the primary 
concerns of the United States. The MINUSTAH forces were quickly 
joined by the US coast guard. Also, within 72 hours of the earthquake, 
a large US aircraft carrier arrived off the coast of Port-au-Prince. It did 
not carry with it supplies of food or water (Padgett, 2010). Rather, the 
aircraft carrier served as the base for the US military’s campaign of 
refugee deterrence and surveillance. In this aim, a cargo plane made 
daily five-hour-long sorties transmitting Creole audio messages and 
distributing leaflets up and down the coastline warning Haitians not to 
seek refuge via the sea (McKinley, 2010: A11). This deterring discourse 
also took place among the US leadership:

  If the effort to rebuild is slow or insufficient, if it is marked by 
conflict, lack of coordination, or lack of transparency, then the chal-
lenges that have plagued Haiti for years could erupt with regional 
and global consequences. Before the earthquake, migration drained 
Haiti of many talented citizens, many of whom live in our country. 
If new jobs and opportunity do not emerge, even more people will 
leave. (U.S. State Department, 2010c)   
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 Clinton’s quotation above builds upon the fear of contagion and 
mass movement due to crisis and forced displacement. Mobility and 
 migration have been seen as coping mechanisms for environmental 
and societal destruction (Castles, 2003: 14–15). There have been 
claims that there could be up to 50 million environmental refugees 
in the world, trying to escape the effects of natural and man-made 
disasters of various sorts (see, for example, Myers and Kent, 1995). The 
containment discourse can feed upon the conception of migration 
being Haitian people’s only option out of their misery. However, many 
refugee experts reject such visions and argue that their main purpose is 
to shock Western governments into taking action to protect the envi-
ronment and, most importantly, their borders (Castles, 2003). 

 While mobility, internally into camps, was encouraged by the 
humanitarian action, and large-scale movement of people was orches-
trated by the US inside Haiti, international mobility, at least towards 
the US, seemed to be very much out of the question. The US seemed 
here to want to contain the crisis within the borders of Haiti. Zygmunt 
Bauman has relatedly argued that human mobility has become a 
powerful, coveted, and forcefully stratifying element of global polity 
(Bauman, 1998: 9). While the global economic and political elites of the 
North are able to pass any borders they wish, the poor and miserable are 
contained (ibid.: 74). Duffield (2010: 62–3) has implied that (Western) 
containment of global undocumented circulation has risen markedly. 
This tendency has, at the same time, eroded the ability of the world’s 
poor and marginalized to circulate in order to find more fertile grounds 
for prosperity. According to Duffield, modern migration management 
has consequently resulted in a global lockdown of the world’s poor and 
‘containment of underdeveloped life’ (ibid.). 

 The above would imply that the interests in combating starvation 
and deprivation are not those of the victims, but those of the inter-
vening state, and that in doing so, they are also protecting these states 
from unwanted migration. Similarly, in deploying a massive militarily 
induced relief effort to Haiti, the US is reassuring a population of nine 
million and a homeless population of one million (including the vola-
tile unemployed young from above) that hope and assistance is on the 
way. Through flooding the streets and coast with the military and the 
coast guard, even an imagery of containment was provided, not only for 
Haiti but for Americans as well: that in taking control of the airport and 
the waters, it was also possible to control the spreading of the problem. 
In addition, in the reassurance that basic provisions will be dealt with, 
and that the engagement will be a durable one, the discourse can be 
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seen as containing movements through positive frames. Consequently, 
in seeking to aid and secure the people of Haiti, one can also see a 
racist biopolitical remote-controlling of the people, to keep them where 
they are. Foucault (1979: 93) has summarized biopower as the ‘subjuga-
tion of bodies and ... control of populations’. It is a form of power that 
 disseminates through society as an effective tool in power relations to 
normalize social acts and the conduct of populations. Biopower is ulti-
mately about ‘the power to make live’, whereas sovereign power must 
enact ‘the right to kill’ (Foucault, 2003: 240–7). However, sovereign 
power can circulate within biopower within certain exceptions, racism 
being one of them (ibid.: 255). Racism within policy making allows 
biopower to discriminate between populations that would be subject 
to technologies of life and those that would not (Kelly, 2004: 62). 
However, for Agamben ‘the production of a biopolitical body is the 
original activity of sovereign power’ (Agamben, 1998: 6). Humanitarian 
containment practices such as refugee camps and extra-legal deten-
tion centres, that is, Guantanamo for Haitians, tend to reduce the lives 
that they contain to bare, or politically less qualified, life. Thus, what 
constitutes sovereign power is the zoning of life reduced to its biolog-
ical minimum rather than the killing of life as such (De Larrinaga and 
Doucet, 2008: 521). Through the zoning of aid, and the containment of 
undesirable migration, life was not taken as such; however, within the 
biopolitical control that the response had upon the population, certain 
Haitians could identify themselves as invaluable, unidentifiable, and as 
lives not worth saving.  

  Conclusions 

 Haiti’s disaster was bound by theories on the global and social human-
itarian order. Disaster discourse holds the reiterative power to ‘produce’ 
disasters and its gallery of figures through its descriptive regulation. 
In the shaping of Haiti’s disaster process, many domestic and interna-
tional interlocutors intervened and (re)constructed further the disaster 
and the humanitarian interests involved. There, the disaster (as a polit-
ical process) could even become larger than the sum of its parts. In 
Haiti, knowledge of the disaster and of the response was bound by 
 representations. The Haiti humanitarian response – its modes and 
representations – was largely socially constructed in the situational 
knowledge of those intervening. The intentions of the interventions 
were quite different in the statements from what one could decipher 
from the ground. Indeed, the very framing and recognition of the Haiti 
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earthquake opened up a global political space for massive humani-
tarian action, which ultimately ended up controlling and containing 
the movement of Haitian people. Thus, it was hardly only the interna-
tionally much accentuated ‘common humanity’ of the people which 
provided the demand for acting, but rather historical baggage, regional 
power play, as well as fears of contagion and human mobility (see, for 
example, Butler and Spivak, 2007). Haiti’s disaster was thus bound by 
theories on the global and social humanitarian order – some lives are 
judged more important than others. Even though, rhetorically, the US 
intervention took shape for the benefit of ‘shared humanity’, and there 
were clear efforts and actions of saving lives, the Haiti intervention 
itself was rather guided by compassionate containment and control.      
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   Saving lives and alleviating suffering are the first acts in the aftermath 
of a humanitarian emergency. This response is usually conceived as a 
short-term reaction that involves several actors inside and outside the 
affected area: states, international organizations, NGOs, and private 
entities. However, especially in the event of natural disasters, it is 
very difficult to draw a line between when the emergency ends and 
long-lasting assistance, aiming at a full recovery of the affected country 
or region, starts. Since humanitarian emergencies produce complex 
situations, it is of paramount importance to have a coherent frame-
work in which each actor can contribute promptly and effectively to 
the overall effort. 

 According to Albala-Bertrand (2000), there are two types of activities 
in the aftermath of a natural disaster: relief and rehabilitation activities. 
The main goal of the first is to offer the population all the provisions 
to satisfy the basic needs: material relief, such as shelters, medicines, 
water and food, and non-material relief, such as psychological support 
to deal with human and material losses. The latter aims at repairing 
pre-existing infrastructures, such as roads and communications. These 
two main activities are strictly intertwined: it is impossible to succeed in 
relief without taking into consideration rehabilitation and vice versa. 

 We chose to look at the above aspects in the EU–UN cooperation in 
humanitarian aid. On the one hand, the UN has always been regarded 
as the most important humanitarian organization, with a long expe-
rience on the ground in practically all the areas of the world. On the 
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other hand, since the end of the Cold War, the EU has increased its pres-
ence in humanitarian aid, representing nowadays one of the world’s 
most important providers of aid, through the European Community 
Humanitarian Office (ECHO), and becoming an important partner for 
the UN. 

 There are several questions that the EU–UN cooperation raises in 
the challenging field of humanitarian aid: are these two organizations 
working within a planned and coherent framework? Or is their coop-
eration mainly ad hoc? Is humanitarian aid, especially in the case of 
natural and unforeseen disasters, developed through standardized and 
institutionalized sets of measures or not? 

 This chapter seeks to contribute answers to these questions. First, it 
offers a theoretical approach which frames the EU–UN cooperation 
in humanitarian aid. Second, it looks at the main EU–UN documents 
describing the growing importance of the development and implemen-
tation of multilateral coordination mechanisms in order to successfully 
cope with complex emergency situations. There follows a description 
of the Haiti earthquake in January 2010 as an interesting case study 
of where to look for EU–UN cooperation features in responding to an 
emergency. Finally, in the light of this case study, the last part of the 
chapter draws some considerations from the degree of appropriateness 
of approaching the EU–UN cooperation from the theoretical viewpoint 
presented at the beginning.  

  A regime approach to EU–UN humanitarian 
aid cooperation 

 Two trends emerged in humanitarian aid after the end of the Cold War: 
on the one side, several diverse formal and informal networks contrib-
uted to humanitarian aid, sharing in general the same approaches 
and goals. The UN has made its contribution with the Millennium 
Development Goals, while the EU uses the 2005 Consensus on 
Development and the 2007 Code of Conduct on Division of Labour. 
The second trend has been described by Barder et al. (2010: 3) as ‘don’t 
just harmonise, multilaterise’: resources should be channelled in an 
effective way through multilateral cooperation. In this second trend, 
we can place Biscop’s definition (2004: 27) of effective multilateralism 
as ‘an effective system of global governance’, which shows the need 
for solving humanitarian and development issues on a global and 
multilateral level. In this system, the EU and the UN, as multilateral 
organizations (Laatikainen and Smith, 2006), contribute to finding 
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effective solutions in humanitarian aid through their cooperation. The 
Commission communication entitled ‘The European Union and the 
United Nations: The Choice of Multilateralism’ goes in this direction: 
one of the key passages states that ‘taking international co-operation as 
a precondition for meeting numerous global challenges, the EU has a 
clear interest in supporting the continuous evolution and improvement 
of the tools of global governance’ (European Commission, 2003). In the 
document, the UN is described as the backbone/pivot of the multilat-
eral system and, on this basis, the EU shows its willingness to help the 
UN in providing global governance in the fields of sustainable develop-
ment, poverty reduction, security, humanitarian issues and peace. 

 The choice of multilateralism in humanitarian aid calls for strong 
cooperation between the EU and the UN in this field, since multilater-
alism itself involves a high degree of coordination of relations among 
organizations. Barder et al. (2003: 5–6) describe five elements (effective-
ness, efficiency, legitimacy, accountability, and adaptability) as useful 
instruments to evaluate the EU–UN collaboration:

   Effective: the governance of the aid system should improve the effec- ●

tiveness of the aid system as a whole. This means it has to address 
issues which improve collective outcomes, while leaving to the 
discretion of developing countries and their development partners 
those questions which are best resolved individually.  
  Efficient: the governance arrangements should be efficient as well as  ●

effective, avoiding unnecessary cost for donors or recipients.  
  Legitimate, fair and decent: the governance system must be legit- ●

imate, representing all affected stakeholders, setting rules that apply 
equally to everyone, treating every stakeholder with respect. It should 
respect the rights of nation states, both as recipients and as donors, 
while achieving better collective outcomes than could be achieved 
without governance.  
  Transparent and accountable: good governance must be transparent  ●

and accountable to stakeholders. These qualities underpin effective-
ness and legitimacy, as well as the ability of the system to adapt.  
  Adaptive: finally, the governance of aid must not only address the  ●

world as it finds it today, but also ensure that it is fit for purpose 
in the future. As the environment continues to change, so the aid 
system should evolve with it. The aid system has been handicapped 
by institutional arrangements that have been hard to change. The 
response to rapid changes in context – most notably the arrival of 
new kinds of donors – has been to add complexity rather than to 
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simplify and evolve. The aid system must be organized in a way that 
allows, and indeed forces, it to adapt more quickly as circumstances 
change.    

 Given these characteristics and taking into consideration Krasner’s 
classic definition of regimes, we argue that humanitarian aid can be 
described as a type of goods coordination regime. Indeed, the web 
of shared principles, rules, action mechanisms existing among the 
various actors involved in humanitarian aid seems to fit the idea of 
regimes stated by Krasner (1982: 185), as it satisfies the demand for ‘a 
set of implicit or explicit principles, norms, rules and decision-making 
 procedures around which actors’ expectations converge in a given area 
of international relations’. On the basis of this definition, in the inter-
national humanitarian cooperation field, we argue that it is through the 
process of managing the possible interactions between actors’ activities 
and on-going processes (coordination) that humanitarian aid (goods, in 
a general sense) is provided. Indeed, as Willke (2007: 17) points out:

  coordination – or a coordination regime – is the condition for coop-
eration to take place. Cooperation aims to coordinate operations 
directed toward a common goal. Obviously, the intended goal is only 
expected to be attainable or attainable in a better (more efficient or 
more effective) way through the combined effort of various actors, 
or else there would be no need for cooperation. Particularly under 
circumstances of distributed expertise, knowledge, competencies 
etc., under conditions of specialization and functional differentia-
tion of systems, cooperation makes sense because it produces results 
that cannot be obtained by single actors.   

 Barder’s five elements described above may well fit the approach of 
international humanitarian aid as a goods coordination regime. As 
Willke suggests, a higher degree of effectiveness and efficacy underlies 
the drive for cooperation. In addition, legitimacy and accountability 
should be accounted for at each stage and adaptability is, in general, 
a main characteristic of regimes. Finally, this wording is very much 
in use in the main documents describing the EU–UN engagement in 
 humanitarian aid, as the following section shows.  

  Reciprocal needs, similar agenda 

 In this section we analyse a selection of documents that show the way 
the EU and the UN have conceived their humanitarian aid cooperation 
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since the 1990s. In particular, the documents describe how the EU 
and the UN follow a similar agenda and policies in strengthening the 
five elements described by Barder et al. and in seeking to coordinate 
 multilateral aid. 

 In December 1991, UN General Assembly Resolution 46/182 
(United Nations, 2012a) aimed at strengthening the coordination of 
UN  humanitarian emergency assistance by outlining the response 
to complex emergencies and humanitarian and natural disasters. 
Furthermore, it called for an improvement in the overall effectiveness 
of humanitarian operations in the field. In addition, the resolution 
established the high-level position of the Emergency Relief Coordinator 
(ERC) as a focal point for humanitarian emergencies, as well as the 
Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC), the Consolidated Appeals 
Process and the Central Emergency Response Fund as key coordina-
tion tools and mechanisms of the ERC. Shortly after the adoption of 
the resolution, the UN Secretary-General set up the Department of 
Humanitarian Affairs (DHA) and the Emergency Relief Coordinator 
received the status of Under-Secretary for Humanitarian Affairs, with 
offices in New York and Geneva. In 1998, the DHA was reorganized into 
the Office of Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), whose 
mandate was expanded to include the coordination of humanitarian 
response, policy development, and humanitarian advocacy. 

 In May 2001, within the framework of the then recently approved 
UN Millennium Declaration, the European Commission addressed 
a communication to both the Council and the European Parliament 
for an effective partnership with the UN in development and human-
itarian affairs. To the European Commission, this partnership was 
supposed to be built to achieve the Millennium Development Goals, 
through EU support to UN interventions in all the areas mentioned in 
the declaration. Considering that ‘improving co-operation with the UN 
is a major priority to the EU, to its Member States and to the European 
Commission’ (European Commission, 2001), the Commission consid-
ered enhancing collaboration in development and humanitarian affairs 
as a first step to make the EU–UN partnership more effective. One of 
the tools was a mechanism for cooperation in civil protection assistance 
based on shared principles and values, such as solidarity, respect for 
human dignity, non-discrimination, impartiality – all principles shared 
by the UN. This mechanism was established in October 2001 as the 
Community Civil Protection Mechanism (Europe, 2012a), which called 
for further cooperation with the OCHA in the field of civil protection. 
Indeed, in the spirit of the Fribourg Process (United Nations, 2012a), 
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it was important to both organizations to operate in a coherent and 
complementary manner in supporting states and populations affected 
by disasters and emergencies. In fact, the Fribourg Forum, held in 2000 
with the participation of governments and international/regional 
organizations of Europe and the Newly Independent States (NIS), set a 
policy framework aimed at facilitating both individual and collective 
efforts in the field of humanitarian assistance by concerned states and 
organizations and established a plan of action emphasizing political 
and operational responsibilities within existing structures and networks 
(United Nations, 2012b). 

 In particular, the EU priority was to establish good standards of 
intervention inside a clear legal framework. This led to the setting up 
of the Financial and Administrative Framework Agreement (FAFA) in 
April 2003 (FAFA, 2003). The FAFA lays down the general legal frame-
work applicable to all subsidiary (contribution-specific) agreements 
and contributes to the definition of the European Commission’s 
role in connection to the evaluation and verification of EU-funded 
actions. Many UN bodies and agencies who are signatories of the 
FAFA work with ECHO. To this end, contribution-specific agreements 
and related special and general conditions have been established. 
One of the most significant aspects is the possibility for multi-donor 
UN operations to manage European Commission contributions 
through the UN regulations,  de facto  making this process more effi-
cient and faster. 

 In October 2004, the exchange of letters between the OCHA and 
the European Commission concerning their cooperation in the frame-
work of disaster response (in case of simultaneous interventions in a 
country affected by a disaster) contained in the standard operating 
procedures (SOPs) was approved (European Commission, 2005). In 
2005, the UN Secretary-General introduced a package of humani-
tarian reforms (the ‘Humanitarian Reform Agenda’) in order to ensure 
greater predictability, accountability and partnership in the interna-
tional humanitarian response system. The reform packages had four 
main objectives:

   sufficient humanitarian reform capacity and enhanced leadership, 1. 
accountability in nine ‘gap’ sectors of response;  
  adequate, timely and flexible humanitarian financing;  2. 
  improved humanitarian coordination and leadership; and  3. 
  more effective partnerships between UN and non-UN humanitarian 4. 
actors (OCHA, 2012b).    
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 The reform’s main reference was the implementation of the Cluster 
Approach. Its added value is the result of:

   the identification of nine key gap sectors/areas of response (water and 1. 
sanitation, nutrition, logistics, protection, camp coordination and 
camp management, shelter, health, early recovery and telecommu-
nications) – the so-called clusters – whose leaders are responsible for 
relevant activities, carried out in collaboration with other partners;  
  the stress on the concept of ‘partnerships’ between UN agencies, the 2. 
Red Cross Movement, international organizations and NGOs;  
  the strengthening of accountability to the Humanitarian Coordinator 3. 
(HC); and  
  the improvement of strategic field-level coordination and prioriti-4. 
zation by placing responsibility for leadership and coordination of 
specific sectors with the competent operational agency (Inter-Agency 
Standing Committee, 2006).    

 Building on this working guide, the OCHA provides a framework where 
each humanitarian actor can contribute to the overall response effort. 
Currently, the OCHA Strategic Framework 2010–13 stands on three 
main pillars:

with regard to partnerships, it aims at broadening the coalition for 1. 
multilateral humanitarian action; 
 as a service provider, it seeks to build a more effective humanitarian 2. 
coordination system; and 
 in relation to its reliability and professionalism, it aims at creating 3. 
better staffing and surge solutions to meet response needs (OCHA, 
2012a). 

 In 2005, the European Commission, the Council and the European 
Parliament adopted the joint statement on the ‘European Union 
Development Policy: The European Consensus’ on development 
(Europe, 2012b). The Consensus consisted of two parts (The EU Vision 
of Development and The European Community Development Policy), 
and provided the European Commission and the member states with 
principles and policy frameworks to promote the implementation of 
their development policy in a complementary manner. In addition, the 
Consensus addressed the partnership with actors outside the EU, the 
UN especially, for delivering better and effective aid. One of the key 
passages makes a clear reference to the United Nations: ‘The EU will 
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undertake to carry out this agenda in close cooperation with partner 
countries, other bilateral development partners and multilateral players 
such as the United Nations and International Financial Institutions, to 
prevent duplication of efforts and to maximise the impact and effec-
tiveness of global aid’. The EU looks for coordination through division 
of labour and exploitation of partners’ comparative advantage. These 
words recall the European Security Strategy of December 2003, where 
effective multilateralism was described as a strategic objective of the EU 
to pursue working through and for multilateral institutions (UN, NATO, 
and WTO). In this document, the EU declared that ‘strengthening the 
United Nations, equipping it to fulfil its responsibilities and to act 
 effectively, is a European priority’ (European Council, 2012). 

 In December 2007, a joint statement entitled ‘The European 
Consensus on Humanitarian Aid’ signed by the Council, the European 
Parliament and the European Commission (Europe, 2012c) stressed 
that ‘EU humanitarian action is framed in an overall international 
approach that brings together the United Nations, the Red Cross/
Crescent movement, humanitarian NGOs and others, in support of 
local responses to humanitarian crises through a partnership approach 
with the affected communities’. In describing the common framework 
for aid ‘the EU strongly supports the central and overall coordinating 
role of the United Nations, particularly the OCHA, in promoting a 
coherent international response to humanitarian crises’. The three 
key words used to describe the EU modalities of humanitarian inter-
vention are coordination, coherence and complementarity. In the UN 
documents this wording is recurrent as well, as we have seen above.  

  The EU–UN response to the Haiti’s earthquake 

 In this section we look at the Haiti earthquake in the period defined 
by the OCHA as a corporate emergency, which lasted from 12 January 
to 12 March 2010. According to the OCHA’s Policy Instruction on 
Emergency Response, ‘OCHA will categorize a new emergency as either 
a minor, major or corporate emergency within 72 hours of the initial 
triggering event’ (OCHA, 2011). A corporate emergency is an emergency 
which results in ‘(a) widespread destruction and devastating human, 
economic, environmental and material loss in a country and possibly 
in neighbouring countries, (b) widespread population displacement 
and (c) widespread disruption of a society’s ability to function’ (OCHA, 
2010: 11). As a result, massive international assistance and robust coor-
dination of the international response are needed. To that extent, a 
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Humanitarian Coordinator is designated, the cluster system is acti-
vated, a Flash Appeal is issued, and resources are drawn by the OCHA as 
needed from across the organization. 

 The seriousness of the situation in Haiti resulted in giving the 
highest categorization to this emergency, since the earthquake on 12 
January 2010 was one of the most destructive natural disasters in world 
history, according to the UN official estimations (UN Report, 2010): 
about 220,000 people were killed and about 300,000 were injured, 
while two million people (almost 25 per cent of the entire national 
 population) became homeless, displaced or dispossessed. When the 
earthquake struck, it was the middle of the night in Europe, which 
created some mobilization problems. Fortunately, most specialized 
units have 24-hour monitoring and were aware of the earthquake 
immediately after it happened. 

 The level of destruction was even more dramatic for two reasons. 
First, the earthquake hit a country already suffering from serious socio-
economic and political problems. As one of the poorest countries in 
the Western world, food and economic crises were frequent and the 
country had to rely on foreign aid in areas such as food, education, and 
health. Second, the earthquake happened in a country with govern-
mental weakness: Haiti’s political history suffered periods of political 
crises, the most acute characterized by actions of armed groups. 

 The earthquake had a certain number of specific characteristics. First, 
its force and the epicentre were located in the most populous areas: 
Port-au-Prince, the strategic nerve centre of the country, was severely 
damaged. National centres of government were completely destroyed. 
Second, the headquarters of the United Nations Stabilization Mission in 
Haiti (MINUSTAH) collapsed, killing 101 UN workers, ranging from the 
top to the bottom of the hierarchy. This partially paralysed MINUSTAH 
activities, but MINUSTAH troops quickly took on new tasks such as 
search and rescue, clearing and opening of streets, providing imme-
diate humanitarian assistance, and preparing mass graves following 
International Red Cross protocols, while maintaining focus on their 
primary security mission. The UN Secretary-General nominated a 
replacement for his missing Special Representative. Third, night fell 
very quickly afterwards, leaving the city struggling in the dark. 

 All these issues allow the aftermath of Haiti earthquake to be described 
as a complex humanitarian emergency. According to Albala-Bertrand 
(2000), this kind of emergency is characterized by societal and institu-
tional weakness, whereas, in natural disasters, structures and processes 
are physically weak due to the consequences of the disaster, but this 
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does not affect institutions as such. In Haiti, a situation that was already 
complex before the earthquake became far more complicated in the 
disaster’s aftermath: post-earthquake aid had to be delivered in an envi-
ronment characterized by numerous logistical, infrastructure, social 
and political challenges. Unlike other disasters, Haiti was unique in the 
complexity of the post-earthquake constraints. 

 The international response in helping and assisting the Haitian 
 population was prompt and massive. The media played a very 
 important role in reporting images of the disaster just a few hours 
after it occurred. Governments, organizations, NGOs, and private 
foundations responded with vast amounts of aid and promises of 
long-term reconstruction. The USA immediately offered $100 million 
and sent troops and medical personnel, giving the strongest response 
a few moments after the earthquake in terms of money and human-
itarian aid. France, as well, showed a clear and early engagement, 
together with Canada. The World Bank offered $100 million, while 
the UN promised $10 million and launched an appeal in order to 
fund $500 million more. The EU offered €3 million in emergency aid. 
Google and Microsoft offered $1 million each. Hollywood stars, musi-
cians and sport champions immediately raised money themselves or 
supported campaigns to encourage donations to the relief effort ( New 
York Times , 2010a and 2010b). 

 On the ground, the international intervention in Haiti represented 
the largest humanitarian operation carried out in a single country: 
extensive search-and-rescue missions were launched, while emergency 
assistance was provided. As is typical in this kind of disaster, commu-
nication networks did not work properly in the disaster’s aftermath, 
while the viability system was extensively damaged and many vehi-
cles were destroyed. For example, the airport was not easily accessible 
except for pilots capable of landing without the support of the control 
tower, which was no longer operational. These constraints made the 
first hours after the disaster even more dramatic, since it was difficult 
to communicate and thus to coordinate the rescuers and to reach the 
population in trouble (Scherer, 2010). 

 Due to the poor reaction of the Haitian government, the UN was at 
the forefront of the on-the-ground response for security and human-
itarian assistance. The Haitian government did not play the role that 
a government usually plays in this kind of disaster, immediately 
showing its inability to take charge of the operations. Even though 
many government buildings were heavily damaged and many public 
officers died, none of the members of the government were among 
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this toll. Probably, it is not unreasonable that, immediately after the 
earthquake, hundreds of Haitians flocked to the MINUSTAH head-
quarters located in the old Christopher Hotel, although the main part 
of the building had collapsed. Within the UN system, only MINUSTAH 
had an on-going relationship and presence in each department of 
Haiti, representing the local authorities’ point of contact through the 
MINUSTAH Humanitarian and Development Coordinator (HDC). 
However, as already mentioned, MINUSTAH was severely affected by 
the earthquake. Thus, the emergency response first step was made 
by the UN Disaster Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC) team. In 
fact, the UNDAC was mobilized the very day of the earthquake and 
the first of its eighteen members arrived in the country 24 hours later. 
In the weeks following the earthquake, the UNDAC and OCHA (which 
was activated three days later) accomplished several and complex tasks 
on the ground, according to the cluster approach mentioned above, 
which provided the structure of coordination. They coordinated the 
search-and-rescue teams, took care of other humanitarian priorities, 
and channelled the donors’ support. 

 Within the humanitarian architecture, the OCHA has the role of coor-
dinating humanitarian response, especially in big emergencies, under 
the cluster system. Due to the volatile situation in Haiti, the OCHA 
was already present before the earthquake, with a small office. In July 
2009, a senior member of staff had been deployed in the country as 
Head of Office in order to provide the OCHA with some links outside 
Port-au-Prince and to establish focal points using other UN agencies or 
NGOs in some of the departments. By the earthquake date, the OCHA 
in Haiti had only gathered together a handful of staff. 

 The UNDAC team established an Onsite Operations and Coordination 
Centre (OSOCC) in the MINUSTAH Logistics Base in Port-au-Prince, 
supported by the European Civil Protection Mechanism, OCHA staff 
and technical support teams deployed by Map-Acton, Americas Support 
Team, Télécoms Sans Frontières (TSF) and International Humanitarian 
Partnership (IHP). Two sub-OSOCCs were established in Jacmel and 
Léogâne to assist local authorities and humanitarian actors involved in 
the response (Inter-Agency Standing Committee, 2010). 

 Immediately after the earthquake, MOSS (UN Minimum Operating 
Security Standards) compliant telecommunications were available to 
the humanitarian community with support from MINUSTAH. Within 
48 hours of the earthquake the Emergency Telecommunications Cluster 
(ETC) and partners established data services, crucial for the communi-
cation of information (Inter-Agency Standing Committee, 2010). 
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 Accordingly, the UNDAC team, in cooperation with technical experts 
from the EU Monitoring and Information Centre of EU Civil Protec-
tion (EU-MIC) and the Centres for Disease Control (CDC), carried out 
the initial damage and impact assessment in the earthquake-affected 
areas. Thus, by coordinating the SAR (search-and-rescue) teams and 
supporting humanitarian coordination and initial assessments, the 
UNDAC team played a critical role in the early stage of the response. 
It ended its operation on 27 January, handing over its functions to the 
OCHA Haiti Office (Inter-Agency Standing Committee, 2010). 

 Some challenges were immediately evident and hindered the 
cluster approach. First, the presence of NGOs increased exponen-
tially, and outside of OCHA control. Second, MINUSTAH did not 
 immediately cooperate with the OCHA and UNDAC. MINUSTAH felt 
that its  political and security-based mandate did not allow a human-
itarian intervention under the cluster system. This is the reason 
why, on 19 January, the UN Security Council unanimously adopted 
Resolution 1908, which gave MINUSTAH a more humanitarian role 
and increased the number of soldiers and police officers by 2,000 and 
1,500  respectively. The most important consequence of Resolution 
1908 was the establishment of the Joint Operations Tasking Centre 
(JOTC) to coordinate the civil–military response, where the OCHA 
and MINUSTAH were partners. Representatives of other interna-
tional forces from the EU, Canada and the USA were included. The 
JOTC started to operate on 26 January. The OCHA Civil–Military 
Coordination (CMCoord) team first convened on 31 January. Despite 
these initial challenges, MINUSTAH was able to help the population 
by providing shelters and food, and ensuring security in the streets 
of Haiti and in the camps for the displaced (Group URD, 2010). 

 Since the OCHA declared the Haiti earthquake a corporate emer-
gency, staff from different UN agencies and programmes all over the 
world were rapidly mobilized to join humanitarian relief efforts in 
the country. As a result, on 15 January, some clusters (health, WASH) 
were activated and from then on additional clusters were launched. 
Thus, up to twelve clusters were set up in Haiti, plus another six in the 
Dominican Republic. The government appointed ministry counter-
parts to co-lead each cluster. In spite of clusters having been activated 
within the first three days, it took about two to three weeks for all 
clusters to become functional, and it was only after the first week that 
the OCHA deployed staff out of Port-au-Prince, Jacmel and Léogâne 
to support UN agencies and NGOs. Meanwhile, as clusters were 
being rolled out and the OCHA was trying to coordinate operational 
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issues, a Coordination Support Committee (CSC) was set up by the 
Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO). Indeed, immediately 
after the earthquake, the DPKO set up in New York a Crisis Response 
Cell (CRC), which became the nerve centre of all the UN’s communica-
tions with the media and outside world. The DPKO soon assumed the 
role of leading the humanitarian agenda in response to MINUSTAH 
and other military authorities, which did not receive from the OCHA 
(or the Humanitarian Country Team – HCT – and the Humanitarian 
Coordinator – HC) guidance on humanitarian priorities as mentioned 
above. The HCT in Haiti was inactive for the first three weeks and 
started to work during the first week of February. From then, it met 
twice per week to address key strategic issues in relation to the human-
itarian response throughout the initial emergency phase. The HCT 
was led by the Humanitarian Coordinator and included the participa-
tion of seven UN agencies, seven NGOs, the International Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement, observers from the NGO Coordination 
Support Office and, in the case of expanded HCT meetings, humani-
tarian donors (Inter-Agency Standing Committee, 2010). 

 As to the crucial issue of funding, just one day after the earthquake, 
on 13 January, the UN Secretary-General announced a $10 million 
allocation from the Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) for 
emergency response. In fact, CERF was the largest single source of 
funding for the first five days and enabled humanitarian agencies to 
immediately launch some of the most urgent programmes as priori-
tized by the HCT (OCHA, 2011). On 15 January, an initial Flash Appeal 
requesting $575 million for the humanitarian response was issued. On 
18 February, the Flash Appeal was revised to $1.4 billion, following 
a review process involving all stakeholders. Later, the appeal was, on 
occasions, revised (ibid.). 

 When the Haiti earthquake occurred, the EU was undergoing 
a new reform. The Treaty of Lisbon had just entered into force on 
1 December 2009. One of its innovations was the establishment of the 
European External Action Service (EEAS), which assisted the new High 
Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy and Vice-President 
of the Commission, Baroness Catherine Ashton. Baroness Ashton is 
the prime representative of the EU – and not of the member states – 
in  international affairs. For the first time, crisis response and crisis 
 management measures took place under the Lisbon Treaty and under 
the leadership of the new High Representative. However, the new proce-
dures in line with the Lisbon Treaty were not yet in place, since Baroness 
Ashton was officially appointed to her new role on 9 February, the day 
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when Barroso’s European Commission was approved by the European 
Parliament. Furthermore, the new EEAS was not fully in place when the 
earthquake occurred. 

 The reaction within the EU was prompt: the European Commission 
allocated €3 million for initial emergency humanitarian aid within 24 
hours of the disaster and member states committed a further €92 million. 
The money was channelled through the UN relief agencies and the 
International Red Cross. The Monitoring and Information Centre acti-
vated the EU Civil Protection Mechanism on the night of 12 January. 
The EU-MIC was originally located in the DG Environment’s Civil 
Protection Unit, but with the Lisbon Treaty its coordinating role passed 
to ECHO. ECHO had had an office in Haiti since 2009 and the staff 
managed to send valuable information immediately after the earth-
quake occurred. A team of four experts from Italy, Estonia, Austria and 
the UK, and a MIC liaison officer, together with a Belgian B-Fast team, 
were immediately sent to Port-au-Prince, only fourteen hours after 
the earthquake. France, Luxembourg and Spain sent experts as well. 
Teams from Belgium, France, Great Britain, Italy and Spain were sent to 
carry out rescue operations, and materials for water purification, field 
hospitals and tents were sent a few hours after the earthquake. Twenty 
member states sent rescue teams under the framework of EU Civil 
Protection, with the main task to rescue people and build hospitals and 
shelters (Europe, 2012d and 2012j). Since its inauguration, the EU Civil 
Protection Mechanism has been able to show its high professionalism 
in disasters such as Hurricane Katrina in 2005, the 2008 earthquake in 
China and the forest fires in Southern Europe in 2009 (ibid., 2012k). 

 In its intervention in Haiti, EU Civil Protection could count on part 
of the EU-financed EU Rapid Response Capability for the first time, 
providing clean water and medical support for surgeries. The EU Rapid 
Response Capability aims at reacting immediately to critical needs 
arising from major disasters. It consists of dedicated civil protection 
modules for European civil protection interventions. The EU Parliament 
allocated €15 million for a preparatory action on an EU Rapid Response 
Capability in 2008 and 2009. The overall goal is to enhance Europe’s 
collective preparedness for major disasters. EU Civil Protection was 
integrated into the overall UN response and its teams were located at 
the UN operations centre. Cooperation between the EU and the UN in 
Haiti was governed by the FAFA. The EU intervention was focused on 
three main areas, in line with the Haitian authorities’ priorities and 
according to the division of tasks with EU member states: infrastruc-
ture, supporting the state and emergency shelter (ibid., 2012l). 
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 Following the European Commission, the Council of the European 
Union was the second institution which intervened quite promptly 
to help sustain the population of Haiti. An extraordinary Council 
of the European Union took place on 18 January 2010. Some impor-
tant decisions were taken by the EU Ministers of Foreign Affairs. 
The Council welcomed the global response to the Haitian crisis and 
strongly supported the central and overall coordinating role of the 
UN in the international relief effort. In addition, the Council empha-
sized that the EU was ready to help and support the UN effort with 
additional military and civil assistance if the UN needed this kind of 
help. Indeed, even if not requested by the UN, the Council discussed 
the deployment of the European Gendarmerie Force (EGF) in order 
to guarantee security in support of MINUSTAH. The EU Political and 
Security Committee met in the afternoon to discuss this matter. The 
European Gendarmerie Force was based in Italy, and six member 
states (France, Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal, Romania, and Spain) 
had joined the forces inside the EGF. The Council gave the High 
Representative the task of identifying member states’ contributions to 
needs, in terms of civilian as well as military means, and to present 
proposals for the mobilization of these means in a coordinated manner 
as soon as possible, in order to guarantee a synergic response in the 
short, medium and long term (ibid., 2012e). The financial contribution 
decided was €420 million in aid: €229 million in humanitarian assis-
tance and immediate restoration and the rest for non-humanitarian 
aid (ibid., 2012f). 

 The Council met again on 25 January 2010. The Ministers discussed 
in more detail the establishing of a gendarmerie-style force under the 
UN’s command. It was agreed to send around 300 personnel from those 
EU member states which were part of the EGF to reinforce MINUSTAH’s 
police capability under the European flag. The Council also agreed 
to the High Representative’s proposal to set up a coordination cell in 
Brussels and Haiti (European Union Coordination Cell [EUCO] Haiti) 
to facilitate a proactive European response in the military and security 
domain. The goal was to avoid duplications and to complement action 
taken through the Monitoring and Information Centre (Europe, 2012g 
and 2012h). The EUCO was located under the EU Situation Centre 
(EU SITCEN). This centre monitors and assesses international events 
24 hours a day, 7 days a week. In the case of the Haiti earthquake, 
EU SITCEN received the alert at 11 pm CET and immediately activated 
the SITCEN Crisis Response Manager, which, after a short assessment, 
informed the High Representative. 
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 An informal summit of heads of state and government on 
11 February discussed the situation in Haiti, the same day the 
European Commission agreed on a new package of humanitarian aid 
amounting to €90 million. This support was meant to secure shelters 
as soon as possible, as the rainy season was approaching. This new 
funding brought the EU’s overall response in Haiti to €609 million, 
of which €309 million was humanitarian aid (€120 million through 
the Commission and €189 million through the member states). The 
remaining €300 million was for urgent rehabilitation and reconstruc-
tion (ibid., 2012i).  

  Assessment of the EU–UN cooperation in aid and 
relief in the Haiti case 

 The mobilization for the Haiti earthquake was massive, and what is 
perhaps most remarkable was the scale of donations from all over the 
world. After the UN Flash Appeal, within a few days $575 million was 
channelled into the UN aid agencies for early recovery assistance. The 
international emergency relief machine reacted quickly to the tragedy, 
showing once more that the humanitarian aid field is probably one of 
the few well-organized sectors in international relations. The UN was 
present on the ground with its coordination teams just a few hours 
after the catastrophe. In a few days, hundreds of rescue and relief teams 
reached Haiti, offering their support from water and sanitation to food 
and logistics. 

 During the corporate emergency, the EU–UN cooperation on the 
ground dealt with several aspects: saving lives and providing support to 
the population, assessing the needs of the population, supporting civil 
protection efforts, increasing military cooperation. However, the EU 
decision to intervene in Haiti was not only dictated by the gravity of the 
tragedy. The EU recognized the UN mandate and its legitimacy, which 
the UN provides in crisis situations in general and in Haiti in particular, 
in dealing with an extreme critical environment. In addition, the UN’s 
long experience on the ground before the earthquake with MINUSTAH 
and just after, with the activation of the cluster system and the UN 
procedures, helped the EU to intervene with a set of activities with 
clear goals and to play a convening role in the corporate  emergency 
phase. Finally, the EU found itself in the position of donor organiza-
tion, supporting the financing of UN activities on the ground. 

 The EU was able to provide the same kind of humanitarian assistance 
as the UN, by sending rescue teams, doctors and experts. In many 
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aspects of this intervention, we can argue that the EU and UN acted 
through convergent activities and methods and that the EU response 
was very similar to that of the UN. The EU role as one of the main inter-
national donors was reinforced by the declarations of Baroness Ashton 
and the other officers at the top of the EU system that the EU wished to 
work closely with the UN. Indeed, from the beginning, the EU recog-
nized the leading role of the UN. Thus, it was undoubtedly acknowl-
edged that promoting a combined effort would bring greater success 
than any competitive tactics. 

 Second, this initial recognition allowed a joint and coordinated action 
on the ground. This action represented a new test for the EU natural 
disaster response capabilities, while in the case of the UN the cluster 
system approach was once more activated. However, the responsibili-
ties seemed well shared and no major problems are mentioned in the 
official documents analysed. The EU showed that a commitment based 
only on donations was not enough, and engagement on the ground was 
also required. This engagement was channelled by participation in the 
cluster system, which guarantees the basic agreement on the principles 
and rules of the humanitarian aid provision system. 

 As a consequence of all this, the joint response given by the EU and 
the UN to Haiti’s earthquake emergency allows us to state that these 
two international organizations have effectively been working within 
a planned and coherent framework. Both the organizations used their 
own standardized and institutionalized sets of measures. In particular, 
the EU activated the Community Civil Protection Mechanism and 
under its umbrella more than twenty rescue teams from the EU member 
states gathered together to help the population. 

 Following the guidelines of the Millennium Development Goals, the 
OCHA’s cluster system has set the framework for the development of 
global governance in the humanitarian aid domain as an effective form 
of multilateralism, in which the EU stands out as a major actor. This role 
has been strengthened by the provisions of the Lisbon Treaty regarding 
humanitarian aid, although, in the case of Haiti, it is premature to eval-
uate the impact of the new provisions on the EU intervention in Haiti. 
The EU’s legal personality, the High Representative’s role and the crea-
tion of the EEAS (European External Action Service) may contribute to 
facilitate activities in humanitarian aid, but one should not forget that 
the EU member states still play an important part in European plan-
ning. As article 214 of the Treaty of Lisbon clarifies, the EU humani-
tarian aid policy does not prevent the member states from intervening, 
but, at the same time, the EU seeks to harmonize and reinforce national 
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humanitarian actions with those undertaken by the EU in order to 
achieve effective complementarity between the two spheres of action. 

 In addition, according to our case study, it seems appropriate to 
approach international humanitarian aid as a goods coordination 
regime. First, awareness of the importance of making the most of avail-
able resources in order to cope with humanitarian emergencies drives 
actors to combine their efforts and cooperate. The magnitude of the 
tragedy was so severe that both the UN and the EU reacted promptly 
in means and monetary contributions. Second, as a pre-condition for 
cooperation to happen, coordination requires the existence of a set of 
principles, rules and decision-making procedures generally accepted by 
stakeholders, which has been provided by the cluster system. We can 
argue that the cluster system is a pattern of communication based on 
specialized operative joint action: in this sense ‘cooperation ... is not a 
property of the actors but instead a property of the mode of communi-
cation between actors. In other words, it is the system (a specific pattern 
of communication) that allows and instigates the actors to cooperate’ 
(Willke, 2007: 17). This analysis confirms the way many scholars have 
conceived humanitarian aid as an international regime in which actors 
intervene, norms are accepted by the actors, and actions are taken to 
deal with a common task. This regime possesses international char-
acteristics since actors work at a multilateral level (Juma and Suhrke, 
2002: 19–20). 

 The EU–UN cooperation in Haiti, seen as a goods coordination 
regime, produced visible and tangible results (European Commission, 
2012). Through the cluster system, the EU Civil Protection Mechanism 
and the FAFA, the EU and the UN responded in the same way to the 
emergency inside a well-established and institutionalized framework, 
where they were able to engage in actions that brought relief to the 
local population. Furthermore, the EU–UN action inside an accepted 
set of rules and principles shows that their activity becomes coherent, 
effective and legitimate.     
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   Understood as a generous offering to a distant and suffering ‘Other’ 
(Boltansky, 1999), the phenomenon of international donations to Sri 
Lanka after the tsunami can be seen as an emblematic expression of 
humanitarian gifting, cast in the charitable and philanthropic idiom of 
disinterested solidarity. However, what really unfolded in the country 
was a ‘competitive humanitarianism’ expressed on various levels 
(Stirrat, 2006). On one hand, it was a competition involving different 
social sectors within each donor country in an ostentatious race to 
give;  1   on the other hand, it produced a massive spectacle of damage in 
the affected areas as a local strategy to capture aid. As Stirrat argues, 
competitiveness among NGOs was measured more in terms of how and 
where to spend the most money in the least amount of time rather 
than how to obtain the money in the first place. It was this particular 
quality of the gifting – simultaneously macroscopic and ambivalent – 
that inspired my ethnographic work in the wake of the tsunami. My 
aim was to follow the ‘social life of the gift’ (Stirrat and Henkel, 1997) 
in its passage through each link of the ‘brokerage chain’ that connects 
a hypothetical donor to its final beneficiary in the disaster zone (Lewis 
and Mosse, 2006). 

 The Sri Lankan case I introduce here illustrates the inherently para-
doxical character of an apparently ‘free’ gift, a gift without reciprocity 
in humanitarian assistance. The main objective of the chapter is to 
explore how the communitarian and participatory rhetoric circu-
lating in the aftermath of the tsunami got caught up with pre-existing 
dynamics, thus reactivating local logics of patronage and political 
 affiliation. By considering the disaster within a long-term time frame 
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and attending to the actors’ daily routines, I examine what resources 
the survivors used to cope with post-tsunami operations and what 
strategies they enacted to control and manipulate the aid. The research 
is sited in a residential unit built in south-east Sri Lanka with emer-
gency funds channelled by local and national Italian governments. 
My point of departure is the ethnographic experience I underwent in 
the field and the politics of identity it activated. Using a ‘real time’ 
narrative strategy, I describe how the villagers found themselves partic-
ipating in an ambitious and delicate exercise of continuously staging 
the catastrophe and performing the rituals of a resilient, disaster-
surviving community. Drawing on this paradoxical parable, I shed 
light on three correlated phenomena: the uses of identity resources 
and disaster  politics by the ‘victims’, the mutual interference among 
different strategic and value-oriented logics in the post-disaster scene, 
and the reconfiguration of collective memories through a renewed rela-
tionship with the past. The chapter concludes by showing how these 
processes gave rise to a hegemonic project to bind the people together 
in an imagined safer nation of proud and resilient villages: villages able 
to participate fully in both the ongoing nationalist campaign in Sri 
Lanka and humanitarian activism on a global scale.  

  The hyper-village: a mirage in the jungle 

 The ethnographic case I present here regards a residential settlement 
that has come to be a symbol of the new ‘model village’ in post-tsunami 
Sri Lanka. This role arises from the socio-material peculiarities of its 
construction, but also from the official rhetoric that has characterized its 
establishment and ongoing maintenance. This Sinhala Buddhist village, 
built in the aftermath of the tsunami, is located in the Hambantota 
district of the southern province of Sri Lanka, in the lowland dry zone 
of the island. The east border of the village abuts the Yala Wildlife 
Park, a large nature reserve that served as the setting of armed conflicts 
between government forces and the LTTE (Liberation Tigers of Tamil 
Eelam) in the last stage of the war. We could even term the area a kind 
of ‘frontier’, a final line of defence for the majority Buddhist Sinhalese 
population before the Tamil territory begins to the east (Woost, 1994). 

 The settlement consists of 218 houses that spread out from a wide, 
grassy space in the centre, that is designated as a playground for the resi-
dents. Three community buildings face onto this circular area, granting 
the village a unified and compact appearance. Seated in the central 
meeting room, the view stretches from the tank  2   of Yodakandiya at the 
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foothills of the settlement to the verdant plains beyond. Tissamaharama 
is the main urban division for this primarily Buddhist area. In the back-
ground to the north you can just make out Kataragama, one of the 
most important religious pilgrimage sites in Sri Lanka, sunk in the hills 
beyond the tank. Although it is only a glimpse, it reminds visitors of 
the spiritual identity that so powerfully characterizes this remote part 
of the country. 

 In the months leading up to my fieldwork in 2010,  3   many factors 
directed me to the village in question. First, nearly all the actors 
involved in the intervention unanimously considered it to be a real and 
substantial success in terms of completion times, architectural design, 
construction quality, community involvement and mutual coopera-
tion. The impressive level of integration established among the donor 
entities (Italian Cooperation and Tuscany Region), the local branch of 
the UN agency with a key role in the project (UN-Habitat), the NGOs 
involved (GUS, Architecture for Humanity)  4   and the central and provin-
cial governments also contributed significantly to the success of the 
intervention. All the documentary materials I accessed before arriving 
on site represented the project staff, institutional officials and even 
donor agents in the act of supporting the beneficiaries in their titanic 
efforts to re-establish themselves after the trauma of the tsunami. In 
other words, what we see is a picture-perfect community of practice at 
work, a mixed community (including final beneficiaries, donors, tech-
nical assistants and local intermediaries) that had been working hard 
and taking part in all the different stages of the project, transforming 
this settlement into an exemplary ‘disaster-resilient community’. It is 
not just any village, but what a village built after the disaster should 
be: a village raised up, thanks to the confluence of massive interna-
tional resources; a village that was able to benefit from the efforts of 
both humanitarian and governmental actors; and lastly, a village that 
could remain as a testament to the intervention’s success in the eyes of 
an external audience potentially interested in continuing to support it 
and Sri Lanka as an aid-recipient country. Its attributes are so paradox-
ical and amplified that it is almost a ‘hyper-signified’ village, a kind of 
‘hyper-village’. 

 Furthermore, this handful of men and women, well integrated with 
the rural families already resident in the area, seemed to attest to the 
success of an intervention scheme that, elsewhere in Sri Lanka, had 
produced a number of failures.  5   In fact, the beneficiaries had apparently 
succeeded in quickly reorienting themselves from the marine fishing 
sector to agriculture or fresh water fishing. Such a relocation is not an 
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easy proposition: these families, traditionally involved in the fishing 
industry, have to be transferred from the coastal area to an entirely new 
village unit a daunting ten kilometres from the sea, into a setting with 
different socioeconomic characteristics and often full of religious, polit-
ical and caste differences. These factors could easily give rise to hostility 
and be perceived as ‘inhospitable’ by the new arrivals. As a matter of 
fact, disparities and mutual prejudices among the  Karawa  caste (tradi-
tionally, the fisher communities living on the coasts) and the  Goyigama  
(mainly composed of farmers, agricultural workers and herdsmen) are 
still present in modern Sri Lanka to some extent, although there has 
been a considerable relaxation of caste separation in the country. In this 
village, however, such a challenging relocation appeared to have func-
tioned, giving all those who had witnessed the ‘lunacies’ of  post-tsunami 
Sri Lanka a reason to hope.  

  The community’s ‘front stage’: the catastrophe is 
staged and acted out 

 Like any diligent anthropologist, I arrived in the village with a toolkit 
full of good intentions, including that of recording the victims’ memo-
ries as part of my focus on the disaster (Oliver-Smith and Hoffman, 
1999; Hoffman and Oliver-Smith, 2002; Revet, 2007; Benadusi et al., 
2011). I was prepared to embark on a patient and careful quest for the 
material and cognitive artefacts that would have enabled the survi-
vors to preserve traces, recount their narratives and make sense of the 
experiences they had undergone or retreat into oblivion. In the village, 
however, I found that everything that was in any way connected to 
the tidal wave, including mere remembrances of everyday life before 
the disaster, hung over the houses like an uncomfortable question: a 
question that must not be uttered yet was continually evoked, a kind of 
taboo that was violated and repeatedly reinstated. 

 During my early interviews with the UN-Habitat project coordinator 
and the main representatives of the Pinsara Federation, the leading 
organization in the village,  6   I was explicitly asked not to address the 
tsunami because it was a subject that villagers found painful. From the 
anthropological literature, I knew that it was common to find strate-
gies among trauma survivors designed to excise the appearance of the 
past (Kidron, 2009; Antze and Lambeck, 1996; Teski and Climo, 1995; 
Bourguignon, 2005). I was therefore prepared to confront their silence 
and had considered the best possible approach for discovering and 
making sense of the ‘silent traces’ of the disaster embodied in the daily 
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life of tsunami survivors. At the same time, however, while discour-
aging me from trying to investigate their traumatic past, villagers took 
every opportunity to show me fetishes and icons of the disaster: a 
photograph of a pretty girl killed by the tidal wave; a commemorative 
phrase honouring the tsunami victims; a picture featuring a procession 
of families dressed all in mourning white; the signs attesting to the 
identity of a ‘tsunami fisher folk community’ scattered throughout the 
village; the way the very word ‘tsunami’ was brought up like a calling 
card at the beginning of each interview – and then left to ripen in antic-
ipation of the obsequious silence that everyone seemed to expect as a 
reaction – only to immediately proceed to the present, the period after, 
the newly reconstructed settlement and the various remaining tasks of 
village development. Besides fleeting references to the experience of a 
community impacted by the catastrophe, it was as if the tsunami had 
permanently severed the connection with the human dimension of life 
as it was before the tidal wave struck. 

 Additionally, I was continually struck during the early phase of my 
fieldwork by the assertive and scrupulous way that the key members of 
the Pinsara Federation worked to convey their desired impression of the 
community, to control the research and to partially filter the village’s 
story. When I was still in Colombo interviewing staff with a key role 
in the project, most of my contact was with the UN-Habitat technical 
consultant who had been the coordinator, Lionel: a Sinhalese man with 
long-term experience in housing and disaster risk management in the 
country. Even though three years had passed since the project’s comple-
tion, this man (called the Loku Sir, ‘big sir’ by the villagers) still played 
a very active and highly prestigious role in the community. He was the 
one who insisted that the Federation mediate my entry into the village 
and introduced me to the four figures who guided me throughout the 
remainder of my research: the chairman of the Federation, the secretary, 
the treasurer and finally the social manager. They were kind and collab-
orative, but at the same time they repeatedly asked me, what would I be 
expecting from the other community members? Which house would I 
visit the next day? Who would I be talking to? What would I be asking 
about? In the mornings they waited for me in front of the community 
centre and took turns accompanying me around the site, indicating 
almost casually the next house where I should knock, or presenting me 
with potential interviewees already ready and waiting in the meeting 
room. Time was the weapon of control they used to protect the village: 
the four of them waited unwearyingly even through two or three hours 
of interviewing. And yet the few details that I was provided about their 
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lives before the tsunami always contained an element of the improb-
able, which continually presented me with a conundrum: were they lies 
or the truth? The coastal areas where they used to live, their previous 
subsistence activities in the fisheries sector, damages suffered when 
the tsunami struck, customary practices left behind: all these memo-
ries were so emotionally detached that they did not sound like real life 
experiences at all. In contrast, their personal accounts of the recon-
struction experience were unbelievably long, scrupulously narrated and 
obsessively repeated with unerringly consistent details. 

 There were also additional elements that gave the impression of 
something calculated and carelessly prearranged, such as the frequent 
and intimate encounters between the beneficiaries and nearby inhabit-
ants, their continual, industrious comings and goings from houses just 
outside the settlement to those they had been given inside the village, 
and also: the excessively neat and trim façade of some of the houses 
facing the community centre, almost resembling display windows; 
or the visibly uninhabited and unfinished appearance of the houses 
deeper within the village and far from the unpaved streets that outsiders 
normally used. The impression I got during my frequent walks under 
the scorching heat was that people were passing word of my movements 
in an active attempt to understand and anticipate where I was going 
and thereby alert the others to gather in a specific area to demonstrate, 
with their presence alone, that certain houses were occupied. After the 
construction phase was complete, the worksites were closed, the plaster 
and trowels were put away and the ‘white friends’ (as villagers called 
the foreign technical personnel contracted by international NGOs) had 
been bid a sad farewell, these little signs, ploys and acts of subterfuge 
were sufficient to depict a lively, industrious village. They functioned to 
give the appearance of a resilient community reinforced by its involve-
ment in the post-tsunami reconstruction and capable of autonomously 
maintaining in a perfect state not only the buildings but also that ‘sense 
of belonging together’ which is understood as the secret of its success. 

 So far, the village’s ‘front stage’ had held up well to external pres-
sures: it was able to endure the periodic visits by external agents with 
their temporally limited monitoring or evaluating missions, visits that 
were arranged well in advance and closely managed and mediated by 
the local technical personnel. The UN-Habitat staff enrolled in the 
project were, in fact, interested in giving visibility to such a successful 
village community. As far as I was able to discern through my field-
work, none of the foreigners who had visited the settlement before my 
arrival were allowed to talk privately with the families who had lived in 
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the settlement before the tidal wave or enter their houses. As a matter 
of fact, 60 of the total 218 beneficiary families occupied pre-existing 
structures that unavoidably contrasted sharply with the 158 new houses 
built after the tsunami. The disparate designs, less-resistant materials 
and unfinished walls of these older houses caused them to stand out no 
matter what efforts were used to camouflage them, at least at the level of 
façade.  7   The foreigners passing through spoke only with contacts from 
the Federation, the three Community Development Councils (CDCs) in 
the village and the staff of UN-Habitat who coordinated and supported 
the grass-roots construction. A few days before I arrived, the same thing 
happened with the Aga Khan Foundation team, which had just listed 
the village among the world’s 19 best projects selected to receive an 
award for architecture. 

 As the days went by, I felt more and more that I was suspended 
between two parallel realities: one created for external use, evidently 
activated by my own presence, and the other intended for an exclu-
sively internal use. This is not to say that the second level was more 
true than the first one, or vice versa; they simply appeared to function 
as two separate and unrelated realities. In time I was able to escape 
the close scrutiny of the Federation. And yet, I still had the impres-
sion for the entire duration of my fieldwork that I remained somewhat 
estranged from this less hetero-directed dimension of village life. Every 
time I took part in the meetings at the community centre, for instance, 
I was seized by doubts: how many times had the ritual of the resil-
ient, disaster-surviving community been repeated for it to be staged and 
acted out so flawlessly? The speeches in the spacious and welcoming 
meeting room of the community centre (designed by Architecture for 
Humanity) with the men all seated on one side and the women on 
the other, all tidy and attentive; the serious and composed husbands 
listening patiently, the smiling wives chatting loquaciously. A respon-
sive audience, well trained in expressing their point of view at the 
most opportune moment. The Federation chairman’s official speech, 
just formal enough to not diminish the importance of the meeting yet 
calibrated with just the right touch of spontaneity and friendliness to 
flatter the western guest; the project manager’s clarifications, artfully 
expressed in the manner of a local development expert who is also a 
friend of the people, the ideal counterpart for foreign visitors, thanks 
to his perfectly appropriate comments confirming the ‘communitarian 
orthodoxy’: participation, consultation, empowerment, self governing, 
ownership, gender sensitization. And then, to conclude, the gracious 
offerings of food, the hand shaking, the almost ceremonial walk (once 
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the meeting is over) through the main streets of the village to the house 
of the  dodol  woman where visitors are offered samples of this local 
specialty dessert fresh from the hearth, with someone on hand who 
is always ready to point out the photo, displayed on the table, of the 
only tsunami victim that the village can boast, a person who actually 
died many kilometres from the closest coast in another district of the 
country (but who would dare to ask?).  

  ‘Usable past’: the disputed genesis of the community 

 When the current President of Sri Lanka, Mahinda Rajapaksa, was 
appointed Minister of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources in 1997, an ambi-
tious housing programme was launched in the Hambantota district, 
the same district where the Rajapaksa family has its origins. Mahinda 
Rajapaksa himself took on the task of financing – through a combina-
tion of cash grants and loans – the construction of a significant number 
of houses that would have comprised three distinct settlements. It was at 
that time that the government made available the area where the village 
is now located and subdivided the land into 218 lots. The families sched-
uled to benefit from this programme were mainly traditional residents 
of the area. About 15 pioneers were also included on this list, people who 
had already made inroads into the jungle and constructed their houses 
near the cultivated fields of  chena   8   in the area where the village is now 
located. Other than these sparse pre-existing colonies (who were not 
slated for removal) all the other beneficiaries were selected on the basis 
of political affiliation. This manoeuvre, in fact, served to consolidate the 
Rajapaksa electoral base in the district and to support Mahinda’s rise to 
power. He later took the presidency in 2005, immediately following the 
tidal wave, while his eldest brother Chamal, member of Parliament for 
the Hambantota District, became the Speaker of Sri Lanka. 

 Not a single one of these beneficiaries came from the coast. They were 
mainly rural farmers (both in paddy field and chena cultivation) and 
freshwater fishermen in the Yodakandiya tank. The village’s name is 
Diyawara Gammanaya, meaning ‘village of those who work with water’, 
rather than the very similar Deevara Gammanaya (literally meaning 
‘village of fishermen’), which the locals currently use when referring to 
the settlement (whenever they don’t simply refer to it as Gammanaya, 
‘the village’, as if to underline its status as the exemplary village). The 
broader meaning of the word Diyawara enabled Mahinda Rajapaksa 
to preserve the water reference, which was key for the institution that 
would provide the funding. In fact, there was a great deal of water in 
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this area. The Tissamaharama division alone hosts 12 tanks: some are 
still used to irrigate the fields, but the majority have been abandoned 
in the jungle and serve as a reminder of the golden age of the ancient 
Rohana kingdom whenever nationalistic propaganda requires it. The 
difference between Diyawara and Deevara is very minimal in the spoken 
language. The second term is also immediately recognizable, since it 
simply means ‘fishermen’ and has ended up replacing the first term 
over time. Whether or not it was deliberate, the outcome of this lexical 
device seems perfectly suited to the rural families that, seven years later, 
have been transformed by the wave of humanitarian aid into an expert 
group of ‘tsunami survivors’. This is how the village started. 

 Rajapaksa’s housing programme was still incomplete when the tidal 
wave hit the country’s coast. Only a portion of the families had finished 
their houses in even the haphazard way that would allow them to move 
in (around 60 families, including the 15 pioneers). It should not surprise 
us that the majority of the beneficiaries abandoned work after having 
poured the foundation or partly raised the external walls. The houses 
were not a basic necessity, and when the initial instalment from the 
government ran out  9   the majority of the families chose not to borrow 
the cost of materials that would have allowed them to continue with 
construction. They ended up simply remaining in their old houses, 
keeping an eye on ‘the development “winds” as much as they [had to] 
watch for signs of a monsoon as a new growing season [approached]’ 
along with many other people in the region (Woost, 1999: 24). An 
unexpected opportunity, however, arose just before the 2005 presiden-
tial elections: an opportunity to reactivate the suspended list of bene-
ficiaries, reopen the construction sites, and offer financing with no 
obligation to repay or match the expenses.  10   The humanitarian ‘golden 
wave’ (as the massive inflow of aid goods and money after the tsunami 
is popularly called) was generous enough that the families could be 
convinced to fully participate in the project. Naturally, the operation 
was greatly facilitated by the close ties between the Rajapaksa brothers 
and the then-national coordinator for UN-Habitat, who later took on 
the role of secretary of the Ministry of Power and Energy. 

 This version of the story had no place in the account that the 
members of the village Federation had learned to recount so diligently 
when foreigners arrived on site. As the ‘usable past’ concept illustrates 
so well, the strategy of ‘selective deployment of the past as a source 
of authority for partial or tendentious views’ (Brown and Hamilakis, 
2003: 1) is constantly on hand in the underbrush of social life, ready 
to be brought out especially when processes of ‘communalization’ are 
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being enacted (Brow, 1990a: 1–3): in other words, any time actors seek 
to forge a sense of common belonging that can lead to the creation of 
‘an imagined political community’ (Anderson, 1983). Sri Lanka offers a 
wide range of ethnographic examples of this process, beginning from 
the two most well-known cases as described by James Brow (1996) and 
Michael Woost (1994).  11   

 However, once stories are initiated, they have a tendency to diverge 
from the hegemonic road and end up breaking free from the dominant 
discourse itself. No matter how authoritative and naturalized it is, a 
public narrative is still vulnerable to resistance, alteration and contes-
tation by other voices, inevitably bringing to light memories that were 
previously silent: elements such as critical phases in the life of a commu-
nity, controversial episodes, even the birth date of the village itself 
cannot hold up under the weight of the always open-ended ‘struggle 
for the past’. No matter how hard we try to homogenize and harmonize 
memories of what happened in the past, ‘prevailing understanding are 
always at risk’ (Brow, 1990a: 3). This is why ‘surveillance technologies’ 
must be pervasive and capable of adapting to the changing dynamics of 
political struggle as well as the unpredictable events that emerge from 
social life. As a matter of fact, the private, personal understanding of 
the past produced in everyday life is not the only element involved; the 
collective consciousness that underlies the national ‘imagined commu-
nity’ also runs the risk of being challenged. In order for Sri Lanka to 
become a ‘nation of villages’ (Woost, 1994) capable of re-launching 
itself down the harsh but glorious path of development, the perva-
sive hand of the State must reach as far as the everyday rhetoric and 
practices through which development is translated into practice in the 
local context; the popular history of the villages must be brought into 
tune with national ideology, thus adapting themselves to the new form 
 hegemony takes in responding to contemporary challenges. 

 The ‘moral regulation of community formation’ (ibid.: 86) must 
even be able to incorporate new languages and logics whenever it is 
requested by the interests at play. In order for the tsunami to become an 
 opportunity rather than a lethal blow to the country’s ongoing process 
of (re)defining itself, the network of actors enrolled in development 
must be capable of enlarging and linking up with the humanitarian 
industry as well. However, this process requires that the ‘regularization 
of encroachments’ (ibid.)  12   becomes even more capillary and meticu-
lous than it was before. It is necessary to enroll new ‘surveillers’ to 
ensure the daily deployment of practices to maintain order within the 
village. These trustworthy ‘border guards’ must be able to gain the 
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villagers’ loyalty, they must have close ties with the prevailing powers 
and guard the boundaries of the community, carefully balancing the 
incentives offered by humanitarian aid with the autocratic sanctions 
imposed by a government in a ‘state of emergency’.  

  The guardians of the borders: surveillance, 
suspects and cunning subterfuge 

 Anthropological literature abounds with enlightening anecdotes that 
reveal how ambiguous and frustrating the ethnographic encounter can 
be once freed from the exoticizing romanticism that prevailed in the 
discipline’s earlier stages. Gerald Berreman’s detailed account, inspired 
by Goffman’s theories about the dynamics of ‘the presentation of self 
in everyday life’, is a classic example that reveals the extent to which 
‘attempts to convey a desired impression of one’s self and to interpret 
accurately the behaviour and attitudes of others are an inherent part 
of any ... ethnographic research’ (Berreman, 2007: 138). Camouflage, 
subterfuge, misunderstandings, mutually suspicious reactions, attempts 
to control or manipulate, examples of ‘double speak’ and mistrust are 
particularly frequent in the anthropology of development and human-
itarian aid, where the interests at play are so powerfully shaped by local 
reliance on ‘development rent’ or ‘development revenue’ (Bierschenk 
and Olivier de Sardan, 2003; Touré, 1993). It is thus no surprise that, 
like a bull in a china shop, my progress through the village produced 
(albeit unintentionally) a chain reaction that was just as unexpected as 
it was threatening. When compared with the more usual tasks of tech-
nical consultancy, participatory planning and even monitoring and 
evaluation, the daily work of an anthropologist can produce unprec-
edented misunderstandings and fears, especially for actors who play a 
surveillance role in the community. 

 Throughout my research, I felt like I was walking on a ‘mine field’ 
whenever I tried to avoid the close scrutiny of the Federation members 
in order to carry out my interviews with the necessary freedom and ease. 
They seemed to be asking themselves, why did I insist on looking for 
other opinions when there was a ready-made story that already enjoyed 
the support of everyone, including the governments, UN-Habitat and 
the other international NGOs? Who was I, really, and what was I doing 
there? How could they maintain surveillance and control in the face of 
my constant back and forth, coming and going, speaking and listening, 
following and letting myself be followed? They had a difficult task: to 
prepare the setting and train the actors, properly perform community 
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rituals, manage the truth, prevent dangers, deflect the strange visitor’s 
attention, invent forms of indirect resistance to the research and at the 
same time succeed once again in gratifying the guest so she will go 
home satisfied. 

 This task was especially difficult considering that at least half the 
houses were not actually inhabited, a good portion of the remaining 
ones were rented out or even sold through under-the-table contracts 
to people ‘outside the game’ who themselves needed to be trained and 
closely overseen. It was truly tricky to justify this category of renters 
and new owners to an outsider, not to mention having to explain where 
the beneficiary families actually lived, why, and since when and there-
fore how, when, and by whom they were originally selected. And then 
there were the stories that could have been told (if anyone had listened) 
by those 60 families, the families who were ‘gnashing their teeth’ 
because, even though they had successfully completed their houses by 
themselves at the time, they were the ones who had received a smaller 
portion of the tsunami money just because they were already there. 
On the other hand, beneficiaries’ lives really had changed after the 
tsunami. What did it matter if the change was due to a brutal natural 
force or a dramatic wave of ‘competitive humanitarianism’? The wave 
comprised new ways of doing things, new rituals, new languages, even 
new narrative strategies, but it was also the harbinger of unprecedented 
opportunities, learning experiences, contacts and encounters no longer 
limited to the local institutional or governmental level but overlooking 
the promising vista of humanitarian aid on a global scale. The expatri-
ates had made an appearance during the brief reconstruction phase and 
lingered on in memories and yellowed photographs stored in drawers; 
they had done a better job than the political party of enabling people to 
glimpse new opportunities for accessing resources, for requalification, 
training, social development – even the dream of concrete internation-
alization in the future. 

 Created to charm and attract the international community with its 
nongovernmental organization statutes and the protection and tech-
nical assistance of the local UN-Habitat staff, this ‘slice’ of civil society 
called the Federation was just a step away from gaining power through 
a shortcut, from entering as a ‘bishop’ into the ‘chess game’ of the inter-
national humanitarian industry: they would have needed to overcome 
the linguistic obstacle of English, for instance, and find the necessary 
‘fuel’ to run a village designed, planned, and built to please the  suddo 
 (in local idiom, the white people). Otherwise, they would end up stuck 
where they were, ‘like the frog who continued to dream of the sea in 
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a well’ because it was incapable of making the necessary leap to fully 
enjoy its wide open spaces and potential for movement. This is why 
the authoritative version of the village’s story had to be protected at all 
costs – obviously not internally, but whenever a foreign visitor came 
around and it was time to stage and act out the catastrophe, to tire-
lessly stage it and act it out. It was the only thing they could do to 
maintain the feeling of being children of the tsunami without giving 
up either the privileges of this identity or the price demanded of them 
in terms of discursive and practical effort. The alternative would be to 
truly transform themselves into victims – not victims of the tidal wave, 
but victims of the circuit of humanitarian aid. They had to stick close 
to the ‘Story’ and remain anchored to the disaster for the word tsunami 
to continue functioning as a universal passkey for maintaining existing 
privileges and gaining new ones. They were not victims but rather the 
‘social product of the tidal wave’, playing their parts to the hilt on the 
stage of the catastrophe.  

  The village community falls apart 

 The Federation’s discomfort at my presence was understandable. What 
was less clear, at least initially, were the reasons behind the fear, suspi-
cion and bewilderment of the other villagers. I will try here to give 
a brief outline of the explanations that gradually emerged during my 
attempts to clarify the nature of my research and its aims with my 
interviewees. 

 Unbeknownst to me, one month before I arrived on site, the UN-Habitat 
project coordinator together with the Federation gathered the village 
families in the community centre meeting room to announce that a 
foreigner would be arriving on a certain day and would be spending 
some time there, conducting interviews with people and carrying out 
additional related activities. Ingeniously, they explained that, at the 
end of her mission, this obscure ‘outsider’ would provide funding for 
each family to use in remodelling the kitchens and bathrooms of their 
houses. I was not introduced as an anthropologist, but rather as the 
‘Kitchen Package’! As in the past, this incentive was sufficient to put ‘the 
gears in motion’. It was time to go on stage once more. The village had 
to be cleared of weeds, the absent beneficiaries recalled to their posts, 
the renting families alerted, threatened and put on guard, the unautho-
rized residents intimidated with the spectre of my arrival or kept out of 
the way as much as possible, the ‘60 families’ properly trained so that 
they would not make any disastrous moves, such as spilling who knows 
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what delicate truth to the foreigner. The only scripted parts and guar-
anteed shares were assigned to the beneficiaries who would be on hand, 
actively participating in the welcome party and collaborating to main-
tain the village’s front stage by answering all my questions without 
letting slip any undesirable truths. 

 From that moment on, the word started to travel from house to 
house – softly at first, then louder and louder – from the village to 
nearby centres and even Colombo to alert, ask, and inform everyone 
concerned, to speculate and decide what needed to happen. Would I 
maybe take the houses away from their ‘unlawful owners’? Or did I plan 
to give the renters the legal right to use the houses? Were their orig-
inal fears about to come true? From the moment in the days following 
the tidal wave that the families had been called together and informed 
of the incredible news, was it just a matter of time before the ‘white 
people’ would come to take the houses back? Or was I coming simply to 
give, like all the others? But if so, who would I give to, and what would 
the gift involve? Would I be giving only to the 60 families, perhaps 
because they had not been helped as much in the past or because they 
had greater need? Was it possible that, after a quick glance around the 
village, I would give instead to the inhabitants located just outside the 
settlement who were living without electricity, a direct water supply, 
and internal and external doors and windows? Or would I actually leave 
the village itself and go to help the people who were still living in the 
heart of the jungle, a few kilometres away, continually exposed to the 
threats of wild animals and unpredictable rainfall? Was I a ‘spy’, sent 
by the original donor to check up on them? Or was I doing assessment 
for some international NGO, charged with locating a site for the next 
aid programme? One way or another, there was a lot to be done. Should 
they talk, or keep their mouths shut? Demand justice or follow the 
instructions they had been given? Which strategy would end up being 
the most appropriate or, above all, the most effective? 

 It is not hard to imagine how diverse people’s reactions were. There 
were beneficiaries who, without me having asked, found a way to take a 
day off work and deliberately travelled more than 20 kilometres just to 
explain to me the dramatic factors that had forced them to rent out their 
houses: a premature death, economic constraints; then silent tears, and 
the wait. I stood there not knowing where to start explaining that, ‘No, 
there’s no problem, I understand, and anyway it’s not my job to check 
up on things, I’m not here for that ... ’. There were those who closed their 
front doors as I passed and then peeked out through the window to see 
where I was going to knock next. Others, instead, insistently invited 
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me in. Some of them made an effort to understand what I was really 
doing there, even going out on a limb to say something like: ‘Excuse 
me, we were told something different, but you only want to write a 
book, a book ... about why we are here in this house, how we built it 
and why we ended up here, a book about our village ... Well, in that 
case, you should know that ... ’. And this is where the story started: the 
efforts that began long before the tsunami to carve a piece of land out 
of the jungle, and then Mahinda Rajapaksa’s  programme, the arrival 
of UN-Habitat along with the tsunami, the wrongs they had suffered 
compared to other families or – according to each individual perspec-
tive on the events – the support they’d been given. Some of them even 
let the ‘cat out of the bag’ entirely, explaining that the Federation was 
overseen by UN-Habitat, and UN-Habitat was a government outpost. 
Few people begged me not to ask any questions about the history of 
the village because they didn’t want to have to lie and thus incur the 
community’s enmity. Others, instead, resolutely continued to tell the 
same story and to repeat ‘tsunami, tsunami’. These even included some 
of the families living in the older houses, structures that nobody would 
have believed had been built only five years before when the tidal wave 
struck. More than 25 people insisted that they had been fish sellers 
before the tidal wave and had only become farmers a few years before, 
even though the faces, bodies and memories that surfaced when they 
started to relax gave every impression of fields and plows rather than 
sea and fish and no one in the area ever confirmed their statements. 
Some families confided that they had repeatedly attempted to speak 
with ‘the Italians’ enrolled in the project in order to complain or to 
denounce a misuse of the funding or an injustice committed by the 
UN-Habitat staff or other key members in the community, but without 
success. There was always some local expert on hand to act as interme-
diary because of the language barrier, and the conversation ended up 
being altered and large parts omitted. 

 One young chena grower who had been living there with his family 
since before the tsunami proudly showed me the palms of his hands, 
calloused from working in the fields: ‘What do these hands look like 
to you? I have nothing to do with the tidal wave!’. Dammika, presi-
dent of the local farmers’ society and sworn local supporter of Sajith 
Premadasa (the opposition UNP candidate elected to the parliament 
from the Hambantota district) immediately unfolded in front of me 
a big pile of newspapers and a large sheaf of letters he had written to 
politicians on all sides, even Mahinda Rajapaksa himself. The land 
surrounding the Yodakandiya tank used to be illegally sold off to rich 
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buyers from the capital or, under borrowed names, to foreigners seeking 
a good business opportunity in the tourist sector. Even though it was 
under the protection of the Irrigation Department, this tank reserva-
tion was used to build luxury hotels with a view of the ‘lake’. The same 
thing was happening on the other side of the village with the land 
supervised by the Forest Conservation Department: for generations 
chena farmers like him had cultivated it, although without authori-
zation, to meet their basic subsistence needs; now, they were suddenly 
being driven out to let the jungle grow back because it represented a 
better tourist attraction. In the meantime, the high-voltage electrical 
fences that should have protected the local farmers were not func-
tioning properly or were left to deteriorate and local newspapers were 
full of stories about families attacked, wounded or killed by elephants. 
Anyone caught in the act of cutting down plants or trying to plant a 
seed in the ground faced severe punishment and jail time. One year 
before, a frustrated committee of farmers who felt that they had been 
robbed of their land and abandoned to their own devices broke in to 
the office of the Wildlife Conservation Department to demand action 
against the ever- increasing pachyderm attacks. This protest resulted 
in three dead and a significant number of wounded. The guards 
opened fire – against the farmers, obviously. For years Dammika had 
been condemning, as best he could, the siege-like conditions facing 
the area’s poorest families, caught between the expansion of the 
tourist construction towards the tank on one side and the forest on 
the other. He even begged me to take photos of the places around the 
borders of the tank where the locals had been trying, season after 
season, to steal a piece of earth from the reservoir by constructing 
illicit fences in the water during the drought period so they could 
then resell it at a good price to the first buyer they found. Dammika, 
instead, would never have given away to the first incomer the piece 
of land he still owned outright at the new borders of the jungle that 
the Forest Conservation Department had just redrawn – at least, not 
without a guaranteed share in the hotel enterprise. He didn’t want 
to be a ‘victim’ of either the tidal wave or the touristic exploitation 
of the area that, with the new international airport nearby and the 
huge marine harbour completed by the president, thanks to Chinese 
funding right there at Hambantota, was sure to be a site of massive 
future development. On the contrary, Dammika wanted to write a 
book that would tell the story of that absurd village from its very 
beginnings; he already had the table of contents in mind: ‘1997: The 
first colonists arrived ... ’.  
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  Conclusions 

 If we locate the case I have just illustrated within the larger context of 
the cultural practices and representations that shape development and 
humanitarian aid in Sri Lanka, it loses its extremely paradoxical char-
acter and appears rather less anomalous. In spite of its apparent atypi-
cality, in fact, this story could take on an almost exemplary character. 
The village in question was deftly built to function as a national display 
window for potential donors, in a part of the country characterized by 
the confluence of strong political, economic and strategic interests, due 
to the Rajapaksa family power. However, it also represents one of the 
most successful embodiments so far existing of an intervention scheme 
that has been widely employed in Sri Lanka. The mechanisms of this 
scheme had already been put in place long before the tidal wave struck 
the country’s coasts. I thus agree with Pradeep Jeganathan’s (2009) 
assertion that, in Sri Lanka, the image of a small-scale village commu-
nity capable of participating in the ‘consultation’ process so central to 
humanitarian logics cannot be understood by solely deconstructing the 
foundational categories of ‘discourse’ about development. We need to 
go further, to investigate how particular narratives are put into practice 
in their specific context of use, which is always shaped by historic and 
social processes, relations of power and the larger geopolitical setting 
that frames it (Woost, 1997, 2002). 

 The United Nations agency that played a central role in my case 
study had already begun supporting the Sri Lankan government’s 
housing programmes starting in the mid-1980s. These programmes 
were propagandized according to the dominant nationalistic rhetoric 
and commonly employed by the national and local politicians to 
strengthen their electoral power bases. The idealized image of a village 
community that underwent a material and moral renewal thanks 
to the foresight of leaders proud of their pre-colonial past (Brow, 
1990b, 1996, 2009; Jeganathan, 2009) had already assumed a ‘tech-
nical’ expression in the communitarian rhetoric of the humanitarian 
industry long before the tsunami emergency in Sri Lanka. All of the 
central principles behind the grass-roots construction approach that 
UN-Habitat employed in our village are present in these two decades 
and more of history.  13   

 The tsunami in this sense represented a unique opportunity for the 
country to use already-tested mechanisms to reorganize the socio-
political geography of the Sinhalese nation. In responding to the 
damage produced by the tidal wave, the international community thus 
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found itself participating in a political process deeply tied up with the 
hegemonic reproduction of a pre-existing social order, a fact that is 
very revealing about the nature of the highly politicized and projective 
undertakings that follow a catastrophe. For the humanitarian actors, 
launching their massive reconstruction campaign under the banner of 
‘Building Back Better’ meant participating in a challenging and unex-
pected project: a decisive state manoeuvre aimed at strengthening the 
processes of political and moral regulation that controlled community 
reconstruction on a national scale and making them conform to domi-
nant interests to the greatest possible extent. For national politicians, 
on the other hand, in order to integrate a distributive apparatus tied 
up with clientelistic dynamics into the humanitarian aid network, an 
equally ambitious effort was necessary to reorganize collective memories 
in such a way as to adapt them to the identity-based categories available 
on the scene of the disaster. And lastly, to intercept the tsunami-linked 
resources (in the same way that state funding for local development 
had been obtained in the past), the villagers found themselves partici-
pating in a delicate and risky political exercise that required that they 
continuously stage the catastrophe and perform the rituals of a resil-
ient, disaster-surviving community. 

 In order to access the opportunities offered by development in the 
past, local farmers needed only to give the appearance of belonging to 
an historic community, delimited by well-defined identity-based, polit-
ical and economic boundaries that clearly referenced the ideal image of 
the ‘rural Sinhalese village’ (Woost, 1994, 1993). To adapt to the new 
opportunities brought by the tidal wave, exactly the opposite was asked 
of them: the identity of tsunami victim required a fundamental refash-
ioning that (at least superficially) erased past experience, territorial 
ties, and conventional political and familial affiliations. The tsunami, 
in fact, had to impose itself as a new founding myth in the ongoing 
‘struggle for the past’, a contest which is also – and without excep-
tion, as Brow (1990a: 3–5) reminds us – a ‘struggle for hegemony’. The 
substance remains the same, it is only the method that is transformed. 
It is necessary to annul pre-existing historical unity and claim the 
most direct relationship possible with the tidal wave, so that the catas-
trophe can be staged and made advantageous once more, six years after 
the disaster. The devastating wave must be transformed from chance 
into destiny before the eyes of the international community. This can 
only happen if ‘Uncle tsunami’ quickly takes on the role of a ‘common 
ancestor’, removing actual lived experience from the historical record. 
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The tsunami can thus function, through an early and rapid sacraliza-
tion process, to reconstruct community ties for both potential donors 
and the state apparatus that is always prepared to act in the interest of 
controlling territory and available resources. At the end of the day, the 
most effective tools that our expert beneficiaries have at their disposal 
to compete in the arena of humanitarian aid are in fact the strategies 
of claiming their common descent from the tsunami and performing 
their own capacity for resilience. 

 It therefore follows that ‘the new’ involves a revision of pre-existing 
political dynamics that is more formal than substantial, as we can 
infer from the strategies implemented to shorten the chain of resource 
distribution connecting the centre of power with the periphery. 
The establishment of the Federation and its nimble NGO statutes as 
a  community-government entity does not actually grant the village 
genuine autonomy from the central government; all it represents is a 
‘shortcut’ that more directly connects the ruling family’s charismatic 
power to its local supporters. In fact, the Federation is faster and more 
versatile than a bureaucratic institutional or political-administrative 
apparatus, because it can connect directly with the political epicentre 
represented by the Rajapaksa family. Furthermore, it also enjoys the 
support of a humanitarian agency as politically loyal as UN-Habitat. 
Although the Federation’s surveillance policies appear quite perva-
sive, the community version of the story staged in the public sphere 
for external donor consumption serves simply to camouflage the local 
dynamics that have survived in both public and private spheres for 
exclusively internal use. Once the collective performance gives way 
to social dialectic, the interplay between consensus and contestation, 
resistance and homogenization gradually appears more heated, wide-
spread and unstable than the image initially suggested by the ‘impres-
sion management’ policies (Berreman, 2007). The communitarian 
orthodoxy that local actors are required to perform in order to get their 
‘share’ of the humanitarian revenue disintegrates in the face of the 
emergence of new, previously silenced voices. As I moved through the 
liminal spaces at the borders of the village in the course of my ‘story-
telling’ efforts, I was able to catch sight of conflicting revisions of the 
past that did play a part, however humble, in the story. The biograph-
ical and narrative trajectories of the ‘60 colonists’ offer a glimpse of an 
alternative that is not only political but also value-based, moral and 
even historical, and whose outcome is not predictable. With this in 
mind, we can argue that Dammika, as president of the village farmers’ 
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society and local supporter of the district oppositional leader, might, 
with his underground gestures of resistance, embody a real possibility 
for antagonistic positions to gain ground in the social arena. However, 
the uncertain political struggle he represents could also lead to a 
new order in which the village’s current hegemony would merely be 
substituted rather than eroded from below.  

    Notes 

  1  .   Approximately US$2.2 billion were spent in the first year alone following 
the tsunami in Sri Lanka. In addition, more than 150 international 
NGOs were involved, alongside over 1,000 local entities working with 
hundreds of grass-roots organizations created especially to respond to 
the emergency.  

  2  .    Tank  is the word used in Sri Lanka to describe a irrigation reservoir of water 
constructed to sustain agricultural production over more than 2000 years. 
This term is probably a relic of the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 
colonial rule over the country. The word ‘tank’, in fact, derives from the 
Portuguese word ‘tanque’.  

  3  .   I carried out my fieldwork in Sri Lanka in two stages: an eight-month period 
of research between 2005 and 2006, and the most recent period from April 
to June 2010.  

  4  .   Gruppo Umana Solidarietà, Italy.  
  5  .   For ethnographic accounts of the everyday practices and dilemmas faced by 

humanitarian actors in post-tsunami Sri Lanka, see: Korf (2007); Korf et al. 
(2010); Udan and Hilhorst (2006); Benadusi (2011, 2012); Hyndman (2007, 
2009); Lund and Blaikie (2009); Jayasinghe (2006); Uyangoda (2006, 2009); 
de Alwis and Hedman (2009).  

  6  .   Established by the request of UN-Habitat, the Federation initially had the 
role of coordinating, managing and monitoring reconstruction of the public 
buildings destined to become the community centre complex. This coor-
dination was necessary because of the competition that arose among the 
three Community Development Councils (CDCs) that originally controlled 
the subdivisions of the village. However, once the construction of the 
community building was complete, the Federation did not dissolve; rather, 
it continued to function as a central governing entity, especially in relation 
to development activities and contacts with UN-Habitat and other human-
itarian organizations. Unlike a simple CDC, the Federation was founded 
with an NGO statute and therefore enjoys greater autonomy from the local 
administration, both in terms of obtaining funding and in terms of internal 
decision making.  

  7  .   The 60 houses belonging to families already living in the settlement had 
been externally re-painted, but internally – in the majority of cases, at 
least – the buildings lacked not only basic detailing but also windows and 
doors, dropped ceilings and kitchen counters. Furthermore, their design 
was visibly different from the standard model used for the other houses. 
According to the owner’s accounts, UN-Habitat had given them specific 



The Politics of Catastrophe 171

instructions to use the funds from the post-tsunami project (significantly 
lower than those given to other beneficiaries) only for improving the exte-
rior appearance of the houses in order to make them blend in better with the 
rest of the buildings and not for improvements within the houses, which 
might have benefited from more substantial work.  

  8  .    Chena  cultivation, also known as shifting cultivation, is a type of agricul-
ture that involves the yearly clearing of either primary or secondary jungle 
land for cultivation of dry-land crops and varieties of vegetables. This 
 cultivation does not make repeated use of the same piece of land (unlike 
terrain where paddies are grown) and uses crop rotation. For more details, 
see: Brow and Weeramunda (1992) and Brow (1996: 52–60).  

  9  .   The funding for the construction of the houses was suspended when 
Mahinda Rajapaksa lost the Fishing Ministry post in 2001, which coincided 
with the electoral victory of the United National Party (UNP).  

  10  .   In 1997, Mahinda Rajapaksa had promised the beneficiaries a loan of rupees 
50,000 to construct their houses, according to the following steps: founda-
tion rupees 5000; lintel level rupees 8000; gable level rupees 10,000; and 
roof rupees 27,000. However, due to the failure of the programme, none 
of the families ended up receiving the full grant. When the ‘Diyawara 
Gammana’ project was resumed after the tsunami, the grant made for a new 
house was rupees 456,000 and rupees 138,000 was paid for the construc-
tion. 158 families received this total amount, while the 60 previous colonies 
already settled in the area received only a much lower amount, calculated 
depending on the stage of construction their houses had reached. This 
naturally gave rise to additional rivalry and tension among the villagers.  

  11  .   The history that gave rise to an ‘imagined community’ founded on the 
unity of villages in rural Sri Lanka can be traced back to the colonial agri-
cultural development projects launched in the nineteenth century, at least 
a hundred years before this image (refashioned and ‘indigenized’) emerged 
in the nationalistic and anti-colonial rhetoric of the post-independence Sri 
Lankan state. For an exploration of the relationship between the discourse 
of village community promoted by the British administrators at the begin-
ning of the 1800s and the community-oriented rhetoric contained in Sri 
Lankan nationalist ideology, see: Samaraweera (1978); Brow (2009); and 
Jeganathan (2009). As early as the 60s, Dumont noted (1970: 158–63) how 
the image of the village community as a ‘ little republic , self sufficient, having 
its own functionaries, and surviving the ruin of Empires’ was the result of 
a careful process of political idealization; a process that was carried out first 
by the British administrators and later continued by Indian nationalists. 
These latter were able to transform the same emphasis on autonomy and 
social equality that their predecessors had used to forge the ‘Aryan village’ 
myth into a highly anti-colonial propaganda. See Tambiah (1992: 106–14) 
regarding the connection between Sinhalese nationalist ideology and the 
idealized image of the rural village community as a utopic refashioning of 
the ‘golden age’ of ancient Sri Lankan kingdoms.  

  12  .   Multiple anthropological studies have outlined the circumstances in Sri 
Lanka that lead to the creation of a highly centralized and autocratic state 
capable of extending its reach into even the most remote areas of the country. 
Mike Woost (1994: 3) argues that bureaucratic and political-administrative 
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routines, aimed at ‘celebrating development’ as the essence of national-
istic ideology, turn out to be just as effective in shaping the Sri Lankan 
collective consciousness because they continue to represent an opportunity 
for the ruling powers to closely control the distribution of funding at the 
 provincial, district and local levels.  

  13  .   The Million Houses Programme is a significant step in this process. It was 
launched in Sri Lanka in 1984 and then brought out once again in 1987 for 
the International Year of Shelter for the Homeless (Muggah, 2008). For more 
information about UN-Habitat’s contribution to the housing campaigns 
promoted in the country, see: UN-HABITAT (1987, 1994); Robson (1984); 
Sharadbala and Khanb (2010) and Sirivardana (1986).      
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   Raphael Lemkin, a jurist who coined the term ‘genocide’, argued that 
the attempt to systematically destroy a group of people based on their 
ethnic, national, religious or other identity is not a contemporary 
phenomenon; it is one that has been a part of civilization for centu-
ries. What is new, however, is the international community’s ability 
to prevent it (Lavene, 2000: 306). The UN serves in this capacity 
because preventing genocide was part of the UN’s agenda from the 
very  beginning. Resolution 96(1) pledged to prevent and punish geno-
cide and called for the drafting of the Convention for the Prevention 
and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (1948). Under Article VII 
of the Charter, the Security Council has the power to adopt resolu-
tions that take the necessary measures to maintain peace and secu-
rity within the international community (Blocq, 2006: 203), measures 
that can include sanctions, embargoes, and authorizing the use of force 
to ensure that its mandate is met and respected (Totten and Bartrop, 
2004: 8). It is under Article VII of the Charter that the Security Council 
and the UN have the power to prevent and punish genocide, as  specified 
in Article I of the Genocide Convention. 

 During the Cold War years, the UN did literally nothing to prevent 
genocide; this was directly caused by Cold War power politics (Totten, 
2005: 7). The end of the Cold War brought great expectations about 
what how the role of the UN would be, now that the super power strug-
gles in the Security Council were over. With this in mind, Secretary 
General Boutros Boutros-Ghali created  An Agenda for Peace , which 
argued that in the post-Cold War world, the UN should be reinvigor-
ated by strengthening the organization’s enforcement effort, hoping to 
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make a reality the early goals of the organization (Totten and Bartrop, 
2004: 10). In the 1990s, the Security Council showed willingness to 
engage in the prevention of human rights violations and acts of geno-
cide – engagements that during the Cold War years had been practi-
cally non-existent (Schabas, 2007: 385). It was during this period of 
renewed engagement that the UN deployed peacekeeping missions 
to the Former Yugoslavia (UNPROFOR, 1992 to 1995) and Rwanda 
(UNAMIR, 1993 to 1996); both missions proved to be tragic failures 
and proof that the organization’s peacekeeping missions were unable 
to accomplish their goals.  

  Historical background: Rwanda 

 Rwanda had three ethnic groups: the Hutu (85 per cent), the Tutsi 
(12 per cent), and the Twas (1 per cent), the original inhabitants of the 
land. The Hutu and Tutsi share the same religion, language, customs, 
food, dress, and names, and centuries of coexistence also led to an 
important amount of intermarriage. The Tutsi were the cattle-owning 
elite and held the power under an absolute king; however, both 
groups had coexisted relatively peacefully for years (Khan, 2000: 3). 
Following the First World War, Rwanda was transferred from German 
to Belgian rule. The Belgians controlled the region under a trusteeship 
of the League of Nations and later the UN. When the Belgians took 
over, they reaffirmed the power arrangements and allowed the Tutsi 
rule to continue. To reinforce the ethnic divide, the Belgians issued 
identity cards identifying the population as Hutu or Tutsi. When there 
was doubt, those with a larger number of livestock were classified as 
Tutsi and those less privileged as Hutu (Sitkowski, 2006: 112). Because 
there were no clear physical or cultural signs that distinguished the 
two groups, it was these identity cards that truly established the two 
groups as different. 

 The Belgians’ interests had led them to side with the Tutsi minority, 
but when the tables turned, the fickle Belgian rule changed sides and 
gave power to the Hutus. The Hutus, who suddenly found themselves 
in power, persecuted the Tutsis. This ethnic strife forced approximately 
100,000 Tutsis to flee to neighbouring countries (United Nations, 
1996: 9). These were early signs of the unstable power relations and 
ethnic discord between the two groups. The discrimination against 
the Tutsis continued, forcing hundreds of thousands more to flee, and, 
by the late 1980s, almost half of the Tutsi population had become 
refugees (ibid.: 11). It is from these refugees that the guerrilla army 
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the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) emerged. The RPF launched several 
attacks against the weak and unstable Rwandan government, which 
resulted in further persecution of the Tutsis (Sitkowski, 2006: 112). In 
June 1993, the Security Council ordered both parties to seek a compre-
hensive peace agreement which would establish a transitional govern-
ment, allow for the return of all refugees, create an integrated national 
army and call for democratic elections (Jones, 1999: 131). On 22 June 
1993, Security Council Resolution 846 approved the formation of the 
UN Observer Mission in Uganda and Rwanda (UNOMUR) to monitor 
the border between Uganda and Rwanda while the peace agreement 
was negotiated (Sitkowski, 2006: 12). UNOMUR, led by Canadian 
General Romeo Dallaire, was tasked with securing the border and 
preventing the crossing of soldiers or weaponry. The mission itself was 
extremely modest in scope, with only 81 unarmed military observers 
(Dallaire and Powers, 2003: 44). 

 The Arusha Peace Accords were signed on 4 August 1994, after two 
years of negotiations. An implementation phase followed in which the 
signatories worked on establishing the transitional institutions called 
for in the agreement (Jones, 1999: 131). The UN Assistance Mission in 
Rwanda (UNAMIR), which had been established on 5 October 1993 
by Security Council Resolution 872, was to assist during the transi-
tion period. UNAMIR would play an imperative role in overseeing the 
terms of the Arusha Peace Accords. The mission was led by the former 
leader of UNOMUR, Romeo Dallaire, together with peacekeepers from 
Belgium, Bangladesh, Canada, Ghana, Romania, Russia and Tunisia 
(Sitkowski, 2006: 113). 

 General Dallaire requested a force of between 2,600 and 4,500. 
Facing difficulties in attaining this number of men, Dallaire compro-
mised and requested 2,538 as a reasonable number that would allow 
the UN to responsibly implement its mission. In addition, the recon-
naissance mission asked for appropriate equipment that would give 
UNAMIR mobility in a country with poor infrastructure and a lack 
of local resources. However, with no pledges for equipment from any 
nation other than Belgium, UNAMIR was significantly under-equipped 
(Laegrid, 1999: 232). When the situation rapidly deteriorated in early 
1994, the UN mission was severely understaffed and poorly equipped. 
There was no logistical and administrative centre, which severely 
obstructed the mission’s work. As ethnic violence escalated, UNAMIR 
was increasingly aware of the difficulties it would face if the inter-
national community failed to reinforce the mission (Whitman and 
Pockock, 1996: 208). 
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  Warning signs 

 As UNAMIR began working in Rwanda in a volatile political environ-
ment it received information of arms imports and the formation of 
the government-supported militia the Interahamwe. This disturbing 
information was discussed with UN headquarters, who advised 
discussing the information with President Habyarimana (Laegrid, 
1999: 233–4). UNAMIR held meetings with high-level officials as 
well as President Habyarimana, who denied any connection with the 
Interahamwe and promised to investigate the matter. Dallaire and 
his advisors warned Habyarimana that if the problem continued 
and violence escalated, the matter would be brought directly to the 
Security Council (Shawcross, 2000: 131). UNAMIR later received 
information that the Interahamwe was planning to kill Belgian 
peacekeepers, hoping that the Belgian government would then recall 
its men and the rest of the international community would do the 
same. Dallaire immediately informed UN headquarters of his inten-
tion to act on the matter. New York replied forbidding UNAMIR from 
taking any action since it would be out of the scope of its mission 
(Sitkowski, 2006: 114). The situation on the ground was more compli-
cated than UNAMIR had expected. The political realities were diffi-
cult and the parties involved were uncooperative. In addition, there 
was escalating violence, which UNAMIR was not prepared to address. 
These difficulties were further exacerbated by the lack of equip-
ment and support that the mission received from the international 
community. UNAMIR was faced with conditions that were quickly 
deteriorating, and the mission’s limitations prohibited it from being 
proactive. Even when these limitations were expressed to UN head-
quarters, UNAMIR’s requests were often ignored.  

  Genocide 

 On 6 April 1994, President Habyarimana was killed when his aeroplane 
was shot down; within hours of the incident, genocide began at the 
hands of the presidential guard, the Interahamwe, and other Hutus. 
Extremist radio stations, like Radio Mille Collines, announced that the 
RPF and UNAMIR were responsible for the murder of Habyarimana and 
encouraged Hutus to kill Tutsis. The death of Habyarimana served as a 
catalyst for the well-planned genocide that had just begun (Shawcross, 
2000: 134). The first victims of the genocide were government offi-
cials who were Tutsis or moderate Hutus. Prime Minister Agathe 
Uwilingiyamana was a prime target because of her past associations. 
UNAMIR peacekeepers, mostly Belgian, were dispatched to protect 
her, under strict orders not to fire. The Interahamwe arrived at the 
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Prime Minister’s home, and while she was able to escape, the Belgian 
peacekeepers were disarmed and taken hostage. The UNAMIR men were 
later tortured and murdered. The Prime Minister was eventually found 
by the Interahamwe and murdered (Burgess, 2002: 102). The murder of 
the Belgian peacekeepers was no surprise to the UNAMIR commanders 
who had warned UN headquarters of this plan; however, the conse-
quences of these deaths would be significant, hindering UNAMIR’s 
ability to carry out its mission and protect the people of Rwanda. 

 The death of the ten Belgian peacekeepers alarmed the international 
community and caused Belgium to withdraw its peacekeeping force 
(Shawcross, 2000: 134). As the Belgian forces evacuated, paratroopers 
from France, Belgium and the United States evacuated any foreigners 
working in Rwanda, France and Belgium actively searched for their 
nationals in Rwanda, while US Marines waited on the Burundi border 
as UNAMIR peacekeepers escorted Americans to safety (Sitkowski, 
2006: 117). The evacuation operations were conducted effectively 
and rapidly, with resources that had never been available to UNAMIR 
(Laegrid, 1999: 235). The international community acted swiftly to save 
foreign nationals but had no remorse for allowing Rwandan lives to be 
lost to genocide. 

 UNAMIR’s mission changed immediately once the violence erupted. 
Its mission became the protection of foreign civilians and escorting 
them to safety. Caught in the midst of unforeseen violence and 
warring parties, UNAMIR’s lack of equipment and supplies became 
more evident. On 21 April 1994, UNAMIR was discussed in the Security 
Council; Secretary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali described the diffi-
culties faced by the mission and the need for immediate action by 
the Security Council. The Council adopted Resolution 912, reducing 
UNAMIR’s number from 2,548 to 270 men. UNAMIR was caught in 
the middle of a massacre and civil war with 270 peacekeepers on the 
ground. UNAMIR’s reduced force and new mandate prevented it from 
taking effective action to stop the massacre; the mission was able only to 
provide limited protection to Rwandan citizens in Kigali. Genocide was 
taking place in Rwanda and the UN’s mission was small, ill-equipped, 
and ill-prepared to protect civilians. Thousands were being killed on a 
daily basis and UNAMIR was there to witness the genocide, yet had no 
authority to prevent it. 

 On 17 May 1994, the Security Council re-examined the situation 
in Rwanda. Alarmed by the reports of genocide, the Security Council 
decided to reinforce UNAMIR and increase the force to 5,500. This force, 
under a new mandate, would be called UNAMIR II and its mandate 
under Resolution 918 included contributing to the security of displaced 
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persons, refugees and civilians in Rwanda and providing security for 
the distribution of relief supplies and humanitarian relief. While this 
new UN mission showed renewed commitment by the UN to protecting 
the lives of civilians in Rwanda, UN members were slow to act and 
UNAMIR’s force was only up to 503 by 1 July 1994 (Katayanagi, 2002: 
145–6). Clearly, the international community did not feel a pressing 
need to save the lives of Rwandans. 

 The French government requested the Security Council’s autho-
rization to deploy a humanitarian mission to Rwanda. Operation 
Turquoise was deployed in early July, after most of the Tutsi killings 
had taken place. However, the French presence complicated things for 
UNAMIR. The French had supported the Hutu-led government; there-
fore Tutsis were uneasy with their presence and the RPF, which was 
moving closer to the capital, did not trust this ‘neutral’ French inter-
vention. In addition, the French humanitarian mission and UNAMIR’s 
military mission were not coordinated, which created chaos and confu-
sion (Shawcross, 2000: 141). The French mission acted quickly and 
 efficiently, establishing safe zones in south-west Rwanda, proof that if 
the international community had had the will, an effective mission to 
save civilians in Rwanda could have been possible. 

 Throughout the months of the genocide, the RPF gained ground 
and finally arrived in Kigali on 4 July 1994. On 19 July 1994 a new 
government was sworn in as an attempt to normalize Rwanda after 
three months of gruesome genocide. The new government was faced 
with a country that had been destroyed by a genocide that killed 10 
per cent of its population and forced another 30 per cent into exile 
(Prunier, 1995: 299). The RPF was finally in power and it established 
a coalition government between Hutus and Tutsis. After four years of 
fighting from Uganda to Kigali, the RPF had accomplished its political 
goals. However, it was now faced with a dire reality and endless diffi-
culties ahead.   

  Post-genocide Rwanda 

 UNAMIR II’s mission once the new RPF government had been sworn 
in included stabilizing and monitoring the situation, encouraging the 
return of displaced persons, providing support and security to humani-
tarian organizations, and promoting national reconciliation in Rwanda 
(United Nations, 1996: 58). UNAMIR attempted to bring normalcy back 
to Rwanda, trying to establish humanitarian routes and aiding refugees 
to return home. The violence in the country continued with attacks 
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from Hutu extremists from refugee camps in neighbouring countries. 
UNAMIR worked in coordination with the new government; however, 
this relationship was not long-lasting. As the anniversary of the geno-
cide approached, tensions between the mission and government grew. 
There was an overt campaign against UNAMIR in the media and the 
mission’s presence was regarded with scepticism (Khan, 2000: 97–8). 
Finally, UNAMIR was terminated by Security Council Resolution 1029 
on 12 December 1995 (Sitkowski, 2006: 120). UNAMIR departed Rwanda 
with a long list of failures under its belt and leaving behind a country 
plagued with violence, thousands of internally displaced persons and 
thousands of refugees trying to return home. UNAMIR left Rwanda in a 
disastrous state, having accomplished limited goals in its post-genocide 
time in the country. 

  The International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda 

 The Security Council authorized a Commission of Experts in Resolu-
tion 935 of July 1994 which would investigate the violence in Rwanda 
between 6 April and 19 July 1994. The Commission analysed informa-
tion concerning violations of international humanitarian and human 
rights law. The Commission reported that the Hutu had planned, over 
a period of time, for the extermination of the Tutsi population and that 
the plan was carried out systematically. The Commission also found 
that the motive behind the killings was clearly based on ethnic iden-
tity, concluding that genocide targeting the Tutsi population had taken 
place and therefore recommending that the Security Council establish a 
criminal tribunal. On 8 November 1994 under Resolution 955 a criminal 
tribunal to be held in Arusha, Tanzania, was established (Katayanagi, 
2002: 151). The International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) 
began its investigation in late 1995, interviewing witnesses and collecting 
evidence. The goal of the tribunal was to target the group of perpetrators 
who organized, planned and incited the genocide, and the first indict-
ments occurred at the end of 1995 (United Nations, 1996: 103). The 
ICTR was established to prosecute those responsible for the genocide 
and other significant violations of international humanitarian law. 

 The ICTR was supported by the RPF government in Kigali; however, 
the government disagreed with the absence of the death sentence. 
Therefore, the government established parallel proceedings to bring 
the guilty to justice. One advantage that the ICTR had was that most 
of the regional governments were supportive of the tribunal, turning 
in the accused to the tribunal’s jurisdiction without hesitation. The 
ICTR tried men such as Georges Rutaganda and Colonel Bagosora, 
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known to have played a major role in the planning of the genocide; 
Ferdinand Nahimana, creator of Radio Milles Collines and responsible 
for the racist and hateful propaganda that the station aired during the 
 genocide; and Jean Kambanda, Prime Minister of the interim govern-
ment, who ordered the murder of Prime Minister Uwilingiyaana 
(Burgess, 2002: 112). To date, 2012, the ICTR has completed 30 cases, 
has 22 cases in progress, has 2 detainees awaiting trial, has 8 cases in 
appeals court and has acquitted 8 detainees of their charges. The ICTR 
served to bring justice to the victims; it was established as an attempt 
by the UN to end the accepted culture of impunity that has surrounded 
crimes of genocide in modern times.   

  Historical background: Former Yugoslavia 

 The Balkans has been home to competing empires that have conquered 
and have been conquered over the centuries. Yugoslavia’s history of 
competing empires allowed for a multinational region to become 
home to various ethnic groups (MacQueen, 2006: 160). While the 
region experienced ethnic rivalries over the years, after the First 
World War. the Declaration of Corfu (1917) unified Serbia, Croatia 
and Slovenia (Katayanagi, 2002: 183). Following the Second World 
War, Josef Tito established the Yugoslav Republic under Communist 
rule. The state was established as a federation composed of six 
semi-autonomous republics based on the historical ethnicities of the 
region: Serbia, Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Slovenia, Macedonia 
and Montenegro. During Tito’s rule, nationalism was discouraged 
and his regime managed to balance the different ethnic groups and 
accomplish a level of peaceful coexistence (Fetherston, 1994: 71). The 
history of ethnic conflict was not resolved during Tito’s time, yet the 
regime was able to subdue it, which led to intermarriage and a blur-
ring of ethnic lines. 

 In 1980, Tito’s death left Yugoslavia without a leader. Tito had unified 
Yugoslavia and in his absence a power vacuum was created which gave 
way to the resurgence of opposing political parties within the six repub-
lics. These new emerging powers struggled for control, and played on 
ethnic identities and history to manipulate the power balance (Slack and 
Doyon, 2001). Without the emergence of a single powerful leader, there 
was no central figure that could control the elements emerging from 
the local governments (Markusen and Mennecke, 2004: 73). National 
leaders exploited nationalism and ethnic divisions, instigating fear and 
reviving old ethnic conflicts to mobilize the population (Mirkovic, 
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1996: 194). Nationalism slowly re-emerged as a result of the propaganda 
campaigns carried out by local leaders (Markusen and Mennecke, 2004: 
73). This new-found hatred and nationalistic agenda found a receptive 
audience, in part, because of the economic difficulties in Yugoslavia. 
The country was experiencing difficulties with debt repayment, rising 
unemployment, and falling living standards. Economic hardships were 
the perfect breeding ground for extreme nationalistic leaders to instill 
fear in the people and pursue their nationalistic agenda (Mirkovic, 
1996: 192). 

 National tensions led to the secession of Slovenia and Croatia in 
1991. Slovenia faced small resistance from Serbia because of its rela-
tively  homogeneous population. Croatia, however, was home to a 
significant Serb minority of about 12 per cent of the population that 
opposed Croatia’s independence and which counted on the support 
of Serbian-controlled Yugoslavia and Serb leader Slobodan Milosevic 
(MacQueen, 2006: 161). A seven-month war followed which left 
10,000 dead and more than 700,000 displaced. During this part of 
the conflict, clear proof of civilian attacks by the Serb army emerged 
(Powers, 2002: 247). 

  Warning signs 

 The war in Yugoslavia between the Serbs and the Croats was brutal, 
instigating fear in the international community that a civil and 
ethnic conflict would follow in the Balkans. In September 1991, the 
Security Council imposed an arms embargo on both parties, followed 
by an effort to broker an agreement. A series of meetings between 
the Croats and the Serbs were scheduled in Geneva, and the peace 
talks appeared promising in the eyes of the UN. The peace talks did 
not yield concrete compromises, however, and conflict continued. 
In 1992, the Security Council authorized a peacekeeping mission to 
establish UN-protected areas in Croatia for the ethnic Serb minority 
(MacQueen, 2006: 162–3). The UN Protection Force, or UNPROFOR, 
was approved by Resolution 743 and its mandate was limited to Croatia. 
The mission would  eventually reach a force of 14,000 during the next 
year and was responsible for maintaining a weak truce between the 
parties. In 1993, the violence erupted again when Croat forces attacked 
Serb populations stationed outside the UN safe areas. In these early 
stages, there were signs of ethnic motivations for the violence, as seen 
by the targeting of Serb civilians by Croat forces. In addition, this 
was the first of many instances in which the UN mission tasked with 
protecting the lives of innocent civilians would fail. 
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 By 1992, Bosnia-Herzegovina was faced with a difficult choice: remain 
a part of Yugoslavia and face violence and discrimination from the Serb 
majority or declare independence and hope that its Muslim population 
was not targeted in the absence of a major ally such as those siding 
with its Croat (Croatia) and Serb (Yugoslavia) populations. Bosnia-
Herzegovina had a referendum in which the majority of the popula-
tion voted in favour of independence but the Serbs rejected the results 
(Economides and Taylor, 1996: 62). When Bosnia-Herzegovina declared 
independence unilaterally, the republic’s Serbs launched a brutal mili-
tary campaign to take over Bosnia’s territory and cleanse it of non-Serbs. 
In a matter of weeks, the Serb attack was able to displace and kill thou-
sands of non-Serbs living in Bosnia (Kuperman, 2008: 56). UNPROFOR 
was stationed in the capital, Sarajevo, for its peacekeeping mission in 
Croatia; this UN presence in Bosnia gave Bosnian leaders a false sense 
of security since they could not imagine the Serbs  committing atroc-
ities against Muslim Bosnians in the presence of the international 
community.  

  Genocide 

 Following the secession of Bosnia, the violence in the region increased 
and shifted from Croatia to Bosnia. The Security Council decided 
to extend UNPROFOR’s mandate to include Sarajevo and, later, the 
entire territory of Bosnia with Resolution 758 (Fetherston, 1994: 79). 
The violence escalated and reports of ethnic cleansing committed by the 
Serbs against Muslims in Bosnia began to surface (ibid.); however, the 
UN presence in Bosnia was limited to humanitarian aid distribution and 
did not extend to stopping human rights infringements (Katayanagi, 
2002: 194). Therefore, UNPROFOR’s mission did little to guarantee the 
safety of Balkan citizens. 

 The UN established a no-fly zone over Bosnia-Herzegovina, to prevent 
Serb air activity, and sanctions against Serbian President Milosevic. 
However, the violence continued to escalate and thousands continued 
to be killed. At this point, the Security Council, recognizing the failure 
to stop the ethnic cleansing against the Muslims, opted to establish safe 
areas to be protected by UN peacekeepers, to keep Muslims from being 
targeted. With the violence escalating and further reports of ethnic 
cleansing coming from Bosnia, the Security Council decided to estab-
lish additional safe areas to prevent further civilian casualties, which 
were then established in Sarajevo, Srebrenica, Tuzla, Zepa, Gorazde, 
Bihac, and the surrounding areas on May 1993 (ibid.). It was during 
this period of escalation that the inadequacies of UNPROFOR began to 
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surface. The mission was originally established to maintain and enforce 
a truce between Serbs and Croats. However, the situation on the ground 
quickly changed. UNPROFOR was now peacekeeping in the middle of 
an arms conflict that was driven by ethnic hate. UNPROFOR was not 
prepared to address the violence or to safeguard civilians. 

 Acts of genocide had taken place since the conflict began, yet the 
international community avoided calling them genocide. However, 
the fall of Srebrenica in 1995 made it impossible for the international 
community to avoid the term genocide. Two months before the fall 
of Srebrenica, reports had arrived at the UN Secretariat and Security 
Council that outlined the possibility of the attack. These reports were 
ignored and were never shared with the Dutch peacekeepers tasked 
with guarding Srebrenica (Grunfeld and Vermeulen, 2009: 225). 
UNPROFOR lacked comprehensive military armaments to be able to 
deter an attack on Srebrenica; therefore Dutch peacekeepers relied on 
cooperation from Serb forces to keep Muslim Bosnians safe (Honig, 
2001: 201). Srebrenica fell on 11 July 1995. The heavily outnumbered 
Dutch peacekeepers were no match for the Serbian forces. Dutch forces 
requested reinforcements from UN headquarters. Peacekeepers in 
Srebrenica waited for NATO planes to launch an air strike against the 
Serbs; however, the airstrike was delayed, which encouraged the Serb 
forces to continue their attack. When NATO planes finally arrived, 
the Serb forces threatened to kidnap and injure Dutch peacekeepers, 
immediately halting the NATO airstrike (Lebor, 2006: 104). Women, 
children, and older men were taken away from Srebrenica, while men 
and boys were separated to be massacred. The exact number of deaths 
during the Srebrenica genocide is unknown, but it is estimated that 
between 8,000 and 10,000 Muslim men and boys were killed by Serb 
forces (Leydesdorff, 2007: 187). Genocide took place in Srebrenica 
under UN watch, with UN peacekeepers to witness it. 

 Following the genocide in Srebrenica, a busy market in Sarajevo 
was bombed, killing 38 civilians. This was the last straw for the inter-
national community. NATO launched 3,500 sorties that destroyed 
Serb ammunition, factories, bunkers, command posts and any other 
 military  infrastructure (Lebor, 2006: 132). To accompany the air strike, 
the Croats and Muslims launched major offensives against Serb forces 
that forced them into negotiation (Honig, 2001: 207). Several weeks 
into the air campaign by NATO, the Serbs finally withdrew and began 
to take the peace negotiations in Dayton, Ohio, seriously (Shannon, 
2005: 57). Two months later, with the assistance of US diplomats, the 
war in Bosnia ended with the signing of the Dayton Peace Accords.  
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  Post-genocide Yugoslavia 

 Following the Dayton Peace Accords, the Security Council trans-
ferred the authority of UNPROFOR to NATO’s Implementation Force 
(IFOR). NATO would take over much of the peacekeeping operations 
that had been managed by the UN and would be the overseer of 
the Peace Accords (MacQueen, 2006: 169). The UN remained in the 
area through its UN Mission in Bosnia and Herzegovina (UNMIBH), 
which consisted of an International Police Task Force (IPTF) and 
the civilian officers necessary to support it, established by Security 
Council Resolution 1035 on 21 December 1995. The IPTF worked in 
cooperation with NATO. Different from the peacekeeping operations 
on the ground, IPTF was tasked with monitoring law enforcement 
and assisting the local government in establishing its own civilian 
law enforcement agencies. The UN was in Bosnia and Herzegovina in 
an exclusively advisory and monitoring capacity. The IPTF reached 
2,027 in 1997 and its mission expanded as the situation on the 
ground evolved. At the end of 1997, the Security Council added to 
the mission’s mandate with Resolution 1144, which included addi-
tional aspects of law enforcement and security, including training 
and capacity building for local law enforcement in the areas of refu-
gees, drug trafficking, terrorism and other similar issues (Katayanagi, 
2002: 195–7). The UN remained active in the Former Yugoslavia; 
however, the mandates of its various missions were limited to 
 humanitarian and civilian duties, and most of the peacekeeping and 
peace enforcement aspects post-Dayton were left to NATO and its 
mission. 

 In the late 1990s, violence in the Balkans resurfaced. The conflict 
was between the Serbs and the province of Kosovo. Milosevic had 
ended much of Kosovo’s autonomy and had started an overt campaign 
against ethnic Albanians, removing them from public office, closing 
state-run schools and establishing Serbian rule in Kosovo. This led 
the Kosovo Liberation Army to launch campaigns against the Serbs. 
It is estimated that 11,000 ethnic Albanians died during this conflict 
and 1.5 million were driven out of their homes. Both parties met in 
Rambouillet, France, to negotiate a peace agreement. Serbian forces 
were finally pushed out of Kosovo by a NATO air campaign in March 
1999 (Barria and Roper, 2005: 351–2). During the crisis, the UN role in 
Kosovo was limited to humanitarian work; it was NATO that handled 
the peacekeeping and peace enforcement tasks to prevent the violence 
and death toll from escalating.  
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  International Criminal Tribunal for Yugoslavia 

 In October 1992, Security Council Resolution 780 established a 
Commission of Experts that would investigate the crimes that took 
place during the conflict in the Former Yugoslavia. The Commission 
was tasked with investigating and collecting evidence on these 
crimes and making recommendations to the Security Council. The 
Commission began working while the war and violence was still going 
on in the Balkans, and it recommended to the Council that it estab-
lish an international criminal tribunal to address the evident violations 
of the Geneva Convention and international humanitarian law. The 
International Criminal Tribunal for Yugoslavia (ICTY) was established 
by Security Council Resolution 827 and was tasked with prosecuting 
those  responsible for violating international humanitarian law during 
the conflict. Crimes committed starting from January 1991 and ending 
on a date to be determined would fall under the ICTY’s jurisdiction. 
The crimes that the tribunal would prosecute under the authority 
of Chapter VII of the UN Charter included violations of the Geneva 
Convention, violations of law or customs of war, genocide and crimes 
against humanity (Barria and Roper, 2005: 354). 

 The ICTY began its first trial in May 1996, which established prece-
dents for the cases to come. During its first years, the tribunal had 
 difficulties getting the defendants into custody even after they had 
been indicted, since many of them were being protected by their 
national governments (ibid.: 356). The ICTY has so far indicted 
161 persons; proceedings have concluded for 124 of the indicted, 
while 37 cases are ongoing at this time. The majority of those 
indicted by the ICTY were Serbs (94) and Croats (29), which makes 
clear the key role played by the Serbs during the violence that esca-
lated into ethnic cleansing and genocide in the Balkans between 
1991 and 1995, and again in 1999 in Kosovo.   

  Similarities and differences between 
UNPROFOR and UNAMIR 

 UNPROFOR and UNAMIR were established to oversee the terms of 
peace agreements between the warring parties. In Rwanda, the agree-
ment had been reached between the Hutu government and the RPF, 
who through the Arusha Accords agreed to form an interim govern-
ment that would integrate Hutus and Tutsis. In Yugoslavia, UNPROFOR 
was established to oversee the truce that had been agreed between the 
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Serbs and Croats. Both missions’ work during peacetime was limited 
since violence soon re-erupted after their establishment. Both missions 
were intended to oversee the maintenance of peace and the return to 
normalcy in the two territories. The UN Security Council over-estimated 
the power of the peace agreement (in the case of Rwanda) and truce (in 
the case of Yugoslavia). Both missions were planned, organized, and 
deployed with peacetime as the operational environment; therefore, 
the equipment that both UNPROFOR and UNAMIR were provided with 
was very limited. Light armaments and equipment intended for peace-
keeping were used in both cases, inadequate for the original scope of 
the mission because of the small quantity of equipment pledged by the 
international community, even for peacetime operations. When the 
violence erupted and increased suddenly, the ill-fitted mission had to 
fend for itself with whatever equipment it had. In Rwanda’s case, the 
equipment was insufficient considering the violence that was plaguing 
the country and the lack of infrastructure present. In Yugoslavia, the 
mission was ill- and under-equipped to face the military power of the 
Serb army and militia. In both cases, lack of pledges from the interna-
tional community to equip the missions led to missions that did not 
have adequate equipment for peacekeeping, let alone to protect civil-
ians in times of war and escalating violence ( Table 9.1 .)      

 While both missions were under- and ill-equipped, the human 
capacity present in the two missions was very different. UNPROFOR 
totalled thousands of peacekeepers from all over Europe serving under 
the UN flag. European powers saw their interests threatened by the 
possibility of escalating violence. The peacekeeping numbers autho-
rized by the Security Council and pledged by European countries in the 

 Table 9.1     UNPROFOR and UNAMIR 

 UNPROFOR  UNAMIR 

 Location Former Yugoslavia Rwanda
 Headquarters Zagreb Kigali
 Duration February 1992–March 1995 October 1993–March 1996
 Maximum capacity 38,599 5,500
 Capacity during crisis N/A 270
 Fatalities 167 27
 Budget $4.62 billion $453.9 million
 Civilian deaths 200,000 800,000

   Source : UNAMIR (http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/missions/past/unamir.htm) and 
UNPROFOR (http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/missions/past/unprofor.htm) websites.  
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case of Yugoslavia reflect the interests of the European community and 
their investment in Yugoslavia. Rwanda, however, was not considered to 
be of the same importance. As a small country in the middle of Africa, 
European countries, with the exception of Belgium, saw no interest 
in pledging their citizens to Rwanda. Peacekeeping forces in Rwanda 
came mostly from Africa and other developing nations. In addition, the 
conflict in Rwanda was characterized by the Security Council as a civil 
war; therefore, the number of peacekeepers provided to UNAMIR was 
limited compared to UNPROFOR. UNAMIR totalled 5,500 peacekeepers 
at its maximum capacity, yet only 270 were authorized by the Security 
Council during the height of the conflict. The differences between 
the two missions are a clear sign of the UN’s, particularly the Security 
Council’s, interests and priorities. 

 UNPROFOR and UNAMIR were peacetime missions that were tasked 
with overseeing the maintenance of a peace agreement or truce between 
warring parties. However, both missions were faced with increasing 
violence on the ground, far from what had been anticipated by the 
Security Council when establishing both missions. Both missions were 
set up to deal with a particular type of scenario, but were faced with 
very different circumstances. The inadequacies exposed by the diffe-
rence between the environments in which the missions were intended 
to operate and the environment they did operate in were a key factor 
in the failure of both missions. It is clear that peacekeeping in a time 
of war is close to impossible, especially when facing violence with little 
equipment and, in the case of UNAMIR, almost no personnel. The plan-
ning of both missions did not anticipate what the missions were to face 
on the ground, which hindered the missions’ successes and capabilities. 
In addition, both missions required Security Council authorization to 
modify their mandate, which was often late to arrive. In both cases, the 
UN, the Security Council and the international community were hesi-
tant to get involved, which led to decisions that came too late, or that 
only half-solved the problems faced by both missions on the ground. 
This was even more difficult for UNAMIR, which received no support 
from other organizations similar to that of NATO for UNPROFOR. 

 When it came to protecting civilians, UNPROFOR’s and UNAMIR’s 
missions and mandates were extremely different. UNPROFOR was 
tasked with protecting civilians, particularly those in danger of attacks 
from Serbian forces. UNPROFOR was expected to guarantee the security 
of civilians in the midst of war. This aspect of its mandate is reflected 
in the establishment of safe areas to protect those being targeted. Even 
if these areas often failed those they were established to protect, it is 
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clear that at least the intention to protect civilians existed. UNAMIR’s 
mandate only included the protection of foreign civilians. As violence 
escalated, UNAMIR was tasked with escorting foreigners to safety and 
safeguarding them from violence. At no point did the Security Council 
authorize the protection of the Tutsi population. This difference 
between the two missions can be seen from the significant difference 
between the numbers of civilian casualties: 800,000 in Rwanda in a 
period of three months versus 200,000 in the Former Yugoslavia in a 
period of three years. What caused the difference in priorities between 
civilians in Rwanda and civilians in the Former Yugoslavia is not clear, 
but unfortunately one tends to assume that race and location played a 
significant role. 

 Both UNPROFOR and UNAMIR played an insignificant role in 
ending the conflict. In both cases, intervention by third parties was 
needed. In the case of UNPROFOR, the conflict was brought to an end 
when NATO intervened with rigorous air campaigns against the Serbs. 
In the case of UNAMIR, the conflict was halted by the advances of the 
RPF. If it had not been for the intervention of both NATO and the RPF, 
the realities of the Former Yugoslavia and Rwanda would have been 
very different, probably yielding larger numbers of civilian casualties. 
Both missions’ inability to end the conflict and genocide is a result 
of the missions’ shortcomings. Both missions were not meant to deal 
with the violence they faced on the ground and therefore were unable 
to have a  significant impact on the aggressors. In addition, the hesi-
tant nature of the UN and the Security Council when dealing with 
both conflicts gave the aggressors confidence, and therefore the UN 
presence on the ground failed to deter the violence and could even 
be considered harmful to the victims, who, in the presence of blue 
helmets, felt a false sense of security. Unlike UNPROFOR and UNAMIR, 
both NATO and the RPF acted decisively and backed their threats with 
action, forcing the aggressors to stop the genocide. 

 The UN reacted to the genocide in the Former Yugoslavia and 
Rwanda with the establishment of criminal tribunals to prosecute 
crimes against humanity and genocide. Both of these were established 
after a Commission of Experts investigating the conflicts found proof 
of genocide and recommended the tribunals to the Security Council. 
One difference between the ICTY and the ICTR is that the ICTY was 
established while the violence and genocide was still taking place in the 
Former Yugoslavia. The ICTR, however, was established after the geno-
cide had ended. The difference between the two clearly reflects the 
short period in which the violence and genocide took place in Rwanda 
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versus the extended period of conflict in the Former Yugoslavia. 
Both tribunals were to serve as proof that the UN and the interna-
tional community would prosecute heinous acts against humanity 
and genocide and that the often assumed culture of impunity that 
had  characterized the international community for decades would no 
longer stand. The ICTR was supported by the Rwandan government 
and other neighbouring countries, which facilitated the extradition 
of those being prosecuted. The ICTY faced many difficulties in this 
matter, although it was supported by Bosnia-Herzegovina and Croatia; 
however, Serbia was strictly opposed to it. In addition, since the perpe-
trators were of different nationalities and represented the different 
warring parties, extraditing those indicted by the tribunal was much 
more challenging. Both tribunals are still in the process of trying and 
sentencing those accused. Both tribunals can be considered among the 
few successes that the UN accomplished regarding both these conflicts, 
yet the true successes of the ICTY and ICTR will only be seen once all 
processes are completed.  

  Conclusion 

 The genocides in Rwanda and the Former Yugoslavia were two of the 
darkest chapters faced by the international community in the late 
 twentieth century. Both genocides took place under the watch of the 
international community and the UN, which were unable or unwilling 
to take action to stop the killings. It is clear that the UN has the power 
under its Charter and mission to intervene effectively when genocide 
like that seen in the Former Yugoslavia and Rwanda is taking place. 
However, in order to be effective in this goal, the UN must receive 
full support and commitment from the international community. In 
the cases of Rwanda and the Former Yugoslavia, this is exactly what 
was lacking. The Security Council may pass resolution after resolu-
tion pledging peacekeepers, equipment and funds to a mission tasked 
with ending genocide, yet if the international community does not 
support these resolutions with personnel, equipment and funds, these 
resolutions are irrelevant and insignificant. In the case of Rwanda, for 
example, the UN and the Security Council were not even willing to 
pledge support: the organization overtly stated, with the reduction of 
UNAMIR’s numbers, that the genocide in Rwanda was not of interest 
to the international community and that Rwandans should solve their 
problems on their own. In the Former Yugoslavia, a genocide that 
took place much closer to home for many of the global powers, the 
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Security Council pledged support and attempted to look decisive and 
committed, yet this effort was still half-hearted, and while the numbers 
on the ground were more significant than those in Rwanda, the results 
were still evident failures. 

 The UN is the organization that is expected to put a stop to  genocide, 
as stated in its Charter and in the many declarations and resolutions 
following the organization’s establishment. Yet, before the world 
witnesses a UN that is effective in stopping genocide around the world, 
it will need to take a stronger stance when claiming ‘never again’, ‘not 
on our watch’, or ‘responsibility to protect’. The UN can only effectively 
stop genocide if those countries serving on the Security Council are 
willing to take a decisive stance and authorize intervention immedi-
ately, backing words with actions. If the international community is 
hesitant when it comes to ending genocide, then the UN has no power 
to act and will, therefore, continue to fail when attempting to end geno-
cide. It is essential that the commitment to never allow genocide to 
take place is supported by the international community as a whole, 
regardless of where genocide is taking place, who is committing the 
genocide, or who the victims are. Until the way in which the interna-
tional community reacts and responds to genocide changes, it is likely 
that it will continue to take place and the UN will continue to deploy 
 unsuccessful missions that are unable to end genocide. 

 It is evident from this research that both UNPROFOR and UNAMIR 
faced great difficulties in trying to accomplish their mandates, diffi-
culties that were so significant that both missions have been labelled 
as failures by the majority of the international community. With these 
two cases, one expects the UN and the international community to 
learn from their mistakes and take into consideration the failures 
in both missions and to modify the  modus operandi  for future crises 
and genocides. In future research, the author would be interested in 
studying the role of the UN in the crisis in the Sudan and what changes, 
if any, the organization’s peacekeeping mission in Darfur has under-
gone compared to those in Rwanda and the Former Yugoslavia to better 
address the  genocide and crisis.     
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  Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are significant actors in 
humanitarian and emergency operations as long as they are able to 
deploy a wide range of materials and logistics. Moreover, they bring 
in capabilities which are useful in tackling some of the problems 
that occur in the humanitarian, peace building and reconstruc-
tion  operations that are organized by states and intergovernmental 
organizations (IGOs). Their own approach to aid, reconstruction and 
service delivery to people affected by natural disasters and human 
conflicts, however, is the object of controversial evaluation. In prin-
ciple, this approach is taken to be complementary to that of the states 
and inter governmental organizations. In practice, it is very different 
from it. Consequently, NGO action often clashes with the actions of 
states and IGOs in humanitarian intervention. This chapter discusses 
the participation of humanitarian NGOs in, and along with, IGOs’ 
and states’ actions to respond to composite humanitarian emergen-
cies. This study is based on the assumption that, in the current phase 
of world politics, the context in which global emergency policies are 
demanded, developed and carried out is a context that is changing. A 
set of humanitarian actors, institutions, rules and practices is gradu-
ally materializing and strengthening. In this system, the existence of 
good NGO–IGO relations is held to be important to the achievement 
of the goals of humanitarian missions. 

 The management of natural disasters is based, in particular, on the 
concept of coordination among different agencies, as well as on the 
concept of preparedness, in order to strengthen capabilities to handle 
the effects of the disaster on people rapidly. Within this perspective, 
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NGOs are often conceived as part of the overall mechanism. Their 
direct involvement, however, is underestimated and neglected in prac-
tice, and this is mostly due to the different identity and approach 
humanitarian NGOs uphold. 

 The chapter is divided into three sections. The first presents the 
main characteristics of the achievements of NGOs in the framework of 
the principles that distinguish humanitarian action on a global level. 
The second section goes deeper into the knowledge of these charac-
teristics through the analysis of the HNGOs survey of the  opinions 
of the representatives of 28 humanitarian NGOs and networks of 
NGOs active in the field of humanitarian assistance, peace building, 
and conflict transformation and mediation (see Appendix). The third 
section debates the implications of the NGOs’ attitudes towards their 
roles in humanitarian action. 

  Humanitarian NGOs and humanitarian action 

 Impartiality, proportionality and neutrality are the fundamental 
principles of action of humanitarian agencies. In addition, inde-
pendence from the state governments is a standard characteristic of 
humanitarian NGOs. Additional principles were added to define and 
shape the improvements which occurred in the relationship between 
civilian and military operations through which states and IGOs 
operate. 

 The term civil–military cooperation (CIMIC) was coined to name 
the close cooperation between military troops and civil society actors 
(Rietjens, 2008). The reconstruction of Germany in the aftermath 
of the Second World War is cited as the first case of this cooperation 
(Klose, 2006). All military and civil, state and non-state personnel 
operate in the same environment, and decide to work either separately 
or together, in close or loose cooperation (Rietjens, 2008). Therefore, 
CIMIC is used to name the relationship between the military command 
and civil actors, including the national population and local author-
ities as well as the international, national and non-governmental 
organizations and agencies. The different nature and, above all, the 
different roles played on the ground continue to significantly affect 
humanitarian action and influence its final results. The concept is 
quite controversial, even in its recent development of facing natural 
disasters and humanitarian emergencies. On one hand, the effective-
ness of NGOs’ response is partially determined by the extent to which 
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they can collaborate and coordinate with other actors and agencies, 
and there is a significant list of services (technical assistance, security, 
landmines ban, and so on) which are usually provided by the mili-
tary. On the other, they are two very different actors differing in their 
 rationale of conflict resolution or disaster relief, and in their timeline 
of intervention and priorities. 

 The presence of NGOs in conflict areas became stronger even before 
the Cold War, and they were mainly involved in relief assistance and 
in human rights and minorities protection. The births of some organi-
zations, such as Amnesty International (AI), Médecins Sans Frontières 
(MSF), and Human Rights Watch (HRW), were important steps on the 
road towards the  formation of the new culture of humanitarian inter-
vention. Indeed, a broad array of actions of intervention were started 
by such organizations, and continue to be started at the present time. 
Actually, the number of NGOs in and near armed conflict zones has 
been increasing over the years. Their action priority relates to human 
and civil rights, peace  promotion, and environmental and social issues. 

 According to mainstream literature, NGOs participate in human-
itarian intervention as moderate actors and specialized groups of 
experts (Rucht, 2006). However, it is worth remembering that they 
have their own position, which is separate from those of the military 
and officers that represent IGOs. Some groups stand on more radical 
campaigning positions, based on the conviction that the system must 
be reformed from the roots; on accusations levelled against capitalism 
and  globalization for fomenting civil conflicts; on the refusal of coop-
eration with intergovernmental organization actions and programmes; 
and on blaming peace missions for spreading  interventionism  throughout 
the world (ibid.). 

 Operational and campaigning NGOs execute actions in peace opera-
tions through different methods. Operational NGOs participate directly 
in peace operations by mobilizing human, financial and material 
resources, carrying out projects and programmes, and offering exper-
tise and advice. Campaigning NGOs participate indirectly by seeking 
wider public support for operations, and also by fund-raising on a 
smaller scale (Willetts, 2001). A better typology of NGOs, however, is 
needed to aptly analyse NGOs’ approach to conflict management and 
humanitarian intervention. To this end, a typology has been created 
(Irrera, 2010) by merging two NGO attributes. These are (a) the NGO’s 
identity and principles of action, and (b) the NGO’s concept of conflict 
 management and humanitarian intervention. 
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 According to Stoddard (2003), three types of NGOs can be distin-
guished according to identity attributes:

   The Wilsonian-type organization, named after American 1. 
President Woodrow Wilson, is more familiar with the principles 
of cooperation and multilateralism as practised by governments 
and international institutions. Care International is an example 
of this type.  
  The Dunantist-type organization, named after the Red Cross founder 2. 
Henry Dunant, adheres to the principles of impartiality, neutrality, 
and independence. MSF and AI are examples of this type.  
  The faith-based type of organization acts in harmony with religious 3. 
principles. Christian Aid and Islamic Relief are examples of this 
type.    

 By also distinguishing NGOs in terms of the second attribute, the 
conflict resolution approach, including availability to work with local 
partners and/or international institutions, the following typology is 
created and applied here to the analysis of NGOs’ roles in peace and 
 humanitarian operations:

   1.     The pragmatist Wilsonian NGOs. These organizations do not refuse 
possible cooperation with other agencies.  

  2.     The principle-centred Dunantist NGOs. At the basis of these organi-
zations there is the assumption that any conflict management should 
respect the basic principles of humanitarianism.  

  3.     The solidarist NGOs. Focused on the root causes of conflict as the 
main problem to solve, these organizations affirm that the root 
causes of conflict should be a preliminary condition.  

  4.     The faith-based NGOs. These organizations participate in responding 
to charity and compassion values.    

 The range of NGOs’ approaches to peace operations matches, to some 
extent, the range of conflicts and different forms of intervention which 
are required to manage humanitarian problems. It is worth remem-
bering here that, as Clark remarks, ‘The economic, informational and 
intellectual resources of NGOs have garnered them enough expertise 
and influence to assume authority in matters that, traditionally, have 
been solely within the purview of state administration and responsi-
bility’ (1995: 507–8). Humanitarian intervention is one of these matters 
that concern NGOs, but in different ways, that is, in accordance with 
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the identity and approach preferences of the NGO in terms of the types 
listed above. For this reason, scholars (see, for example, Donini, 2006) 
point out the issue of setting out a body of shared rules on the participa-
tion and conduct of NGOs in peace operations. This issue also has some 
relevant practical implications. 

 The principles of ‘humanitarian reform’ started to be imple-
mented from the Brahimi Report in 2000 and are strongly based 
on the centrality of integrated missions as well as on coordination 
among different actors (Stobbaerts et al., 2007). In December 2005, 
the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) launched a ‘cluster’-
based mechanism to address deficiencies in emergency responses. 
Responsibilities for specific sectors were assigned to the UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees and to other humanitarian agencies to lead 
and coordinate the overall response.  1   The initiative has been devel-
oped very rapidly, especially in those  countries affected by natural 
disasters. There are, however, many aspects to be implemented. Such 
coordination appears to be, in principle, an efficient mechanism, but 
as it brings in, in practice, too many different actors and consequently 
various perspectives, it initially requires reflection on the sharing of 
powers and competences. From the point of view of many NGOs, any 
reform in humanitarian action needs to seriously rethink the role of 
states and agencies. 

 As the next section will explain, the empirical evidence reveals two 
main patterns. First, the label humanitarian seems to be extremely 
broad and controversial: it includes (or excludes) different identities 
and tasks. Second, the diversification of security levels is producing a 
wider range of new tasks and roles, which has several important impli-
cations, especially on the ground.  

  The NGO representatives’ opinions: the HNGOs survey 

 The answers of the NGOs’ representatives who were interviewed make 
clear that a wide range of actions – including peace mediation (as pursued 
by the Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue, based in Geneva, and Crisis 
Management Initiative, founded by the Finnish Prime Minister Martti 
Ahtisaari in Helsinki) and the dispatch of international volunteers to 
areas of conflict to promote a different kind of humanitarian interven-
tion (Non-Violent Peace Force, based in Brussels, and Pope John XXIII, 
based in Geneva) – are regularly practised. NGOs are active in conflict 
areas, playing several roles and covering a long time frame, from the 
beginning to the rebuilding phase, independently from peace missions 
deployed in the same territory. 
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 The HNGOs survey research consists of semi-structured interviews 
with the representatives of 28 NGOs and networks of NGOs based in 
Geneva and Brussels. All organizations have official relations with the 
UN and/or the EU, are officially registered as a humanitarian NGO, and 
are active in the field of humanitarian assistance, peace building, and 
conflict  transformation and mediation.  2   

 The survey questionnaire is divided into four sections. Sections 1, 2 
and 3 are aimed at clarifying how NGOs match the above-mentioned 
attributes, as well as the quality of the relationship they have with 
IOs on humanitarian issues, while section 4 was focused on the 
 experience they have accrued on the ground. This chapter analyses 
the main questions, which are considered useful for clarifying the 
roles played in humanitarian action and the relations with other 
actors. 

 As far as the first attribute (the NGO’s identity and principles of action) 
is concerned, the focus is on two basic questions, namely the size and 
geographical dimension and the use of the controversial term human-
itarian. The first question seems to be essential for describing NGOs’ 
strength and resources. It is clear that having a headquarters in Geneva 
or Brussels reveals a solid financial basis. The question was not, however, 
ineffective. It aimed at investigating, first, the NGOs’ internal structure 
(relations with local partners, being members of other networks, and so 
on) and, second, their ability to achieve goals. 

 According to the replies, the majority of NGOs act on a global basis; 
some of them focus their actions on a regional scale; and only one, MSF, 
preferred to be defined as an international NGO (see  Figure 10.1 ). The 
largest number of NGOs present a complex internal structure, made 
up of local agencies and/or regional branches, while all organizations 
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 Figure 10.1      Geographical basis of NGOs 

 S1 – Q1:  Are you global, regional or local?   
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have enough resources and tools for realizing their projects in an 
 efficient way.      

 The word humanitarian is used as a very broad concept to describe 
the specific issue of helping people in any troubled context. However, 
as the literature has made clear, being humanitarian refers not only to 
the NGO’s identity or activity, but also to an individual approach in 
defending human dignity and needs. The majority of the respondents 
declared that they identify with this standard use of the label human-
itarian, even though some of them want to attach some added values 
to the concept. At the same time, a significant number of NGO repre-
sentatives prefer to defend a unique identity and define themselves in a 
different way ( Figure 10. 2 ).      

 The organizations which prefer not to be called humanitarian deal 
with the particular tasks related to the rebuilding phase, namely emer-
gency management, the containment of the effects produced by civil 
conflicts and/or natural disasters, development projects and initia-
tives, and state-building measures. While MSF recalls its own specific 
medical and surgery missions, others – like CMI and the Centre for 
Humanitarian Dialogue – stress the role of mediation and dialogue 
promotion ( Figure 10.3 ).      

 Save the Children and WarChild underline their focused aim on 
child protection. ‘We are a development, humanitarian and child 
rights organization as we undertake programming and advocacy in all 
three areas’ (Save the Children UK, interview on 3 March 2011). ‘To 
prevent and mitigate the effects of violence, abuse, exploitation and 
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 Figure 10.2      The identity of NGOs 

 S1 – Q3:  Would you define your organization as a ‘humanitarian NGO’?   
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neglect on children who suffer from conflict related insecurity, exclu-
sion and poverty’ (WarChild, interview on 20 October 2010). Action 
d’Urgence Internationale underlines the specificity of its own mission, 
which is ‘to provide help to those people who have been affected by 
natural disasters (relief and assistance)’ (my own translation from 
French, Action d’Urgence International, interview on 30 October 2010). 
Therefore, the concept of humanitarian action is strongly changing 
and reshaping, moving from the traditional actions towards human 
beings (Catholic NGOs stressed this aspect) to different roles which 
do not underestimate individual needs, but are focused prevalently on 
the technical aspects of conflict management and resolution. 

 Rapid reaction to emergencies and development projects are 
increasing, as well as all issues related to the peace-building phase 
( Figure 10.3 ). Interestingly, new and alternative roles, such as mediation 
and conflict transformation, as well as demining (excellently performed 
by the Geneva-based Centre for International Demining), are increas-
ingly important, marking NGOs’ identity and – above all – reshaping 
their roles and their relations with IGOs. 

 In the analysis of the NGOs’ identity, it is important to take into 
consideration the donors who help to promote their projects and activ-
ities. According to the literature, civil society is traditionally associ-
ated with a non-state entity and, therefore, it can represent interests 
and promote activities by safeguarding its own independence and 
neutrality (Galtung, 1987; Willetts, 2001). In other terms, it would 
not be  acceptable to suffer government pressure through economic 
conditionality. This is what was underlined by the people interviewed. 
However, all of them declared that governments are ordinary donors, 
even though these are mainly established democracies (mainly USA, 
Australia, Canada, Switzerland and the Scandinavian countries). The 
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 Figure 10.3      Definitions of NGO self-ascribed tasks 

 S1 – Q5:  What is the main purpose of your activity?   
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donations they make cannot, in any way, change the NGOs’ behav-
iour.  Figure 10.4  demonstrates that governments are the most impor-
tant donors. The UN continues to play an important role, through its 
agencies, and the EU plays an acceptable role, through the Commission 
and ECHO. A minor role is played by the Council of Europe.      

 It is true that private foundations and payments from partners 
provide a huge contribution to civilian humanitarian activities. 
However, the somewhat ambiguous relationship NGOs have with 
governments – and the consequently still too weak contribution 
offered by IOs – should be taken into account. 

 The question concerning the geographical areas in which NGOs 
deploy their missions is important to settle the analysis of the first 
attribute. The NGO representatives’ opinions are important, in particular, 
to understand whether civil actors prefer to act in countries and regions 
in which an IGO-led peace mission is deployed. All NGOs are active in 
areas affected by civil conflicts, state failure and natural disasters. All 
representatives believe that it is their duty to immediately react to trou-
bles, according to their expertise, means, and possibilities. Basically they 
do not wait to be involved in the planning phase of intervention. 

 While the African continent seems to be the most affected by 
conflicts, the Balkans remain important regarding long-term peace-
building initiatives, and south-eastern Asia seems to be one of the areas 
in which international interventions will grow in number in the near 
future ( Figure 10.5 ). Afghanistan and Iraq, as well as the Gaza Strip, are 
still at the core of humanitarian action and are the countries in which 
the majority of NGOs are deployed. As a matter of fact, in all these 
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 Figure 10.4      Donors to NGOs 

 S1 – Q6:  Which are your main donors/sources?   



200 Daniela Irrera

troubled areas NGO and military personnel are situated, even for long 
periods, without any preliminary coordination.      

 As far as the second attribute – the NGOs’ ideas on conflict 
 management and humanitarian intervention – is concerned, a common 
and established approach to humanitarian action is observed. Even 
though NGOs have the right to be consulted on humanitarian issues, 
on all matters for which they provide functional resources, they usually 
prefer to maintain their own position, which is separate from that of the 
 military and officers that represent IGOs. This assumption is sustained 
by the major literature and has been confirmed by the replies to the 
HNGOs questionnaire. Some additional observations, however, are 
worth mentioning here. 

 In principle, all NGOs consider this right a useful one and tend to 
exercise it. This does not mean, however, that the consultation is an 
efficient and problem-solving one. Even though some of them  regularly 
participate in fora and meetings and provide  expertise, all organiza-
tions complain about the lack of involvement in the planning phase 
and, more important, a significant lack of coordination ( Figure 10.6 ). 
Some replies given by NGO representatives, listed below, can better 
explain this assumption.        

 More flexible organizations and vertical would be better. (Care 
International, interview on 9 November 2009) 

 Better targeting of beneficiaries’ real needs, instead of their status. 
(Initiative for Better and Humane Inclusion, interview on 28 February 
2011) 
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 Figure 10.5      The presence of NGOs by area 

 S4 – Q1:  Were you acting in the same place in which a peace mission was deployed? Which one(s)?   
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 MSF stresses the importance of implementation of practices. 
(Médecins Sans Frontières, interview on 9 November 2009) 

 UN DPKO missions (depending on Chapter, terms of engagement, 
capacity, etc.) can be very different from each other – and from 
regional (ECOWAS, AU, NATO, etc.) deployments. 

 The key issues are probably mandate and capacity. Perhaps also 
how they deliver their mandate – whether they seek to engage in 
emergency response and how they do this, the role of hearts and 
minds activities, the blurring of the distinction between military 
and humanitarian acts and actors, etc. (Concern, interview on 
3 December 2010)   

 Answers to the specific question on their satisfaction levels reveal how 
the gap between state actors and non-state actors is very controversial. 
Cooperative relations with military personnel are expected in order to 
be more effective in relief operations and facilitate the peace mission’s 
success. This is acknowledged by the UN Department for Peace-keeping 
as well. NGOs have been given the right to be consulted by the UN 
Peace-building Commission on all the matters for which they are able 
to provide functional resources. Seventeen representatives declared they 
are quite satisfied with their existing relations with IGOs, some others 
exercise their right to be consulted, though with some misgivings, and 
a minority prefer not to have a relationship in which they don’t believe 
at all ( Figure 10.7 ). In addition, some NGOs (like Oxfam and Terres des 
Hommes) prefer to be peace-mission watchdogs and control the oper-
ation actions and mission transparency. To sum up these findings, we 
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 Figure 10.6      Dialogue on humanitarian issues 
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conclude that the tools used by IGOs to manage challenges and threats, 
especially civil conflicts, are in principle considered a useful instru-
ment, but are weak or inefficient in practice.      

 Working on the same areas and problems, however, produces effects 
which, in some cases, overlap one another. The specific and direct 
questions included in the survey obtained equivalent clear answers. All 
NGOs played their roles on the ground on their own (being embedded is 
categorically refused). No formal or structured coordination with IGOs, 
either in the planning phase or on the ground, is programmed but it is 
sometimes requested. However, several channels which can be consid-
ered as a form of cooperation or – more frequently – consultation are 
observed ( Figure 10.8 ). Two different terms to mark two different levels 
of relationships with militaries have been used in the survey:  consulta-
tion , to deal with the traditional role ascribed to NGOs, and  cooperation , 
to refer to a more structured exchange of practices and mutual help. As 
acknowledged by some representatives: 

 exchange of information on security to facilitate the protection of 
our staff. (CESVI, interview on 28 April 2010) 

 some forms of cooperation with military staff, for strategic 
purposes. (NVPF, interview on 26 November 2009) 

 Oxfam had to maintain independence, to meet officials, to monitor 
the mission. (Oxfam, interview on 27 November 2009) 

 We can do entirely without the military, but it’s also useful to 
influence the military through our concepts of human security. We 
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 Figure 10.7      Dialogue with IGOs: satisfaction level 
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work very closely with the military in this sense. (CMI, interview on 
27 November 2009) 

 In some countries (but only in response to natural disasters in 
non-complex environments) we would seek direct engagement with 
the military – national and international – but only where we felt that 
to do so would not be prejudicial to communities’ perception of our 
independence and neutrality. In some places this can be  difficult – 
and the consequences of misjudging this can be serious in terms of 
security and programme presence and impact. (Concern, interview 
on 3 December 2010) 

 We have met the military personnel because, in some counties, 
they direct relief operations. We do not have specific problems with 
them. It is sufficient not to disturb them or to make comments 
on their actions. (Action d’Urgence Internationale, interview on 
30 October 2010)        

 It is a common understanding that there is a kind of ideological refusal 
to enter into contact with military missions. On principle, NGOs do not 
like having contact with military personnel and frequently prefer to 
work on different projects. At the same time, the interview data demon-
strate how much the humanitarian action of the NGOs is segmented 
and diversified, and how controversial are the relationships they have 
with institutionalized interventions. The practical implications of the 
NGOs’ attitudes revealed by the survey are further analysed in the 
following section.  
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 S4 – Q5:  Did you have any relationship with military troops? Cooperation? Consultation? 
Friction?   



204 Daniela Irrera

  NGOs’ role(s) in humanitarian and 
peace-building activities 

 The different roles NGOs play in the field are multidimensional and 
long-term. They cover the different phases of a crisis. NGOs’ action 
and roles can be well described by distinguishing between the three 
traditional phases of crisis, that is, (a) the pre-crisis phase, (b) the crisis 
phase, and (c) the post-crisis phase. 

 The three phases relate to three specific roles, which can be broadly 
defined and include all the specific humanitarian tasks NGOs can 
cover. The pre-crisis phase refers to NGOs’ contribution to the 
enhancement of human security and the spreading of information and 
common practices on humanitarian action. The crisis phase includes 
the ability to facilitate peace and stability, playing the traditional 
role of providing relief and support, dealing with the peace missions 
deployed by the UN and other international organizations, but also 
the increasing task of mediation and conflict transformation. Lastly, in 
the post-crisis phase, the commitment to expand local actors’ expecta-
tions concerning social, political, and practical needs and of long-term 
projects of development and state building are included. 

  NGOs and the pre-crisis phase 

 The main aspects of the first phase of a civil conflict or man-made 
disaster mainly deal with the evolving nature of security, as analysed 
by the scientific community, and result from non-state actors’ practical 
experience of managing security challenges. The traditional concept 
of security is associated with the nature of the state, the image of 
the enemy, and the use of military violence. Changes in armament 
 technology, the rising importance of non-state actors, and political 
innovations, namely the adoption – initially by the European coun-
tries – of the concept of cooperative and comprehensive security, 
contributed to changing this view of security. Buzan has pointed to 
three levels of analysis (the individual, the state, and the international 
system), and different dimensions (the political, economic, and social) 
in managing security issues in addition to the military one (Buzan, 
1991). The Copenhagen School worked on the concept of comprehen-
sive security because a wide range of factors (military, environmental, 
economic, societal, and political) bring in different actors and forms of 
action as determining security matters. Lastly, this concept drew the 
attention of the specialists to the importance of the securitization of 
any social issue that political actors (namely states and international 
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organizations) change into a threat by means of speech acts to be 
responded to by means of emergency measures. In subsequent years, 
the scientific debate continued, and tried to merge the new concepts 
in order to develop a perspective that was useful to practitioners. As 
Knight (2001: 14) rightly remarks, terms such as comprehensive secu-
rity, common security, and human security ‘are being utilized to 
embrace the range of issues that are being placed on a revised secu-
rity agenda of an emerging global polity’. Consequently, security ‘must 
change from an exclusive stress on national security to a much greater 
focus on people’s security, from security through armaments to secu-
rity through human development, from territorial  security to food, 
employment and environmental security’. 

 NGOs – especially the Wilsonian ones – have been particularly 
responsive to the suggestions of the scientific debate, and have devel-
oped  their own  security management language as well as processes 
and best practices connected to those scientific concepts. At the same 
time, a wide range of tools have been institutionalized by the prag-
matist and solidarist NGOs in their practice of security management. 
The  institutionalization process includes different actions and sectors, 
such as information; analysis of threats, risks and vulnerabilities; and 
the organization of practical and logistic aspects (Avant, 2007). In 
their turn, Dunantist NGOs have underlined the importance of the 
non-partisan, fast, non-bureaucratic, and risk-taking nature of human-
itarian intervention. The Wilsonian and Dunanist organizations have 
been able also to supply knowledge useful for regulating conflict 
solving and peace management, such as rule-making procedures and 
methods of interpretation and application of norms and standards 
(Beck, 2008). It is worth mentioning also that, in recent years, the 
NGO community has been particularly keen on diffusing the respon-
sibility to protect (R2P) principle. In particular, the faith-based NGOs 
worked steadfastly to sustain the movement aimed at advancing the 
responsibility to protect in order to confront the global community’s 
inadequate response to morally indefensible mass atrocities.  

  NGOs and the crisis phase 

 The second phase refers to the traditional role ascribed to NGOs, 
namely relief and assistance. Generally, NGOs manage facilities, such 
as site selection and access procedures for offices, residences, ware-
houses; personnel matters, such as hiring local personnel and making 
them accept professional norms; transportation, for instance providing 
vehicles, drivers, and tracking; communication systems, such as 
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broadcasting daily news and extreme emergency information; and 
incident reporting, such as what gets reported, and to whom. Briefly, 
they show a good ability to maintain procedures for maintaining, 
updating, and monitoring the whole security planning process. Also, 
they have developed a rapid reaction capacity. This means that when 
a conflict starts, or immediately after an earthquake, they are ready to 
strengthen the existing missions or to deploy new personnel. 

 During the crisis phase, NGO personnel have to work alongside the 
official, military and civilian personnel of the peace missions and to 
assist local parties. As clarified by the interviews NGOs defend their 
identity as independent agencies in peace operations because they are 
not part of the military structure and they preserve a strong desire to 
protect their independence. Interactions are, however, inevitable. In 
some cases, NGOs contribute directly to the political success of human-
itarian missions. The Sant’Egidio Community, for example, has been an 
important actor in mediation and diplomatic negotiation. It promoted, 
and has sometimes brought to positive conclusions, peace processes 
in conflict zones such as Burundi, Mozambique, and Palestine. The 
Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue and CMI facilitated peace talks in 
Aceh before the military arrival. CMI had been ‘called’ by the Georgian 
Government to assist stabilization procedures. The Dunantist NGOs, 
like Oxfam, have been successful in creating humanitarian civil pres-
sure. In other cases, they help to informally improve the mission perfor-
mance. European NGO networks, such as EPLO or VOICE, regularly 
consult ECHO, and promote working groups testing the efficacy and the 
goal-oriented behaviour of peace missions deployed by the European 
Union. Their disapproval of misconduct (or their evaluation, as Oxfam 
regularly does) contributes to the reshaping of different aspects of the 
operation mandate, such as the legal basis of the  operation, the defini-
tion of practical effects, and the behaviour of  military personnel. 

 In general, the independent and neutral status of many humanitarian 
NGOs is a problem for good civil–military cooperation. Coordination 
and the sharing of aims and tools is essential to good cooperation. 
This is at the core of any preparedness doctrine which demands more 
coordination among agencies. The inter-agency cluster leadership 
approach, for example, is supposed to reorganize the way humani-
tarian action is performed, especially during this phase, focusing more 
on the implementation of missions and interventions rather than the 
preparation of more enlarged meetings. Even though they tried to skip 
the duplication of actions by multiple actors involved in the same terri-
tory, the clusters have already revealed their main weakness. MSF has 
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underlined that parallel structures and sub-clusters have proliferated, 
multiplying the procedures and creating more bureaucracy (Stobbaerts 
et al., 2007). Also, a very politicized environment emerged in which 
the necessity of providing rapid and efficient aid to people in need is 
sidelined under various voices and supposed competences. The clus-
ters may be helpful in sharing information but they fail to involve all 
potential actors in an efficient way. Therefore, even this innovation 
confirms that any attempt to strengthen coordination (or to impose it 
from the top) suffers from the differences in various actors’ identities. 
Even though this is most visible during the crisis phase, it also affects 
the long-term actions which characterize the post-crisis phase.  

  NGOs and the post-crisis phase 

 The third phase is increasing in importance, inasmuch as it is the 
longest and most troubled phase. Although the military put a large 
effort into mission preparation, they often remain unaware of the actors 
in the area in which they are deployed. Normally, the military do not 
participate in coordination meetings, refuse to make information acces-
sible, and are not interested in civil programmes. Consequently, peace 
missions are frequently blamed for neglecting local demand-driven 
cooperation. Furthermore, in some cases, cooperation programmes are 
selected and prioritized based on the capacity of the military and civil 
personnel of the mission, rather than the needs of the local benefi-
ciaries. As experts remark, little attention is paid to the involvement 
of the local population in many partnership actions (see, for example, 
Rietjens, 2008). On the contrary, the relationships that NGOs are able 
to establish with the local actors (individuals and associations) are 
much stronger than those created by the peace operation personnel. In 
the specific case of a natural disaster, for example, NGOs apply a more 
community-oriented approach (despite other international or regional 
agencies), which may help in matching the needs of more vulnerable 
people and reduce the disaster impact. 

 Wilsonian, Dunantist and faith-based NGOs give great importance to 
providing a voice to the local civil society. For this reason, they involve 
local associations and groups in different phases of the intervention. 
NGOs such as MSF and Oxfam are quite successful in this respect, probably 
because of their identity and approach attributes. In many cases, there 
are established and structured relationships between NGOs active on a 
global level and local counterparts or affiliates. This is the way in which 
Interpeace, Non-Violent Peace Force, Pax Christi International, and 
Terres des Hommes act. The majority of NGOs, however, are very much 
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committed to exercising the role of the local people’s voice-articulator. 
They are keen to stay in dialogue with local actors and obtain their 
confidence because on this condition depends the successful outcome 
of the mission. Normally, this objective is achieved by providing help 
and basic goods to the local population. The help NGOs supplied to 
countries in conflict and to victims of disasters and emergencies was 
impressive throughout the 1980s. In 1989, European-based NGOs 
delivered about 180,000 tons of food aid to Africa, and 450,000 tons 
in 1991. In 1994, NGOs accounted for over 10 per cent of total public 
development aid, amounting to around US$8 billion. It is estimated 
that some 400 to 500 international NGOs are currently involved in 
humanitarian actions worldwide, and that NGOs collectively spend an 
estimated US$9–10 billion annually, reaching out to some 250 million 
people in absolute poverty (Abiew, 1998). 

 The good performance of NGOs’ emergency relief work has the posi-
tive consequence of obtaining the confidence of the local population. 
Therefore, the practical assistance that NGOs provide makes them more 
effective in the objective of humanitarian intervention, facilitates the 
building of mutual-confidence relationships, and increases the likeli-
hood that the local population will embrace the reconstruction process. 
This is neither a simple nor a mechanical outcome.   

  Conclusions 

 The growing participation of NGOs in conflict management and 
humanitarian interventions is part of the NGOs’ struggle for an 
effective international presence in world politics and a significant 
political innovation. NGOs are currently acting in parallel with UN 
peace missions and other interventions, and have adapted to the 
changes which have occurred. They have developed a wide range 
of approaches but preserved their independence and neutrality. The 
survey data demonstrated that,  sometimes, NGOs’ approaches fit 
easily with governments’ and  international organizations’ practices. 
Sometimes, they differ considerably from them. These approaches 
are tightly connected to two attributes of the NGOs, their individual 
 identity and their specific approach to conflict management and 
humanitarian intervention. These attributes influence and mark their 
presence within the whole humanitarian process: a preventive action 
and mediation; a traditional relief and assistance role; an increasing 
long-term peace-builder capacity. 

 This confirms, on one side, how much military missions and insti-
tutional interventions still need to update their efficacy, and on the 
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other that humanitarian and peace-building NGOs are increasing 
their ‘ unofficial’ and ‘un-institutionalized’ roles on the ground. As 
seen in the survey, the importance of ‘good’ NGO–IGO relations to 
goal-achievement by humanitarian missions is undoubtedly affirmed 
in principle, but underestimated and denied in practice. Therefore, 
the humanitarian system fails to be effectively productive and rapid. 
It is true that IGOs and NGOs are different actors, and even though 
they work in the same place and time, they use different approaches. 
However, the universal principles they claim, and defend, in acting as 
humanitarian actors are the same, and the resources they hold are not 
incompatible, and can integrate, with one another. Probably, more inte-
gration with those NGOs ready to cooperate and more coordination 
with those which are more reluctant to do so could help the system to 
improve its responsiveness.  

  Appendix 

 Humanitarian non-governmental organization representatives (in 
alphabetical order). All interviews took place between November 2009 
and February 2011.  

   1.     Action d’Urgence Internationale (AUI)  
  2.     Association of Local Democracy Agencies (ALDA)  
  3.     Business Humanitarian Forum  
  4.     Care International  
  5.     Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue  
  6.     Centre for International Demining  
  7.     Comrades  
  8.     Concern Worldwide  
  9.     Cooperazione e sviluppo (CESVI)  

  10.     Crisis Management Initiative (CMI)  
  11.     European Peacebuilding Liaison Office (EPLO)  
  12.     Initiative for Better and Humane Inclusion  
  13.     International Catholic Migration Commission (ICMC)  
  14.     International Council of Voluntary Associations (ICVA)  
  15.     Interpeace  
  16.     Médecins Sans Frontières  
  17.     Mission East  
  18.     Non-Violent Peace Force  
  19.     Oxfam  
  20.     Papa Giovanni XXIII (PG23)  
  21.     Pax Christi International  
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  22.     Save the Children  
  23.     Search for Common Ground  
  24.     Shelter for Life International  
  25.     Solidar  
  26.     Terres des Hommes  
  27.     Voice  
  28.     WarChild     

    Notes 

  1  .   There are currently nine clusters dealing with the major areas of interven-
tion, namely logistics, emergency telecommunications, camp coordination 
and management, emergency shelter, health, nutrition, water, sanitation and 
hygiene, and early recovery protection. Leadership is provided by various 
agencies, including OCHA, UNICEF, and WFP (Morris, 2007).  

  2  .   The HNGOs survey was conducted in Geneva and Brussels between November 
2009 and February 2011.      
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   In view of recent studies on civil–military cooperation (CIMIC) in 
post-conflict and post-emergency environments, this chapter intro-
duces a case study carried out in Lebanon between 2006 and 2009. 
Following the conflict between Lebanon and Israel in the summer 
of 2006, a collection of Italian NGOs, governmental agencies, and 
units of the UN military contingent (UNIFIL) designed and signed a 
 Protocol of Mutual Collaboration . At the time of the events described 
in this chapter, I was working as an international consultant for the 
Italian Foreign Affairs Ministry with the mandate of coordinating a 
post-emergency programme and therefore contributing to the recon-
struction of a Lebanon devastated by the incursion of the Israeli army 
during the conflict that had just broken out between the two countries 
in July–August 2006. Through my university degree, I had been trained 
as an anthropologist and had carried out social research after gradu-
ating; in the subsequent period from 2001 to the present, however, I 
neither worked as an anthropologist nor published research. Rather, 
I chose to take on the role of practitioner, expert and consultant in 
post-emergency reconstruction and development processes on behalf 
of several international agencies, including the European Commission, 
UNICEF and Italian Cooperation. To clarify my peculiar positioning 
in the field, it should first be said that the experiences informing this 
chapter were not experienced firsthand by a zealous ethnographer, a 
mindful and attentive specialist who meticulously transcribed them 
into his field notes to then process and analyse them within the frame-
work of a carefully considered research hypothesis. Instead, they were 
transmitted to  me  as an anthropologist by  me  as a consultant. In my 
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case, the moment of ‘ impregnation’  (Olivier De Sardan, 1995) occurred 
independently from any conscious research intent and should be 
clearly distinguished from the subsequent moment of reprocessing.  1   
Furthermore, as a participating actor who contributed to shaping 
events, I engage in auto-ethnography as a ‘form or method of research 
that involves self-observation and reflexive investigation in the context 
of ethnographic field work and writing’ (Maréchal, 2010: 43).  2   

 The chapter begins with a brief contextualization of Lebanon in 
that period and then goes on to embark on a  thick  description of a 
meeting involving beneficiaries as well as civil and military cooper-
ation. This case offers a point of departure for interpreting how civil 
and military operators understand humanitarian intervention in the 
field, which is subsequently positioned in relation to scientific perspec-
tives and the international debate on civil–military communication, 
collaboration and coordination. My contribution helps to show how 
the  post-emergency ‘limbo’ status in Lebanon (no longer emergency 
but not yet development) reveals a theatre for action in which the space 
between theory and praxis exposes cracks and interstices that can be 
seen not only as errors, but also as opportunities for innovation.  

  The Lebanese post-emergency context 

 The last significant conflict between Lebanon and Israel, or more specif-
ically between the Hezbollah paramilitary forces and the Israeli army, 
began on 12 July 2006 when Hezbollah launched rockets at the Israeli 
settlements located near the long-contested Lebanese border. Using the 
rocket launch as a diversion, a Hezbollah raid simultaneously crossed 
the border, ambushing two of the Israeli army’s Humvee-type vehicles,  3   
killing three soldiers and capturing two others. Five more soldiers were 
killed in an unsuccessful rescue attempt. When Hezbollah requested 
that prisoners held by Israel be released in exchange for the libera-
tion of the captured soldiers, Israel responded by launching a major 
military campaign. This is not the place to lay out the complicated 
tangle of political, economic and strategic relations that generated 
this conflict, embroiled in multiple and contested explanations and 
standpoints. At any rate, however it began, the 34-day-long military 
campaign deeply damaged Lebanese infrastructure, including Beirut 
airport and the country’s main connecting roads, 32 ‘vital points’, and 
109 bridges, and disseminated cluster bombs across large areas of land, 
mainly south of the Litani river; even undetonated, these explosives 
continue to represent a danger for residents of these areas. Besides 
southern Lebanon, the air incursions had as their main targets the 
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majority Shiite areas of the country, headquarters of the Hezbollah 
arsenal and important command, supply and logistical sorting sites. 
The offensives caused over 1,200 casualities and 4,500 wounded, as 
well as the temporary evacuation of 900,000 people who were forced to 
abandon their houses (UN Human Rights Council, 2006). The conflict 
officially ended on 14 August 2006 with the United Nations Security 
Council’s Resolution 1701 (UNSC, 2006), which issued the ceasefire 
order between Hezbollah and Israel and extended the mandate to the 
United National Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL).  4   

 The summer 2006 conflict forms part of Lebanon’s troubled history, 
which has been characterized by the inscrutable interweaving of the 
three threads that have produced the fortunes and trials of this small 
and fascinating country. On one side, it is intrinsically multi-religious, 
with the unending challenge of enabling nineteen different religions 
to live together (Azar, 1999). On the other side, there is a conver-
gence of conflicting regional interests characterized by disagreements 
among multiple countries, including Israel, Syria, Jordan, Iran, the 
Arab Emirates and the Gulf states. For the region, Lebanon repre-
sents a kind of playground in which states debate their own interests 
and test out, on a small scale, delicate power relations and political 
and economic hegemony (Beydoun, 1984). This proverbial,  5   external 
interference within the country assumed larger significance when the 
Middle Eastern issue became a litmus test for wider and equally deli-
cate international  relations that more or less directly involve the main 
blocs of global geopolitical interest, such as the USA, the European 
Union, and Russia (Berti, 2011). Given the 400,000 Palestinians (10 
per cent of the population in Lebanon) who reside in the country and 
have never been entirely integrated as citizens, this context was further 
complicated by the debated ‘Palestinian issue’ that has hung threaten-
ingly over the head of Lebanese domestic politics like Damocles’ sword 
for sixty years. 

 In light of this very brief outline, the specific combination of circum-
stances that occurred in the summer of 2006 should not be seen as the 
eruption of some unexpected crisis. On the contrary, post-emergency 
conditions in Lebanon displayed a relative level of calm and peace-
fulness, giving rise to a situation that was quite different from that 
 characterizing countries such as Iraq and Afghanistan.  

  At dusk on a rainy day ...  

 At dusk on a rainy day in November 2007, I entered the mayor of 
Masthara’s small office.  6   At the time, neither of us knew that this 
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encounter would trigger a persistent, if deferential, enmity between us. 
The room was crowded with people and the only window was fogged 
over due to the rain. The mayor was seated on one side of the large desk 
in his usual armchair, a fake leather piece that I also owned and which 
could be found in almost all the local offices that had been furnished 
hastily and without too much care. One of his associates was standing 
near him. The mayor was a thin, balding man in his early fifties with 
a ring of coal black hair and a lively gaze. On the other side there were 
two employees of an international NGO, one Lebanese and the other 
Italian, along with Youssef, a local UNDP functionary and, lastly, four 
soldiers in camouflage uniforms, because the military personnel always 
attended meetings  en masse . Including my assistant, driver and inter-
preter Ali, there were eleven of us in the room. While the mayor’s asso-
ciate was busy getting more chairs, everyone else, and especially the 
soldiers, was trying to stand up to greet me. I did my best to ease the 
commotion and avoid ceremonial preambles by seating myself on a 
chair near the door. 

 There was a recounting of what had been said so far, provided for my 
benefit. After all, I was playing the part of the donor, or, at least in my 
interlocutors’ perception, someone with the power to decide whether 
or not to finance many of the activities being discussed. Coffee and 
tea were served a few minutes later, which served (as it often does) to 
supersede the preambles and get the discussion started. There were 
multiple issues on the table. These included the Quick Impact Project 
(QIP) promoted by UNIFIL,  7   the usual obscure activities by the UNDP’s 
Art Gold project,  8   and a community centre run by the Lebanese Social 
Affairs Ministry and rehabilitated by the NGO with funding from 
Italian Cooperation. All of these projects were mere appetizers, nothing 
but cocktail peanuts, because the main dish was going to be the usual 
 shopping   list ,  9   as all of us knew even as we pretended to ignore the fact. 

 It was the mayor who reminded us. He led the charge with a classic, 
the overhaul of the sewer system, insisting a little too stubbornly. I 
refused in a way that was not brutal but rather excessively detailed, 
which made him nervous. He was not accustomed to discussing matters 
in such depth in meetings with donors. And yet he managed to almost 
instantaneously conjure up a bulky municipal engineer loaded with 
topographic maps, voluminous projects and rolls of paper. The soldiers 
looked on with some apprehension. After all, they were only guests 
and tenants in Masthara, with a base of 500 men, and it was crucial 
that the mayor be pleased with the Italians’ presence. We were all of 
us Italian, and so it was not easy for the Lebanese to distinguish with 
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any precision between ‘governmental’, ‘military’ and ‘NGO’ Italians. 
For me, there was no possibility that Italian Cooperation would work 
on the sewer system. Although I was no specialist, I was very familiar 
with the issue; at the office we had discussed it at length with experts 
and engineers, we had carried out preliminary inspections, drafted 
reports and made unsuccessful attempts in the same area, and we had 
finally decided to cease making on-the-spot interventions of this kind. 
We had come to a vertical consensus on this subject, from the ambas-
sador, head of the Italian Cooperation mission in Lebanon, down to 
the least of the consultants. The sewer network (and Masthara was no 
exception) was not in any way connected to a disposal or purification 
system; any intervention would therefore have served only to shift, 
concentrate or exacerbate the problem. What was required in the 
entire southwest of Lebanon was a huge infrastructural project and, 
even if we had wanted to, our emergency programme lacked either 
the funding or time frame to carry out such a project. This project 
would also have required that the Lebanese government take a firm, 
medium-term  position and  coordinate with the decentralized govern-
mental organs that often, and especially in that period, sought to 
occupy somewhat autonomous and divergent positions with respect 
to the central government, especially in the south. And, at any rate, 
such a plan would not have been possible without a coordinated effort 
on the part of large international donors, either governmental or 
multilateral, such as the World Bank or the European Union. In other 
words, the issue was well beyond our purview. However, none of these 
arguments appeared to convince the mayor, whose accom modating 
smile was petrifying into a frozen sneer. 

 In reality, however, the worst was yet to come. Abandoning the sewer 
issue in the face of my resistance, the mayor reverted to the issue of the 
compacting pickup truck for trash collection that the Italian contingent 
of UNIFIL had promised him long before. Wrapping up the terms of 
this matter would have ended this disappointing meeting with a more 
concrete outcome than a lot of hot air. Apparently, none of the attendees 
imagined that I would object to this issue as well. After all, it was not 
even our money. However, the mayor knew very well that he was the 
beneficiary of another Italian Cooperation-financed project aimed at 
reducing the pressure on the area’s overflowing dumps by introducing a 
rudimentary form of recycling. By compacting, the compacting pickup 
would have accomplished exactly the opposite. Only one of the two 
was possible: either Masthara headed towards a more sustainable form 
of waste management by using the recycling bins we had distributed 
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throughout the area, or it worked on mechanizing and strengthening 
the delivery of mixed solid waste to the dumps. Beyond the political 
choice, which was between quick efficiency (the compactor) and a more 
complicated and burdensome form of sustainability (recycling), there 
was a blatant problem of compatibility. Employing a compactor that 
simply collected, compacted and delivered waste to the dumps would 
have nullified the entire investment we had made in the recycling 
centres, machinery and training of human resources, raising awareness 
in schools and families, and through local and national campaigns in 
print and on radio and television. I am sure I gave them every impres-
sion of being a real spoilsport on that rainy November evening.  

  The shopping list 

 As I attempted to explain why Italian Cooperation was not willing to 
work on renovating the sewer system and illustrated the incompatibility 
between our projects and UNIFIL’s QIP that proposed to give the city 
of Masthara a compactor, I was not sure what impression I was making 
on the military personnel who were present. They were certainly facing 
a set of arguments that were different from the ones they were used to 
seeing in their frequent and ceremonious discussions with local mayors 
and notables around the infamous  shopping list . I had the feeling that 
they listened with wary apprehension, unsure whether to support my 
arguments, which I imagine they found to be by and large reasonable, 
if slightly abstract, or to instead defend the interests of  their  project 
and  their  mayor, their host and landowner. The Italian contingent of 
UNIFIL considered Italian Cooperation, with its important budget dedi-
cated to the civilian population, to be a potential reservoir of projects 
that could be useful in consolidating relations between ‘the Italians’ 
and local communities. For the soldiers, it was thus eminently logical 
that our investment be concentrated in the areas under their control, 
rather than spread out elsewhere in the country. At the foundation of 
our divergent viewpoints were two different ways of perceiving the 
shopping list,  our  (civilian) way and  their  (military) way. 

 Right after the ceasefire, in early September 2006, the mayors of the 
affected cities organized themselves to receive the steady stream of 
missions from international donors and NGOs interested in providing 
aid for the reconstruction. There were naturally many concrete prob-
lems and needs. However, it was sometimes difficult for the mission 
operators to take immediate and direct stock of the damage; it was easier 
to instead rely on reports from the mayors and leading citizens, who 
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represented authoritative and qualified eyewitnesses to the destruc-
tion and its consequences. It was not long before the mayors acquired 
the habit of writing up their lists of damages and indispensable items 
to be delivered to the increasingly numerous and insistent agency 
delegations that passed through offering assistance. As the wreckage 
was gradually cleared away, the foodstuffs were distributed along with 
the gasoline, blankets and heaters, and plans for rebuilding houses and 
public buildings were drafted and approved, these visits continued and 
even intensified. The cities’ lists of requirements gradually began to 
include needs that were less urgent and less strictly linked to the prob-
lems caused by the latest conflict with Israel. These lists became what 
donors call ‘shopping lists’, composed of various municipal needs that 
mainly expressed the vision of that cycle’s administrators and a useful 
political tool in the hands of mayors engaged in fighting for a slice of 
the large aid pie. In addition, the central government at that time had 
ceased supplying money and even refrained from paying employers’ 
wages and electricity bills. It should thus be no surprise if at times 
these shopping lists went from representing an inventory of actual 
urgent necessities to becoming a sort of wish list that, if properly 
managed, could transform desires into reality. Some mayors sought 
to convey an efficient image of themselves by presenting their needs 
in the fashion of a synoptic table, a sort of menu in English complete 
with prices and an estimated budget on the right-hand side of each 
heading. Donors could easily choose their preferred ‘dish’  à la carte  
and proceed  accordingly. Other mayors opted instead for oral commu-
nication and a more spontaneous style. In these cases, donors would 
write the list directly on their own notepads, almost as if  extrapolating 
it from a confidential private conversation. 

 Nearly all the ‘expatriates’ were in the habit of trying to please the 
mayors. And yet there was a certain difference in standpoint between 
military and civilian personnel that, though rarely made explicit, 
did surface in the wholly different ways that  we  and  they  inhabited 
the field. For the military personnel, it was of crucial importance to 
accommodate the mayors, especially the more influential ones in 
the more trafficked or operationally significant areas and the zones 
where the bases were located. Maintaining good relations with the 
leaders of the areas hosting UNIFIL bases represented a fundamental 
element of ensuring the safety of their personnel and equipment. As 
a colonel once told me, ‘Do you know what’s the real objective here? 
It’s to bring every single one of my boys back home safe and sound.’ 
The primary objective of the initiatives that the military personnel 
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proposed and negotiated with the civilian population was to cultivate 
relations of hospitality and peaceful cohabitation. Their priority was 
preventing any possible problems, attacks or accidents. Manoeuvring 
in a friendly theatre of operations represented an undisputed advan-
tage for a mission. The military projects thus had an unmistakable 
air of ‘favours’ and ‘gifts’ offered to the boss, leader and  rais  repre-
senting the host communities; they were also characterized by the 
kind of compensatory manner people use when trying to make up for 
the trouble they have caused. This was the price to pay for ensuring 
relative peacefulness. 

 The UNIFIL contingents regularly dispensed certain QIP to the 
southern Lebanese populations: a compacting truck, an electrical 
generator, a walk-in refrigerator for preserving fruit or fish, an oil mill, 
an ambulance and a soccer field were all typical examples, as were 
basic health services, foreign language courses and counselling and 
leisure activities for women. These kinds of initiatives have two main 
advantages. First, they are relatively inexpensive and can be carried 
out quickly,  10   as they often involve simple supplies or services that can 
be offered through the duties and competencies of the base personnel 
themselves. Second, they are delimited and decontextualized gifts; 
that is to say, they do not take into account the local context or the 
 indirect consequences they produce. These microprojects  11   do a good 
job of fulfilling the military personnel’s prime requirement, that of 
establishing relations of reciprocity, gratitude, trust and empathy 
with the actors directly involved, who are always the local leaders and 
authorities of the moment. 

 Things are different for the development and humanitarian response 
professionals. Indeed, cooperants, at least in theory, tend to privilege 
other elements. Whereas military personnel gauge their success in terms 
of their popularity among beneficiaries, cooperants gauge (or should 
gauge) the effectiveness of their interventions using standards that 
appear to be more complex or, one could say, convoluted. As commonly 
occurs in humanitarian operations, by a few weeks after the ceasefire in 
Lebanon, the interventions were no longer addressing actual emergen-
cies, and the internal community’s resources (especially non-military) 
were soon channelled toward reconstructing the buildings, infrastruc-
ture and services that had been damaged or destroyed during the war. 
All this reconstruction allowed the country not only to get back on its 
feet, but also to re-embark with renewed energy down the designated 
road to development. 

 I recall a ceremony in Tyre, in the south of Lebanon, in which 
UNIFIL gifted echo-sounding probes to fisherman to use in their boats. 
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It was a triumphal celebration with national anthems, deployments 
of authorities and food for everyone. People were very happy and the 
operation was a great success. Although as far as I know the majority of 
these echo-sounding probes had been sold or exchanged within a few 
weeks, it must be acknowledged that the population did enjoy genuine 
satisfaction and immediate benefit. From a purely CIMIC perspec-
tive, the fact that this collective donation risked disrupting the small 
and delicate local market by altering the extremely fragile balance of 
local fishing and indiscriminately favoured one social group (Tyre’s 
Christian minority, in this case) over others does not represent a signif-
icant problem. These considerations may not be of great concern in 
relation to CIMIC activities, but they are often considered very impor-
tant by the civil operators who are engaged in post-emergency and 
development interventions. 

 This difference in perspective cannot be disregarded. In a country 
such as Lebanon, the problem of decorous coexistence inevitably 
emerges and the same is generally true for all theatres of operation 
where military peacekeeping activities and civilian humanitarian 
 interventions aggregate and coexist in time and space. For those oper-
ating in the field, communication, coordination and collaboration 
among the interventions planned by civilians and military personnel 
are an everyday reality. Indeed, besides the opportunities and responses 
that are deployed in actual practice, over the years a deliberation on 
relations between civilians and military personnel has rapidly devel-
oped at the international level. Specifically after 2001, and especially 
following events in Iraq and Afghanistan, there have been developing 
discussions about the balance between military and civilian (govern-
mental and non) interventions in peacekeeping missions, and the case 
of Lebanon becomes relevant only if located within this debate.  12    

  CIMIC as a disputed concept 

 Civil and military cooperation has experienced several changes over 
the last two decades. Even the current use and meaning of civil and 
military cooperation, with its acronym ‘CIMIC’, has shifted from its 
original meaning of coordination aimed at protecting the different 
identities expressed by the acronym – where the civil and military 
components are equally represented – to a specific set of actions that 
the military component carries out on local civil society and that are 
mainly characterized by humanitarian activities. So far no universally 
accepted and coherent definition has emerged within the international 
community (Kaldor et al., 2007). 
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 Since 1991, as a result of peacekeeping operations in northern Iraq 
and Somalia, the face of UN peacekeeping missions has changed 
substantially (Roberts, 2003). Previously, UN peacekeepers were 
used to deal with interstate conflicts, serving as neutral observers 
to monitor ceasefires and create buffer zones. The use of force was 
prohibited. Starting in the early 1990s, according to Rehse (2004), 
peacekeeping forces were increasingly deployed for cases of intrastate 
conflict and civil war. The tasks that peacekeepers carried out became 
more comprehensive and complex. 

 According to General Sir Rupert Smith (2005), ‘War no longer 
exists.’ As well summarized by Janne Haaland Matlary (2008), ‘the 
military tool is used in integrated missions with other tools – police, 
diplomacy,  democratization programs, humanitarian and other aid, 
etc. ... With the advent of the professional expeditionary military force, 
the main constraint becomes capital, not people. The masses are no 
longer  mobilized.’ We are going from ‘government’ to ‘governance’ 
(Krahmann, 2005). 

 After a number of peacekeeping failures in the mid-1990s, particu-
larly in Somalia, Rwanda and Bosnia (with the tragedy of Srebrenica in 
July 1995), the attitude of UN member states changed. They showed a 
certain reluctance and reduced willingness to address the root causes 
of the conflicts. Instead, there was an evident trend of using a combi-
nation of humanitarian and political mandates as a substitute for 
political and military action to end conflicts. While military leaders 
 increasingly accepted the idea that modern war is about winning 
‘hearts and minds’ through sustainable development in a post-conflict 
phase (Matlary, 2008), the extremely heterogeneous group of NGOs 
expanded its range of action. 

 After 2001, part of the local community and also some portion of the 
international community began to perceive peacekeeping operations 
(in Afghanistan, Iraq and Lebanon, for instance) as  de facto   military 
occupations. Civil operators preferred referring to ‘coordination’ instead 
of ‘cooperation’ (Melandri, 2011). As a consequence, the humanitarian 
stakeholders belonging to international agencies and NGOs divided into 
two camps, the ‘purists’ and ‘pragmatists’. The first camp is strictly loyal 
to the 1949 international Geneva Convention, insisting on the prin-
ciples of impartiality, neutrality and independence, while the second 
is persuaded that, in the present day, it is inevitable that a military 
component coexist in the theatre of operations and therefore coping 
mechanisms must be found. 
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 Over the years, different actors participating in the ongoing discus-
sion have used CIMIC with differing implications, and some authors 
(Siedschlag, 2006; Kaldor et al., 2007), especially when referring to the 
EU policy, have preferred to distinguish CIMIC from CMCO, putting 
the emphasis on ‘civil–military coordination’.  13   The NGOs in particular 
have used the term CIMIC to refer to military involvement in humani-
tarian aid. The core of the discussion revolves around the changed uses 
and role of the military. In so-called complex emergencies,  14   the mili-
tary has been assigned a broader spectrum of tasks that are often not 
strictly military in nature. At the beginning, CIMIC predominantly 
referred to all kinds of interactions and levels of contact between 
civilian organizations and the military. Over time, as peacekeeping 
operations became increasingly complex, CIMIC became a more 
specific term, as illustrated by the more focused definitions provided 
by NATO and other international organizations. According to NATO:

  CIMIC facilitates co-operation between a NATO commander and 
all parts of the civilian environment within his Joint Operations 
Area (JOA). CIMIC is the co-ordination and co-operation, in support 
of the mission, between the NATO Commander and civil actors, 
including national population and local authorities, as well as 
international, national and non-governmental organizations and 
 agencies. (NATO, 2001)  15     

 Similarly, UNIFIL in Lebanon declares that its ‘CIMIC Unit conduct[s] 
CIMIC activities in the UNIFIL Area of Operation (AO), in close 
 coordination with UN civilian agencies, facilitating all the actors 
involved in Humanitarian Activities in the AO, to contribute to the 
accomplishment of UNIFIL mission by providing security and civil 
environment assessment in the AO’.  16   CIMIC for the military compo-
nent was in Lebanon primarily to serve security purposes. CIMIC 
operations were intended to prevent hostilities directed at the military 
bases in their areas of operation; they were therefore used to establish 
good relations with the local population and especially with the local 
leaders through grants, services and gifts. In contrast, encompassing the 
emerging vast concept of ‘human security’ (Kaldor et al., 2007), human-
itarian  interventions in Lebanon, especially those by  non-governmental 
organizations, stressed the attitude of the local community for a 
transition toward more equal distribution of power, more  democracy, 
and more respect for religious or political minorities.  17    
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  Civil and military coordination and collaboration 
in Lebanon 

 The limits and incompatibilities outlined thus far should not cause 
one to imagine that relations between military and civil operators in 
Lebanon were so problematic. Actually, the contrary is true. For one, 
the purpose of both military and civilian personnel is to improve the 
context in which they operate, addressing not only post-catastrophe 
conditions but also pre-existing conditions. They share a constant drive 
for improvement, oriented toward ‘building back better’ (Benadusi, 
2012) or, in other words, the desire to introduce something new and 
improved. A humanitarian gift is intended to alleviate suffering and 
bring comfort and joy, transcending grief over what has been lost. A 
contribution to reconstruction should likewise set its sights ‘beyond’, 
toward the horizon of development that all ‘expatriates’ carry along 
with them when setting out for a mission. Indeed, notions of improve-
ment are inherent in the logic of a type of reconstruction that is 
linked to development, following the formula of ‘linking relief with 
rehabilitation and development (LRRD)’  18   that is recurrent in EU poli-
cies. However, as Kaldor has noted (2007: 281), the idea of improving 
pre-catastrophe conditions serves to put the emphasis on mitigating 
the factors that caused the crisis, in that these are the very factors 
 understood to have helped produce it. 

 In addition, both military personnel and civilians are concerned 
about making a ‘bad impression’, which is always possible in the context 
of demanding and intense post-emergency activity. Our compacting 
truck is too big to pass through the narrow streets of the villages it 
was assigned to. The sophisticated electronic or mechanical device that 
controls it suddenly breaks, perhaps due to a lack of operator expertise. 
Or, more simply, the truck is too expensive to maintain; it burns too 
much fuel and its costs are disproportionate to the financial resources 
of the city to which it was donated. All of these are very realistic possi-
bilities and often occur on the ground in Lebanon, as elsewhere. 
And with the passage of time and no solution in sight, a layer of dust 
settles over the bright new paint. This leads to neglect and less atten-
tion and care given to safekeeping; parts are stolen or vandalized, thus 
bringing us to the epilogue of so many small stories. The object goes 
from  representing a point of pride and reason to brag, to something 
shameful, the epitaph of an error and inconvenient symbol of unsuc-
cessful communication, a badly calculated act that is an embarrassment 
to everyone. The truck thus becomes an encumbrance, a hulking piece 
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of clutter and yet another bit of debris contributing to the entropy of 
the post-emergency context. Unused ambulances and police cars that 
clutter up hospitals and police station courtyards; cutting-edge oil mills 
that sit idle beside the old machines that are regularly used instead; 
work machinery, forklifts, tractors that are abandoned or sold for less 
than their value. Even the engine-generators, gas or diesel-powered 
electrical generators that everyone requests and donates due to their 
relatively low price and high versatility, actually require a great deal of 
fuel to operate and essentially represent an additional burden (not only 
in terms of environmental and sound pollution) that weighs directly 
on the ‘lucky’ beneficiary’s wallet. It becomes yet another expense line 
in the budget of a municipality, school or local NGO: they may have 
gained an asset, but they have surely acquired an additional problem as 
well. That is, unless they find a discrete (and possibly profitable) way to 
rid themselves of it without causing offense.  19   

 Neither military nor civilian personnel enjoy such experiences, which 
(at least in Lebanon) tended to also arise as a result of the over-population 
and lack of communication among international operators involved in 
the reconstruction. I recall a series of additional episodes that verged 
on the tragicomic. At the end of 2007, for instance, the Spanish UNIFIL 
contingent had equipped a community centre in a small town, tucked 
in the hills of south-eastern Lebanon, with a modern multimedia space, 
complete with networked computers, printers, peripheral audio devices 
and large screens for classroom courses and other activities. This was 
the same equipment that an Italian NGO had planned to include in its 
project to rehabilitate the same centre, and which the organization that 
managed the centre had commissioned from both the military personnel 
and the NGO alike. It must have come as a huge surprise for the coop-
erants of the Italian NGO; almost like a hallucination, the multimedia 
room materialized before their very eyes just as they had imagined and 
described it to us donors, who had already handed over the money for 
the project. This NGO, which held to the most uncompromising and 
purist position regarding the military presence in Lebanon, had even 
refused to talk to the military in order to ask if and how they planned 
to help the community centre; they were likewise unable to generate 
enough trust and closeness with the centre’s managing organization 
to avoid such a flagrant duplication of supplies. This kind of story – 
walls painted twice over by two different donors, training courses for 
women or unemployed youth disputed as if they were rare commodi-
ties – appear frequently in accounts and even more often in anecdotal 
descriptions of reconstructions. Lebanon is no exception to the rule. 
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 In the absence of ideological preconditions so deeply rooted as to 
prevent even essential information exchanges, the need to somehow 
coordinate on-site reconstruction and rehabilitation operations by 
civilian and military personnel in Lebanon spontaneously emerged. 
After all, the UN cluster coordination meetings (which in Lebanon 
were coordinated by UNDP and included UNIFIL forces) were mainly 
focused on security issues, logistics and mobility,  20   while CIMIC initia-
tives were addressed only in broad and superficial terms. There was thus 
a pressing need to foster field coordination between military and civil 
operations in other ways, especially when they focused on the same 
zones and villages. In other words, it was necessary to promote a form 
of field-based coordination that was much more operational than the 
broad and vague cluster meetings. Disregarding principles or  positions 
for or against mutual collaboration, the region’s particular characteristic 
and the features of the mission made it clear that, from an  operational 
point of view, it was necessary to establish some kind of dialogue, 
from mere positive coexistence to the establishment of useful forms of 
synergy or cooperation. 

 In contrast with other recent peacekeeping scenarios (Afghanistan, 
Darfur, Iraq), the relative stability experienced in Lebanon provided 
the international humanitarian community with a reasonably safe 
 environment where they could fully express their potential. In those 
years, instability in Lebanon was determined by internal crisis more 
than by threats from Israel. In Lebanon, there was a balance between the 
roles played by civil and military components. NGOs and civil operators 
moved freely through the country. They cooperated with both local civil 
society and local authorities at all levels, but civil international actors 
also interacted more intensively with the Lebanese central government. 

 Another interesting aspect of the situation in Lebanon was the 
particular and controversial relationship that both the civil and 
military components of the peace mission formed with Hezbollah, 
a very difficult actor to pin down. Hezbollah members were locally 
perceived, and not only in the south of Lebanon or among Scythians, 
as the ‘invisible’ defenders of the nation. They accepted the presence of 
the Lebanese army and, at the same time, the presence of the UNIFIL 
mission but, in practice, any kind of operation (either military or 
civil) had to be endorsed or negotiated (whether directly or indirectly) 
with their leaders. Although Hezbollah embodied the political oppo-
sition in Lebanon at that time, in the field and from an operational 
perspective they were actually, together with the Amal Movement, the 
ruling parties in southern Lebanon. Therefore, the military contingent 
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(especially Intelligence) and the civil component both dealt with them 
 de facto  and on a regular basis for any kind of operation. It should 
be noted that Hezbollah was simultaneously the most vivid expres-
sion of the civil Shia society in the south and also the ruling military 
authority, even if it lacked a formal foundation. It was an expression 
of local leadership and traditional Muslim values as well as a chain of 
power, and thus enacted resistance against most forms of change. From 
one perspective they were terrorists,  21   while from another perspective 
they were the guardians of the peace and the establishment. Hezbollah 
was also donor and NGO, an expression of the local civil society and 
implementer of projects and services encompassing education, health, 
information, youth and a plethora of social services. 

 Besides Hezbollah, there were also other important ‘Arab’ actors 
on the scene. In the same period, countries such as UAE, Qatar, Iran, 
Kuwait and the Saudi Arabia made, in Lebanon, their own significant 
contributions, usually in ways that were wholly different from those 
of Western donors. According to UN OCHA Financial Track System 
data, the five main Arab donors – UAE, Oman, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, 
Kuwait – increased their contribution to the humanitarian aid from 
US$203.6 million in 2006 to US$773.8 (Smith, 2011). In Lebanon, 
we as Italian Cooperation made some advances toward establishing 
forms of collaboration, but these produced no concrete results. I recall 
one time in 2007 when, during a meeting with the Kuwait govern-
ment in their Beirut offices, we tried our best to convey the extent of 
Italian activities in Lebanon, focusing on some slides that showed the 
economic profile of our investments in various areas of reconstruc-
tion. When we hesitantly asked to know how much their investment 
in the reconstruction added up to, the high functionary regarded us 
with some puzzlement and candidly answered that they did not know 
the specific number, but were prepared to disburse all the funds neces-
sary to support their activities in Lebanon.  

  CIMIC from practice to theory: the Italian case 

 The majority of my experiences of civil–military cooperation in 
Lebanon relate to the work I carried out with and among Italians. After 
all, Italy had a significant presence in Lebanon in both its civil and 
military components.  22   In the aftermath of the July 2006 conflict, 
Italy’s early involvement was a rapid response to urgent socio-economic 
and infrastructural recovery needs. This was reflected by the launch 
of the ROSS Emergency Programme,  23   which focused especially on the 
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territories that had been most severely impacted by the war but also 
tended to allow the flexibility necessary to respond to smaller-scale 
emergencies stemming from Lebanon’s fragile political-institutional 
scenario, such as the summer 2007 crisis in the Palestinian camp of 
Nahr el Bared.  24   The ultimate aims of the ROSS programme were not 
confined to post-emergency alone; from the beginning, the programme 
was intended to address issues in such a way as to link relief with reha-
bilitation and development. 

 From November 2006 to February 2009, while I was in charge of 
monitoring and subsequently managing the ROSS programme, I was 
obviously interested in improving the effectiveness of the projects by 
also supporting the NGOs in their capacity to coordinate among them-
selves and with other operations promoted by the international commu-
nity. Given the heavy presence of UN troops in southern Lebanon, from 
my point of view it made obvious sense to establish contact with them 
in order to minimize overlap and duplication and also to test possible 
synergies. It should be noted that we chose to base the programme 
headquarters in the south of Lebanon, in Tyre rather than Beirut, in the 
heart of the post-conflict operations, the land controlled by Hezbollah 
and Amal and populated by the international contingent of UNIFIL. 

 My experience in civil–military collaboration with the Italian UNIFIL 
contingent was marked by two very distinct moments. The first phase, 
of approximately one year, from 2007 to 2008, was characterized by 
non-formalized practice, involving meetings and collaborations held 
on-site, in the villages and in the areas where both components were 
carrying out interventions. This was followed by a second year-long 
phase, from 2008 to 2009, in which the dialogue between civilian and 
military personnel gradually shifted to offices and conference rooms. 
The coordination evolved and became political in an effort to climb 
the slippery slope of international theory and discussion about crisis 
management and civil–military cooperation or coordination that had 
been developing at that time. The issue of a more structured collab-
oration gradually travelled from our coordinating tables, where we 
contemplated the presence of on-site civil and military vertices, to the 
headquarters in Italy, where it melted away like snow in the sun, leaving 
only a vague sensation that something had been lost along the way. 

  First phase: learning by doing 

 In one way, the first, field-based period began spontaneously and almost 
by chance; in another way, it was prompted, and in some sense imposed, 
by the forced coexistence of civil and military operators in the same 
villages, interacting with the same contacts and engaged in more or 
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less similar activities. Instead of triggering a senseless and short-sighted 
competition, there was an initial tendency to encourage information 
exchange, followed by collaboration and finally the kernel of what had 
the potential to become a synergistic effort of co-planning. 

 A civilian hospital was refurbished, with the work divided according 
to the various competences and operational skills involved. The civil 
component was tasked with supplying the medical and diagnostic 
equipment while the military was put in charge of restructuring the 
space. We civilians, with our better-funded programme, took on the 
lion’s share of the economic burden, and the military, with its large 
workforce and base located within kilometres of the hospital, assumed 
the role of everyday supervision of the work sites and activities. Being 
simple and linear, the collaboration worked relatively well in this case. 

 A school in Tyre represented a more complex experiment that 
produced generally satisfactory results. This project simultaneously 
involved the military engineering corps, who levelled out the exterior 
courtyard and solved a rainwater drainage problem, direct management 
by Italian Cooperation, who painted the entire building and replaced 
broken windows and door frames, and also two NGOs, one Italian and 
one Lebanese–Palestinian, who were in charge of supplies and capacity 
building for the teachers and refurbishing a school auditorium to turn 
it into a theatrical hall and cinema for the city. This case came to be 
characterized by a relatively pleasant collaborative atmosphere, with 
the possible exception of the military personnel’s excessive propensity 
for display and the directly proportionate reluctance on the part of the 
NGO to be too strongly identified with those other Italians, who were 
armed, garish and constantly in camouflage. 

 These collaborations carried on for some time in a mutually supportive 
spirit. An example was the case of an Italian NGO (entirely autonomous 
from us government types) deciding to ask the base medical personnel 
to lend their help with a social centre that the NGO had refurnished 
and was trying to reopen, despite the disinterest that the Lebanese 
Ministry of Social Affairs had shown in that period for these social 
centres, which represented it at the local level. 

 There was even a period when, consulting a series of QIPs that the 
 military had identified on the basis of the shopping lists, we tried to 
select only those projects that held up in terms of sustainability and 
were compatible with more general processes as jointly conceived by 
the Italian NGO and locals. However, in this phase the experiment was 
already beginning to display its limitations, in that our laborious stand-
ards of feasibility planning, impact and sustainability analysis often 
failed to match the military companies’ more immediate CIMIC needs. 
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 Perhaps our most representative effort to achieve maximum synergy 
was when we tried to include the UNIFIL military bases in an area 
waste management network. Bases have a significant impact on local 
areas, producing a great deal of liquid, solid and mixed waste. A UN 
military operator tends to produce more soil, water, and air pollution 
than any average local citizen. In addition, the number of soldiers was 
often equal to or greater than the number of local residents in the 
districts where the bases were established, as a result of demographic 
decline, depopulation of the countryside and the massive Lebanese 
diasporas.  25   Seeing as we were involved in a reconstruction process 
that was intended to be sustainable and take environmental protec-
tion into account, we naturally viewed the bases as a problem and, in 
some ways, even as a kind of opportunity. Indeed, the military bases 
produce high-quality waste that can be managed and recycled in a 
more efficient way than waste produced by the rest of the district. In 
other words, the military bases’ trash, aluminium from cans and PVC 
and polystyrene from trays, all in large quantities and highly homo-
geneous, constituted a source for recovering quality waste that could 
facilitate the activation of the recycling plants that we had reopened 
and upgraded in the country. On paper, the project appeared to func-
tion and for some time all of us, civil and military personnel alike, 
were enchanted by it. However, the entire matter soon turned out to be 
more convoluted and complicated than expected, and the experiment 
never developed into a real success.  26    

  Second phase protocols and old laces 

 These initial proactive experiments gave rise to the need for a less 
extemporaneous form of coordination. With its significant  engagement 
in Lebanon on both civil and military sides of the intervention, Italy 
also needed to coordinate concerning the country’s overall image. 
Interventions were locally perceived as being conducted by the 
‘Italians’ in general rather than by specific components such as UNIFIL 
or Italian Cooperation. Therefore, the need to scale up coordination 
from a case-by-case approach to something more structured and stra-
tegic matched with what the incumbent Italian ambassador saw as 
an opportunity to increase the effectiveness of what he commonly 
called the ‘Italian System’. A coordinating table hosted by the embassy 
was soon constituted, dedicated specifically to the Italian contingent 
and the Italian NGO. The idea was to carry out an initial experiment 
and then, eventually, share its outcomes with other international 
 stakeholders in Lebanon and elsewhere. 
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 This institutionalization process reached its maximum momentum 
in September 2008 when the Italian government advertised coordina-
tion efforts between the civil and military operators in Lebanon during 
the Accra Agenda for Action Aid Effectiveness:  27    

  Many of these interventions (both direct and through NGOs) in 
the most affected areas of southern Lebanon are carried out by 
 maintaining effective coordination and cooperation between the 
Italian Embassy and the CIMIC Unit of the Italian contingent within 
UNIFIL, acknowledging that close cooperation between civilian 
and military bodies is emerging as a key factor in contemporary 
crisis management operations as well as post-conflict rehabilitation. 
This situation has led to the establishment of a coordinating mech-
anism in which the civilian and military components are engaging 
in a more systematic process of sharing information and project 
planning, reinforced through sectorial joint coordination bodies. 
(Cooperazione Italiana, 2008)  28     

 In the same period, a document summarizing the roles and operation 
of the civil and military coordination among Italians in Lebanon was 
issued. This served to activate a lively debate that was transferred from 
Lebanon to Italy, where the draft of the protocol was being considered 
for approval by the various headquarters, the Ministry of Defence, the 
Ministry of External Affairs, and the Platform of Italian NGOs for the 
Middle East.  29   

 While the Ministry of External Affairs pressed for approval, the 
Ministry of Defence and the Platform of Italian NGOs displayed more 
prudence. The Platform in particular sought to delay the process and 
pushed to reduce ownership at the local level and to downgrade the 
document’s ambition to be tested in Lebanon with the purpose of 
 duplicating it in other contexts and peacekeeping settings. 

 From that moment on, the existing theoretical lacunae proved too 
much for the spontaneous and unpremeditated forms of synergy. The 
NGO headquarters showed some resistance to the military operators 
on the basis of their ideological positions. With a letter from Rome, 
an Italian NGO expressed its pointed dissociation from the principles 
and aims of the coordinating table. This rebounded at the field level, 
where several NGOs reduced their involvement and the Italian contin-
gent displayed increasing discomfort with being involved in such subtle 
and sophisticated speculation on issues of ‘development’, ‘impact’ and 
‘sustainability’. At the same time, the technical component of the 
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Italian governmental development agency de-prioritized the issue and 
returned to its customary activity, and the embassy maintained an 
isolated and unenthusiastic position in the middle. On 29 January 2009 
the parties entered into an agreement to establish a permanent agenda 
for civil–military coordination and dialogue, focused on cooperating 
in development and assisting Lebanon’s civilian population. However, 
the signature of this agreement was the end of the process instead 
of the beginning of a new phase. In a couple of weeks the coordina-
tion  meetings decreased and ceased, while the guidelines that were 
drafted for the first time in February 2009 were never adopted in 
practice.   

  Conclusions 

 In these pages I have endeavoured to take stock of two different ways of 
being in the field, the military way and the civilian way. I have tried to 
use recurrent behaviour to retrace the intentions, differing viewpoints 
and divergent mandates of these two components. And yet, despite the 
differences I have highlighted (which were in some ways quite drastic), 
I have shown that these divergences did not prevent the activation of 
forms of communication, collaboration and coordination between mili-
tary and civilian personnel. In and of itself, the fact of their different 
objectives did not hamper fruitful forms of cooperation from emerging; 
rather, the divergence served as the basis for a certain kind of comple-
mentarity. However, the matter became complicated when field-based 
exchanges converged with a larger discourse on collaboration between 
civil and military operators, taking a position within the debate and 
in relation to the various positions and forms of resistance that had 
developed around this topic in recent years, also considering that the 
topic itself is fluid and rapidly evolving. Theory was soon also joined by 
an additional layer of ‘politics’, that is to say the need to interpret this 
collaboration within the singular perspective of the ‘Italian System’. 
The collaboration protocol that the Italian ambassador to Lebanon 
wanted so much came to represent, for the embassy, an attempt to build 
a tripartite and specifically defined sphere in which governmental and 
military actions could be placed together with the non-governmental 
expressions of civil society. 

 Meanwhile, in the field, the story comes to a symbolic end in a 
cemetery in Naqoura, a case which aids me in describing how the 
civil–military collaboration in Lebanon fell into line and became 
normalized within a purely CIMIC logic. The Naqoura UNIFIL HQ 
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base, operational since 1978, which faces the sea in the south of 
Lebanon near the border with Israel, has expanded over the years. It 
ended up incorporating exactly half the cemetery of the nearby village 
of Naqoura. This produced enormous difficulties and security-related 
constraints, especially whenever the local population celebrated 
funerals: they were forced to pass through heavy security protocols in 
order to enter the base with coffins and perform their mourning prac-
tices. High-ranking Italian military officials from the Naqoura UNIFIL 
base asked the Italian embassy to fund the establishment of an alter-
native cemetery for Naqoura in another location. Despite multiple 
doubts expressed by the technical office of Italian Cooperation,  30   
the embassy decided to go ahead with setting up the cemetery, in 
 financial collaboration with the Municipality of Naqoura. Although 
it was inaugurated by the Italian Ambassador on 16 March 2010, two 
years later the cemetery is neither finished nor in use. The section of 
the work that was entrusted to the municipality was never completed 
and the worksite is currently abandoned. In the meantime, Naqoura 
locals have continued to bury their dead with countless difficulties 
in the old cemetery, which has already reached capacity, because as 
of today no one has agreed to be buried in the new site. Although the 
new cemetery located outside the base was born as a perfect CIMIC 
operation, it went on to become a shabby field of rocks, concrete and 
weeds. I wonder what could have happened in Naqoura if we had 
more fully engaged with the stakeholders, the imam and local popu-
lation, before building the cemetery. I also wonder whether or not 
CIMIC operations could have benefited from an alternative approach 
of this kind. I am convinced that they could have; I am convinced 
that the CIMIC perspective could have gained much from a civil-style 
approach to cooperation that is attentive to aspects of social, cultural, 
economic and environmental sustainability. True, things might have 
been less simple and effortless, but the results would have been more 
satisfactory, even from the specifically CIMIC standpoint of directly 
 satisfying the local population. 

 My contribution seeks to outline the advantages of a perspective that 
is rooted in field-based work. Nevertheless, I do not intend to thereby 
celebrate on-the-ground collaboration as necessarily pure, good and 
virtuous in opposition to the more pernicious and ‘evil’ sphere of 
politics, high-ranking officials and abstract theorizations.  In practice , 
Lebanon was the site of a unique and unrepeatable combination of 
circumstances, and forms of collaboration could only be conceived and 
carried out on the basis of this conjuncture. It is not that I understand 
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the field as simply a privileged dimension, but that I understand it as 
the essential basis for any effort of theorization. Although civilian and 
military personnel came to Lebanon with extremely diverse intentions, 
cooperation between them in this context not only was potentially 
possible but was actually a crucial necessity that every participating 
actor had to take into account. Given the concentration of interven-
tions and the particular characteristics of the context, cooperation 
should and must be carried out with respect for differing mandates. To 
a certain extent, divergences can complement each other, but even in 
cases of flagrant opposition there remains an absolute need for infor-
mation exchange. It is necessary to make a consistent and significant 
effort to understand the objectives, priorities and codes of conduct on 
the other side, free from ideological barriers and prejudices. 

 In the end, a standpoint that is attentive to the field teaches us one 
last useful thing. Despite their identical camouflage uniforms, mili-
tary personnel vary just as civilians do. My experience in Lebanon has 
taught me that, even more than organizations, it is the people who make 
the difference. Good soldiers and good NGOs operators are actors who 
make successful collaboration possible despite the structural forms of 
resistance performed by their respective institutions. At the field level, 
it is possible to find interesting answers to the general debate on CIMIC, 
but only if the implementing actors are granted sufficient room to be 
proactive. After all, peacekeeping operations, like emergency and devel-
opment contexts in general, constitute vast scenarios in which many 
imperfect things occur. Even among military operators, programmatic 
objectives, rigorous rules of engagement, work programmes and plans 
give way to inventiveness, initiative, adaptability and the creative 
capacity of response in the men and women who embody them. These 
men and women, the practitioners, hold both responsibility and power 
and it is they who must choose and decide, interpreting their mandates 
in the best possible way. Field experience, field assessments and prac-
tical case studies are probably the most suitable instrument for bringing 
useful intuitions from practice to theory, especially for a phase in which 
answers are difficult to find and there is a need to begin once again from 
practice.  

    Notes 

  1  .   In addition to personal memories and documents recovered from old 
computers, this reconstruction of events is also based on a series of 
re-encounters and interviews with other observers who gladly and generously 
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provided their versions of events, drawing on both their first-hand experi-
ences and personal memories, as well as the roles they held at the time of 
the interview. In thanking all of them, however, I do not in any way intend 
to share responsibility for the positions I present in this chapter, for which 
I alone am responsible.  

  2  .   Another well-known auto-ethnographer, Carolyn Ellis (Ellis, 2004: xix), 
defines it as ‘research, writing, story, and method that connect the autobio-
graphical and personal to the cultural, social, and political’. On the possible 
way of using auto-ethnography see also Ellingson et al. (2008). Other authors 
discussing the issue in a perspective similar to the use here of ethnometh-
odology are Bochner (2000: 266–72) and Richardson (2000: 253–5).  

  3  .   The High-Mobility Multipurpose Wheeled Vehicle (HMMWV), better 
known as the Humvee.  

  4  .   UNIFIL has been in force in Lebanon since 1978 (http://www.un.org 
/en/peacekeeping/missions/unifil/, accessed in October 2011).  

  5  .   Years ago, consultants used to joke amongst themselves that the Lebanese 
Prime Minister had to check in with Damascus even before signing his own 
son’s report card.  

  6  .   The name of this village is invented. Masthara is a small city in the suburbs 
north-east of Tyre, in southern Lebanon, to which is it connected without 
interruption.  

  7  .   ‘Quick Impact Projects are small scale, low-cost, rapidly implementable 
projects, which benefit the local population. Projects may take a variety of 
forms including  inter alia ; limited infrastructure related projects, provision 
of equipment, short-term employment generating projects, non-recurrent 
training activities, and holding of confidence building’ (from the UNIFIL 
official website: http://unifil.unmissions.org/Default.aspx?tabid=1522, 
accessed in September 2011).  

  8  .   http://www.art-initiative.org/, accessed in December 2011.  
  9  .   For the shopping list, see page 216.  

  10  .   This kind of project is generally preferred within UNIFIL because it involves 
a more rapid contingent turnover (generally every six months) and thus 
allows more projects to be carried out with the financial resources earmarked 
for CIMIC activities, which are rather limited, especially compared to the 
entire cost of operations.  

  11  .   This is the term used by Civil Cooperation, who are accustomed to 
managing projects with at least ten times the budget and timeframe. The 
military personnel prefer to emphasize the speed (Quick Impact Projects) or 
immediate and tangible materiality of their projects rather than their size.  

  12  .   Melandri (2011) and during an interview I carried out with him in March 
2012.  

  13  .   ‘Civil-military coordination (CMCO) sounds like, but is different from, 
civil-military cooperation (CIMIC), a more controversial concept which 
in EU terminology refers to cooperation with external actors in EU-led 
missions’ (Kaldor et al., 2007: 277).  

  14  .   ‘Complex emergencies are situations of disrupted livelihoods and threats 
to life produced by warfare, civil disturbance and large-scale movements of 
people, in which any emergency response has to be conduced in a difficult 
political and security environment’ (Wisner and Adams, 2002).  
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  15  .   The European Union provides a very similar vision: ‘Civil-Military 
Co-operation (CIMIC) is the co-ordination and co-operation, in support of 
the mission, between military components of EU-led Crisis Management 
Operations and civil actors (external to the EU), including national popula-
tion and local authorities, as well as international, national and nongovern-
mental organizations and agencies’ (Council of European Union, 2008 and 
quoted also in Hynek, 2010).  

  16  .   From the UNIFIL CIMIC presentation ‘Support to the Force, the Civil 
Environment and the Civil Military Liaison’, given to the LAF Trainees on 
15 June 2009.  

  17  .   See as a reference the three editions of the guidelines of the ROSS program 
2007–09 (http://www.localiban.org/IMG/pdf/Ross-Emergency-Program.pdf, 
accessed in July 2011).  

  18  .   With the purpose of ‘assessing the measures designed to fill the gap that 
exists between relief (short-term) and development aid (long-term) and 
to provide a broader view of the problems involved in assisting the Third 
World, taking account of the various types of crises, other actors on the 
international stage and the risk of structural dependence’ (http://europa.
eu/legislation_summaries/humanitarian_aid/r10002_En.htm, accessed in 
December 2011).  

  19  .   This can only be avoided through a careful effort of preparation that justi-
fies introducing that particular object to the local context, carefully evalu-
ating not only the cost effectiveness of the innovation in question but also 
its financial, technical, environmental and socio-cultural sustainability. 
Nothing especially complicated is required; it is only that an analysis of 
this type is conducted less frequently than one would suppose.  

  20  .   ‘In December 2005 the Inter Agency Standing Committee IASC principles 
generally welcomed the “cluster approach” as a mechanism that can help 
to address identified gaps in response and enhance the quality of human-
itarian action. It is part of a wider reform process aimed at improving the 
effectiveness of humanitarian response by ensuring greater predictability 
and accountability, while at the same time strengthening partnerships 
between NGOs, international organizations, the International Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement and UN agencies’ (IASC, 2006: 2).  

  21  .   The United States classified Hezbollah as a terrorist organization in 2001 
and was followed by several countries, including the Netherlands (http:// 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hezbollah – cite_note-4, the United Kingdom, 
Australia and Canada).  

  22  .   Civil: 215 million euro of which 33 in post-conflict programmes and 20 
Italian NGOs for the period 2006–10. Military: a turnover of almost 2,500 
soldiers mobilized, and the leadership of the overall UNIFIL mission from 
2007 to 2009. Moreover, in the Revision of UNIFIL Force Requirements 
(February 2007), Italy and Norway agreed to contribute to a Multinational 
CIMIC Unit and Italy was the leading force. Joint unit operational from 
28 August 2008, Sector Level team in Hariss (from October 2008).  

  23  .   Between 2006 and 2011 the ROSS program ‘Support to Rehabilitation, 
Employment, Services and Development’ allocated approximately 
33 million euro and provided approximately 140 projects, working with over 
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60 NGOs (42 Lebanese and Palestinian and 20 Italian) and covering more 
than 100 municipalities.  

  24  .   The Palestinian camp of Nahr el Bared was the theatre of a four-month 
battle, from May to September 2007, between the Lebanese Army and the 
Fatah al Islam militant jihadist movement inspired by Al Quaeda.  

  25  .   Gross remittance inflows to Lebanon amount to an estimated 20 per cent 
of GDP, making the country one of the largest recipients of remittances as a 
share of GDP in the world (Abdih et al., 2009).  

  26  .   There are many co-factors. Among these, the Italian soldiers were not so 
efficient in recycling and the frequent turnover of troops made it difficult 
to raise awareness within the military hierarchy. Second, the large local 
waste management contractors also served to hamper the development of a 
new system of waste collection. Additionally, the flexible and experimental 
methods that the NGO managing the entire system employed were not very 
well suited to the military component’s work methods. Thinking back, it 
is not clear why the military personnel gave such visibility to a problem 
that, after all, they were able to handle at least to the satisfaction of public 
opinion, which up to that point had been fairly unaware of this issue both 
in Lebanon and elsewhere.  

  27  .   http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/11/41/34428351.pdf, accessed in September 
2011.  

  28  .   Quoted from the official document presented in Accra by the Italian 
Ministry of Foreign Affair, Italian Development Cooperation in Lebanon.  

  29  .   At the end of 1996, some NGOs constituted the Platform of Italian NGOs 
for Palestine with the aim of ‘creating a space to exchange information, 
opinions and project-oriented initiatives in Italy and on site’. Following the 
serious crisis/war with Israel, in Lebanon in 2006 the Lebanon Group was 
formed alongside the Palestine Platform to intervene in the country’s recon-
struction (http://www.ongitaliane.org/it/chi-siamo/le-piattaforme/12-la- 
piattaforma-medio-oriente.html, accessed in November 2011).  

  30  .   The doubts revolved around health, environmental and socio-cultural 
issues. There was a stream running through the area right next to the zone 
selected to build the new cemetery, and the area was too close to inhabited 
settlements. From the socio-cultural standpoint, the issue was certainly not 
resolved; the population demanded that they be allowed to continue to use 
their own cemetery, the site where they had habitually buried their dead, 
and the mosque’s imam supported this demand. However, the mayor of 
Naqoura was strongly in favour of construction work for the new cemetery 
and he was the one who guaranteed that the project would be successful.      
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   The growth of cooperation when serious problems arise is such a 
normal aspect of contemporary international relations that it little 
surprises us. The man in the street, the policy maker, the expert, takes 
for granted that, in the  globalized world,  the mass media diffuse infor-
mation about any serious problem and that this information causes the 
mobilization of policy makers and those concerned to tackle the local 
and remote consequences of the problem. Nowadays, it is generally 
thought that states are so closely linked to one another that govern-
ments can hardly shirk doing something their citizens and fellows 
expect they will do. Briefly, for practical and moral reasons, aiding 
countries in need due to the sudden occurrence of problems and emer-
gencies is considered usual today. The more contemporary society is 
society of knowledge and planning, the more we feel compelled to act 
when something not known beforehand and capable of disrupting 
people’s lives suddenly takes place and has consequences that, if not 
coped with quickly and efficiently, will deteriorate for those close by 
as well as further afield. 

 This simple preamble to the concluding remarks of this book is to 
plainly say that disaster cooperation is a growing practice in inter-
national relations and still it needs to be properly recorded and 
 investigated. In particular, it needs to be accurately observed and 
described ( how  it works) and explained ( who  does what  for  what). The 
aim of this book, as expressed in the introduction and of which the 
reader is now aware, is to widen knowledge about these questions 
(how, who, and for what). The aim of these concluding remarks is, 
therefore, to sum up the main findings and briefly point to the trends 
in disaster and emergency cooperation as well as to the prospects for 
the future study of emergency politics and policies.  

     Concluding Remarks   
    Fulvio   Attinà    
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  Main findings 

 The United Nations is at the forefront of the global action for disaster risk 
reduction and emergency relief and reconstruction. The programmes 
and agencies of the United Nations in this field are supported by the 
actions of regional international organizations. The European Union 
and the Association of the South East Asian Nations, especially, have 
invested important financial and technological resources in the venture. 
Early warning systems, advanced mechanisms for immediate rescue 
and relief actions, and reconstruction and rebuilding programmes are 
the main objectives. The mobilization of scientists, mostly from the 
hard sciences domain, accompanies the action of all the international 
organizations as the essential condition for effective results. All inter-
ventions in emergency contexts, however, also benefit from the pres-
ence of non-governmental organizations and groups that bring valuable 
experience, sometimes crucial knowledge, to assistance programmes in 
order to make them closer, and better responsive, to the needs of the 
local beneficiaries. 

 The contribution of the state governments, however, remains 
the essential condition for the successful result of any emergency 
 operation. At the end of the day, state governments are the gate-
keepers of the resources needed to organize emergency programmes, 
and give to the international agencies the task of and competence 
for building up the collective instruments and mechanisms of relief 
and reconstruction projects. Furthermore, it relies on them to change 
international emergency cooperation into an action founded on 
the multilateral principles and mechanisms of intervention in the 
 countries and areas in need of aid and assistance. In as much as multi-
lateralism becomes the organizational form of emergency global 
actions, a world policy for disaster and emergency issues will come 
into existence. This is, at the end, the main lesson learned from the 
failures of the emergency actions and programmes that the chapters 
in this book have reported along with the important positive results 
that have been counted so far.  

  Overall trends 

 From the appearance of humanitarian principles, norms and practice in 
the early twentieth century to the current principle and nascent prac-
tice of the responsibility to protect, the emergency aid norm has been 
changing in nature. The change can be represented as the continuing 
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institutionalization of humanitarianism in the world community and 
the rise of the norm of solidarity towards individuals and people in 
contrast to the existing practice of international assistance on a bilat-
eral relations basis. Criticism of this assertion by those who sustain 
any realist view of international politics is acknowledged here. Still, 
we maintain that the overall evidence of the research reported in the 
chapters of this book supports the above assertion. Indeed, the gate-
keeper role in relief and reconstruction programmes exercised by state 
governments is increasingly surrounded by the pressure of non-state 
actors and, even more, by the conditioning role taken up by interna-
tional organizations. In addition to autonomy from member states, 
the major international organizations increasingly experience today, 
and the specialists have convincingly demonstrated, that the specific 
capacity of international organizations to conduct emergency opera-
tions is growing and, in some cases, as in post-tsunami operations, 
also important. On this premise lies the foundation of the above-stated 
prescription to go along with the multilateral practice to make valuable 
emergency policies at the global political system level.  

  Scientific prospects 

 Knowledge about disaster and emergency cooperation has been 
created in the past by a wide array of scientists. Hard science experts 
have been the first to lead such a venture. Later, they were joined by 
social  scientists, mainly economists and anthropologists. The group 
of  political scientists is growing today but, as remarked in the intro-
duction, it is still a small group in comparison to the group of econ-
omists and the dominant group of anthropologists. Furthermore, 
scant attention has been given to this phenomenon by the students 
of international  politics. Despite the current interest in globalization, 
the many and important effects that emergency actions have on the 
interconnectedness of the global system continue to be understudied 
by international relations scholars. In particular, the problem of risk 
management is only now shaking the international studies commu-
nity – about twenty years later than the risk society school called on 
social scientists to look carefully at this problem and the overall conse-
quence it has for the dynamics of social systems in general and the 
political institutions and processes of the global society in particular. 

 The attention of political scientists towards disaster issues has been 
focused mainly on the analysis of domestic disaster politics and poli-
cies. The study of immediate relief given by states and international 
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organizations to populations, as well as the short- and long-term 
reconstruction aid given to the countries affected by natural and 
man-made disasters, is relatively scarce in the international rela-
tions literature. Furthermore, research into the diplomatic process for 
making emergency and disaster policies at the global level is missing 
in spite of the scientific and practical importance this knowledge 
has. Emergency cooperation, as has been strongly demonstrated in 
this book, is the business of different types of actors, institutions and 
agencies, and consists of different resources, procedures and practices. 
This multifaceted nature of the actions and policies for organizing 
relief and  reconstruction in the event of disasters makes the study of 
this topic  important to practitioners for developing good practices as 
well as to scientists for better grasping the current state of politics 
in the global system. Broadly speaking, the most advanced coun-
tries have the capabilities for influencing these policies. But, in order 
to achieve effective results from the efforts made to provide rescue 
and achieve reconstruction in emergency areas, the dominance of 
the state is tempered by the need to act smoothly, swiftly and effica-
ciously along with international organizations and non-state actors, 
groups of experts and humanitarian NGOs. For that reason, it is worth 
 investigating how the making and implementation of emergency poli-
cies may have significant effects on global political institutions and 
the structure of government of the global system.     
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