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Theme 1: The Everyday Humanitarianism of Local Volunteers

People perceive the work of the Red Cross in a completely different way.
That is why we are facing now so many difficulties. People do not
understand who is a volunteer and what is the Red Cross; neither what is
the symbol of the cross, [nor] what our work is and our principles are”
(Male Volunteer)

Everyday Humanitarianism

This paper explores the ‘everyday humanitarianism’ of local volunteers - the experiences,
practices and dilemmas of local volunteers - as they engage in humanitarian volunteering in
conflicts and emergency settings on an everyday basis. As the humanitarian sector
undergoes significant transformations and seeks out new strategies to deal with new and
increasingly complex configurations of conflicts and emergencies, the relevance and
application of universal humanitarian principles have become a subject of great scrutiny and

debates.

The humanitarian imperative — the idea that human sufferings necessitate a response — and
that assistance and relief should be grounded in humanitarian principles of universality,
impartiality, independence and neutrality, broadly define the humanitarian space within
which the International Red Cross Red Crescent Movement (the Movement), as well as
other leading humanitarian organisations, operate'. Humanitarianism is recognised as a

universal value that resonates in all cultures and societies?.
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However, in the contemporary humanitarian landscape, where the nature of conflicts, its
aims, technologies, and participants have varied considerably and the geography of crises
and human suffering significantly expanded, the traditional notions of humanitarianism and
the applicability and effectiveness of a universal set of humanitarian principles are now
being increasingly called into question and challenged even within the sector’. While there
are several discussions and debates on humanitarian principles and their operational
challenges at the policy and scholarly levels, the experiences of local volunteers, who
negotiate these tensions and challenges on an everyday basis within their particular socio-
cultural and political settings, have not always been included in these debates. This theme
paper aims to address this gap and bring into these debates, volunteers and their voices,
and their everyday experiences and dilemmas in negotiating between universal

humanitarian principles and local realities.

The theme paper provides an in-depth analysis of how the Fundamental Principles of the
Movement, particularly, the principles of neutrality, impartiality and independence, are
negotiated in contemporary conflicts and emergency settings and explores the challenges
their application presents for local volunteers®. The ViCE (Volunteering in Conflicts an
Emergencies) research reveals that humanitarian principles are often contested and
interpreted differently in diverse cultural settings, and it is the local volunteers in conflicts
and emergency settings who are at the forefront of these everyday negotiations and

contestations.

Our research reveals that local volunteers are particularly vulnerable® and subjected to the
ambiguities and uncertainties associated with the changing meanings and practices of
humanitarianism, as they are at the intersection between the local contexts and broader,
universal principles. Local volunteers are also at greater risk as there is a growing perception
among some local communities and populations that humanitarianism has lost its
impartiality and neutrality®, which can have a significant impact on the safety and security of

local humanitarian workers. The ViCE research initiative shows that local volunteers, whose
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everyday volunteering is less formally framed than paid humanitarian ‘work’, are
disproportionately vulnerable compared to international and national staff in contemporary
conflict settings, raising significant ethical concerns for how local humanitarian volunteering

is enabled and managed.

The Changing Landscape of Humanitarianism and the ViCE Research Project

Humanitarianism has broadened its repertoire, moving from its original mandate of
providing essential relief and assistance to victims of war to a rights-based humanitarian
approach, concerned with broader rights and long-term development needs of those
affected by conflicts and emergencies’. In practice, this means that the humanitarian field
now encompasses a plethora of actors, with diverse humanitarian agendas, principles and
approaches®. The increasing ‘nexus’ between development, humanitarianism and security,
and the militarisation of humanitarian and development activities are also criticised for

threatening the humanitarian space and putting aid workers at particular danger and risks °.

The resultant merging of multiple mandates and increasingly blurred boundaries between
various actors have considerably changed the dynamics of security'®in conflicts and
emergency settings, making them particularly insecure for local humanitarian workers to
operate in. The impact of this on local volunteering is rarely captured in academic or policy-
related literature on humanitarianism or volunteering. Despite a growing research and
policy focus on international humanitarian actors and international volunteers, and popular
media focus on volunteers in conflict settings, there has been little research on local

volunteers in conflicts and emergencies™.

This gap in knowledge is critical, particularly when considering the steadily increasing
number of local volunteers who continue to operate throughout crises where other support

structures have eroded, being required to carry out complex humanitarian tasks in rapidly

’ Drazkiewicz, 2017; Mills, 2005

® Donini et al., 2008, Fast, 2010

° Beswick, 2015

1% stoddard et al., 2006; Hilhorst and Jansen, 2010

" Hazeldine and Baillie Smith, 2015; Stoddard et al., 2006

3



changing humanitarian contexts'. The Volunteering in Conflicts and Emergencies (ViCE)
research initiative addresses this gap, capturing the everyday experiences and perspectives
of local volunteers engaged in humanitarian volunteering in armed conflicts, violent

contexts and disasters.

ViCE (Volunteering in Conflicts and Emergencies) Initiative

The VIiCE project is a three-year research, development and innovation initiative led by the
Swedish Red Cross in partnership with Red Cross National Societies in Afghanistan,
Honduras, Myanmar, South Sudan, Sudan and Ukraine, and Northumbria University. The
data, collected through a listening study methodology®, sheds new light on the experiences
and challenges faced by local volunteers, and the strategies and mechanisms they adopt to
cope with increased risks and vulnerabilities, amid weakened institutional support systems.
The findings offer a greater understanding of local volunteering in conflicts and
emergencies, the changing nature of humanitarianism in contemporary conflicts and
emergency settings, and the multiple and overlapping roles of local volunteers as
humanitarian and development actors in their own fragile communities. The research
provides a body of knowledge to support and facilitate a volunteer-led approach towards
protecting, promoting and recognising local volunteers working in conflicts and

emergencies.

Humanitarian Principles and Everyday Humanitarian Volunteering

They cannot understand what impartial means, like, no? These people should be

told what we are. If this issue [can be] solved through public awareness, then we

will be able to reach even the place where fighting is taking place, where we can
bring our message, our assistance to the injured (Male Volunteer)
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The positioning of [NS] as a humanitarian institution, in the context of territory
held by one of the other armed groups ... Is perceived to be too close to the
government. So they really suffer from pushback, where people say: “Surely RC is
really part of the government.” This territory is held, as you realize by this party of
the conflict and maybe your work is not so welcome here. They’re finding that the
[NS] really repositions themselves as a neutral, impartial, independent institution
at a national level (Male Staff)

The seven fundamental principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality, independence,
voluntary service, unity and universality have been central to the Movement from its
inception. The principle of Impartiality requires that humanitarian assistance should be
guided solely by need and that there should be no discrimination on the basis of nationality,
race, gender, religious belief, class or political opinions. The principle of Neutrality requires
that humanitarian actors do not take sides in hostilities or engage in controversies of
political, racial, religious, or ideological nature. However, our research data shows that not
all members of local communities have a uniform understanding of humanitarian principles

or accept that local volunteers can be impartial and neutral actors in local conflict situations.

Eastern law is at odds with the seven [fundamental] principles. | say this because
we could only help one side of the conflict. If we worked with the other side, we
would be beheaded. It was that bad. Although we wanted to go, we couldn’t. The
[NS] Red Cross couldn’t go to any of the refugee camps. Red Cross volunteers
from other states and divisions had to come and work in the camps. Even now,
the [NS] Red Cross cannot work in those places. This is at odds with the seven
principles (Male Volunteer)

There was a [rebel] fighter who had been injured during the fight. We put him
also in a vehicle so he could be taken elsewhere for treatment, but he was
arrested at a government post. We tried every argument. People told them that
this was a Red Cross vehicle but they said, “No. This is not going to be allowed.”
So they took that man away from us by force (Male Volunteer)

The above quotes show how local volunteers from certain Red Cross National Societies are

not perceived as impartial and neutral, but as partisan to conflict, and therefore unable to



provide humanitarian assistance among some communities. For the beneficiary
communities, local volunteers belong to particular ethnic groups, localities, religious
affiliations and other identities that shape their perceptions of the volunteers. Local
volunteers are part of their community lives - its dynamics, structures and politics - and
embody the fractures and lines on which conflicts are drawn. This rootedness of volunteers
in local communities is also what makes them more likely to face greater local resentment

or perceptions of partiality™.

Unlike international actors or national staff, they are part of the everyday struggles, realities
and responses of local conflicts and emergencies, so the ‘local equals acceptable’
perspective does not hold true in all settings'®. The universal discourses and principles of
humanitarianism lose their relevance and significance in these contexts where community
members or parties to conflict struggle to understand or subscribe to the principles of
neutrality or impartiality, which in turn increases the risks for local volunteers and affects

their ability to provide humanitarian assistance equally to all parties, affected in conflicts.

Right now, there is war in our areas between government and [insurgent group],

both sides are affected. If we go and help the [insurgent group], we are reported

to the government that we are [insurgent group] and we are charged; vice versa
if we go here then we are charged by them (Male Volunteer)

These quotes show how ‘neutral’ humanitarianism can also have unintended consequences.
The original purpose of neutrality as a guiding principle of humanitarian initiatives was the
access it enables to all communities in crises and parties of conflicts'®. However, our
research data shows that abiding by the principles of neutrality can at times, lead to
volunteers being misperceived as partial to government or particular combatant groups.
There are also situations where ‘neutrality’ obliges them to engage in activities that could

sometimes have a direct impact on shaping these misperceptions.
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When we were back to our town, we brought only [one] little boy who had
stepped on a landmine so there are so much space left in the truck. Suddenly we
were stopped by the military soldiers pointing at us with their rifles. They then
loaded the injured soldiers into our truck without asking for our permission. We
understood their concerns so we didn’t say anything about it. But what we
couldn’t stand was that their grenades and rifles were also loaded into our truck.
We had no say in that (Male Volunteer)

These situations reveal not only a gap between global discourses of humanitarianism and
local practices and attitudes towards humanitarian work, but that volunteers are having to
work within this gap and amongst all the unpredictability, uncertainty and security risks it
brings. This is particularly significant when volunteers are from the locality, meaning the
ways that they are framed in this disjuncture cannot be escaped by retreating to their
international base or office, and sometimes ethnic proximity, socio-political affiliation or

local pressure may affect the impartial delivery of humanitarian assistance®’.

The Movement, however, is aware of the gaps in perceptions and principles and committed
to spreading more awareness about humanitarian principles and the international

humanitarian frameworks within which RCRC volunteers and National Societies operate.

NSs take care of how they present themselves and how their characteristics lead
to impartial independent institutions. They become party to a conflict and they
are perceived as one of the conflicting parties. So that’s why it’s really at the
heart of our work. We focused a lot on this realisation on multi-dimensional
approach to helping NS’s to prepare, first of all, re-thinking their legal base,
making sure they have, a complete objective reading of auxiliary status, so that
they are not seen as part of the state, but they are seen as an independent,
neutral, impartial institution that can indeed push back against the state when
they fight and humanitarian issues are violated in any way (Male Staff)

However, despite these efforts, the lived experiences of volunteers in local sites of conflicts
and struggles show that they continue to face serious risks and vulnerabilities that arise out
of these misperceptions. Our research data also shows that despite being perceived at times
as part of state governments or local communities, local volunteers in some contexts are

also sometimes caught up within a global humanitarian architecture wherein the pursuing
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of an external, predominantly northern security and humanitarian agenda is presumed to

compromise their ability to appear as a neutral, independent and impartial volunteer.

It is the blurring of roles and identities of being a ‘local’ actor and a ‘global’ humanitarian
volunteer simultaneously that makes local volunteering tricky to perform in certain contexts

and makes volunteers more susceptible to potential dangers and threats.

To be frank there are people out there who accuse us of being United States’
spies. They do not even consider us as Muslims. They call us infidels. They tell us
why do we do volunteer work! They tell us that people do not even go to Mosques
without expecting anything return (Male Volunteer)

For example, we are walking to the event and accompanying a group of one of
the opposing sides, and, ...[some of the] elder women or men start ... saying that
either we will be killed, there will be murders (inaudible), or that we get paid by
the United States and that we work for the other side — such aggression was from
both sides of the conflict. So this was a really big issue, and very often were we
molested, so to speak, and we... really we did not know how to protect ourselves
from those people (Male Volunteer).

The linking of humanitarian assistance with foreign policy objectives, particularly in a post-
9/11 world and with the subsequent ‘Global War on Terror’, has led to a growing perception
of humanitarian actors, at least in some communities and contexts, as default political
actors pursuing ‘foreign’ interests'®. Local volunteers are particularly vulnerable and
subjected to the ambiguities and uncertainties associated with the changing meanings and
practices of humanitarianism at the global level. As volunteering also becomes more
professionalised®®, the meanings of self-less community service that were once attached

with volunteerism in the global South are gradually changing.

Despite volunteers living in and working in local communities, volunteers, due to their
association with international organisations, can be perceived as subsumed by foreign
governments and organisations in the pursuit of an externally imposed development and

humanitarian agenda. This misperception that volunteers are part of an external and
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politically defined agenda has significant impact on the safety and security of local

volunteers.

There were some people from the Red Cross working in [ ]... They went to [ ] to
vaccinate children there. When they were returning at about 4.30pm, they found
two armed men who shot the vehicle, and one of the volunteers was injured in his

leg. All of these challenges that we had referred to, the warriors don’t know
anything about laws of the humanitarian action (Male Volunteer)

We have had situations in which | have been pointed at with guns because if one
patient dies, they are gonna kill me. That should not be happening. That’s not
normal. And they tell you when they train you: “That’s gonna happen, just act

calm and stay safe.” And you have all these manuals on what you can do and how
you should act.... But if you have a gun pointed at your head, it’s very difficult to
stay cool (Female Volunteer/Staff)

The processes by which actors view each other in contemporary conflicts and emergencies
do not follow traditional laws or principles of humanitarianism as such®; they are very much
shaped by the unique socio-political conflicts and local power struggles. Local volunteers are
often caught at the apex of these struggles and vulnerabilities. Attacks against local
humanitarian actors are particularly on the rise since the mid-1990s, when humanitarian
agencies, in response to increased insecurity, started to rely more on local actors and

localised responses?.

Local humanitarian actors, being from the beneficiary communities, are presumed to be at
less risk than the expatriate staff. However, our research data challenges this assumption
and reveals how local volunteers are more at risk due to their embeddedness in local

communities and and uncertainties surrounding their roles™.

I think a very important step for us to make, as a NS, is to go to those
communities, and maybe not work with the gangs directly. But go to the
communities and let the communities know who we are, and what we do, which
is one of the pillars of the safer access thing anyhow. But let the communities
know who we are and what we do. So that we are not posing any danger for
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them, and that we are gonna do our job and be neutral and be humane with
them (Female Volunteer)

Most people don’t even know the Red Cross. It is a fact. In most places and
districts, Red Cross has volunteers who provide health services to their
communities and that is it. There is no awareness about Red Cross itself or that
they are volunteers of Red Cross. There is no effort to let people know about the
Red Cross as an organization (Female Volunteer)

The lack of awareness in local communities about the Movement and the role of local
volunteers in humanitarian assistance is a worrying concern in the face of growing attacks
against local humanitarian actors. The everyday roles and responsibilities of local
humanitarian volunteers are less formally framed than paid humanitarian jobs, such as that
of national and international staff, or that of more ‘formal’ international volunteers. Their
identities and roles are less distinct and more ambiguous when compared to their
international counterparts. They have multiple and overlapping identities that affect their
ability to appear and (or) at times, remain neutral and impartial in local conflict situations.
The following quote from a National Society with a recent conflict history shows volunteers’
challenges in adhering to humanitarian principles in certain situations where they were as

much a victim of the conflicts as their potential beneficiaries.

It was very difficult to stay objective. In [place] the level of patriotism is very high,
and my people, who joined the team, they were not ready to help an opposing
party (Male Volunteer)

Not all local volunteers in conflict settings are ‘third party’ volunteers who merely assist
affected victims in conflicts; many of them are victims and survivors of the same conflicts as
their beneficiaries, with varied experiences of tragedy and sufferings. They are not ‘neutral’
actors unaffected by local conflicts, but are people living through the crisis, with their own
personal fears, disruptions and anxieties about their and their community’s future. Unlike
international humanitarians, local volunteers cannot ‘leave’; they provide humanitarian
assistance to others in the midst of local hostilities, ambiguities, misperceptions and

personal struggles®.

> Theme Paper 3 further explores the volunteer-victim dilemmas and challenges associated with it.
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Our findings reveal the need for local volunteers to be constantly aware of these
juxtapositions of roles and identities, as they continually negotiate their way through local
contexts and global discourses of humanitarianism. The ViCE research initiative reveals that
local volunteers are at the heart of multiple, interlocking inequalities and identities**, where
their very advantage of being ‘local’ can also undermine their ability to abide by the

humanitarian principles.

Conclusion

This theme paper discussed the everyday practices, dilemmas and experiences of local
humanitarian volunteers in conflict and emergency settings. The paper explored how the
Red Cross humanitarian principles of Neutrality, Impartiality and Independence are
contested and interpreted in diverse ways at different levels, and its implications for local
volunteering. Our research data shows that while the fundamental principles of
humanitarianism are still important and relevant at an institutional level, in practice, they

are essentially shaped and constructed by the specificity of each conflict situation.

While debates about the gap between universal principles and the messy realities on the
ground often transpire at the elite policy and academic discussions, our research
emphasises the need for local volunteers to be brought into these debates, as it is they who
are at the heart of negotiating between the local contexts and broader humanitarian

principles.

The volunteers’ multiple and overlapping identities - their simultaneous positioning in local
communities and the humanitarian sector, their status as beneficiaries and their roles as
humanitarian actors - shape what it means to be a volunteer and what volunteers can do in
conflict and emergency situations. Recognising and understanding this is critical to
establishing the principles for humanitarian work and practical measures for ensuring that

volunteers can act safely and effectively.

References

Anderson, M. B., Brown, D., & Jean, |. (2012). Time to Listen: Hearing People on the

** Theme Papers 2, 3, 4 and 5 further explore volunteer identities in detail.

11



Receiving End of International Aid. Cambridge, MA: CDA Collaborative Learning
Projects. https://doi.org/10.7748/nm2012.07.19.4.9.p8699

Beswick, D. (2015). Military Forces in Contemporary Development. In P. Jackson (Ed.),
Handbook of International Security and Development (pp. 402—-419). Cheltenham, UK;
Northampton, MA, USA: Edward Elgar Publishing.

Collinson, S., & Elhawary, S. (2012). Humanitarian space: a review of trends and issues.

London.

Curtis, D. (2001). Politics and Humanitarian Aid: Debates, Dilemmas and Dissension (No.
HPG Report 10). London. Retrieved from

http://www.odi.org.uk/resources/download/241.pdf

Donini, A., Fast, L., Hansen, G., Harris, S., Minear, L., Mowjee, T., & Wilder, A. (2008).
Humanitarian Agenda 2015: Final Report. The State of the Humanitarian Enterprise.

Medford, MA. Retrieved from http://fic.tufts.edu/assets/ha2015-final-report.pdf

Drazkiewicz, E. (2017). Neutrality in foreign aid: Shifting contexts, shifting meanings—
examples from South Sudan. Focaal, (77), 90-102.
https://doi.org/http://dx.doi.org/10.3167/fcl.2017.770108

Fast, L. A. (2010). Mind the gap: Documenting and explaining violence against aid workers.
European Journal of International Relations, 16(3), 365—-389.

https://doi.org/10.1177/1354066109350048

Hazeldine, S., & Baillie Smith, M. (2015). IFRC Global Review of Volunteering. Geneva.
Retrieved from https://www.ifrc.org/what-we-do/volunteers/global-review-on-

volunteering/

Hilhorst, D., & Jansen, B. J. (2010). Humanitarian Space as Arena: A Perspective on the
Everyday Politics of Aid. Development and Change, 41(6), 1117-1139.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7660.2010.01673.x

Hustinx, L., & Lammertyn, F. (2003). Collective and reflexive styles of volunteering: A

sociological modernization perspective. Voluntas, 14(2), 167—-188.

12



https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1023948027200

Mills, K. (2005). Neo-Humanitarianism: The Role of International Humanitarian Norms and
Organizations in Contemporary Conflict. In Global Governance (Vol. 11, pp. 161-183).
https://doi.org/10.3366/ajicl.2011.0005

Ramalingam, B., Gray, B., & Cerruti, G. (2013). Missed Opportunities: the case for
strengthening national and local partnership-based humanitarian responses. London.
Retrieved from https://www.alnap.org/system/files/content/resource/files/main/14-

461-j1503-partnering-in-emergencies-report-so.pdf

Rieffer-Flanagan, B. A. (2009). Is Neutral Humanitarianism Dead? Red Cross Neutrality:
Walking the Tightrope of Neutral Humanitarianism. Human Rights Quarterly, 31(4),
888-915. https://doi.org/10.1353/hrq.0.0112

Stoddard, A., Harmer, A., & Haver, K. (2006). Providing aid in insecure environments: trends

in policy and operations. London.

Zyck, S. A., & Krebs, H. B. (2015). Localising humanitarianism: improving effectiveness

through inclusive action. London. Retrieved from http://www.odi.org.

13



