
 

Humanitarian Roundtable Ireland 
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Venue: Newman House (86 Newman House, St Stephen's Green, Dublin) 

 

The event was co-organised by NOHA (www.nohanet.org) , VOICE (www.ngovoice.org) and Dóchas 

(www.dochas.ie). It aimed to take the opportunity of the VOICE Board, NOHA Board and Member 

States’ representatives from the Council Working Party on Humanitarian Aid and Food Aid (COHAFA) 

all being in Dublin on the occasion of several high-level exchanges under the Irish EU Presidency. 

 

Introduction Session 

Dr. Pat Gibbons (NOHA President) highlighted the significance of the venue in relation to the 

humanitarian crisis suffered by the Irish people during the Great Famine in the nineteenth century. 

University College Dublin was established just after the end of the famine by Dr. John Henry 

Newman who foresaw the role of higher education for a depressed population in Ireland. Dr. 

Gibbons emphasised that the mix of actors present at the Roundtable was rich in its make-up and 

included representatives from the political, NGO, the military and academic arenas. The timing of 

the Roundtable was particularly relevant as the EU enters its next strategic planning phase and on 

the eve of the meetings of COHAFA, NOHA and VOICE. He hoped that the discussions and debates at 

the Roundtable will filter into board meetings the following day. 

 

Nicholas Borsinger (VOICE President) stated that the Roundtable was exceptionally useful as it had 
been cleverly organised before the board meetings, so the thinking could happen before the policy 
making. He posed some questions for discussants and the audience on the upcoming topics namely: 
Is the European Consensus on Humanitarian Aid still relevant? Is it a compass for humanitarian 
actors? Is resilience anything more than a buzzword and what’s behind it? EU Aid volunteers – it is in 
the Lisbon Treaty and should thus be established but winds seem to be shifting? 
 

Kevin Kelly (Irish Aid) outlined Irish Aid’s priorities during the Irish EU Presidency. He noted that mid-

way through the presidency, the Roundtable provided a good opportunity to step back and take 

stock. He placed particular emphasis on the need for improved coordination and more operational 

discussion in real time, instead of after the event. More frequent and timely interaction with 

relevant external HA actors as well as a more coordinated response towards other humanitarian and 

decision making fora within EU were noted as key ways of achieving this. Mr Kelly gave the example 

of recent COHAFA meetings on Syria and Mali as a demonstration of the way in which operational 

discussions organised with short notice and in real time can be effective. He also noted recent 

efforts to improve communication between key geographical desk and the Political and Security 

Committee and COHAFA.  

Other Irish Presidency priorities include drawing attention to forgotten, complex and 

protracted emergencies, such as those in DRC, Western Sahara, Myanmar, and Pakistan, Sudan and 

South Sudan. A third priority during Ireland’s Presidency is an increased focus on resilience. In the 

absence of longer term political solutions, Mr Kelly highlighted the need to use funds in a manner 

that allow vulnerable communities to better cope with continued shocks. Mr Kelly expressed his 

confusion/ frustration at the persistence of ‘humanitarian and development silos’ among the global 

aid community. This is a broken system and we must therefore promote better linkages between 
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development and humanitarian action. Indeed resilience is at the core of the Irish Presidency 

programme. Mr Kelly expressed the desire for resilience to be more than a fad and become an 

integral, effective and practical part of programming. To this end, Irish Aid organised a field visit to 

Ethiopia for Member State representatives of the COHAFA and CODEV working groups. Ethiopia 

provided good examples of the positive results of a collaborative approach between humanitarian 

and development actors.  

Mr Kelly noted that the EU Volunteers initiative should be cost effective and respond to 

primarily to humanitarian needs. He also emphasised Ireland’s longstanding commitment to the 

humanitarian principles and the desire to promote these principles during the Irish Presidency. 

Events of recent months in Syria show that use of these principles is vital. However, he recognised 

that the context is changing with increasing number of non-traditional donors and agencies that 

necessitates a holistic view of humanitarian action that should nevertheless be based on needs 

alone and not political objectives.  

 

Caoimhe de Barra (Dóchas) thanked Irish Aid for continued commitment to the humanitarian 

principles in this economically depressed time. She noted that the Presidency can be a burden and 

an honour, yet the Irish government had shown its dedication to upholding key humanitarian 

interests during this time. She outlined Dóchas’ three main concerns during the presidency: 

1. Ensure development of a strong and effective EU position in the global development 

framework;  

2. Champion the right to food; 

3. Ensure effective evaluation of the European Consensus leading to a strong new action plan. 

The challenge is to learn to evolve and adapt to changing contexts. Dóchas sees the Consensus as 

extremely relevant and is hopeful that the evaluation will be participatory and practical. She 

expressed hope that the right case studies will be chosen to use as a robust test for the Consensus 

evaluation. She emphasised that resilience is not a buzzword and must be considered as a multi-

faceted concept from the perspective of the person, the family, and the community.  

 Ms. de Barra was pleased to hear Mr Kelly mention forgotten emergencies. She also 

particularly noted the main problems in the three most dominant emergencies of the last few 

months: reports that all parties are ignoring IHL in Syria; increased violence in east DRC; and the 

unexpected crisis in Mali. These crises are political and the solution is political in the long-term, but 

in the interim there has to be a solution to address human suffering. Finally, she therefore 

underscored the need for principled engagement in foreign policy.  

 

Theme I:  European Consensus on Humanitarian Aid: What’s next? 
Panellists:  Leonor Nieto (ECHO A/1), Plans related to Consensus and comprehensive approach 
communication / Maurice McQuillan (Trocaire), Practice into policy: next steps on the Consensus 
Action Plan 
Chair:  Kathrin Schick (VOICE)  
 
Leonor Nieto addressed the evaluation of the implementation of the Consensus, the recent ECHO 
stakeholder consultation and ECHO’s strategy in relation to the EU’s comprehensive approach. 
The Consensus  evaluation help to decide what will happen after the Consensus Action Plan expires 
in 2013; for example, whether there will be a new Action Plan.   

Ms. Nieto proceeded to address the recent ECHO ‘Stakeholder consultation - EU 
humanitarian aid fit for purpose’.  ECHO received replies from a wide range of actors including 



Member States, NGOs, the Red Cross Movement, the UN, think thanks, academia, and citizens.  
Detailed in the submissions were some new trends affecting the humanitarian landscape while other 
existing ones were deemed to be becoming more acute.  Other issues related to respect for IHL, the 
emergence of new actors in the humanitarian system, including new donors, as well as rising needs 
and forgotten crises, among others.  The submissions will feed into a Commission Communication 
and subsequent Council Conclusions.   

Ms. Nieto then turned to address the upcoming comprehensive approach communication.  
The objective of the comprehensive approach is to deal better with complex crises using various EU 
tools and to develop a strategic framework to ensure that action in response to crisis is well-
sequenced and coordinated.  ECHO’s position on the comprehensive approach can be summarised 
as ‘in but out’.   ECHO should be part of the comprehensive approach, continuing in the sharing of 
information and analysis across the Commission and continuing to inform about funding decisions 
and sharing situation reports.  It will also strive to ensure CSDP missions understand the 
humanitarian aid mission.   On the other hand, the objective of humanitarian aid will remain to 
provide assistance and protection, based on the humanitarian principles in accordance with the 
Consensus.  Humanitarian aid would not be used as a crisis management tool.  The goal of the 
forthcoming Communication is to ensure that the different tools are sequenced in an integrated, 
intelligent manner, while respecting the objectives, competences and decision-making processes of 
the various tools, as set out in Lisbon Treaty.   
 
Maurice McQuillan addressed the performance of Member States in relation to the Consensus and 
examined Ireland’s performance in particular.    

He noted that Member States ought to establish mechanisms for independent annual review of 
their commitments under the Humanitarian Consensus. 

Mr. McQuillan proceeded to address Irish Aid’s performance.  On the basis of research 
conducted by University College Dublin he stated that there is a commitment to the Consensus in 
Ireland; the question is how to put this commitment into practice.  There was considerable support 
found within Irish Aid for the distinction between humanitarian and military ends and also for 
providing funding impartially on the basis of need alone, including to so-called forgotten crises.  
There needs to be greater formalisation of policy to reflect current practice and Mr. McQuillan 
expressed the hope that the new Irish Aid White Paper and planned policy revision will formalise 
these commitments. 

Turning to the prospective Action Plan, Mr. Mc Quillan noted that member states ought to be 
fully engaged and that the indicators contained within it ought not to be too unwieldy. Mr. 
McQuillan proceeded to emphasise that ECHO ought to maintain its distance from the 
comprehensive approach being developed at European level.  The Consensus ought to be 
maintained in its current form and the ultimate evaluation be open, transparent, and participatory.   
 
Kathrin Schick noted that the Consensus is often seen as a Brussels instrument, but it shouldn’t be. 
A number of elements are relevant in the Consensus, several of which were raised by the panellists.  
Firstly, how can commitment to the Consensus by the Member States be ensured?  Secondly, how 
can it be ensured that humanitarian roles and mandates are clearly articulated vis-a-vis the military?  
Thirdly, also in the Consensus are disaster risk reduction and linking relief rehabilitation and 
development: are these really taken on board by the development part of the Commission and the 
Member States? If so, how?  Fourthly, how do we cope with the proliferation of humanitarian actors 
in the field with varying mandates and commitments?   Fifth, how do we ensure that the 
humanitarian principles do not become lost in the development of new crisis management tools?  
Finally, how do we address administrative burdens for humanitarian actors (and avoid creating more 
with indicators etc.)? 
 
Questions 



One participant posed the question, previously posed by Catherine Bragg, of whether the 
principles of neutrality and independence have been emphasised at the expense of humanity? Mr. 
McQuillan responded by saying that this question will become increasingly relevant due to the 
proliferation of actors with differing mandates in the provision of aid. 

A number of participants noted that there should be enhanced training at field level to 
address inconsistencies in NGOs’ approach to civil-military co-operation.  Ms. Nieto responded by 
saying that member states and NGOs should actively engage with political and military staff to pass 
information for humanitarian ends.   Ms. Nieto agreed on the inclusion of humanitarians in training 
on civil-military co-operation.  McQuillan noted that in any military mission there is a primary 
mission which is not humanitarian. Therefore, it should be recognised that the relationship between 
the military and humanitarian actors ought to be specific to context.  In this regard there are 
different kinds of relationship between the two sets of actors ranging from co-existence through co-
operation to co-ordination.   

Another participant asked how ECHO itself could become more pro-active in relation to civil-
military co-operation.  Another participant noted that militaries and NGO have different priorities 
and concerns and posed the question of how the next Action Plan can take real political pressures 
into account?  Ms. Nieto responded that there are two staff members dealing full-time with CIMIC in 
ECHO.  There was originally just one staff member but this was increased to two due to the 
increasing workload.  In Mali, there was an attempt to insert a humanitarian element into the EU 
military intervention there through the successful push for IHL training to be included in the 
mandate.  ECHO has been trying to build trust with military colleagues in EEAS.  Ms Nieto also 
recognised a need for awareness-raising concerning each other’s mandates in the search for an 
appropriate modus vivendi.  She stated that progress is ongoing in this regard which may ultimately 
lead to a more structured approach to civil-military co-operation.  However, what comes after the 
Consensus should have full regard to the humanitarian principles.  There ought to be a more 
structured engagement between military and humanitarian actors rather than the current ad hoc 
approach.  It is important to remember that the principles are not a mantra but a pragmatic basis for 
action and ensuring humanitarian space. 
 
Theme II:  Resilience: end goal, tool or ensuring coherence?  

Panellists:  Dr. Cecilie de Milliano (NOHA), Resilience: the Holy Grail or yet another shift in the 

coherence rhetoric? / Nuala O’Brien (Irish Aid), The Irish approach to resilience/ Dominic Crowley 

(Concern), Building the resilience of an Afghan community/Nick Martlew (Save the Children), EU 

Action on resilience: implementing the Resilience Communication based on lessons from the Sahel 

and the Horn of Africa 

Chair:  Prof.Dr. Joost Herman (NOHA) 

 

Cecile de Milliano provided an introduction to the concept of resilience, focused around the 

question “is resilience a buzzword or the holy grail?”.  Starting with the root of the word (‘resilio’) 

and its definitions (‘spring back’ or bounding’), de Milliano briefly traced its history, noting that it 

originated in applied physics and engineering, spread to psychology in the 1940s and took on a 

metaphoric meaning in the 1970s before becoming incorporated into a post-vulnerability framework 

in the 1980s. 

 De Milliano then described the concept’s current place in the broader aid architecture.  She 

stated it was a new organizing principle used for bridging multiple fields including disaster risk 

reduction, climate change adaptation, humanitarian action, and poverty reduction.  Resilience 

discourse was increasing for a variety of reasons including: perceptions of increases in disasters and 

failures of current response; a need to address underlying vulnerabilities and respect local 

capacities; and greater focus on DRR because of the Hyogo Framework for Action.  She then went on 



to describe how some considered it a process while others considered it an outcome.  She also said 

that it was scale and context specific.   

 De Milliano proceeded to describe some of the challenges and opportunities for resilience.  

She noted that resilience lacked conceptual consensus; offered a depoliticized approach to disasters 

when focused on ecosystems and a politicized one when focused on human systems; operated 

across multiple timescales, systems, disciplines and siloes; focused on local capacities; lacked a solid 

knowledge foundation; and sometimes fell within a contentious development/humanitarian divide.  

It was undecided whether resilience was a buzzword. 

 

Nuala O’Brien described the Irish Aid focus on the resilience approach during the Irish Presidency of 

the EU, using Ethiopia as a case study.  She started off by saying that the ideas and concepts 

underpinning resilience are relatively well established and more research on resilience was not a 

priority. While resilience may be a relatively new term in development discourse it is not new in 

terms of what it is attempting to understand and address – the root causes of poverty; what makes 

and keeps people vulnerable and poor; how to support stronger responses to extreme and chronic 

poverty over the longer term; etc. O’Brien also stated that spending time agreeing a precise 

resilience definition was not the best way forward, as the real challenge is to operationalise the 

concept.  

 O’Brien described the difference between resilience and other approaches and provided a 

rationale for a resilience approach.  She noted the challenges in current aid contexts; that traditional 

development programmes are not systematically reaching the poorest, socially excluded and most 

vulnerable people who are locked in long-term poverty and protracted crises; about one third of the 

world's poor people live in fragile states and that the Millennium Development Goals cannot be 

reached without progress in these countries; protracted and chronic crises are becoming more 

widespread and frequent – increasing pressure on development programmes. These challenges and 

failures of the current system have prompted a rethink of how we deliver aid and therefore a focus 

on the resilience approach has emerged.  The starting point for applying a resilience approach is 

context analysis and putting people at the centre – starting with an empirically driven analysis of 

vulnerability and understanding of who are the most vulnerable and why. A key aspect of applying a 

resilience approach is the need to break down the conceptual and institutional ‘silos’, particularly 

between humanitarian and development, and focus on delivering sustainable results for people 

living in chronic poverty and protracted crises.   

 Ethiopia provided an example to illustrate the resilience approach in practice.  O’Brien noted 

strong Government leadership as a key ingredient in the Ethiopian context for moving away from ad 

hoc emergency responses to food insecurity, such as those that characterised the major drought in 

2002, to a planned, systematic approach. She described the Productive Safety Net Programme 

(PSNP) as an example of a good practice model for linking relief and development: through 

predictable and multi-annual transfers people were protected during the hungry period; the public 

works component helped create productive community assets; and the crisis modifier had the ability 

to scale up assistance during times of increased need.  Other good practice models in the Ethiopian 

context included: Community-based Management of Acute Malnutrition, delivered at scale through 

the Government’s health system; context specific and locally delivered Watershed Management 

practices which are mainstreamed in the Public Works component of the PSNP; and the Household 

Assets Building Programme which helps households to diversify their income sources and increase 

productive assets.  She also noted an alliance and collaboration that had emerged between the 



Government, donors, and implementing partners.  Donors and implementing partners were 

experimenting with innovative approaches including flexible and more responsive humanitarian and 

development funding modalities. Lastly, she said that investment in results based management and 

research to measure and demonstrate impact was a valuable component.  

 

Dominic Crowley presented on resilience at a field level.  He used Concern’s approach to resilience 

and its work in Afghanistan in the Takhar province as a case study.  He started by describing the 

origins of resilience within aid, noting its similarity to LRRD and DRR.  He stated that a common 

understanding and lexicon was necessary in order to ensure continuity in discussions.  Building on 

this, he described how Concern focuses on community resilience and treats it as an outcome of DRR 

and LRRD.  He said that Concern’s approach was different because it treated policies, institutions, 

and processes (PIPS) as hazards and had an explicit focus on extensive risks.   

 Crowley stated that ‘changing thinking takes a long time’ when it comes to institutionalizing 

resilience.  He described Takhar province as a ‘hazard hypermarket’, and said there had been an 

evolution in resilience thinking: in 2004 staff received training; from 2005-09 they had annual 

technical support visits; in 2010 they received DRR and engineering training; and 2012 support was 

reinforced.  The trainings led to projects with high quality physical infrastructure components and 

resilience outcomes.   

 Concern still faces a number of challenges when it comes to resilience.  Because Takhar is a 

‘hazard hypermarket’ there is a question of what Concern should focus on and why—hazard 

assessment and governance is difficult.  Scaling up programmes and taking learnings to other 

countries are also challenges. 

 

Nick Martlew discussed EU lessons in building resilience in the Sahel and Horn of Africa.  A rationale 

for resilience emerged because the risk of famine in the Horn was foreseen but not prevented. Even 

if a lot was done, the chronic risk of slow onset crises is not acceptable. As of this year, there was a 

humanitarian and academic consensus on resilience and an understanding developed that short 

term crisis response does not solve vulnerability patterns.  He also noted that the international 

community can predict a crisis but it is hard to bring about transformative changes.  He said that 

now however there was a change in the existing system in that development actors were now 

accepting that they needed to manage risk and that this had been accompanied by a change in 

incentives and structures.  

The EU Action Plan on Resilience can be used to influence the international community, so 

expectations are high. The EU should develop flexible, long term funding structures with crisis 

modifiers. Also multi-year planning is a prerequisite and the next round of European Development 

Fund-planning should be informed by resilience thinking. The PSNP was again described as best 

practice because it provided needs based support to prevent famine through social protection.  

Martlew described a need to act decisively based on early warning systems and to integrate risk 

plans in national development frameworks.  Finally, global collective support to the national and 

regional plans is needed.   

 

Questions 

An audience member described results-based management (RBM) as a ‘double-edged 

sword’ in that it pitted institutional survival against accountability.  They asked whether climate 

change mitigation was part of resilience.  O’Brien responded to the first comment by stating that 



some sort of ‘logic of intervention’ with baseline and endlines was needed as a means of RBM.  

Crowley noted that ‘donors need to be considerate of inherent costs’ of resilience programming and 

that it was often more expensive to ‘risk proof’ interventions.  In response to the second question, 

de Milliano noted that because resilience focused on system strength, it provided a holism and could 

unite the global North and the global South towards climate change mitigation. 

It was also asked whether flexible financing was possible within Ireland.  The representative 

also asked if it was possible to combine the principles of humanitarian action and development or if 

they should be combined.  O’Brien stated that within Ireland flexible financing was possible, and was 

also seen in USAID, EU and ECHO financing schemes in Ethiopia.  It was also stressed that resilience 

was not a panacea and could not do everything for every sector.  Additionally, a recent Chatham 

House study had found that humanitarian action and development divides were more of a 

perception than a reality on the ground.  

 
Theme III: European Aid Volunteers  
Panellists: Sophie Borel (NOHA), EU Aid Volunteers within the broader framework of humanitarian 
education and professionalization/ Evert van Bodegom (ICCO), Presentation of lessons learnt from 
field pilot  
Chair: Mags Bird (VOICE)  

 

Mags Bird gave an overview of the history of EU Aid Volunteers from its first mention in 

2005, through the first pilot projects in early 2011, the change from EVHAC to EU Aid volunteers in 

2012 and the drafts of legislative proposals in late 2012 that should be agreed on later in 2013.  

 

Sophie Borel focused her presentation on the professionalisation of the humanitarian sector and 

volunteering within the sector. She quoted Jan Egeland, former UN Under-Secretary-General for 

Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator: “Saving human lives is no place for 

amateurs. Why is that? Because the poor, dispossessed and disaster-prone should have at least one 

basic right left to them: to be protected from incompetence”1. 

 Ms. Borel discussed the need for mutuality in volunteer programmes so that a win-win 

situation can be established for both volunteers and affected populations. The principle of ‘Do No 

Harm’ must be employed in such situations and efforts should be in line with the humanitarian 

principles. She also highlighted the importance of needs-based activities in which volunteer 

programmes respond to recognised trends and needs rather than becoming amateurish. 

Importantly, they must be relevant and efficient – the right people should be in the right place at the 

right time. The selection and management of EU Aid Volunteers will be key in ensuring these points 

are followed.  

Ms. Borel noted several key areas in which the EU Aid Volunteers can help. They will 

concretely demonstrate the interested concern of Europe for countries affected by disaster and 

enhance the visibility of the EU worldwide. They will also train a cohort of willing and qualified 

Europeans to provide assistance in disasters and thus enhance humanitarian professionalism.  

At the moment, there are four main categories of candidate: young candidates with 

humanitarian degrees but no experience; young candidates with degrees not directly aligned to 

humanitarian action and no experience; professionals in relevant sectors with 5-10 years experience, 

                                                           
1
 p.180, Herlinger, Chris (2009) With Courage, In Hope: Five Years after the Tsunami, ACT International, Geneva 

http://www.actalliance.org/resources/publications/tsunami.pdf 
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but not in humanitarian action; and professionals in relevant sectors with some humanitarian 

experience. She noted the catch 22 for many younger candidates when it comes to gaining 

experience. Volunteering can help these young people enter careers in the same way internships 

might. The market demand mostly focuses around technical officers, logisticians and project 

managers, all of whom can be initially trained through volunteer programmes.  

Ms. Borel then finally emphasised the use of structures such as the European Qualifications 

Framework to set standards for volunteers. In this way, the focus will be on the learning outcomes 

for the volunteers rather than the inputs and programmes will be designed based on the learner’s 

perspective as well. It will thus be clearer for volunteers what they will be able to do once they have 

participated in the programme.  

 

Evert van Bodegom presented the lessons learnt from one of the EU Aid Volunteer pilot projects. He 

stated that ICCO were interested in being involved for several reasons: it provided the chance to 

work with local partners to improve their capacity especially in the transitional stage between 

humanitarian action and development; critiques from donors had pointed towards a lack of people 

in agencies with long-term overseas experience; it is good to embed people in other countries and 

cultures to increase their experience and the quality of personnel available; and finally the labour 

market can be particularly poor for young people and even those with experience. This was 

highlighted by many applications from highly qualified individuals that they received for the pilot 

project. They hoped that the programme might fill a gap between entry-level humanitarian workers 

and more senior management.  

 During the pilot project, ICCO partnered with FCA in Finland and DECCB in the Czech 

Republic with support from the Universities of Wageningen and Copenhagen. For the selection of 

candidates, academic experience (in areas such as disaster management, agriculture and others) was 

highly regarded, as was professional experience. It became clear during selection that there are 

many young professionals available in the sector that are sent abroad without a salary. Back-up 

volunteers were also needed as some people dropped out before deployment (even after training). 

Eventually, they have ended up with 15 high quality volunteers. They decided to call them “Advisor 

volunteers” to reflect their level of experience and knowledge before they started the programme.  

Several lessons were learnt from the training of candidates, most notably that training 

should be interactive and tailor made. The selected volunteers were intelligent, with some 

experience already, and from a variety of backgrounds – the training thus had to be flexible and 

respond to what the group needed. The subjects covered in training included: resilience; capacity 

development; facilitation; security; stress management; communication; project monitoring and 

evaluation; and e-learning. Volunteer management was also complicated at times as the legal 

employment conditions of volunteers from three different countries varied considerably. 

 The volunteers were deployed in January 2013. One month after deployment they 

submitted a work plan that they had jointly developed with the local partners. Local partners were 

chosen in consultation with field offices. They identified what the local partners’ main issues were 

and how volunteers could help. Flexibility with reporting systems and close links with the chosen 

local organisations is needed for partnerships to work. It is important that a future certification 

system takes into account the needs of local organisations and that certification of training does not 

go against flexibility. It is also important to invest in the organisation of the programme – Skyping a 

few times is not enough. Most importantly, they need to be realistic about what can be achieved by 

the volunteers in 6 months. Lastly, the focus on DRR and resilience was positively evaluated. 



  

Mags Bird noted that it is challenging to debate a legislation which is still being designed and we are 

aware that there will be many future discussions to develop the operational details further. What is 

clear is that there are many different expectations laid upon the initiative. While humanitarian 

stakeholders have consistently emphasised the necessity of remaining focused on the needs of 

affected populations, many politicians are attracted to the initiative by the opportunities it offers to 

European constituents. Other challenges for the scheme include ensuring complementarity and not 

duplicating other volunteer programmes,  and balancing the operational need for simple, 

manageable and user-friendly approach with the demands of demonstrated standards for risk 

management and accountability. Lastly, while the preparation process for the EU Aid Volunteers has 

included many workshops, pilot projects, and studies, better sharing of lessons learnt would improve 

effectiveness of interaction with stakeholders for the further development of the Corps.  

 

Questions 

An audience member stated that the EU Aid Volunteers should be supply rather than 

demand driven so that we gain visibility and give young people jobs. An Oxfam Ireland 

representative noted that professionalisation is important. A volunteer scheme can be for those with 

a lower level of training, such as those that are professionals, but perhaps do not have a Master’s 

degree. It should also be noted that dealing with volunteers is very different to dealing with 

professionals – the HR system needs to be fully involved. A representative of Action contre la Faim 

mentioned that there are many young people with some experience, but not enough experience in 

the field. There is a time constraint in training people. They cannot be coached in the field because 

of the increased focus on efficiency and results. We should therefore question whether 

humanitarian organisations are the best to train young people. The time pressure is much greater 

for these organisations.  

In response, Sophie Borel noted that there are different levels of entering the profession and 

the voluntary programme. A Master’s degree in humanitarian action can serve this purpose. Evert 

van Bodegom stated that we should assist local NGOs in discovering what they really need. Training 

volunteers in facilitating the local partners to progress is what is needed.  

 

Conclusions by Claus Sorensen (Director-General DG ECHO)  

Claus Sorensen started by thanking the NGO community for their activity in lobbying for 

multi-annual framework agreement. He noted that a high bench mark was set last year – €1.3 billion 

was spent. A lot more than usual was achieved as we were faced with dramatic situations in Sahel, 

Pakistan, and Syria. It was a good demonstration of the capacity to roll out assistance fast.  

He noted that often people criticise humanitarian activities saying they work from the heart 

rather than from the head, but Mr Sorensen particularly commended the level of critical analysis 

during the seminar. Regarding the day’s first theme, he stated that we should not re-write the 

Consensus as it is very valuable. The question is how we should protect humanitarian values and 

principles. He stated that we feel we have something to say to the diplomats because we are on the 

ground, but we do not want to be instrumentalised as a crisis management tool because we will not 

be able to do our work properly.  

Regarding resilience, it is true that we can spend a lot of time on definitions, but we need to 

be practical. Resilience is not a panacea, it is not applicable in every situation. We need to mobilise 

financing from both sides. The challenge is to facilitate the link between bureaucracy, the Council 



and the deep field needs. Some of our collaborators have never had a long-term job in the field – 

that is why the trip to Ethiopia was so useful and allowed participants to relate to reality.  

He spoke about results based management, emphasising the need to measure what we are 

doing. ECHO will encourage use of key indicators which already exist from organisations across the 

humanitarian system. This is not about reinventing the wheel, but about using the same indicators 

across the board.  

As concerns the EU Aid Volunteers, a lot of brain power has gone into constructing these 

plans in order to build capacity and provide value added to our youngsters and people in need, 

which will be found in the legal text and implementing rules. A roster with different types of 

qualifications and field experience could be very helpful.  Now that we have the budget, the EU Aid 

Volunteers will have a high priority in the coming months.  

ECHO is keen to continue the good partnership with NGOs and NOHA. 

 

 

Closing by Brendan Rogers (Director-General Irish Aid)  

Mr Rogers commented on the success of the recent Irish Aid trip to Ethiopia for COHAFA and 

CODEV members – it was a good opportunity for those with no links to the field to see the reality on 

the ground. He assured the audience that the Government and people of Ireland still care and have 

kept faith with the poorest in the world, even during recent times. 

He stated that people only plan if they believe there is a future – their belief must be based 

on confidence. How we respond to disasters is how we build on further to development. We need to 

do this more mindfully, extensively and systematically. The compound effect is that small, smart 

changes added to consistency over time will equal radical differences. These are the long-term 

investments with greater eventual pay-offs. 

We must remain responsive to a changing world. Our strategy will be to ensure that our aid 

is targeted towards the poorest populations to strengthen their resilience to pressures from 

climactic shock. During the Irish Presidency, every possible influence has been used to bring together 

governments, business, NGOs and academics to think on this, as well as linking with key partners in 

more vulnerable regions to make sure that their voices are heard.  

 

 


