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Innovation – International Cooperation
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International Cooperation

International cooperation is a necessary element of humanitarian action and 
has been integral to humanitarian aid from its earliest beginnings. Internation-
al cooperation can take many forms, be carried out between a large number of 
actors, and take place on different levels (El Taraboulsi et al. 2016). Cooperation 
does not necessarily involve state authorities. Depending on the context with-
in which humanitarian aid is delivered, it may take place via, for example, 
a partnership between a small non-governmental organization (ngo) located 
in the Global South and a large ngo in the Global North. It may involve mili-
tias, private businesses, donors, ngo field staff, ngo headquarters, and the 
head of a village or a ministry. International cooperation is carried out both 
within complex, high-level diplomatic meetings and day-to-day interactions 
between, for example, expatriate and national staff in the field.

In the context of large-scale humanitarian emergencies that involve a num-
ber of different actors, international cooperation happens on a multitude of 
scales. For example, while the European Union’s Emergency Response Coordi-
nation Center responds to a request from the disaster-affected country’s civil 
protection authorities (European Commission 2019), the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (unhcr) may be searching for implementing 
partners among national ngos, and the International Committee of the Red 
Cross may be negotiating access with an armed group (Janmyr 2018). At the 
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same time, the director of a national ngo may be responding to a call for proj-
ects by a specific ngo consortium that is helping her understand specific do-
nor requirements. Thus, international cooperation takes place between aid 
providers and host states and societies, but also among aid providers from dif-
ferent countries.

The reasons for international cooperation are similarly varied. First, inter-
national cooperation ensures that providers of foreign aid have a legal basis for 
their presence abroad and are present at the request of host-state authorities. 
Secondly, cooperation is required to ensure an effective coordination between 
a large number of multinational aid providers and host state and society. 
Thirdly, cooperation is needed to agree on approaches to aid delivery that are 
acceptable to all stakeholders involved in the aid effort (Di Iorio and Zeuthen 
2011). International cooperation can take place around questions of resources 
(e.g. when host states provide land for refugee camps built by unhcr), of ac-
cess (e.g. when armed actors agree to ceasefires to allow aid into conflict 
zones), and also questions of cultural or political interests. As a bedrock of 
humanitarian aid, international cooperation occurs throughout and on all lev-
els of the aid delivery process. Yet it is constantly subject to challenges related 
to, for example, unequal power relations within the international system, coer-
cive measures implemented by powerful state actors, power imbalances, or the 
right to reject aid. When foreign actors deliver aid abroad without the coopera-
tion of the host country, this mostly has negative results: aid delivery may be-
come chaotic, and at worst it may be considered a hostile act.
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