
1 
KUNO - Ukraine & (new) humanitarian dilemmas (October 2022) 

 
The war in Ukraine & (new) humanitarian dilemmas  

Learning session, 21 October 2022, Amsterdam (Chatham House Rule) 

Summary report  

 

The war in Ukraine is bringing up various (new) humanitarian dilemmas for humanitarian 

organisations active in the area. During this working session, Ukraine-experienced 

professionals from eight Dutch international NGOs (mostly humanitarian NGOs) reflected on 

the most pressing issues and dilemmas and how they try to deal with them, in order to share 

lessons learned and to identify issues that require further exploration and discussion. Some 

issues or dilemmas were recognized by all participants and had common ground on how to 

deal with them, but quite some led to discussion and new questions. Different mandates and 

different ways of working and funding, have of course implications for the choices NGOs make.  

 

Access – reaching people in occupied territories in Ukraine or in Russia 

Most international NGOs at this working session do not have access to Russia or to territories 

in Ukraine annexed by Russia. Access is incredibly difficult, but are organisations actually 

trying? Some manage to have limited programming or support through local partners ‘under 

the radar’. At the same time, the humanitarian needs are extremely high close to the frontlines 

and in Russia (e.g. Russia has the highest official (UN) number of refugees1).  

 

Not only local authorities in Russia and the occupied territories are a barrier for humanitarian 

assistance in these areas, but also the politicisation of the conflict is an issue. Strong political 

framing regarding the war on both sides of the conflict makes it difficult for humanitarian 

NGOs to assist victims of the conflict on the Russian side of the frontline (in the by Russia 

occupied territories of Ukraine or in Russia itself), like journalists, activists or Russian refugees. 

But not (attempting) to assist the people in these areas is contrary to the humanitarian 

principle of Impartiality, that requires humanitarian NGOs to assist the people with the 

greatest needs, no matter where or who they are.  

 

Access – reaching people most in need in remote areas  

Reaching the most isolated, often conflict affected, rural places in Ukraine and most 

vulnerable communities has turned out to be very complex. The capacity of humanitarian 

organisations should be extensive, there is enough funding and there are enough materials, 

and the facilitation of access by authorities usually permits that they can reach many areas of 

the country. However, humanitarian aid does not always come close enough to the vulnerable 

people in rural and isolated places.  

 

 
1 See UNHCR website Operational Support Data Ukraine Refugee Situation. On 9 November 2022 this website 
indicated Russia had registered 2,852,395 Ukrainian refugees; second is Poland with 1,469,032 Ukrainian 
refugees. 

https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/ukraine
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Working with local actors and networks, both formal and informal, is needed to maximise the 

ability for assistance to reach the most vulnerable people. These grassroot organisations have 

a strong local presence – also in remote areas, and manage to reach vulnerable people in 

those remote areas.  

 

Local actors, international humanitarian NGOs & the issue of neutrality  

A lot of local/civil society organisations are (in)directly supporting the military, or civilians may 

turn into soldiers from one day to the next. For some international humanitarian organisations 

it is beforehand not always certain where the funding ends up; this could result in tricky 

situations where their neutrality could be compromised. The same issue is presented when 

providing aid to civilians at the front-line, where there is risk a local population may (also) use 

aid to supply or support the military. Most humanitarian organisations indicate they insist that 

assistance provided is not meant for the military. Many, but not all, Ukrainian civil society 

organisations don’t understand the sensitivity for humanitarian organisations that assistance 

in support of military practices is unacceptable.  

 

There was discussion on the question to what extent international NGOs could expect or 

demand neutrality from Ukrainian civil society organisations when Ukraine is fighting a war of 

self-defence. A war resulting from Russia’s attempt to acquire territory by force that is - 

according to international law – illegal, a war that is imposed on Ukraine by an aggressor 

(Russia), where the rights and lives of the Ukrainian people and territories are clearly and 

brutally violated. Quite understandably many Ukrainian people (wish to) fight back: you 

cannot expect all Ukrainian civil society actors to uphold neutrality, although quite a number 

do.  

 

This also led to the discussion whether international NGOs - NGOs that stand for humanity 

and solidarity - could remain neutral in this war. For some humanitarian NGOs neutrality is 

firmly connected to their mandate (like the ICRC). Other NGOs, like some double mandated 

NGOs or human right organisations, could choose as a humanitarian NGO for outspoken 

solidarity with the Ukrainian people (a position described by Hugo Slim). 

 

Impartiality: how about other humanitarian crises? 

Prioritisation of in Ukraine by donor governments leads to prioritisation of political attention 

and funding to Ukraine whilst there is a lack of funding to other contexts/emergencies around 

the world (e.g. Yemen, South Sudan, Ethiopia, Pakistan, Afghanistan, etc.). Moreover, this has 

led to the prioritisation of preferential treatment of Ukrainian refugees over refugees from 

other countries. This is contrary to the humanitarian principle of impartiality: getting 

humanitarian aid to the people who need it the most. 

Dealing with (potential) breaches of IHL by Ukrainian forces 

There are indications that the Ukrainian military sometimes positions itself close or inside 

civilian infrastructure, like medical facilities, community hubs or town halls. This compromises 

https://www.ethicsandinternationalaffairs.org/2022/solidarity-not-neutrality-will-characterize-western-aid-to-ukraine/


3 
KUNO - Ukraine & (new) humanitarian dilemmas (October 2022) 

the protective status these infrastructures have because they are targeted by the Russian 

army. These practices endanger civilians and have a negative impact on the ability of 

humanitarian organisations to provide medical and other humanitarian assistance to 

communities. Furthermore, if military are potentially seeking protection in civilian 

infrastructure, this could be breaches of IHL. A suggestion is to address these issues 

collectively with Ukrainian authorities and military.  

 

Denounce Russian aggression? 

A rather fundamental issue was raised whether humanitarian organisations should also speak 

out about (potential) violations of Law of War, IHL, and Human Rights by Russia and/or by the 

Russian forces. On the one hand, humanitarian professionals prefer to remain strictly neutral 

in this, also to ensure access or to ensure international NGOs can deliver aid to the ones in the 

greatest needs. On the other hand, a strong plea was made to show solidarity with the 

Ukrainian people that is suffering Russian aggression and has been pulled into a war that is 

denounced by the vast majority of the international community2 and international 

institutions. Not showing solidarity for Ukraine, can be seen as a form of ‘bothsidesisms’. A 

practical barrier is that international NGOs have limited channels open with Russian 

authorities to raise such concerns/complaints. Furthermore, so far Russian authorities did not 

show much understanding for international complaints about Russian aggression. 

 

Fragmentation & lack of coordination  

The humanitarian aid landscape in Ukraine is diverse; there are lots of organisations involved 

in offering humanitarian aid. International NGOs have witnessed a lack of coordination and 

communication between actors involved (international NGO, local actors and Ukrainian 

authorities). This increases the risk of gaps or overlap. International NGOs accept these risks, 

knowing the needs are so high and urgent.  

 

Spending pressure & absorption capacity 

Some of the available funds for Ukraine require spending on a very short term (e.g. 25% of the 

funding within six months, as in Giro555). For a number of international NGOs, it can be a 

challenge to find reliable local partners and/or relevant projects on such short notice.  

 

Some local organisations, on the other hand, have recently published an open letter to donors 

and international NGOs, stressing the fact that they are ignored and that they barely receive 

any money from the enormous international funding that is available for Ukraine.  

 

Humanitarian aid potentially endangering civilian 

 
2 In an extraordinary session (2 March 2022) the United Nations General Assembly (overwhelmingly) 
denounced Russia’s military invasion of Ukraine. The 193-member assembly adopted a resolution (Resolution 
ES-11/1), deploring “in the strongest terms” Russia’s aggression against Ukraine by a vote of 141 to 5, with 35 
abstentions.  
 

https://www.maritderoij.com/2022/10/08/hoe-onze-media-de-russische-informatieoorlog-een-handje-helpen/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_General_Assembly_Resolution_ES-11/1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_General_Assembly_Resolution_ES-11/1
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The issue was raised by an international NGOs that they fear their humanitarian aid to civilians 

close to the frontlines could disincentivize these civilians from seeking shelter in a safer place. 

On the other hand, it was acknowledged that staying or leaving is a choice to be made by 

individuals themselves. Another comment was that the people that could leave have already 

left, and the ones that remain usually just do not have another option. 

 
 
This working session was a follow up to an online debate with Hugo Slim and Ed Schenkenberg, facilitated 
by KUNO on 20 April 2022. This is a link to the report. 
 
 

https://www.kuno-platform.nl/events/the-war-in-ukraine-challenges-for-the-humanitarian-sector/
https://www.kuno-platform.nl/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Report-Hugo-Slim-and-Ed-Schenkenberg-1.pdf

