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We need to reform aid policies in states hit by conflict 
Published: December 3 2008 02:00 | Last updated: December 3 2008 02:00 

From Prof Debarati Guha-Sapir. 

Sir, Jeffrey Sachs is right when he says leaders need to reconsider development aid (“A new 
system for development aid”, November 28). But they need to go further – and work on 
reconciling it with humanitarian aid while they are at it. We are witnessing the international 
community's widespread failure to manage humanitarian aid in fragile states to the point when 
development aid can kick in effectively. Nor do we see a willingness and capacity to modify long-
term aid to prevent a slide into emergency conditions such as in Zimbabwe. 

Although, the number of conflicts had been declining since the start of the millennium, it has now 
taken a turn and actually increased. Nearly $15bn was spent on humanitarian aid in 2006, not 
including the costs of peacekeeping forces, which could easily double this figure. Nearly a quarter 
of sub-Saharan African countries, including Sudan and Somalia, harbour serious civil war on their 
territory, destabilising their neighbours. Asia's fragile states include Myanmar, Nepal and largeish 
parts of Indonesia. These cannot be handled through interminably extended humanitarian relief. 
Nor can development agencies wash their hands of these countries until peace descends. 

We have to be clear-eyed about our weaknesses in providing aid to these countries and start on 
some fundamental reforms of policies governing development, humanitarian and peacemaking aid 
for conflict-affected states. 

First, we have to recognise where we failed. For example, protracted emergency relief is a 
contradiction in terms and inevitably creates aberrations. These situations often finance the very 
war that creates the need for relief, camps provide succour to combatants or relief pays for basic 
services while the government uses its money to take aggressive action against its own civilians. 
Humanitarian relief beyond the short term is not an emergency. 

Second, peace-building efforts which should be springing into action while the humanitarians hold 
the fort on the ground have not succeeded in resolving many conflicts. 

Third, traditional approaches of development aid have been deficient in unstable countries. We 
have difficulty making the transition from humanitarian into development aid in a short window of 
opportunity. 

Developing new paradigms for assistance for these countries is not easy. Gareth Thomas, UK 
minister for international development, has proposed humanitarian reform and Robert Zoellick, 
World Bank president, has touched on the need for visible civil interventions in insecure regions 
such as vaccination and garbage collection. These are the right ideas but we need these to be 
packaged into clear operational policies that are common for both development and humanitarian 
aid. 

So let us have a rethink about both. It is time to put two and two together effectively, especially 
since both short- and long-term aid are likely to be starved of funding while the world struggles with 
recession. 

Debarati Guha-Sapir, 
Director,  
WHO Collaborating Centre for Research on Epidemiology of Disasters, 
Université Catholique de Louvain, 
School of Public Health, 
Brussels, Belgium 
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