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Check against delivery! 

 

Honorable Members of the Bundestag Committee for Human Rights and 

Humanitarian Aid, 

It is a great honour for me to speak to you today about my work as the 

first dedicated Commissioner for International Cooperation, Humanitarian 

Aid and Crisis response. I am particularly grateful for having the 

opportunity of a direct exchange with you not the least in view of the 

important role Germany plays in both, civil protection and humanitarian 

aid, two distinct but linked tasks  which are now inside the Commission 

combined under the same roof. 

The merger of humanitarian aid and civil protection establishes a single 

service that gives the Commission the ability to reinforce the EU's role in 

the area of disaster and emergency response operations (Pakistan, 

Libya) while at the same time living up to its role as one of the most 

important donors in humanitarian crisis including in the often forgotten, 

protracted ones like in Sahel or Sudan. This is particularly timely in the 

face of an ever increasing number of natural disasters and political 

conflicts which lead to human suffering and loss of life but often also 

have a disastrous economic impact.  This year has unfortunately shown 

that even well developed and best prepared countries can be hit by 

mega disasters that they cannot cope with on their own (Japan).   

Humanitarian aid has a budget of about €800 million, with the possibility 

of strengthening from the budget reserves, along with strong expertise 

and an international network of field-based experts. To complement this, 
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civil protection can mobilise professional and specialised Member States' 

assets in case of an emergency, inside and outside the EU. 

The combination of the opportunities offered by the Lisbon Treaty and 

this new portfolio will allow the Union, the world's largest donor, to further 

extend its leadership in the area of disaster management and 

humanitarian aid overseas and to maximise the ability of the EU to 

respond to crises at home in a spirit of practical solidarity. The new 

portfolio is also a chance for Europe to act with one voice when disaster 

strikes. A recent example of where this combination has worked 

effectively was in Libya where successful civil protection actions were 

taken to evacuate civilians and to repatriate thousands of third country 

nationals stranded in Tunisia or Egypt  in tandem with vital humanitarian 

aid provided to the border regions where refugees turned to for help as 

well as inside Libya. The experts of the Commission were present in 

Benghazi, in Misrata, Tripolis and even Sirte so as to asses needs and to 

coordinate the assistance we are funding via our partner organizations. 

This demonstrates the logic and benefit of bringing these two elements 

together. 

The EU as a whole, the European Commission and Member States are 

the world's largest donor of humanitarian aid. In opinion polls European 

citizens express strong support for EU humanitarian aid as an 

expression of our solidarity. And we (DG ECHO) do  provides relief 

assistance to more than 135 million people in more than 80 countries.  

This assistance is purely needs-based and respects the humanitarian 

principles of humanity, impartiality, independence and neutrality. The 

Commission's humanitarian mandate is to save and preserve lives in 

emergencies, provide assistance and relief to people affected by longer 
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lasting crisis and to assist refugees or displaced people. Our work with 

our partners in the Horn of Africa has this year, and for many years 

previously, helped people in the most difficult and threatening of 

situations by providing food, sanitation, shelter and other more innovative 

schemes such as cash for work.   

In addition we support short-term rehabilitation and construction work to 

prepare the ground for development actors to cope with the mid- and 

long-term reconstruction and development challenges.  Linking relief with 

recovery and strengthening resilience of the local populations is however 

the biggest challenge we are facing and on which our effectiveness will 

ultimately be measured.  

Humanitarian aid is a distinct EU external policy under the Lisbon Treaty. 

It is not part of EU foreign policy. It is not a crisis management tool and 

therefore not within the remit of the External Action Service. The reason 

for this is the need to preserve the humanitarian principles of humanity, 

impartiality, neutrality and independence.  Our main aim is to save and 

protect lives. In this we are following a need-based approach, not one of 

political opportunity. The humanitarian principles are instrumental to 

secure acceptance by parties to a conflict and to ensure access to the 

victims and acceptance of relief workers especially in conflict situations. 

This principled approach is reflected in the Lisbon Treaty and the EU 

Consensus on Humanitarian Aid. I count on Member States like 

Germany to help securing the Consensus and the principled approach.   

We do of course coordinate with each other as needed with a focus on 

sharing information, which helps all of us.  

The humanitarian operations funded by the Commission are 

implemented by nearly 200 partner organizations ranging from UN 

agencies, international organizations like the Red Cross to NGOs. We 
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are currently partnered with 17 German NGOs who work in a variety of 

fields such as water and sanitation, health and food. 

 

Let me now briefly turn to the Civil Protection part of my portfolio in which 

again Germany and partners like the THW are key partners.  In the field 

of civil protection all EU Member States and some third countries 

(participating states) participate in the Civil Protection Mechanism 

operated by the Monitoring and Information Centre (MIC). They pool 

resources that can be made available in disaster-hit countries. The 

assistance can take the form of in-kind aid, teams with equipment and 

deployment of experts.  

While the primary responsibility for dealing with the immediate effects of 

a disaster lies always with the Member States (and actually often with 

the regional or even local level) , States affected by a disaster, be it a 

Member State of the European Union, a participating State or a third 

country can benefit from civil protection means from other countries 

when the size of a disaster overwhelms national capacities. 

Last year the MIC was activated 32 times for example in the case of 

Haiti, Pakistan, forest fires and floods in Europe or even in the case of 

industrial accidents like the red sludge accident in Hungary..  

Another of our biggest challenges is to ensure that disaster prevention 

and preparedness are the cornerstones of the EU’s strategy on disaster 

management. This will avoid countries entering into repeated cycles of 

crisis requiring long-term humanitarian action. For instance in the Sahel 

we are taking concrete action now to try to avert a crisis which is 

predicted for next year. This kind of resilience-building is being 

incorporated more and more into our work.  



 5

 

Such trends and challenges put enormous pressure on the humanitarian 

system. They can badly affect the effectiveness, coherence and 

credibility of global humanitarian action. In the face of such evolutions, 

we simply cannot continue "business as usual"; we need to shift gear 

and take a more concerted and collective commitment to significant 

change in the way we conceive of international humanitarian action. 

 

Let me finally turn to the proposal from the Commission for the next 

Multiannual Financial Framework. Given the increasing number of 

disasters, growing humanitarian needs and new tasks we propose a 

slight increase of our budget to some €1010 million per annum: € 915 mn 

/y. for humanitarian activities, € 65 mn /y. for Civil protection, € 30 mn/ y. 

for the European Voluntary Humanitarian Aid Corps. The Commission 

has also proposed to increase the Emergency Aid Reserve, available for 

rapid response major crises and emergencies in third countries from 

€200 million per annum to €350 mn with added flexibility. For 

humanitarian aid, proposed budget represents a 9% increase over the 

current Financial Framework.  

 

Of course we are collectively faced with difficult budgetary situations in 

many Member States in this financial crisis. You can be assured that we 

will continue to strive for excellence, efficiency and simplification in our 

operations.  

Thank you very much for your attention. I look forward for a open 

exchange and invite you to put forward questions . 

 


