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Abstract 

In the last few decades, there has been a marked turn to “humanitarianism from below” in thinking about and organ‑
izing humanitarian action, which is among other expressed in the localization agenda of humanitarian action. In 
the last years, there have been many initiatives to strengthen national actors as well as initiatives that are directed 
to organization, advocacy, and collective action. This paper theoretically positions the role of national and local service 
providers in the humanitarian arena and politics of knowledge production and then presents a specific initiative 
of humanitarian observatories in three countries. The paper brings out a number of issues relevant for other initiatives 
aiming to strengthen the role of national and local actors, namely that humanitarians are not the only relevant actors 
to deal with humanitarian crises, that context matters, the importance of agenda‑setting, and the importance of side‑
ways interaction between observatories in different crisis‑affected regions.

Introduction
In the last few decades, there has been a marked turn 
to “humanitarianism from below” in thinking about 
and organizing humanitarian action. Thirty years ago, 
the Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement and Nongovernmental 
Organizations (NGOs) in Disaster Relief was launched. 
Two articles of the code particularly stood out: “we shall 
attempt to build disaster response on local capacities” 
and “ways shall be found to involve program benefi-
ciaries in the management of relief aid’.1 If nothing else, 
this code revealed the western-centric nature of aid: the 

“we” referred to in the article was limited to interna-
tional humanitarian agencies. It also showed the waver-
ing attitude that these actors had in relation to the largely 
unexplored practices of working with, let alone follow-
ing the lead of the “local capacities” and the “beneficiar-
ies” for whom their good was being done. This language 
was especially remarkable considering that many of the 
INGO signatories were development agencies with a long 
record of participation and partnership with “local capac-
ities,” who were appreciated for their capacities as well as 
their knowledge and expertise. The Red Cross Movement 
moreover largely consisted of national societies. This was 
apparently no obstacle to signing the code, and publica-
tions of those years rarely challenged the inequalities and 
power differentials embedded in its language.

In 2016, the first ever World Humanitarian Summit 
not only reflected changing values in relation to national 
actors of the humanitarian world but also it acted as a 
vehicle to promote this shift. It introduced the agenda 
of “localization of aid,” which aims to better respect 
national authorities and agencies and enhance their role 
in the implementation and decision-making of aid as part 
of the “participation revolution” the Summit sought to 
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engender. One of the most tangible outcomes of the sum-
mit was the pledge of donors (united in the Grand Bar-
gain) to commit to more direct funding of national actors 
(UNGA 2016).

The introduction of the localization agenda was not 
without critique (Mulder 2023). It was not equally 
embraced by all humanitarians, some of whom would 
retain their fear that national actors would not live by the 
cherished principles of neutrality and impartiality. Oth-
ers would maintain over the years that the localization 
agenda paid lip-service to aspirations of equality yet was 
never successfully translated in practice. One of the most 
eye-catching aspects of critique is that the use of the term 
“localization” revealed a similar western-centrism as seen 
in the older generation Code of Conduct. The force that 
carries out the localizing is international, and hence, this 
remains the default or standard model of humanitarian 
action. Localization is presented as a gift bestowed on 
national actors, a gracious act of power-sharing, rather 
than a realization that power must be restored to where 
it belongs, with the people that experience the crisis that 
needs relieving (see also Roepstorff 2020). This criticism 
can be recognized among voices calling for the decolo-
nization of aid (Aloudat & Khan 2022; Foreign Aid Is 
Having a Reckoning 2021). Notwithstanding the aversion 
many critical scholars have for the term localization, it 
seems to be stuck and continues to be used widely. We 
are set to avoid the term and speak instead in the remain-
der of this paper about advancing the roles of national 
actors.

The case for advancing the role of national actors 
has different grounds. Firstly, it is based on ethical and 
indeed legal considerations. Sovereign national govern-
ments and authorities are in the lead of crisis response, 
and the international community should only have an 
auxiliary and supporting role to play. This is not how the 
relation has evolved in practice, however, and especially 
since the early 1990 s — when international humanitar-
ian machinery vastly expanded — humanitarians have 
tended to assume a much more central role (Harvey, 
2009). Since the turn of the twenty-first century, gov-
ernments have become more assertive in claiming back 
their space, starting with the Gujarat earthquake in India. 
Humanitarian actors have a variety of strategies to col-
laborate with governments, depending on the level of 
involvement of the government in the crisis when it, for 
example, stems from conflict and the political will and 
capacities that governments display in ensuring that aid 
reaches people most in need.

The ethical case centers on reducing inequalities in the 
sector, particularly in working relationships with national 
or local service providers. National and local actors 
play major roles in humanitarian service delivery as 

employees of international agencies (at a lesser paygrade 
than their expatriate colleagues) or as part of a national 
agency or nongovernmental organization. In a study con-
ducted on wage disparities between international and 
national aid workers, for instance, researchers showed 
that local staff were paid four times less on average com-
pared to their expatriate counterparts. Such disparities 
are not limited to salaries but include as well allowances 
for accommodations, transportation, and other benefits 
(Carr & McWha-Hermann 2016). In addition, concerns 
over “unethical recruitment practices” by international 
organizations have surfaced in recent years. Staff poach-
ing has often resulted in smaller organizations and local 
governments losing human resources and homegrown 
talent to international agencies, which adversely affects 
their sustainability (McCommon & Sutton 2023). Ironi-
cally, it is these same organizations who work with, and 
support, affected communities before international agen-
cies arrive and long after they exit. Hence, there is a 
growing movement among various international humani-
tarian networks to put in place frameworks and guide-
lines to shift these practices towards valuing national 
actors in terms of both wage parity and ethical recruit-
ment (ibid). Moreover, issues around restoring national 
actors’ autonomy in relation to international donor agen-
das (e.g., calls for “shifting the power”) have also surfaced 
as important ethical issues in humanitarian aid.2

Secondly, the case for recognizing and advancing 
the role of national actors is built on functional and 
pragmatic grounds. Humanitarian needs are growing. 
Currently, 38 countries are engaged in conflict, and at 
the same time, we see a steep incline in the number of 
disasters adversely affecting vulnerable people’s liveli-
hoods. Many expect that the impact of climate change 
will lead to an intensification and multiplication of 
humanitarian crisis situations in the near future (IFRC 
2020). More than 300 million people (1 in 27) currently 
depend on humanitarian assistance (UNOCHA 2023). 
Although humanitarian budgets continue to grow, 
needs risk outgrowing capacities of global humanitar-
ian response. In seeking to stretch its boundaries to 
accommodate crisis response wherever it is needed, 
one proposed solution would be to rely more on 
national service delivery capacities.

In recent years, there have been many initiatives to 
strengthen national actors as well as initiatives that 
are directed to organization, advocacy, and collective 
action. The turn towards national service delivery as a 
key resource in responding to humanitarian crises comes 
about from above as much as from below, where national 

2 See https:// www. shift thepo wersu mmit. org/ weavi ngcon versa tions.
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actors are increasingly claiming space. These initiatives 
have usually been founded to unite and amplify southern 
voices to increase their influence in the global humani-
tarian system. Notable initiatives include the Charter4 
Change, which was launched at the World Humanitarian 
Summit in 2016 to promote the role of national actors. It 
comprises a mix of international and national organiza-
tions. Another successful initiative is the Southern NGO 
network NEAR, which was also formed in the prelude 
of the summit. The START Network is also a key player 
in advancing locally led humanitarian action and rapid 
financing, e.g., through the establishment of area-based 
pooled funds. These initiatives have also focused on 
making southern agencies and expertise more visible to 
enhance their position in obtaining contracts. The Inter-
national Humanitarian Studies Association, for example, 
together with The NEAR network and Tufts University 
maintains a database of organizations and individuals and 
their expertise and countries to facilitate recruitment for 
consultancy work or other humanitarian assignments.3

These recent developments within the sector highlight 
the need to seek insights into the roles of national actors 
in humanitarian action, how their experiences reveal dif-
ferent knowledges and practices that are often overlooked 
(and sometimes dismissed), and the potentials for such 
actors to advocate for reforms in their own context and 
perhaps even beyond. Along these lines, this paper dis-
cusses a recent movement that has the explicit objective 
to learn, share, and advocate to reform humanitarianism 
at the national level. It concerns a network of humani-
tarian observatories, which can broadly be defined as 
groups comprising a variety of national or regional actors 
that discuss and reflect on trends in humanitarian action 
in situ and propose/advance reforms when required. The 
authors of this paper have established these networks 
in the Democratic Republic of Congo, Ethiopia, Latin 
America and the Caribbean, and the Philippines. This has 
been done as part of a research consortium on humani-
tarian governance (referred to as the Hum-Gov project).4 
The network has now spread to several more countries, 
currently including South Asia (based in India), Namibia, 
Libya, Central and Eastern Europe (based in Poland), 
Somalia, the Netherlands, and Pakistan.

The paper will first position the role of national service 
providers theoretically. We step away from both the nor-
mative and pragmatic notions of why the role of national 
actors must be strengthened and take a more empiri-
cal approach to how humanitarian action contextually 
evolves as the interplay of a multitude of actors. To do 

this, the article anchors its claims around the concepts 
of the humanitarian arena and politics of knowledge 
which underpin the inspiration, development, and design 
of the humanitarian observatories. We will then tell the 
story of the observatories as they have evolved in their 
own context, with a focus on emerging insights that can 
strengthen the case for reforming humanitarianism from 
below. We do so by presenting a conversation between 
us (the authors) — illuminating the different approaches 
to establishing observatories, embodying the aspirations 
embedded in these endeavors, and articulating hopes as 
well as concerns for the future of the observatories indi-
vidually and as a network. Using these actual words in 
a conversation as a method of presenting our ideas pro-
vides insights into the lived experiences of the observa-
tories and also reveals the spirit of exchange and learning 
that have shaped our approaches to network building.

The humanitarian arena and politics of knowledge
In 2010, Dorothea Hilhorst and Bram Jansen laid out 
the foundation of an arena perspective of humanitarian 
action. The basis of this perspective is the notion that 
humanitarian action, including processes of implementa-
tion and policy-making, is shaped in practice. Humani-
tarian action is considered as an “arena where a multitude 
of actors, including humanitarians and the disaster-
affected recipients of aid, shape the everyday realities of 
humanitarian action” (Hilhorst & Jansen 2013, p. 1117). 
The realities and outcomes of aid depend on how actors 
along and around the aid chain — donor representatives, 
headquarters, field staff, affected communities, and sur-
rounding actors — use their social agency to interpret 
the context, the needs, their own role, and each other. 
At the time, the meaning of “humanitarian” was mainly 
restricted to international humanitarian agencies. The 
arena perspective intended to broaden this understand-
ing by asking empirically how the conditions of service 
delivery in crisis situations are shaped in practice and by 
recognizing that this implies many different actors.

In the last decade, the recognition of plurality in 
humanitarian service delivery has become paramount. 
This is reflected in the growing literature on the roles 
of NGOs that do not necessarily claim the label of 
“humanitarian” (in the traditional sense) as well as the 
literature on citizen-based or vernacular humanitarian-
isms (Ager et al. 2015; Brković, 2023; Fechter & Schwit-
tay 2019; Richey 2018; Rozakou 2017). In particular, the 
increasing visibility of the role of mutual aid networks 
as a citizen-driven response to crises, built on culturally 
specific forms of reciprocity, is worth noting. We find 
various manifestations of these solidarity-based sup-
port networks in different contexts: the establishment of 
emergency response rooms in Sudan (Nasir et al. 2023), 

3 https:// ihsa. info/ exper tise/ map/
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organizing of Centros de Apuyo Motuo (mutual support 
centers) in Puerto Rico after Hurricane Maria (Velez-
Velez & Villarrubia-Mendoza 2021) and the prolifera-
tion of community pantries across the Philippines during 
the COVID pandemic (Abesamis et al. 2022; Del Castillo 
2021), and many more (Carstensen et  al. 2021; El Zerbi 
et al. 2022; Viga & Refstie 2024).

In the humanitarian arena, attention is also paid to the 
strategizing and constructive roles of affected people in 
shaping humanitarian aid. People in need strategize to 
reach humanitarian agencies and become eligible for 
their services while aiming to mold those services to their 
needs. This encompasses more than the accountability, 
participation, and feedback mechanisms that aid agencies 
build into their programs. People claim spaces in visible 
and invisible ways. A classic example is the aid recipient 
that sells received goods on the market because these do 
not fit their needs or people opting out of programs they 
find irrelevant and hence “vote with their feet” (Gaventa 
et al. 2023). People are not solely defined by their needs 
and are part of stratified and diverse communities, hav-
ing different identities, playing different roles, and taking 
part in more or less powerful networks. Without denying 
the dependency people may have on outside assistance 
for their survival, it is important to consider how com-
munities deal with crises and aim to obtain assistance 
they need and how they co-shape humanitarian action.

The arena perspective is furthermore sensitive to the 
different actors and factors that drive the definitions and 
conditions of crises as well as the responses to crises. 
Humanitarian practices, therefore, can be understood as 
activities of the international humanitarian machinery 
as well as the multiple ways in which groups and institu-
tions (e.g., formal, informal, local/national, international, 
government, non-government) interact, address, and 
respond to situations of crisis. This broadening of scope 
opens possibilities for recognizing this plurality of form 
and approaches as well as its embeddedness in context.

The complexity of humanitarian action extends beyond 
modes of coordination, actors involved, and the forms 
of participation enabled. It is also deeply embedded in 
the practices of knowledge production. The collection 
of information about crisis-affected populations has 
become increasingly central to decision-making pro-
cesses related to aid provision and organizational strat-
egies. This data not only informs interventions but also 
influences how crisis-affected individuals and their envi-
ronments are represented, imagined, and acted upon. 
As Potts et  al. (2022) observe, knowledge production 
in these contexts is frequently shaped by power imbal-
ances, entangled in colonial legacies, and perpetuated 
through extractivist and externally driven methodologies 

in humanitarian research and data collection (Hilhorst 
2020, Alburo-Cañete and Villacis, 2025).

The vision paper Toward an Equitable Humanitar-
ian Knowledge and Evidence Landscape (HAG et  al. 
2024) highlights the limited representation of actors and 
institutions from the Global South and the undervalua-
tion of local and indigenous knowledge systems as key 
“sites of inequities” in humanitarian knowledge produc-
tion. Conventional aid processes are typically driven by 
international humanitarian organizations and agencies, 
which collect information about aid recipients while 
simultaneously shaping humanitarian agendas. Research-
ers, often from well-resourced institutions in the Global 
North, dominate the production of knowledge about cri-
sis conditions and the suffering of distant, racialized, and 
“needy” others, the vast majority of whom are located in 
the Global South.

A growing body of scholarship (e.g., Gaillard 2019; Van 
der Haar et al. 2013) has problematized the pervasiveness 
of extractive, technocentric, and inequitable research 
practices in crisis settings. These scholars also critique 
methods that claim to be participatory but often remain 
tokenistic and lack reflexivity (see also Lenette 2022). For 
instance, the Statement of Commitments from Humani-
tarian Scholars presented at the 2016 World Humanitar-
ian Summit emphasized the need for more collaborative 
and inclusive humanitarian research. It recognized “non-
traditional knowledge actors and affected communities” 
as valuable sources and producers of knowledge (IHSA 
2016). While these commitments represent positive 
steps, their implementation has been slow and fraught 
with challenges (van Duijn & Hilhorst 2019). In light 
of these issues, there is a pressing need to develop and 
institutionalize research partnership models that truly 
embody principles of equity and inclusion. In this way, a 
more grounded and holistic perspective on humanitarian 
practices and their governance can also be developed.

The preceding discussion on the humanitarian arena 
and knowledge production provides conceptual and 
analytical frames for understanding the complexities of 
humanitarian action. These perspectives underscore the 
importance of attending to the plurality of actors, the 
interplay of power dynamics, and the embeddedness of 
humanitarian practices within broader sociopolitical 
and economic contexts. Together, they illuminate how 
humanitarian action is co-constructed by diverse stake-
holders, shaped by systemic inequities, and influenced by 
the ways crises and affected communities are represented 
and understood. These frames have been instrumental in 
grounding our empirical research, guiding our analysis 
of humanitarian processes, and informing our explora-
tion of more equitable and contextually responsive prac-
tices as well as humanitarian research partnerships. The 
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insights these have brought about have been translated 
into the praxis of the humanitarian observatories.

Praxis in the design of the observatories
The Hum-Gov project through which the first observato-
ries have been formed aimed to go beyond understand-
ing the endless variations of humanitarian action and 
contribute to a praxis that is congruent to the theories 
outlined above. How could their insight be translated and 
applied in practice? Three main insights that emanated 
from our own work and numerous relevant and inspiring 
publications of recent years were the starting point of this 
application exercise.

1. As humanitarian action varies in different contexts, it 
is not useful to seek a standard format for humanitar-
ian dialogue and conversations.

Humanitarian action, while often understood as exter-
nally driven, takes place within institutional, political, and 
cultural landscapes that are constituted by specific histo-
ries. Navigating these complex landscapes often requires 
understanding the different relationships between mul-
tiple actors, the politics that underpin their interactions, 
and the cultural groundings that influence how such dia-
logues and conversations can occur. Hence, finding com-
mon ground for conversation is highly contextual and 
negotiated. Indeed, international agencies have increas-
ingly articulated the need for grounded frameworks and 
approaches. More recently, this is affirmed through the 
UNOCHA’s Flagship Initiative, a 3-year project which 
aims to develop context-specific solutions to humanitar-
ian challenges in a few pilot countries (UNOCHA 2024). 
However, apart from having these context-focused dis-
cussions facilitated by international agencies, having 
national actors that possess embodied knowledge leading 
these conversations in ways that are appropriate to their 
settings can provide deeper insights into how humanitar-
ian action takes shape, is contested, and can be reworked.

2. As humanitarian action is shaped in practice, it 
should also be reformed in practice.

Organizational reform is usually conceived as start-
ing with policy — from the top of the organization and 
trickling down to its operations. However, reality is often 
reversed (Colebatch, 2009). It could well be argued that 
policy is the outcome of changes that have been tried 
in practice and pushed for by experienced aid work-
ers. As illustrated by the history of localization in the 
introduction of this paper, the formulation of the policy 
culminates from experiences, knowledges, and voices 
from practice. This culmination then imprints itself on 

practice. If indeed humanitarian action is the embed-
ded outcome of the interplay of actors, it may be more 
useful to seek to reform governance in its context rather 
than seeking to develop policy to reform humanitarian-
ism at the global level. This is not to deny the relevance 
of system change from “above.” It is a plea to give more 
recognition and space to the potential of change from 
“below.” Such changes from “below,” even those that are 
small-scale, spontaneous, or incremental, can also have 
transformative effects.

3. As humanitarian action is shaped by an amalgam of 
actors, talking about practice and change should like-
wise involve a multitude of actors.

Humanitarian crisis is usually seen at the domain of 
humanitarian actors and authorities. However, since 
crises emanate from a range of factors and the response 
to crises affects state-society relations, it follows that 
a much larger range of actors has a stake in the under-
standing of and response to crisis. Knowledge, observa-
tions, and opinions of citizens matter, whether or not 
they are directly affected by the crisis. Citizens may not 
all be part of the formal humanitarian response, but they 
are often part of the less visible (or made invisible) forms 
of community responses to crises (Richey 2018; Schwi-
ertz & Schwenken 2020). In many contexts, faith-based 
groups constitute a significant part of such responses 
(Ager et al. 2015). Civil society, including in the form of 
media organizations and academic institutions, also has 
an important role in the circulation of information that 
shapes discourses around humanitarian action as well as 
upholding or challenging the legitimacy of institutions 
and agencies that respond to crisis. Young people, for 
example, often utilize social media and other technolo-
gies to mobilize resources for crises responses, challenge 
the status quo, and hold authorities and humanitarians 
accountable for substandard or ineffective responses 
(Apollo & Mbah 2022; Mitchell et  al. 2008). Women’s 
groups also perform a vital role in ensuring community 
survival and recovery (Alburo-Cañete 2024; Gordon 
2013; Pineda et  al. 2016; Yoshihama & Yunomae 2018). 
Thus, instead of restricting humanitarian conversations 
to authorities and humanitarians, opening up these con-
versations to others beyond the formal humanitarian 
space can yield valuable insights and contribute to more 
effective crisis response.

Humanitarian observatories have been designed based 
on these three insights. They are networks of diverse 
stakeholders (including but not restricted to the triangle 
of authorities, humanitarians, and affected communities) 
that seek to exchange knowledge, learn, and advocate to 
reform humanitarian policy and practice in their context. 
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In what follows, we highlight the processes, insights, and 
lessons from establishing humanitarian observatories in 
different crisis settings.

Establishing a network, building a movement
Humanitarian observatories originate from the Hum-
Gov research project that aims to understand the evolv-
ing landscape of humanitarian action, with a particular 
focus on perspectives of affected people and civil soci-
ety actors in crisis settings. Investigating the dynamics 
between international actors, national authorities, civil 
society, and affected populations, the project identifies 
existing and/or alternative humanitarian practices across 
three case studies in Ethiopia, the Democratic Republic 
of Congo (DRC), and Colombia. According to the project 
lead, Dorothea Hilhorst, as follows:

When we were working on the Hum-Gov proposal 
we wanted to establish networks in the countries of 
research. This was initially conceptualized to sup-
port the ethical commitments of the project. As aca-
demics we are always ready to criticize the humani-
tarian system for not being respectful to national 
actors, and we wanted to walk the talk in our own 
research practice. 
I discussed the idea of the humanitarian observato-
ries with the research partners in each country and, 
encouraged by their responses, entered them in the 
research proposal. I could not have dreamed how 
the initiative was going to come to life. Although the 
initiative is still young, the observatories are turning 
into platforms that shape knowledge and promote 
reforms in humanitarian governance.

As indicated, the idea of setting up humanitarian 
observatories was intended to support research activi-
ties of the project: as a means to explore context-specific 
approaches to undertaking research in country case stud-
ies, validate frameworks employed by the project and 
its results, and solicit informed views on the strengths, 
weaknesses, and alternatives for humanitarian govern-
ance in diverse contexts. However, as the Hum-Gov pro-
ject progressed, the research consortium recognized the 
potential for the observatories to shape knowledge and 
promote reforms in humanitarian action as evidenced 
by advocacy initiatives that were being led by observa-
tory members: in the DRC, the observatory proposed 
improvements to humanitarian codes of conduct to 
address sexual exploitation and abuse (Milabyo & Lusam-
bya 2023). In Ethiopia, it advocated for the inclusion of 
internally displaced people in the peace process (Hordofa 
2023) and addressed aid diversion through an advocacy 
note submitted to the Ethiopian government. The obser-
vatory in Colombia focused on the role of civil society 

and affected communities in humanitarian action and 
governance in Latin America.5

These developments led to discussions around expand-
ing the role of the observatories beyond the original 
research project towards becoming a movement for 
inclusive and collaborative knowledge-building and 
advocacy in the humanitarian field. Due to the initiative’s 
positive reception among the first observatories, other 
multisectoral actors from outside the research project 
areas expressed interest in establishing their own human-
itarian observatories. As indicated in the introduction, 
there are now 11 active observatories. These observato-
ries span different geographical regions and represent a 
spectrum of complex humanitarian crises including con-
flict, internal and cross-border displacement, and natural 
hazards-related disasters at the intersection with devel-
opment challenges.

Without a fixed formula to how observatories are 
organized (some are hosted by academic institutions, 
others by civil society organizations, and others were 
adopted into already-existing networks), involved actors 
collectively determine their agendas and find the appro-
priate ways with which to discuss and reflect on trends 
and issues relevant to humanitarian practice within their 
settings. This was done to align with commitments to 
nurture equitable models of partnerships and minimize 
the power imbalances discussed above. The Hum-Gov 
research consortium that enabled the initial establish-
ment of the observatories now takes a more supportive 
and facilitating role, while the observatories continue to 
develop, self-govern, address agendas set by their partici-
pants, and engage with others within the group.

While rooted in country or regional contexts, obser-
vatories also form an international knowledge and advo-
cacy network enabling exchanges and collaborations that 
cut across geographic areas. Periodic inter-observatory 
meetings are held to facilitate these exchanges as a means 
for collective learning, co-reflection, and exploring joint 
activities and advocacies.6 For instance, the observa-
tory in South Asia linked up with the observatory in 
the Philippines to produce reports and reflections on 
experiences of heatwaves. They also share experiences 
of various advocacy initiatives and their strategies dur-
ing network meetings. In recent months, collaboration 
has extended to joint initiatives including a proposal for 

5 See https:// cienc iasso ciales. unian des. edu. co/ obser vator io- human itario- 
de- ameri ca- latina/.
6 The first inter-observatory meeting was in March 2023, hybrid format 
and held in Colombia, hosted by the regional observatory there. The second 
meeting was done face t -face in Bangladesh, during the 2023 International 
Humanitarian Studies Conference in November. The next two meetings 
(June and November 2024) were done online.

https://cienciassociales.uniandes.edu.co/observatorio-humanitario-de-america-latina/
https://cienciassociales.uniandes.edu.co/observatorio-humanitario-de-america-latina/


Page 7 of 15Hilhorst et al. Journal of International Humanitarian Action           (2025) 10:10  

funding drafted jointly by the observatories in DRC and 
South Asia to research possibilities for achieving heat-
wave adaptation.

Below, we distil some of the experiences and lessons 
from the humanitarian observatory initiative. We do this 
by way of conversation among the authors — all involved 
in the humanitarian observatories from the beginning 
— around the experience of working on this initiative. 
Here, we share reflections on the process of setting up 
the observatories, their potentials for reforming humani-
tarian governance, and current challenges of developing 
this movement. Presenting these points in this manner 
allows us to keep close to the spirit of engagement and 
exchange, which has been central to the creation of the 
network. Moreover, as we are all embedded in the pro-
cess of movement building through the humanitar-
ian observatories network, it is not possible to detach 
ourselves from such discussion. Thus, we have instead 
decided to recognize our own embodied presence in net-
work building, aligning with research approaches that 
recognize the situatedness of the knowledge we pro-
duce and researcher entanglements with one’s subject of 
study (Haraway 1988; Harding 1993). This conversation 
is an online exchange conducted in June 2024. Through 
this discussion, we underscore the insights gleaned for 
advancing humanitarian knowledge and reform “from 
below.”

Before proceeding, we first present a brief profile of 
those involved in the conversation and their roles and 
activities within the humanitarian observatories network. 
Dorothea Hilhorst is the lead of the Hum-Gov project. 
Kaira Zoe Alburo-Cañete is a member of the Hum-Gov 
research team and has worked closely with the observa-
tories in building the network. She is affiliated with the 
humanitarian observatory in the Philippines, launched 
in August 2023. Patrick Milabyo Kyamusugulwa initi-
ated the observatory in DRC that was launched in Octo-
ber 2022. They currently have 25 members, organized 
several meetings and research missions, and established 
a website.7 Members have written two blog posts and 
several statements to advocate for support for local dis-
asters. Tadesse Kassa Woldetsadik initiated the observa-
tory in Ethiopia. Officially launched in November 2022, 
the observatory has conducted multiple workshops on 
internal displacement law and policy, organized advocacy 
sessions and published statements on aid diversion and 
accountability, and written a blog post on inclusion of 
IDPs in the peace process.8 Lastly, Juan Ricardo Aparicio 

is a founding member of the observatory in Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean (LAC), based in Colombia. Recog-
nizing the shared colonial, postcolonial, and decolonial 
histories of Latin American and Caribbean societies, the 
observatory took on a regional form rather than remain 
country-specific. The LAC observatory was thought of 
as an “experiment” at creating regional, South-South dia-
logues on issues relevant to humanitarian governance.9

Exchanging experiences and insights: 
a conversation

Dorothea Hilhorst (DH): At the time when we 
wrote the proposal, we did not know each other. I 
only knew Patrick very well, as he was my former 
PhD candidate. I remember you were all polite and 
enthusiastic. But now I am curious to hear what 
your thought were at the time. Why were you inter-
ested in participating in the initiative? What were 
your experiences of setting up the observatories like?
Patrick Milabyo Kyamusugulwa (PMK): When 
I heard about the idea of humanitarian observato-
ries, I was attracted by the core idea of promoting 
humanitarian governance in the Democratic Repub-
lic of Congo (DRC), especially in the eastern side of 
the country. I expected to better understand how 
humanitarianism works in our country and, through 
the humanitarian observatory, to contribute per-
spectives on how to improve it while delivering aid in 
humanitarian contexts. Other [observatory] partici-
pants in DRC are motivated by the same sentiment 
of better understanding how humanitarian action 
works in practice and how to improve aid delivery 
in terms of enhancing social accountability among 
stakeholders and engage with advocacy on behalf 
of affected community members towards state and 
non-state actors. 

In DRC, the interplay of conflict and a weak govern-
ment with natural hazards results in many disasters that 
do not reach the news but are deadly and devastating in 
their area. The observatory is an opportunity to know 
what happens and advocate for assistance. For this, we 
regularly organize fact-finding missions, for example, 
after the floods that affected Kalehe with at least 500 
deaths in the South-Kivu province alone. Despite the 
high death toll, the disaster did not attract any attention 
outside of the area, so we organized the mission to be 
able to advocate for the victims.

7 https:// ohrdc. org/
8 BlISS, the official blog of the International Institute of Social Studies, runs 
a blog series that features the work of the humanitarian observatories. This 
serves as a platform for communicating research and perspective pieces 
developed by observatories. The blog series can be found here: https:// issbl 
og. nl/ human itari an- obser vator ies- series/

9 The Humanitarian Observatories Network publishes newsletters that out-
line its major activities. The latest newsletter can be accessed here: https:// 
www. human itari anstu diesc entre. nl/ human itari an- obser vator ies/

https://ohrdc.org/
https://issblog.nl/humanitarian-observatories-series/
https://issblog.nl/humanitarian-observatories-series/
https://www.humanitarianstudiescentre.nl/humanitarian-observatories/
https://www.humanitarianstudiescentre.nl/humanitarian-observatories/
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Tadesse Kassa Woldetsadik (TKW): For me, the 
very idea of engaging in the launch and subsequent 
activities of the Humanitarian Observatory—Ethio-
pia [HO-Ethiopia] initiative is predicated on the 
enthusiastic expectation that there must be a robust, 
fairly independent and well-informed platform in 
Ethiopia—a country with a plethora of humani-
tarian actors, programs, and interventions. The 
observatory is not meant to only observe or analyze 
trends—but also to debate and concretely inform 
advocacy for reform of humanitarian governance 
[in Ethiopia]. I believe the wide range of profession-
als involved in HO-Ethiopia are enthused by simi-
lar considerations; this could be deduced from the 
observations they raised and suggestions made dur-
ing the launching ceremony and rounds of observa-
tory forums. Initially, as we were preparing for the 
launch of the Ethiopia observatory, we conducted 
interviews with individuals and experts from diverse 
backgrounds, including officials of the federal gov-
ernment working in relevant offices that respond to 
crises or coordinate humanitarian responses. 

As we progressed with the initiative, due to the contro-
versial nature of humanitarian endeavors in Ethiopia, we 
discussed if the state officials’ engagement as members 
might bar some critical debates from happening during 
the observatory sessions. Humanitarian action in Ethio-
pia is often criticized to have been very controversial, 
and we want members to speak freely and confidentially 
without any fear of real or perceived push-back from the 
state. For this reason, in a bid to continue providing [a] 
free and secure space for the participants, we decided 
against government participation — although we would 
always subsequently share the outcomes with the govern-
ment. As discussions on humanitarian space in Ethiopia 
are often controversial, we also agreed to be governed by 
the Chatham House Rules, and do not reveal the identity 
of the member who made any specific comment. Further, 
to enhance the openness of our discussion, we agreed 
that members participate in the observatory activities 
in their individual capacities, and any specific comment 
they make may not be attributed to the organization to 
which they are affiliated.

Juan Ricardo Aparicio (JRA): Research on human-
itarianism as a main theme in Colombia had been 
almost absent until the [Hum-Gov project]. Indeed, 
there are tons of large and short reports of NGOs, 
United Nations, Colombian Government and other 
international organizations on the problems, situa-
tion and conditions of the so-called protracted and 
contingent humanitarian crisis. There are also very 
robust research agendas present in books, articles, 

major academic conferences that have also nurtured 
graduate and undergraduate academic programs in 
different universities in Colombia on Peace Recon-
struction, Development, Human Rights and other 
similar dimensions of vulnerability, armed conflict 
and disaster scenarios. But there was no research 
explicitly on humanitarian governance. Neither was 
there a platform for dialogue and exchange between 
academics, practitioners and organizations that fol-
lowed the trends and characteristics of the humani-
tarian dynamics in the country. And much less 
research that also wanted to intervene in the pub-
lic discussion with relevant actors on the design of 
humanitarian actions. There were only a few of us in 
Colombia that ethnographically examined humani-
tarian regimes, their discourses and practices, their 
relations with power structures, states of exceptions 
and historical dimensions, both from the head-
quarters offices but also in the daily interactions of 
unfolding humanitarian actions. And then the pro-
ject and the idea of the Humanitarian Observatories 
arrived to radically change this history.
Kaira Zoe Alburo-Cañete (KAC): I really like how 
all of you emphasize, in different but convergent 
ways, the importance of understanding humanitar-
ian action in context. This made me think of how 
the approaches for establishing the observatories are 
also contextual. For example, when I was facilitat-
ing the setup of the observatory in the Philippines, 
the group leading the initiative, Center for Disaster 
Preparedness, did not feel the need to put in place a 
separate entity for the observatory. For other obser-
vatories, there was a need to organize the network of 
actors and even formalize as a group such as the case 
of DRC. But in the Philippines, there was already an 
existing network and modality for dialogues that 
could incorporate the functions of a humanitarian 
observatory. In this way, the observatory became an 
add-on feature to what was already operating as a 
multisectoral network of national actors involved in, 
but not exclusively, humanitarian practice. So, I find 
it really interesting how even the idea of humanitar-
ian observatories can be applied in different ways, in 
different contexts, and according to what organiza-
tions comprising each observatory deem appropri-
ate. On this note, perhaps another question we could 
all reflect on is the nature of the partnership we are 
creating through the humanitarian observatories. 
There have been many critiques about how humani-
tarian knowledge-building practices tend to rep-
licate inequalities in the current global system (see 
Hilhorst 2020). What are your thoughts on these and 



Page 9 of 15Hilhorst et al. Journal of International Humanitarian Action           (2025) 10:10  

how do you think the humanitarian observatories 
help address these issues?
JRA: For me, taking part in the observatories is not 
only about making visible a ‘new’ research agenda. 
It is also about creating and promoting a different 
way of producing knowledge between academics 
working in the Global North and South and I am 
aware of all the problems that these categories mays 
have. Normally, this relation historically has meant 
that ‘we’ in the South produce ‘facts’ while ‘theory’ 
and ‘research design’ is produced in the North. Col-
leagues of the South are recruited to find ‘facts’. But 
the [Hum-Gov] project and the Observatories radi-
cally breaks with this tradition of a very pervasive 
geopolitics of knowledge that is also racial, gen-
dered, epistemological and ontological and that has 
also been researched by a tradition of critical Latin 
American and Caribbean thought. The project and 
the Humanitarian Observatories were designed in 
a very complex and interesting way where there is 
still centralized coordination but where the interac-
tion with colleagues of the selected countries is radi-
cally horizontal. In this complex maze of dialogues 
and decision-making processes, for instance, we in 
Colombia decided that the Observatory should be 
regional and not country-focused. We decided and 
we didn´t have to ask for permission or authoriza-
tion. It was our call, and we had our reasons to do 
it. Also, with the rationalities and justifications for 
recruiting academics, practitioners and other peo-
ple coming from the NGOs and other organizations. 
Also, with the themes and organizational dynamics 
of our Latin American and Caribbean Humanitar-
ian Observatory. I have always been surprised with 
the repeating answer to our decisions: “it is your call, 
you decide [if ]you can and should do it”.
PMK: In the case of the DRC, I can account how we 
were able to write our own blog on “Adapting codes 
of conduct for humanitarian workers to the DRC 
context can prevent and combat sexual abuse” The 
idea followed the group discussion we had in our 
Humanitarian Observatory (HO) on how wide-
spread sexual abuse is ravaging the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo’s humanitarian sector. We 
realized that context matters even though there exist 
the old humanitarian code of conduct, its applica-
tion varies from one zone to another zone, not to 
mention how the perception of the code intersects 
with local norms and interest people have to ben-
efit from aid or join international organizations or 
United Nations Agencies at least as temporary staff 
for the sake of survival. The idea was self-driven by 
the DRC HO, we decided to discuss the issue on 15 

May 2023 in three group discussions and I remem-
ber that members brought in the discussion each its 
own idea that led to the writing of the blog. Ideas to 
translate the code in local languages and local dia-
lects, to raise awareness on it among community 
members and to involve local actors including state 
officials in its application. There was no influence 
from The Hague to produce the knowledge, we were 
ourselves actors to produce facts and knowledge. So, 
it really depends on whether a space is created as 
I see it within observatories for co-creation of both 
facts and knowledge regardless where one is situated 
whether in the global North or in the global South. 
DH: The enthusiasm for the observatories speaks 
from your answers and was obvious from the start. 
I am also truly impressed by the many activities and 
outputs that have been achieved. Even though your 
observatories are less than 2  years young, are you 
confident that your expectations will be met?
TKW: Since the launch of the national chapter in 
November 2022, we were able to hold four rounds of 
observatory dialogues on various themes; and col-
laborate with other observatories on issues of com-
mon concern such as conflict and refugee crises. 
Starting with a modest number (15), our member-
ship has continuously grown over the years and we 
are receiving applications from individuals work-
ing in local and national organizations to join the 
observatory. For me and other members, the four 
events and follow-up actions have proved criti-
cal platforms—providing a long-sought ‘independ-
ent’ space for discussing, debating and exchange of 
views on vital, and in most cases controversial, top-
ics of humanitarianism in Ethiopia. To such extent, 
the observatory platform has met my expectations. 
I am confident that the observatory will continue to 
provide alternative views on the way how responses 
to humanitarian crises in Ethiopia should be organ-
ized or reformed.
PMK: Our expectation has started to be met as we 
have started to collect regular data on humani-
tarian activities in eastern DRC; then, we have 
started to engage with stakeholders in advocacy 
notes and activities such as advocacy café in rela-
tion to humanitarian crises after massive flooding 
in Kalehe and Bukavu in the South-Kivu province as 
well as massive internal displacement around Goma 
in the North-Kivu province. Members are united 
and are very much motivated by the idea of bring-
ing our own contribution to trying to solve govern-
ance issues in our country, in particular in relation 
to social accountability, aid effectiveness and advo-
cacy. Since October 2022, members have published 2 
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online articles related to sexual abuse in the human-
itarian sector and have approved statutes and inter-
nal rules of our DRC Humanitarian Observatory in 
the perspective to sustain it and its activities. 
JRA: Perhaps one of the most obvious successes of 
the Observatory has been to bring together scholars, 
practitioners and affected communities that would 
seldom know about each other and that could con-
tinue to work in isolation. With reading groups, a 
website, newsletters, blog, frequent meetings and 
an edited volume in process, the Observatory has 
turned into an authentic place of exchange of ideas 
taking place on a common ground and with shared 
vocabulary. It has turned into a community of 
knowledge, care and support for diagnosing humani-
tarian issues in the region while imagining other 
alternatives away from the top-down initiatives.
KAC: It’s great to hear about these activities pro-
gressing. I am also quite interested in knowing 
more about the challenges you are encountering in 
running the observatories, or some issues that you 
foresee might need deeper consideration. Would 
you share your thoughts on these? And more impor-
tantly, can you give some examples of how you have 
navigated these challenges and what strategies you 
have put in place to address them?
PMK: Efforts for change are always associated with 
challenges. When we started, there were more peo-
ple, we noticed the diminution of participants (from 
25 to 15) in events. With progress made in terms of 
regular meetings, adopting the HO statutes, collect-
ing evidence before engaging in advocacy actions, 
interesting themes of discussions such as floods cri-
sis of Kalehe, massive displacement around Goma, 
some of members who were hesitant have returned. 
Also, there are new members who are interested in 
our activities. Another challenge is difficult collabo-
ration with UNOCHA in Bukavu as at one time 
we were allowed to share a presentation of one our 
findings in a UNOCHA meeting, later we noticed 
hesitance on that decision. We are planning to have 
a joint presentation with one international organi-
zation well known here (ZOA) to be able to do so. 
Last, in our advocacy café,10 some key stakeholders 
did not show up, namely representatives of United 
Nations agencies based in Bukavu and the Mayor of 
the city. We were able to share the report about the 

activity with them in their respective offices after the 
event. 
JRA: A major concern that we are having at this 
moment is on the dependence of the LAC Observa-
tory on the presence of a few members; and in gen-
eral, on the Hum-Gov project. In different ways we 
have told other members that the Observatory is a 
common platform and that we truly will welcome 
a more active participation on its decision-mak-
ing process and rationalities. We are afraid that 
this dependence can hinder the sustainability and 
regional scope of this important initiative. Also, 
although we do believe that academy can play a key 
role in the rigorous research agendas needed to fol-
low the complexities of the humanitarian arena, we 
are also aware that the academy moves in a differ-
ent rhythm than afflicted communities and humani-
tarian organizations. We do research, write, and 
publish journal articles and books. This is a process 
that takes time and also long-term engagement with 
communities that also have their own agencies and 
priorities while organizations heavily rely on a rec-
ipe knowledge. This location in the academy is one in 
which we must reflect constantly. We are relatively 
slow and we want to avoid reproducing extractivist 
knowledge practices.
TKW: I think that there are a few outstanding mat-
ters that merit thoughtful consideration. First, mem-
bership expectation is fairly high in terms of gener-
ating impact; as much as advocacy work on diverse 
issues of humanitarian action constitutes a key pil-
lar of our undertaking, we must also be pragmatic 
in terms of how we coin approaches and languages. 
It is important to note that Observatory members 
are drawn from professionals, academics, research-
ers, and representatives of civil society that bring 
in diverse (and at times aggressive or incompatible) 
perspectives on issues pertaining to people at risk. 
Secondly, I think it is one thing we possess valuable 
observations for at-risk populations—and our obser-
vatory will certainly play role in soliciting informed 
views on the strengths, weaknesses and alterna-
tives of humanitarian governance in Ethiopia; but, 
a question remains how (or what approach we need 
to deploy) to meaningfully influence discourse and 
practice in Ethiopia that is significantly dominated 
by donor agencies and government machinery (in 
a political economy that hosts very fewer proactive 
civil society actors). All in all, I believe we have come 
a long way from mere theoretical insights—and yet, 
as we go along, we would also need to have further 
clarity on how we delineate and promote the modal-

10 The advocacy café is one of the innovations developed by the DRC HO, 
serving as a platform to provide spaces for multistakeholder/sectoral discus-
sions with the intent of developing and pursuing specific advocacy agenda 
for humanitarian action.
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ities of operation of the Observatory so that expecta-
tions are fully met.

Elucidating elements of movement building
From this conversation, it is clear that the process of 
building the humanitarian observatories network is not 
straightforward. As with many social movements — 
and indeed, we see the network as comprising a move-
ment for pursuing transformations in the humanitarian 
field — the workings of the humanitarian observatories 
are a mixture of organization and spontaneity. They 
align under a common purpose: to generate and advance 
knowledge from contexts affected by crisis and to iden-
tify points for advocacy and action and move them along. 
However, they differ in terms of their strategies, priori-
ties, focus, and formations. They move independently but 
to some extent are also coordinated. Our conversation 
elucidates aspirations for reform, pursuits for meaningful 
partnerships while navigating the potentials of (and the 
tensions that come with) multi-actor engagement — all 
of which take shape in practices of “learning by doing” as 
well as “doing by learning.”

One of the most prominent qualities of the humani-
tarian observatories is their self-driven and self-govern-
ing nature. In the preceding dialogue, this point comes 
through clearly in how we have spoken about being able 
to determine each observatory’s agenda with auton-
omy. This is a stark contrast from previous experiences 
of partnerships wherein “donor” and specifically global 
north-based organizations get to decide activities and 
goals. Above, J. R. A. expresses surprise at the sense of 
autonomy they experienced in running their observatory 
precisely because this model of partnership is not very 
common.

The ability to work autonomously enables the valu-
ing of embodied knowledges and experiences. It helps 
address the problem of knowledge inequities identified 
in the previous sections of this article that come about 
because of power imbalances. P. M. K. succinctly cap-
tures this when he said “[t]here was no influence from 
The Hague to produce the knowledge, we were ourselves 
actors to produce facts and knowledge.” More impor-
tantly, it becomes a platform to develop alternative views 
on humanitarian practices and governance, as T. K. W. 
pointed out.

By being able to explore, reflect, and analyze issues 
present in their own context, humanitarian observato-
ries also enable the creation of context-specific strategies 
for addressing issues and challenges. For example, T. K. 
W. talks about how the atmosphere of fear and mistrust 
around the topic of humanitarian response affects the 
ability to facilitate meaningful dialogue. The observatory 
in Ethiopia therefore had to devise strategies to enable 

discussion between multiple actors, especially when 
engaging with government. K. A. C, meanwhile discusses 
how the Philippine observatory leverages its strong con-
nection with civil society networks in the country to 
pursue its objectives. Lastly, the DRC observatory has 
adopted an evidence-based approach to humanitarian 
advocacy: by conducting data collection and fact-finding 
missions and organizing advocacy cafes to enable stake-
holder engagement.

This attunement to context and active development of 
appropriate strategies to navigate these diverse settings 
enable observatories to become hubs of innovation and 
creativity. This is evidenced by the variety of outputs 
they have produced thus far. Drafting of advocacy notes, 
holding multistakeholder meetings, production of aca-
demic books and articles, publishing blog posts for pub-
lic dissemination, and organizing webinars on pertinent 
issues are just a few examples of outputs of the individual 
observatories within the last couple of years. While we 
have underscored here the independent initiatives of the 
humanitarian observatories, it is important to recognize 
another quality of the humanitarian observatories that 
adds to its value as a platform for knowledge generation 
and advocacy: inter-observatory engagement, learning, 
and exchange. At least twice a year, humanitarian obser-
vatories come together to share experiences, challenges, 
and insights, as well as to explore collaborative projects. 
For instance, during the November 2024 inter-observa-
tory meeting, the network organized a working group to 
develop joint initiatives, among other action points iden-
tified. In this way, the inter-observatory network meet-
ings become a site for “cross-pollination” — enabling 
collective thinking around how best to achieve impact in 
the humanitarian field.

Living up to the values of the observatories as autono-
mous spaces was not without challenges. The Hum-Gov 
project needed to reconcile the values of the observato-
ries with the requirements of project administration that, 
for example, conditions funding on previously agreed 
deliverables. This particular requirement was accommo-
dated by providing the observatories a free hand in listing 
the deliverables that were incorporated in the agree-
ments. Similar hurdles were taken by revisiting the values 
in conversation with the observatory coordinators.

Although there continues to be much enthusiasm 
around what the humanitarian observatories can attain, 
its members are also aware of the challenges of sustain-
ing such a movement. One point of caution, as raised 
by JRA, pertains to dependency on a small core of lead-
ing actors that seems an inevitable aspect of new initia-
tives. PMK and TKW also underscore the need to plan 
and strategize how to meaningfully influence humani-
tarian discourse, practices, and governance. Indeed, the 
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humanitarian observatories have been able to produce 
different outputs and to a certain extent have engaged in 
advocacy work with multiple actors. However, as tabled 
in the last two inter-observatory meetings in March and 
June 2024, deeper discussion needs to ensue to make sure 
that there is durable uptake of the knowledge produced 
from their activities. Finally, sustainability of any move-
ment also depends on availability of resources and fund-
ing. All observatories utilized seed money. The frugal use 
of this seed money has been one of the tokens of buy-in, 
as there are no salaries involved and all activities have 
been voluntary or sponsored by the host organizations. 
The seed money is thus stretched as long as possible but 
will nonetheless be depleted at some time. While there 
are no clear-cut solutions to these issues, the observa-
tories network is actively finding ways to address these 
challenges, for example, through the development of 
working groups, collaboratively writing project propos-
als, as well as undertaking individual initiatives for fun-
draising and acquiring institutional support. A recently 
obtained funding for the observatories will be used to roll 
out completely flexible “micro grants” for individuals or 
groups associated with observatories.

Overall, the humanitarian observatories can be con-
sidered a work in process. Their development is non-lin-
ear, uneven, and iterative. They have shown innovation, 
creativity, and reflexivity while navigating challenges 
that come with movement building. The diagram below 
summarizes some of the insights and lessons that have 

emerged from this exercise of conversation and co-reflec-
tion (Fig. 1).

Concluding remarks
This paper sets out to discuss the nascent “movement” of 
the humanitarian observatories. The first observatories 
were launched in 2022, and they are still unfolding and 
finding their shape, ways of working, and possible impact.

There are currently many initiatives that focus on 
organizing and amplifying the views and capacities of 
actors in the Global South in relation to humanitar-
ian action. Such initiatives include, for instance, the 
NEAR network and the START Network’s creation of 
humanitarian “hubs,” which are collectives of multiple 
humanitarian actors present in a crisis-affected country 
established to enable better decision-making and coor-
dination.11 Rather than reviewing these different initia-
tives and their specificities, this article has focused on the 
humanitarian observatories and their potential contribu-
tions to achieve reforms. There are a few aspects of the 
observatories that stand out and may be inspiring to or 
can be considered in these other ongoing initiatives.

First, the notion underpinning the observatories that 
humanitarians are not the only relevant actors to deal 
with humanitarian crises goes out to be a major strength. 
In the Philippines, the humanitarian observatory is an 

Fig. 1 Humanitarian observatories’ qualities, guiding principles, and processes

11 https:// start netwo rk. org/ netwo rk/ hubs

https://startnetwork.org/network/hubs
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add-on of an ongoing network. Asked about the added 
value of being an observatory, the coordinator imme-
diately stated the following: “that the observatory has a 
diversity of members.” The academics, NGOs, commu-
nity-based organizations, and journalists that are part 
of the observatories next to humanitarians working for 
national or international agencies are equally motivated 
to consider issues of humanitarian action and bring a 
diversity of views and methods to the observatories.

Second, context matters indeed. Not only do the obser-
vatories deal with different topics — sexual violence and 
abuse in DRC, aid diversion and internal displacement in 
Ethiopia, and the role of communities in Latin America, 
but also they markedly differ in their approaches and 
styles. The Latin American Observatory has a tendency 
to focus on the intellectual contributions of the continent 
to humanitarian studies, with a monthly reading group 
and a number of publications in the pipeline. In Ethio-
pia, a delicate balance is being sought between critically 
discussing the politics of aid and providing feedback to 
the government in ways that do not jeopardize relation-
ships. In DRC, the observatory has developed a hands-
on modality of fact-finding missions followed by focused 
advocacy. The members of the observatory have a mes-
saging app group in which they share news of disas-
ter events, like dreadful fires in urban poor areas. Their 
advocacy café involved neighborhood chiefs to talk about 
measures they could take in case of heavy rains.

Third, it is striking how highly appreciated it is that the 
observatories set their own agendas. All partners are used 
to initiatives that are grounded in a language of partner-
ship yet where the sponsoring party dictates deliverables. 
This requires continuous negotiation about the adminis-
trative practices of a university that are geared to implant-
ing set goals and achieving timely deliverables. In the 
case of the observatories, contracts mention deliverables 
because that is a condition from the university that man-
ages the fund. However, the addendum on deliverables is 
entirely drafted by the observatories, and they are urged 
not to overpromise on their outputs — ensuring that the 
“deliverables” they identify truly reflect their interests, 
capacities, and aspirations. Even though the frustrations 
of “Southern Partners” in this respect are widely known 
(Haar & Hilhorst 2009; Villacis et al. 2022), it is nonethe-
less striking how strong the relief is when this is not the 
case and how this self-agenda setting engenders creativ-
ity and contextually rooted insights and activities.

Fourth, one of the most interesting aspects of the 
observatories is the sideway interactions. Members of 
observatories have been invited to join activities of other 
observatories, and Ethiopian participants have, for exam-
ple, taken part in a discussion about the situation in Sudan 
organized by the South Asian observatory. Twice a year, 

observatory members meet to exchange experiences and 
compare notes. In the last meeting of June 2024, one of 
the main action points identified was to organize a focused 
learning session on designing advocacy strategies, drawing 
on the expertise of members within the network. As one 
of the members stated in a recent inter-observatory meet-
ing: “I like the idea of sharing experience among different 
observatories. For example, there are observatories with 
experience in advocacy that other can learn from. We are 
diverse [with] different cultures, so it is not about “copy-
paste.” Each observatory should be able to learn from oth-
ers and try to do what is appropriate in their context.

It is yet to be seen in what ways the observatories will 
indeed contribute to reform from below. Observatories are 
differential in their access to the usual players of the inter-
national humanitarian community, but in general, there 
are no signals yet of productive interactions with these 
players. In DRC, as elaborated above, the observatory has 
made many efforts to present its work in one of the cluster 
meetings which still needs to materialize. In other obser-
vatories, employees of international agencies prefer to par-
ticipate on a personal title as they feel they can otherwise 
not speak out freely, and they are not in a comfortable posi-
tion to report findings of the observatory to their organiza-
tion. However, the question of reform cannot be reduced 
to whether or not international humanitarian players listen 
and act on findings. It relates to complex questions on how 
reform is triggered and how futures of humanitarian action 
can be imagined. How this can happen is beyond the scope 
of this paper and too early to discuss for the case of the 
observatories.
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