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In this essay, Lord Malloch-Brown, a CGD board member, explores the theme “Old-World Humanitarianism Faces New-World
Challenges.”

Lord Malloch-Brown suggests that we have come too readily to accept failure in humanitarian aid. He reminds us that the
problems of the humanitarian system are “at the smaller end of the world’s problems,” and yet tackling them would make a big
difference for the people affected. He asks whether the humanitarian community currently has the mandate, competencies, and
resources necessary to address these challenges. He calls for a collective restatement of the world’s responsibility to help the
victims of conflict and disaster, and for a reinvention of the agencies which dominate the humanitarian system.

The World Humanitarian Summit, which will take place in Istanbul in 2016, is an opportunity for the world to rise to Lord
Malloch-Brown'’s challenges.

I have the privilege of chairing the High Level Panel on Humanitarian Cash Transfers, which is exploring the use of cash
transfers for humanitarian assistance and what this could mean for national and international humanitarian organisations. In
many, though not all circumstances, meeting basic needs primarily through cash promises more effective and efficient assistance
which gives people affected by disasters greater choice, dignity, and control in rebuilding their lives. Much greater use of cash
transfers may well contribute to the reinvention of the system of humanitarian assistance for which Lord Malloch-Brown calls in
this essay.

Mark Malloch Brown has experience and knowledge which entitles him to be listened to carefully. Internationally he is best
known for his time as deputy secretary-general and chief of staff of the UN under Kofi Annan. But his connection with
humanitarian work goes back a long way: in the 1970s and 1980s he worked in Thailand for the UN High Commission for
Refugees, where he supervised the construction of refugee camps for Cambodian refugees. Later on he served as the
administrator of the UNDP, leading the UN's development efforts around the world. He went on to be minister of state in the
British Foreign and Commonwealth Office, covering Africa and Asia, in which position he was a member of Gordon Brown's
cabinet. He has also been vice-chairman of George Soros's Investment Funds, as well as his Open Society Institute; a vice-
president at the World Bank; the lead international partner at Sawyer Miller, a political consulting firm; and vice-chairman of
the World Economic Forum. He now sits in the House of Lords and remains active in the business and nonprofit spheres.

A World Humanitarian Summit is to be held in May 2016 in Istanbul. Those involved in humanitarian work are looking to it to
provide new direction. And rightly so, as with the right kind of support we could, as an international community, easily do better in
this area. We have allowed ourselves to believe the hype that surrounds each tragic disaster of earthquake or persecution and to fall
into the comfortable excuse that these vast complex disasters have to overwhelm us. Images of teeming victims have sowed the idea
that these disasters are too big to do anything but fail.

In fact refugees and victims of natural disasters account for such a small fraction of the world population, less than half a percent.
There is no excuse for not providing adequate timely funding for disasters whose numbers if not locations are relatively predictable.
The costs are manageable, or at least they are a fraction of, say, the costs of ending poverty or combating climate change. This is at the
easier end of world problems. And therefore fashioning the political will to act in a timely and effective way should be possible.
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If there is a second deterrent to action, beyond an impression of
overwhelming size, it is a sense that even when we do act we are not
always that effective, that we are either too late to save lives or that we
bustle in with help which serves to undermine the victims’ self-
sufficiency, making them dependent on camps or other forms of
debilitating long-term help. To counter this, we need to make the case
that these problems are both manageable and temporary. There are
solutions available, even when, as is currently the case with Syria, the UN
Security Council denies the humanitarian community a proper mandate
to reach and help the victims. We do not have to create a growing mountain of human displacement and dependency. There are

We have allowed ourselves to fall into
the comfortable excuse that these vast

complex disasters have to overwhelm us.

answers.

At the end of the 1970s, I found myself in the midst of the Indochinese refugee crisis. By boat and land the losers, allies of America in
its war against the North Vietnamese, poured into the neighbouring countries of South East Asia. There were widespread fears of a
huge wave of illegal immigration that might virtually empty out Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos and throw a huge burden of care and
resettlement on their neighbours as well as further away destinations such as the United States, Europe, Canada, and Australia. There
was agonised debate about doing the right things for these victims of American defeat and Communist triumph versus the risks of
encouraging even more to leave; of making the problem worse and of overwhelming social services and local employment
opportunities. I heard the same fears next door in Thailand and across the world in the United States.

Vietnamese refugees on US carrier,
Operation Frequent Wind. Wikimedia

Commons.

Over 35 years later it looks a little different. That diaspora has paid for itself many times over as the refugees, and particularly their
children, have become economic dynamos wherever they settled. The hard work and struggle to assimilate has made for yet another
immigrant success story. There were problems, such as the difficulties of the Laotian Hill Tribe refugees who were, even at that
dangerous time, particularly reluctant refugees, nursing strong ties to the mountains of Laos that were their rural heritage. But the vast
majority of the caseload has long since thrown off the weight of the past, relishing the challenges and opportunities of their new
homes. In the United States, 1.2 million Vietnamese refugees transformed many business and retail sectors, whilst also receiving the
lowest rate of public assistance among Southeast Asian groups. [i] Many of their children have continued with the same energy, taking
on further roles as entrepreneurs and innovators by using the networks of family capital and trust that shared adversity reinforced.

The United Kingdom experienced a smaller but no less instructive set of new arrivals in the form of the 28,000 Ugandan Asians,
admitted over three months in 1972, after many more were expelled by Idi Amin. Just four years after Enoch Powell’s “Rivers of
Blood” speech, the British government of the time was initially reluctant to accept the refugees, despite the fact that many of them held
valid British passports. But, as with the Vietnamese diaspora, initial fears ultimately proved unfounded: despite the trauma of exile,
widespread confiscation of capital by Amin, and the often hostile environment of 1970s Britain, many found work and thrived,
especially in entrepreneurial sectors. A study in 1996 found that 37 percent of men in the cohort had found managerial positions just
nine years after arriving. [ii] Today the events of 1972 are not often remarked upon in the United Kingdom, and Ugandan Asians or
their descendants occupy top positions in many different areas of public and business life.

It has also been a surprise to see how many of both these refugee groups seized the opportunity to go home when politics allowed, and
indeed a later Ugandan Government wanted back the entrepreneurism and capital that Idi Amin had so willfully cast out. Similarly, as
the long process of rebuilding followed by dynamic growth and economic advance has occurred in Indo China, the original refugees
and their children have in many cases made their way home. On a visit to Phnom Penh, the Cambodian capital, I was amazed to be
greeted by ex-refugees who remembered me from the camps. Even a presidential adviser broke the formality of a meeting with his
boss to greet me. Even more extraordinarily, he was working for a man whose first actions as national leader years earlier had been
part of the reason why men like the adviser had fled in the first place.
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