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Introduction

The year 2024 holds the unfortunate title of the highest number of humanitarian worker deaths on
record. The United Nations (UN) reports that 2024 recorded increased violence, kidnappings, threats
and arbitrary detention of humanitarian workers. The people exposed to these incidents and risks are
largely workers employed by Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs), such as the UN Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), the Red Cross or Red Crescent. Governance bodies of
NGOs have a responsibility to keep their employees and volunteers safe; a responsibility that is
becoming harder to fulfil with increased risk of harm due to geopolitical conflict conditions. More
importantly, how does the corporate governance of an international NGO need to change to respond to
the evolving geopolitical landscape?

Corporate governance is the system by which organisations operate. Itincludes the directed processes
and rules an organisation needs to follow in undertaking its mission. The role of the governing body
includes setting strategic direction, risk appetite and monitoring risks, ensuring compliance with
policies and regulatory requirements, supervising the organisation’s executives and holding them
accountable for performance and execution. While all forms of organisations face numerous risks,
international NGOs are associated with additional specific risks, such as security, safety, fiduciary and
reqgulatory duties. In this article, we explore the increasing risks international NGOs are facing from
geopolitical conflicts. This is important to discuss because globally, there is an increasing number of
regions experiencing wars, social unrest and natural disasters, which has resulted in an increased
number of humanitarian workers on the ground supporting displaced individuals. Whilst the protection
of human life is of utmost importance, the increasing risk to NGOs’ employees and volunteers is also
putting the purpose and mission of NGOs at risk.

Vision and Mission of International NGOs

International NGOs work across different countries in the areas of human rights, economic
development, inequality, environmental protection, disaster response and humanitarian aid, amongst


https://news.un.org/en/story/2024/11/1157371
https://news.un.org/en/story/2024/11/1157371
https://www.unocha.org/news/todays-top-news-aid-worker-deaths-occupied-palestinian-territory-lebanon-haiti-ukraine-guinea
https://www.unocha.org/news/todays-top-news-aid-worker-deaths-occupied-palestinian-territory-lebanon-haiti-ukraine-guinea
https://www.aicd.com.au/corporate-governance.html#:~:text=Corporate%20governance%20refers%20to%20the,the%20organisation%20is%20effectively%20led.)
https://www.aicd.com.au/corporate-governance.html#:~:text=Corporate%20governance%20refers%20to%20the,the%20organisation%20is%20effectively%20led

\/2

AIB REVIEW

By the Australian Institute of Business

others. Table 1shows the top 10 largest international NGOs worldwide. These organisations have varied
missions such as saving lives, ending poverty and injustice, achieving social justice and gender
inequality, child protection and education. In performing their missions across countries, the
employees and volunteers of these organisations are exposed to different kinds of risk.

Table 1: Top 10 largest NGOs in the world in 2024

NGOs Global presence | Number of employees
1. BRAC 11 countries 107,000+
2. Save the Children 120 countries 30,000+
3. Oxfam International 90+ countries 5,000+
4. World Vision 100+ countries 34,000+
b. Doctors Without Borders 70+ countries 45,000+
6. International Rescue Committee (IRC) | 40+ countries 13,000+
7. CARE International 100+ countries 10,000+
8. Amnesty International 150+ countries 500+
9. Denish Refugee Council 40 countries 9,000+
10. Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation Worldwide 1,800+

Source: Developed for this article from Top 10 Largest NGOs in the World - Unessa Foundation

Increasing Risks to Workers and Organisational Mission

In the first 10 months of 2024, more humanitarian workers had been killed than in the entirety of 2023.
In the period from October 2023 to November 2024, 320 humanitarian workers were killed in one region
alone. Workers are experiencing higher rates of violence, kidnapping, harassment and arbitrary
detention. As stated by the UN Secretary-General:

The brutality of today’s armed conflicts and the utter lack of respect for the fundamental rules of
international humanitarian law - on care for the wounded and sick, humane treatment, and the distinction
between civilians and combatants - threaten to unravel 150 years of achievements, and to regress to an
era of war without limits. (See p. 26).

In addition to these risks to human life, the purpose and mission of international NGOs to deliver aid to
those in need are being impacted by security and logistical issues arising. In some regions, about 70%
of planned humanitarian missions are not occurring due to being denied access or being impeded due
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to security concerns. Additionally, international NGOs are at a high risk of their funds being misused or
unintentionally funding armed conflict or terrorist activities if insufficient risk mitigation and checks
and balances are not in place. If NGOs are unable to deliver on their mission, it potentially puts them at
risk for their fundraising and appeals; it would be a logical question for well-meaning donors to ask
about the purpose of donating to an organisation to deliver aid, if that organisation is unable to deliver
said aid safely and effectively. All of this could lead to a perfect storm where donations dry up and
workers and volunteers deem humanitarian work too high a risk and leave. NGOs will then be unable to
deliver aid to the very people in need of it.

Furthermore, the risk associated with the utilisation of local workers engaged by international
humanitarian organisations, which has increased significantly, needs to be considered. Locals are
seen as a way to deliver more culturally and religiously sensitive aid by those who speak the language
and may be able to negotiate with the state and other actors in times of conflict better than
international workers may be able to. However, this has essentially transferred the risk from
international to national aid workers. Mitigating these risks to local aid workers cannot be ignored by
NGOs.

Reliance on Conventional Approaches to the Safety of Workers

NGOs and those providing humanitarian aid are no longer able to simply rely upon international
humanitarian law (IHL) for the protection of their workers and volunteers. IHL or “the law of war” is
established largely under the Geneva Convention and its Additional Protocols and essentially protects
those not involved in armed conflict, such as civilians, those wounded and aid workers. The purpose of
IHL is to keep vulnerable individuals not involved in the conflict free from harm, to protect civilians and
those assisting civilians, including medical personnel and foreign aid workers. NGOs can no longer
simply rely upon the rule of law to keep their workers and volunteers safe. Indiscriminate aerial attacks,
direct attacks on foreign aid workers, illegal checkpoints, arbitrary detention, and state actors
classifying NGOs as terrorist organisations to provide legitimacy to blocking their access; all of these
should be protected by IHL, but instead are occurring in reality, resulting in the increased risk to foreign
aid personnel and delivery of humanitarian aid to those in need. Not being able to just rely upon
protections expected under IHL, the governance bodies of NGOs must establish robust risk
management frameworks, strengthen staff security training, implement crisis-response protocaols,
and foster partnerships with local communities to safequard workers and volunteers while ensuring
the successful delivery of their organisational missions.

Managing Risk in Conflict Zones

All organisations manage and respond to risks in their operating environment; this means that NGOs
providing aid in conflict zones must manage and respond to risks from that environment, which not
only involves risk to human safety and life but also to resources, assets, and the delivery of services and
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organisational mission. Traditionally, aid and humanitarian organisations have relied upon parties
recognising the importance of their role and accepting their assistance.

Important research conducted by Malhouni and Mabrouki (2024, pp. 236-237) identified the top risks to
the delivery of humanitarian aid in conflict zones. The top risks included:

e Ambush of aid convoys and forced detours by armed militias or state actors

e The presence of armed combatants that may not be under the control of a state actor or
signatory to a peace agreement

e Corruption and theft involving equipment and other resources
e Communicationissues and the role of religious or cultural elements
e Previously granted access was denied, impacting the timely delivery of aid

e Concerns of donors in the monitoring and delivery of aid.

Understanding the importance of their work, NGOs providing aid and humanitarian support have
shifted their attitude from "when to leave” to "how to stay”. This involves considering how to effectively
manage and respond to risks to workers and volunteers and to organisational mission. What has been
missing from the assessment of risks in conflict environments is the absence of a systematic on-the-
ground analysis of risks. Instead, evaluation frequently relies on the subjective perceptions of
individuals based in distant corporate offices, often removed from the realities faced by those in the
conflict zone.

There is no single solution to managing the complex risks faced by NGOs, their personnel or the
successful achievement of their mission, in conflict affected environments. It requires a multifaceted
approach. Key recommendations include providing comprehensive risk and security training to all
staff, not just international workers. Organisations need to delegate security and decision making to
experienced |leaders on the ground who are better placed to make decisions based on their exposure
and better equipped to understand and respond to threats. Acceptance, from those parties involved in
the conflict, is key to the successful and safe delivery of aid. While training is essential, the recruitment
of individuals with the right temperament, relevant experience and sound judgement is even more
critical to effective risk management.

Conclusion

International NGOs delivering international humanitarian aid are increasingly tasked with the challenge
of providing critical support in high-risk environments. To adapt to these changing circumstances, it is
essential for these organisations and their personnel to go beyond strict reliance on IHL. The rising
number of incidents, including fatalities among aid workers, kidnappings, assaults, and arbitrary
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detentions, along with unexpected access denials, highlights the need for a proactive and adaptable
governance strategy. To successfully achieve their missions while prioritising the safety of employees
and volunteers, boards of these organisations have a pivotal role to play. By establishing a clear risk
appetite and a robust risk management framework, they can create a supportive environment for
decision making. Additionally, empowering on-the-ground personnel to make security decisions
ensures that both international and local staff are better equipped to navigate the complexities of a
“how to stay” approach. This collaborative strategy can enhance the effectiveness of humanitarian
efforts in challenging situations.
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