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The need to counter corruption in
humanitarian aid

Humanitarian aid is given to assist those af-
fected by natural disasters, human conflict or
other forms of severe political, economic or
social breakdowns. Its aim is to prevent and
alleviate human suffering in the context of
life-threatening situations. This is mainly done
through the short-term provision of food, wa-
ter, shelter and emergency services to affected
areas, though initial humanitarian operations
often evolve into longer-term reconstruction
and rehabilitation efforts.

Corruption in humanitarian aid undermines
the fundamental purpose of humanitarian ac-
tion.? Its effects include the diversion of relief
supplies away from affected communities, in-
equitable distribution of aid and sub-standard
or inappropriately located infrastructure. Such
outcomes ignore the needs of the intended
beneficiaries of aid, often further marginalis-
ing those from the poorest sections of society
and deepening existing social conflicts. Tack-
ling corruption in humanitarian aid is there-
fore key to ensuring effective and equitable
humanitarian assistance to those in greatest
need.

Tl has worked to address the risk of corrup-
tion in humanitarian aid on several levels.
Following the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, Tl
national chapters in affected countries sought
to strengthen the accountability of national
relief operations through their advocacy and
capacity building work. The TI-Secretariat,
meanwhile, helped bring together key stake-
holders at an experts meeting in Jakarta, In-
donesia, where representatives of affected
countries identified measures to protect
tsunami aid from corruption. Tl organised a
similar meeting in Islamabad to address the
risk of corruption following Pakistan's severe
earthquake of October 2005. At a global level,
Tlis supporting the humanitarian community's

work to increase transparency and account-
ability through its Programme on Preventing
Corruption in Humanitarian Assistance. Ulti-
mately, Tl's goal is to help ensure that affected
individuals and communities can rebuild their
lives without enduring additional hardship due
to the corrupt misuse of aid.

This Working Paper is intended to provide an
overview of corruption in humanitarian aid
from Tl's perspective as the leading civil so-
ciety coalition against corruption. It explains
why humanitarian aid is at risk from corrup-
tion, what can potentially be done to minimise
these risks and concludes with suggestions for
further investigation and action. We hope this
paper will help inform and guide the ongoing
work of the many organisations engaged with
this issue - including a number of TlI's national
chapters worldwide.

Why is there a risk of corrup-
tion in humanitarian aid?

There are three particular reasons why human-
itarian aid is at risk from corruption: conditions
inherent in humanitarian emer-gencies; char-
acteristics of the 'humanitarian aid system’;
and levels of transparency and accountability
in recipient countries.

Conditions inherent in humanitar-
ian emergencies

Humanitarian organisations work in extra-or-
dinarily difficult circumstances. The situations
in which they operate are often character-
ised by damaged or destroyed infrastructure,
disrupted community services, mass popula-
tion movements, outbreaks of disease and
actual or potential conflicts. Local governance
structures and integrity systems may also
either be completely destroyed or severely
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disrupted. If it is to have an impact in such
circumstances, aid must be well targeted and
quickly delivered to reach those in need.

Weakened state capacity

Humanitarian emergencies create general
conditions in affected countries that can al-
low corruption to flourish. Even where integ-
rity systems are advanced, the authorities and
humanitarian actors must work hard to ensure
proper accountability and coordination of re-
lief and reconstruction efforts. Where gover-
nance structures are already weak, there is a
danger they may be overwhelmed by the sud-
den onset of an emergency. Similarly, the rule
of law may falter or break down completely
particularly in conflict situations. Parallel and
often illegal structures, such as black markets,
may emerge to fill the political and economic
vacuum created by an emergency. In such
circumstances, the substantial resource flows
generally associated with humanitarian aid
can create additional incentives for corrup-
tion.

The need to act quickly

The imperative to reach affected communities
quickly can lead to a trade-off between effec-
tive disbursement controls and streamlined,
unbureaucratic procedures. Strong yet flexible
systems have in many cases been developed
to cope with aid delivery in emergency situa-
tions, particularly by established humanitarian
agencies. There is still a danger, however, that
corruption may be facilitated by relaxed pro-
cedures aimed at ensuring fast aid delivery.

The difficulty of targeting aid

Though aid programmes seek to target re-
sources as accurately as possible, errors in-
evitably arise resulting either in an over - or
undersupply of aid. In the disruption inherent
to emergency situations, both types of errors
can give rise to opportunities for corruption.
In the case of undersupply, individuals and
communities may be forced to engage in cor-
rupt activities in a desperate bid to survive.?
Where there is oversupply, aid not needed for
survival may become available for illegitimate
purposes.

Characteristics of the <humanitar-
ian aid system»

The global humanitarian aid system is ex-
tensive and complex.® It encompasses a wide

variety of actors including international do-
nors, international implementing agencies
(such as UN bodies, the ICRC and international
NGOs), national and local NGOs, as well as the
governments of countries affected by emer-
gencies. Despite efforts to address its weak-
nesses, certain characteristics of this system
may provide opportunities for corruption in
humanitarian aid.

The accountability gap

Humanitarian aid essentially consists of a
one-sided transfer of resources, usually from
industrialised countries into poorer ones. Aid
providers largely act voluntarily, while aid re-
cipients are often dependent on external assis-
tance. This power imbalance provides difficult
conditions for accountability: aid recipients
have very few powers of sanction in relation
to aid providers, while the latter can largely
choose for themselves the level at which their
work is subjected to scrutiny. Many established
aid agencies have developed sophisticated
mechanisms that have greatly improved their
capacity for financial accountability. These
systems are, however, often geared towards
justifying expenditures to donors rather than
to intended beneficiaries. Such systems do not
necessarily detect all forms of corruption ‘on
the ground' and thus potentially allow some
forms of corrupt practice to go unreported.

The number of actors

The number of actors engaged in humani-
tarian work can also create opportunities for
corruption. For example, despite recent moves
to harmonise donor policies in relation to dis-
bursement control, implementing agencies
dealing with multiple donors must often cope
with multiple reporting requirements. This can
increase the administrative burden of smaller
agencies to such an extent that their own in-
ternal control activities may be overwhelmed.
The number of implementing agencies en-
gaged in humanitarian work has itself rapidly
increased in recent years.* Many smaller, newly
established agencies have virtually no regula-
rised internal governance structures and are
often financed by individual, privately do-
nated funds. This lack of internal and external
controls makes them particularly vulnerable to
corruption.

The form of aid

The manner in which humanitarian aid is
given can also influence opportunities for cor-
ruption. Aid given in the context of humani-

2 TRANSPARENCY INTERNATIONAL WORKING PAPER #03 | 2006

tarian relief can assume a number of forms.
The current predominant model is that of di-
rect project implementation by international
aid agencies. This model has partly developed
due to the perceived risks involved in transfer-
ring aid resources directly to national actors.
Though such direct assistance often provides
for stricter control of monetary resources,
opportunities for corruption may still arise,
sometimes involving international agencies
themselves.

Levels of transparency and ac-
countability in recipient countries

Humanitarian aid is additionally vulnerable
to corruption where there are low levels of
transparency and accountability in countries
affected by humanitarian emergencies. The
majority of countries recently subject to hu-
manitarian appeals rate poorly on Tl's 2004
Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI).6 This indi-
cates that humanitarian aid is often provided
in weak governance environments. Confront-
ed with corruption that is deeply entrenched
in a recipient country, humanitarian actors
must work additionally hard to ensure that
sufficiently robust control mechanisms are
in place. Even in countries where governance
structures are more effective, aid agencies may
be unfamiliar with managing subtler forms
of corruption present, for example, in public
sector institutions.”

How can corruption in human-
itarian aid be minimised?®

How to minimise the risk of corruption while
still responding to humanitarian needs is an
issue of concern to the humanitarian commu-
nity and the intended beneficiaries of aid alike.
Opportunities for corruption can be minimised
in a variety of ways and it should be recog-
nised that established aid agencies have de-
veloped significant expertise in this area. The
various approaches for tackling corruption in
humanitarian aid can broadly be grouped into
preventive, enforcement and ownership-based
mechanisms.9

Preventive mechanisms

Effective systems that reduce opportunities
for corruption and mismanagement in the
first place are an essential deterrent to those
intent on diverting aid for corrupt purposes
and provide reassurance to donors that their
funds will be put to good use.
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Sound assessments of corruption
risk

Quick but thorough assessments of the cor-
ruption risks in particular humanitarian aid
programmes are an essential first step. Such
assessments should highlight the aspects of
a programme that are particularly vulnerable
to corruption, identifying who might exploit
them and how they might do so. Attention
should be paid to the record of implementing
partners, the amount of funds devoted to each
activity and levels of staff experience. Specific
actions (including timeframes) for reducing
the highlighted risks should also be outlined.
Who is involved in assessing corruption risk is
also of great importance. It is generally appro-
priate for implementing agencies to lead such
assessments themselves with oversight from
donors. Intended beneficiaries of aid must also
be involved, however, to ensure improved ac-
curacy. This can be done in the form of flash
surveys of sample beneficiary groups or public
hearings held at local level.

Accurate targeting and effective
distribution

An important determinant of aid effective-
ness is the ability of humanitarian agencies to
accurately target beneficiary groups and dis-
tribute aid accordingly. Targeting, registration
and distribution processes offer numerous
opportunities for corruption, including illegi-
timate double claims and the levying of fees
for releasing aid. Extensive guidelines exist for
reducing targeting and distribution errors.™
Though technologies such as aerial photo-
graphy can greatly assist in minimising such
errors, the ideal is that agencies work closely
with local communities to ensure the accuracy
and effectiveness of their efforts.

Strong financial, administrative
and management systems

Robust financial systems play a crucial role
in minimising corruption risk. Established aid
agencies use sophisticated budget formula-
tion, accounting, reporting and audit mecha-
nisms to deal with the unpredictable nature of
humanitarian crises. Equally important, how-
ever, is the capacity of operational managers to
read, understand and act upon financial data.
If they are unable to do so, it is likely that even
the most advanced financial systems will fail
to identify and thus deter corruption. Strong
administrative and management systems are
also required if corruption is to be deterred.
This is particularly the case in relation to emer-
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gency procurement, which provides multiple
opportunities for corrupt malpractice.™ Some
deviation from standard procurement practic-
es may be necessary to speed-up aid delivery
in the context of an emergency. Even in dif-
ficult circumstances, however, transparent and
well-documented procurement procedures
can still be implemented. Aid delivery involves
keeping track of high-value goods and assets
such as fuel, vehicles and medical equipment.
Such assets can be vulnerable to corrupt mis-
use, particularly where they are located in in-
secure environments or shared among agen-
cies. Appropriate systems that control access
to an organisation's assets therefore play a key
role in minimising the risk of corruption. Of-
ten, even simple mechanisms such as vehicle
logbooks can deter misuse.

Effective monitoring and evalua-
tion

Monitoring and evaluating aid activities can
provide an important check on potential cor-
ruption. Established aid agencies regularly
monitor aid allocated and received by be-nefi-
ciaries, producing evaluation reports both for
internal use and for donors. Such activities can,
however, be subject to trade-offs with actual
aid implementation which may reduce assess-
ment capacity. The same staff responsible for
implementing a programme may, for example,
also be responsible for monitoring and evalu-
ation activities, making identification of cor-
rupt practice unlikely. Many aid agencies are
aware of the need to redefine monitoring and
evaluation approaches to provide more realis-
tic assessments of their work."” In particular,
greater emphasis is now being placed on the
participation of intended beneficiaries in as-
sessing aid agency performance. Given their
potential for identifying malpractice in aid de-
livery, there is a strong case that such assess-
ment techniques should become a mandatory
part of any humanitarian aid evaluation.

Greater emphasis is now be-
ing placed on the participa-
tion of intended beneficiaries
in assessing aid agency per-
formance. There is a strong
case that such assessment
techniques should become a
mandatory part of any hu-
manitarian aid evaluation.

e ) TRANSPARENCY
INTERNATIHQI)IQI:

the global coalition aga

Appropriate human resources poli-
cies

It is often assumed that expatriate staff in-
volved in aid implementation are less vul-
nerable to corruption than staff recruited
nationally because they are better able to
resist local pressure to engage in corruption.
Though newly-posted expatriates are unlikely
to be part of local corrupt networks, ensuring
appropriate staffing is a complex issue that
is unlikely to be resolved simply be ensur-
ing a regular turnover of foreign aid workers.
Indeed, the short term recruitment of both
expatriate and national staff may provide op-
portunities for corruption by allowing minimal
time for training in important administrative
and financial procedures.

Coordination among humanitarian
actors

A coordinated approach among humanitarian
actors can potentially reduce opportunities
for corruption. By adopting consistent policies
and procedures in aid design, implementation
and evaluation, aid agencies can enhance the
transparency of the aid-giving process, pro-
viding stakeholders with a clearer picture of
the level and types of support to be expected.
Where attempts at extortion are common,
a united and consistent stand by agencies
against paying illegitimate 'fees' (e.g. for cus-
toms clearance) sends a strong message that
corrupt practice will not be tolerated.

Enforcement mechanisms

Even where appropriate preventive mecha-
nisms are in place, corruption in the provision
of humanitarian aid may still occur. A range
of enforcement mechanisms are therefore
also required to deal with instances of corrupt
practice.

Ensuring effective internal enforce-
ment

Humanitarian actors should have their own
policies detailing how corruption is to be dealt
with internally. Such policies should outline
procedures for reporting alleged instances of
corruption (i.e. whistle-blowing mechanisms)
as well as procedures for their investigation.
The latter may, for example, define the selec-
tion process for lead investigators, establish
appropriate procedures for securing evidence
and identify the stage at which law enforce-
ment authorities should be notified. Possible
sanctions should also be detailed and clearly
communicated within and outside the organi-
sation. The manner in which such policies are
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implemented is a key issue. Concerns about
the possible negative consequences of strong
internal enforcement measures - both in
terms of potential negative publicity and in-
creased staff security risks - can lead agencies
to depart from their own written codes. This
points to the need for policy development on
the basis of wide consultation with staff and
other stakeholders, as well as for regular as-
sessments comparing theory with practice.

Sound external enforcement frame-
works

Enforcement frameworks in the environments
in which aid agencies operate are also impor-
tant for addressing corruption. Aid agencies
- which generally have a corporate-like legal
structure - are subject to three types of ex-
ternal frameworks. Firstly, they are subject to
the legal framework in the country of their
incorporation (usually the country in which
they are also headquartered). Second, they
are subject to a range of laws in the countries
where they operate. Third, they are subject to
international law such as the Fourth Geneva
Convention. In practice, the legal account-
ability of humanitarian organisations is often
weak' due to these frameworks' lack of suit-
ability for the circumstances in which human-
itarian actors currently operate. This is often
compounded by the reluctance of agencies
to address corruption through national legal
systems in countries where governance is
weak and/or where the penalties for engaging
in corruption are deemed excessively severe.
Given such difficulties, calls have been made
for the establishment of an international hu-
manitarian ombudsman to strengthen the
accountability of the global humanitarian sys-
tem." Depending on the model put forward,
the ombudsman would have specific legal or
administrative powers to investigate incidents
of malpractice in humanitarian assistance, the
mode and impact of such assistance, as well
as make proposals for improving the overall
delivery of humanitarian aid.

Ownership-based mechanisms

Recent literature on humanitarian account-
ability indicates an increasing awareness that,
in addition to the ‘conventional’ mechanisms
outlined above, more could be done to mi-
nimise corruption in humanitarian action by
increasing the involvement of intended aid
beneficiaries. This is sometimes referred to
as promoting ‘forwards accountability’ from
agencies to beneficiaries, or increasing ben-
eficiary ‘ownership’ of aid. Involving ben-

eficiaries meaningfully in project planning,
implementation, evaluation and reporting can
contribute to minimising corruption by in-
creasing both beneficiaries' awareness of their
entitlements and their stake in the success of
aid programmes. A number of initiatives have
recently attempted to improve humanitarian
action in this regard."” Though these initiatives
are to be welcomed, it would appear that a
significant gulf still exists between humanitar-
jan accountability policy and practice.’

Ensuring access to information

Ensuring public access to information about
aid activities is an essential first step for en-
abling beneficiary involvement. Without ac-
cess to information relating to aid targets,
entitlements, mechanisms and intended re-
cipients, beneficiaries - and those acting on
their behalf - will be unable to take part in
relief efforts and act as a check on potential
corruption. On the other hand, the implemen-
tation of comprehensive information strate-
gies on the part of humanitarian agencies
and local/national authorities can improve
aid effectiveness by providing beneficiaries
with the means to engage with and oversee
aid activities."” Such strategies should ensure
the accessibility of information to all sections
of crisis-affected populations, using the most
appropriate formats, languages and commu-
nication methods.

Participatory project design and
implementation

The active participation of beneficiaries in
designing and implementing aid projects is
an important means for reducing opportuni-
ties for corruption. Projects designed without
such participation risk being irrelevant to ac-
tual needs, potentially creating over - or un-
dersupplies of aid. A lack of participation can
also limit aid agencies' understanding of the
often dynamic context in which aid is given,
potentially leading them to ignore important
social, political and economic relations, in turn
increasing opportunities for corruption. The
involvement of beneficiaries can, on the other
hand, empower affected communities to take
ownership of aid efforts. If such efforts pro-
mote and utilise the economic capacity and
expertise of beneficiaries, it is likely that this
will positively contribute to reducing corrup-
tion opportunities.
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Participatory monitoring and eval-
uation

In contrast to conventional monitoring and
evaluation techniques - which often focus
on indicators of success determined by ex-
ternal experts (typically cost and material
outputs) - participatory monitoring and
evaluation (PME&E) emphasises beneficiary
satisfaction with aid outcomes. By focusing
on end-results from the perspective of aid
‘users', such approaches can empower ben-
eficiaries to initiate corrective action where
corruption is suspected or has already taken
place. PM&E approaches may also help reduce
opportunities for corruption in the first place
by allowing for open and immediate sharing
of performance results with beneficiaries and
other stakeholders. To be effective, it is impor-
tant that such approaches be complemented
by accessible grievance procedures including
corruption reporting channels and protection
for whistleblowers.

Conclusion

The provision of humanitarian aid is a com-
plex, challenging and often dangerous task.
The vast majority of those who engage in hu-
manitarian action do so primarily out of con-
cern for those affected by humanitarian crises,
displaying high levels of commitment to their
work under difficult circumstances. Address-
ing corruption in the provision of humanitar-
ian aid is essential to reinforce the purpose of
such action: to prevent and alleviate further
human suffering.

TI’'s Programme on Preventing
Corruption in Humanitarian Assis-
tance

Following its work on post-tsunami relief
in Asia and in earthquake reconstruction
in Pakistan, Tl is launching a programme on
preventing corruption in humanitarian relief
and reconstruction activities, focusing on the
aftermath of both natural disasters and civil
conflicts. The issue of corruption in humani-
tarian assistance is a key concern for practi-
tioners, who devote much energy to trying to
minimise the risks of diversion. It has, however,
barely been discussed in policy terms and little
researched. Humanitarian actors have been re-
luctant to discuss corruption publicly because
of fears that being open about the risks and
extent of diversion might erode public support
and threaten operational security or the ability
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to operate in a country. This silence, however,
inhibits sharing of learning and good practice
in minimising corruption. It is hoped that this
TI programme will enable the documenta-
tion and sharing of good practice in tools for
minimising the risks of corruption. The first
phase of the Tl programme concentrates on
improving the diagnosis of corruption risks in
humanitarian assistance programmes. The Hu-
manitarian Policy Group of the Overseas De-
velopment Institute (ODI) in the UK is develop-
ing for Tl a 'Corruption Risk Map', which looks
at the entire humanitarian assistance process.
It will attempt to identify the points most vul-
nerable to corruption, what kinds of corrupt
practices could occur, and which actors would
be involved. During the second phase of the

programme, Tl hopes to work with a number
of key international humanitarian assistance
agencies to discuss which corruption risks they
are facing in their work and to facilitate the
identification and sharing of best practices in
combating those risks as well as of policy and
practice gaps. It is expected that the results of
this dialogue will be compiled in a shared set
of options or guidelines to help agencies deal
with corruption risks. The final product would
be a Tool Box for Preventing Corruption in
Humanitarian Assistance’, aimed at managers
and staff of humanitarian assistance agencies.
The dialogue may be expanded in a subsequent
phase to include national governments and lo-
cal humanitarian assistance organisations.
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