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Quality Humanitarian Funding
Revisited

BACKGROUND

Discourse within the humanitarian system tends for the most part ta lean towards a narrow definition
of quality funding based on three principal characteristics: flexible, predictable, and multi-year.

This belies a broader understanding of quality funding as evidenced in multiple but often averlooked
policy frameworks of a much-fragmented humanitarian system. This breader understanding is integral
to realising ambitions to transform power relations in humanitarian action and maximise the
autonomy of local decision makers on the front line of crisis response. In the context of concerns over
declining humanitarian funding, emphasiz on guality funding which is integral to the efficient and
effectiveness of humanitarian response, has added significance.

The purpose of this short brief is to elevate visibility of the wider set of agreed characteristics that
underpin the concept of quality funding. Mothing presented here is new or even contested. For ease
of presentation, each of these criteria are presented independently, but all are interdependent, and
supported where relevant by good practice identified amaongst donors, intermediaries, and local and
national humanitarian actors. They apply to all who are responsible for, enable, and support the
resourcing of the humanitarian system.

CHARACTERISTICS OF QUALITY FUNDING

TIMELY: It is widely recopnised that early action, including anticipatory action, can save lives,
liwelihoods, and protect development gains. In doing so, it reduces humanitarian needs and
by extension, saves costs. Depending on context, resulting returns in savings on humanitarian
response and early recovery can be multiple times the cost of original investment. Timely
funding, an expectation under the Core Humonitariar Standasd, also demonstrates a shared
sense of urgency and solidarity in times of need. Despite this, by the end of 2025, the UN
coordinated global humanitarian appeal was only 35% funded. Funding availabie for
anticipatory action reached 1% of total humanitarian assistance, with 0.3% released to act on
warnings (Global Humanitarian Assistance Report 2026]. Failure to provide timely funding is
unconscionable, even more so when the potential humanitarian impacts of crisis are
forewarned. Fi.Jl‘II:lil'rg delayed is assistance and protection denied.
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ACCESSIBLE: Quality funding does not re-enforce power inegualities in the humanitarian system by
unjustly marginalising and excluding access by specific groups. Discriminatory access to
funding is an injustice frequently highlighted by local and national actors, with Women Led
Organisations (WLOs) and organisations of persons with disabilities (OPDs) particulariy
disenfranchised. Recommended good practice abounds to promote better access to financng
including publishing calls for proposals in locations and languages accessible to all, tailored
eligibility requirements, restricted calls for specific groups, and inclusive governance and
decision-making forums that determine the award of funding [Guidance note for donors:

Promoting inclusive and localiy-led action through humanitarian pooled funds, 2024).

LOW ADMINISTRATIVE BURDEMN: i i Ba | acknowledges that hurmanitaran funding
accompanied by reduced transactional costs reduces undue demands on crisiz affected
communities and front-line responders, This increases the proporticn of time and funding
directly available to address needs. This has encouragingly driven efforts to promote multi-
vear funding and limit and streamline excessive and often duplicative accountability
reguirements such a5 due diligence exercises, needs asseszments, and reporting
requirements. While some progress has been made, consensus and balance to date between
on the one hand upstream accountability obligations to ta)payers, parliamentarians, and
auditors, and, on the other, downstream accountability to front-line responders and crisis
sffected communities, largely remains elusive. These are not mutually exclusive. The [

explicitly states that we hold ourselves accountable to both
those from whom we accept resources and those we seek to assist,

Howaever, in practice, that pricritisation of the former creates resource draining high
administrative demands for the latter and adds weight to the charge semetimes made that
the humanitarian system remains colonial, patriarchal, and racist in #ts approach to
partnership with local actors.

DIRECT AS POSSIBLE: The ambition fﬂrfundlng as direct as possible was envisaged in the

el | i . as a means to shorten the humanitarian
funding chain from donor to end user. Funding as dlrecl as possible in principle improves cost-
effectiveness by reducing bureaucracy as well as transactional costs, which in saved time and
maoney contribute to better outcomes for people in crisis. This is articulated in the context of
the Grand Bargain itself az a means to provide mare 5U|:|p|:rrt to local actors and is reaffirmed
in-the Gt Doel L of t Bargar i lsalil iz imcthe context of
multi-year funding whlch itis a:knuwledged 5hr.|'|.||1:| I:IE as -I'.|I::'5E to direct delivery as possible”.
Grand Bargain accountability mechanisms infer guality in this regard means no more than one
imtermediary such az INGOs, consartia, or pooled funds.

TRAMNSPARENT: Transparency in humanitarizn funding, based on the 70 o Fooo principle, allows
everyone to “follow the money” by provider, intermediary, end recipient organisation, and
location. It is an important demonstration of accountabifity that promotes trust and
confidence in, and within and across, the humanitarian system. Transparency also informs and
enhances the quality of decision-making reducing risk of wasteful duplication and critical gaps
in the use of resources, It is integral to being able to monitor arganisational and collective
progress on the Grand Bargain target of funding as directly as possible to local and national
actors. Some progress has been made in reporting the flow of funds via now long-established
digital platforms, namely OCHA's Fin | Tracking 5 v [F150 and the
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i t I1). Greater investment in modernisation of arganisational systems
and practices to benefit from rapidly evelving digital information management systems
provides greater cpportunity to improve transparency.

SUPPORTS COST RECOVERY: Direct and indirect costs are an intrinsic part of programme delivery as
in any business model. Making provision in full for such costs incurred by intermediaries and
local and national actors in the humanitarian finzncing chain is 2 responsibie practice. It avoids
unmet and even deferred legitimate expenses which when incurred threaten the capacity and
sustainability of humanitarian actors. Local and national actors are especially exposed to
additional unanticipated costs on the front line in high-risk operational environments.
Growing numbers of donors and intermediaries now have policies on sharing indirect cost
recovery, though the rates those policies permit and the amounts local partners actually
receive remain far below the costs they carry (How underfunding local organisations’

et Al L i A L L AR UL AR R L L e L L e

expectation of the & ; Fiam ¢

and the JASC Guidance on the Provision of Overheads for Local and National Actors developed
by UMICEF, Oxfam and Development Initiztives. The slow pace of system wide progress is
indicative of reluctance to shift power and resources envisaged under the localisation agenda.

FLEXIBLE: Flexible funding, a guiding principle of the | Humanitarian [ initiative, is the
lifebicod of humanitarian operations. It enables speed and agility in decision making, hence
shortened reaction times in anticipating, preparing for, and responding to humanitarian
needs, and ultimately contributing to better cutcomes for crisis affected populations. The
granting of flexible funding, which in its truest form iz entirely flexible and does not require
pre-approval processes, is also an explicit demonstration of trust between donors,
intermediaries and end recipients based on mutual accountability that underpins the Grand
Bargain. This accountability must be respected by all stakeholders and visible throughout the
humanitarian financing chain. To local and national actors, flexible funding importanthy
demanstrates in practice commitment by donors and intermediaries to transform power
relations in the humanitarian system. It strengthens organisational capacity to work across
the triple nexus, especially in situations: of protracted crisis, by enabling resources to be
redirected in time, lecation, and activity as needs and priorities demand rather than being
trapped in a cycle of rigid project-based approaches.

STRENGTHENS LOCAL CAPACITY: Acknowledging and investing in the capacity of local actors leads to
efficiency gains while also promoting local ownership, strengthening civil society more
broadly, and specifically strengthening local capacity to prevent, prepare for, and respond to
future shocks and crises. The Inter Agency Standing Committee (IASC) i that
institutional capacity strengthening for local partners should occur befare, during and after a
crisis, emphasising its continuows nature. It alse recommends that it should be conszidered not
merely as a support cost, but as an integral part of the response strategy to support more
inclusive participation and decdsion making within humanitarian coordination structures and
enhance reach and guality of response. Soch an approach therefore strengthiens the whole of
the humanitarian system and creates a stronger platform for responsible and accountable
transition of international actors. Resourcing of capadty strengthening of local actors should
be guided by their needs and locally appropriate ways of learning in collaboration with
development partners,
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PREDICTABLE: Despite it being omne of the most widely referenced characteristice of quality
humanitarian funding, the original Grand Bargain makes po specific reference to
predictability. In the B argein n Cuality Funding, it relates to the predictability
of tranches to be paid within the framework of multi-year funding only. Regardiess, its
relevance remains true and simple in any context. Predictable financing provides a "time
harizon® enabling decision making and planning in the use of resources now and in the future
across a range of scenarios. it provides a platform for business continoity, cash-flow
management, informed risk taking, leveraging of cofunding, and brokering of strategic
partnerships. Its absence, especially in times of increaszing austerity and waning commitment
to ODA, represents to those on the front line of crisis response a vulnerability and threat, 2
failure to commit, a questioning of solidarity, a betrayal of equitable partnership.

MULTI-YEAR: A preferred model of funding which promotes efficiency and effectiveness, multi-year
funding of 24 months or more also contributes to predictability. In addition, it reduces time
and administration costs consumed by the pursuit of short-term funding which itself carries a
high-administrative cost, and awoids the constant demands and inefficiencies of repeated
short-term planning cycles. It enables not just longer-term but better planning, including
nexus-based approaches, focused on improved outcomes for crisis affected people rather
than short-term outputs. In this regard, multi-vear funding demeonstrates recognition and
apprediation for the reality that change, especially transformative change, requires time and
patience. It strengthens organisational sustzinability of recipients and avoids the weight of
uncertainties associated with the end of one funding contract and the start of another during
which programme continuity is lost and institutional capacity is undermined as staff leave in
search of more secure employment. When nepotiating procurement contracts, it provides
financial leverage to secure value for money based ocn economies of scale.

DOES NO HARM: Central to humanitarian action is the principle of do no karm which iz inherent and
crosscutting to all of the characteristics of guality funding referenced herein.

FEGI | i ; highlights in particular the risk that local actors
can be unintentionzally harmed by the nature of their relationships with donors and
intermediaries. Delayed funding and hence delayed humanitarian response leads not only to
paorer outcomes for crisis affected people, but it can also compromise long-established and
hard-waon legitimacy and respect of local partners in the communities they serve amongst the
population at large, peers, and local authorities. Donor demands for visibility or unnecessary
information on programme participants can undermine their dignity and protecticn, while
also undermining the perceived newtrality and independence and hence acceptance of
hurmanitarian response and those that provide it. The award of donor funding only to, or
predaminanthy to, large INGOs can negatively impact the space, role, and capacity of local and
national actors.

SHARES RISK: Humanitarian action is challenped by diverse risks such as insecurity, access constraints,
and budget cuts, which complicate and frustrate effective aid delivery. Such risks demand
strong risk management practices. However, a unilateral organizational approach to risk
management based on protecting self-interest common in the commercial sector does not
translate well to an interdependent humanitarian system driven by ambition for shared
oputcomes for people in crisis. It can result in transfer or generation of new, unmanageable,
and even unacceptable risk for other actors, especially Im:al and national actors om the front
line of response in high-risk environments. The |50 Fra states that risk
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sharing in the humanitarian sector should be understood as "a reasonable sharing of the
burden of preventative measures and reasonable sharing of responsibility for materialising
risks.” This requires contractual funding agreements which provide safe space for open and
non-punitive dizlogue to collectively assess risks, as well as equitable distribution of the costs
of preventing and absorbing risks.

PRIMCIPLED: Humanitarian assistance is puided by the principles ef humanity, impartizality, neutrality,
and independence. Assistance should be provided wherever it is found on the basis of need
without distinction and without taking sides in hostilities. It must be autonomous from
pafitical, economic, military, ar other objectives, These principles are re-enfarced in the ©

. However, concerns of increased politicisation of humanlta rian
aid by donors in-an increasingly competitive and multipelar world threaten to undermine
these principles. Humanitarian funding should not be used az a crisis management tool. It
must not be diverted from one crisis to ancther, and it must be safeguarded from the effects
of fareign policy and security tools such as sanctions and counter-terrorist measures through
hurmanitarian exemptions. Such tools cause legal, finandal, security and reputational risks for

intermediaries and local humanitarian partners alike leading to over-compliance and de-
risking.

CONECLUSION

As outlined in the introduction to this brief, none of the charactenstics of guality funding highlighted
in this document are new or contested. It is hoped that increased attention and adherence to these
characteristics will shift emphasis from a narrow framing of guality funding to & more haolistic new
“north star” based on already collectively agreed solutions to greater efficiency and effectiveness of
humanitarian response. Derived from consensus amongst donors and intermediaries, and enabling of
locally led humanitarian action, they offer a much under-recognized, though not new, consensus and,
ultimately, better outcomes for crisis affected communities.
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