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       Helping the world’s most vulnerable people is a moral 

imperative. As a direct expression of European solidarity, 

the European Commission established its humanitarian aid 

department in 1992. We have been at the service of humanity 

ever since, standing up for those who would have otherwise 

remained helpless. Europeans care. It is our duty to act.

Kristalina Georgieva, 
European Commissioner 
for International Cooperation, 
Humanitarian Aid and Crisis Response

‘
’
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# | Introduction

The European Community Humanitarian Office 
(ECHO) was created in 1992 as an expression 
of European solidarity with people in need 
around the world. In 2004 it became the 
European Commission’s Directorate-General for 
Humanitarian Aid before integrating Civil 
Protection in 2010 for a better coordination and 
disaster response inside and outside Europe. 

Since its creation, ECHO has channelled about 
EUR 14 billion to victims of conflict and disasters 
in over 140 countries around the globe. For the 
past five years, an average of EUR 1 billion has 
been provided annually, helping nearly 150 
million of the world’s most vulnerable 
populations. 

Humanitarian aid is one of the two main tools 
at the disposal of the EU to get relief assistance 
to people outside of the Union faced with the 
immediate consequences of disasters. It takes 
many forms, depending on the nature of the 
crisis; it may include emergency food rations, 
basic healthcare, basic shelter, and access to 
clean water and proper sanitation. 

The EU's humanitarian assistance is based on 
the principles of humanity , neutrality , 
impartiality and independence. Every decision 

Helping the world's most vulnerable populations in crisis situations is a moral imper
ative for the international community and can make the difference between life and 
death. Responding to this imperative, the European Union (EU) − its 27 Member 
States together with the European Commission − is the world's leading humanitarian 
donor today, providing about half of global funding for emergency relief to victims of 
manmade crises and natural disasters. 

ECHO takes must be in accordance with these 
four principles, which are at the heart of the 
European Consensus on Humanitarian Aid. 
ECHO's humanitarian aid is distributed without 
regard for any political agendas, and without 
exception seeks to help those in the greatest 
need, irrespective of their nationality, religion, 
gender, ethnic origin or political affiliation. This 
commitment to principled humanitarian aid is 
now also anchored in the Lisbon Treaty  
(Article 214, Treaty on the Functioning of the 
European Union).

The other main instrument is Civil Protection. 
A total of 32 countries, including all 27 EU 
Member States, participate in a Civil Protection 
Mechanism, offering assets such as search and 
rescue teams and equipment following a 
request from a country struck by disaster. This 
Mechanism is operated by the Monitoring and 
Information Centre (MIC) in ECHO, which is being 
transformed into a EU Emergency Response 
Centre as of 2013. Since its creation in 2001, 
the Mechanism has been activated over 170 
times, for very different types of disasters. 
Major disasters where assistance was provided 
include the Indian Ocean Tsunami (2004-05); 
hurricanes Katrina and Rita in the USA (2005); 
earthquakes in China (2008); the earthquake in 

Haiti (2010); the triple disaster in Japan (2011); 
forest fires in Greece (2007, 2012); the 
evacuations during the conflict in Libya (2011); 
and the explosion at a naval base in Cyprus 
(2011).

The appointment of Kristalina Georgieva as the 
first European Commissioner for International 
Cooperation, Humanitarian Aid and Crisis 
Response in 2010 brought together these two 
instruments, reinforcing the coherence of EU 
disaster response operations. 

Bringing immediate relief in response to crises 
is essential, but ECHO also places increasing 
importance on reducing the risk of disasters 
and preparing for them. Random acts of nature 
are impossible to prevent, but their impact can 
be reduced or averted with effective early-
warning systems and evacuation plans, through 
knowledge about earthquake-resistant building 
techniques, water quality control, and 
preparation for epidemics. By including disaster 
preparedness in its funding priorities, ECHO is 
helping the most vulnerable communities in 
disaster-prone regions – inside and outside 
Europe – to better help themselves. 

Preparing for disaster saves lives, but it also 
saves money: one euro spent in disaster 
preparedness saves between four and seven 
euros in relief spending after a natural disaster 
– money that can be re-directed towards coping 
with catastrophe elsewhere. 

The objective is to prevent new crises and to 
maximise the effectiveness of aid that has 
already been granted. Working side by side with 
a diverse range of partners – aid agencies and 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 
throughout the world – ECHO contributes to 
meeting the growing needs of humanity in 
complex crises. 

The EU’s humanitarian aid and civil protection 
policies enable it to demonstrate in practical 
terms its commitment to supporting those 
inside and outside the Union in need of 
assistance when they are at their most 
vulnerable. This contributes to fulfilling one of 
the strategic objectives of the EU's external 
action, as set out in the Treaty on European 
Union in its Article 21. 

This book aims at providing a glance at what 
EU assistance in humanitarian aid and crisis 
response is all about: helping people in need, 
on the ground, around the world.
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# | EU Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection 
 in the world

Since its creation in 1992, ECHO has 

channelled around Eur14 billion to victims 

of conflict and disasters in more than 

140 countries around the globe. 

European civil protection, within 

the competence of ECHO since 2010, 

has provided rapid response to more than 

170 disasters worldwide since the Eu Civil 

Protection Mechanism was created in 2001.

Countries where Humanitarian Aid has been implemented (since 1992)

Countries where both Humanitarian Aid has been implemented and the Civil Protection Mechanism activated

Countries where the Civil Protection Mechanism has been activated (since 2001)

September 2012
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# | ECHo’s field network

Regional Support Office (RSO)

Office

Amman RSO

New Delhi RSO

Nairobi RSO

Dakar RSO

Managua RSO

Bangkok RSO

Civil Protection Mechanism solely

Whole continents are served by ECHO's 

worldwide network of regional Support 

Offices and country offices with the potential 

to react in a crisis wherever disaster strikes.

September 2012
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# | Implementing the budget
ECHO assistance by region in 2011
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Philippines, 2009: In the wake of Typhoon Ketsana 
© EC | ECHO | Maria Olsen
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# | Humanitarian aid worldwide
ECHO response to major humanitarian crises in 2011
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Nigeria, 2009: Calling people for meningitis vaccinations 
© EC | ECHO | Claire Barrault
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# | Breakdown by sector

Food, nutrition, therapeutic 
or supp. feeding 47 %

Shelter 7 % 

Disaster preparedness 5 %

Coordination 3 %

Support to special operations 2 %

Transport 1 % Others 1 %

Water/sanitation 14 %

12 %
Health and medical, 

including psycho-social 

Protection 8 %

Breakdown by sector of humanitarian aid 
and civil protection activities in 2011

h 

South India, 2006: Children playing during a visit project
© EC | ECHO | Tapan Mahapatra
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# | Forgotten crises

P 

Yemen, 2009: School in a refugee camp
© ReuteRs | Khaled Abdullah

Rohingya refugees 
and Chittagong Hill Tracts crisis 

Bangladesh

Rohingya crisis and 
inter-ethnic conflict 
Burma/Myanmar 

Internal armed conflict 
Colombia

Conflict in the north and 
Horn of Africa refugees

YemenInternal armed conflict 
Central African Republic

Bhutanese refugees 
Nepal

Sahrawi refugees
Algeria

Regional conflicts 
(Kashmir, north-east India, 

Naxalite movement)
India

Violence from the Lord's Resistance Army
Central African Republic, 

Democratic Republic of the Congo 
and South Sudan

The related 
Burma/Myanmar refugee situation

Thailand

ECHO earmarks 15 % of the geographical humanitarian 
and food aid budget to help victims of forgotten crises
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Burundi, 2002: A refugee camp   
© EC | ECHO | Yves Horent

AAs the European Commission marks the 20th 

anniversary of ECHO – its humanitarian aid and civil 

protection department – in 2012, European citizens confirmed their continued 

solidarity with victims of natural disasters and man-made crises around the 

world. The results of the 2012 Eurobarometer public opinion surveys on EU 

citizens' attitudes towards humanitarian aid and civil protection showed an 

overwhelming and even increasing support of Europeans for EU actions to 

help those most in need. Almost nine out of ten (88 %) EU citizens consider 

it important for the EU to fund humanitarian aid, an increase of nine 

percentage points since the last survey in 2010. Nearly the same number 

(84 %) support maintaining humanitarian aid funding in spite of the current 

economic crisis. A coordinated approach in civil protection is also clearly 

supported; mostly because Europeans prevailingly agree (92 %) that not 

all countries have sufficient national means to deal with major disasters 

on their own and because there is a widespread recognition (89 %) that 

major disasters can have cross-border effects. 

overwhelming and 
even increasing support 
of Europeans for EU 
actions to help those 
most in need
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and 
preparedness 
before disaster 
strikes 

investing in risk prevention

DDisasters do not recognise borders, a fact that requires 

international cooperation to face and prevent them. 

Responding to this challenge, civil protection works 

hand-in-hand with humanitarian aid in the EU.  It covers 

the whole spectrum of disaster management from 

prevention to response and recovery. As a result of this collaboration, 

faster, more efficient and more cost-effective assistance can be provided. 

Investing in risk prevention and preparedness before disaster strikes also 

brings significant savings compared to paying for relief, recovery and 

reconstruction after a disaster, and can be as simple as sharing information 

and best practice. Any country in the world, including inside the EU, may 

request EU civil protection assistance to cope with a disaster.  

U 

The Netherlands, 2009: EU flood exercice  
© THW
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Kenya, 2012: Post drought, a Turkana woman dresses 
a young humanitarian worker with her wares 
© EC | ECHO | Malini Morzaria

InIn 2012, the European Commission set out its plans to develop a global 

initiative, creating opportunities for some 10 000 people to volunteer 

worldwide in humanitarian operations, from 2014. Preparation of the 

scheme began in 2011, with two waves of pilot projects and some  

200 pilot volunteers deployed. Humanitarian organisations need more 

well-prepared people to support them in helping communities struck by 

disasters. Many Europeans are eager to help practically where it is most 

needed. The EU Aid Volunteers' initiative will provide them with the 

opportunity to do so. Only well-prepared volunteers will have the possibility 

to be deployed in humanitarian projects. Interested European citizens and 

long-term residents in the EU above the age of 18 will be able to apply 

to become EU Aid Volunteers. Overall, three out of 10 Europeans are 

volunteering in all sectors across society, totaling 100 million potential 

volunteers – taken together, they 

are the EU’s largest Member State! 

  creating opportunities  
to volunteer worldwide 

in humanitarian operations
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OOne of ECHO’s main pillars is its worldwide network of field offices, allowing 

an up-to-date analysis of existing and forecast needs in a given country 

or region. The field network contributes to the development of intervention 

strategies and policy development, provides technical support to ECHO-

funded operations, and ensures adequate monitoring of these interventions. 

Opening new offices in a region or 

country and allocating a budget 

and staff depends on assessed needs and the humanitarian situation. 

Working in 44 field offices around the world, ECHO counts on the support 

of more than 140 international humanitarian experts and 330 national 

staff members. 

working in 44 field offices 
around the world  

V 

Haiti, 2008: EU Assessment Experts survey the scene 
in the coastal town of Miragoâne 
© EC | ECHO | Paolo Vaccari 
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Peru, 2007: Examining the potato harvest 
© REUTERS | Mariana Bazo

Hunger and malnutrition are affecting more than one billion people globally. 

In recent years, ECHO has progressed from the direct provision of food aid 

in an emergency to supplying a broader range of assistance, thereby not 

only meeting immediate food needs but also building the resilience of 

communities to future crises. The development of a disaster-resilient 

society needs the commitment and concerted effort of inter national 

organisations, donors, governments and local authorities, as well as civil 

society. By linking relief, rehabilitation and development, the EU is working 

hard to improve coordination and consistency between 

the humanitarian emergency response and longer-

term development aid. The aim is to prevent the 

recurrence of new crises, thereby making aid more 

sustainable.

building 
the resilience of 

communities 
to future crises 
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Portugal, 2012: Lisbon authorities request assistance through 
the EU Civil Protection Mechanism to help tackle forest fires 
© EC | ECHO 

providing worldwide 
early warning of impending 
disasters 

EECHO financially supports several early warning systems, ensuring rapid 

response to an emergency with human and material resources at the 

ready. Providing worldwide early warning of impending disasters such as 

earthquakes, tsunamis, hurricanes and volcanic eruptions is the responsibility 

of the Global Disaster Alert and Coordination System. The European Floods 

Alert System provides early warning of floods in Europe, and the European 

Forest Fire Information System monitors and predicts forest fires in the 

EU and neighbouring countries, with fire forecasts available up to six days 

in advance. It is also able to assess the damage that follows a forest fire. 

Training courses, full-scale exercises and an exchange programme all 

enhance the coordination of civil protection assistance, ensuring 

compat ib i l i ty  and mutual 

understanding between teams 

from different countries. 
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Mozambique, 2008: A woman displaced by floods fetches water for consumption 
© EC | ECHO | Borja Cuervo Alonso 

Disaster occurs suddenly and takes people by surprise. An estimated 97 % 

of natural disaster-related deaths occur in developing countries, and these 

countries bear the heaviest burden in terms of livelihoods lost. In addition, 

it is often the poorest communities that suffer the most as they tend to 

live in greater density, in badly built housing, and on land at risk. Although 

it is impossible to prevent hazards, their impact can be limited through 

better preparing the population and by investing in effective response 

mechanisms at local, regional and national levels. Helping people prepare 

for disaster is as high on ECHO’s agenda as the immediate response to 

disasters when they happen. The importance of disaster preparedness is 

clearly recognised in ECHO's mandate and in the European Consensus on 

Humanitarian Aid adopted in 2007. In 1996, ECHO launched a specific 

programme called DIPECHO (Disaster Preparedness ECHO), dedicated to 

disaster preparedness.

helping people prepare for disaster 



34

J 

Peru, 2007: Earthquake survivors take shelter  
© REUTERS | Enrique Castro-Mendivil 

Floods, earthquakes, cyclones, or conflict can destroy thousands of homes 

in an instant. In response, emergency relief operations provide basic items 

such as tents and tarpaulins. Assistance continues by providing building 

materials and tools for temporary shelters so that people have a roof over 

their heads until permanent homes are ready. However, experience shows 

that basic and fragile transitional shelter often remains the only home for 

the world’s poorest for many years. 

These structures frequently serve as 

a foundation for future housing, and 

are expanded and reinforced. It is therefore crucial that proper materials 

are provided and correct building methods used from the outset. In disaster-

prone areas around the world, ECHO is increasingly funding temporary 

housing designed to withstand at least small-scale natural disasters offering 

a good base for recovery, and giving shelter when homes are lost. 

giving shelter

F

when homes are lost
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Indonesia, 2005: Rebuilding after the tsunami 
© REUTERS | Supri SUPRI/TC

Areas prone to disasters such as floods or earthquakes need constructions 

that can withstand recurrent risks. To promote such constructions and help 

reduce the loss of property and lives, ECHO invests in the training of 

builders and masons in vulnerable areas. For example, in flood-prone parts 

of Cambodia, houses are built on pillars, while in Bangladesh  

plinths are raised and reinforced with stone or concrete to prevent houses 

from being washed away by floods. In the Philippines, hit by at least  

20 typhoons per year, houses are built 

on solid foundations and include cross 

bracing to withstand lateral movement. 

Training local builders in disaster-

resistant building techniques reduces the 

risk and impact of disaster. As well as promoting proper planning and the 

enforcement of building norms and regulations, ECHO pays attention to 

safe school buildings, because schools are often used as emergency 

shelters when catastrophe hits.  

training local builders 
            in disaster-resistant 
building techniques    
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Niger, 2012: Mother waiting to be seen by medical staff 
© EC | ECHO | Sean Smith

EECHO works with a wide range of 

operational partners: the United Nations 

agencies, other international organisations, 

such as the International Committee of 

the Red Cross, the International Federation of the Red Cross and the Red 

Crescent Societies, and about 200 European NGOs. ECHO has developed 

close working relationships with these partners on policy issues as well 

as the management of humanitarian operations. With a large budget to 

invest into effective and rapid humanitarian response around the globe, 

ECHO channels its funding through these partners, selected on the basis 

of their geographical presence, location and operational capacity. 

  working with 
a wide range of 
operational partners 
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Japan, 2011: Treating evacuees after the earthquake and tsunami    
© REUTERS | Yuriko Nakao

The early days and weeks of an emergency require constant evolution of 

people’s needs and challenges, demanding a commensurably flexible and 

adequate response. In 2011, when Japan was overwhelmed by an 

earthquake, tsunami and nuclear damage, the EU was among the first to 

answer the call for assistance with blankets, mattresses, water tanks and 

water purification units for the survivors. Thanks to the seamless coordination 

between EU Member States and the European Commission, European aid 

rapidly reached those in need. It was swiftly followed by a 15-strong team, 

including EU Member State experts in logistics and radiology, deployed to 

Japan to coordinate the distribution of assistance on the ground and help 

assess further needs. Adapting support to evolving needs, the focus of 

European assistance then shifted from civil protection and in-kind assistance 

to financial support for the most needy survivors through the efforts of 

the Red Cross family. adapting support
to evolving needs
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Haiti, 2010: Emergency aid workers 
© Getty ImaGes | Logan abassi/mINUstaH

providing a faster
and better-coordinated response

In a crisis, the speed of response can make the difference between life 

and death for thousands of people. This is why the European Union is 

working to further upgrade its capacity for a more rapid – and thus more 

effective – reaction, providing a faster and better-coordinated response. 

Cooperation between EU Member States and other countries within the 

framework of European civil protection provides an urgent response to 

requests by a disaster-stricken country when the scale of emergency 

overwhelms its own capabilities. Assistance may include search and rescue 

teams, medical teams, shelter, and water purification units. This assistance 

is provided for a wide range of major emergencies, including acts of 

terrorism and technological, radiological and environmental accidents. 

European civil protection has provided rapid response to more than 170 

disasters worldwide since the EU Civil Protection Mechanism was created. 
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Nigeria, 2009: A child is vaccinated against meningitis    
© EC | ECHO | Claire Barrault

saving lives
through medical treatment

TThe vast majority of interventions funded by the European Union under 

its humanitarian mandate affect health either directly or indirectly, saving 

lives through medical treatment, the provision of clean water and 

adequate sanitation, and support for epidemiological surveillance and 

logistics. ECHO provides humanitarian relief in conflict and disaster zones 

to help cope with massive medical needs, treating patients' physical 

injuries, but also fighting malaria and cholera, and providing post-trauma 

psycho-social support, as well as  advice on nutrition and reproductive 

health. 



H
46

A 

Sri Lanka, 2006: Distribution of food aid  
© Getty | John Moore 

Hunger remains one of the major challenges for global development, but 

also for humanitarian response in emergencies. Population growth, climate 

change, the increasing frequency and intensity of disasters, rising food 

prices and the global economic crisis all contribute to continued food 

insecurity in many parts of the world, with 15 % of all child deaths attributed 

to acute malnutrition. In such crises, ECHO is fighting hunger and malnutrition 

and works to cure the damage they cause. It invests in safe and nutritious 

food for disaster victims, helping to avoid extreme hunger, which can kill. 

Action is not only taken during a crisis, but often in anticipation of a crisis, 

as well as in the recovery period afterwards.  

 fighting hunger 
and malnutrition
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Haiti, 2010: European rescue workers come to the aid 
of a young child trapped after the earthquake
© Getty | Carol Guzy | the Washington Post

Established in 2001 to facilitate rapid and efficient European 

response to disasters, 32 countries participate in the EU’s 

Civil Protection Mechanism, including all EU Member States, 

offering assets such as search and rescue teams and equipment following 

a request from a country struck by disaster. Since its creation, the Mechanism 

has been activated over 170 times, for very different types of disasters, 

increasing the EU’s capability of dealing with disasters inside and outside 

Europe. The Mechanism is operated around the clock by the Monitoring 

and Information Centre (MIC) in ECHO, which is being transformed into an 

EU Emergency Response Centre as of 2013. Countries have access to a 

one-stop shop of civil protection means available throughout the 

participating states. Any country inside or outside the Union affected by 

a major disaster can make an appeal for assistance. Cooperation during 

disasters that overwhelm national capacities is a strong expression of 

European solidarity, a common European approach to crisis more effective 

than separate national approaches. 

dealing  
with disasters 
inside and outside 
        Europe 
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Dominican Republic, 2006: Raising awareness of flooding among children 
© EC | ECHO | Susana Perez Diaz

raising 
awareness 
among children

EECHO promotes and implements disaster preparedness all over the world, 

often with projects focused on children and schools. Nurturing  

a culture of prevention and disaster resilience and raising awareness 

among children is vital in areas where adult illiteracy is widespread. 

Examples include teaching materials for schools, information campaigns 

and training disaster management. Children in the flood-prone part of 

Dominican Republic, for example, have been taught how to protect 

themselves. Campaigns emphasising the importance of disaster 

preparedness and risk reduction have been carried out across the countries 

of Latin America and the Caribbean. ECHO has also funded the training 

of young people in Central Asia on how to react to natural disasters and 

administer first aid, creating young rescuer clubs ready to join disaster-

relief efforts. ECHO also supports education in refugee 

camps by constructing or refurbishing classrooms, 

supplying teaching materials and furniture, and making 

and distributing school uniforms. 
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Albania, 1999: Refugees from Kosovo queue for food and humanitarian aid 
© Panos | andrew Testa

helping refugees and internally displaced people 

EEuropean Commission humanitarian aid in the Balkans during and  

after the successive wars of the 1990s was a massive humanitarian 

intervention, helping refugees and internally displaced people as well as 

vulnerable local populations throughout the former Yugoslavia and 

surrounding countries. At the height of the conflict in 1994, the Commission 

was providing food aid to almost three million people in the Balkans as 

well as shelter, fuel, medical aid, water, sanitation and psycho-social aid 

to a deeply traumatised population. Helping an ever-growing number of 

displaced people around the world remains a top priority for ECHO.  

It supports people's return to their homes, the rebuilding of their lives and 

the improvement of basic social services, as well as funding treatment and 

counselling for survivors of violence.  
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Democratic Republic of the Congo, 2008: 
Water is provided at a camp for displaced people    
© EC | ECHO | Daniel Dickinson

WWater is one of the most basic human needs. Adequate sanitation depends 

on proper disposal of waste and sewage. Good hygiene practices stop the 

spread of disease. Water, sanitation services and good hygiene, termed 

as 'WASH' in humanitarian relief operations, are three closely connected 

preconditions for public health. The European Commission is the world's 

biggest donor to humanitarian WASH needs, contributing approximately 

one third of the total global annual WASH funding. With an extensive 

network of NGO, UN and Red Cross partners, and 140 field experts, ECHO 

promotes quality and best practice in the face of changing humanitarian 

WASH demands. A lack of basic sanitation and low hygiene standards, 

especially during and after an emergency when water supply and sanitation 

systems are damaged or destroyed, increases the vulnerability of 

populations to epidemic outbreaks. In regions exposed to natural hazards, 

water and sanitation projects are therefore put in place with the participation 

of vulnerable communities. 

approximately one third 
of the total global annual WASH funding  

contributing 
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Democratic Republic of the Congo, 2005: Explaining the dangers of unexploded mines 
© PANOS | Sean Sutton

ECHO provides vital funds for clearing unexploded ordnance, mines and 

grenades in battleground areas, for example in Libya and Sri Lanka. Anti-

personnel landmines and explosive remnants of war, including cluster 

bombs, are a deadly inheritance, which can claim lives long after the end 

of fighting. More than 30 countries around the world need support in mine 

clearance and associated activities such as victim assistance. Children are 

particularly at risk: curious or too young to read, they might not understand 

the warming signs and are likely to pick up strange objects. Mines injuries 

are also more lethal for children than for adults. That is why another priority 

is Mine Risk Education (previously known as Mine Awareness Training). It 

involves visiting schools or community centres to inform and warn people, 

and particularly children, of the dangers of straying into minefields or 

tampering with unexploded ordnance.

unexploded ordnance, 
mines and grenades

clearing 
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Libya 2011: Migrant workers from sub-Saharan Africa 
await evacuation in the port of Tripoli 
© REutERs | Ismail Zitouny

mobilising resources
for urgent aid 
from the early days 
of the emergencyTThe European Union was at the forefront of the humanitarian 

response to the 2011 crisis in Libya, mobilising resources for 

urgent aid from the early days of the emergency. It was the 

first donor on the ground both in East and West Libya, which enabled a close 

follow-up of the humanitarian situation and a swift response to the rapidly 

evolving needs. ECHO immediately deployed its humanitarian and civil 

protection experts to the Libyan borders (Tunisia, Egypt, Algeria, and Chad) 

when these needs arose. More than 90 000 refugees were helped to survive 

in border areas with tents, food, blankets, water and sanitation until their 

evacuation. A total of 56 000 third country nationals were repatriated with 

the assistance of ECHO humanitarian partners and EU Member States' 

assets, coordinated by the EU Civil Protection Mechanism and co-financed 

by the EU budget. Humanitarian interventions also included the provision 

of medical aid behind the front lines, as well as water and food to civilians. 

Following the fall of the regime, more than 9 000 detainees were visited 

across Libya and more than 130 000 internally displaced persons were 

provided with assistance, in particular some 70 000 who originate from 

minority groups.



60

� 

Haiti, 2010: Child victims of the earthquake   
© PANOS | William Daniels

Children are at their most vulnerable when disaster strikes. Plagued by 

malnutrition and disease, they suffer high mortality rates and are easy 

prey for recruitment by armed groups 

and forced labour, and frequently 

victims of violence, sexual abuse and 

trafficking. Injury and disability during 

a natural disaster or conflict is highest 

among children, and they form a large proportion of mine victims. Children 

with disabilities risk being abandoned at a time of crisis and the separation 

of children from their families also puts them at risk. ECHO helps reunify 

children with their families, with priority for the youngest that are less 

able to provide full information about them. Programmes have been set 

up to help orphaned children, and ECHO is funding programmes to 

rehabilitate former child soldiers. By protecting children and upholding 

their rights, ECHO gives them opportunities to pursue their physical, 

emotional and mental development. 

protecting 
children and upholding 
their rights

C
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Algeria, 2003: Sahrawi refugees 
© ReuteRs | stringer

helping the victims of forgotten crises

MMany crises continue long after the media cameras are gone, when the 

‘CNN moment’ is over and international attention has shifted to new 

emergencies. A number of communities in different parts of the world 

also face tragedy that is overlooked altogether or neglected by much of 

the international humanitarian community and public attention. These are 

‘forgotten crises’, and many of them are chronic. While other donors may 

have left, ECHO is helping the victims of forgotten crises, earmarking 15 % 

of its annual budget to support them – mainly refugees and other 

communities displaced by violence and armed conflict in Bangladesh, 

Burma/Myanmar, Colombia, Yemen, Algeria, Central African Republic, Nepal, 

India, and Sri Lanka among others. 
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Somalia, 2011: A family waits for help at a clinic 
© REUTERS | Olav A. Saltbones/Norwegian Red Cross/Handout

Among the leaders of the international humanitarian response to the 

world’s most massive emergencies, the European Commission is bringing 

life-saving support to millions of people affected by drought and threatened 

with hunger. Prolonged drought causes harvests to fail, livestock to die 

and the price of food and water to soar, with humanitarian needs often 

exacerbated by conflict and displacement. With the European Union the 

largest humanitarian donor to many hunger crises, such as in the Horn 

of Africa and the Sahel, focusing on food aid to famine areas and urgent 

medical assistance is backed up by the search for long-term solutions to 

make sure that an inevitable cycle of drought does not lead to hunger and 

famine. ECHO is contributing to disaster risk reduction programmes to help 

local communities prepare for the impact of recurrent drought. Knowledge 

and experience gained enables the EU to respond quickly and adequately 

to new crises.

bringing life-saving support

to millions of people 
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Democratic Republic of the Congo, 2008: ECHO Flight services inaccessible areas  
© EC | ECHO | DAC Aviation

Many humanitarian ‘hot 

spots’ in the Horn of Africa 

and the Great Lakes region are remote 

and lack good or safe transport infrastructure. Roads are often in a poor 

state or simply unusable, especially during the rainy season, or are not 

safe to use. Quick and safe access to needy populations is a constant 

challenge facing humanitarian agencies. The challenge is met by ECHO 

Flight, a small fleet of dedicated aircraft operating in one of the world’s 

most hostile flying environments. Many ECHO partners rely on this free-

of-charge facility, taking advantage of weekly scheduled flights to  

82 destinations in the region. Responding to humanitarian needs in  

hard-to-reach locations, flights have been deployed to crises in DRC, 

Somalia, Ethiopia, Rwanda, Mali, South Sudan, Mozambique and Angola. 

The planes transport an average of 1 500 passengers and 35 000 kg  

of cargo every month, serving 300 humanitarian projects that aid some 

of the world’s most desperate populations. Hundreds of emergency medical 

and security evacuations have been carried out by ECHO Flight in locations 

that are otherwise cut off from the rest of the world.

responding  
             to humanitarian needs 

in hard-to-reach locations 
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Mongolia, 2010: Extreme winter conditions 
© GEtty | Paula Bronstein

linking relief, 

rehabilitation

and development

WWith a focus on saving lives, providing relief and assisting the most 

vulnerable groups, ECHO supports strategies that enable populations to 

better prepare for natural disasters by enhancing their capacity to cope 

and respond. This increases their resilience in the face of natural hazard 

and reduces their vulnerability. When temperatures in Mongolia in the 

winter of 2010 dropped to below 50°C, the country 

experienced a natural disaster known as Dzud – 

continuous heavy snowfall combined with extreme cold, preceded by a 

dry summer – resulting in insufficient grazing for livestock. Some 8.5 

million livestock perished, putting the livelihood of 500 000 people, mainly 

nomadic herders, at risk. Thousands of people were forced to migrate to 

cities, causing difficulties with water supply and sanitation. The EU 

responded to emergency needs, but also focused on linking relief, 

rehabilitation and development, since Dzud is a recurrent problem requiring 

a long-term strategy. Disaster preparedness and risk reduction were 

included in most projects, including animal husbandry training, vocational 

training for urban migrants, and support to school children away from 

home.  
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Côte d’Ivoire, 2011: Cash and vouchers are a lifeline 
for buyers and small business owners alike 
© EC | ECHO | Said Penda Mbombo

supporting 
              the local economy and 
 empowering the people

TTo ensure speedy delivery of humanitarian aid, ECHO increasingly gives 

cash or vouchers directly to the most needy and vulnerable people, instead 

of distributing food or other aid that needs to be purchased and transported 

before it can reach those that need it. When disaster strikes, cash and 

vouchers are quick to deliver, cost effective and provide people with greater 

choice. They also have many secondary positive impacts, such as supporting 

the local economy and empowering the people. All ECHO food assistance 

projects in Pakistan and Haiti, for instance, have a cash or voucher-based 

element. There are systematic checks and analysis to ensure that cash 

and voucher programmes really do reach the most vulnerable groups, such 

as women, children, and the elderly, and that they do not feed inflation, 

depress local markets, or give rise to social imbalances. 
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Philippines, 2009: Pupils use their notebooks and hands 
to cover their heads during an earthquake drill 
© REUTERS | Romeo Ranoco

preparing communities 
for predictable disaster

NNot all disasters come unannounced: many tropical storms, tsunamis and 

certain types of flooding can be predicted. Community-based early warning 

systems put in place by ECHO have saved lives and property. Preparing 

communities for predictable disaster and warning them in time can make 

a significant difference. Disaster preparedness is proof that people are far 

from helpless when facing hazards, with appropriate knowledge, practice 

and means of response. Ultimately, the aim is to increase their resilience 

and decrease their vulnerability in the face of disaster. Committed to 

alleviating the plight of the most vulnerable, ECHO is funding actions in 

countries most prone to recurring natural disasters, helping communities to 

better prepare and to respond more adequately. 
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Sudan, 2007: Psycho-social aid for children displaced by war 
© Getty | Uriel Sinai

ensuring the dignity of people

TThe immediate humanitarian priorities in a crisis are to reduce suffering, 

protect the most vulnerable and cater for immediate needs in terms of 

food and water, sanitation, shelter and medical assistance. Equally 

important is ensuring the dignity of people affected. A deeply traumatised 

population will also require psycho-social aid to help cope with the physical 

and mental health consequences of conflicts, emergencies, major incidents 

and disasters. Examples of post-trauma support funded by the European 

Commission include the reintegration into society of child soldiers, the 

registration of displaced persons and separated children, support for the 

safe return of refugees and displaced people to their homes, family tracing, 

counselling, and post-traumatic stress recovery services. 
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Pakistan, 2011: 80-years-old woman displaced by floods 
© ReuteRs | Akhtar soomro

making 
aid sensitive to the specific needs 

T

and capacities of women, 
girls, men and boys

The impact of disasters – whether caused by man or by nature – is not 

gender neutral. Women, girls, men and boys have varying vulnerabilities, 

face diverse risks and suffer different consequences in a crisis. Their needs 

and coping mechanisms also vary. Children, as well as the elderly, are 

physically less able to cope with the effects of a disaster, and women in 

certain societies may not be viewed as equals during a response. Making 

aid sensitive to the specific needs and capacities of women, girls, men 

and boys is integral to all aspects of EU humanitarian assistance.
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India, 2005: Aid-funded fishing boats 
© EC | ECHO | Antoine Lemasson

improving the efficiency 
                  of the humanitarian response

TThe main mission of EU humanitarian aid and civil protection is to save 

lives and relieve the suffering of people caught up in crises. With the full 

backing and support of EU governments and citizens, ECHO has funded 

relief for millions of victims of natural disasters and man-made crises, 

preparing people, communities and institutions to prevent and respond 

to disasters. The most effective life-saving efforts are usually carried out 

at a local level immediately after disaster strikes. It is also clear that 

humanitarian intervention succeeds best where funding is followed by 

development, thus improving the efficiency of the humanitarian response 

to disaster.
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