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This is a summary document of GHA Report 2011 which presents the very latest 
data on financial flows to humanitarian crises. Within the main report chapters 
on the provenance, destination and journey of humanitarian funding, the forces 
which shape humanitarian assistance, and looking beyond humanitarian 
assistance to put it in the context of other resource flows, reveal the complexity  
of humanitarian response. In a world where humanitarian aid is being called upon 
to respond to multiple coexisting challenges, it is essential that decision makers 
have a transparent view of all funding flows and resources allocated. It is only in 
this way that we can determine whether the right choices are being made.

The report was authored by GHA team members Jan Kellett (Programme 
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was given by DI Co-Director Judith Randel.
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Humanitarian aid is being stretched. Millions of people in sub-Saharan Africa are living 
with conflict and its legacy; natural disasters such as the earthquake in Haiti and the floods 
in Pakistan have the power to disrupt and sometimes even paralyse economic and social 
infrastructure; recovery and reconstruction remain uneven following large-scale conflict in Iraq 
and Afghanistan; and political turmoil is escalating in parts of the Middle East and North Africa. 
In many instances the people already affected by crises face additional threats, their livelihoods 
made more insecure by the effects of climate change and the vagaries of the global economy. 

The international humanitarian response to these needs reached US$16.7 billion in 2010. If this 
preliminary, partial estimate proves to be accurate when full final data is available, it will have 
been the largest annual humanitarian response on record – higher even than in 2005, the year 
of the Indian Ocean earthquake/tsunami and the South Asia (Kashmir) earthquake. However, 
while the contributions of governments outside of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) Development Assistance Committee (DAC) and those of the private 
sector increased dramatically in 2010, it is not clear whether these actors will become regular 
donors in years when there are no major natural disasters. 

The overall humanitarian expenditure of OECD DAC member governments – the major 
contributors to ongoing crises – is also estimated to have increased in 2010 (from  
US$11.2 billion in 2009 to US$11.8 billion). But the substantial increases made by just three 
donors (the United States, Japan and Canada) mask reductions by some of their peers. Eight 
OECD DAC members look set to reduce their levels of expenditure for the third consecutive 
year in 2010. While the overall international response to humanitarian crises shows an upward 
trend, many governments are coming under pressure to justify existing levels of aid spending.

In a global context of rising demand, escalating costs and budgetary constraints, the  
need to target humanitarian financing effectively and equitably is ever more compelling.  
In 2010, the level of needs that were unmet in the UN’s consolidated appeals process (CAP) 
increased and humanitarian funding seems to have been more unevenly distributed across 
crises, with complex emergencies in many cases receiving a lower proportion of their  
funding requirements.

The effective targeting of humanitarian financing must include the effective coordination of all 
resources to address vulnerability to crises – while it remains important for humanitarian aid to 
be independent, neutral and based on need alone, it does not exist in a vacuum. Does it make 
sense for humanitarian assistance, which in many cases is being spent year on year in the  
same places, to be looked at in isolation from other types of potential funding? 

Where does humanitarian funding come from?  
Where does it go? How does it get there? 

•		In reality global humanitarian assistance exceeds our US$16.7 billion estimate of the 
international humanitarian response from governments and private voluntary contributions 
in 2010. Not captured are the efforts of individuals, organisations and governments within 
crisis-affected countries themselves. We do not have a figure for the response of national 
governments but, by way of example, the Indian government has spent more than  
US$6.2 billion on emergencies in its own country over the past five years, far outweighing the 
US$315 million of humanitarian assistance it has received from international donors. Also 
not captured is the response of the military in delivering humanitarian assistance. In addition, 
it is difficult to draw a line around other types of aid flows that might go to people living in 
humanitarian crises.

•		Governments contributed US$12.4 billion (preliminary estimate) in response to international 
humanitarian crises in 2010 – the highest volume on record. In 2009 expenditure contracted 
to US$11.7 billion following the 2008 spike (US$12.3 billion) in response to a number of 
natural disasters and the food price crisis, and as some donors shifted the emphasis of parts 
of their humanitarian programming to development. 

•		In 2009, the three largest government/institutional donors of humanitarian aid were the 
United States (US$4.4 billion), the EU institutions (US$1.6 billion) and the United Kingdom 
(US$1 billion). In terms of generosity, however, Luxembourg, Sweden and Norway contributed 
the highest shares of gross national income (GNI) and Luxembourg, Norway and United Arab 
Emirates (UAE) contributed the most per person.

•		In 2009, 61.7% of international government funding was directed through multilateral  
delivery agencies or funding mechanisms, 17.3% through NGOs and less than 10% through 
the public sector. 

•		We estimate private voluntary contributions to have been in the region of US$4 billion  
in each of the past three years. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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•		In 2010, Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) received US$1.1 billion for humanitarian activities  
from private contributions; this more or less equates to the humanitarian expenditure of the  
of the third largest donor, the United Kingdom.

•		In 2009, Sudan remained the largest single recipient of the international humanitarian 
response for the fifth consecutive year, with US$1.4 billion (figures for 2010 are not yet 
available). Sudan has received just under 11.2% (US$9 billion) of the total allocable by 
country over the past decade (US$89 billion) and historically has received US$300– 
US$600 million more each year than the next largest recipient. However, humanitarian  
aid to Palestine/OPT increased dramatically from US$863 million in 2008 to US$1.3 billion 
in 2009, reducing Sudan’s ‘margin’ to US$100 million. 

•		The total volume of funds channelled through pooled humanitarian funds, including common 
humanitarian funds (CHFs), emergency response funds (ERFs) and the Central Emergency 
Response Fund (CERF) increased from US$583 million in 2006 to US$853 million in 2010. 

•		Contributions from non-OECD DAC member governments to humanitarian pooled funds 
increased from US$4 million in 2009 to US$98 million in 2010, largely due to contributions  
to the ERFs in Haiti and Pakistan. 

Forces shaping humanitarian assistance

•		In 2009 more than 65% of all humanitarian assistance went to conflict-affected  
and post-conflict states. 

•		Humanitarian assistance is now more expensive. The costs of key components of 
humanitarian food aid are rising as well as those of delivering it. The cost of food increased  
by more than 40% between 2007 and 2011. During the same period, oil prices increased  
by 36% in real terms.

•		The funding required to meet humanitarian needs expressed in the UN appeals more than 
doubled between 2007 and 2010, reaching a historic high of US$11.3 billion. This growth was 
driven by an increase of US$2.9 billion in the requirements for complex emergencies over 
the period and the addition of the largest ever flash appeal requirements for sudden-onset 
crises, which totalled US$3.6 billion in 2010. 

•	The 2.2% growth in donor contributions to the UN appeals in 2010 did not match the 15.4% 
increase in requirements that year, resulting in a substantially higher proportion of unmet 
needs, at 37%, compared with an average of 30.2% for the five preceding years. Funding  
for complex emergency appeals decreased considerably: while requirements fell 18.9%  
year-on-year, funding was down by 32.5%. Conversely, funding for flash appeals skyrocketed 
by 1,635% compared with the previous year, driven by the large-scale disasters in Haiti  
and Pakistan. 

Humanitarian aid in context: beyond the divide

•		Humanitarian aid is largely long-term in nature, with just under 70% of all funding in 2009 
going to long-term affected countries. Most of these are in conflict-affected sub -Saharan 
Africa and are also vulnerable to drought – two sorts of insecurity, two factors  that put 
development gains at risk. 

•		Humanitarian aid may be smaller in terms of volume than other official development 
assistance (ODA), but it is spent in almost as consistent a fashion. The top 20 recipient 
countries of both over the past decade have been largely the same, which once more 
highlights the fact that humanitarian assistance from governments is not dominated  
by response to sudden massive natural disasters.

•		ODA expenditure on governance and security is increasing, reaching US$16.6 billion in 
2009. Peacekeeping expenditure reached more than US$9 billion in the same year. New 
data shows how the bulk of peacekeeping funds are spent in the same countries receiving 
long-term humanitarian assistance. Special funds to tackle these contexts (both donor and 
recipient) are growing in number.

•	 To date, few countries show any clear transition from a post-conflict and peacekeeping 
context to actual peace and reconstruction; only two of the top 20 recipients of international 
humanitarian aid have clearly moved out of the emergency phase in the past five years.

•		Domestic revenues are important and significant, even in the most crisis- and conflict-
affected countries, and have shown a less extreme response to the financial crisis than 
developing countries as a whole. Aid, both development and humanitarian, has a particular 
value as a consistent flow of funds when foreign investment, remittances and domestic 
revenues are under pressure.

•		New data on disaster risk reduction (DRR) shows slowly increasing expenditure, but still to 
only extremely low levels. Total expenditure on DRR reached just US$835 million in 2009, a 
mere 0.5% of total ODA. Of the US$150 billion spent on the biggest humanitarian recipients 
over the past five years, only 1% of that has been reported as DRR.
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Source: Development Initiatives based on OECD DAC data

TOP 20 RECIPIENTS OF total OFFICIAL HUMANITARIAN ASSISTANCE, 2000–2009
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The countries in this graph represent the 20 
largest recipients of total official humanitarian 
assistance over the past decade. They are 
ordered from left to right according to the 
share of total ODA received in humanitarian 
form. The average share across all countries 
over the past decade is 11.3%.

Total official humanitarian assistance is a 
subset of total official development assistance 
(ODA), which is reported to the OECD DAC 
by a group of government and institutional 
donors along consistent lines each year. 
Humanitarian aid is usually defined as the 

shorter-term, life saving intervention and 
development aid as a longer-term investment 
that is focused on sustainable development 
and poverty reduction. In practice, both types 
of aid can be deployed in crisis contexts, and 
are often aimed at the same people.
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Over the past ten years, governments  
have spent over US$90 billion of 
humanitarian aid in response to international 
humanitarian crises – over US$30 billion of 
which has been provided by the United States. 

While members of the OECD DAC continue 
to dominate government response in terms 
of volumes of humanitarian aid given – 
notably the United States, the European 
institutions, the United Kingdom, Germany 
and the Netherlands – the additional funding 
mechanisms and ways of channelling 
assistance created within the international 
community over the past decade have also 

helped increase the visibility of humanitarian 
assistance from other governments. 

18 of the 20 largest government donors are 
members of the OECD DAC. They are joined 
by Saudi Arabia (16th largest government 
donor over ten years) and UAE (20th largest). 
The five OECD DAC members not included in 
the ‘top 20’ are: Austria (21st largest), Greece 
(22nd), Luxembourg (23rd), Portugal (24th) 
and Korea (28th).

1. United States
US$31bn 

5. Netherlands
US$5.1bn

4. Germany
US$6.5bn

2. EU institutions
US$14.9bn

13. Denmark
US$2.3bn

12. Canada
US$2.6bn

15. Australia
US$2.1bn

11. Spain
US$3.2bn

7. Japan
US$4bn

19. Ireland
US$1.1bn

14. Switzerland
US$2.2bn

10. Italy
US$3.6bn

6. Sweden
US$4.4bn

16.
Saudi Arabia

US$1.9bn

8. Norway
US$3.7bn

9. France
US$3.6bn

18. Finland
US$1.1bn

20. UAE
US$0.8bn

17. Belgium
US$1.4bn

3. United Kingdom
US$8.2bn

TOP 20 government CONTRIBUTORS to international  
humanitarian aid, 2000–2009

Source: Development Initiatives based on OECD DAC and United Nations Office for the Coordination  
of Humanitarian Affairs (UN OCHA) Financial Tracking Service (FTS) data
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Just under US$80 billion in humanitarian aid 
has been allocated to some 156 countries over 
the last ten years. Over 70% of this has been 
concentrated in 20 countries – all but two 
of which are classified as ‘conflict-affected’ 
(Jordan and Zimbabwe) and all but five of 
which (Indonesia, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Uganda 
and Chad) are classified as ‘long-term’ 
recipients of humanitarian aid.

Sudan is the single largest recipient of 
international humanitarian aid. It has 
received just under US$9 billion (11.2%) of 
the estimated total over the past decade and 
has been the single largest recipient in each 
of the last five years. Together with the  

next largest recipient, Palestine/OPT  
(with US$7.2 billion or 9.1% of the total),  
it accounts for just over one fifth of the  
money spent in specific countries over  
the past decade. 

Iraq (which has received US$5 billion,  
6.5% of the total), Afghanistan (similar 
volumes and share) and Ethiopia  
(US$4.8 billion or 6.1% of the total) are  
the 3rd, 4th and 5th largest recipients of  
the last decade. Though they have very 
different humanitarian profiles these five 
countries have been top ten recipients  
in each of the last ten years.

1.
Sudan

US$8.9bn

2. 
Palestine/OPT 

US$7.2bn

3. 
Iraq  

US$5.1bn

4.
Afghanistan 

US$5.1bn

6.
DRC

US$3.3bn

7.
Somalia

US$2.6bn

8.
Pakistan
US$2.4bn

9.
Indonesia
US$2.4bn

10.
Lebanon
US$1.9bn

11.
Kenya 
US$1.7

12.
Sri Lanka
US$1.6bn

13.
Serbia

US$1.5bn

14.
Uganda

US$1.5bn

15.
Zimbabwe
US$1.5bn

16.
Angola

US$1.3bn

17. 
Jordan

US$1.3bn

18.
Burundi

US$1.2bn

19.
Chad

US$1.1bn20. 
Liberia

US$0.9bn

5.
Ethiopia

US$4.8bn

TOP 20 RECIPIENTS OF INTERNATIONAL HUMANITARIAN AID 2000-2009 (US$bn)

Top 20 recipients of international humanitarian aid, 2000-2009

Note: The figures presented in this graph represent the ‘international humanitarian response’ to these countries. The international humanitarian response 
includes that of international governments (reporting to the OECD DAC and UN OCHA FTS) and private contributions captured by UN OCHA FTS. Figures include 
contributions through the UN’s CERF and pooled funding mechanisms. Source: Development Initiatives based on OECD DAC and UN OCHA FTS
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Development Initiatives, Keward Court
Jocelyn Drive, Wells,Somerset, BA5 1DB, UK 

T: +44 (0) 1749 671343  F: +44 (0) 1749 676721

Development Initiatives is an independent organisation 
that sees improving aid effectiveness as part of its 
commitment to the elimination of absolute poverty by 
2025. Global Humanitarian Assistance (GHA) is a data 
access and transparency programme of Development 
Initiatives which analyses aid flows to people living in 
humanitarian crises, and researches and publishes 
annual GHA reports. The programme is funded by the 
governments of Canada, Denmark, Netherlands, Sweden 
and the United Kingdom. The GHA report is produced 
entirely independently. The data analysis, content 
and presentation are solely the work of Development 
Initiatives and are a representation of its opinions alone.

www.globalhumanitarianassistance.org


