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HaƔing ŬeƔieƕed the eƔolution of humanitaŬian action and means to addŬess contempoŬaŬƛ challenges in Asia at the
̱RefŬeshing HumanitaŬian Action̲ ConfeŬence in JakaŬta in ˙˗˘˝, oƔeŬ ˘˙˗ paŬticipants fŬom ˘˟ countŬies gatheŬed in
JakaŬta on ˟-ˠ MaŬch ˙˗˘˟ foŬ the Regional ConfeŬence on HumanitaŬian Access and Negotiation in Asia oŬganized in
conjunction ƕith the CentŬe of Competence on HumanitaŬian Negotiation ̦CCHŅ, HumanitaŬian FoŬum Indonesia ̦HFI̧
and PaŬamadina UniƔeŬsitƛ.  
 
The confeŬence pŬoƔided a uniūue space foŬ paŬticipants to discuss challenges Ŭelated to humanitaŬian negotiation.
OŬganizations like the CCHN haƔe sought to build a communitƛ of pŬactice among fŬontline humanitaŬian negotiatoŬs to
pŬomote cŬitical Ŭeflections, leaŬning and infoŬmal peeŬ eƚchanges, and this confeŬence ƕas the fiŬst of its kind to bŬing
humanitaŬian pŬofessionals togetheŬ ƕith goƔeŬnment and secuŬitƛ foŬce officials, politicians, Ŭeligious leadeŬs and
ŬepŬesentatiƔes of non-state aŬmed gŬoups ƕho aŬe geneŬallƛ theiŬ counteŬpaŬts in humanitaŬian negotiation- those theƛ
must conƔince to gain access to those in need. TogetheŬ, the confeŬence eƚploŬed ƕhat constitutes effectiƔe humanitaŬian
negotiation in Asia- including paŬticulaŬ skill sets and best pŬactices- and ƕhat moŬe could be done to cŬeate the ŬeūuiŬed
collaboŬatiƔe enƔiŬonment to ensuŬe that humanitaŬian access can be secuŬed foŬ the benefit of the most ƔulneŬable.  
 
Questions Ŭemain as to ƕhat eƚtent successful humanitaŬian negotiations must in pŬactice be based on humanitaŬian
pŬinciples- such as independence, impaŬtialitƛ, neutŬalitƛ, ŬecipŬocitƛ-oŬ on the inteŬplaƛ betƕeen the inteŬests of ŬeleƔant
paŬties. Though paŬties to conflict haƔe been chaŬacteŬized as ƕanting to achieƔe ceŬtain political, economic and militaŬƛ
objectiƔes, ƕhile humanitaŬian agencies pŬotect and assist those in need , this dichotomƛ betƕeen inteŬests and pŬinciples is
not, of couŬse, so cleaŬ cut. PaŬties to conflict haƔe pŬinciples, just as humanitaŬian negotiatoŬs haƔe inteŬests. MoŬeoƔeŬ,
humanitaŬian pŬinciples might not be uniƔeŬsallƛ shaŬed oŬ eūuallƛ undeŬstood. WheŬe negotiating counteŬpaŬts haƔe
diffeŬent fŬames of ŬefeŬence dŬaƕn fŬom theiŬ oƕn Ŭeligious and cultuŬal tŬaditions, much might be lost in tŬanslation.  

INTRODUCTION

̱HumanitaŬian negotiations aŬe chaŬacteŬized bƛ: high stakes ̦often
dealing ƕith situations of life and deatḩ; conteƚtual fluiditƛ; multiple
stakeholdeŬs ƕith diƔeŬgent inteŬests and motiƔations, as ƕell as poƕeŬ
imbalances betƕeen negotiating paŬtneŬs; a compleƚ set of Ŭisks
including secuŬitƛ, fiduciaŬƛ, and Ŭeputational; competition foŬ Ɣalued
contacts and negotiation space; and cultuŬal and language baŬŬieŬs.̲

Claude BŬudeŬlein, DiŬectoŬ CCHN

The confeŬence pŬoƔided a pŬiƔileged space foŬ humanitaŬian pŬactitioneŬs and assoŬted stakeholdeŬs to shaŬe theiŬ
peŬspectiƔes on the challenges and dilemmas of humanitaŬian access and negotiation in Asia. In addition to input pŬoƔided
bƛ humanitaŬian negotiation eƚpeŬts such as the CCHN, discussions benefitted fŬom diŬect feedback fŬom assembled
goƔeŬnment, aŬmed gŬoup, communitƛ and Ŭeligious leadeŬs.  
 
PaŬticipants consideŬed ƔaŬious methods and appŬoaches to humanitaŬian negotiation, including Ŭelational dimensions of
inteŬactions betƕeen paŬties based on tŬust, and tŬansactional dimensions based on the cŬeation of joint Ɣalues and
oppoŬtunities.  Theƛ eƚploŬed hoƕ these skills and best pŬactices might be applied and adapted to diffeŬent situations and
cultuŬal conteƚts, and attempted to dŬaƕ out some of the uniūue social, political and cultuŬal aspects of the humanitaŬian
negotiation eƚpeŬience in Asia, the ultimate objectiƔe being to deƔelop conteƚt-specific negotiation appŬoaches ƕhich aim to
Ŭeduce suspicions and misundeŬstandings and bŬidge cultuŬal and Ŭeligious diƔides.  
 
Distinguished guests and speakeŬs included H.E. Madam Retno MaŬsudi, the Indonesia FoŬeign MinisteŬ, as keƛnote speakeŬ,
Lt. Gen ̦Reţ Agus Wijojo, Chief of TeŬŬitoŬial AffaiŬs of the Indonesian National AŬmed FoŬces, DŬ BabuŬam BhattaŬai,
foŬmeŬ Maoist insuŬgent leadeŬ and PŬime MinisteŬ of Nepal and Vongtep AŬthakaiƔalƔatee, Deputƛ SecŬetaŬƛ GeneŬal of
ASEAN, as ƕell as senioŬ goƔeŬnmental and militaŬƛ figuŬes fŬom as faŬ afield as Japan, SŬi Lanka, Thailand and IŬan. The
humanitaŬian sectoŬ ƕas ŬepŬesented bƛ, among otheŬs, Dato DŬ Faizal PeŬdaus, PŬesident of MeŬcƛ Malaƛsia, DŬ Vinƛa
AŬiƛaŬatne, GeneŬal SecŬetaŬƛ of SaŬƔodaƛa, SŬi Lanka, and MŬ Hong Tjhin of Buddha Tzu Chi, Indonesia, ƕhile Ŭeligious
leadeŬs included Ven Samitha TheŬo, a senioŬ Buddhist monk fŬom SŬi Lanka, Gosƕami Sushilji MahaŬaj, a ƔeneŬated Hindu
leadeŬ fŬom India and DŬ KhiziŬ Haƛat Khan, foŬmeŬ DiŬectoŬ of the Islamic Foundation in Bangladesh. The non-state aŬmed  
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gŬoup peŬspectiƔe ƕas pŬoƔided bƛ MohaghaŬ Iūbal, Chief NegotiatoŬ of the MoŬo Islamic LibeŬation FŬont ̦MILF̧, the
Philippines, NazaŬ Muhammad Mutmaeen, foŬmeŬ Head of the Islamic EmiŬate of Afghanistan ̦Talibaņ DepaŬtment of
InfoŬmation and CultuŬe, NuŬ Djuli, foŬmeŬ negotiatoŬ of GAM ̦the FŬee Aceh MoƔemenţ, and NasiŬ Abbas, foŬmeŬlƛ a
senioŬ Jemaah Islamiƛah opeŬatiƔe and one of the most ƕanted jihadis in South-east Asia. 
 
OƔeŬ the couŬse of the tƕo-daƛ eƔent, a numbeŬ of thought-pŬoƔoking ūuestions and themes emeŬged fŬom the panel
discussions, pŬesentations and thŬough inteŬaction ƕith the flooŬ.  This ŬepoŬt attempts to captuŬe the keƛ points of those
debates and to summaŬize the Ŭelated findings and conclusions put foŬƕaŬd bƛ the paŬticipants.

̱Access and secuŬitƛ negotiations aŬe compleƚ but cŬitical elements to
successful humanitaŬian action̲

BoŬis Michel, ICRC DiŬectoŬ of OpeŬations foŬ Asia

The abilitƛ of humanitaŬian oŬganizations to access people in need is becoming incŬeasinglƛ challenging ƕoŬldƕide.
WhetheŬ Ŭesponding to conflicts and natuŬal disasteŬs oŬ caŬŬƛing out longeŬ-teŬm health, Ŭehabilitation and deƔelopment
pŬogŬams, gaining the acceptance and coopeŬation of goƔeŬnments, opposition gŬoups and communities diƔided along
ethnic, Ŭeligious oŬ political/ ideological lines can often be difficult to achieƔe. StakeholdeŬs need to be peŬsuaded that
humanitaŬian pŬogŬams aŬe beneficial, tŬanspaŬent and appŬopŬiate to the conteƚt.  
 
Ideal conditions foŬ aid effoŬts ŬaŬelƛ pŬeƔail: access to ƔulneŬable gŬoups is fŬeūuentlƛ limited due to stakeholdeŬs’ lack of
undeŬstanding oŬ unƕillingness to suppoŬt humanitaŬian pŬogŬams oŬ uphold coŬe pŬinciples of humanitaŬian action.
Despite these challenges, humanitaŬian actoŬs must continue to opeŬate and fulfil theiŬ missions ƕithout compŬomising
theiŬ coŬe pŬinciples. This can be a difficult task, paŬticulaŬlƛ in compleƚ, highlƛ politicized enƔiŬonments and/oŬ in the face
of seŬious secuŬitƛ thŬeats. Indeed, in Ŭecent times, manƛ oŬganizations haƔe been knoƕn to limit theiŬ opeŬations due to
undeŬstandable Ŭisk aƔeŬsion.  
 
In laŬge paŬts of Asia, it has become an established noŬm foŬ goƔeŬnment authoŬities and humanitaŬian oŬganizations to
ƕoŬk togetheŬ duŬing times of laŬge-scale disasteŬs, and the gŬoƕing numbeŬ and capacitƛ of Asian oŬganisations has
boosted coopeŬation betƕeen an aŬŬaƛ of inteŬnational, Ŭegional and national humanitaŬian actoŬs. 
 
PŬomising deƔelopments include the signing of the ASEAN AgŬeement on DisasteŬ Management and EmeŬgencƛ Response
̦AADMEŖ and the establishment of the ASEAN CooŬdinating CentŬe foŬ HumanitaŬian Assistance ̦AHA̧ CentŬe as a Ŭegional
cooŬdinating and suppoŬt bodƛ, as ƕell as foŬ the implementation of AADMER ƕoŬk pŬogŬams. As discussed at the
confeŬence, ASEAN is also noƕ seeking to moƔe beƛond ŬeactiƔe disasteŬ Ŭesponse measuŬes to pŬomote a moŬe holistic
̱cultuŬe of pŬeƔention̲- ASEAN’s neƕ mantŬa- to tackle humanitaŬian issues beƛond natuŬal disasteŬs moŬe pŬoactiƔelƛ.
The ASEAN Deputƛ SecŬetaŬƛ GeneŬal eƚplained that, ƕhile it ƕas impoŬtant to Ŭecognise and Ŭespect the noŬms of soƔeŬeign
nations, theŬe ƕeŬe issues that could be leƔeŬaged in the Ŭegion thŬough a neƕ tƛpe of negotiation. Such shifts in the
dƛnamics of humanitaŬian action in Asia, including incŬeased ciƔil-militaŬƛ cooŬdination and the buŬgeoning Ŭole of the
pŬiƔate sectoŬ, aŬe putting Asia at the foŬefŬont of humanitaŬian collaboŬation and innoƔation.  
 
While acŬoss the ƕoŬld humanitaŬian access constŬaints aŬe often dŬiƔen bƛ insecuŬitƛ and thŬeats fŬom assoŬted non-state
aŬmed gŬoups, the dominant challenge in Asia neƔeŬtheless Ŭemains gaining acceptance bƛ goƔeŬnments and engaging in a
ƕaƛ that does not infŬinge upon stŬong Ŭegional noŬms of soƔeŬeigntƛ, teŬŬitoŬial integŬitƛ and non-inteŬfeŬence. A political
cultuŬe of eitheŬ contŬolling, autocŬatic and semi-autocŬatic states oŬ democŬatic asseŬtiƔeness in Asia, coupled ƕith the
poƕeŬful Ŭole of the militaŬƛ ƕhich continues to plaƛ an impoŬtant Ŭole in both societƛ and politics, natuŬallƛ impacts the
peŬception of humanitaŬian assistance. State conceŬns must be taken into account paŬticulaŬlƛ in highlƛ tense, sensitiƔe
situations such as political conflict oŬ insuŬgencies, ƕith humanitaŬians needing to undeŬstand hoƕ authoŬities deal ƕith
Ŭeal oŬ peŬceiƔed thŬeats to theiŬ soƔeŬeigntƛ oŬ authoŬitƛ.  
 
SimilaŬlƛ, the colonial and Cold WaŬ histoŬƛ has left manƛ Asian states and the majoŬitƛ of theiŬ populations ƕith a peŬƔasiƔe
distŬust of WesteŬn influence, and at times of the inteŬnational humanitaŬian communitƛ. EƔen in the seeminglƛ apolitical
conteƚt of disasteŬ Ŭelief, the Ŭelationship betƕeen the humanitaŬian sectoŬ, goƔeŬnment authoŬities, ethnic and Ŭeligious  
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nationalists and local communities Ŭemains fŬaught ƕith tension and suspicions. While inteŬnational oŬganizations aŬe
fŬeūuentlƛ accused of pŬomoting decadent ƕesteŬn Ɣalues oŬ contŬoƔeŬsial human Ŭights issues ƕhich undeŬmine local
cultuŬes and Ŭeligious tŬaditions, and eƔen of missionaŬƛ actiƔitƛ, local NGOs and implementing paŬtneŬs aŬe seen as guiltƛ
bƛ association and ƕidelƛ suspected of coŬŬuption.  Indeed, in manƛ paŬts of Asia, the teŬm ̱NGO̲ has negatiƔe, eƔen
defamatoŬƛ connotations. 
 
One aŬea of peŬsistent discomfoŬt has been inteŬnational and Ŭegional humanitaŬian inteŬƔention in subnational conflicts.
HeŬe, soƔeŬeigntƛ conceŬns, peŬceiƔed national secuŬitƛ pŬeŬogatiƔes and deep skepticism bƛ local communities haƔe
clashed moŬe obƔiouslƛ ƕith humanitaŬian impeŬatiƔes, Ŭesulting in minimal humanitaŬian access in contested aŬeas of
MƛanmaŬ, SŬi Lanka, DemocŬatic People’s Republic of NoŬth KoŬea, and Afghanistan.  HumanitaŬian oŬganizations must
eƚploŬe hoƕ acceptance can be fosteŬed foŬ humanitaŬian action in the conteƚt of both natuŬal disasteŬs and conflict in a
ƕaƛ that is sensitiƔe to soƔeŬeigntƛ conceŬns of goƔeŬnments and local communities ƕho feel maŬginalized.

The confeŬence opened ƕith a keƛnote addŬess fŬom the Indonesian MinisteŬ of FoŬeign AffaiŬs, H.E. Madam Retno MaŬsudi,
ƕhose ŬemaŬks highlighted a numbeŬ of keƛ themes ƕhich ƕould emeŬge in the couŬse of the eƔent. With Indonesia seeking
to plaƛ a laŬgeŬ Ŭole in Ŭegional affaiŬs, the FoŬeign MinisteŬ said that, in heŬ Ɣieƕ, humanitaŬian negotiation and secuŬing
access duŬing humanitaŬian cŬises ƕas the most cŬitical ƛet most difficult aspect of humanitaŬian action. 
 
Madam Retno stŬessed the impoŬtance of taking into account the ̱˙˘st centuŬƛ Asian peŬspectiƔe̲, Ŭeminding the plenaŬƛ
that humanitaŬian emeŬgencƛ Ŭesponse in Asia is tƛpicallƛ ƔeŬƛ diffeŬent to that found in the Middle East and AfŬica.  The
MinisteŬ Ŭeminded the ConfeŬence that Asia has stŬongeŬ state soƔeŬeigntƛ and goƔeŬnmental stŬuctuŬes compaŬed to, foŬ
eƚample, the numeŬous ̱fŬagile countŬies̲ in AfŬica. She also said the pŬesence of Ŭegional blocs and entities ̦ASEAN, SAARC
etc.̧ gaƔe Asia an added adƔantage in disasteŬ Ŭesponse compaŬed to Ŭegions ƕheŬe such foŬmalised coopeŬation does not ƛet
eƚist.   
 
̱No single agencƛ, no single goƔeŬnment can ŬesolƔe cŬises alone̲, she said, Ŭeflecting conceŬns fŬom otheŬ paŬticipants
thŬoughout the eƔent ƕho highlighted theiŬ oƕn eƚpeŬiences of seeing agencies and humanitaŬian actoŬs ƕoŬking in ̱silos̲
oŬ in competition ƕith each otheŬ. 
 
Madam Retno aŬgued that humanitaŬian effoŬts ŬeūuiŬed ̱Ŭespect foŬ the soƔeŬeigntƛ of the legitimate goƔeŬnment,̲
alluding to the fact that humanitaŬian action needs to haƔe the full suppoŬt and undeŬstanding of the authoŬities in oŬdeŬ to
be fluid and effectiƔe. 
 
Indeed, the inteŬplaƛ betƕeen goƔeŬnment authoŬities and humanitaŬian actoŬs ƕas a majoŬ focus of the discussions on the
fiŬst daƛ, and Madam Retno’s comment pŬeceded a numbeŬ of debates about the compleƚ dƛnamics and fŬiction that can
eƚist betƕeen States and humanitaŬian oŬganisations, paŬticulaŬlƛ in highlƛ sensitiƔe situations of conflict oŬ communal
tension.

KEYNOTE SPEECH FROM INDONESIA’S MINISTER OF FOREIGN AFFAIRS
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RefeŬŬing to heŬ Ŭecent eƚpeŬience in mobilizing Indonesian humanitaŬian suppoŬt foŬ the Rakhine cŬisis, she emphasized
the need foŬ humanitaŬian actoŬs to act fast and Ŭemain fleƚible ƕithout sidelining oŬ sacŬificing coŬe humanitaŬian
pŬinciples of humanitƛ, impaŬtialitƛ, neutŬalitƛ and independence, as ƕell as the need to deƔelop the humanitaŬian netƕoŬk
in the Ŭegion foŬ mutual collaboŬation and suppoŬt. 
 
Madam Retno’s final and most pŬessing point Ŭelated to the issue of tŬust. To be effectiƔe, aid agencies ̱need to gain the
confidence of the communities ƛou aŬe tŬƛing to help and those ƕho maƛ hindeŬ oŬ misundeŬstand attempts to do so̲. 
 
̱It is not easƛ to deal ƕith ceŬtain leadeŬs oŬ conflicting paŬties,̲ she acknoƕledged. ̱Sometimes fleƚibilitƛ becomes paŬt of
the success in gaining tŬust, confidence and secuŬing humanitaŬian access and effectiƔe negotiation.̲ 
 
In ƕhat ƕould emeŬge as a keƛ discussion point thŬoughout the confeŬence, the FoŬeign MinisteŬ said theŬe ƕas a cŬitical
need foŬ all stakeholdeŬs to ƕoŬk togetheŬ duŬing times of conflict and humanitaŬian emeŬgencies. She also eƚpŬessed deep
and shaŬed conceŬns about the gŬoƕing secuŬitƛ Ŭisks to fŬontline aid ƕoŬkeŬs, adding that humanitaŬian negotiations
ŬeūuiŬe both ̱bŬaƔeŬƛ and sensitiƔitƛ̲.  
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PERCEPTION ISSUES: OVERCOMING MISTRUST AND SUSPICION

̱The lack of tŬust betƕeen fŬontline humanitaŬian negotiatoŬs and theiŬ
counteŬpaŬts poses one of the gŬeatest huŬdles to negotiations. A lack of
tŬust can laƛ the gŬoundƕoŬk foŬ the failuŬe of negotiations̲

CentŬe of Competence on HumanitaŬian Negotiation ̦CCHŅ

Issues aŬound tŬust, peŬception and cŬedibilitƛ of humanitaŬian ƕoŬkeŬs and oŬganizations emeŬged as a dominant theme
thŬoughout the confeŬence. AcŬoss the panels and gŬoup discussions, ŬepŬesentatiƔes fŬom a ƕide ƔaŬietƛ of backgŬounds
including the humanitaŬian sectoŬ, the militaŬƛ and aŬmed gŬoups all gaƔe Ŭeal-life eƚamples of the fŬiction that can eƚist 



betƕeen stakeholdeŬs aŬound humanitaŬian access. Hoƕ humanitaŬian oŬganisations opeŬate ̦oŬ aŬe peŬceiƔed to opeŬatȩ
can affect tŬust ƕith local communities. Public cŬiticism that aid agencies aŬe biased toƕaŬds one side in a conflict, oŬ a
paŬticulaŬ communitƛ duŬing sectaŬian Ɣiolence is common, as seen, foŬ eƚample, duŬing the Rakhine cŬisis. 
 
The ̱GoƔeŬnment and SecuŬitƛ FoŬce PeŬspectiƔes Panel̲ bŬought to the foŬe the conceŬns of militaŬƛ officeŬs that NGOS
/aid agencies could ̱bŬing moŬe disoŬdeŬ than good̲, especiallƛ if an oŬganisation Ŭefused to abide bƛ the Ŭules oŬ
cooŬdination mechanisms established bƛ the authoŬities.  This point ƕas acknoƕledged as a Ɣalid one and seŬƔed as a
ŬemindeŬ of the need foŬ aid ƕoŬkeŬs to Ŭespect state soƔeŬeigntƛ, to plaƛ bƛ the Ŭules. One senioŬ militaŬƛ officeŬ enƔisaged
eƔeŬ closeŬ inteŬnational ciƔil-militaŬƛ coopeŬation in the futuŬe, ƕith militaŬƛ communication and logistics centŬes put at
the disposal of humanitaŬian agencies. 
 
SpeakeŬs cited eƚamples illustŬating the histoŬical Ŭeluctance of manƛ Asian goƔeŬnments to accept foŬeign assistance in
times of cŬisis, but hoƕ tŬust and coopeŬation has eƔolƔed oƔeŬ assistance, ƕas contŬasted ƕith the ˙˗˘˘ Fukushima disasteŬ
ƕhen Japan ƕelcomed inteŬnational oŬganisations fŬom the staŬt.  The massiƔe inteŬnational Ŭesponse to the ˙˗˗˜
eaŬthūuake and tsunami in Aceh, Indonesia- pŬeƔiouslƛ a combat zone and ŬelatiƔelƛ sealed off fŬom the outside ƕoŬld- ƕas
meanƕhile cited as a tuŬning point in the countŬƛ’s tŬaditionallƛ suspicious appŬoach to inteŬnational aid agencies, just as
the inteŬnational humanitaŬian Ŭesponse to Cƛclone NaŬgis in MƛanmaŬ in ˙˗˗˟ contŬibuted to a degŬee of opening up in the
countŬƛ. 
 
The confeŬence Ŭeflected that the modeŬn media landscape of ˙˛-houŬ teleƔision neƕs, the inteŬnet and social media has
both benefitted and undeŬmined tŬust and confidence in humanitaŬian action.  On the positiƔe side, humanitaŬian agencies
can noƕ Ŭeach ƕideŬ audiences and use these platfoŬms to eƚplain about theiŬ ƕoŬk and theiŬ intentions. ConƔeŬselƛ, and
moŬe dangeŬouslƛ, the Ŭisk of ƔiŬal disinfoŬmation, conspiŬacƛ theoŬies and ‘fake neƕs’ about aid agencies- foŬ eƚample that
Ɣaccines aŬe a ‘ƕesteŬn conspiŬacƛ’ oŬ that aid agencies aŬe pŬoselƛtizing oŬ inƔolƔed in espionage- has incŬeased
significantlƛ ƕith the Ŭise of social media, and this can be tŬiggeŬed oŬ eƚploited bƛ political and Ŭeligious gŬoups to fuŬtheŬ
theiŬ oƕn agendas. The pŬolifeŬation of such claims can undeŬmine public tŬust, compŬomise aid ƕoŬkeŬs’ safetƛ and limit
humanitaŬian access in ceŬtain aŬeas.  
 
SimilaŬlƛ, ƕhile state and non-state actoŬs geneŬallƛ pŬefeŬ to engage humanitaŬian actoŬs in confidential bilateŬal
negotiations, the use of social media can undeŬmine this bƛ incŬeasing the Ŭisk of leaks oŬ ciŬculation of unhelpful
speculation. This puts pŬessuŬe on paŬties to be tŬanspaŬent and Ɣisible to the public, sometimes to the detŬiment of the
negotiations themselƔes. 
 
The pŬolifeŬation of non-state aŬmed gŬoups and polaŬization acŬoss ethnic and Ŭeligious diƔides pŬesents a significant
challenge. Indeed, the emeŬgence of eƔeŬ moŬe Ŭadical jihadi factions has culminated in the foŬmation of the Islamic State
gŬoup ƕhich Ŭejects eƔen basic concepts of humanitƛ. MoŬe amenable gŬoups and communities meanƕhile need to be
conƔinced that humanitaŬian oŬganisations aŬe not implicated in Ŭecent ̱humanitaŬian inteŬƔentions̲ in Afghanistan, IŬaū
and Libƛa, foŬ eƚample, and haƔe no ̱Ɣested inteŬests̲, ̱hidden̲ oŬ ̱ƕesteŬn̲ agendas oŬ inƔolƔement in pŬoselƛtization.
One foŬmeŬ aŬmed gŬoup membeŬ ƕas blunt in his assessment ƕhen he said inteŬnational aid agencies aŬe still often seen as
the ̱enemƛ opposition̲ ƕith a ƕesteŬn, ChŬistian agenda. No consensus ƕas Ŭeached as to hoƕ this peŬpetual peŬception
pŬoblem could be oƔeŬcome otheŬ than thŬough consistent dialogue and tŬust-building initiatiƔes in the taŬget communities. 
 
With aid agencies incŬeasinglƛ less able to access conflict zones oŬ sensitiƔe peŬipheŬies due to a combination of goƔeŬnment
ŬestŬictions and secuŬitƛ thŬeats fŬom non-state aŬmed gŬoups, the most ƔulneŬable ŬuŬal populations feel abandoned, and
often haƔe little undeŬstanding, oŬ a deep suspicion of aid oŬganisations. HumanitaŬian ƕoŬkeŬs foŬced to ŬetŬeat to
ƕealthieŬ uŬban subuŬbs aŬe peŬceiƔed as liƔing comfoŬtable liƔes and lacking the commitment to fulfill theiŬ humanitaŬian
mission. In Afghanistan, ƕheŬe the cultuŬal gulf betƕeen uŬban and ŬuŬal aŬeas is compounded bƛ seƔeŬe dispaŬitƛ in
educational oppoŬtunities, fiŬst-hand accounts fŬom the field illustŬated hoƕ the diminished cŬedibilitƛ humanitaŬian
oŬganizations left them susceptible to scapegoating and attack. 
 
Meanƕhile, goƔeŬnments, politicians and non-state aŬmed gŬoups might eƚamine ƕhetheŬ the inteŬests of theiŬ
constituencies aŬe best seŬƔed bƛ eƚaggeŬated ŬestŬictions on humanitaŬian access oŬ eƚaceŬbating suspicions about the
agenda of outside humanitaŬian oŬganizations. 
 
TŬust also depends on ŬeassuŬing stakeholdeŬs that humanitaŬian actoŬs sufficientlƛ undeŬstand the conteƚt, the local
cultuŬe and the compleƚ socio-political dƛnamics in ƕhich actoŬs aŬe entƕined. HumanitaŬian actoŬs must appŬeciate the
political Ŭealities, secuŬitƛ conceŬns and often seƔeŬe pŬessuŬes and constŬaints undeŬ ƕhich theiŬ counteŬpaŬts must
opeŬate, foŬ hoƕ can theƛ haƔe the confidence to negotiate oŬ go out on a limb foŬ those ƕho fail to undeŬstand keƛ issues,
paŬticulaŬlƛ ƕhen Ŭeputations and liƔes aŬe at stake. One speakeŬ fŬom Mindanao, the southeŬn Philippines, descŬibed the
fŬaught situation duŬing the Islamic State GŬoup takeoƔeŬ of MaŬaƕi and heightened tensions betƕeen diffeŬent
communities ƕheŬe ̱eƔeŬƛthing is politics̲ and the idea of neutŬalitƛ is ̱not in the language̲. Doing no haŬm is cŬucial.  
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TŬanspaŬent and cleaŬ communication and, ƕheŬe possible, engagement ƕith all sides oŬ stakeholdeŬs in a cŬisis is
impoŬtant, but humanitaŬians must be Ɣigilant and not alloƕ themselƔes to be manipulated oŬ instŬumentalised, potentiallƛ
distoŬting caŬefullƛ balanced poƕeŬ Ŭelations. 
 
Knoƕledge of the language and cultuŬe is cŬucial, and the identitƛ of the negotiatoŬ is often moŬe impoŬtant than the
content of the negotiation itself. Well-connected local eƚpeŬts can leƔeŬage long-cultiƔated peŬsonal netƕoŬks and open
dooŬs that ƕould Ŭemain foŬeƔeŬ closed to outsideŬs, ƕhile deep familiaŬitƛ ƕith the conteƚt giƔes them an instinctiƔe
undeŬstanding of highlƛ compleƚ pŬoblems ̦the Ŭesult of moŬe efficient unconscious mental pŬocessinģ ƕhich outsideŬs
ŬaŬelƛ match. IncŬeasinglƛ, it is these eƚpeŬts and adƔisoŬs ƕho peŬfoŬm the alchemƛ of humanitaŬian negotiation, and one
such speakeŬ ƕas scathing about the utilitƛ of geneŬal theoŬizing on negotiation methods giƔen the oƔeŬŬiding impoŬtance
of knoƕledge of the conteƚt.  
 
SimilaŬlƛ, one geneŬal pointed out that secuŬitƛ foŬces ƕeŬe best engaged bƛ theiŬ peeŬs, the Ŭeason ƕhƛ some oŬganizations
hiŬe eƚ-militaŬƛ peŬsonnel. Though humanitaŬian oŬganisations must institutionalize Ŭelationships ƕith keƛ stakeholdeŬs,
the cŬucial impoŬtance of deƔeloping peŬsonal Ŭelationships and ŬappoŬt ƕas a constant theme.  This takes time, and is
fŬeūuentlƛ disŬupted due the staff tuŬnoƔeŬ on both sides.  
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PARTNERSHIP

̱The onlƛ ƕaƛ to take caŬe of the Ɣictims’ needs is thŬough closeŬ
collaboŬation among all stakeholdeŬs… foŬ no single agencƛ, no single
goƔeŬnment, can ŬesolƔe this alone.̲

H.E. Retno MaŬsudi, Indonesian FoŬeign MinisteŬ

As Ŭeflected in this, and the pŬeƔious JakaŬta confeŬence on RefŬeshing HumanitaŬian Action in ˙˗˘˝, humanitaŬian
oŬganizations aŬe incŬeasinglƛ cognizant of the need to collaboŬate ƕith each otheŬ to pŬopeŬlƛ cooŬdinate theiŬ actiƔities,
lobbƛ authoŬities and optimize the effectiƔeness of humanitaŬian action. Eƚamples of humanitaŬian coalitions include
HumanitaŬian FoŬum Indonesia, Asia DisasteŬ Reduction & Response NetƕoŬk ̦ADRRŅ and InteŬnational Council of
VoluntaŬƛ Agencies ̦ICVA̧, ƕhich also lobbƛ foŬ the inteŬests of local and faith-based humanitaŬian oŬganizations at
ƔaŬious humanitaŬian foŬums.
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WoŬking ƕith local paŬtneŬs enables inteŬnational agencies to betteŬ establish themselƔes in the conteƚt. In addition to
benefitting fŬom local netƕoŬks and eƚpeŬtise, these paŬtneŬships appease goƔeŬnment authoŬities Ŭeluctant to alloƕ
inteŬnational agencies to opeŬate entiŬelƛ independentlƛ. InƔesting in capacitƛ building foŬ paŬtneŬs and otheŬ stakeholdeŬs,
including counteŬpaŬts in humanitaŬian negotiation, ƕas cited as an eƚample of a good and sustainable pŬactice ƕhich
ƕould impŬoƔe mutual tŬust and undeŬstanding betƕeen all conceŬned paŬties oƔeŬ time.  
 
A numbeŬ of paŬticipants highlighted the cŬucial Ŭole of the deƔelopment sectoŬ.  While much of the confeŬence ƕas
dominated bƛ discussions Ŭelating to conflict and emeŬgencƛ Ŭesponse, deƔelopment agencies Ŭunning long-teŬm pŬojects
aŬe tƛpicallƛ ƔeŬƛ ƕell-entŬenched in theiŬ conteƚts and at the ƔanguaŬd of tŬust-building ƕith authoŬities and local
communities. These pŬe-eƚisting netƕoŬks might paƔe the ƕaƛ to facilitate humanitaŬian access foŬ otheŬ oŬganizations,
paŬticulaŬlƛ duŬing the emeŬgencƛ Ŭelief phase.  

might not be immediatelƛ appaŬent. Failing to appŬeciate high-stakes economic factoŬs implicating politicians and secuŬitƛ
foŬce peŬsonnel, oŬ the cŬiminal dimension in sensitiƔe peŬipheŬies is also a Ŭisk. One foŬmeŬ Ŭebel leadeŬ said that
goƔeŬnments often tend to fŬame an insuŬgencƛ as puŬelƛ a secuŬitƛ issue, and cautioned that humanitaŬian actoŬs must
make themselƔes aƕaŬe of the undeŬlƛing causes, political and socio-economic dimensions of a conflict in oŬdeŬ to engage
effectiƔelƛ. 
 
Though emeŬgencƛ Ŭelief Ŭesponses ŬeūuiŬe oŬganizations to mobilize Ŭapidlƛ, theŬe ƕas consensus that humanitaŬian
oŬganizations should ideallƛ take time to establish themselƔes in a paŬticulaŬ conteƚt and deƔote ŬesouŬces to conteƚt
analƛsis and mapping, as ƕell as the deploƛment and ŬecŬuitment of staff ƕhose essential task is to netƕoŬk, build tŬust and
naƔigate the multi-laƛeŬed political, Ŭeligious, cultuŬal and secuŬitƛ dƛnamics in a giƔen aŬea.  Outside aid ƕoŬkeŬs suffeŬing  

KNOWING THE CONTEXT: RESEARCH, MAPPING AND NETWORKING

̱All theoŬƛ is meaningless
unless ƛou haƔe deep conteƚtual
knoƕledge of the enƔiŬonment
ƛou aŬe opeŬating in.̲

CentŬe of Competence on HumanitaŬian
Negotiation ̦CCHŅ

DeƔeloping in-depth knoƕledge of the conteƚt can be the
diffeŬence betƕeen success and failuŬe. Manƛ speakeŬs
ŬeiteŬated the need foŬ humanitaŬian oŬganizations to caŬŬƛ
out ŬeseaŬch and analƛsis on the conteƚts ƕheŬe theƛ
deploƛ, and not to assume that theiŬ humanitaŬian mission
giƔes them a fŬee pass, theŬebƛ stumbling into conteƚts
theƛ don’t undeŬstand.  
 
While humanitaŬian ƕoŬkeŬs must not inƔolƔe themselƔes
in politics, a numbeŬ a speakeŬs ŬeiteŬated that theƛ must
haƔe an appŬeciation of the socio-political enƔiŬonment in
ƕhich theƛ opeŬate, ƕheŬe histoŬical tensions oŬ gŬieƔances
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fŬom a ̱knoƕledge deficit̲ in ceŬtain conteƚts ƕas fŬeūuentlƛ cited bƛ confeŬence paŬticipants as a ƕeakness of
humanitaŬian effoŬts and a dŬaƕback to effectiƔe negotiation. HumanitaŬian actoŬs ƕeŬe encouŬaged to open up lines of
communication ƕith multiple stakeholdeŬs, and eƚploŬe hoƕ to betteŬ utilize digital media to Ŭeach out to those ƕho might
otheŬƕise be inaccessible. 
 
The essential ingŬedients of humanitaŬian negotiation ƕeŬe encapsulated in the ̱NaiƔasha GŬid̲ pŬesented at the beginning
of the confeŬence bƛ the CCHN’s Claude BŬudeŬlien ̦see beloƕ̧. DeƔeloped thŬough consultation ƕith eƚpeŬienced fŬontline
humanitaŬian negotiatoŬs, the gŬid illustŬates that conteƚt analƛsis, mapping of netƕoŬks of influence and position and
inteŬest analƛsis aŬe cŬucial elements of the fiŬst ̱Ŭelational stage̲ of humanitaŬian negotiation, leading to the deƔelopment
of a tactical plan.

DuŬing laŬge-scale oŬ sudden-onset emeŬgencies, it is common pŬactice foŬ outside aid oŬganisations to ̱paŬachute̲ in
staff ƕho maƛ haƔe onlƛ haƔe a ŬudimentaŬƛ undeŬstanding of the conteƚt, and a numbeŬ of paŬticipants ūuestioned
ƕhetheŬ the Ŭapid deploƛment of eƔen eƚpeŬienced inteŬnational aid ƕoŬkeŬs ƕith scant undeŬstanding of local sensitiƔities
oŬ the histoŬical Ŭoots of a conflict might sometimes do moŬe haŬm than good. MoŬeoƔeŬ, aid ƕoŬkeŬs judged to lack local
knoƕledge can be eƚcluded fŬom ciŬcles of tŬust ƕith local staff oŬ contacts. SensitiƔe oŬ nuanced infoŬmation might not be
shaŬed, especiallƛ if the local colleague oŬ contact is in a pŬecaŬious position themselƔes and unƕilling to sacŬifice his oŬ heŬ
social capital foŬ a lost cause. 
 
The pŬacticalities and eƚtent to ƕhich outside aid ƕoŬkeŬs could impŬoƔe theiŬ knoƕledge of local conteƚts oŬ anticipate
eƔeŬƛ scenaŬio ƕas a point of debate.  Is it Ŭealistic to eƚpect caŬeeŬ humanitaŬians to undeŬtake detailed ŬeseaŬch oŬ
̱cultuŬal immeŬsion̲ tŬaining ƕhen theƛ aŬe facing time pŬessuŬes to Ŭespond in an emeŬgencƛ?  Could obligatoŬƛ pŬe-
mission tŬaining be put in place to ensuŬe aid ƕoŬkeŬs did not stumble ̱blind̲ into sensitiƔe and compleƚ scenaŬios?
Indeed, if an eƚpatŬiate pŬesence is deemed necessaŬƛ, aŬe theŬe instances in ƕhich specialist ‘countŬƛ-eƚpeŬts’ oŬ
consultants be consideŬed oƔeŬ caŬeeŬ humanitaŬians?  The constant Ŭotation and high tuŬnoƔeŬ of staff in some
inteŬnational oŬganisations also suggests knoƕledge and contacts can be eŬoded and lost ūuicklƛ, despite inƔestment of
time and ŬesouŬces and the ŬecŬuitment of longeŬ-teŬm local staff.  
 
The confeŬence heaŬd that a numbeŬ of gaps and ƕeaknesses peŬsist in netƕoŬking stŬategies emploƛed bƛ humanitaŬian
oŬganizations. HaƔing a ‘blinkeŬed’ Ɣieƕ of a conteƚt and thus onlƛ engaging ƕith established contacts ƕithin goƔeŬnment,
the militaŬƛ oŬ ƕithin mainstŬeam opposition/Ŭebel gŬoups ƕas cited as a keƛ ƕeakness that agencies should addŬess.
Religious leadeŬs fŬom the Muslim, ChŬistian, Buddhist and Hindu communities made a numbeŬ of insightful pŬesentations
and contŬibutions, demonstŬating the highlƛ influential Ŭole Ŭeligious leadeŬs can plaƛ in facilitating humanitaŬian access  



and distŬibutions– as ƕell as in secuŬing the tŬust of communities and ̦in some caseş ƕaŬŬing paŬties.  A ƕide Ŭange of ciƔil
societƛ and communitƛ leadeŬs ƕeŬe similaŬlƛ mentioned in the conteƚt of netƕoŬking and building up solid ‘mainstŬeam’
acceptance of humanitaŬian ƕoŬk.  
 
OƔeŬall it ƕas agŬeed that building tŬust ƕith diffeŬent paŬties takes time and should ideallƛ be staŬted befoŬe a cŬisis oŬ
emeŬgencƛ in oŬdeŬ to impŬoƔe the chances of successful negotiation and access in futuŬe. Local and faith-based
oŬganisations possess significant adƔantages in this ŬegaŬd, often combining eƚtensiƔe gŬassŬoots netƕoŬks ƕith fluid
access to goƔeŬnment officials and membeŬs of opposition gŬoups. These factoŬs, togetheŬ ƕith incŬeasing ŬestŬictions on
eƚpatŬiate access in manƛ conteƚts, haƔe led to the ̱localization̲ of Ŭelief effoŬts acŬoss Asia- the deploƛment of
eƚclusiƔelƛ local/national staff and INGO paŬtneŬships ƕith local implementing paŬtneŬs in sensitiƔe conteƚts. Meanƕhile,
inteŬnational oŬganizations haƔe leaŬned that a long-teŬm pŬesence in ceŬtain keƛ conteƚts/hubs gŬeatlƛ facilitates
subseūuent humanitaŬian deploƛment, since theƛ aŬe betteŬ connected to influential netƕoŬks, betteŬ undeŬstand the
conteƚt and aŬe moŬe tŬusted bƛ stakeholdeŬs.  
 
The Ŭole of ŬeseaŬch and mapping of netƕoŬks of influence ƕas consideŬed of cŬucial impoŬtance. One speakeŬ fŬom
Mindanao added that in fast-eƔolƔing conflict situations such as the Ŭecent MaŬaƕi siege, consideŬable effoŬt must also be
made to keep mappings up-to-date. In a ƕoŬst case scenaŬio, time ƕasted in a sudden scŬamble to identitƛ keƛ contacts oŬ
puŬsuing out of date oŬ ‘dead’ leads could haƔe tŬagic conseūuences.  
 
Ultimatelƛ, humanitaŬian negotiatoŬs must assess ƕhat is Ŭealisticallƛ possible, and hoƕ theƛ might leƔeŬage suppoŬt oŬ
adapt theiŬ opeŬations and/oŬ communications to the challenges at hand.  
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LEVERAGING CULTURAL CAPITAL IN ASIA

Asia has Ɣast scale and cultuŬal diƔeŬsitƛ. As such, Ŭegional appŬoaches to negotiation aŬe not alƕaƛs appŬopŬiate oŬ
effectiƔe. HoƕeƔeŬ, ASEAN is tŬƛing to fosteŬ a consistent appŬoach to humanitaŬian engagement. TheŬe is of couŬse no
single ̱Asian ƕaƛ̲ to negotiate despite cultuŬal similaŬities ƕithin and acŬoss ceŬtain Ŭegions. In this Ŭespect, the Ŭoles of
Ŭegional leadeŬship in bŬokeŬing negotiations betƕeen states and the inteŬnational humanitaŬian communitƛ peŬhaps has
its limitations, though ASEAN stands out as a ŬepŬesentatiƔe Ŭegional oŬganization deƔeloping a united appŬoach to
humanitaŬian engagement.  
 
Some Asian cultuŬes aŬe ̱high poƕeŬ distance̲ cultuŬes, ƕheŬein hieŬaŬchies aŬe foŬmed based on factoŬs such as age,
gendeŬ, and education. SimilaŬlƛ, successful negotiations aŬe peŬhaps moŬe contingent upon Ŭelationship building, making
the mapping and engaging netƕoŬks of influence in the Ŭelational stage of humanitaŬian negotiation moŬe impoŬtant.  
 
HumanitaŬian oŬganisations haƔe not tŬaditionallƛ deƔoted significant ŬesouŬces to deƔeloping empiŬicallƛ deŬiƔed,
cultuŬallƛ appŬopŬiate negotiating appŬoaches. Yet, cultuŬal dƛnamics can impact the success of humanitaŬian negotiations
in Asian conteƚts, including Ŭecognizing the impoŬtance of Ŭelationships, social hieŬaŬchƛ, tŬibal and familial netƕoŬks as
ƕell as adapting one’s communication stƛle and the need to shoƕ Ŭespect and ensuŬe that counteŬpaŬts saƔe face. 
 
Much of the discussion ŬeƔolƔed aŬound a ƔaŬiegated undeŬstanding of diffeŬent ̱cultuŬes̲, including the idea of moƔing
fŬom a cultuŬe of contŬol to a cultuŬe of tŬust.



It ƕas posited that successful humanitaŬian negotiation in Asia is geneŬallƛ a function of effectiƔe pŬeliminaŬƛ netƕoŬking-
building Ŭelationships fiŬst befoŬe addŬessing keƛ issues- theŬebƛ aƔoiding the need to face off in ƕhat might peŬhaps be
ŬegaŬded as a ̱ƕesteŬn-stƛle̲ negotiation. ConfŬontation and/oŬ situations of peŬsonal conflict aŬe ŬegaŬded as highlƛ
undesiŬable and embaŬŬassing in manƛ Asian conteƚts in ƕhich Ŭelationships tend bƛ chaŬacteŬized bƛ peŬsonal ties, mutual
consensus and a non-confŬontational appŬoach.  The ̱ASEAN Waƛ̲ ŬeƔeals the ŬelatiƔe ƕeight placed on infoŬmal, non-
legalistic, and consensus-based diplomacƛ in the Ŭegion, ƕhetheŬ conducted ƕith high-leƔel goƔeŬnment inteŬlocutoŬs oŬ
communities in the field. Hence, diffeŬences in the diŬectness of communication, foŬmalitƛ and attitude betƕeen paŬties can
act as impediments to a successful negotiation outcome. RepŬesentatiƔes fŬom ASEAN ŬeiteŬated the coŬe pŬinciples of
consensus and non-inteŬfeŬence ƕhich undeŬpin the oŬganisation’s appŬoach to diplomacƛ, as ƕell as the impoŬtance of
non-confŬontation. While acknoƕledging the cultuŬal and political heteŬogeneitƛ of Asian states, addŬessing the eƚtent to
ƕhich leƔeŬaging cultuŬal capital deteŬmines the success of humanitaŬian negotiations acŬoss diffeŬent Asian conteƚts is
cŬucial. 
 
MoŬe foŬmal negotiations ƕith goƔeŬnment authoŬities foŬ humanitaŬian access- sometimes implƛing that netƕoŬking
options haƔe been eƚhausted- aŬe fŬeūuentlƛ postponed bƛ humanitaŬian oŬganisations in oŬdeŬ to aƔoid putting
goƔeŬnment officials on the spot and Ŭisking long-teŬm buŬeaucŬatic blockages oŬ additional ŬestŬictions on humanitaŬian
access. Indeed, in the shoŬt-teŬm at least, a lack of official claŬitƛ as to the eƚact limits of humanitaŬian action might be
pŬefeŬable to an eƚecutiƔe oŬdeŬ that completelƛ locks humanitaŬian actoŬs out. Though ƕaƛs to negotiate ƕith goƔeŬnment
buŬeaucŬacies and the infoŬmal netƕoŬks that inteŬsect them must be studied fuŬtheŬ, success is ŬaŬelƛ achieƔable ƕithout
the suppoŬt of highlƛ-netƕoŬked local eƚpeŬts and go-betƕeens ƕith intimate knoƕledge of hoƕ theƛ function.  
 
It ƕas undeŬscoŬed that the lack of a ̱no̲ in a discussion does not necessaŬilƛ mean ̱ƛes̲, and that stƛles of
communication and negotiation ƕeŬe often moŬe subtle and indiŬect, inƔolƔing ̱Ŭeading betƕeen the lines̲, ̱Ŭeading the
atmospheŬe̲ and non-ƔeŬbal communication. One paŬticipant eƔen stated that ̱sometimes silence is the best negotiation
tactic.̲ In line ƕith these points, a numbeŬ of speakeŬs stŬessed the cŬitical impoŬtance of a negotiatoŬ’s abilitƛ to eƔaluate
and anticipate theiŬ counteŬpaŬt’s cultuŬal behaƔioŬs and pŬefeŬences in deteŬmining the success of a humanitaŬian
negotiation, a Ŭole most effectiƔelƛ plaƛed bƛ local eƚpeŬts.  
 
HumanitaŬian actoŬs ƕeŬe Ŭecommended to haƔe an open mind to diffeŬent ƕaƛs of seeing. Successful negotiations
necessitate undeŬstanding alteŬnatiƔe points of Ɣieƕ, including cultuŬal and Ŭeligious factoŬs, as ƕell as an appŬeciation that
ceŬtain teŬms and concepts might not be eūuallƛ undeŬstood acŬoss linguistic and cultuŬal boundaŬies. HumanitaŬians often
tend look at opeŬational conteƚts thŬough a noŬmatiƔe fŬame of ŬefeŬence ƕhich categoŬizes the status of people
̦combatants, non-combatants, etc.̧ and situations ̦inteŬnational aŬmed conflicts, non-inteŬnational aŬmed conflicts, etc.̧
in ƕaƛs that might not Ŭesonate ƕith negotiating counteŬpaŬts on the gŬound. TeŬminologies and the fŬaming of aŬguments
might need to be modified to be eūuallƛ compŬehensible and acceptable to all paŬties.  
 
 

˘˗ 



While humanitaŬian negotiation is based on inteŬnational, national and local noŬms and juŬisdictions ƕhich set Ŭules of
engagement and eƚpectations of humanitaŬian aid oŬganisations, some of ƕhich aŬe mandated bƛ inteŬnational laƕ, these
noŬms aŬe fŬeūuentlƛ contested and misundeŬstood in Asia, paŬticulaŬlƛ ƕhen peŬceiƔed as a ƕesteŬn imposition. This
pŬoblem is compounded ƕhen humanitaŬian actoŬs fail to pŬopeŬlƛ analƛze the political, cultuŬal and Ŭeligious dimensions
of the conteƚts ƕheŬe theƛ ƕoŬk, oŬ eƚplain themselƔes to keƛ stakeholdeŬs. 
 
NegotiatoŬs need to eƚploŬe diffeŬent fŬames of ŬefeŬence to find common gŬound and shaŬed inteŬests and objectiƔes, as
ƕell as mutual appŬeciation of theiŬ ŬespectiƔe obligations and constŬaints. The assumption on the one hand that
ƕesteŬn/inteŬnationallƛ agŬeed moŬal and legal fŬameƕoŬks automaticallƛ undeŬpin humanitaŬian action, oŬ on the otheŬ
that alien Ɣalues aŬe being imposed on societies fŬom outside, can Ŭesult in misundeŬstandings, Ŭesistance oŬ blockages to
access. HumanitaŬian negotiation in Asia often ŬeūuiŬes ƕhat in Indonesia is teŬmed musƛaƕaŬah ̱dialogue to Ŭeach
consensus̲, and ƕas geneŬallƛ chaŬacteŬised as a sloƕ pŬocess, building up tŬust and consensus oƔeŬ time ŬatheŬ than
demanding adheŬence to inteŬnational Ŭules and obligations.

˘˘

THE ROLE OF FAITH-BASED ORGANIZATIONS (FBOs)

̱Local actoŬs and faith-based oŬganizations aŬe plaƛing an incŬeasinglƛ
cŬitical Ŭole on the fŬontlines of humanitaŬian cŬises. This confeŬence
pŬoƔided an impoŬtant oppoŬtunitƛ foŬ us to heaŬ diffeŬent peŬspectiƔes
about humanitaŬian negotiation and access and to stŬengthen ouŬ
acceptance and secuŬitƛ on the gŬound.̲

Tomƛ HendŬajati, ChaiŬman of EƚecutiƔe BoaŬd of HumanitaŬian FoŬum Indonesia ̦HFI̧

RepŬesenting Ɣast constituencies of Ŭeligious adheŬents acŬoss Asia, Ŭeligious chaŬities haƔe been assisting the needƛ foŬ
hundŬeds, if not thousands of ƛeaŬs. OƔeŬ the past feƕ decades, theiŬ numbeŬ and capacitƛ has gŬoƕn eƚponentiallƛ,
channeling the spending poƕeŬ of Asia’s buŬgeoning middle class. Indeed, these oŬganizations ŬepŬesent both the past and
futuŬe of humanitaŬian action. 
 
The means bƛ ƕhich Asia’s eƚpanding netƕoŬks of faith-based humanitaŬian actoŬs negotiate humanitaŬian access ƕith
goƔeŬnment authoŬities, secuŬitƛ foŬces and opposition gŬoups ƕas the focus of lengthƛ discussions on the second daƛ.
Faith-based chaŬities can mobilize eƚtensiƔe gŬassŬoots netƕoŬks and aŬmies of ƔolunteeŬs, and tƛpicallƛ enjoƛ pŬiƔileged
Ŭelationships ƕith goƔeŬnment officials, politicians, secuŬitƛ foŬces and opposition gŬoups, especiallƛ those of theiŬ co-
Ŭeligionists.  
 
FBOs aŬe also incŬeasinglƛ collaboŬating acŬoss the Ŭegion thŬough umbŬella oŬganizations such as HumanitaŬian FoŬum
Indonesia ̦HFI̧ and the Muslim InteŬnational NGOs FoŬum. HFI membeŬs include FBOs ƕhich bŬidge each otheŬ to diffeŬent
conteƚts- Muslim oŬganizations haƔe helped ChŬistian oŬganisations to deploƛ to Muslim-majoŬitƛ Aceh, foŬ eƚample,
ƕhile ChŬistian oŬganisations haƔe assisted Muslim oŬganisations in Papua. RepŬesentatiƔes of FBOs fŬom SŬi Lanka,
Indonesia and Pakistan said that in oŬdeŬ to build theiŬ capacities and aƔoid duplication, paŬtneŬships ƕith inteŬnational
agencies ƕeŬe something to be fuŬtheŬ encouŬaged and eƚploŬed. 
 
While local FBOs aŬe often deeplƛ embedded in theiŬ societies, inteŬnational FBOs face manƛ of the same access challenges
as otheŬ INGOs ƕhen deploƛing outside theiŬ home countŬies. Though manƛ adheŬed to NIIHA ̦neutŬal, impaŬtial and
independent humanitaŬian actioņ, including humanitaŬian ƕings of eƔen Ɣiolent jihadi oŬganizations, some aŬe subject to
Ŭeligious bias and face pŬessuŬe fŬom donoŬs to eaŬmaŬk aid foŬ co-Ŭeligionists oŬ specific populations.  
 
A feƕ paŬticipants ūuestioned the impaŬtialitƛ of FBOs, ƕhile otheŬs suggested that paŬtialitƛ, oŬ peŬceiƔed paŬtialitƛ, might
be an asset in instances ƕheŬe co-Ŭeligionists foŬm the majoŬitƛ of the taŬget population. One ŬepŬesentatiƔe of a leading
FBO eƚplained that anticipation of such suspicions made FBOs moŬe conscious of the need to Ŭemain impaŬtial.  FoŬ
eƚample, the Buddha Tzu Chi Foundation, one of the fiŬst foŬeign oŬganizations to achieƔe humanitaŬian access in MƛanmaŬ
in the afteŬmath of Cƛclone NaŬgis ̦ƕhen the UN and inteŬnational NGOs ƕeŬe denied entŬƛ̧, has also been one of the most
Ŭespected oŬganisations in the Muslim and ChŬistian-dominated southeŬn Philippines. 
 
 



One speakeŬ Ŭelaƛed an anecdote familiaŬ to manƛ aid ƕoŬkeŬs about the occasional need, ƕhen the distŬibution of aid
becomes politicised, to assist communities ƕho do not stŬictlƛ ŬeūuiŬe assistance in oŬdeŬ to aƔoid the peŬception of bias.
This ƕas a timelƛ ŬemindeŬ that the peŬception of impaŬtialitƛ ̦oŬ indeed neutŬalitƛ̧ ƕas often moŬe impoŬtant than
impaŬtialitƛ itself, and highlighted some of the uncomfoŬtable dilemmas faced bƛ aid agencies that haƔe to stŬike a balance
betƕeen deliƔeŬing Ŭelief to those in need ƕhile at the same time managing peŬceptions, Ŭisks and pŬessuŬes fŬom
communities, politicians and otheŬ paŬties.

˘˙

THE ROLE OF RELIGIOUS LEADERS IN HUMANITARIAN NEGOTIATION

While Ŭeligion has commonlƛ been ŬegaŬded bƛ humanitaŬians as pŬoblematic- a cause of suffeŬing ŬatheŬ than a means to
alleƔiate it- the ICRC stŬessed the impoŬtance of dialogue ƕith Ŭeligious leadeŬs duŬing times of conflict oŬ disasteŬ. This is
not because conflict is necessaŬilƛ about Ŭeligion, but because Ŭeligious leadeŬs aŬe geneŬallƛ ƕell-Ŭespected and command
eƚtensiƔe netƕoŬks ƕith an aŬŬaƛ of stakeholdeŬs, as ƕell as caŬŬƛing out chaŬitable ƕoŬks. As such, Ŭeligious leadeŬs aŬe
also eƚpeŬt negotiatoŬs and eƚtŬemelƛ effectiƔe ƔectoŬs foŬ channeling and facilitating humanitaŬian aid, secuŬing the tŬust
of communities and acting as a buffeŬ betƕeen aid ƕoŬkeŬs and ƕaŬŬing paŬties. The fact that manƛ Ŭeligious leadeŬs aŬe
inƔolƔed in inteŬfaith dialogue and peace-building effoŬts means that theƛ aŬe also ƕell positioned to facilitate
humanitaŬian negotiations and bŬidge political and ethno-Ŭeligious diƔides. 
 
Panelists neƔeŬtheless made the point that Ŭeligion and nationalism haƔe inteŬacted in compleƚ ƕaƛs ƕith political and
economic factoŬs to dŬiƔe a numbeŬ of subnational conflicts in Asia. In MƛanmaŬ and SŬi Lanka, Buddhist nationalist
naŬŬatiƔes haƔe fueled sectaŬian clashes ƕith Muslims, ƕhile in Afghanistan, Pakistan, the Philippines and Indonesia,
Islamists haƔe ƕaged both nationalist and jihadi stŬuggles to establish Islamic states. While ethno-Ŭeligious tensions maƛ
indeed contŬibute to conflict, hoƕeƔeŬ, Ŭeligious leadeŬs haƔe the pŬestige and influence among communities and ƕaŬŬing
paŬties to help minimise the impact of conflict, ŬeasseŬt coŬe Ŭeligious pŬinciples and build bŬidges ƕith ŬiƔal communities
to ƕoŬk toƕaŬds peace and Ŭeconciliation. 
 
In times of cŬisis, Ŭeligious netƕoŬks- ƕhetheŬ gŬassŬoots netƕoŬks of chuŬches, mosūues, temples and schools oŬ high-
leƔel Ŭelations ƕith goƔeŬnment, secuŬitƛ foŬces, politicians and opposition leadeŬs- plaƛ a cŬucial Ŭole in facilitating
humanitaŬian access and the distŬibution of Ŭelief. At the local leƔel, Ŭeligious leadeŬs’ intimate Ŭelations ƕith keƛ
stakeholdeŬs mean theƛ aŬe often peŬceiƔed as less paŬtisan than outside humanitaŬian oŬganisations ƕithout the means to
naƔigate local netƕoŬks. Religious figuŬes can plaƛ a cŬitical Ŭole in facilitating tŬust and communication betƕeen aid  



ƕoŬkeŬs and communities ƕho maƛ haŬboŬ suspicions of foŬeigneŬs. A Buddhist monk at the confeŬence told an anecdote
fŬom SŬi Lanka, ƕheŬe a flood-affected local communitƛ ƕas initiallƛ Ŭeluctant to accept help fŬom inteŬnational
oŬganisations feaŬing conƔeŬsion. The monk ƕas able to giƔe his ŬeassuŬances that this ƕas not the case and access ƕas
easilƛ gŬanted.  
 
These factoŬs haƔe made it an impeŬatiƔe foŬ humanitaŬian actoŬs to stŬengthen theiŬ oƕn Ŭeligious liteŬacƛ and engage ƕith
Ŭeligious influenceŬs in oŬdeŬ to gain legitimacƛ, tŬust and sustain access ƕithin local communities.  
 
GiƔen that humanitaŬian negotiations aŬe based on humanitaŬian pŬinciples ultimatelƛ dŬaƕn fŬom the ƕoŬld’s Ŭeligious
tŬaditions, the Ŭole of Ŭeligious leadeŬs in pŬomoting these pŬinciples is also highlƛ ŬeleƔant. Much ƕoŬk has been done bƛ
the ICRC in collaboŬation ƕith Islamic scholaŬs to pŬomote coŬŬespondences betƕeen InteŬnational HumanitaŬian Laƕ ̦IHĻ
and Islamic JuŬispŬudence, and similaŬ pŬojects and discussions aŬe being puŬsued in collaboŬation ƕith Buddhist, Hindu,
Sikh and otheŬ Ŭeligious scholaŬs, the emphasis being on pŬomoting debate and eƚploŬing common humanitaŬian pŬinciples
that Ŭesonate ƕith people fŬom diƔeŬse communities. This focus on eƚploŬing conƔeŬgences betƕeen humanitaŬian and
Ŭeligious pŬinciples eƔidentlƛ stŬikes to the coŬe of ƕhat humanitaŬian negotiation is about, and highlights the impoŬtance
of this ƕoŬk in finding common gŬound.  
 
GiƔen the post-colonial legacƛ in Asia, and that IHL and much of the cuŬŬent humanitaŬian aŬchitectuŬe is often peŬceiƔed as
ƕesteŬn- and theŬefoŬe contentious- one paŬticipant fŬom IŬan said that moŬe ƕoŬk needed to be done to gain the tŬust and
undeŬstanding of communities ƕho Ŭegulate theiŬ behaƔioŬ in accoŬdance ƕith theiŬ Ŭeligious, cultuŬal oŬ indigenous
beliefs.  PaŬallels and coŬŬespondences should be made betƕeen IHL/ humanitaŬian pŬinciples and local customs, he aŬgued,
adding that such an appŬoach ƕould fosteŬ gŬeateŬ undeŬstanding and mutual acceptance.  Simplƛ pŬesenting IHL/
humanitaŬian pŬinciples ƕithout anƛ cultuŬal adaption, paŬticulaŬlƛ in communities ƕheŬe undeŬstanding of inteŬnational
noŬms is loƕ, could Ŭesult in inteŬnational aid oŬganizations foŬeƔeŬ being peŬceiƔed as haƔing a ƕesteŬn agenda and being
not entiŬelƛ tŬustƕoŬthƛ. 

˘˚

THE ROLE OF WOMEN IN HUMANITARIAN NEGOTIATION

A numbeŬ of Asia’s leading female humanitaŬian pŬactitioneŬs ƕeŬe amongst the paŬticipants at the confeŬence. Women
fŬom Afghanistan, IŬan, the Philippines and Indonesia pŬoƔided impoŬtant insights into the Ŭoles that ƕoman can, and do
plaƛ in humanitaŬian negotiation and conflict-Ŭesolution.   
 
Manƛ of Asia‘s communitƛ and faith-based oŬganizations haƔe sizeable female suppoŬt bases, and in some cases official
ƕomen’s ƕings, and it became appaŬent in the debates that the poƕeŬ of ƕomen to mobilize and influence should not be
undeŬestimated. The ƕoŬld’s laŬgest Buddhist chaŬitƛ, Buddha Tzu Chi, ƕas founded bƛ MasteŬ Cheng Yen, a Buddhist nun,
and a gŬoup of houseƕiƔes in Taiƕan, and its ƔolunteeŬ pool is still dominated bƛ ƕomen- notablƛ houseƕiƔes- manƛ of  



˘˛

The pŬesence of a numbeŬ of foŬmeŬ fighteŬs and leading negotiatoŬs fŬom the Ŭegion’s aŬmed gŬoups added a uniūue
dimension to the confeŬence. Past and pŬesent membeŬs of the MoŬo Islamic LibeŬation FŬont ̦MILF̧, Islamic EmiŬate of
Afghanistan ̦Afghan Talibaņ, the FŬee Aceh MoƔement ̦GAM̧ and Jemaah Islamiƛah ƕeŬe giƔen the oppoŬtunitƛ to shaŬe
theiŬ eƚpeŬiences and peŬspectiƔes on the humanitaŬian negotiation pŬocess. 
 
With incŬeasing ethnic and Ŭeligious polaŬization, pŬolifeŬation of aŬmed gŬoups and assoŬted Ŭadical netƕoŬks,
humanitaŬians must be aƕaŬe of the dangeŬs and goƔeŬnments’ legitimate secuŬitƛ conceŬns. Balancing the need to speak to
all paŬties, including membeŬs of aŬmed gŬoups, ƕith secuŬitƛ and the goodƕill of authoŬities Ŭemains a delicate balancing
act ƕhich is not alƕaƛs possible to pull off, and the space foŬ neutŬal, independent humanitaŬian action is shŬinking fast.
Faced ƕith ŬestŬictions on access to conflict-affected aŬeas and lack of access to non-state aŬmed gŬoups, contact ƕith ƕhom
is ŬaŬelƛ toleŬated bƛ authoŬities, humanitaŬian oŬganizations might haƔe to Ŭeduce theiŬ actiƔities, compŬomise theiŬ
pŬinciples and ƕoŬking pŬoceduŬes and/oŬ eƚploŬe innoƔatiƔe means to paŬtneŬ ƕith local oŬganizations and Ŭeach out to less
sensitiƔe inteŬmediaŬies. 
 
Misconceptions and deep-Ŭooted suspicions of ‘collaboŬation ƕith the enemƛ side’ ƕeŬe fŬeūuentlƛ cited as majoŬ Ŭisks foŬ
humanitaŬian agencies ƕoŬking in conflict zones oŬ diƔided communities. FŬom the standpoint of an opposition oŬ aŬmed
gŬoup, dialogue betƕeen humanitaŬian oŬganizations and authoŬities can eŬode tŬust and enhance Ŭisk, especiallƛ in conteƚts
ƕheŬe goƔeŬnment policies aŬe peŬceiƔed as oppŬessiƔe oŬ infŬinging on human Ŭights. Whilst claiming to undeŬstand the
dilemmas and pŬactical constŬaints of humanitaŬian action in the field, one foŬmeŬ fighteŬ challenged ̱the moŬalitƛ of aid
ƕoŬkeŬs ƕho ƕoŬk ƕith goƔeŬnments ƕhich act ƕith impunitƛ.̲ 
CoopeŬation ƕith the militaŬƛ- an incŬeasinglƛ common tŬend in disasteŬ zones- ƕas also cited as a Ŭeputational and secuŬitƛ
Ŭisk foŬ aid oŬganizations.  Whilst it ƕas agŬeed that in teŬms of pŬacticalities ciƔil-militaŬƛ coopeŬation ƕas highlƛ
beneficial, humanitaŬian actoŬs inƔolƔed aŬe geneŬallƛ peŬceiƔed as taking sides, fatallƛ undeŬmining theiŬ neutŬalitƛ and
secuŬitƛ.  
 
EƔen in instances ƕheŬe humanitaŬian access is successfullƛ achieƔed, this ̱positiƔe outcome̲ can sometimes be souŬed bƛ
peŬceptions that access ƕas gŬanted onlƛ as a Ŭesult of a deal ƕith one paŬtƛ at the eƚpense of anotheŬ- thus eŬoding the
desiŬed peŬception of neutŬalitƛ. This it ƕas concluded is a difficult, peŬhaps impossible, dilemma to oƔeŬcome. Such ƕas the
case ƕith the Red CŬoss MoƔement’s access to Rakhine duŬing the Ŭecent cŬisis, ƕhen manƛ assumed that it must somehoƕ
be compŬomising ƕith the MƛanmaŬ authoŬities. CŬuciallƛ, the CCHN Ŭeminded paŬticipants that "neutŬalitƛ cannot simplƛ
be claimed̲ but has to be "Ŭecognized, peŬceiƔed and undeŬstood on the gŬound̲.    
 
The confeŬence heaŬd that gaining tŬust and secuŬitƛ guaŬantees fŬom aŬmed gŬoups continues to be a challenge foŬ
humanitaŬian oŬganizations, paŬticulaŬlƛ giƔen aŬmed gŬoups’ tendencƛ to fŬagment into eƔeŬ moŬe Ŭadical factions. AŬmed
gŬoup membeŬs uŬged humanitaŬian oŬganizations to Ŭemain neutŬal and impaŬtial, and aŬgued that contact should be
sustained ƕheneƔeŬ possible ƕith ŬegaŬd to ŬeleƔant aspects of humanitaŬian deploƛment, aƔoiding a ‘stop-staŬt’ appŬoach
to Ŭelationships. UnfoŬtunatelƛ, states haƔe incŬeasinglƛ little toleŬance foŬ this, and humanitaŬian oŬganizations aŬe
sometimes faced ƕith legal Ŭamifications should theƛ peŬsist.  

NEUTRALITY AND NEGOTIATING WITH NON-STATE ARMED GROUPS

ƕhom deploƛ to fŬontline disasteŬ zones such as the ˙˗˘˜ Nepal eaŬthūuake and Bangladesh/MƛanmaŬ boŬdeŬ aŬeas. When
unable to access the geneŬal in chaŬge of cooŬdinating the eaŬthūuake Ŭelief effoŬt in Nepal, Tzu Chi contacted his ƕife to
ŬesolƔe the issue. In Indonesia, the DisasteŬ Management CenteŬ of the countŬƛ’s second-laŬgest Muslim oŬganization,
Muhammadiƛah, has DŬ Rahmaƕati Hussein, a leading female pŬactitioneŬ, as its Vice ChaiŬ. 
 
A numbeŬ of female humanitaŬian pŬactitioneŬs and Ŭeligious leadeŬs, including SisteŬ BŬigitte Renƛaan, ƕho talked about
heŬ eƚpeŬiences on the fŬontlines of conflict in Indonesia’s Maluku pŬoƔince, shoƕed hoƕ ƕomen aŬe alŬeadƛ at the heaŬt of
communities ƕhen disasteŬ stŬikes. EmpoƕeŬing ƕomen and enabling them to plaƛ an eūual, if not leading Ŭole, in fŬontline
humanitaŬian negotiation ƕas highlighted as a cŬucial step foŬƕaŬd in manƛ Asian conteƚts. 
 
The Ŭole of ƕomen in familial and tŬibal netƕoŬks ƕas also discussed in the conteƚt of engagement ƕith non-state aŬmed
gŬoups in the southeŬn Philippines, most Ŭecentlƛ duŬing the Islamic State ̦Maute gŬoup̧ takeoƔeŬ of MaŬaƕi. Women, in
theiŬ Ŭoles as ƕiƔes and motheŬs of aŬmed fighteŬs and/oŬ secuŬitƛ detainees, and incŬeasinglƛ as actiƔe combatants acŬoss
the Ŭegion, can be an impoŬtant ƔectoŬ in humanitaŬian negotiation, alloƕing ŬelatiƔelƛ safe and fluid communication ƕith
eƔen Ŭadical oŬ sensitiƔe gŬoups. PaŬticipants discussed the eƚtent to ƕhich deƔeloping Ŭelationships ƕith ƕomen in
conflict-affected communities could help to Ŭeduce tension and build tŬust betƕeen humanitaŬian agencies and aŬmed
gŬoups. GiƔen that the pŬotection of ƕomen and childŬen is usuallƛ a shaŬed humanitaŬian goal foŬ all paŬties, this issue is
fŬeūuentlƛ utilized to establish baseline tŬust and common gŬound. The cŬucial Ŭole of ƕomen as motheŬs and teacheŬs to
theiŬ childŬen, and the tŬansmission of humanitaŬian pŬinciples to futuŬe geneŬations ƕas also discussed.
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Local staff and inteŬlocutoŬs can sometimes be highlƛ eƚposed to pŬessuŬe fŬom goƔeŬnments and aŬmed gŬoups pŬeciselƛ
because theƛ aŬe embedded in local communities, and this is one aŬea ƕheŬe deploƛment of eƚpatŬiate staff can sometimes
be an adƔantage. Meanƕhile, goƔeŬnments must eƔaluate ƕhetheŬ an oŬganization’s contact ƕith aŬmed gŬoups and utilitƛ
as a humanitaŬian inteŬmediaŬƛ outƕeighs its potential to legitimize them. 
 
In pŬactice, giƔen the secuŬitƛ constŬaints and shŬinking space foŬ contact ƕith aŬmed gŬoups, humanitaŬian oŬganizations
incŬeasinglƛ limit theiŬ ambitions and/oŬ Ŭelƛ on pŬoƚies to maintain anƛ channels to aŬmed gŬoups at all. This leads to a
Ɣicious cƛcle in ƕhich lack of contact tŬanslates into inadeūuate secuŬitƛ guaŬantees foŬ humanitaŬian oŬganizations to
deploƛ, theŬebƛ alienating aŬmed gŬoups and theiŬ constituencies and giƔing Ŭise to peŬceptions that theƛ haƔe been
abandoned bƛ the inteŬnational communitƛ. These peŬceptions aŬe ŬeinfoŬced ƕhen humanitaŬian oŬganizations continue to
assist communities in goƔeŬnment-contŬolled uŬban aŬeas- in Afghanistan, foŬ eƚample, ƕheŬe it is almost impossible foŬ
humanitaŬian agencies to obtain secuŬitƛ guaŬantees fŬom metastasizing Taliban, IS and assoŬted militia gŬoups.  
 
Some pointed out that ̱ƕesteŬn̲ concepts of neutŬalitƛ and impaŬtialitƛ aŬe undeŬstood in diffeŬent ƕaƛs bƛ diffeŬent
paŬties. In some conteƚts, neutŬalitƛ can be inteŬpŬeted as ƕeakness, lack of empathƛ and eƔen as a sign of disloƛaltƛ, oŬ
paŬtialitƛ to sides ƕhich uphold the status ūuo. Such positions might, foŬ eƚample, be held bƛ non-state aŬmed gŬoups oŬ
human Ŭights actiƔists ƕho pŬefeŬ denunciation to stŬict neutŬalitƛ, ƕhich theƛ ŬegaŬd as a cop out. CleaŬlƛ, theŬe aŬe a
numbeŬ of dilemmas to ƕhich theŬe aŬe peŬhaps no peŬfect solutions, and ƕhich cut to the ƔeŬƛ coŬe of contempoŬaŬƛ
humanitaŬian challenges.  
 
The cŬitical impoŬtance of undeŬstanding the conteƚt ƕas again undeŬlined in Ŭelation to non-state aŬmed gŬoups. If
humanitaŬian negotiatoŬs fail to undeŬstand the Ŭoot causes of the conflict oŬ empathize to a degŬee ƕith the gŬieƔances of
aŬmed gŬoups and theiŬ constituencies- also necessitating a degŬee of peŬsonal ŬappoŬt- then theƛ aŬe unlikelƛ to ƕin theiŬ
tŬust.  HaƔing a gŬasp of the compleƚities of a conflict also demonstŬates that humanitaŬian negotiatoŬs aŬe competent, and
less likelƛ to make costlƛ mistakes ƕhich might compŬomise the secuŬitƛ of the gŬoup. 
 
GiƔen that non-state aŬmed gŬoups aŬe geneŬallƛ less oŬganised and moŬe secŬetiƔe than state secuŬitƛ foŬces, humanitaŬian
negotiatoŬs must make a special effoŬt to undeŬstand theiŬ stŬuctuŬe and doctŬine if theƛ aŬe to engage effectiƔelƛ. This is
paŬticulaŬlƛ impoŬtant in the case of decentŬalized gŬoups ƕhose dispaŬate factions might disagŬee, such that gŬoup
negotiatoŬs aŬe subject to seƔeŬe inteŬnal tensions. Mapping of the netƕoŬks of influence aŬound such gŬoups is also of
cŬitical impoŬtance, paŬticulaŬlƛ ƕhen diŬect contacts aŬe no longeŬ sustainable.  
 
One eƚ jihadi fighteŬ pŬoƔided a fascinating insight into the peŬception of humanitaŬian action bƛ some jihadi oŬganizations,
giƔen that the teŬm jihad has manƛ shades of meaning: stŬiƔing oŬ stŬuggling against one's eƔil inclinations, to conƔeŬt
unbelieƔeŬs, toƕaŬds the moŬal betteŬment of societƛ, aŬmed stŬuggle against unbelieƔeŬs oŬ defensiƔe ƕaŬfaŬe . Jihadi
gŬoups tƛpicallƛ inteŬƔene ƕhen theŬe is a peŬception that the Muslim population is being oppŬessed and aŬe in need of
means not onlƛ to suŬƔiƔe but to defend themselƔes. As such, aŬmed jihad against oppŬessoŬs and the supplƛ of ƕeapons
alongside Ŭelief assistance aŬe ŬegaŬded as legitimate humanitaŬian inteŬƔentions, much as WesteŬn goƔeŬnments haƔe
fŬamed theiŬ ̱humanitaŬian inteŬƔentions̲ in Afghanistan, IŬaū and Libƛa. When access of humanitaŬian oŬganisations to
conflict zones is ŬestŬicted, such calls foŬ Ɣiolent action aŬe ŬeinfoŬced. Osama Bin Laden, the late Al Qaeda leadeŬ, ƕas one of
the betteŬ knoƕn eƚamples of a jihadi ƕho also took on the mantle of humanitaŬian aid pŬoƔideŬ, as ƕas the militant gŬoup
KOMPAK ƕhich pŬoƔided both humanitaŬian assistance and ƕeapons to Indonesian Muslim communities in Maluku duŬing
the ˘ˠˠˠ-˙˗˗˘ sectaŬian conflicts.  
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While aid oŬganisations engage in humanitaŬian negotiations ƕith ŬepŬesentatiƔes of goƔeŬnments and aŬmed gŬoups foŬ
access to conflict-affected communities, these same ŬepŬesentatiƔes often engage ƕith each otheŬ in peace negotiations to
seek political solutions, sometimes encompassing a humanitaŬian dimension. In this ŬegaŬd, the entangling of
humanitaŬian and political agendas is commonplace acŬoss seƔeŬal Asian cŬises, and one session at the confeŬence ƕas
deƔoted to the inteŬplaƛ betƕeen humanitaŬian negotiation and political mediation.  
 
PaŬticipants discussed hoƕ humanitaŬian negotiations to secuŬe assistance to ƔulneŬable communities might ultimatelƛ
cŬeate the space foŬ subseūuent peace negotiations, but that the potential bluŬŬing of lines betƕeen the tƕo can haƔe
negatiƔe conseūuences foŬ humanitaŬian oŬganizations ƕhich Ŭelƛ on a peŬception of stŬict neutŬalitƛ, impaŬtialitƛ and
independence foŬ theiŬ access and secuŬitƛ. Hoƕ, it ƕas asked, can humanitaŬian actoŬs distinguish humanitaŬian
negotiation pŬocesses fŬom political mediation/ peace and Ŭeconciliation initiatiƔes? Hoƕ can the politicisation of aid be
aƔoided, oŬ in the ƕoŬst case scenaŬio, mitigated? Since a feƕ of the humanitaŬian oŬganisations ŬepŬesented at the
confeŬence ƕeŬe also inƔolƔed to some degŬee in peace mediation, such issues ƕeŬe paŬticulaŬlƛ ŬeleƔant. 
 
A Ŭelated point Ŭaised bƛ a numbeŬ of speakeŬs conceŬned the potential bluŬŬing of lines betƕeen humanitaŬian negotiation
and adƔocacƛ. Citing numeŬous histoŬical and Ŭecent eƚamples, paŬticipants said that humanitaŬian oŬganisations should be
caŬeful not to puŬsue a ̱selfish issue oŬ Ŭights-led agenda̲ in otheŬ ƕoŬds: adƔocacƛ undiluted bƛ local sensitiƔities, socio-
cultuŬal consideŬations and political Ŭealities. Indeed, manƛ Asian stakeholdeŬs pŬefeŬ to Ŭecast ̱Ŭights̲ as duties, theŬebƛ
emphasising the mutual obligations of indiƔiduals to theiŬ families and communities. 
 
Whilst it is ineƔitable that aid agencies ƕill haƔe theiŬ oƕn specific humanitaŬian mandates, it ƕas aŬgued that bilateŬal
adƔocacƛ and denunciation appŬoaches could sometimes cŬeate an atmospheŬe of tension and mistŬust ƕith the authoŬities,
and undeŬmine the collectiƔe effoŬt of the humanitaŬian communitƛ.  It ƕas Ŭecommended that pŬioŬ to humanitaŬian
negotiations, aid agencies should ƕoŬk togetheŬ to finesse the content and teŬms of the negotiations and to ̱cŬeate a
faƔoŬable agenda̲, adapting and socialising ceŬtain concepts so that theƛ do not alienate oŬ pŬoƔoke the mistŬust of keƛ
stakeholdeŬs. A sloƕeŬ, moŬe consideŬed negotiation appŬoach could, it ƕas aŬgued, lead to impŬoƔed access and cŬeate a
moŬe faƔoŬable opeŬational enƔiŬonment in the long-teŬm. 
 
With ŬegaŬd to pŬacticalities, the deƔelopment of mechanisms to ensuŬe that all conceŬned stakeholdeŬs can betteŬ
cooŬdinate and shaŬe infoŬmation ƕas discussed. FoŬ eƚample, the diplomatic coŬps needs to be betteŬ bŬiefed on
humanitaŬian access and negotiation issues.  
 
Finallƛ, the confeŬence ƕas also animated bƛ ūuestions about the adƔantages and disadƔantages of ƕoŬking in democŬatic
societies. While some thought that humanitaŬian action is betteŬ accepted and easieŬ to eƚecute in countŬies ƕith moŬe open
and democŬatic sƛstems of goƔeŬnance, a numbeŬ of paŬticipants gaƔe eƚamples in ƕhich the intŬoduction of a democŬatic
sƛstem had caused hindŬance to aid agencies oŬ led to an escalation of conflict. 

 i Rob GŬace, ̱HumanitaŬian Negotiation: Keƛ Challenges and Lessons in an EmeŬging Field̲. ATHA White PapeŬ SeŬies 
 ii Wikipedia 
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Col Sakda AnusasanaŬak, Internal Securitƛ Operations Command ̦ISOÇ ˜
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