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Executive Summary  

Introduction  

Evaluation features  

1. WFPɅs policies on humanitarian principles 1 and humanitarian access 2 were approved by the 

WFP Executive Board in 2004 and 2006, respectively.  

2. Adherence to the core humanitarian principles of humanity, impartialit y, neutrality and 

operational independence and the ability to gain access to those in need of assistance are 

central to WFPɅs operations. ϥn accordance with the WFP requirement that policies be 

evaluated within four to six years of the start of their imple mentation, this evaluation 

provides an evidence -based assessment of the policiesɅ quality, WFPɅs performance on 

humanitarian principles and access and factors affecting results.  

3. The evaluation focused on the period 2012 ɀ2017. It was conducted between March  and 

December 2017 by a four -person team that collected evidence at the global, regional and 

country levels through:  

¶ a document and literature review including over 100 project documents, related 

evaluations, policies and guidance;  

¶ field visits to country operations in Yemen, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Iraq, 

Bangladesh, Mali and Burundi and four regional hubs (in Dakar, Nairobi, Amman and 

Bangkok); 

¶ over 440 key informant interviews with WFP staff at headquarters, regional bureaux 

and country offi ces and with partners and donors;  

¶ electronic surveys with over 1,300 staff and partners;  

¶ telephone surveys with over 2,500 affected people in six countries;  

¶ analysis of media, social media and complaints and feedback mechanism data;  

¶ network analysis; and  

¶ quantitative analysis of WFPɅs coverage of needs and factors potentially influencing 

access. 

                                                           
1 ɈHumanitarian Principlesɉ (WFP/EB.A/2004/5-C). 

2 ɈNote on Humanitarian Access and its ϥmplications for WFPɉ (WFP/EB.1/2006/5-B/Rev.1)ɉ. 

http://one.wfp.org/eb/docs/2004/wfp030144~2.pdf
https://www.wfp.org/content/note-humanitarian-access-and-its-implications-wfp
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Figure 1: Geographic scope of field visits, surveys of affected populations  

and quantitative analysis  

 

4. Findings from the various data sources were triangulated during the analysis phase to reach 

consensus on findings and conclusions. In addition to the usual confidentiality 

arrangements for evaluations, the evaluation team ensured that no context -specific 

information drawn from interview s was included in the report so as to mitigate risks to 

participants and thus gain access to relevant sensitive information.  

5. The evaluation team applied a gender -sensitive approach and adopted measures to ensure 

that as far as possible men and women partic ipated in the surveys, interviews and 

workshops in equal proportions. Differences in the responses of men and women and other 

relevant groups were systematically analysed.  

6. The evaluation was coordinated with an evaluation of WFPɅs humanitarian protection policy, 

a summary report on which will be presented for consideration by the Board at its 2018 

second regular session . 

7. Limitations of the evalua tion included a lack of direct interviews with affected people; use of 

a snapshot analysis and observation -based indicators in the quantitative analysis; exclusion 

of some interview data after the revision of confidentiality arrangements; and changes to 

the field mission schedule. Despite these limitations, the evaluation team developed valid 

findings and conclusions.  

Context  

8. More protracted emergencies and greater politicization. WFPɅs implementation of the policies 

on humanitarian principles and access si nce their adoption has increasingly taken place in 

the context of complex and protracted conflict -related crises. WFP has responded by shifting 

its approach from food aid to food assistance, with a significant increase in cash -based 

transfers. The protract ed nature of crises has also given the debate on linking humanitarian 

and development programmes a new  impetus, through the ɈNew Way of Working ɉ initiative, 

for example. Furthermore, WFP ha s aligned its strategic planning with the 
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Sustainable  Development Goals. The integration of these very different agendas raises 

important questions for the application of humanitarian principles.  

9. Increasing obstacles to access. At the same time, the fragme ntation of armed groups, 

numerous attacks against humanitarian workers, counter -terrorism legislation and 

increasingly sophisticated government restrictions have rendered access negotiations more 

complex. This has resulted in an increased focus on access b y WFP and the wider 

humanitarian community, including through programme criticality assessments that aim to 

balance security and humanitarian programme requirements. Despite these efforts, many 

international humanitarian organizations have less and less di rect contact with affected 

people, particularly in highly insecure contexts.  

10. Emerging realization that principles entail trade -offs. There is an emerging  realization that the 

application of humanitarian principles may entail trade -offs. Many organizations are still 

reluctant to acknowledge this, however, and further debate is required.  

WFP policies on humanitarian principles and access in humanitarian contexts  

11. Humanitarian principles. In its 2004 Statement  of Humanitarian Principles 3 WFP committed 

itself to the core humanitarian principles of humanity, impartiality and neutrality. Later, in 

its Strategic Plan (2014ɀ2017), it amended these three principles to reflect WFPɅs shift from 

food aid to food assistance and added operational independence as a fourth humanitarian 

principle that would guide its work . The Statement of Humanitarian Principles also includes 

five Ɉfoundations of effective humanitarian actionɉ and two Ɉstandards of accountability and 

professionalismɉ, which are not the focus of this evaluation. WFPɅs definition of the core 

humanit arian principles (see box below) is closely aligned with the definitions found in 

international humanitarian law  and adopted by various members of the humanitaria n 

system, including the United Nations , the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement  and many 

non -governmental organizations . The document is a statement of Ɂrather than a policy 

onɁhumanitarian principles and as such does not discuss application of the principles in 

practice or include an implementation pla n. 

WFPɅs definition of the core humanitarian principles 

Humanity: WFP will seek to prevent and alleviate human suffering wherever it is found and 

respond with food assistance when appropriate. It will provide assistance in ways that respect 

life, health and dignity.  

Impartiality:  WFP's assistance will be guided solely by need and will not discriminate in terms of 

ethnic origin, nationality, political opinion, gender, race or religion. In a country, assistance will 

be targeted to those most at risk, following a sound assessment that considers the different 

needs and vulnerabilities of women, men and children.  

Neutrality:  WFP will not take sides in a conflict and will not engage in controversies of a political, 

racial, religious or ideological nature. Food assistance will not be provided to active combatants.  

Operational independence: WFP will provide assistance in a manner that is operationally 

independent of the political, economic, military or other objectives that any actor may hold with 

regard to a reas where such assistance is being provided.  

Source: WFP Strategic Plan (2014ɀ2017) 

12. Access. WFPɅs 2006 Note on Humanitarian Access and its ϥmplications for WFP4 focuses on 

access by humanitarian organizations to people in need . The note stresses that it is not 

possible to standardize WFPɅs approach and does not prescribe how WFP should strengthen 

                                                           
3 ɈHumanitarian Principlesɉ (WFP/EB.A/2004/5-C), paragraph 14.  

4 (WFP/EB.1/2006/5-B/Rev.1). 

http://one.wfp.org/eb/docs/2004/wfp030144~2.pdf
http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/eb/wfpdoc062522.pdf
https://www.icrc.org/en/war-and-law/treaties-customary-law/geneva-conventions
https://undocs.org/A/RES/58/114
https://www.loc.gov/rr/frd/Military_Law/pdf/RC_Nov-1965.pdf
https://www.icrc.org/eng/assets/files/publications/icrc-002-1067.pdf
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its capacity to negotiate context -specific access. It does, however, identify matters 

considered crucial for access. These include si tuation analysis, security awareness and 

management, partnerships and learning and training.  

Findings  

Quality of the policy documents and implementation measures  

Humanitarian principles  

13. The evaluation team finds that the Statement of Humanitarian Principle s remains a relevant 

confirmation of WFPɅs adherence to the foundational principles of the humanitarian system 

but fails to meet the standards of a fully -fledged policy. The document presents the four 

core principles together with other corporate standards  and thus risks diluting their 

importance. Moreover, it does not distinguish between the emergency and development 

activities of WFPɅs dual mandate, nor does it articulate how potential tensions between 

principles could be addressed  or how, for example, WF PɅs work through government 

agencies in conflict settings might be reconciled with the principles of independence and 

neutrality.  

14. The Statement of Humanitarian Principles and other WFP policies on matters such as gender 

and humanitarian protection largely support and reinforce each other. There are 

unacknowledged tensions, however, arising for example from the application of a gender 

transformative approach, which in certain contexts may be perceived as creating confusion.  

15. Access. The Note on Humanitarian A ccess and its Implications for WFP is based on a review 

of WFP experiences and is largely coherent, including with WFP policies on matters such as 

its enterprise risk management. The evaluation team finds that the analysis of obstacles to 

access, the division of labour in access negotiations and the practices and approaches that 

are important for access remain relevant. The document does not, however, provide any 

guidance on how to deal with trade -offs and compromises that might be necessary to secure 

princ ipled access. 

16. Policy implementation. Neither of the two policy documents prescribes measures for 

implementation. Initially, WFP did not allocate dedicated resources for policy 

implementation and instead treated protection activities as one way of operation alizing the 

humanitarian principles . 

17. Since 2014 there has been a marked increase in access activities. WFP has invested USD 

550,000 from extrabudgetary resources in efforts to document lessons learned; the creation 

of an advisory group and an operational c ell on access; the designation of access focal points 

in some regional bureaux and country offices; access training and support missions; the 

development of operational guidance on humanitarian access; and the launch, together 

with other leading humanitari an organizations, of the Centre of Competence on 

Humanitarian Negotiation . The evaluation team found little evidence of any impact of these 

activities on field operations to date. Moreover, while many WFP  staff welcomed this recent 

increase in efforts, a majority of interviewees said that humanitarian principles and access 

did not receive adequate corporate attention and support.  

18. Awareness. Dissemination of the Statement of Humanitarian Principles is not s upported by 

operational guidance, and the evaluation team found it to have been ineffective . As a result, 

the level of understanding of the humanitarian principles is highly variable across the 

organization. Twenty -five percent of staff members interviewed  displayed only partial 

knowledge of the core humanitarian principles, despite pre -briefings in several field 

https://frontline-negotiations.org/
https://frontline-negotiations.org/
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locations. Of the various stakeholder groups responding to the survey, between 20 and 

25 percent stated that WFP staff did not know how to apply t he principles ( Figure 11). 

Figure 2: Survey responses on how well WFP staff understand humanitarian  principles  

 

19. Regarding access, a majority of interviewees understood well the different roles of 

humanitarian coordinators, the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs and WFP 

in access negotiations, as well as the responsibility of country directors for decisions 

affecting humanitarian principles and access. The evaluation team found that the vast 

majority of access questions were discussed at the country level and that the networks of 

staff drawn on for access advice were highly decentralized. Moreover, the involvem ent of 

WFP headquarters and access to senior management on particularly sensitive access issues 

was uneven. As a result, the understanding of certain aspects of WFPɅs approach to access 

was inconsistent, for example with regard to whether WFP should engage  with non -state 

armed  groups.  

20. Application of the policy to partners. WFP relies heavily on partners and commercial providers 

to deliver its programmes, but the evaluation team found few active efforts to encourage 

them to apply the policies. While field -level agreements with non -governmental 

organizations include references to impartiality and some aspects of neutrality, contracts 

with commercial suppliers do not include equivalent provisions. Non -governmental 

organization partners reported that training, w orkshops and conversations with WFP 

focused mostly on technical issues rather than on strategies, approaches or principles. Many 

partners said that having access to operational areas was a key criterion for selection as a 

WFP partner and felt compelled to maintain access even where doing so required a 

compromise with regard to humanitarian principles. The same partners said that their 
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adherence to humanitarian principles was not important in WFPɅs due diligence and partner 

selection.  

WFPɅs progress on humanitarian principles and access  

21. Obstacles to access were found to be frequent, with 20 out of 22 evaluations of WFPɅs 

emergency operations and the same number of project reports mentioning access 

difficulties. The types of obstacles faced by WFP have remaine d similar over time. Frequently 

identified obstacles include visa and food import restrictions, infrastructure problems, 

government restrictions and conflict.  

22. Current levels of access. The evaluation team found that access restrictions had the most 

severe effect on needs assessments and monitoring. Partners clearly recognized WFP for its 

strong needs assessment capacity. To strengthen assessments in areas with limited access, 

WFP has invested in technological solutions; however, significant challenges linked to the 

reliability and quality of assessment data were highlighted in the majority of operations 

visited for this evaluation.  

23. The evaluation team also identified insufficient WFP fie ld presence for monitoring as a 

problem in almost all contexts visited, despite investments in third party monitoring: 

56 percent of WFP staff members and 68  percent of external stakeholders interviewed were 

critical of WFPɅs monitoring practices. Third party monitors often lack the information about 

WFPɅs activities necessary to monitor effectively. ϥn addition, data was mostly quantitative 

and not always easily triangulated.  

24. Regarding access for delivery of food assistance, available data showed that WFP and its 

partners performed particularly well in difficult operating environments. In 2016, WFP and 

its partners assisted an average of 40  percent of people in need in countries identified as 

experiencing access challenges, compared to just over 10  percent globally. 5 Within those 

countries, coverage was found to be higher in insecure areas and in areas with difficult 

logistical conditions. The evaluation team also found a strong and positive relationship 

between WFP staff presence and its coverage of total n eeds, as well as a strong correlation 

between coverage and the availability of non -governmental organization partners. By 

contrast, coverage did not appear to be directly affected by other factors such as the 

presence of integrated peacekeeping missions, t he level of engagement of other 

humanitarian organizations, the level of funding per person in need, the level of travel 

restrictions or the number of staff at the province level.  

25. Interviewees stressed the important role that WFP, as leader of the Global L ogistics Cluster, 

plays in facilitating the access of other organizations. Ninety -three  percent of interviewees 

provided positive feedback on these services. Nevertheless, apparent coverage gaps 

remain. Thirty -five percent of stakeholders interviewed for t his evaluation stated that there 

was no access to significant areas with high needs in their countries of operation, and 

47 percent (58  percent among WFP staff) said that at least pockets of people were not being 

reached by WFP or its partners.  

26. Progress on  the humanitarian principles was found to be uneven. Performance against each 

principle is discussed in the following paragraphs.  

27. Humanity. The evaluation found that due to the nature and the scale of assistance delivered 

WFP enjoyed a generally positive r eputation. The majority of affected people surveyed were 

satisfied with both the quantity and the quality of assistance delivered (  

                                                           
5 Based on food security needs data as reported in the Humanitarian Response Plan and WFP beneficiary numbers for 

food distribution as reported in WFPɅs standard project reports. Global data from WFP Year in Review 2016. 

https://www.wfp.org/content/wfp-year-review-2016
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28. Figure 15). The echo of WFPɅs operations in the media and on social media was largely 

positive. Survey participants gave humanity the highest rating of all the principles. 

Ninety  percent of WFP  staff and 71  percent of external respondents said that WFP Ɉalwaysɉ 

or Ɉusuallyɉ designed and delivered assistance in a way that respected the dignity of affected 

people.  

Figure 3: Aid recipient perceptions of quantity and quality of aid delivered  

 

29. Within this positive picture, qualit y issues emerged as the most important limitation, raised 

in nearly all operations visited for this evaluation. These included delayed or incomplete 

distributions, inappropriate types of food, lack of food diversity and low -quality, expired or 

rotten food.  Many interviewees linked these problems to WFPɅs perceived prioritizing of 

quantity over quality. Some cooperating partners, for example, criticized WFP for what they 

saw as its reluctance to pay more to improve the quality of its programming. Partners al so 

linked quality issues Ɂparticularly disappointed community expectations due to delays and 

irregular distribution Ɂto problems in WFPɅs planning and processes for communicating 

with partners.  

30. Community information, feedback and complaint systems are crucia l for tracking and 

potentially improving the quality of aid. Affected people rated WFPɅs systems positively, with 

66 percent of men and 61  percent of women surveyed reporting that community members 

were able to give their opinions on WFPɅs programmes, make complaints and suggest 

changes. Nevertheless, there were indications that accountability to affected populations 

required further improvement and that more effort could be made to achieve gender 

balance in community outreach. Other concerns include signif icant variability in current 

partner practices in accountability to affected populations, overlaps and duplication 

between WFP and partnersɅ mechanisms and gaps in the systematic analysis and use of 

beneficiary feedback data.  
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31. Impartiality.  The evaluation t eam found that WFP had a relatively strong reputation on the 

principle of impartiality. Staff and partners had a clear understanding of what impartiality 

entailed and demonstrated a high level of buy -in to the principle. The majority of affected 

people sur veyed found that WFP provided assistance impartially, albeit with significant 

differences among countries ( Figure 19). Crucially, none of the data col lection and analysis 

tools used in the evaluation provided any evidence that WFP had deliberately discriminated 

against any group or individual or that it would do so.  

Figure 4: Affected peopleɅs answers to the question ɈDo you believe WFP provides aid 

impartially, without favouritism, based on need alone?ɉ 

 

32. However, the evaluation team found weaknesses regarding impartiality. Available data 

suggested that current coverage of food security needs was highly uneven at the global level 

(Figure 5). The unevenness persisted when data on WFPɅs cash programmes were 

considered as well. WFP had limited flexible funding at its disposal, and there was little 

evidence of such funding being used strategically to correct global coverage imbal ances. 

Moreover, earmarked funding continued to restrict WFPɅs room to manoeuvre, especially in 

vulnerable and volatile contexts where flexibility was paramount, as noted in a number of 

evaluations. 6  

                                                           
6 ɈSynthesis report of operations evaluations (2016ɀ2017)ɉ (WFP/EB.2/2017/6-B). 
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Figure 5: Average WFP coverage  of food security needs  

 

33. The evaluation team also found uneven coverage of food security needs within countries. 

Food Security Cluster needs and coverage data from some major operations revealed areas 

where emergency food security needs were severely unde r-covered (reaching less than 

10 percent of people in need), as well as areas where coverage was extremely high (reaching 

100 percent of people in need or more). This suggested that WFP could be more active in 

addressing imbalances by, for example, using d ata more strategically, identifying coverage 

gaps to guide funding allocations and requesting donors for less earmarking and greater 

flexibility to reallocate resources to underserved areas. Currently, WFP also lacks a clear 

corporate stance on how to hand le attempts by host governments or de facto authorities to 

influence needs data and beneficiary selection.  

34. Neutrality.  WFPɅs neutrality tended to be perceived less positively, especially by 

external  stakeholders (  
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35. Figure 25). Among affected populations, 46  percent of survey respondents said that WFP 

was working to help one side in the conflict win. The main reason for WFPɅs perceived lack 

of neutrality was its c lose relationships with governments, particularly in situations where 

governments were party to ongoing conflicts. This was further confirmed in nine of 

11 evaluations 7 that discussed the role of the host government, questioned whether WFP 

cooperated too c losely and indicated that at times governments exerted influence over 

operations and restricted assistance for specific groups. ϥnterviewees linked WFPɅs close 

cooperation with host governments to its status as a United Nations agency, the lack of a 

clear distinction between development and emergency operations and WFPɅs limited role in 

advocating the application of and raising host government awareness of the humanitarian 

principles.  

                                                           
7 Evaluations raising criticisms: 1) Final Evaluation (2014) ɈMozambique, Protracted Relief and Recovery Operation 200355, 

Assistance to Vulnerable Groups and Disaster -affected Populations in Mozambique: An evaluation of WFPɅs Operation 

(2012ɀ2014)ɉ; 2) Evaluación de la operación (2016) ɈOperaciones prolongadas de socorro y recuperación ɀ América Central 

200490 Restablecimiento de la seguridad alimentaria y los medios de subsistencia de los grupos vulnerables afectados por 

crisis recurrentes en El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras y Nicaragua (2014 ɀ2016)ɉ; 3) Country Portfolio Evaluation (2017) 

ɈSri  Lanka: An Evaluation of WFPɅs Portfolio (2011ɀ2015)ɉ; 4) Country Portfolio Evaluation (2013) ɈSudan: An evaluation of 

WFPɅs Portfolio 2010ɀ2012ɉ; 5) Country Portfolio Evaluation (2012) ɈAfghanistan: An Evaluation of WFPɅs Portfolioɉ; 

6) Emergency Evaluation (2015) ɈAn Evaluation of WFPɅs Regional Response to the Syrian Crisis,  

2011ɀ2014ɉ; 7) Operation Evaluation (2014) ɈKenya, PRRO 200174, Food Assistance to Refugees: An Evaluation of WFPɅs 

Operation (2011 ɀ2013)ɉ; 8) Operation Evaluation (2016) ɈUkraine ɀ EMOP 200765 Emergency Assistance to Civilians 

affected by the conflict in Eastern  Ukraine November 2014 ɀDecember 2015ɉ; 9) Évaluation dɅopération (2014) ɈMali, 

opération dɅurgence 200525, ɈAssistance pour les populations affectées par la crise au Mali: personnes déplacées, familles 

hôtes, et communautés fragiles (2013 ɀ2014)ɉ. Evaluations highlighting positive aspects: 10) Operation Evaluation (2014) 

ɈKenya, PRRO 200174, Food Assistance to Refugees: An Evaluation of WFPɅs Operation (2011ɀ2013)ɉ and 11) Operation 

Evaluation (2014) ɈPhilippines, Protracted Relief and Recovery Operation PRRO 200296: Support for Returnees and Other 

Conflict Affected Households in Central Mindanao, and National Capacity Development in Disaster Preparedness and 

Response 01 May 2012 to 30 April 2014ɉ. 
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Figure 6: Survey responses on how often WFP take s sides in a conflict or engages in 

controversies of a political, religious or ideological nature  

 

36. Another reason for WFPɅs perceived lack of neutrality was its reliance on the use of armed 

escorts (in certain settings), which a majority of interviewees ( 70 percent) considered to be 

problematic. ϥn many contexts, in line with the United NationsɅ security management 

system, WFP routinely uses armed escorts provided by peacekeeping missions, private 

contractors or government forces. The evaluation identified  good practices in some 

countries that demonstrate how WFP can influence the decisions of the United NationsɅ 

security management system so that they are better aligned with humanitarian principles 

by, for example, avoiding armed escorts. WFPɅs own security capacity is not always sufficient, 

however, or adequately utilized for this purpose.  

37. Operational independence. This is the least understood of WFPɅs core humanitarian 

principles. Staff members demonstrated various understandings of independence, 

includin g as referring to the importance of having an independent logistics capacity, the 

requirement to separate their personal or political convictions from their jobs, and a 

variation of impartiality and the requirement to provide assistance based solely on nee d. 

The evaluation team found that WFPɅs potential exposure to the political interests of donors 

was high. In addition, the dependence of WFP on a small pool of donors for much of its 

funding and the steadily declining share of multilateral and fully unearm arked contributions 

(6.45 percent of contributions in 2016) 8 poses a potential risk to operational independence. 

While interviewees and survey respondents indicated that donor pressure on WFP to follow 

non -humanitarian objectives was relatively rare, there is little evidence of WFP refusing 

donor funding, even when  tied to conditions. While the majority of affected people surveyed 

believed that WFP was independent of its donors, many interviewed staff and partners said 

that WFP was donor -driven and hesitant to better use its strategic position to influence 

donors.  

                                                           
8 WFPɅs Use of Multilateral Funding: 2016 Report  

(available at https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP -0000019524/download/)  

https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000019524/download/
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Explanatory factors  

38. ϥnterviewees frequently mentioned WFPɅs mandate to provide food assistance as one of the 

most important factors facilitating the organizationɅs access to people in need. This is due 

to the relatively uncontroversial nature of food assist ance (as compared to protection, for 

example); the ability to use even short windows of opportunity to distribute food in an area; 

and the popularity of food as a commodity, which increases its acceptance but can also 

attract efforts to manipulate or diver t it.  

39. The evaluation team found that WFP had an organizational culture that often gave 

precedence to humanity and access over, and at times in trade -off of, other longer -term 

considerations, including WFPɅs perceived neutrality, independence and impartiality. Factors 

driving this culture include the organizationɅs pride in its ability to deliver in challenging 

environments and incentives for prioritizing delivery. As a result, interviewees clearly view 

WFPɅs performance on humanity more positively than they view its performance on the 

other humanitarian principles (  

40. Figure 29). 

Figure 7: Share of interviewees expressing a positiv e or very positive opinion about WFPɅs 

performance on humanitarian principles  

 

41. WFP relies heavily on partners for access to operational areas and assistance delivery. 

Adherence to humanitarian principles  was constrained, however, by weaknesses in partner 

selection and management and monitoring of partner activities, combined with strong 

competition among partners and pressures on price. Survey respondents identified 

private  contractors and cooperating part ners as the actors most likely to accept problematic 

compromises in order to achieve access. With regard to private contractors, particularly 
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transport companies, interviewees criticized WFPɅs lack of oversight and control over their 

business practices suc h as the handling of road checkpoints.  

42. Strategic relationships with host governments often facilitate government authorizations 

and enhance WFPɅs access. However, these same relationships may in some contexts 

undermine the perception of WFPɅs neutrality and the impartiality of assistance. This is 

particularly true when WFP does not actively advocate principled engagement. WFPɅs 

practice of continuing to deliver through government agencies in some conflict contexts may 

also interfere with perceptions of neut rality and impartiality. Furthermore, the lack of 

systematic and strategic engagement with non -state armed groups in many contexts not 

only undermines WFPɅs perceived neutrality, but can also limit its access to areas controlled 

by such groups.  

43. Decision -making processes in WFP are highly decentralized, and this flexibility has enabled 

access. It also limits coherence between different country offices and sub -offices, however, 

especially when operational responsibilities for access and humanitarian principle s are not 

clearly defined at the country level.  

44. Against this background, the evaluation team found staff competence to be a crucial factor. 

It also found significant shortcomings in corporate efforts in the context of deployments, 

induction, training and s taff selection to ensure consistently high levels of staff competence 

on humanitarian principles and access.  

Conclusions  

45. The evaluation team concludes that humanitarian principles and access are more relevant 

today than ever before and need increased insti tutional attention and support. The policy 

documents are largely coherent, but have not been adequately disseminated or 

implemented in concert with other cross -cutting policy areas.  

46. WFPɅs strong access for delivery through partners and its related strong performance on 

humanity comes at the expense of some compromises on the principles of impartiality, 

neutrality and operational independence in some settings. Greater attention to a principled 

approach, as well as to promoting principled access for needs ass essment and monitoring, 

are essential.  

47. Since a broad range of internal factors affect humanitarian principles and access, the 

evaluation team concludes that a cross -functional effort is required for successful policy 

implementation.  
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Recommendations  

48. The fol lowing eight recommendations derive from the evaluation findings and conclusions 

and are informed by an evaluation workshop in January 2018 that was attended by WFP  staff 

in a number of WFP functional areas.  

Recommendation  Timing and 

responsible units  

Recommendation 1: Policy dissemination  

Strengthen the dissemination and operationalization of the policies on access and 

humanitarian principles:  

¶ develop and compile short versions of the policies and ensure their integration 

in core institutional guidance;  

¶ share guidance and training materials more widely and adapt them to specific 

contexts where necessary;  

¶ increase the accountability of country directors for policy implementation;  

¶ strengthen communications on the humanitarian principles with host 

governments, de facto authorities and communities; and  

¶ clarify outstanding policy issues in new guidance and training.  

2019 

Policy and 

Programme 

Division  

Recommendation 2: Prioritization of principles  

Put in place measures to increase the priority given to neutrality, impartiality and 

operational independence relative to access and humanity:  

¶ ensure that humanitarian principles are taken into account in the development 

of other policies and strategies;  

¶ identify triggers for corporate decisions on complex t rade -offs; and  

¶ increase the coherence of efforts relating to cross -cutting issues such as gender, 

protection and accountability to affected populations.  

2018 

Policy and 

Programme 

Division  

Recommendation 3: Staff capacity  

Considerably strengthen staff competencies on humanitarian principles and access, 

particularly in complex emergency situations:  

¶ provide standard, mandatory induction, including on access and humanitarian 

principles, to all WFP personnel;  

¶ develop tailored training modules on humanitarian principles and access for 

existing trainings, including compulsory online courses;  

¶ strengthen mentoring, continue supporting the Centre of Competence on 

Humanitarian Negotiation and enable the deployment of experienced national 

staff;  

¶ assign operational responsibility for issues relating to humanitarian principles 

and access to a field management position reporting to the country director;  

¶ facilitate peer exchanges;  

¶ include humanitarian principles and access in the terms of reference of all 

regional humanitarian advisers;  

¶ ensure adequate field capacity for analysing and documenting principled access 

issues in L3 and L2 emergency responses; and  

¶ ensure compliance with programme criticality processes.  

2019 

Human Resources 

Division  
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Recommendation  Timing and 

responsible units  

Recommendation 4: Partnership ɀ cooperating partners  

Give more priority to humanitarian principles in all elements of engagement with 

cooperating partners:  

¶ exchange with donors on good practices;  

¶ integrate humanitarian principles into standardized partner selection and due 

diligence, field -level agreements, assessment and training;  

¶ strengthen WFPɅs monitoring capacity; 

¶ better define the standards for accountability to affected populations  expected 

of partners; and  

¶ improve joint planning and communication with partners, including on risks.  

2019 

Operations 

Services 

Department  

Recommendation 5: Partnership ɀ commercial partners  

Increase policy awareness, guidance and training opportunities for commercial 

partners:  

¶ provide guidance and training on how to handle sensitive situations;  

¶ require reports on humanitarian principles and accept costs linked to 

compliance with humanitarian principles where necessary; and  

¶ where there are risks to compliance with humanitarian principles, rely more 

strongly on WFP transport assets and staff.  

2019 

Supply Chain 

Division  

 

 

 

 

 

Recommendation  Timing and 

responsible units  

Recommendation 6: Needs assessment  

Continue investing in and further strengthen needs assessment and the use of needs 

assessment data:  

¶ continue investing in vulnerability  analysis and mapping;  

¶ develop a coherent corporate position on how to react when host governments 

seek to significantly challenge or influence needs assessment data;  

¶ work more actively with the Food Security Cluster to track and document sector 

coverage o f needs; and  

¶ use partner data more actively for triangulation.  

2019 

Operations 

Services 

Department  

Recommendation 7: Security  
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Recommendation  Timing and 

responsible units  

Strengthen WFPɅs security capacity in complex emergencies and improve security 

officersɅ focus on humanitarian principles and access: 

¶ continue to prioritize filling security positions in complex emergencies, including 

by providing sufficient resources, and improve contractual conditions to 

strengthen retention of security staff;  

¶ adapt terms of reference for field security officer s; and 

¶ engage WFPɅs security capacity on operations and programme design. 

2019 

Field Security 

Division  

Recommendation 8 a): Donor relations and funding  

Increase and regularize the dialogue with donors on humanitarian principles and 

access and strengthen principled financing:  

¶ improve the overview of global and country -level coverage of needs for advocacy 

with donors;  

¶ hold regular high -level dialogue with donors on their support for principled 

response;  

¶ establish criteria for rejecting funding when conditions conflict with 

humanitarian principles;  

¶ use flexible funding strategically in high -risk settings where coverage is low; and  

¶ strengthen non -government funding sources.  

2019ɀ2020 

Government 

Partnerships 

Division  

Recommendation 8 b): Donor relation s and funding  

Advocate for stronger support for all the facets of WFP operations that are critical for 

principled access, including:  

¶ application of the Good Humanitarian Donorship commitments and funding 

according to need;  

¶ more unconditional funding; and  

¶ engagement with WFP on programme criticality, acceptable risk and resources 

needed to mitigate risks.  

2019ɀ2020 

Government 

Partnerships 

Division  
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1. Introduction  
1. This chapter describes the features of this evaluation of the World Food Programme (WFP) 

policies on humanitarian principles and access in humanitarian contexts, introduces the policies 

that are the subject of the evaluation, and discusses the context in w hich the policies are currently 

applied.  

1.1. Evaluation Features  

2. Rationale and objectives : This evaluation assesses WFP policies on humanitarian 

principles and access in humanitarian contexts. The document on humanitarian principles  was 

submitted to the Executive Board in 2004 and states WFP commitment to the core humanitarian 

principles of humanity, impartiality, and neutrality. Operat ional independence was added later, 

when the principles were re -stated in the WFP Strategic Plan 2014ɀ2017. The Note on 

Humanitarian A ccess was presented to the Executive Board  in 2006. It describes the  role  of WFP 

in access negotiations and identifies areas that are considered crucial for access. Both issues 

continue to be central to WFP operations and therefore fall under the provision of the WFP 

Evaluation Policy, which is  to evaluate policies adopted before 2011 if they continue to be relevant. 

The 2016 World Humanitarian Summit reaffirmed that the core humanitarian principles of 

humanity, impartiality, neutrality, and independence are central if humanitarian organizations are 

to be accepted by affected people and parties to a conflict and, in the longe r term, to have access 

to those in need of assistance. Access is a precondition for fulfilling the humanitarian mandate to 

assist people in need and has been challenged in many crucial operational contexts. Despite their 

importance, humanitarian principles  and access have been poorly reflected in the evaluation 

practice of United Nations  to date. 9 This evaluation therefore aims to fill this gap and to contribute 

to accountability and learning by providing an evidence -based assessment of the policiesɅ quality, 

the  progress  of WFP on humanitarian principles and access, and factors affecting results.   

3. Evaluation questions : The evaluation addresses the following questions: (1) What is the 

quality of the policies and associated guidance? (2) Where does WFP stand regarding humanitarian 

principles and access? (3) What are the most important enablers and constraints?  

4. Users : The primary audience for this evaluation is WFP senior management and Executive 

Board. Findings and recommendations are relevant for staff members negotiating access and 

making decisions that affect humanitarian principles at all levels, as well as for relevant functional 

areas, including policy and program me, logistics, security, emergency preparedness and support, 

supply chain, non -governmental organization ( NGO) and government partnerships, gender, 

budget and programming, performance management and monitoring, and the implementation of 

the Integrated  Road Map. External users will include other members of the Centre of Com petence 

on Humanitarian Negotiation, cooperating partners, and the academic and research communities.   

5. Methods : The evaluation  was conducted by a four -person team from March  to  December 

2017 and used a mixed -method s approach to gather a broad range of qualitative and quantitative 

evidence. The evaluation utilized various data collection and analysis tools to enable a large and 

diverse number of operational contexts to be analy sed (Figure 8), to capture the perspectives of 

various stakeholders, and to triangulate different types and sources of data.  

Figure 8: Geographic scope  of field visits, affected population surveys and quantitative 

analysis  

                                                           
9 United Nations Evaluation Grou p. Reflecting Humanitarian Principles in Evaluation. Working Paper. New York, NY: United 

Nations Evaluation Group, 2016.    

http://one.wfp.org/eb/docs/2004/wfp030144~2.pdf
https://www.wfp.org/content/note-humanitarian-access-and-its-implications-wfp
https://www.wfp.org/content/note-humanitarian-access-and-its-implications-wfp
http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/eb/wfp277482.pdf?_ga=2.58898155.753904351.1511785471-1337665374.1484558864
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6. The evaluation involved seven main components , as detailed in Table 1, and fur ther 

elaborated in the Annex ( I, III, and VIIIɀXI).  

Table 1: Overview of m ethods and evaluation activities  
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Method  Activities / details  

Document analysis  Internal documents: policies, guidance, training materials, evaluations, project reports, and 

audits  

External documents: policies and guidance of comparator organizations, aca demic literature, 

and grey literature  

Field visits for 

interviews and direct 

observation  

Headquarters and regional hubs: Amman, Dakar, Nairobi, Bangkok, and Rome (3 ɀ5 days each) 

Field operations: the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Mali, Yemen, Burundi, 

Bangladesh, and Iraq (5 ɀ10 days each) 

Stakeholder 

interviews, coded for 

selected questions  

442 interviews in total: 152 women, 290 men  

233 WFP staff, 55 other  United Nations  agencies, 51 international NGOs, 45 local NGOs, 7 Red 

Cross/Red Crescent  staff, 29 donor representatives, 16 authorities, and 6 commercial service 

providers  

Staff, partner, and 

external stakeholder 

surveys 

Conducted in 65 countries with emergency operations  

1,106 WFP respondents (339 women, 764 men, 3 non -binary ); 87 cooperat ing partner 

respondents (19 women, 68 men ); 132 other external stakeholders (49 women, 83 men ) 

Network analysis  206 respondents for network analysis  

Public perceptions:  

¶ Affected 

population surveys  

¶ Feedback 

and complaints data  

¶ Social 

media analysis  

¶ Media  

analysis 

Telephone surveys with affected populations in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Burundi, DRC, 

Nigeria, and the Philippines (with partial results from Syria)  

2547 respondents in total (1,103 women, 1,444 men )  

Analysis of data from  complaints  feedback systems in Bangladesh, Mali, the Philippines, and 

Somalia 

Social media analysis covers 63,796 tweets from 16,569 accounts  

8 CARMA10 reports, covering 2014 ɀ2016 

GDELT11 search with 120,000 results and 24 directly relevant articles  

Quantitative access 

and coverage 

analysis 

Data from ov er 300 provinces/districts in 20  countries  provided by WFP country offices  

Multi -level regression analysis of factors affecting coverage (e.g. security, logistics constraints, 

visa and import restriction, level of funding, availability of cooperating partners, control over 

territory, presence of groups listed as Ɉterrorist ɉ12, L3 emergency status, presence of 

integrated U nited Nations  peacekeeping mission, staff presence)  

Descriptive mapping of needs and WFP coverage  

7. Ethics and confidentiality : Information about access negotiations and decisions based 

on the humanitarian principles can be highly sensitive. 13 In addition to the usual confidentiality 

arrangements for evaluations, to mitigate risks for all participants and to enable the evaluation t o 

gain access to relevant information , this evaluation adopted the following measures : no country 

case studies were developed from the field trips, and no country -specific information  ɀ only 

decontextualized analysis  ɀ was drawn from the interviews ; and all surveys were conducted 

anonymously. To ensure data protection, t he evaluation team kept written, digital records of 

interviews. These notes were stored securely in encrypted files, names of interviewees were stored 

separately from content, and only the three members of the evaluation team who conducted 

interviews (Julia Steets, Adele Harmer, and Claudia Meier) had access to these notes.  

8. Consideration of gende r : The evaluation considered gender in various ways. It assessed 

what synergies and tensions exist between the WFP Gender Policy and the policies on access and 

humanitarian principles . The team adopted measures to ensure that as far as possible, men and 

                                                           
10 CARMA is a global provider of media intelligence solutions.  
11 Global Database of Events, Language, and Tone (GDELT) https://www.gdeltproject.org/   
12 For analytical purposes, this evaluation used the US Department of State Foreign Terrorist list as a reference, while noti ng 

that as a United Nations agency, WFP does not abide by national terrorist lists.  
13 Steets, Julia. Scoping Report and Evaluability Assessment for the Evaluation of WFPɅs Policies on Humanitarian Principles and 

Access in Humanitarian Contexts. Berlin: GPPi, 2016. 

https://www.carma.com/en/about/
https://www.gdeltproject.org/
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women participated in equal proportion in surveys, interviews, and workshops. Since remote 

telephone surveys with affected populations typically receive a significantly lower number of 

responses from women, targets for the overall number of m en and women  respondents were set. 

This resulted in an overall share of 43 percent women  respondents. All dat a-gathering instruments 

recorded the respondentsɅ sex, enabling the team to identify differences between different groups 

of respondents.  

9. Scope: The scope of the evaluation was global, covering all emergency operations and 

focusing on challenging situations with regard to access and humanitarian principles. This 

evaluation covers the period since the adoption of the policies (2004 and 2006, respec tively) , with 

a focus on the period 2012 -2017. Due to staff turnover, data and information w ere more readily 

available for the past three to five years. To support organizational learning, a confidential, internal 

learning component will follow this evalua tion. The design and implementation of the evaluation 

was coordinated with the  WFP protection policy14 evaluation in terms of the thematic focus of both 

each evaluation s, as well as the implementation of field visits .  

10. Geographic coverage : To cover both breadth  and depth , the data collection and analysis 

tools cover ed different numbers of countries . In interviews, the evaluation team considered both 

current and previous operational deployments of the interviewees, hence collecting insights from 

across the  spectrum of WFP operational experiences and over different time periods. The staff 

and partner surveys focused on WFP emergency operations in 65 countries. The quantitative 

analysis focused in further , by concentrating on  18 WFP emergency operations  that are 

experiencing challenges on access and humanitarian principles. 15 Both the field visits and the 

telephone surveys with affected populations also drew on this pool, each focusing in detail on six 

operations .16  

11. Stakeholders : Through the variety of methods used, the evaluation involved a broad 

range of stakeholders, including WFP staff, cooperating partners and other NGOs, host 

government representatives, United Nations  agencies, Red Cross/Red Crescent  movement 

representatives , commercial providers, and donor governments. A full breakdown of the 

stakeholder group is available in Annex I (Methods) .  

12. Testing : All data collection tools were tested before they were fully applied. During an 

initial joint mission of the team to Amman, the interview protocols were tested and subsequently 

adapted. The staff and partner surveys were tested with field colleagues during an early field 

mission. The affected population survey was tested in Nigeria before being fully rolled out there 

and in other countries. The data request to WFP country offices was also discussed with field 

colleagues before disseminating it more broadly , and the tools for systematically analy sing 

documentary evidence and for coding interview data were reviewed internal ly before roll -out.  

13. Sequencing : Data gathering was sequenced to allow for the early findings of some 

components to influence the design and implementation of others. Results of the first field 

missions ( in Amman, Dakar, and the Democratic Republic of  the  Congo) informed the design of 

the surveys and also the implementation of subsequent field visits. Preliminary results from all 

components, including first reflections on potential conclusions and recommendations, informed 

interviews conducted at headquart ers at the end of the data collection period in December 2017.   

                                                           
14 WFP's Policy on Humanitarian Protection: A Policy Evaluation  (2018):  https://www.wfp.org/content/wfp -policy -

humanitarian -protection -policy -evaluation -terms -reference .  
15 The evaluation had initially identified 23 operations as experiencing challenges on access and humanitarian principles in 

interviews during the scoping and inception phases. However, due to limited data availability, the final sample was reduced 

to 18. For the full overview of the countries covered in the quantitative analysis, refer to Annex I Table 1 (page 4).  
16 See Table 1 above for the list of countries covered through field visits and phone surveys.  

https://www.wfp.org/content/wfp-policy-humanitarian-protection-policy-evaluation-terms-reference
https://www.wfp.org/content/wfp-policy-humanitarian-protection-policy-evaluation-terms-reference
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14. Analysis and weighting of evidence : In order to analy se, triangulate, and synthesize the 

wide range of data collected, the team produced separate analytical pieces on each of the 

components , which were then exchanged and reviewed by other members of the evaluation team. 

A pre-drafting discussion was also conducted to consider the key findings from the components. 

The various data sources were triangulated against each other, weighed in relation  to their quality, 

and a consensus on indicative conclusions was developed. Findings were organized and analy sed 

following the main evaluation questions.   

15. Limitations : Most potential risks of and limitations on the evaluation , such as reluctance 

to share information on sensitive issues and limited availability of key staff during reassignments , 

were identified during the inception phase  and successfully mitigated. Despite the limitations  

listed below , the evaluation team was able to construct valid finding s and conclusions.  The 

following limitations remain:  

¶ Due to unforeseen developments and access challenges, several field missions had to be 

postponed ( for example, in  Bangladesh  and Iraq), shortened ( in Yemen), or could not take 

place (in Myanmar  and Somalia). For Myanmar, remote interviews were undertaken.  

¶ As anticipated,  there were concerns regarding the implementation of direct interviews with 

affected p opulations , including physical access constraints for the evaluation team, protection 

concerns for individuals participating in discussion of potentially sensitive topics, and 

limitations in reaching a representative number of individuals through interviews within the 

given time and resource constraints. While the evaluation team explored possibilit ies for 

several contexts, systematic interviews were not conducted. Instead, phone -based surveys 

were implemented in six of the WFP emergency operations.  

¶ The quantitative analysis was based on a snapshot analysis covering the third quarter of 2016 

and use d various indicators that were based on the observations of WFP field staff. This 

approach was chosen to increase comparability and to enhance the likelihood of receiving 

complete datasets, but it d id not fully account for influencing factors, such as  seasonal 

variations in coverage and access constraints  (see Volume II in Annex) .  

¶ The analysis focused mainly on the policies of the following identified comparator 

organizations : the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees ( UNHCR), the 

United Nations Children Ʌs Fund (UNICEF), the Norwegian Refugee Council  (NRC), and the  

International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC ). A full comparison of policy implementation 

measures was not possible because some of the comparators have also just start ed to 

document their approach in more detail. In addition to the policy comparison, the team 

identified specific good practice examples linked to the evaluation recommendations.  

¶ At the request of the WFP Office of Evaluation, confidentiality arrangements for the interviews 

were amended  following the first two field visits , no longer allowing participants to remain 

entirely anonymous to conform with the Office of EvaluationɅs transparency standards. 

Interview data from 12 interviews with individuals who had requested anonymity were 

therefore not included, and it is possible that some external stakeholders were unwilling to 

share the full range of information.  

16. Evaluation t eam and quality assurance : The evaluation was carried out by an 

independent, five -person team from the Global Public Policy Institute and Humanitarian 

Outcomes. It received additional input from five researchers from the two institutions. To ensure 

the quality of results, the evaluation t eam applied the WFP evaluation quality assurance system. 

The evaluation +report was peer  reviewed by Urban Reichhold , and the evaluation team integrated 

comments from : the WFP Office of Evaluation, a senior management briefing and  stakeholder 

workshop held  in Rome on 29-30 January 2018, the internal and external reference groups, and 

WFP management.   
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1.2. Context  

17. Several external and internal trends and developments are shaping the context in which 

WFP is working to translate its policies on humanitarian principles and access into practice.   These 

trends and developments are set out more fully in paragraphs 18 to 26.   

18. There are more protracted emergencies  and stronger links between  development and 

security. Initially, humanitarian action was intended to provide short -term relief for extreme 

situations. Today, many  humanitarian operations happen in complex, conflict -related protracted 

crises. From 1990 to  2012, funding for crises lasting eight years or longer increased by a factor of 

six but remained constant for emergencies lasting three years or less. 17 The ICRC, for example, has 

been present for an average of 36 years in its ten  largest operations and sp ends two  thirds of its 

funding on protracted conflicts. 18 Long-term crises call for longer -term programming. WFP has 

responded to the protracted nature of emergencies since 2008 by gradually shifting  its approach 

from food aid (delivery of in -kind food) to food assistance (combining food, cash, and nutrition 

instruments to address food insecurity). Since 2016, WFP has aligned its strategic planning with 

the Sustainable Development Goals . The protracted nature of crises has also given the debate on 

linking humanitarian and development work a new impetus - for example, through the New Way 

of Working  initiative  - and is reflected in the approaches to some cross -cutting issues such as 

gender . The integration of different agendas raises important questions for the applica tion of 

humanitarian principles. Particularly problematic are proposals to integrate aid with peace and 

security activities, 19 which could pressurize humanitarian organizations into focus ing on areas that 

are strategically important or Ɉliberatedɉ from groups designated as Ɉterroristɉ rather than 

prioritizing depending on need.   

19. Armed conflict  is more fragmented and there is  a rising interest in access negotiations.  

Humanitarian organizations need security guarantees from armed actors to be able to deliver 

assistance in conflict areas. In many conflicts, armed groups have been fragmenting. 20 This means 

that command structures  are more complex and less reliable, and security guarantees are harder 

to come by. 21 Meaningful engagement is even more difficult where armed groups pursue criminal 

or extremist agendas, as they have less interest than other armed groups in reaching agreement 

with humanitarians  to  provide welfare to the communities they control .22 At the same time, 

humanitarian organizations are hesitant to  engage with non -state armed groups. 2324 Yet it is 

through engagement that armed groups understand rules on access and begin to see 

humanitarians as more neutral and less partisan. 25 Recognizing these connections, humanitarian 

organizations have become more interested in access negotiations. The World Humanitarian 

Summit was criticized for not giving enough attention to access and humanitarian principles. 

Subsequently, a growing body of access guidance, 26 as well as the creation of a Centre of 

                                                           
17 Bennett, Christina. The Development Agency of the Future: Fit for Protracted Crises? London: Overseas Development 

Institute, 2016, p. 6.  
18 International Committee of the Red Cross. Protracted Conflict and Humanitarian Action: Some Recent ICRC Experiences. 

Geneva: International Committee of the Red Cross, 2016.  
19 World Bank Group. ɈThe Humanitarian-Development -Peace ϥnitiative.ɉ The World Bank, 2017. 
20 Bakke, Kristin M., Kathleen Gallagher Cunningham,  and Lee J. M. Seymour. ɈThe problem with fragmented insurgencies.ɉ 

The Washington Post, May 13, 2015. Accessed January 9, 2018. 
21 Maurer, Peter. ɈNew Security Challenges and the ϥCRC.ɉ Speech, Geneva, Switzerland, October 5, 2014. 
22 Stoddard, Abby, Adele Hammer, and Monica Czwarno. Behind the Attacks: A Look at the Perpetrators of Violence Against Aid 

Workers. London: Humanitarian Outcomes, 2 017. 
23 ɄNon-state armed groupsɅ is used interchangeably with Ʉarmed groupsɅ throughout the report. 
24 Carter, William, and Katherine Haver. Humanitarian Access Negotiation with Non-State Armed Groups. London: 

Humanitarian Outcomes, 2016, p. 18.  
25 Jackson, Ashley. In Their Words: Perceptions of Armed Non-State Actors on Humanitarian Action. Geneva: Appel de Genève, 

2016. 
26 For an overview of guidance o n negotiations and access, see Carter and Haver, Humanitarian Access Negotiations with 

Non-State Armed Groups.  

https://www.wfp.org/content/wfp-strategic-plan-2008-2013
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300
https://www.agendaforhumanity.org/initiatives/5358
https://www.agendaforhumanity.org/initiatives/5358
https://frontline-negotiations.org/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2015/05/13/the-problem-with-fragmented-insurgencies/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2015/05/13/the-problem-with-fragmented-insurgencies/
https://www.oscepa.org/documents/all-documents/autumn-meetings/2014-geneva/speeches-13/2646-speech-by-peter-maurer-president-of-the-international-committee-of-the-red-cross-5-oct-2014/file
http://genevacall.org/wp-content/uploads/dlm_uploads/2016/09/WHS_Report_2016_web.pdf
http://genevacall.org/wp-content/uploads/dlm_uploads/2016/09/WHS_Report_2016_web.pdf
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Competence on Humanitarian Negotiation , illustrate the increased interest in this topic. This has 

led to a more systematic effort to map access constraints, 27 but it has not yet resulted in a more 

solid understanding of presence and coverage patterns. 28  

20. There are increasingly complex counter -terrorism laws. Attempts to politicize and 

undermine the independence of aid are as old as humanitarian action itself. 29 Complex counter -

terrorism legislation adopted after the attack s on the United States on 11 September 2001 has 

added a new dimension to this. Access neg otiations require discussions with armed actors. 

Counter -terrorism laws prohibit the provision of direct or indirect material support to groups 

designated as terrorist. The Ɉindirect supportɉ clause is particularly controversial, as this can be 

interpreted  very broadly to include, for example, humanitarian assistance that terrorists extort 

from the communities that receive it. 30 In 2016, 13 conflicts involved groups listed as terrorist. 31 In 

some cases, United Nations  Security Council resolutions include exemptions for humanitarian 

action, but these tend to be complicated and time bound. 32 The ensuing legal insecurity has led 

some organizations to stop working in areas where groups on the terrorist list are active, and 

others have adapted the forms of assistance they provide. Counter -terrorism legislation has also 

led some donors to request detailed information about partner organizations and their staff, 

limiting the operational independence of aid organizations. 33 Moreo ver, there is anecdotal 

evidence that certain donors have started to vet beneficiary lists, excluding the families of fighters 

designated as Ɉterroristsɉ34 ɀ a fundamental departure from international humanitarian law and 

the principles of humanity and impa rtiality.  

21. There have been attempts to improve security management through program me 

criticality. Attacks on aid workers strongly affect the presence of humanitarian organizations in the 

field. 35 Since 2013, the number of security incidents has remained ste ady in most contexts, but it 

has increased in Afghanistan, Somalia, South Sudan, Syria, and Yemen, 36 and attacks on 

humanitarian facilities have been rising. 37 The majority of these attacks are politically motivated. 38 

To be able to Ɉstay and deliver ɉ under these circumstances, United Nations  agencies have tried to 

improve their security management. Since 2011, this includes program me criticality  assessments 

to help collectively determine priority (life -saving) interventions, as well as mitigation measures 

and the residual risk that organizations are willing to accept. Recent resear ch has found, however, 

                                                           
27 See, for example, Office for th e Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs. ɈSouth Sudan: Humanitarian Access Snapshot.ɉ 

Reliefweb, November 10, 2017. Accessed January 9, 2018.   
28 For an example focusing on Afghanistan, Syria, Somalia, and South Sudan, see Secure Access in Volatile Environments. 

ɈPresence and Coverage: The Effects of ϥnsecurity on Humanitarian Coverage.ɉ SAVE, January 9, 2018. 
29 Donini, Antonio, ed. The Golden Fleece: Manipulation and Independence in Humanitarian Action. West Hartford, CT: 

Kumarian Press, 2012 ; Thompson, Andrew. ɈHumanitarian Principles Put to the Test: Challenges to Humanitarian Action 

During Decolonization.ɉ International Review of the Red Cross 97, no 897/898, 2016, p. 45ɀ76.  
30 International Committee of the Red Cross. Proceedings of the Bruges Colloquium: Terrorism, Counter-Terrorism, and 

International Humanitarian Law . Bruges: Council of Europe, 2016.  
31 Davis, ϥan. ɈArmed Conflict and Peace Processes.ɉ Stockholm ϥnternational Peace Research ϥnstitute, 2017. Accessed 

January 10, 2018. 
32 For example, United Nations Security Council. Resolution 1972. 2011.  
33 ϥnternational Council of Voluntary Agencies. ɈJoint Statement on the Humanitarian Principles.ɉ ϥCVA Network, 2015. 

Accessed January 10, 2018. 
34 Inter -Agency Standing Committee Humanitarian Financing Task Team. Donor Conditions and Their Implications for 

Humanitarian Response. Geneva: Inter Agency Standing Committee, 2016.   
35  Stoddard, Abby, and Shoaib Jillani. The Effects of Insecurity on Humanitarian Coverage. London: Humanitarian Outcomes, 

2016, p.8. 
36 Aid Worker Security. ɈAid Worker Security Report Figures at a Glance 2016.ɉ Reliefweb, August 15, 2016. Accessed January 

11, 2018. 
37 World Health Organization. ɈAttacks on Health Care Dashboard.ɉ WHO, 2016.  
38 Cf. Jackson, Ashley. In Their Words: Perceptions of Armed Non-State Actors on Humanitarian Action. 2016, which analyzes 19 

non -state armed actors across 11 countries, and Jackson, Ashley. Talking to the Other Side. 2012. See also Stoddard, Abby, 

Adele Hammer, and Monica Czwarno. Behind the Attacks: A Look at the Perpetrators of Violence Against Aid Workers. Aid Worker 

Security Report 2017. London: Humanitarian Outcomes, 2017 .  

https://frontline-negotiations.org/
https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Stay_and_Deliver.pdf
http://www.unsystem.org/content/programme-criticality-framework
https://reliefweb.int/report/south-sudan/south-sudan-humanitarian-access-snapshot-october-2017
https://reliefweb.int/report/south-sudan/south-sudan-humanitarian-access-snapshot-october-2017
http://www.saveresearch.net/presence-and-coverage/
http://www.saveresearch.net/presence-and-coverage/
https://www.icrc.org/en/download/file/19001/irc_97_1-2-4.pdf
https://www.icrc.org/en/download/file/19001/irc_97_1-2-4.pdf
http://www.sipri.org/node/4275
http://www.sipri.org/node/4275
https://www.icvanetwork.org/resources/joint-statement-humanitarian-principles
https://www.icvanetwork.org/resources/joint-statement-humanitarian-principles
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/20160416_donor_conditions_study_final_0.pdf
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/20160416_donor_conditions_study_final_0.pdf
http://www.who.int/emergencies/attacks-on-health-care/attacks-on-health-care-2016.pdf?ua=1
https://aidworkersecurity.org/sites/default/files/AWSR2017.pdf
https://aidworkersecurity.org/sites/default/files/AWSR2017.pdf
https://aidworkersecurity.org/sites/default/files/AWSR2017.pdf
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that not enough progress has been achieved in this area. 39 Some observers also fear that changes 

to the U nited Nations  security structure might reverse the progress already made. Security officers 

from the Department of Peacekeeping O perations and Political Affairs have been integrated into 

the United Nations  Department of Safety and Security (UNDSS). This could strengthen the 

Department of Safety and SecurityɅs influence in the ϥnter-Agency Security Management Network . 

The perspectives and affiliations of these officers could also lead to security management 

decisions  that undermine the access and principles of United Nations  humani tar ian agencies in 

the field .  

22. There are  more sophisticated bureaucratic restrictions.  Some host governments are also 

limiting the independence of humanitarian operations. Those trying to direct humanitarian action 

in their countries are relying on a growing set of tools, including visa authorizations, high visa 

fees,40 internal travel authorizati ons, registration procedures, and requirements for the approval 

of individual shipments and cooperating partners, 41 as well as security clearances.  

23. There is less direct contact with affected populations and a more prominent role for 

national NGOs. With increased risks and risk aversion, humanitarian organizations ɀ and United 

Nations  agencies in particular ɀ often have less direct contact with affected people. This has made 

it more difficult to adhere to the principle of humanity, since proximity between  those providing 

and those receiving aid  helps mutual understanding and thus  helps  respect dignity .42 To address 

this problem, the humanitarian sector is promoting more participation with , and accountability to , 

affected people. So far, these efforts have shown little effect .43 Many organizations hope that the 

increasingly diverse range of mechanisms to engage affected people, including access to mobile 

phones, will allow them to communicate more directly with tho se in need , even though in many 

contexts women and older people tend to have less access to mobile phones and other forms of 

communication based on technology . At the same time, there is a push to give those who interact 

closely with affected people ɀ name ly national and local organizations  ɀ a more prominent role in 

the humanitarian system and to provide them with more direct funding. 44 This adds another layer 

of complexity to maintaining a principled approach: while large international humanitarian 

organizations have invested some time in assessing what the principles entail for them as 

implementers, far less consideration has been give n to what they mean when the agencies provide 

funding to partner organizations to implement program mes on their behalf. Many humanitarians 

also argue that local organizations suffer greater bias when working in their own settings and are 

more exposed to pr essures, including from local authorities and armed groups.   

24. There has been a shift to cash based transfers . Building on successful pilot initiatives, the 

humanitarian system ɀ and the food assistance sector in particular ɀ has increasingly been 

providing cash  based transfers. As part of the Grand Bargain, signatories have committed to 

significantly increasing cash  based program mes, and WFP has emerged as one of the leading 

humanitarian organizations implementing this approa ch. In 2017, 30 percent of WFP assistance 

was provided in cash or vouchers. The shift to cash  based program mes has important implications 

for the humanitarian principles. First and foremost, research has recognized it as an approach that 

                                                           
39 OCHA (2017; Stoddard and Jillani, The Effects of Insecurity on Humanitarian Coverage, 2016, p. 24.  
40 Aljazeera News. ɈAid groups criticise South Sudan for $10,000 visa fees.ɉ Aljazeera News, March 11, 2017. Accessed January 

10, 2018. See also Bennett, Nicki. ɈHumanitarian Access in South Sudan.ɉ Humanitarian Practice Network , May 2013, for a 

discussion of other bureaucratic impediments to access in South Sudan.  
41 Lynch, Colum. ɈExclusive: Yes, SyriaɅs Humanitarian Crisis Can Get Worse. Much Worse.ɉ Foreign Policy, June 26, 2014. 

Accessed January 10, 2018. 
42 Fast, Larissa. ɈUnpacking the Principle of Humanity: Tensions and ϥmplications.ɉ  
43 Ruppert, Lotte, Elias Sagmeister, and Julia Steets. Listening to Communities in Insecure Environments. SAVE Research 

Programme, 2016 . 
44 Cf. Global Humanitarian Assistance Report; Howe, Kimberly,  Elizabeth Stites, and Danya Chudacoff. Breaking the 

Hourglass: Partnerships in Remote Management Settings Ɂ The Cases of Syria and Iraqi Kurdistan. Somerville, MA: Feinstein 

International Center, 2015.  

https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Presence%20and%20Proximity.pdf
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/03/aid-groups-criticise-south-sudan-10000-visa-fees-170311195137046.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/03/aid-groups-criticise-south-sudan-10000-visa-fees-170311195137046.html
https://odihpn.org/magazine/humanitarian-access-in-south-sudan/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2014/06/26/exclusive-yes-syrias-humanitarian-crisis-can-get-worse-much-worse/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2014/06/26/exclusive-yes-syrias-humanitarian-crisis-can-get-worse-much-worse/
http://www.gppi.net/publications/humanitarian-action/article/listening-to-communities-in-insecure-environments/?L=638
http://www.gppi.net/publications/humanitarian-action/article/listening-to-communities-in-insecure-environments/?L=638
http://fic.tufts.edu/assets/Breaking-the-Hourglass_Syria_Iraqi-Kurdistan.pdf
http://fic.tufts.edu/assets/Breaking-the-Hourglass_Syria_Iraqi-Kurdistan.pdf
http://fic.tufts.edu/assets/Breaking-the-Hourglass_Syria_Iraqi-Kurdistan.pdf
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can allow greater choice and agency for affected people. 45 This enhances their dignity and thereby 

strengthens the principle of humanity. At the same time, however, donors that are supporting 

cash based transfers have started to prescribe which modality agencies should be us ing (see 

paragraph  106), thereby  redu cing the agenciesɅ operational independence. Links to access have 

not been fully explored. On the one hand, electronic cash transfers require less regular physical 

access for aid workers and could allow for continued assistance where access conditions 

deteriorate. On the other hand, they can only be used where the necessary (phone -) banking 

infrastructure and markets exist , and aid workers need to be able to access affected peopl e in 

order to assess needs, register beneficiaries, and monitor the use of cash  based transfers. Cash 

also affects the access of affected people to assistance, but the evaluation does not explore this 

in depth since it uses the WFP definition of access, which focuses on the access of humanitarian 

organizations to people in need.  

25. Another dynamic affecting the politicization of aid  is the increased levels of migration to 

Europe  related to crises in the Middle East  and migration dy namics in Africa . First, humanitarian 

funding is concentrating on fewer, more politically important emergencies. In 2016, the five 

emergencies attracting the most global funding accounted for 54 percent of all donor spending  ɀ 

a marked increase from 33 per cent in 2012. 46 This concentration affects  impartiality at a global 

level, as some responses are better funded than others relative to need. Second, many European 

donors are under populist pressure to show that humanitarian funding helps curb migration to 

Europe. This potential ly risks undermining the independence of humanitarian action .47 The United 

KingdomɅs recent humanitarian reform policy, for example, suggests that humanitarian action 

should contribute to keeping affected people within their regions. 48 Similarly, the Directorate -

General for European Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid Operations (ECHO) spent half of its 

2016 budget on Syrian refugees in Turkey and humanitarian aid within Europe. 49  

26. Finally, with regard to the context in which WFP is wo rking to translate its policies into 

practice, t here is a slowly increasing acknowledgement that principles entail trade -offs . Most 

humanitarian organizations consider the humanitarian principles as crucial norms guiding 

humanitarian action. 50 As a result, many organizations treat them as sacrosanct and shy away 

from open debate on what applying these principles means in practice, especially if this might 

involve compromises and trade -offs. This makes it difficult to systematically consider wha t 

compromises are acceptable and at what point Ɉcompromise morph[s] into complicity.ɉ51 More 

recently, there has been more analysis of and debate about inevitable compromises and trade -

offs, 52 which can make it easier for WFP to acknowledge and openly discus s these issues. Table 2 

                                                           
45 Bailey, Sarah and Paul Harvey. State of Evidence on Humanitarian Cash Transfers. Background Note for the High -Level Panel 

on Humanitarian Cash Transfers , 2015. 
46 Development Initiatives. Global Humanitarian Assistance Report 2017. Report. Bristol: Development Initiatives, 2017 , p. 56.  
47 DuBois, Marc. On the Right Track? Reasserting the Priorities of Humanitarian Action. Report. Geneva: HERE-Geneva, 2016. 
48 Bryant, John. ɈThe UK and Humanitarian Reform: ϥn Whose ϥnterest?ɉ Overseas Development ϥnstitute, October 20, 2017. 

See also: Drummond, Jim, Victoria Metcalfe -Hough, Barnaby Willitts -King, and John Bryant. Beyond Donorship: UK Foreign 

Policy and Humanitarian Action. London: Overseas Development Institute, 2017.  
49 Parker, Ben. ɈECHO Budget Almost Doubles ɀ But Migration Strings Attached.ɉ IRIN, 13 September 2016. Accessed January 

10, 2018. 
50 Including the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and at least 621 international NGOs, who have signed the Code of 

Conduct  for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movem ent and NGOs in Disaster Relief, as well as the United 

Nations and its specialized agencies (United Nations General Assembly resolution 46/182 and 58/114).  
51 Thompson, Andrew. ɈHumanitarian Principles Put to the Test: Challenges to Humanitarian Action During Decolonization.ɉ 

International Review of the Red Cross 97, no 897/898, 2016, p. 54. Cf. DuBois, Marc. On the Right Track? Reasserting the Priorities 

of Humanitarian Action . Geneva: HERE-Geneva, 2016; Haver, Katherine, and William Carter. What It Takes: Principled 

Pragmatism to Enable Access and Quality Humanitarian Aid in Insecure Environments. London: Humanitarian Outcomes, 2016.  
52 See, for example, Haver, Katherine. ɈTug of War: Ethical Decision-Making to Enable Humanitarian Access in High -Risk 

Environments.ɉ HPN Network Paper 80, 2016; Labbé and Daudin, Applying the Humanitarian Principles; Abu-Sada, Caroline, 

ed. In the Eyes of Others: How People in Crisis Perceive Humanitarian Aid. New York: MSF USA, 2012; Dyukova, Yulia, and 

https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/9591.pdf
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/9591.pdf
http://devinit.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/GHA-Report-2017-Full-report.pdf
http://here-geneva.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/HERE-On-the-right-track-final.pdf
https://www.odi.org/comment/10567-uk-and-humanitarian-reform-whose-interest
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/11735.pdf
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/11735.pdf
https://www.irinnews.org/investigations/2016/09/13/echo-budget-almost-doubles-–-migration-strings-attached
https://www.irinnews.org/investigations/2016/09/13/echo-budget-almost-doubles-–-migration-strings-attached
http://media.ifrc.org/ifrc/who-we-are/the-movement/code-of-conduct/
http://media.ifrc.org/ifrc/who-we-are/the-movement/code-of-conduct/
http://here-geneva.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/HERE-On-the-right-track-final.pdf
http://here-geneva.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/HERE-On-the-right-track-final.pdf
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offers an overview of the types of trade -offs and compromises discussed in the emerging 

literature.  

Table 2: Potential t rade -offs relating to the humanitarian principles 53 

Humanity v ersus impartiality:  In many emergencies, humanitarian agencies are denied access to certain areas. This creates 

a trade -off between the principles of humanity and impartiality. Agencies need to decide whether they deliver assistance 

only where they have access, violating impa rtiality, or whether they refuse to deliver at all as long as impartial access is not 

granted, compromising humanity.  

Humanity v ersus independence:  Most humanitarian organizations depend on contributions from donor governments to 

be able to deliver assist ance. Some donors link their contributions to specific demands , which may be tied to security or 

other non -humanitarian objectives. 54 In deciding whether or not to accept these conditional donor funds, organizations 

thus face a trade -off between humanity an d independence.  

Humanity v ersus impartiality and (perceived) neutrality: Some host governments or armed groups controlling a territory 

may only allow aid organizations access to people in need if they adjust their targeting criteria or include or exclude certain 

groups from the list of beneficiaries. This represents a trade -off between humanity and impartiality and also affects 

perceived neutrality. Other conditions imposed ɀ for example, requests for taxes or payments at checkpoints, or 

restrictions on di rect interactions with aid recipients ɀ can create tensions between humanity and other normative goals, 

in this case anti -corruption and accountability to affected people. 55 

Humanity v ersus neutrality: An agency may use military escorts to enable operations  in areas with high security risks. This 

entails compromises with the principle of neutrality. Not delivering in high -need and high -risk areas, however, would 

compromise the principles of humanity and impartiality.  

Impartiality v ersus perceived neutrality:  In some contexts, needs are more acute in areas controlled by one conflict party. 

Organizations prioritizing those with the most acute needs may therefore not be perceived as neutral. Also catering to the 

(lesser) needs of people on the other side, howeve r, compromises impartiality.  

Neutrality v ersus other normative goals:  Neutrality also requires not engaging in controversies of a political, racial, 

religious, or ideological nature. Promoting other normative goals may therefore create tensions with the pr inciple of 

neutrality. Speaking out against human rights abuses perpetrated by a specific party, for example, can be seen as 

compromising neutrality, as can promoting womenɅs empowerment in societies where womenɅs rights are subject to 

political or ideolog ical disputes. 56   

1.3. WFP Policies on Humanitarian Principles and Access in Humanitarian Contexts  

27. Reflecting on two cornerstones of effective humanitarian action, WFP submitted a 

statement of  its humanitarian principles  to the Executive Board in 2004 and a note on 

humanitarian access  in 2006. Access to people in need and the humanitarian principles of  

humanity, impartiality, neutrality, and independence are closely connected. International 

humanitarian law allows relief organizations access to conflict areas, on the condition that they do 

not interfere in military and political matters. 57 This evaluatio n therefore covers both policy 

documents.  

28. The humanitarian principles derive from international humanitarian law and other 

normative documents, including the Geneva Conventions ( 1949), the Fundamental Principles of 

the Red Cross (1965), the Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief ( 1992), United Nations  General Assembly Resolutions 

                                                           
Pauline Chetcuti. Humanitarian Principles in Conflict: Ensuring Humanitarian Principles are Respected in Armed Conflicts and 

Other Situations of Violence: ACFɅs Experience and Position. Paris: ACF International, 2013.  
53 For definitions of the individual humanitarian principles, please see section 1.3., page 11. 
54 See, for example, Nascimento, Daniela. ɈOne Step Forward, Two Steps Back? Humanitarian Challenges and Dilemmas in 

Crisis Settings.ɉ The Journal of Humanitarian Assistance, 2015, for an analysis of the instrumentalization of  humanitarian 

assistance.  
55 Cf. WFP. Review of WFP Experience in Securing Humanitarian Access. 2000. 
56 A report by the World Bank found that 155 of the 173 economies assessed have at least one law in place that impedes 

womenɅs economic opportunities. This includes, for example, laws obliging women to obey their husbands, laws restricting 

what kinds of jobs  women can do, and laws requiring the husbandɅs permission for women applying for a passport. World 

Bank Group. Women, Business, and the Law 2016: Getting to Equal. Washington, D.C.: The World Bank, 2015.  
57 Cf. Schwendimann, Felix. ɈThe Legal Framework of Humanitarian Access in Armed Conflict.ɉ International Review of the 

Red Cross 93, no. 884, 2011.  

http://one.wfp.org/eb/docs/2004/wfp030144~2.pdf
https://www.wfp.org/content/note-humanitarian-access-and-its-implications-wfp
https://www.wfp.org/content/note-humanitarian-access-and-its-implications-wfp
https://www.icrc.org/en/war-and-law/treaties-customary-law/geneva-conventions
https://www.loc.gov/rr/frd/Military_Law/pdf/RC_Nov-1965.pdf
https://www.icrc.org/eng/assets/files/publications/icrc-002-1067.pdf
https://sites.tufts.edu/jha/archives/2126
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(1991 and 2003), the Sphere Standards ( 1999), and the Core Humanitarian Standard ( 2015). They 

build on the values of respecting the lives and dignity of other people, as present, for example, in 

the concepts of zakat in Islam, almsgiving in Christianity, and dana in Hind uism. 58 

Table 3: Definition of the core humanitarian principles  

Humanity  enshrines the fundamental value of Ɉkindness toward othersɉ that follows from a shared appreciation for 

human life. 59 ϥt seeks Ɉto prevent and alleviate human suffering wherever it may be foundɉ in order Ɉto protect life and 

health and to ensure respect for the human beingɉ.60 The focus on respect or dignity is important, as it Ɉkeeps recipients 

of humanitarian assistance  from being reduced to their needsɉ.61 Humanity is the least contested of the four principles, 

but some contend that the principle fails to address the Ɉinequalities and hierarchiesɉ inherent in the relationship 

between the giver and the receiver of aid. 62 The WFP definition of humanity is: ɈWFP will seek to prevent and alleviate 

human suffering wherever it is found and respond with food assistance when appropriate. It will provide assistance in 

ways that respect life, health and dignity.ɉ63 

Impartiality requi res that aid organizations give Ɉpriority to the most urgent cases of distressɉ and make Ɉno 

discrimination as to nationality, race, religious belief, class or political opinionsɉ.64 Coherent with the WFP gender policy, 

its definition of impartiality adds g ender to this list: ɈWFP's assistance will be guided solely by need and will not 

discriminate in terms of ethnic origin, nationality, political opinion, gender, race or religion. In a country, assistance wi ll 

be targeted to those most at risk, following a sound assessment that considers the different needs and vulnerabilities 

of women, men and children.ɉ Prioritizing the most urgent needs requires organizations to have a good understanding 

of needs and the ability to target their aid accordingly. Impartiali ty also requires prioritizing different crises depending 

on the respective levels of need. 65  

Neutrality  serves to ensure that all parties have confidence in and accept humanitarian organizations. It requires that 

aid organizations do Ɉnot take sides in hostilities or engage at any time in controversies of a political, racial, religious or 

ideological natureɉ.66 Neutrality is the most contested of the four principles. Dunantist 67 organizations believe that Ɉone 

cannot be at the same time the champion of justice and of charityɉ and avoid any communication which could be 

interpreted as political. 68 Other organizations criticize neutrality as Ɉcomplicity in underlying crimesɉ and combine 

humanitarian action with human rights advocacy. 69 As a result of these different interpretations, neutrality was not 

included in the 1994 Code of Conduct, the founding document for the sector -wide application of the humanitarian 

principles. 70 When organi zations adopted the Core Humanitarian Standard in 2014, neutrality was only included after a 

long debate, with a footnote that it would not preclude organizations from advocating for rights. 71 The WFP definition 

of neutrality is: ɈWFP will not take sides in  a conflict and will not engage in controversies of a political, racial, religious or 

ideological nature. Food assistance will not be provided to active combatants.ɉ  

ϥndependence refers to the Ɉfreedom to act in line with a purely humanitarian goal and methodologyɉ without Ɉpolitical 

interferenceɉ.72 Independence requires organizations to be institutionally and politically independent from state 

                                                           
58 Bernard, Vincent. ɈThe Humanitarian Ethos in Action.ɉ International Review of the Red Cross 97, no 897/898, 2015, p. 8.  
59 Slim, Hugo. Humanitarian Ethics, A Guide to the Morality of Aid in War and Disaster. London: Hurst & Company, 2015,  p. 45. 
60 Pictet, Jean. The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross: Commentary. Geneva: Henry Dunant Institute, 1979.  
61 Labbé, Jérémie, and Pascal Daudin. ɈApplying the Humanitarian Principles: Reflecting on the Experience of the 

ϥnternational Committee of the Red Cross.ɉ International Review of the Red Cross 97, no. 897/898, 2016, p. 186.  
62 Fast, Larissa. ɈUnpacking the Principle of Humanity: Tensions and ϥmplications.ɉ International Review of the Red Cross 97, 

no 897/898, 2016, p. 120 ɀ21. 
63 All definitions are taken from the WFP Strategic Plan 2014 ɀ2017 
64 Pictet, The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross: Commentary. 
65 Cf., for example, Oxfam. OxfamɅs Role in Humanitarian Action. Oxford: Oxfam International, 2013, p. 2.   
66 Pictet, The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross: Commentary. 
67 The term ɄDunantistɅ refers to humanitarian practitioners who follow the traditional approach to humanitarism, 

comprising the four humanitarian principles humanity, neutrality, impartiality and independence.  
68 Minear, Larry. ɈThe Theory and Practice of Neutrality: Some Thoughts on the Tensions.ɉ International Review of the Red 

Cross 81, no. 833, 1999, p. 63ɀ71. 
69 Gordon, Stuart, and Antonio Donini. ɈRomancing Principles and Human Rights: Are Humanitarian Principles Salvageable?ɉ 

International Review of the Red Cross 97, no. 897/898, 2016, p. 91.  
70 See Labbé, Jérémie. ɈHow Do Humanitarian Principles Support Humanitarian Effectiveness?ɉ CHS, On the Road to Istanbul, 

Accountability Report. London: CHS Alliance, 2015.  See also International Federation of the Re d Cross and Red Crescent 

Societies, Norwegian Refugee Council. Conference Report Equipped to Meet TomorrowɅs Humanitarian Challenges? 20th 

Anniversary of the Code of Conduct Geneva, 5th December 2014. Geneva: Norwegian Refugee Council, 2015.  
71 For detailed  arguments for and against neutrality, see De Riedmatten, Anne, and Nigel Timmins. ɈContrasting Views ɀ 

ϥncluding ɄNeutralityɅ in the CHS.ɉ Groupe URD, 2015. 
72 Slim, Humanitarian Ethics, p. 72 

http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/46/a46r182.htm
https://undocs.org/A/RES/58/114
http://www.sphereproject.org/handbook/
https://corehumanitarianstandard.org/files/files/Core%20Humanitarian%20Standard%20-%20English.pdf
http://www.urd.org/Contrasting-views-including
http://www.urd.org/Contrasting-views-including
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interests. Since U nited Nations  agencies are governed by member states, some observers question whether they can 

be independent. 73 The United Nations  General Assembly only adopted the principle of independence after debates in 

2003, with resolution 58/114 . Reflecting these debates, WFP subscribes to the principle of Ɉoperational independenceɉ 

to stress that its operations, rather than its governance, are independent. ϥt defines operational independence as: ɈWFP 

will provide assistance in a manner that is operationally independent of the political, economic, military o r other 

objectives that any actor may hold with regard to areas where such assistance is being provided.ɉ Another important 

aspect is financial independence. Most humanitarian organizations strongly depend on government funding, and 

donors often earmark th eir contributions for specific purposes or impose other conditions. Relying on diverse sources 

of funding and accepting contributions from donors who adhere to humanitarian principles themselves therefore 

increases independence.   

29. In its  2004 Statement of Humanitarian Principles , WFP commits to the Ɉcore humanitarian 

principlesɉ of humanity, impartiality, and neutrality. WFP later added operational independence in 

its Strategic Plan (2014-2017) and amended the wording of the other principles to reflect the shift 

from food aid to food assistance. The document also includes five Ɉfoundations of effective 

humanitarian actionɉ (respect, self-reliance, participation, capacity -building, and coordination) and 

two Ɉstandards of accountability and professionalismɉ (accountability and professionalism), but 

this evaluation only focuses on the core humanitarian pri nciples.  

30. The document is a Ɉstatementɉ of, rather than a Ɉpolicyɉ on, humanitarian principles. WFP 

submitted it to the Executive Board for information rather than for approval. The document also 

does not discuss what the application of the principles woul d entail in practice, nor does it propose 

any measures for implementing the policy. Those internal stakeholders who recollect the 

dynamics at the time see the statement on  humanitarian principles as mainly codifying existing 

practice.  

31. Humanitarian access  is commonly defined as Ɉboth the ability of humanitarian 

organizations to reach populations affected by crisis and the ability of affected populations to 

access humanitarian servicesɉ.74 International humanitarian law deals with issues related to 

access, but leaves room for interpretation. The Geneva Conventions make all relief actions subject 

to Ɉthe consent of the State concernedɉ but require states to facilitate Ɉunimpeded passageɉ once 

consent is granted. In addition, states must not withhold consent arbitrarily. Denying access for 

food assistance providers, for example, can amount to the war crime of starvation. 75 However, the 

Geneva Conventions do not define what Ɉarbitraryɉ means. Many humanitarian organizations are 

promoting a broad, rights -based view of access.76 The United Nations  Security Council has recently 

followed this interpretation. In 2014, it authorized U nited Nations  humanitarian agencies and their 

partners to cross borders into Syria, even though the Syrian government had not consented to  

this. 77 Some scholars, however, characterize this as an Ɉassumed Ʉright of interferenceɅɉ.78 Another 

                                                           
73 Schenkenberg van Mierop, Ed . ɈComing Clean on Neutrality and ϥndependence: The Need to Assess the Application of 

Humanitarian Principles.ɉ International Review of the Red Cross 97, no. 897/898, 2016, p. 295ɀ318, esp. 308ɀ9.   
74 Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs. ɈOCHA on Message: Humanitarian Access.ɉ UNOCHA, 2010. 
75 Article 54(1) of the 1977 Additional Protocol I and Article 14 of the 1977 Additional Protocol II to the Geneva Conventions. 

The ICC Statute defines Ɉ[i]ntentionally using starvation of civilians as a method of warfare by depriving them of objects 

indispensable to their survival, including wilfully impeding relief supplies as provided for under the Geneva Conventionsɉ 

as a war crime in international armed conflict.   
76 Collinson, Sarah, and Samir Elhawary. ɈHumanitarian Space: A Review of Trends and ϥssues.ɉ Humanitarian Policy Group 

Report 32. London: Overseas Development Institute, 2012; Steets, Julia, Urban Reichhold, and Elias Sagmeister. Evaluation 

and Review of Humanitarian Access Strategies in DG ECHO Funded Interventions. Berlin: Global Public Policy Institute, 2012, p. 

23ɀ24.  
77 The Security Council had frequently called upon states to grant humanitarian access, but it had never before waived the 

right of consent. Gillard, Emmanuela -Chiara. ɈThe Law Regulating Cross-Border Relief Operations.ɉ International Review of 

the Red Cross 95, no. 890, 2013, p. 351ɀ82. 
78 Leader, Nicholas. ɈThe Politics of Principle: The Principles of Humanitarian Action in Practice.ɉ HPG Report 2. London: 

Overseas Development Institute, 2000. The Sphere Stan dards, for example, stress the Ɉright to receive humanitarian 

assistanceɉ as a Ɉnecessary element of the right to life with dignityɉ. See also Modirzadeh, Naz K. ɈStrong Words, Weak 

Arguments ɀ A Response to the Open Letter to the UN on Humanitarian Access to Syria (Part 1 and 2).ɉ Opinio Juris, 12 May 

2014.  

https://undocs.org/A/RES/58/114
http://one.wfp.org/eb/docs/2004/wfp030144~2.pdf
http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/eb/wfpdoc062522.pdf
https://docs.unocha.org/sites/dms/Documents/OOM_HumAccess_English.pdf
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/v2_rul_rule53
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/v2_rul_rule53
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/v2_rul_rule53
http://opiniojuris.org/2014/05/12/guest-post-strong-words-weak-arguments-response-open-letter-un-humanitarian-access-syria-part-1/
http://opiniojuris.org/2014/05/12/guest-post-strong-words-weak-arguments-response-open-letter-un-humanitarian-access-syria-part-1/
http://opiniojuris.org/2014/05/12/guest-post-strong-words-weak-arguments-response-open-letter-un-humanitarian-access-syria-part-1/
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important gap in the Geneva Conventions is that they do not solve the question of the consent of 

non -state armed groups  for access to territories they contr ol. While non -state armed groups  are 

often central in todayɅs armed conflicts, the legal provisions concerning their rights and 

responsibilities regarding access are unclear. 79 

32. The main legal framework  of WFP, the general rules and regulations , only demands that 

recipient governments facilitate the access of WFP staff for monitoring and assessing the results 

of food assistance projects. With the 2006 note on access , it adopted a broader definition:  

ɈHumanitarian access involves the free and unimpeded movement of humanitarian 

personnel to deliver relief services, or the free and safe movement of humanitarian 

agencies to reach civilians who are trapped, unable to move or detained because of 

armed confl ict, natural disasters and other difficult access situations. Humanitarian 

access allows impartial assessment of the needs of populations at risk and the delivery 

of assistance to respond to those needs.ɉ  

This definition focuses on the access of humanitar ian organizations to people in need and does 

not further elaborate on the other side of the coin ɀ the ability of affected people to access 

humanitarian assistance (which is part of the WFP protection policy).  

33. The note on access is also not called a Ɉpolicyɉ and was submitted to the Executive Board  

for consideration rather than for approval. It stresses that it is not possible to standardize the WFP 

approach to access but identifies aspects considered crucial for access. The se aspects include 

situation analysis, security awareness and management, adherence to international law and 

humanitarian principles, coordination and partnerships, advocacy, and learning and training. T his 

list, however, only describes which ingredients are important; it does not prescribe what WFP 

should do to strengthen these areas and improve its capacity to negotiate appropriate, context -

specific access. Internal stakeholders explain that there was considerable discussion among 

members of the Executive Board  before agreeing on the text.    

  

                                                           
79 Akande, Dapo, and Emanuela -Chiara Gillard. Oxford Guidance on the Law Relating to Humanitarian Relief Operations in 

Situations of Armed Conflict. Oxford: Oxford Institute for Ethics, Law and Armed Conflict, 2016.   

http://www.wfp.org/about/general-regulations
https://www.wfp.org/content/note-humanitarian-access-and-its-implications-wfp
https://www.wfp.org/content/wfp-humanitarian-protection-policy
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2. Findings  
34. This chapter presents the findings of this evaluation. It starts with findings on the quality 

of the policy documents and their implementation measures. It then looks at the results of the 

policies and organizational practices relating to them. Finally, it analy ses factors that have affected 

these results.  

2.1. Quality of the Policy Documents and Implementation Measures  (EQ1)   

Humanitarian Access  

35. Largely coherent policy document : The 2006 note on humanitarian access is based on 

an internal review of WFP experiences in securing access that was conducted in 1999 ɀ2000 and 

resulted in the publication of an information pack on the role of WFP in access. The policy 

document is largely coherent, both internally and with other WFP policies, in particular the WFP 

Risk Appetite Statement, the Executive DirectorɅs circular on escalation and decision-making 

structures, the risk management policy, and the progra mme criticality approach.  

36. Based on an analysis of WFP access practices at the time, the note on access  offers a 

description of obstacles to access and their effects that remains broadly valid today. While the 

division of labo ur in access negotiations varies in practice, the description of the actors and their 

basic roles in the policy is adequate. ϥnterviewees confirmed the policyɅs assumption  - that it is 

not possible to standardize a WFP approach to access - by highlighting the fact that access 

negotiations are highly context specif ic. The components of the Ɉtoolkit of broad policy approaches 

and sound practicesɉ proposed in the policy ɀ situation analysis, security awareness and 

management, international law, humanitarian pr inciples and minimum requirements, 

coordination, civil -military relations, advocacy, partnerships and alternative approaches to access, 

and learning and training ɀ all remain relevant today, even though the crucial role of cooperating 

partners in achieving  access could be more clearly emphasized. The document is also coherent 

with other WFP policies. For example, it restates the humanitarian principles, includes references 

to gender, and confirms the prohibition against paying for access.  

37. Narrow definition  of access: The note on access restates the WFP objective of ensuring 

that all affected populations have access to the food assistance required for their survival. 

Subsequently, however, it adopts a more narrow definition of access, which only focuses on W FP 

access to people in need, not the access of people in ne ed to assistance, which is covered through 

the WFP protection policy.  

38. No definition of Ɉred linesɉ: The note on access includes short sections on international 

law, humanitarian principles, and minimum operational requirements. These sections provide 

some examples of possible compromises regarding these norms in dire situations. It does not 

provide a clear set of Ɉred linesɉ that must not be crossed under any circumstances or guidance 

on how to deal with typical trade -offs. The vast majority of people interviewed for this evaluation 

support this approach, stressing that acceptable compromises always depe nd on the context. 80  

  

                                                           
80 An evaluation conducted for ECHO reaches the same conclusion; see Steets, Julia, Urban Reichhold, and Elias Sagmeister. 

Evaluation and Review of Humanitarian Access Strategies in DG ECHO-funded Interventions. Berlin: GPPi, 2012. 

http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/evaluation/2012/GPPi_Access-Report.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/evaluation/2012/GPPi_Access-Report.pdf
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Humanitarian Principles  

39. Useful confirmation of adherence to system -w ide principles : It is important for WFP ɀ 

operating in some of the most acute conflicts and on such a large scale ɀ to formally confirm 

adherence to the humanitarian principles . The policy  on humanitarian principles  adopts 

definitions of the core humanitarian principles that align very closely with those used by the 

humanitarian sector as a whole (se e Table 3) and thereby avoids contradictions and confusion.  

40. Mixing different standards : However, the policy subsumes a long list of different kinds 

of standards under Ɉhumanitarian principlesɉ ɀ not only the core principles of humanity, 

impartiality, neutrality, and independence, but also WFP foundations of effective human itarian 

action and standards of accountability and professionalism. Mixing the core principles with other 

standards increases the risk of confusion and dilutes their importance. The policy  has fostered an 

understanding of Ɉhumanitarian principlesɉ with in WFP that blends a broad set of standards 

without prioritizing among them, with 2 6 percent of staff members interviewed unable to identify 

the core principles. Other organizations distinguish different types of standards more clearly. The 

policy  of the  Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) , for example, mentions the humanitarian principles 

as part of its mission statement, thereby giving them higher priority than other elements. UNICEF 

also clarifies its commitment to the humanitarian principles in its main humanitarian policy, the 

Core Commitments for Children , distinguishing them clearly from other quality considerations. 

The ϥCRC recognizes the humanitarian principles as Ɉfundamental principles ɉ that define the 

identity of the movement, along with voluntary service, unity, and universality.  

41. WFP has a dual mandate for emergency and development operations. T he policy 

document does not distinguish between the se types of engagement . Consistent with this, the 

majority of staff members  interviewed  understand the core humanitarian principles as applicable 

to all WFP operations. This raises internal questions ɀ for example, how the work of WFP through 

government ag encies can be reconciled with the principles of independence and neutrality. This 

is important in both humanitarian and development settings. Under U nited Nations  resolution 

46/182, WFP is committed to Ɉthe primary responsibility of the state to assist and protectɉ and this 

is further underscored in recent reforms as part of the Integrated Road  Map and the alignment of 

WFP with the Sustainable Development Goals , wh ich seek to strengthen  the agencyɅs partnership 

with host governments.  Currently however, WFP staff lack policy direction and guidance as to how 

to be neutral , impartial , and Ɉoperationally ɉ independent , while at the same time encouraging and 

supporting go vernments to fulfi ll their responsibilities. This is particularly challenging in 

development settings  which are at risk of conflict , have pockets of con flict, or are sliding toward 

conflict, and the relationship to  date ha s not placed enough emphasis on the humanitarian 

principles .  

42. Unanswered questions : The statement of humanitarian principles leaves important 

questions unanswered. For example, it does not clarify how the principles relate to each other. 

Many WFP staff members therefore believe that humanity is the main principle and that it can be 

used to justify far -reaching compromises on the other principles. The ICRC, by contrast, tends to 

understand humanity ɀ and impartiality, as the practical application of humanity ɀ as the main 

objective, an d neutrality and independence as the necessary means to be able to pursue this 

objective. This interpretation results in the increased independence of the principles and 

potentially provides less room for compromises. 81 Similarly, the policy document does n ot 

acknowledge potential tensions between the different principles and is not accompanied by any 

guidance document explaining how to deal with these tensions. By contrast, NRCɅs position paper 

on humanitarian principles in practice 82 explains in brief terms  how the principles should be 

                                                           
81 Labbé, Jérémie, and Pascal Daudin. ɈApplying the Humanitarian Principles: Reflecting on the Experience of the 

ϥnternational Committee of the Red Cross.ɉ International Review of the Red Cross 97, no. 897/898, 2016, p. 186ɀ87 
82 NRC. Position Paper: Humanitarian Principles in Practice. 2016.  

https://www.nrc.no/globalassets/pdf/corporate/nrc-policy-paper_web.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/CCC_042010.pdf
https://www.icrc.org/en/fundamental-principles
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applied, and a range of additional publications  discuss their application in various fields of work 

in much more detail. The ICRC also has separate publications  discussing how the principles apply 

in practice in different contexts. In addition, there continues to be some conceptua l confusion on 

operational independence  within WFP. A number of interviewees noted that they could not explain 

the practical difference between independence and operational independence, and some were 

unaware that any form of independence was reflected in the policy.   

43. Coherence and some unacknowledged t ensions w ith other policies : The statement on 

humanitarian principles and other policies largely support and reinforce each other. However, 

unacknowledged tensions include the following:  

¶ The WFP Gender Policy  (2015-2020) includes a Ɉgender transformative approachɉ that 

promotes gender equality and womenɅs empowerment. This is often designed to avoid 

reinforcing power imba lances, address existing discrimination and enable the impartial 

delivery of assistance . It is also in line with the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women, which has been ratified by most countries. Nevertheless, 

womenɅs empowerment remains a socially and politically controversial agenda in some WFP 

operating contexts . Its application  can therefore create perceived tensions with the principle 

of neutrality  - the fundamental decision taken by humanitarians not to en gage in political 

controversies whatever their nature in order to be able to operate on all sides . While senior 

management was not conscious of this tension, staff members provided some practical 

examples of it ɀ for example, local resistance to  the insistence of WFP on the representation 

of women in aid committees, which made access to communities more difficult  in some 

contexts . The country portfolio evaluation for Afghanistan  also mentions controversies and 

tensions surrounding positive discrimination with regard to women.  

¶ In theory, there is also a tension between neutrality and the WFP Policy on Participatory 

Approaches . Similar to the gender policy, this policy aims to address existing exclusion and 

discrimination by strengthening the representation of the poorest and the marginalized in 

community structures. It also foresees a role for WFP i n advocating for peopleɅs right for their 

voices to be heard, which can be politically controversial. There were, however, no practical 

examples in which this tension became apparent.    

44. Due to a lack of documentation and institutional memory, the evaluati on could not 

establish whether or not the policy was informed by adequate research and analysis.  

  

http://principlesinpractice.org/nrc-publications
https://www.icrc.org/en/international-review/article/walking-walk-evidence-principles-action-red-cross-and-red-crescent
https://www.wfp.org/content/2015-wfp-gender-policy-2015-2020-0
https://www.wfp.org/content/afghanistan-evaluation-wfps-portfolio-2010-2012
https://www.wfp.org/content/participatory-approaches
https://www.wfp.org/content/participatory-approaches
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Policy Implementation Measures  

45. Ineffective policy dissemination : WFP mainly communicates policies by announcing 

them via email, and all policy documents are stored on the WFP intranet . However, several 

interviewees reported that they could not find the policies on access and humanitarian principles 

when they looked for  them ahead of the evaluation interview. The policy documents are also long 

and focus on background and context, but they provide little operational guidance. Field staff 

therefore perceive policies in general as minimally relevant. WFP does not have an up dated policy 

or operational field manual, and many older staff members still use the operations pocketbook 

from 2002.  

46. No implementation m easures included in the policies : Neither of the two documents 

spells out what measures WFP should take to implement t he policies. The statement on 

humanitarian principles states the principles and does not discuss the steps necessary to apply 

them in practice at all. The document on humanitarian access is more detailed and contains a list 

of broad policy approaches and s ound practices. Implicitly, this list suggests which organizational 

capacities could be strengthened to improve the capability  of WFP to negotiate principled access. 

However, the document provides minimal practical guidance and does not define a program me 

for further strengthening access. Therefore, the policies also failed to define clear institutional 

responsibilities for follow -up. While WFP later received around USD 550,000 in extra -budgetary 

funds to support activities on access, 83 the agency did not d edicate any budgetary resources for 

implementation at the time of adopting the policies.  

47. Operationalization of humanitarian principles t hrough protection and other 

policies : Since the adoption of the statement on humanitarian principles in 2004, WFP has n ot 

implemented any direct, dedicated measures for rolling out the policy. Instead, WFP 

conceptualized its work on protection ɀ first through the protection project and later through the 

WFP Humanitarian Protection Policy (2012) ɀ as a way of operationalizing the principles. The 

protection policy and related implementation measures were evaluated separately. Other policies 

ɀ for example , the gender policies (2009 and 2015), the WFP Policy on Participatory Approaches 

(2000), the WFP Strategy on Accountability to Affected Populations ( 2016), and the  WFP Policy on 

Emergency Needs Assessments ( 2004) ɀ also provide more detail on important issues relating to 

humanitarian principles. However, as discussed in paragraph  52, this approach was not successful 

in creating a goo d understanding of the humanitarian principles among WFP staff and thereby 

creat ing the foundation for their consistent application.  

48. Lack of synergies between different quality aspects : Efforts to strengthen different 

aspects relating to the Ɉhow toɉ and the quality of assistance are fragmented. Whereas the main 

responsibilit y for protection and accountability to affected populations lies with different teams in 

the emergencies and transi tion unit  (OSZPH), responsibilities related to  access are split across 

different units , and another office altogether has responsibility for gender. As a consequence, field 

staff interviewed for this evaluation did not always  understand how the different Ɉhow toɉ and 

quality aspects relate to each other. Moreover, synergies between implementation measures for 

the different issue areas  ɀ such as training, guidance, support capacities , or missions ɀ are not fully 

explored.  

49. Recent increase in efforts to impl ement the access policy : Few direct measures were 

taken to implement the access policy after its adoption. Over the past few years, there has been a 

marked increase in activities, including the following:  

                                                           
83 Including CHF 300,000 from the Swiss Government to support the access cell and its activities and USD 250,000 from 

DFID for an access project in Afghanistan, paying for a consultant, access mapping, and humanitarian access training for 

the team.  

https://www.wfp.org/content/wfp-humanitarian-protection-policy
https://www.wfp.org/content/wfp-gender-policy
https://www.wfp.org/content/2015-wfp-gender-policy-2015-2020-0
https://www.wfp.org/sites/default/files/Participatory%20Approaches.pdf
http://fscluster.org/document/wfps-strategy-accountability-affected
https://www.wfp.org/sites/default/files/Emergency%20Needs%20Assessment%20.pdf
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¶ Documenting lessons learned : WFP developed lessons learned papers and case studies on 

access as far back as 2002, when preparing for the policy. However, these are no longer 

available. Background papers were also created for a conference  held in 2009, as well as a 

workshop on access organized in 2015. WFP also co -financed and contributed case studies to 

a book on humanitarian diplomacy, published in 2007. 84 Since these activities were  not 

embedded in a broader organizational effort regarding access at the time, the materials are 

not readily available and not widely known today.  

¶ Advisory group and access cell : Following a recommendation of the 2015 workshop on 

access, WFP created a director -level advisory group on access and a technical access cell 

involving the policy and program me, emergency preparedness and response support, supply 

chain, and field security divisions in 2015. The advisory group developed a strategy for 

enhancing WFP access capabilities, focusing on : the critical reflection and documentation of 

access approaches; equipping staff with an operational framework, field guidance, and 

training; and establishing a professional support network. Most of the activities discussed  

below are based on this strategy. Drawing on extra -budgetary funds from the humanitarian 

protection project trust fund,  WFP hired a full -time consultant in 201 5 and developed a more 

detailed work plan for the access cell. At the time of this evaluation, a  number of activities had 

been implemented (see below). However, the work of the access cell suffered from staffing 

discontinuities, and the support function of the groups was not widely known in the field. A 

network analysis conducted as part of this eval uation shows that WFP field staff only very 

rarely turn to headquarters for advice on difficult access issues, reflecting the  high level of 

decentralization  within  WFP, reinforced through its 2012 Fit for Purpose  reform initiative (see 

Annex IX for more details).  

¶ Designation of access focal point s: Some regional bureau x have designated their 

humanitarian adviser as the access focal point. In Dakar and Bangkok, for example, these 

focal points identified training opportunities or provided training on access, conducted 

support missions to country operations, and provided st rategic advice on access and legal 

issues. Country offices generally very much appreciated this support and advisory role, even 

though the necessary follow -up did not always take place. In one case, for example, an access 

strategy was developed but had sti ll not been rolled out six months later. The role of the 

humanitarian advisers also differed greatly between regions. The terms of reference for the 

position in Cairo only referenced humanitarian principles, not access, and the adviser position 

in Nairobi focused on gender and protection. Some crucial country operations also have (or 

had) access focal points  ɀ in some cases as a full -time role, in others as an additional 

responsibility. This includes, for example, the operations in Afghanistan, South Sudan,  

Somalia, and Yemen.  

¶ Access t raining and support m issions : WFP headquarters and regional bureau x organized 

training sessions on access at the regional and country levels, as well as support missions. It 

was not possible to establish a full overview of all the training conducted because WFP does 

not maintain a record of training  sessions. Some interviewees recalled context -specif ic access 

training conducted in 2007 (e.g. in Sri Lanka). An overview compiled by the Dakar regional 

office suggests an increase in training activity from 2015 onward. Country -specific access 

training w as often carried out in combination with country suppo rt missions, usually involving 

the joint development of an access strategy. In 2016, the policy and program me division 

organized or supported access training in Ukraine, Iraq, Afghanistan, Dakar, Rome, and Mali. 

WFP also conducted the first training of tra iners on access in 2017. Those who participated in 

the training generally provided positive feedback (except in one case where relevant language 

                                                           
84 Minear, Larry, and Hazel Smith, eds. Humanitarian Diplomacy: Practitioners and Their Craft . Tokyo: United Nations 

University, 2007.  

http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/communications/wfp225450.pdf
http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/reports/wfp262553.pdf


19 

 

skills were missing), but so far only a small number of staff have participated, and there have 

been no mechani sms for following training of trainers on access with training sessions at the 

field level. WFP also disseminated basic information on the humanitarian principles in the 

form of posters (in 2008 and 2017) and pocket cards (2017). The posters were visible i n some 

of the country/sub -offices and regional hubs visited for this evaluation, but they had no 

evident effect on the ability of staff and partners to explain what the principles are or what 

they entail.   

¶ Inclusion of elements on access and principles in other t raining : Components on 

negotiations, access, and humanitarian principles have also been included in other corporate 

training. The most detailed reflection is found in the programme learning journey  for 

emerging program me leaders, which involves reflections and case studies on compromises 

and trade -offs regarding humanitarian principles and access . It also includes a dedicated 

video on humanitarian pr inciples that gives advice on how to deal with trade -offs. Smaller 

components were also included in the WFP intensive, simulation -based functional and 

support training for emergency response (FASTER) training, in an online training  on ethics 

(focused on neutral and impartial staff behavio ur, as derived from codes of conduct), and in 

protection training  sessions organized by headquarters or the Dakar regional offi ce. The few 

interviewees who had participated in one of the se training  sessions tended to find the training 

mostly useful to their understanding.   

¶ Guidance : The policy and program me division developed an operational guidance manual 

on humanitarian access,  which was finalized in 2017. It offers similar content as an earlier 

practitionersɅ manual on humanitarian access developed by the Swiss Government, OCHA, 

and Conflict Dynamics Inte rnational (2014). The WFP manual includes background 

information on access  and provides guidance on how to develop an access strategy . In 

addition, the manual discusses how to deal with dilemmas , something the policies  leave 

unaddressed . While the manual is better at taking the specific needs and operational 

modalities of WFP into account, it puts more emphasis on thresholds of acceptability (red 

lines), the impact of decisions on other humanitarian organizations, and the long -term effec ts 

of decisions. At the time of this evaluation, the WFP manual had not been widely 

disseminated. The few staff members who had received it found it generally useful , but long.  

¶ Centre of Competence on Humanitarian Negotiation : In partnership with the ICRC , 

UNHCR, Médecins Sans Frontières  (MSF), and the Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue, WFP 

contributed to the creation of a  Centre of Competence on Humanitarian Negotiation  in 2015. 

WFP has supported the activities of the centre through active engagement : for example, by 

seconding a full -time P5 staff member to the centre in 2017, by making staff available to 

participate in and facilitate field missions and training, by supp orting the development of 

country case studies , and by actively engaging in the centreɅs geographic working groups as 

well as annual meetings of frontline negotiators. By the end of 2017, 105 WFP staff had 

participated in week -long regional training worksh ops. The few participants interviewed for 

this evaluation generally appreciated the space for reflection provided by th is training, 

especially the exchange with staff from external organizations , such as the ICRC and MSF. 

However, some suggested that there  is limited learning and  analysis generated by the centre 

currently flow ing back to WFP.  

50. Insufficient corporate priority for humanitarian principles and access: WFP staff 

members welcome the recent increase in efforts to implement the access policy. However, a 

majority of interviewees continue to see humanitarian principles and access as areas that do not 

receive enough corporate attention and support. Interviewee s unanimously saw humanitarian 

principles and access as areas that are central to the WFP mission and mandate (with 82.9 percent 

of interviewees who voiced an opinion on this matter identifying them as Ɉhighly relevantɉ and 

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLuqUtOuLyPT88XX1l67UGByZvWcSENh4T
https://hr.un.org/page/mandatory-learning
http://cdint.org/documents/CDI_Access_Manual_Web_Dec5.pdf
https://frontline-negotiations.org/
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16.6 percent as Ɉrelevantɉ) and at the same time extremely challenging in many operations. 

Relative to how critical these areas are, interviewees see corporate investment in them as 

insufficient: dedicated measures to implement the policies were only taken very recently, almost 

a decade after the policies had been adopted. To date, relevant initiatives have been funded by 

extra -budgetary means but have not received dedicated shares of the  WFP budget. The level of 

resources invested is low , with h umanitarian principles and access  operat ing on a total budget of 

USD 320,000 from 2015  to 2016, corresponding to 7.4 percent  of the USD 4.3 million raised for the 

trust fund for the humanitarian protection project .85 

51. Policies alone not sufficient to guide decision -m aking : The impact of the few 

implementation measures taken to date have not been felt at the field level. In the survey, WFP 

staff indicated that the policy documents themselves were most helpful for knowing how to apply 

the principles and understanding the WFP approach to access. In interviews, however, only 29 

percent stated that they had seen the policy documents (and that number included many who had 

looked them up explicitly for this evaluation). Among those interviewees who knew the policy 

documents, more criticized the polic ies than praised them. Most felt that the documents were too 

long and not practical enough to be useful in the field. Only field staff who were themselves 

involved in policy making ɀ for example, supporting a host government in developing its 

humanitarian policies or providing guidance to others ɀ found the policies useful.  The policies 

themselves are thus not sufficient to directly inform decision -making. Rather, WFP managers (P4 

or above) most frequently cited their own practical experience, discussions d uring office meetings, 

or advice from experienced WFP members as most helpful for them to know how to apply the 

humanitarian principles or negotiate access. Respondents mentioned implementation measures, 

such as training  sessions or guidance materials, les s frequently (Figures 2 and 3).  

  

                                                           
85 WFP. Evaluation report  ɀ WFPɅs Humanitarian Protection Policy, Draft. 2017. 
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Figure 9: Survey responses on the m ost helpful factors for applying the humanitarian 

principles (up to three answers)  

 

Figure 10: Survey responses on the most helpful factors for understanding how WFP handles 

access questions (up to three answers)  

 

  














































































