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Monsieur le Ministre, Monsieur le Ministre Délégué, Chère Valerie Amos, Mesdames et 

Messieurs les Députés, chers amis.  

C'est un énorme plaisir et un privilège d'être avec vous aujourd'hui. Non seulement 

parce que la France, et les acteurs humanitaires français, sont au cœur de l'action dans 

toutes les crises qui demandent notre attention. Mais aussi parce que la France a une 

tradition humanitaire unique au monde. Une tradition à la fois très "terrain" et très 

engagée. Et que je vois en action chaque fois que je me déplace dans une zone de crise. 

Ma dernière mission de terrain était en Irak, et notamment au Kurdistan. J'ai pu voir là-

bas des ONG françaises, travaillant entre autres dans le cadre du programme de l'Union 

européenne "Les enfants de la paix", issu du Prix Nobel de la Paix attribué à l'Union 

européenne en 2012. J'ai vu en Irak un contexte très difficile. Avec des centaines de 

milliers de réfugiés syriens accueillis au Kurdistan. Mais aussi un conflit interne, dans la 

province de Al-Anbar, qui fait de plus en plus de déplacés. 

Partout où je me rends sur le terrain, que ce soit en Centrafrique (comme je l'ai fait en 

octobre dernier avec Laurent Fabius), ou parmi les réfugiés Syriens, ou dans le Sahel 

(comme je l'ai fait l'année passée avec Pascal Canfin) – les humanitaires français sont en 

première ligne. 

Avec votre permission, je vais continuer en Anglais.   

 

 

1. The topicality of today's conference – in a world marked by ever greater 

fragility 

 

Monsieur le Ministre, let me congratulate you on the timing and programme of today's 

conference. I participated in the first Conférence nationale humanitaire, in 2011. Much of 

what we discussed at the time remains valid. But the environment in which 

humanitarians operate has evolved further. Not just because the number of people we 

need to help is growing. Which it is.  

What we are seeing is also a much more fragile world. In which natural disaster risk and 

conflict are increasingly overlaid, and rapid population growth in the most vulnerable 

countries increases the number of people affected by these risks. As in the Sahel. A 

region hit by all the three drivers of fragility at once: it lives on the very front line of 

climate change; plagued by multiple forms of extremism; and with one of the fastest 

growing populations in one of the least hospitable natural environments.  

And we are seeing a world in which we – the humanitarians – are having to deal with 

several big crises at the same time. If current trends continue, this is becoming the 

norm – not the exception. Syria, the Central African Republic, South Sudan, and now 

Darfur, again – all of these are crises on a catastrophic scale. Collectively they are 

stretching us to our limits and beyond. And I want to mention Ukraine here: not because 

it is a big humanitarian crisis – it is not, yet, and hopefully will never become one. But 

Ukraine is already having an impact on the ability of the international system to stay 

focussed on those other, big crises. As well as creating a massive anxiety that we may 

slip into a much more rocky – and frosty – period for the international system as a 

whole. 

What does that mean for humanitarian action? On the one hand, a need to stick to our 

core values. To do what humanitarians do best. On the other hand, a need to adapt, to 

be flexible, and in some cases to take a fresh look at the way we work, among ourselves 

and with other actors. 
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2. Doing what we do best  

 

Let me start with what may seem the easy part. The things we need to preserve and 

reinforce. The bedrock of what defines our work as humanitarians. To help people based 

only on their needs. The humanitarian principles, in other words – impartiality, 

independence, neutrality, humanity. They are embedded very firmly in the French 

humanitarian strategy that emerged from your last Conference. And in the European 

Consensus on Humanitarian Aid. 

Why do the principles matter? Because they are the best assurance we have that 

humanitarians are able to do their work. 

I have seen this time and again: in Somalia, Yemen, Pakistan, Mali, the Central African 

Republic humanitarians deliver vital services to desperate people under the shield of 

these principles.  I vividly remember being in Mali at the height of the crisis in 2012 and 

learning that during the extremists' occupation of Northern Mali, humanitarian 

organizations were still able to work. It was not easy – but by making clear that their 

only concern was with the wellbeing of the population, they were able to maintain space 

to work even in the North. 

Sticking to these principles has no viable alternative - but is   also not a 100% 

guarantee. And the trouble is that there are more and more places where even perfect 

neutrality is no shield against attack. An ambulance is there to save lives, no more and 

no less - and yet, in Syria today  is shot at on a regular basis. We need to speak up even 

more vocally when this happens and venture more forcefully beyond our community to 

make the world understand the grave danger for all humanity - not just for the people 

who risk dying in any particular incident.   

If the principled approach is one key leg of what defines humanitarianism, the ability to 

deploy swiftly on the ground is another. Humanitarians are usually the first ones on the 

ground in any crisis. In many countries they are present even before a crisis hits the 

headlines – take the example of the Central African Republic, where humanitarians, 

including many French humanitarian NGOs, have been present before, during and since 

the events of March 2013. 

But all of us need to look collectively at how, in a given crisis, we can be even better at 

getting the right people on the ground quickly. Particularly in a context where we are 

facing several mega-crises in parallel. With increasing competition for resources and 

attention. Like now – with Ukraine looming large in the background and throwing a very 

long shadow over everything we do. 

So, just to repeat: the essentials of the humanitarian approach are more valid than ever. 

But there are important ways in which humanitarians also need to adapt. 

 

3. The need to adapt 

 

a) Greater diversity of actors 

First of all - we need to recognize, and embrace, the fact that there is much greater 

diversity in humanitarian aid. I was in Dubai last week, and in Saudi Arabia. What I saw 

was very impressive. As anyone who has been to DIHAD or the International 

Humanitarian City would recognize. These are donors who are certainly giving a lot 

through their traditional channels. And they are raising a lot of funding privately. But the 

Gulf donors are also giving a lot through the UN. And they may in some crises have 
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channels to reach people whom we have difficulty reaching. I know that OCHA are doing 

a lot to build bridges with these emerging donors. And we all have a responsibility to 

work more with the Gulf donors - and with the organizations they support. 

 

b) A more internationalized humanitarian world 

Why does this matter? Needs are growing. Funding from traditional donors is not. Some 

donors have had to cut their overall development and humanitarian budgets 

dramatically. And all this while we are having to fight several big fires in parallel. 

Let me stress here that as far as the EU is concerned, we will be honouring the 

commitments we have made for our 2014 humanitarian programming. As many of you 

know, there is a wider issue linked to the discrepancy between commitments and 

payments in the overall EU budget. But we have the unwavering commitment at the 

highest level in the Commission to make sure humanitarian aid gets the payment credits 

it needs. And I want to stress that humanitarian aid is one of the very rare areas where, 

for the 2014-2020 multiannual financial framework, the EU budget is actually increasing 

– not massively, but increasing nonetheless. Our Member States, and above all our 

citizens, and the European Parliament, deserve recognition for that. And on top of the 

core humanitarian funding, we are working – successfully – to move money over from 

the European Development Fund to cover some of the most urgent needs. 

But what is the upshot of the wider trend – growing needs and constant resources – in 

the longer run? 

First, there is a need to diversify funding sources. We, the traditional humanitarian 

donors, will not be able to meet all of the growing needs. And dependency on any one 

donor or type of donor is never a good strategy.  

Second, there may be a case for looking at the way the sector is structured – is there 

more scope for alliances between individual NGOs, when they are fundamentally in the 

same line of business? Is there more scope for consortia? Is there a need for NGOs with 

a very strong field presence also to develop a stronger policy voice – including across 

national borders? 

Third, there is a case for working much more with local actors. Humanitarians already do 

that. Most of their staff are local people. But there needs to be a much more determined 

effort to see how we can encourage and promote local capacity, and draw on local skills.  

 

c) Working with development actors 

That takes me to another point. Particularly in situations of fragility, we need to work 

much more systematically with development actors. This is not new. "Transition", or 

"early recovery", or "LRRD" in the EU's own jargon, is one of those perennial subjects of 

the development world that never seem to go away. 

Well, there is some good news. I think we are finally cracking the nut of "transition". And 

we are doing it by generating good practice on the ground. Let me mention three 

examples: 

In Cote d'Ivoire, we have been working since 2011 on the "Partenariat pour la 

Transition". It blends humanitarian action with a gradual rebuilding of state capacity, 

particularly in the health sector. Last November in Abidjan, I helped launch a new 

triangular phase of this partnership – with the EU, Cote d'Ivoire and France working 

together, using funding from France's debt forgiveness programme. 
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In Mali, Andris Piebalgs and I launched a € 23 m programme last year to help kick-start 

basic service delivery in the North. Using humanitarian modalities – but development 

funding, and with a long-term perspective. 

In the Central African Republic, while the humanitarian situation remains dramatic, we 

are starting to work on the restoration of basic services -in a context where the state is 

completely shattered. The development and humanitarian branches of the EU working 

hand in hand. And with € 81 m in new EU funding for this objective announced by Andris 

Piebalgs when he went to Bangui with Pascal Canfin this month.  

 

d) Resilience 

Another area in which we need to adapt is resilience. While this has only really emerged 

as a major theme for all of us in the past two years, it is already very firmly rooted. For 

the EU, the real test of whether we mean business has been in our development 

programming, on the ground, for the 2014-2020 European Development Fund. And I am 

delighted to say we have now passed that test, in regions like the Sahel where it matters 

so much. 

Getting resilience hard-wired into the way we work has not been easy. It has meant 

humanitarians reaching out beyond what they normally do – and also working much 

more closely with and through local actors, and with the governments of affected 

countries – something that has not always been in the DNA of the humanitarian 

community. But it is the way of the future.  

 

e) Working with political / security actors 

I also see a change in the way in which humanitarians relate to military or security 

actors in conflict situations. Preserving the humanitarian principles is crucial, for the 

sake of the people we are trying to get access to. But in conflicts like the Central African 

Republic or Mali, we have been seeing a new kind of relationship between the 

humanitarian community and the military. Genuine respect for each other's roles is part 

of this. And from what I have seen in Mali and in the Central African Republic, 

coordination with the humanitarians on the part of the French military has been 

exemplary.  

Moreover, in the Central African Republic, we humanitarians have probably been among 

the most vocal advocates of decisive international (and European) action for the 

protection of civilians. Pulling in the same direction as you yourself, Monsieur le Ministre, 

have so eloquently done – to rouse the international community into more forceful 

action on the tragedy that has been unfolding before our eyes.  

This takes me to something you will also be discussing today – the impact of 

"comprehensive approaches" on humanitarian action. At EU level, we now have a 

comprehensive approach. And we have an understanding that humanitarian aid is "in, 

but out". In, because we, the humanitarians, need to be at the table to help identify 

risks and threats, to sound the alarm when there is a need for decisive action on the 

political and security front – as we did on the Central African Republic. But out, because 

humanitarian aid needs to focus on one objective alone, saving lives and alleviating 

suffering. And because humanitarian aid cannot substitute for political action.  
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Monsieur le Ministre, permettez-moi une fois de plus de vous remercier de votre 

invitation. Cette conférence pose les bonnes questions au bon moment. Je souhaite des 

débats productifs à tous les participants. Merci encore. 


