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Many people around the world suffer as a result of armed conflict, genocide, exploitation, and disasters of different kinds.  In some cases the international community provides humanitarian assistance in the form of food, health care, and shelter to alleviate their suffering.  The system under which international humanitarian assistance (IHA) is provided has become increasingly effective, significantly reducing the misery.  However, there is room for improvement.  My purpose here is to examine prospects for improvement in one important aspect of IHA policymaking, the targeting of humanitarian assistance.  In a world full of people with many different kinds of needs, where should the resources that are available for humanitarian assistance be used?  Who should be helped?  The question is viewed here from the perspective of one major donor country, the United States.

This study is not about the radical social change that may be needed to prevent suffering in the world, but rather it is about the need to relieve suffering immediately.  The analysis is on symptomatic relief; it ignores the roots of the problems.  The premise here is that while we work to forecast and prevent future crises, we should not neglect the many severe crises that are currently ongoing.

The United States plays a strong role in IHA, not only through its direct bilateral assistance but also through its participation in the global IHA system. At the global level the lead agency for IHA is the United Nations Department of Humanitarian Affairs.  Other global organizations such as the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, the United Nations Children’s Fund, the World Food Program, and the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations play major roles.  The International Committee for the Red Cross plays a major role in armed conflict situations.  The U.S. has substantial influence in many of these organizations.

This study examines the way in which the United States government decides which problematic situations in the world are to receive assistance.  It is then suggested that a rights-oriented system for targeting assistance might help to make global IHA more effective and efficient, and also more just.

types of assistance

There are many different kinds of assistance.  This study focuses specifically on humanitarian assistance, defined here as assistance whose primary motivation is to provide relief for people in situations of extreme need.  It can take many different forms including, say, rescuing a child who has fallen down a well, offering a coin to a beggar, providing certain kinds of foreign aid, or undertaking military intervention to release hostages.  It can be provided by individuals, local and national governments, and international governmental and nongovernmental organizations.  International humanitarian assistance may be private or public; that is, it may be supplied either by private agencies (nongovernmental agencies–NGOs, or private voluntary organizations–PVOs), or by governmental (public) agencies.
  Governmental agencies often work with and through nongovernmental agencies, sometimes on a contract basis.

Frequently the humanitarian motivation is mixed with other motivations.  IHA may be used to strengthen political alliances or to increase sales of domestic products.  Governments may provide international food aid not only to help others but also to provide an outlet for the nation’s agricultural surpluses, and thus provide assistance to their agricultural sectors.  In some cases, humanitarian motivations may be claimed in order to justify actions wholly motivated in other ways. Nevertheless, no matter how difficult it may be to discern in concrete situations, humanitarian assistance is understood here as action driven primarily by compassion, by concern for the well-being of others who are in extreme need.

Foreign assistance agencies and analysts often count humanitarian assistance as a subcategory of development assistance, but it is useful to distinguish the two.  Humanitarian assistance is mainly about directly meeting extreme human needs, especially (though not exclusively) in the short term.  In contrast, development assistance is mainly about economic benefits, usually in the long term.  Humanitarian assistance is often based on delivering immediate benefits in the form of food, medicine, or shelter.

Some analysts suggest that development assistance is humanitarian because “economic growth is bound to trickle down to the poor and the disadvantaged”.
  However, in many development assistance efforts economic growth is the primary motivation, and the “trickle down”–if there is any–is incidental.  Development assistance projects are assessed primarily in economic terms.

Military units may be involved in international humanitarian assistance in several different ways.  They may be used as combat forces in humanitarian interventions, which means humanitarian assistance without the consent of the government of the receiving nation.  Military units also may be used to help provide food, medicine, or shelter in non-combat situations.  For the purposes of this study, that part of the effort used for the direct provision of such services may be counted as humanitarian assistance.  Combat operations themselves are not counted as humanitarian assistance, regardless of their objectives.  Thus, where there is humanitarian intervention of the sort undertaken in Iraq, Somalia, and Bosnia, the overall combat operation is not regarded here as humanitarian assistance.  Only that portion involving the direct provision of food, medicine, shelter and the like would be counted as humanitarian assistance. Combat operations devoted specifically and exclusively to securing the delivery of humanitarian assistance might be counted as part of the humanitarian effort, provided it was wholly impartial with regard to the parties in conflict.

U.S. international humanitarian assistance programs

Private agencies within the United States have always provided food relief and assistance of other forms to people overseas, but through much of the nation’s history there was a general belief that the constitution did not give the congress the power to use public funds for that purpose.  Active government involvement did not begin until after World War I, and especially after World War II.  In 1954 a provision of the Mutual Security Act allowed funds to be used to respond to foreign disasters.  In that same year Public Law 480, the Food for Peace program, allowed the government to sell or donate surplus agricultural commodities to needy people throughout the world.

U.S. foreign assistance overall is driven primarily by its political, strategic, and economic motives.  During the cold war, it was largely driven by the anti-communist impulse.  Humanitarian assistance accounts for only a small share of the total foreign assistance budget.  Nevertheless, it is still a substantial amount, especially when compared with the amounts offered for international humanitarian assistance by other countries.  Moreover, U.S. humanitarian assistance has been managed with a high level of skill and sophistication by very dedicated professionals.

The current institutional structure of U.S. assistance programs is set out in the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961 and its subsequent amendments (22 U.S.C. Section 2151b, 1990).  On November 3, 1961 President Kennedy created the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) as the lead agency for administering U.S. foreign assistance programs.  Under a National Security Council Directive of September 15, 1993, the USAID Administrator serves as the President’s Special Coordinator for International Disaster Assistance, and thus serves the major interagency coordinating function for the U.S. government.

The major agencies of the U.S. government involved in international humanitarian assistance are described in the following paragraphs.
  Figure 1 may help in sorting them out.

Within USAID, the Bureau for Humanitarian Response (BHR), and under it, the Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance (OFDA) has the leading role in managing U.S. humanitarian assistance.  OFDA, in turn, is organized into four divisions.  These are the Disaster Response Division (DRD) and the Prevention, Mitigation, Preparedness and Planning Division (PMPP), both of which work with the Operations Support Division (OSD) and the Program Support Division (PSD).  DRD manages most of OFDA’s assistance programs.  PMPP oversees projects designed to prevent or reduce the impact of disasters.  PMPP helps countries develop their own disaster management systems.

Humanitarian assistance from the U.S. is generally launched with the declaration of a disaster by the U.S. ambassador.  OFDA then works with the local USAID office.  When it is warranted, OFDA sends a Disaster Assistance Response Team (DART) to the country to manage the IHA operations.  Stockpiles of emergency relief commodities are maintained in Maryland, Panama, Italy, Guam, and Thailand.

The Office of Food for Peace (FFP), also located under BHA, is responsible for managing the U.S. government’s foreign food aid programs under Public Law 480, Titles II and III.  Title II emergency food aid programs are targeted to vulnerable populations suffering from food insecurity as a result of natural disasters, civil conflict, or other crises. Title III food aid programs are intended to promote long-term food security in selected countries.

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) works closely with BHR/FFP in allocating surplus food commodities to developing countries. These commodities are often used for emergency feeding programs.

The Department of State (DOS) provides humanitarian assistance through its Bureau for Population, Refugees, and Migration (PRM).  PRM was formerly known as the Bureau for Refugee Programs.

The Department of Defense (DOD) provides humanitarian assistance through its Office of Humanitarian and Refugee Affairs (HRA).  DOD has been involved in hundreds of humanitarian assistance missions since the close of World War II, but it did not have a formal IHA policy.  HRA was established in 1985 to coordinate DOD efforts with other agencies, especially BHR/OFDA.
  With HRA coordination, the DOD undertakes humanitarian and disaster relief (HDR) missions.  These are non-combat missions, not to be confused with humanitarian interventions, which are combat missions.

DOD’s IHA activities are divided into four categories:  foreign disaster assistance, distribution of DOD excess property, humanitarian assistance for nation building, and space-available transportation of nongovernment supplies.  Each is separately authorized by law.

DOD’s regional commanders in chief (CINCs) have authority to immediately use local military resources to save lives, even without waiting for a disaster declaration.  The CINC’s response is usually short-term, designed to respond to the immediate effects of a disaster until the OFDA-coordinated response is underway.  Subsequent support from DOD may be provided as part of the OFDA assistance plan.  DOD assistance prior to the declaration of a disaster may or may not be reimbursed by OFDA.  Assistance provided by DOD following the disaster declaration is normally reimbursed by OFDA.

Apart from DOD’s direct foreign disaster assistance efforts, there are three other DOD programs contributing toward IHA.  Excess property such as tents, blankets, medicines, and meals-ready-to-eat may be donated for IHA purposes.  In FY91 and FY92 DOD donated excess property worth over $150 million.  Under the heading of nation building, DOD is authorized to conduct humanitarian and civic assistance activities in conjunction with its overseas training exercises and deployments.  In FY93, $25 million was allocated to the program.  DOD is also authorized to transport IHA supplies on a space-available basis.

IHA OPERATIONS AND FUNDING

Worldwide, donor governments provide humanitarian assistance directly (bilaterally) or through UN and other international agencies (multilaterally).  In 1993 donor nations that contributed to humanitarian assistance in three or more receiving countries were Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, China, Denmark, the European Union, France, Germany, Indonesia, Iran, Italy, Japan, Netherlands, Norway, Pakistan, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Spain, Sweden, Thailand, Turkey, United Kingdom, United States, and the Vatican.
  Direct aid totaled more than $3 billion in 1992 and 1993.  The largest direct donors were the United States, the European Union, Germany, Italy, and the United Kingdom.
  Some countries spread their resources around, while others concentrate on particular receiving countries.  Saudi Arabia, for example, has contributed more than $200 million to Afghan refugees since 1980.

The major contributors of IHA are members of the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD).  For the DAC group, in 1994:

Bilateral expenditure on emergency and disaster relief (excluding food) rose to an all-time high of $3.5 billion.  If DAC Members’ emergency food aid and their contributions to multilateral institutions for emergency purposes are included, the total would be about $6 billion, or roughly ten percent of their total ODA [Official Development Assistance] expenditures.

Within this total, DAC Members’ expenditure on developing country refugees rose to $2.5 billion in 1994

For DAC members, in 1993 emergency aid (other than food aid) was about 6.1 percent of their total Official Development Assistance.  Food aid accounted for another 2.8 percent.

In Fiscal Year 1994 (October 1, 1993 to September 30, 1994), U.S. bilateral assistance given in response to disasters and crises overseas amounted to over $1.3 billion.  The magnitude and distribution of U.S. efforts through BHR/OFDA are shown in Table 1.  There were 69 relief operations, with 65 new declared disasters in 49 countries.  There were 18 different disaster types.  Studying the table, in column V we see that there were a large number of small operations, and 14 operations costing more than a million dollars each.  Five operations–in Angola, Burundi, Rwanda, Somalia, and Sudan–cost more than ten million dollars each.  Column VIII shows the proportion of BHR/OFDA operations in the total U.S. assistance.
  This can be taken as a rough indicator of the extent to which the assistance was humanitarian.

For many of the small operations the expenditure amounted to $25,000.  This is due to the fact that when a U.S. ambassador or the Department of State declares a disaster, BHR/OFDA can immediately provide up to $25,000 to the embassy or USAID mission to purchase relief supplies or to contribute to a local relief organization.  Larger amounts require more paperwork and more approvals from other parts of the government.

IHA Targeting Maps

Resources are limited, so choices must be made among different situations in which assistance might be offered.  Where should U.S. or other IHA resources be used?  The concern here is with situations in which IHA might be provided if the government of the target country welcomed it.  It is not about the targeting of combat-oriented interventions, whether humanitarian or otherwise.

Targeting means systematically identifying options and then choosing among them in a reasoned way.  A targeting map for the global IHA system is suggested in Table 2.  Each row identifies a broad type of IHA situation, and each column identifies particular providers of IHA. With a finer-grained matrix the rows could be broken out to identify concrete situations at a particular time.  In a first cut, the targeting map could be filled in with x’s to show which providers were operating in which situations.  With more detailed information, the map could show how much was being spent by each agency in each situation.  With still more information, it might be possible to show how many lives were saved in each situation, and at what cost.

To establish the coordinates of the map, clear categories of IHA situations must be established.  The row labels tentatively suggested in Table 2 are adapted from those used in Table 1 by BHR/OFDA.  Other agencies suggest ways of using broad categories and then finer subcategories.  For example, some studies distinguish between manmade and natural disasters, and some further divide natural disasters into those that are geophysical (earthquakes, volcano eruptions), and those that are meteorological (cyclones, floods, droughts).

It should be possible to locate the work of every IHA provider on a comprehensive map like that suggested in Table 2.  However, if we survey, say, the annual reports of the major national and international agencies involved in IHA, we find that they don’t mesh together.  Each of them has a different way of categorizing IHA situations.  Even within the U.S. itself, different agencies use different languages to talk about work they commonly label as humanitarian.  There is nothing wrong with agencies having particular approaches and areas of specialization, but currently this partitioning is not the result of an orderly division of labor.  The turf battles–whether to gain or to avoid specific areas of responsibility–have not been completed.  If there is to be orderly targeting of IHA resources, potential IHA situations need to be identified in terms of well-defined, consistent, widely accepted, mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive categories.  This is not simply an issue of linguistic orderliness; it is an important basis for effective policymaking.

It is not difficult to construct an orderly list of labels for IHA situations.  However, if it is actually to be adopted, the system should be devised by the agencies themselves.  The formulation of such a system would help to achieve a more coherent division of labor among the providers of IHA.

Some IHA agencies focus on “complex humanitarian emergencies,” defined as internal conflicts with large-scale displacements of people, mass famine, and fragile or failing economic, political and social institutions”.
  These are important situations.  They get special attention largely because these pockets of instability can lead to serious regional security concerns.  There is a problem, however, if it is suggested that complex humanitarian emergencies are the entire domain of IHA.  This sort of misunderstanding can lead to the neglect of other important kinds of situations, especially the pockets of quiet suffering that continue on a chronic basis in several parts of the world.  In the Indian state of Orissa hunger and poverty are so intense that families sell their children for small sums of money.
  In places such as Malawi, Niger, and Togo the disasters seem to have no beginning and no end.  

Some agencies speak as if they were covering all of IHA when in fact they are selective, operating only in one specific area of the map of possibilities. There is a tendency to equate international humanitarian assistance with action taken under international humanitarian law (IHL), or action taken by the international Red Cross system, especially the International Committee for the Red Cross (ICRC).  Similarly, some observers seem to assume that international humanitarian assistance takes place only in situations of armed conflict.  This sort of shrinking of the domain of IHA can result not only in confusion of terminology but also in real neglect of some types of situations in which humanitarian assistance is needed.

The possibilities of gains through reallocation of resources are suggested by the grand totals.  As the International Federation of the Red Cross counts things, “worldwide disasters, excluding war, kill over 150,000 people a year”.
  More than $3.5 billion a year is spent currently on IHA.  At the same time we know that around twelve million children die each year before their fifth birthdays, most from a combination of malnutrition and disease.  Yet the budget of the United Nation’s Children’s Fund (UNICEF) runs at only about one billion dollars a year.  Is the chronic pattern of massive child mortality not a disaster?

In FY94 BHR/OFDA obligations in Iraq amounted to $212,254.
  This was 0.55% of the total U.S. government assistance to Iraq in FY94, $38,212,254.  The vast amounts expended on military interventions in difficult situations such as Iraq could save many more lives if they were spent in other, quieter situations for humanitarian purposes.

targeting guidelines

What are the bases for targeting international humanitarian assistance from the United States, or indeed, from any IHA agency?  There is little explicit guidance.  Assistance is now provided in some situations and not in other seemingly comparable situations.  There have been many disasters of the types enumerated in Table 1 for which the U.S. has not provided assistance.  Why?  There is also the question of why the U.S. should attend to the types of disasters enumerated in Table 1 and not to other types.  Is there some common feature that distinguishes these from disasters such as, say, failed economies or genocidal massacres or situations of chronic malnutrition?  Where other types of disasters are identified, is the U.S. government responding to them through agencies other than BHR/OFDA, or are they simply excluded from U.S. coverage?  Is the exclusion deliberate, or is it a matter of neglect?

In examining targeting policy it is important to know not only where the IHA system has responded but also where there have been comparable situations in which no assistance has been provided.  Maps of options should be produced, not simply with generic categories of IHA situations, but with lists of specific current potential IHA situations.  Some surveillance studies have been made to identify areas of potential need, but most have been issued only sporadically.
  All such studies have been selective, highlighting the interests of particular IHA providers.

There has not been any systematic assessment of IHA operations and, as the International Federation of the Red Cross observes, the objectives of humanitarian assistance “have become more complex, opaque and confused since the end of the Cold War era.”
  What are potential IHA situations, and how can the effectiveness of IHA operations be assessed?

U.S. policy on foreign disasters is to respond quickly to help alleviate human suffering.  The response generally begins with a determination by the U.S. ambassador that “a great number of lives are at risk, and . . . an appropriate response is beyond the capacity of the affected country.”
  The International Federation for the Red Cross says “relief work is about the ‘bottom line’ of ensuring basic minimal necessities to keep people alive.”
  It might be useful for IHA agencies in the U.S. and globally to formally adopt the view that the primary purpose of international humanitarian assistance is saving lives.  If that is accepted we would see that IHA is potentially needed in any situation in which mortality risks are, or are likely to become, extraordinarily high.  In this approach, disasters would be defined as life-threatening situations.
  The United States government has found that “Premature mortality is an appropriate health status indicator for allocating federal funding for the core public health functions administed by the states.”
  Much the same reasoning could be used to guide the global allocation of assistance by the international community.

With this explicit focus, the effectiveness of any IHA operation would be estimated in terms of the number of lives saved.  Where IHA is provided, the actual mortality rate would be compared with an estimate of the mortality rate that would have been likely in the absence of the IHA operation.  The cost-effectiveness of such operations could be estimated in terms of the cost per life saved. With experience it should be possible to make reasonable estimates.  Techniques of estimation could be borrowed from specialists who assess the effectiveness of public health interventions.

One could ask whether different allocations of funds across life-threatening situations might have resulted in more lives saved.  One could also ask whether allocations for other than direct humanitarian purposes might have yielded greater social benefit if devoted to lifesaving.

Most of the guidelines available with regard to IHA now focus on the management of ongoing IHA situations.  They say little about the selection of situations.  Taking the core purpose of IHA to be saving lives would help in formulating targeting guidelines.  Those who call in IHA would have to present the case that lives were at risk, and that assistance could substantially reduce that risk.  With experience, guidelines could be formulated to help providers of IHA to more systematically assess and decide which situations to select.

rights to assistance

Every organization has internal policy guidelines, whether formal or informal, to help direct its work.  There is always some shared understanding within the organization regarding the organization’s goals and the means for achieving them.  However, in addition to internal guidelines, organizations also need systematic pressure from the outside, some form of accountability.  Without accountability, organizations tend to lose their sense of mission and go off track.  Institutional arrangements to assure accountability can be provided through the creation of auditors, inspectors general, and the like. Under the Reinventing Government campaign and the National Performance Review (based on the Government Performance and Results Act of 1993) in the United States, government agencies are being pressed to clarify their objectives, and increasingly they are being held accountable for their performance in pursuing those objectives.  IHA agencies, in the U.S. and elsewhere, should be examined in much the same way.

One good mechanism of accountability is to give the customers, the purported beneficiaries of the agency’s service, a clear say.  Agencies should make explicit commitments of service to their customers, and when there is a failure to deliver, the customers should have available a mechanism for lodging complaints and obtaining redress.  People should have a right to particular services.  If, for example, your mail carrier decides not to deliver your mail for a week, there should be a systematic way in which you can complain and have that situation corrected.  You are not supposed to get mail only when the carrier feels like it.  You are entitled to a specific level of service.

Under some conditions people should have a right to assistance.  If I have a fire at my home, I want to know that I have a right to expect firefighters to come.  The firefighters should have a counterpart obligation to come.  These rights and obligations should be clearly specified in the law.  There should be some rights to assistance in relation to IHA as well.  Some analysts believe that such a right already exists in armed conflict situations, under international humanitarian law, but in my view the law is now so vague that it cannot be regarded as a real right.
  Where there are clear rights to assistance there should be specifications regarding who has what obligations to provide assistance.

With an entitlement the needy can know what sorts of assistance they are supposed to receive under particular circumstances.  They should have some means of legal recourse, some means for lodging effective complaints, if they do not receive what is due them.  Many public assistance (welfare) programs within nations are based on the principle that the needy have specific rights to assistance; they have an entitlement.  Without such rules, public assistance is likely to be arbitrary, and used as a political tool by those in power.

providers’ motivation

Many government agencies have to deal with systems of accountability imposed on them from above.  In the global IHA system, however, there will be no systematic accountability unless the providers of assistance themselves agree to it.  Why should they agree?  Accepting that the needy have specific rights, and thus the providers have specific obligations, would reduce the providers’ freedom of action.  Why should IHA providers agree to a rights-based system?  How can the granting of entitlements to the needy be viewed as advantageous to the providers of assistance?

The question of why donors would want to recognize that the needy have a right to assistance in some circumstances may be viewed as a special case of the broader question of why anyone, or any government, would want to recognize that others have human rights.  The answer is based not on conceptions of narrow self interest but on some form of enlightened self interest.  We all benefit from social order rather than anarchy.  We recognize that in some circumstances we get better results when we limit our freedom.  Anyone who joins an organization or signs a contract gives up some freedom in exchange for other kinds of benefits.  The argument here is that an entitlements-based IHA system can achieve effectiveness, efficiency, and justice beyond what can be obtained with guidelines that do not include entitlements.

However, for a single donor nation such as the U.S., there would be no reason to agree that the needy in other countries have authoritative claims on its resources.  The prospect has been considered and rejected by USAID:

Some favor an entitlement approach premised on a fundamental U.S. obligation to provide basic human needs to the vulnerable peoples of the world.  Universal rights to health and education have become a byword in these circles, the implication being that the U.S., as the world’s wealthiest nation, should be the provider of last resort. . . .  Americans like to see progress around the world, but our commitment to doing anything about it falls far short of any consensus on global entitlements to automatic U.S. aid.

But consider this argument with the term “international community” substituted for “U.S.”  While it might not make sense for the U.S. alone to shoulder the burden, a system of entitlements would make sense for the global IHA system taken as a whole, at least for some kinds of extreme circumstances.

The international community should accept some level of obligation to assure the well-being of all people, at least up to some minimal level.  The world should look after its most vulnerable just as national governments are expected to look after the most vulnerable within their particular jurisdictions.  If we see looking after the weakest among us as a common, shared global responsibility, and not just a U.S. responsibility, the proposal of entitlements becomes much more palatable.

The IHA donor countries as a group should adopt a collective, self-imposed obligation to provide assistance to the most needy under specific extreme conditions.  They should commit themselves to creating a global “rescue squad” which would operate under specific obligations.  The reasoning is similar to that behind the creation of a village fire brigade.  There was a time when villages had no systematic fire protection.  If someone’s house started to burn, he would run out and yell for help.  The help might come or it might not. During and after the fire people would help out, sometimes providing emergency shelter, and possibly offering funds to rebuild.

Each incident was treated as if it were an entirely unpredictable surprise.  However, after each incident, procedures for managing fires would be discussed and reconsidered.  After a while it was recognized that such incidents occurred often, and institutional arrangements–fire equipment and fire brigades–were set in place, on standby, in anticipation of future fires.  Community members willingly contributed to the effort.  These contributions were motivated in part by the recognition that each individual would benefit from this protection.  They would benefit directly or indirectly.  Even though the need for protection may have been uneven (some had solid brick houses while others had flimsy wood houses), all recognized that having institutionalized fire protection made the village as a whole a better place to live.

An important element of this story is that the fire brigade was required to respond to all fire alarms.  It was not free to choose, responding only to fires in brick houses, or only to owners of particular ethnic or political affiliations.  The brigade’s responsibility was to the community as a whole, not to any selected segment of it.  To assure that there would be no such discrimination, it was established in the rules that any villager was entitled to have the services of the brigade if needed.  Anyone not served properly could bring a complaint to the village council.  On finding that a complaint was warranted, the complainant might be awarded damages, and the rules regulating the fire brigade’s operations might be tightened up.  Thus there was a system of accountability to assure that the fire brigade performed its mission.

The global system of international humanitarian assistance is beginning to be institutionalized.  However, there is still a need to negotiate procedures and policies anew with almost every incident.  Rather than stationing substantial standby resources “at the ready” throughout the world, new resources must be solicited with each incident.  The rules of engagement are being standardized, but slowly.  The global IHA system does not yet have arrangements comparable to the U.S.’s pre-deployed stockpiles of relief commodities or its DART teams.

The global IHA system is evolving slowly because some national participants want to maintain their own control, and do not want to be subjected to a centralized authoritative command structure.  This difficult political problem might be resolved partly by working out a clear division of areas of responsibility and authority for different aspects of IHA.  There already exists some informal partitioning of responsibility, with some providers concentrating on disasters in certain geographic areas or in countries with particular cultural affinities.

There is a need for clarity regarding the IHA obligations not only of individual nations but also of the global community taken as a whole.  On the basis of the fire brigade analogy, the providers of global IHA should collectively agree that there are some kinds of situations to which they must respond collectively, through joint action.  They can do this by creating a standing institutional arrangement to provide rapid and effective responses, a global rescue squad.  If it is to maintain its effectiveness, that institutional arrangement should be held accountable, based on the idea that people in certain kinds of disaster situations are entitled to specific services.  If the required service is not provided, there should be some forum in which the disaster victims or their representatives could voice their complaints.

Structurally, the fire brigade analogy here is a variation of Garrett Hardin’s “tragedy of the commons.”
  It is based on his insight that in some situations we benefit from arrangements of mutual coercion, mutually agreed upon.  That is the best institutional mechanism we have for balancing the fundamental political tension between the desire for freedom and the desire for order.

The international community should systematically recognize global obligations to protect the most vulnerable.  The UN’s Department of Humanitarian Affairs, the International Committee for the Red Cross, the World Food Program, the United Nation’s Children’s Fund, the World Health Organization, and many other international governmental and nongovernmental organizations have begun to establish an effective global IHA system.  That system could be strengthened by systematically recognizing that the international community, as a whole, has specific obligations to provide IHA.

implementation

It has been argued here that, as a matter of principle, some people under some conditions ought to have a recognized legal right to assistance.  Such rights should be recognized both within nations and internationally.  While specific designs cannot be elaborated here, it may be useful to suggest some ways in which such rights could be implemented.  

One approach would be to focus on children’s mortality.  Under current policy:

The UNICEF programme budget in each country is allocated according to three criteria:  under-five mortality rate (the annual number of deaths of children under five per 1,000 births); income level (GNP per capita); and the size of the child population.

Although UNICEF allocates its resources on the basis of these clear guidelines, and publishes the amounts allocated to each country, the receiving countries cannot claim they are entitled to these sums.  They have no legal recourse if they should receive less than they feel is due to them, and the amounts vary from year to year because the contributions made by national governments are voluntary.  The system could be strengthened by establishing that the countries with the worst child mortality rates have a right to at least a minimal level of assistance.  The donor countries could meet in a kind of anticipatory pledging conference.  At this conference they could commit to providing at least a specified level of support every year for, say, the twenty countries with the worst child mortality rates in the world.  The obligation on the part of the donors could be firmed up by having them agree to contribute in accordance with an agreed formula based on factors such as gross national product and population size.

Serious malnutrition can result in significant increases in mortality rates.  Work is underway in many quarters on the clarification and implementation of rights to adequate nutrition.  Most of that work focuses on the challenge of implementation within nations, but there are efforts to press for clearer commitments by the international community to support nutrition rights.

Another much-neglected issue that deserves clear advance commitments to action is genocide and related crimes. The mass killings in Rwanda in the 1990s have been only a portion of a long history of genocidal activity in that region and throughout the world.  There is an effort underway to establish a permanent International Criminal Court to punish perpetrators of genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity such as rape, torture, and murder.  There is also a need to regularize the international community’s relief response to such incidents with serious advance planning and explicit commitments to action.

Policies with regard to IHA are most fully developed in relation to armed conflict situations.  International humanitarian law provides the framework, and the ICRC serves as the recognized lead agency for humanitarian assistance in such situations.  The ICRC should continue to press for fuller articulation of victims’ rights to assistance and the international community’s obligations to provide assistance in armed conflict situations.

One area in which the international community’s obligations are distinctive is in relation to refugees, since refugees, by definition, are no longer under the care of their home states.  Work is underway to articulate the rights of refugees.  In this context, it would be useful to consider ways in which refugees might have effectively implemented nutrition rights.

U.S. Policy

To retain its freedom of action, the U.S. has invested most of its IHA resources into its bilateral operations.  It should give more attention to strengthening the global IHA system as a whole.  With a better-managed global system, other nations will be more willing to take their share of the burden.

In combat operations under the auspices of NATO or the UN Security Council, the U.S. is not willing to place its forces under any but U.S. command.  With regard to IHA resources, however, the U.S. should recognize that it would be best for all concerned if it were willing to relax its control, and permit those resources to be used under other authorities.  The U.S. should of course play a full role in working out appropriate rules of engagement, at the policymaking stage, but it should be willing to delegate operational activities to a central global rescue squad.  For the U.S. to insist on retaining control would be akin to having a village council that wanted to direct every fire engine or ambulance that went out.  Participation by the U.S. and other nations in an international arrangement of this sort should be viewed not as a sacrifice of sovereignty but as a well-calculated act of sovereignty.

The global IHA system should be designed as a central agency managing a global rescue squad.  The donors would sit on its board of directors, participating in the shaping of policy.   The rules under which IHA operations would be undertaken would, in effect, articulate the rights of needy people to receive assistance under particular circumstances.  To keep the agency on track, there should be some mechanism through which the needy or their representatives could complain and call for corrective action.  The creation of such a global rescue squad, operating under explicit, agreed rules of engagement, would mark an important step forward in the governance of the global order.
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