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Brief PointsThe notion that humanitarian aid 
should always be rights-based has be-
come a paradigm professed across the 
humanitarian sector. Yet, the way rights-
based approaches are defined and prac-
ticed varies from one organization to the 
next. This often causes tension between 
different organizational cultures, which 
are particularly evident in aid to au-
thoritarian and repressive regimes like 
Myanmar. This policy brief examines 
three different approaches to aid and il-
lustrates how Norwegian humanitarian 
actors in Myanmar have employed these 
in a shifting political landscape. It ar-
gues that while the different approaches 
have – unintentionally – contributed to 
a division of labor among humanitarian 
actors, changing donor priorities affect-
ed the ability of humanitarian organiza-
tions to operate according to their own 
strategic goals.
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• Humanitarian aid to Myanmar 
has a long history of being highly 
politicized.

• In a setting of civil war and an 
authoritarian and repressive regime, 
aid organizations have developed 
competing strategies of how to 
secure rights and facilitate positive 
changes. These strategies can be 
categorized as neutral, pragmatic and 
idealist approaches.

• The approaches of the three main 
Norwegian humanitarian actors 
operating in Myanmar exhibit 
the characteristics of these three 
competing strategies.

• In practice, the competing strategies 
have served to complement one 
another, but shifting donor priorities 
have affected the operations of 
some of the actors, with problematic 
consequences on the ground.

Marte Nilsen Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO)
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Needs or Rights?

One of the most difficult dilemmas for donors 
and aid providers working in authoritarian and 
repressive states involved in violent conflict is 
the trade-off between getting humanitarian 
access in the short term and securing human 
rights for the future. To gain access to the areas 
where people are in desperate need of outside 
assistance, humanitarian providers need to 
bargain and compromise with the regimes that 
cause the suffering. Where the line between 
confrontation and collaboration should be 
drawn is a constant source of debate among aid 
providers – between organizations, as well as 
within them.

This has been particularly evident in the highly 
politicized case of Myanmar, where lobbying 
from exile communities, human rights organi-
zations, religious groups and politicians in the 
1990s secured broad support for a strict regime 
of sanctions against Myanmar. These sanctions 
were gradually lifted in 2011 as the Myanmar 
military, following a long period of careful prep-
arations, started its transition from a repressive 
dictatorship to a more open, semi-democratic 
system. Myanmar transformed quickly from 
its former status as a pariah state to a ‘donor 
darling’ – a status that abruptly faded with 
the mass expulsion of the Rohingya in 2017. 
However, humanitarian organizations started 
working inside Myanmar long before this tran-
sition. The ‘normalization’ of international aid 
to Myanmar began as early as 2008 with the 
response to Cyclone Nargis.

The Politics of Aid in Myanmar

As the devastating Cyclone Nargis hit the 
Irrawaddy delta of Myanmar on 2 May 2008, the 
politics of aid in Myanmar was already at a peak 
of tension. Since the 1988 student uprising and 
the political struggle for democracy that followed 
– symbolically crowned with the awarding of the 
Nobel Peace Prize to opposition leader Aung San 
Suu Kyi in 1991 – the pressure on Myanmar’s 
military regime was tightened by strict inter-
national sanctions. It was less than a year since 
the military had brutally cracked down on large 
numbers of protesting Buddhist monks and 
students in the uprising known as the Saffron 
Revolution. As the cyclone hit, the military was 
in the midst of pushing through a highly contro-
versial constitution for a future political system 
that would secure extensive political privileges 

for the armed forces. The situation for the pre-
dominantly ethnic minority refugees in camps 
along the Thai-Myanmar border, who had fled 
from the brutalities of civil war, remained dire.

A few humanitarian actors were at that time 
operating from within Myanmar, navigating in 
a difficult terrain to secure access from the gov-
ernment through humanitarian diplomacy. The 
UN Resident Coordinator had recently been de-
ported for voicing support for the protests of the 
Saffron Revolution. The UN had no humanitar-
ian mandate in Myanmar, and terminology like 
‘protection’ or ‘human rights’ were highly sensi-
tive and could not appear in policy documents 
if aid agencies would like to continue their work 
in the country.

In this environment, there were high tensions 
between various organizations – as well as 
within UN agencies – of how to relate to the 
state of Myanmar. Anyone operating in this 
field would have to consider the political impli-
cations of their approach and be prepared to be 
met by harsh criticism for their stance. Were 
any operations dealing with the illegitimate 
regime in Naypyidaw consequently undermin-
ing the struggle for democracy and minority 
rights, or were such concerns trumped by the 
humanitarian imperative of providing humani-
tarian assistance wherever it was needed? Was 
it more effective to pressure the military junta 
with isolation and international sanctions, 
or did these sanctions only hurt the people 
of Myanmar? Could support to civil society 

groups in Myanmar lead to a transformation 
of Myanmar society and to political changes in 
the long run, or would this strategy only benefit 
existing elites with close links to the military 
regime? These were the kinds of questions that 
characterized the heated debate. The different 
positions were strongly held by the various aid 
actors and were based on competing theories 
of change. However, these positions had to be 
redefined and negotiated along with the shift-
ing humanitarian and political realities on the 
ground in Myanmar, as well as with shifting 
political priorities from donors.

Norway’s Myanmar Policy

The Norwegian engagement in Myanmar – in-
cluding the humanitarian engagement – has all 
along been political, with the goal of supporting 
democracy, peace, and sustainable development 
in Myanmar as the guiding principle. However, 
no clear strategy or theory of change for how to 
reach this goal has been formulated.

Interestingly, while Norway’s overall goal re-
mained stable over a period of twenty years, the 
Norwegian Myanmar policy shifted from the 
idealist approach of the 1990s to a pragmatic 
approach that began to emerge in 2006, dra-
matically escalating with Nargis in 2008. This 
shift was not a specifically Norwegian one. It 
corresponded with the interpretive crisis and 
change in narratives about Myanmar that took 
place around 2007–2009, when European and 
American governments started to realize that 
their sanctions and isolation policy in Myanmar 
was not working. Instead of stimulating 
changes, the isolation policy had a minimal ef-
fect on political developments in Myanmar, and 
moreover, it marginalized European countries 
and the US in a geopolitically strategic region. 
Norway was no different. In 2006–2007, Norway 
came to believe that engagement with the intel-
lectual elite in Myanmar, despite its close links 
to the military regime, would have a better 
impact on the ground compared to the engage-
ment with the exile communities in Thailand. 
While this was a view that Norwegian diplomats 
and the political leadership shared with several 
other countries, the US Congress, and the EU, 
were too divided over the Myanmar issue to act.

Due to its position outside the EU, Norway could 
more easily adjust its policies. Norway undertook 
eight high-level visits to Myanmar before anyone 
else made any. A few key diplomats in Bangkok 

China

Lao
PDR

Thailand

Bangladesh

Pathein Pa-an

Mawlamyine

Dawei

Hakha

Myitkyina

Loikaw

Taunggyi

Naypyitaw

Magway
Sagaing

Mandalay

Sittwe

Yangon

Figure 1: Map of Myanmar. Source: OCHA
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got free rein to cultivate relations with reformist 
groups within Myanmar, and it was these diplo-
mats who reported directly to an eager political 
leadership at the Ministry in Oslo. The Norwegian 
reorientation in Myanmar served as a pilot proj-
ect, and the new approach was closely discussed 
with and monitored from Washington. The three 
agenda points of the bimonthly meetings between 
the US and Norway are good indicators for where 
Norway is seen as relevant at any given time, and 
in 2011–2012, Myanmar was the only constant 
point on that agenda. The US state department 
was highly focused on what Norway was doing 
and this made Norway relevant internationally.

Norway became the engine in this shift from 
sanctions and isolation to engagement and 
received both praise and criticism for its bold 
moves. Norway made dramatic changes in its 
humanitarian priorities. This had direct implica-
tions for aid providers and communities on the 
Thai-Myanmar border that no longer received 
support from the Norwegian government. At the 
same time, however, the shift facilitated new hu-
manitarian aid to deprived and conflict-affected 
communities inside Myanmar that had previ-
ously been out of reach for the humanitarian 
sector. In the period from 2007 to 2017, the total 
Norwegian aid to Myanmar increased from 64 
million NOK in 2007 to 249 million NOK in 2017.

Competing Aid Strategies

In the period 2007–2017, there are three compet-
ing approaches among aid providers operating 
inside Myanmar and cross-border:

• Neutral – aiming to secure humanitarian 
principles.

• Pragmatic – aiming to work pragmatically 
with the government to open up space for 
local organizations.

• Idealist – aiming to support exile organiza-
tions to push for human rights; hold inter-
national donors, the Myanmar government, 
and the military accountable; and ensure that 
Myanmar remains on the global agenda.

The approaches of the three main Norwegian 
humanitarian actors operating in Myanmar in 
this period – the Norwegian Refugee Council, 
Norwegian People’s Aid and Norwegian Church 
Aid – exhibit characteristics from these three 
competing strategies.

The Norwegian Refugee Council: The Neutral 
Approach

The Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) started 
providing humanitarian relief to Myanmar in 
2008 as a response to Cyclone Nargis. Initially, 
the focus was on emergency relief, shelter and 
sanitation in the Irrawaddy delta, but the organi-
zation quickly expanded its operations and start-
ed providing shelter, sanitation and vocational 
training to IDPs affected by the armed conflicts 
in the Southeast of the country. The NRC was 
careful not to politically challenge the Myanmar 
government and the military.

In 2012, the NRC started a close cooperation 
with the Myanmar government under the orga-
nization’s Information, Counselling and Legal 
Assistance program (ICLA). The project aimed 
at providing ID cards to Karen IDPs in Karen 
National Union (KNU)-controlled areas as a 
result of the ceasefire agreement between the 
Myanmar government and the KNU. The com-
bination of a long-running neutrality approach 
and the trust developed between the NRC and 
the government during the ICLA program has 
given the NRC access to IDPs in areas that other 
humanitarian actors have not been able to reach, 
such as the war-affected parts of Kachin State, 
northern Shan State, and highly sensitive areas 
of Rakhine State.

For the NRC, ‘rights based’ means that basic 
needs of vulnerable people are met. Rights are 
seen as fundamentally apolitical, and the NRC 
has been critical of organizations that it claims 
operate in the humanitarian field for political 
reasons, with the rationale that politicizing hu-
manitarian relief may jeopardize the organiza-
tion’s access to the most vulnerable people.

Norwegian People’s Aid: The Pragmatic 
Approach

The approach of Norwegian People’s Aid (NPA) 
is radically different. NPA is primarily a solidar-
ity movement whose main purpose is to support 
democratic development and to practice inter-
national solidarity. NPA does not operate in a 
country for the purpose of providing humanitar-
ian relief. However, when crises hit in a country 
where the NPA is based, it will respond to these 
crises by supporting their local network of part-
ners. In practice, therefore, NPA is a significant 
humanitarian actor, not least in Myanmar.

NPA started working with civil society orga-
nizations in Myanmar as early as 2004. When 
Cyclone Nargis hit in 2008, NPA was one of few 
organizations that already knew the local context 
in Myanmar and also had an extensive local 
network. Some of NPA’s partners became key 
actors in the national voluntary efforts that local 
organizations, private businesses, and individu-
als performed in the absence of a responding 
state. NPA’s approach to the relief work was to 
support local partners so that they would be able 
to respond to the crisis – and, in the long run, 
take the lead in a future political transformation 
of the country.

In the years that followed, NPA and its partner 
organizations used their humanitarian engage-
ment to try to expand the space for political en-
gagement in Myanmar. With the reform agenda 
initiated by President Thein Sein in 2011, and 
the government’s attempt to negotiate ceasefire 
agreements with multiple ethnic armed organiza-
tions, this strategy was geared up. NPA and some 
of its partners, got engaged in several politically 
controversial projects. These were initiated and 
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Figure 2: Norwegian development aid to Myanmar, 2007–2017. Source: NORAD
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The Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) is a 
non-profit peace research institute (estab-
lished in 1959) whose overarching purpose 
is to conduct research on the conditions for 
peaceful relations between states, groups and 
people. The institute is independent, interna-
tional and interdisciplinary, and explores is-
sues related to all facets of peace and conflict.

Marte Nilsen is a Senior Researcher at PRIO. 
Her main research focus is on political and 
violent conflicts in Myanmar and Thailand.
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THE AUTHOR
‘Aid in Crisis? Rights-Based Approaches and 
Humanitarian Outcomes’ aims to describe, 
understand and explain how rights-based 
approaches (RBA) to humanitarian action 
shape humanitarian assistance and contribute 
to humanitarian outcomes at different levels, 
in different conflict and disaster zones. The 
project is funded by the Research Council of 
Norway.

THE PROJECT

The Risks of Shifting Donor Priorities

Despite the competing strategies, the different 
approaches among humanitarian actors have, un-
intentionally, contributed to a division of labor, en-
abling them to address a variety of Myanmar’s hu-
manitarian needs. However, changing paradigms 
among donors have interfered with the ability of 
some of these humanitarian organizations to op-
erate according to their own strategic goals.

As Norway took a lead in the inevitable in-
terpretive shift towards working more inside 
Myanmar and with the Myanmar government, 
new humanitarian projects benefited – typically 
led by organizations with a pragmatic approach 
– while organizations with an idealist approach 
experienced dramatic cuts in their funding and 
had to scale down their relief work. While large 
shifts in funding priorities sometimes are desir-
able and valid, they can also lead to unintended 
negative consequences on the ground.

In the wake of the dramatic Rohingya crisis, 
the increased conflicts in the Northeastern and 
Western parts of the country, and a general 
disappointment among international donors 
with the NLD government, we may see the start 
of another interpretive shift in the politics of 
humanitarian aid to Myanmar. When the next 
shift comes, it is important that international 
donors are aware of the potential negative ef-
fects an abrupt or unidirectional shift can have. 
Donors should work strategically to secure pre-
dictability and to sustain humanitarian actors’ 
ability to respond to the diverse humanitarian 
needs.  

Further Reading

Nilsen, Marte (2020) ‘Perceptions of Rights and the 
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and humanitarian aid providers along the Thai-
Myanmar border, as well as to some faith-based 
groups inside the country. NCA opened an 
office in Yangon in 2008, but its main partners 
were located along the Thai-Myanmar border, 
and its primary activities were humanitarian 
relief to refugee camps in Thailand and cross-
border healthcare.

NCA has had an idealist approach to aid in 
Myanmar. Working closely with human rights 
groups in exile, NCA has been a vocal actor in 
highlighting the human rights abuses by the 
Myanmar government and military. An impor-
tant task has been to hold international donors 
accountable in their engagement with Myanmar 
and to make sure that Myanmar remains on the 
global political agenda.

As a member of the Act Alliance, NCA has an 
elaborate policy about rights-based approaches 
to humanitarian aid. Rights are defined as indi-
viduals’ legitimate claim to rights and a dignified 
life. Similar to the NPA, independent and locally 
grounded partner organizations are a crucial com-
ponent in NCA’s theory of change – and, for both 
organizations, rights are understood as political.

While NPA and NCA share the view that politi-
cal changes are needed to put an end to the 
oppression, injustice and human suffering in 
Myanmar – as well as sharing an aim to sup-
port local civil society organizations to enable 
them to take a lead in such changes – the two 
organizations have had quite different views 
on how these changes can come about. NCA 
was much more critical to the reforms of the 
reformist government, whose genuineness and 
legitimacy the organization questioned. NCA 
and its partnering ethnic minority organiza-
tions also criticized the Norwegian government 
for its decision to downscale the humanitarian 
support for refugees along the Thai-Myanmar 
border.

encouraged by the Myanmar government, and fi-
nanced by international donors – with Norway in 
a leading role. The projects were defined and im-
plemented by local partners, and with the support 
of NPA, they ran many of the pilot projects of the 
Myanmar Peace Support Initiative in 2012–2014, 
aimed at creating peace dividends in conflict ar-
eas where a ceasefire had been signed. In this pe-
riod, the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
relied heavily on the political and humanitarian 
capacity of NPA and its partner organizations.

NPA has had a pragmatic approach to humanitar-
ian aid in Myanmar, operating in accordance with 
its political analysis that changes to the oppressive 
and authoritarian regime are necessary require-
ments for Myanmar to step out of the cycle of 
damaging humanitarian crises. The organization 
has been openly critical towards the definition of 
humanitarian principles as humanity, neutrality, 
impartiality and independence. NPA does not 
seek to be politically neutral. On the contrary, for 
NPA, rights and humanitarianism are political. 
Not only should local people be consulted about 
their needs, local organizations must be allowed 
the space to participate in the definition and 
implementation of the humanitarian response. 
Local groups should be given space engage in the 
transformation of their own societies.

During this time, NPA was accused of provid-
ing legitimacy to politicians closely linked to a 
brutal military regime that continues to oppress 
and abuse local communities in ethnic minority 
areas. The critique came primarily from some 
rights groups along the Thai-Myanmar border 
that felt neglected by this new approach.

Norwegian Church Aid: The Idealist 
Approach

Norwegian Church Aid (NCA) has worked with 
Myanmar since the 1990s when the organiza-
tion started to offer support to rights groups 


