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Perceptions of Rights and the Politics of Humanitarian 
Aid in Myanmar    
 

Abstract 

Actors in the humanitarian sector often find themselves torn between their prime objective of alleviating 

suffering through realizing the humanitarian imperative, and the broader agenda of addressing structural 

injustices to prevent new crises. The trade-off between getting access and securing rights is a constant 

source of debate among aid providers. This article uses the example of Norwegian humanitarian aid to 

Myanmar to illustrate how rights are defined and understood differently among various aid providers and 

how different political objectives, competing theories of change, and shifting priorities among donors 

influence the response of these aid providers in humanitarian crises and their operationalization of a 

rights-based approach. The article concludes that these competing approaches and theories of change 

have contributed – in practice, and unintentionally – to a division of labor where the need for 

humanitarian access has been reasonably balanced with a continued push for rights and political change.       

Key words: Rights-based approach; humanitarian aid; theories of change; Myanmar; Norway.  

The Dilemma of Needs and Rights 

Every day throughout the second half of 2017, thousands of Rohingya refugees risked their lives, fleeing 

through the jungle from Myanmar’s Rakhine State and into overcrowded and poorly equipped camps in 

Bangladesh. This was a devastating reminder of the brutal legacy of the Myanmar military and the 

protracted human suffering it has caused over several decades. By the end of 2017, 655,000 refugees had 

escaped the mass killings, rapes and arson attacks from the Myanmar military (Tatmadaw) to join the 

many Rohingya refugees already residing in camps as a result of previous persecutions over the past 

decades (ISCG 2018). An additional 100,000 refugees would follow in the months to come. In April 2018, 

in the war-torn Kachin State of northern Myanmar, 6,800 new internally displaced persons (IDPs) were 

reported to have escaped the fighting between the Tatmadaw and the Kachin Independence Army, 
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resulting in a total number of more than 103,000 IDPs in the Kachin and the Northern Shan state (OCHA 

2018a; 2018b). As a result of a brutal military and the state’s failure to respond to crises, the humanitarian 

needs in Myanmar remain enormous. 

One of the most difficult dilemmas for donors and aid providers working in authoritarian and repressive 

states involved in civil war and violent conflict is the trade-off between getting humanitarian access in the 

short term and securing human rights for the future (Zeccula 2011). 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 the lobbying from exile communities, Human Rights organizations, 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 

preparations, started its transition from a repressive dictatorship to a more open, semi-democratic 

system (Soe Myint Aung & Stokke this issue; Nilsen 2013: 119-122). 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. However, humanitarian organizations started working inside Myanmar long 

before this transition. As Decobert & Wells (this issue) has noted, the ‘normalization’ of international aid 

to Myanmar started already with the response to Cyclone Nargis in 2008. 

While there is a substantial literature on the dynamics between humanitarian aid actors and authoritarian 

and war-torn states (Zeccula 2011; Cohen 2006; Barnett 2005; Weiss 1999; Anderson 1996), there is a 

need for more scholarly research that addresses the variety of conceptualizations of rights and political 

changes among aid actors operating in such authoritarian and war-torn states. The notion that 

humanitarian aid should always be rights-based has become a paradigm that is professed across the 

humanitarian sector (Kabau & Ali 2015; Slim 2002; Anderson 1996). However, there is a need to research 

rights-based approaches beyond the buzzword phase to enhance our understanding of what actors are 
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doing, and how rights-based approaches are negotiated, adopted and resisted by diverse humanitarian 

actors situated in different cultural, legal, and political contexts (Borchgrevink & Sandvik, forthcoming).  

The way rights-based approaches are defined and practiced varies from one organization to the next. This 

often causes tension between different organizational cultures, and eventually, has impact on the results 

on the ground. Thus, the question this article sets out to answer is:  

How do humanitarian actors negotiate and define their rights-based approaches when 

responding to crises in authoritarian and repressive regimes in armed conflict, and what is the 

impact of the different approaches for improving the human rights situation on the ground and 

facilitating positive changes? 

There have been stern political conflicts among actors at all levels regarding what it means to secure 

rights in an authoritarian and war-torn country like Myanmar. While many donors, aid providers and local 

groups in the 1990s and early 2000s held a strict non-engagement policy towards the Myanmar 

government and provided aid through cross-border activities and support to exile organizations, others 

sought to find ways of negotiating with the military government to create space for humanitarian 

responses. Humanitarian actors within the first category could not reach many of the hardest affected 

areas, while the latter risked providing legitimacy to a brutal and repressive regime in active warfare 

against many of the country’s ethnic minorities.  

To address the research question, I will draw up a typology to illustrate different approaches that 

humanitarian aid providers may take while working under the constraints of authoritarian regimes in war-

torn states. The typology consists of three Weberian ideal-types of how organizations navigate under such 

conditions: 

• The neutrality approach, aiming to secure the humanitarian principles 

• The pragmatic approach, aiming to work pragmatically with the government to open up space for 

local organizations 
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• The idealist approach, supporting exile organizations, aiming to push for human rights, to hold 

international donors and national authorities accountable, and to make sure that the 

humanitarian crisis remains on the global agenda.  

While the ideal-types in this typology have been developed inductively through multiple research trips to 

Myanmar over the past seven years, in this article, the ideal-types are tested in an in-depth study of 

Norwegian humanitarian aid during three significant humanitarian responses to Myanmar during the 

period 2007–2017:  

• The emergency response following Cyclone Nargis in 2008  

• The protracted aid assistance to refugees in camps along the Thai-Myanmar border 

• The aid assistance to returning internally displaced persons in ceasefire areas in South-eastern 

Myanmar since 2012.  

Norway is chosen as a case because of its long history of providing aid to Myanmar, both inside the 

county and cross-border to refugees along the Thai-Myanmar border, and because Norway was among 

the very first countries that lifted sanctions against Myanmar, following the reforms initiated by the Thein 

Sein Government in 2011. Norwegian aid was moved inside Myanmar at an early stage of the transition, 

while the cross-border support was phased out. The Norwegian Myanmar support is therefore a good 

case study to research how donors and aid providers understand rights, how they relate to local partners, 

and how their approaches affect the politics of aid. In the period 2007 to 2017, 66 percent of the 

Norwegian humanitarian aid to Myanmar was channelled through Norwegian NGOs. The three Norwegian 

organizations studied in this article were the largest recipients of this aid. Throughout the period, they 

each received over 125 million NOK for their Myanmar projects (Norad 2019).i The three organizations 

are: 

• The Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) 

• The Norwegian People’s Aid (NPA) 

• The Norwegian Church Aid (NCA).  
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The main data material for this article was collected in 2016 and 2017 during field trips in Myanmar to 

Kyaukkyi, Aung Soe Moe, and Keh Der in Bago Region, to Hpa’an in Kayin State, and to Yangon, and to 

Mae Sot, the Mae La refugee camp and to Chiang Mai in Thailand. I conducted in-depth interviews with 

ten representatives of NRC, NPA and NCA in Myanmar and Norway, and eleven representatives of ethnic 

minority organizations in Myanmar and at the Thai-Myanmar border. I also conducted six focus group 

interviews with aid recipients of humanitarian projects in ethnic minority communities – three in 

Myanmar and three on the Thai-Myanmar border. Non-participatory observation was also carried out 

during my visits to these projects. Further interviews were conducted with seven Norwegian diplomats, 

two diplomats from EU countries, two central Burmese government representatives from two different 

cabinets, two advisors to the Thein Sein Government, and five representatives from various Norwegian 

NGOs operating in Myanmar. The in-depth interviews with policy-makers, NGO representatives, and 

partner organizations, combined with field visits to a variety of humanitarian projects and direct 

discussions with aid recipients, provide a solid empirical foundation to test the relevance of the three 

different humanitarian approaches of the aforementioned typology to Norwegian humanitarian aid to 

Myanmar, and to examine how the three main Norwegian organizations have operationalized rights-

based humanitarianism in Myanmar. 

 

The Politics of Aid in Myanmar  

As the devastating Cyclone Nargis hit the Irrawaddy delta of Myanmar, 2 May 2008, the politics of aid in 

Myanmar was already at a peak of tension. Since the 1988 student uprising and the following political 

struggle for democracy – symbolically crowned with the Nobel Peace Prize to opposition leader Aung San 

Suu Kyi in 1991 – the pressure on Myanmar’s military regime was tightened by strict international 

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 controversial constitution for a future 

political system, securing the armed forces 25 percent representation in all legislative bodies, four 

ministers in the union government, full control over border areas and any matters regarding national 
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security, as well as the constitutional right to stage a coup d’état. The situation for the predominantly 

ethnic minority refugees in camps along the Thai-Myanmar border, who had fled from the civil war and 

from the military’s ‘four cuts’ strategy, remained dire. The ‘four cuts’ strategy, which is characterized by 

the total destruction of local villages and severe violence against villagers, was executed to ensure cuts in 

food, funds, intelligence, and recruitment to ethnic armed groups.  

A few humanitarian actors were at that time operating from within Myanmar, navigating in a difficult 

terrain to secure access from the government through ‘humanitarian diplomacy’ (Özerdem 2010: 

Belanger & Horsey 2008). The UN Resident Coordinator had recently been deported for voicing support 

for the protests of the Saffron Revolution. The UN had no humanitarian mandate in Myanmar and 

terminology like ‘protection’ or ‘human rights’ were highly sensitive and could not appear in policy 

documents or open strategies 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 implications 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 undermining the struggle 

for democracy and for ethnic minority rights, or were such concerns trumped by the humanitarian 

imperative of providing humanitarian 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 (South 2012). The different positions were strongly held by the various aid actors and were based 

on competing theories of change. However, these positions and theories of change had to be redefined 

and negotiated along with the shifting humanitarian and political realities on the ground in Myanmar, as 

well as with shifting political priorities from donors. 
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Shifting Donor Priorities 

There has been a long-standing commitment to a rights-based approach in humanitarian efforts among 

donors. All Norwegian humanitarian policy documents since 2000 have explicitly promoted a rights-based 

approach. However, as Lohne & Sandvik (2017) have shown, there have been few attempts to 

operationalize this ideal into practical policy. The Norwegian engagement in Myanmar, including the 

humanitarian engagement, has all along been political, and the goal of supporting democracy, peace, and 

sustainable development in Myanmar has been the guiding principle.ii However, no clear strategy or 

theory of change for how to reach this goal has been formulated (Stave, Nilsen & Dalen 2018).  

Interestingly, while the overall goal remained stable over a period of twenty years, the Norwegian 

Myanmar policy shifted from the idealist approach of the 1990s to a pragmatic approach emerging from 

2006, dramatically 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 (Décobert & Wells this issue). Instead of stimulating changes, 

the isolation policy had minimal effect on political developments in Myanmar, and moreover, it 

marginalized European and American countries in this geopolitically strategic region of Southeast Asia. 

Norway was no different. In 2006–2007, Norway came to believe that engagement with the intellectual 

elite in Myanmar, despite its close links to the military regime, would have better impact on the ground 

compared to the engagement 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 – 

as well as the EU – was 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 who 

genuinely believed that there were cracks in the wall of the old regime got free rein to cultivate relations 

with reformist groups within Myanmar, and it was these diplomats who reported directly to an eager 

political leadership at the Ministry in Oslo. In a sense, the Norwegian reorientation in Myanmar served as 
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a pilot project, and the new approach was closely discussed with and monitored from Washington. At the 

bimonthly meetings between the US and Norway, there are always three points on the agenda. These 

agenda points are good indicators for where Norway is seen as relevant at that 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.iii One Norwegian aid worker 

sums up the shift in the Norwegian engagement in Myanmar as a combination of the will to do good and 

the urge to be recognized as an important global player: 

“Norway had the possibility to move, lots of money, a humanitarian drive, and could easily 
maneuver […] We [Norwegians] want to be good, but we also want to be seen”.iv  

Norway became the engine in this shift from sanctions and isolation to engagement. Norway made 

dramatic changes in its humanitarian priorities, with direct implications for aid providers and communities 

on the Thai-Myanmar border that had received support from the Norwegian government. At the same 

time, the shift facilitated humanitarian aid to deprived and conflict-affected communities in areas that 

had previously 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 (Norad 

2019). The Norwegian government took a highly controversial lead in the new engagement policy in 

Myanmar and received both praise and criticism for its bold moves.    

Competing Theories of Change 

A theory of change can be seen as an articulation of how and why a given intervention will lead to a 

specific change (Stein and Valters 2012: 2). In this article, theory of change is viewed as a conceptual tool 

to explore changes and how they happen (Stein, D. and Valters, C. 2012: 4; James, C 2011: 3). A theory of 

change reflects the ideological grounding and political thinking of an organization and defines an 

approach for how to operate in the field. The theory of change of a humanitarian organization might be 

guided by how it defines rights in the humanitarian space and the position rights have in the humanitarian 

approach. After reviewing the three main Norwegian aid providers’ general and Myanmar-specific policy 

documents and statements, interviewing staff representatives, and analyzing how the organizations have 

operated on the ground in Myanmar, I found that their different theories of change each fit into one of 
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the three ideal types of humanitarian approaches that over the past decade have characterized most 

humanitarian programs in Myanmar: the neutrality approach; the pragmatic approach; and the idealist 

approach. By analyzing the policies of the three organizations in light of these ideal types, we get a better 

understanding of the different priorities of the organizations, and their relations with donors and with 

local groups.  

1. The Norwegian Refugee Council and the Neutrality Approach 
 

In its mission statement, the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) declares its aim to protect the rights of 

displaced and vulnerable people during crisis. The NRC policy outlines an overarching goal to ensure that 

people in emergencies receive protection and assistance according to their needs and rights, with 

particular emphasis on the protection of civilians and the implementation of relevant UN resolutions. NRC 

sets out to be a “rights-based organization” guided by a commitment to “the principles of humanity, 

neutrality, independence and impartiality” (NRC Policy 2016).  

NRC started providing humanitarian relief to Myanmar in October 2008 as a response to Cyclone Nargis. 

In the initial years, the focus was on emergency relief, shelter and sanitation in the Ayeyarwady delta. 

However, the organization quickly expanded its operations and started providing shelter, sanitation and 

vocational training to IDPs affected by the armed conflicts in the Southeast of the country. The NRC has 

had an explicit neutrality approach, being 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 

organization’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 combination 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, for example in the war-affected parts of the Kachin State and northern Shan State, and in highly 

sensitive areas of Rakhine State.     
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‘Rights based’ for NRC in this setting primarily means that the basic needs of vulnerable people are met. 

Rights are seen as fundamentally apolitical, and the NRC and other strictly humanitarian organizations 

operating in Myanmar have been critical of organizations that they claim operate in the humanitarian 

field for political reasons. Politicizing humanitarian relief may jeopardize the organization’s access to the 

most vulnerable people. The NRC in Myanmar has been guided by the humanitarian imperative that 

human suffering must be addressed wherever it is found, that humanitarian assistance should be 

ensured, and that the dignity and rights of vulnerable people in need are respected and protected. In 

2017, the NRC had 313 national staff in Myanmar and a budget of USD 8.9 million.  

2. The Norwegian People’s Aid and the Pragmatic Approach 

The approach of the Norwegian People’s Aid (NPA) is radically different from that of the NRC. NPA is a 

solidarity movement, and not primarily a humanitarian organization. Guided by its vision of “solidarity in 

action”, the main purpose of NPA’s international engagement is to support democratic development and 

to practise international solidarity (NPA 2015). NPA does not operate in a country for the purpose of 

providing humanitarian relief. However, when crises hit in a country where the organization is based and 

has an extensive local network of partners, it will respond to these crises by supporting these partners. 

This kind of humanitarian response may last for several years, so in practice, NPA is a significant 

humanitarian actor, not least in Myanmar.  

NPA started working with civil society organizations in Myanmar as early as 2004. The mandate and the 

purpose of the engagement in Myanmar were not clearly defined in the first years, and people working 

for NPA in Myanmar have expressed some discontent with this initial phase. From 2006, NPA in Myanmar 

started working more systematically with its partners, strengthening cooperation with those organizations 

that had similar visions and analysis as NPA, and scaling down the cooperation with those that did not.  

When Cyclone Nargis hit in 2008, NPA was one of few organizations that already knew the local context in 

Myanmar and that also had an extensive local network. Some of these local partners became key actors in 

the national voluntary efforts that local organizations, private businesses and individuals performed, in 

the absence of a responding state. Local actors took tremendous humanitarian responsibility in the void 



11 
 

that was created as a result of the distrust and bad working environment between the Myanmar 

government and the international humanitarian organizations. 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.v  

In the years that followed after Cyclone Nargis, NPA and its partner organizations used their humanitarian 

engagement to test and to try to expand the space for political engagement 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 organizations, this strategy was geared up. NPA, in collaboration 

with a couple of its partners, got engaged in several politically controversial projects. These were initiated 

and encouraged by the Myanmar government, and financed by international donors – with Norway in a 

leading role – but defined and implemented by local partners. NPA and its local partners developed and 

ran many of the pilot projects of the Myanmar Peace Support Initiative in 2012–2014, aimed at creating 

peace dividends in conflict areas where a ceasefire had been signed. In this period, the Norwegian MFA 

relied heavily on the local network and political and humanitarian capacity of NPA and its partner 

organizations.  

NPA has had a pragmatic approach to humanitarian aid in Myanmar. Responding to humanitarian crises 

has been an important part of the organization’s operations. However, it has been operating in 

accordance with its political analysis that changes to the oppressive and authoritarian regime are 

necessary requirements 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 (NPA 2015).  

Organizations with a pragmatic approach insist that for humanitarian aid to be rights-based, 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. A central ambition is to 

provide local groups with the tools to get engaged in the transformation of their own societies. A strong 
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and independent civil society has been a central component in their theory of change. To open up political 

space for such local groups, it is sometimes necessary to work pragmatically with reformist elements of 

governments with a questionable human rights reputation, and NPA has worked closely with partner 

organizations that have shared the same pragmatic approach. The focus is on what processes can make 

these regimes reform, rather than on the legitimacy of the regimes. One former NPA staff in Myanmar 

exemplified NPA’s view:  

“If we say everyone has the right to education, then what is more important? That schools are 
provided by some international organization, or that civil society campaign, and through social 
pressure and mobilization make the parliament in Naypyidaw discuss and implement a strategy 
for education reform? This reform may not be perfect, but the impact of such processes is 
enormous.”vi  

While humanitarian aid was not considered to be the primary engagement of NPA in Myanmar, the bulk 

of the organization’s funding from the Norwegian MFA has been defined as humanitarian aid. A significant 

amount of this humanitarian funding was defined as ‘good governance’. The more strictly humanitarian 

organizations have criticized NPA for lacking a humanitarian policy. This is a concern that has been raised 

even by people within the organization. However, the toughest critique of NPA has come from the 

organizations with an idealist approach to humanitarian aid, which have accused NPA of providing 

legitimacy to politicians closely linked to a brutal military regime that continues to oppress and abuse 

local communities in ethnic minority areas. This critique was particularly vocal among rights groups based 

in Thailand, along the Thai-Myanmar border. Typically, there was a strong disagreement between those 

organizations that worked within Myanmar and those that operated from the Thai-Myanmar border 

about the efficiency of providing humanitarian aid from inside Myanmar versus outside, across the 

border. 

3. The Norwegian Church Aid and the Idealist Approach 

The Norwegian Church Aid (NCA) has worked on Myanmar since the 1990s when the organization started 

to offer support to rights groups 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 the main 

partners were located along the Thai-Myanmar border, and the primary activities were humanitarian 
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relief to refugee camps in Thailand and cross-border healthcare. Since 2017, NCA and DanChurchAid have 

implemented a joint program in a joint office in Yangon.  

As a member of the Act Alliance, NCA has an elaborate policy about rights-based approaches to 

humanitarian aid. Rights are defined as individuals’ legitimate claim to rights and a dignified life. NCA and 

the Act Alliance focus on structural causes, equality, empowerment, participation, accountability and 

community in their endeavors to increase the capacity and opportunities of vulnerable women and men 

in asserting their human rights (APRODEV 2008; NCA 2008). Similar to the NPA, independent and locally 

grounded partner organizations are a crucial component in NCA’s theory of change, and for both 

organizations, rights are understood as political.  

However, while NPA has been pragmatic in its approach to the politics of humanitarianism in Myanmar, 

NCA has been influenced by a more idealist approach. 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 important 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. The partners of NCA 

have primarily been organizations with a similar idealist approach, most of which are ethnic minority 

groups operating along the border areas between Thailand and Myanmar. 

While NPA and NCA share the view that political changes are needed to put an end to the abuse, 

oppression, injustice and human suffering in Myanmar – as well as sharing an aim to support local civil 

society organizations to enable them to take a lead in such changes – the two organizations have had 

quite opposite views on how these changes can come about. Compared to the NPA, NCA were much 

more critical to the reforms of the Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP) government, whose 

genuineness and legitimacy the organization questioned. NCA and their partnering ethnic minority 

organizations also criticized the Norwegian government for its decision to downscale the humanitarian 

support for refugees along the Thai-Myanmar border.  
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Responding to Humanitarian Needs and Political Changes 

Rights and the humanitarian imperative of humanity, neutrality, independence and impartiality have been 

interpreted quite differently among donors and aid providers alike. While the commitment to respond to 

humanitarian needs is always a genuine one, many donors, aid providers, and local partners view political 

changes as essential to ensure that the same humanitarian needs are not reproduced as a result of war 

and repression. The definition of a rights-based humanitarian approach is therefore negotiated as a 

response to both the humanitarian needs and the political realities on the ground, and different theories 

of change have produced quite different humanitarian approaches and outcomes.  

Cyclone Nargis 

Cyclone Nargis radically changed the humanitarian response to Myanmar. At a global scale, Nargis was 

one of the deadliest cyclones recorded. By the time it hit the Ayeyawaddy Region on 2 May 2008, the 

cyclone had reached the strength of a category 4 cyclone with a peak of 215 km/h. The immediate death 

tolls from the cyclone were counted at 138,000. After that, the government stopped counting and there is 

no record of the second wave of fatalities resulting from diseases and the lack of relief to affected areas. 

Nargis was a twin catastrophe – the cyclone itself, and the limitations of the response following it. Not 

only was the military unable to respond to the crisis alone, but it refused to unconditionally let in the 

international humanitarian relief apparatus. When international agencies were eventually allowed to 

operate from Yangon, only Myanmar national volunteers were allowed to go into the cyclone affected 

areas in the delta.  

In the first days after the disaster, the boarders into Myanmar were closed, and only a few organizations 

were present inside the country. Norwegian People’s Aid was among them, and as a small operator in the 

country with no humanitarian mission, it was not a given what role the organization would take. 

Incidentally, the country director at the time had a solid humanitarian background and NPA had a 

substantial stack of cash in the safe. The instructions from headquarters in Oslo were that NPA should use 

its local network and support the relief work directly (instead of, for example, channelling their resources 

through the few larger humanitarian actors present). This was perhaps not the obvious outcome from a 
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humanitarian perspective, but it was in line with the organization’s theory of change to work with civil 

society actors and support them in responding to crises and taking a lead in the society at large. In the 

chaos, NPA tried to work by the humanitarian principles. National staff and partners were in the delta 

nonstop, trying to build systems for accountability by bringing in cameras to photograph evidence of the 

relief flows. In the beginning, the relief was cash-based assistance, bringing in goods from existing 

markets to the north of the delta. Then, after a month’s time, they started to ask the partner 

organizations for simple budgets and some success indicators.vii  

Norwegian Church Aid responded to Nargis with a similar rationale to the NPA, by using their existing 

networks and partners in Yangon and in the delta to bring immediate relief, and in the longer run to 

support the capacity of these partners to take the lead for societal change. Although mainly operating on 

the Thai-Myanmar border, NCA had been working with the Myanmar Council of Churches since the early 

1990s and the mutual trust between NCA and the networks of churches in the delta was an important 

factor for the success of the response, not least as NCA was not physically present in the country at the 

time and therefore had a less hands-on approach and a considerably smaller cyclone response than NPA. 

NCA concentrated on providing shelters, but also made their water and sanitation equipment available for 

UNICEF.viii NCA focused on optimizing rights through people’s participation and ownership to their 

situation. They introduced capacity-building programs on rights and humanitarian principles, and on the 

importance of providing help across ethnic and religious communities. They also focused on needs 

assessments and inclusion of women and vulnerable groups.  

The Norwegian Refugee Council transferred some of its key personnel from Sri Lanka to Myanmar for the 

Nargis response. The tough experiences from Sri Lanka with the tsunami (2004) and the tense ethnic 

conflict had many similarities with Nargis in war-torn Myanmar, and there was a drive to draw lessons 

from the tragedies in Sri Lanka of how to deal with humanitarian rights in conflict settings. In their shelter 

program after Nargis, NRC focused on educating the staff on protection and on looking at shelter and ICLA 

together. Doing training on rights-based principles and legal implementation with national staff was 

challenging due to the political sensitivity of protection in Myanmar. In the beginning, they had to come 

up with new terminology, like ‘monitoring visits’. The staff were nonetheless greatly inspired by these 
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trainings, and later on, many of them continued to work on protection elsewhere.ix During the time of the 

Nargis response, NRC as an organization was in the process of formulating a new protection policy, and 

the Myanmar team worked intensely with the draft document to bring in the experiences from Sri Lanka 

and Myanmar. Through this effort they got to define the policy on camp management, on camp 

protection, and on ethnic and religious conflicts, and they got to define important aspects of NRC’s policy 

on a rights-based approach. 

The foundation of the rights-based approach of NPA and NCA in the response to Nargis was for local 

communities to be consulted, to be heard, and to define their own needs.x For these organizations, it was 

seen as a goal in itself that local organizations were able to respond to the crisis and build stronger and 

more independent communities. Their approach differed from NRC and more straightforward 

humanitarian actors that engage with partners as a means to reach their humanitarian goals. NRC come in 

to secure rights when the primary duty bearers are failing, and their main concern is to create sustainable 

programs and ensure the principles of ‘do no harm’.xi 

The story of Nargis is often told as a story of a disaster made worse by a failing and paranoid government 

(Larkin 2010). However, the story of Nargis is also one about a radically changing humanitarian and 

political space. As international agencies eventually were allowed in, it was all of a sudden possible to 

work directly with the government. The military government was present at some of the cluster meetings, 

and was active in the tripartite core group, together with representatives from ASEAN and the UN country 

team in Myanmar. It was possible to start talking about protection, which had been unthinkable earlier. 

Local organizations and networks of individuals found a new drive, which became the engine of a civil 

society that started testing the space for political action in the decade that followed. 

“Organizations like Paung Ku were vital in the Nargis response and have since grown to become a 
real bridge for social change in Myanmar. Rights were in their bones, much more so than in many 
INGOs […] We have learned from them just as much as they have from us.”xii  

 The Norwegian Embassy in Bangkok had embraced the engagement policy some years before the 

cyclone, but Nargis provided the momentum to act on the new orientation and the embassy was highly 

supportive to the organizations working within the country. This enabled organizations like NPA to expand 
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the scope of their support to strengthen the civil society in Myanmar.xiii However, while this new drive 

and the support from donors helped NPA in realizing its strategy inside Myanmar, the changing 

environment was a considerable challenge for the protracted relief work for refugees along the Thai-

Myanmar border.xiv   

The Refugees Along the Thai-Myanmar Border 

The first refugees from Myanmar to Thailand arrived as a consequence of the military offensive against 

Karen and Karenni communities in 1975. Ten years later, refugees established the first village-like camps 

along the border. After the fall of the KNU headquarters Manerplaw in 1995, the refugee population 

increased dramatically, and the refugees were organized into nine separate camps. Twenty years later, 

these camps hosted over 100,000 refugees with substantial humanitarian needs, while an additional 

almost 100,000 had resettled in third countries or left the camps to seek work opportunities, mainly in 

Thailand. (TBC 2018; TBC 2015). NCA has been a long-term member of The Border Consortium (TBC, 

formerly TBBC—the Thai-Burma Border Consortium), the main provider of food, shelter and other 

essential supplies in the camps of this protracted refugee crisis. NCA has also supported a number of 

organizations providing relief to IDPs across the border in the KNU-dominated areas of Myanmar.  

Before the interpretative shift from isolation to engagement policies (Décobert & Wells this issue), the 

cross-border relief was uncontroversial. The humanitarian needs in the border areas were substantial, 

and due to the sanction policy, donors prioritized aid to Myanmar through this channel. However, the 

accountability of some of the programs were low, and there was a growing suspicion among donors, as 

well as in the humanitarian sector, that the close links most of the refugee organizations had with the 

KNU could contribute to fuelling conflict, rather than easing it (South 2012). The EU was highly critical to 

the political economy of the cross-border relief and the strong dominance of the KNU. The EU was 

therefore the first major donor to suspend its support to cross-border programs. Norway communicated 

that it would be moving in the same direction, and in the period between 2010 and 2015 there was a 

tremendous shift in the Norwegian support away from the border areas in Thailand and into Myanmar 

directly, frequently as a direct response to an invitation from the government in Naypyidaw.    
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The people at the NCA were deeply disappointed by Norway’s categorical shift and they criticized the 

decision, claiming it was based on a weak analysis. NCA viewed the shift as a deliberate political move to 

build relations to Yangon and Naypyidaw and to force up the channels into the southeast from inside 

Myanmar – a shift they claimed came at the expense of vulnerable groups:  

“They had no plan. It was ‘a leap of good faith’. The analysis of the timeframe and of the scope of 
the reforms in Myanmar were not good. It was wishful thinking.”xv  

NCA claimed that the accountability of the cross-border programs had improved considerably, and that 

irregularities and questionable programs and practices that donors had criticized were dealt with 

systematically. There was a feeling that this criticism was used to legitimize the decision for the strategic 

shift that had already been made. “We have been very disappointed by the Norwegian government”, 

expressed one community leader in Mae Sot in 2017.xvi With the decline of donor support to refugees on 

the Thai-Myanmar border emerged a problematic pressure on refugees to return to Myanmar – a 

pressure that stirred much concern and anxiety among the refugees.xvii NCA and their partner 

organizations were concerned about the signals this focus on return was sending to the refugees, and the 

organizations expressed frustration over the fact that donor priorities jeopardized their rights-based 

approach of consultations and participation.xviii The concerns about the categoric shift were supported by 

some of the aid workers operating inside Myanmar as well: 

“Return is way too premature. The politics of turning off the taps at the Thai border was very 
problematic. There was no environment for return. The government had not facilitated the 
return, and we were miles and miles away from a durable peace solution. Back then, and still, 
donors tended to see Myanmar as a success story, and it’s not. Just look around you. This is not a 
success story.”xix 

There were a lot of controversies among aid providers and donors about how to respond to the positive 

political developments inside Myanmar and what that meant in terms of channelling funds and balancing 

political aims with humanitarian needs. Donor money flooded into Myanmar proportionally with the 

growing enthusiasm over political movements in the country, and there was a clear tendency to 

downscale the support for refugees in Thailand and to start up new projects inside Myanmar. For 

organizations like NCA and their local partners, this politics of aid had grave implications for their ability to 

follow up on their strategy and to continue their programs and secure the rights of refugees along the 
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Thai-Myanmar border. However, for IDP communities in areas of the newly-signed ceasefire agreement 

with the KNU, it meant a unique opportunity to return back to their villages after thirty-five years in 

hiding, on the run from the Myanmar military.xx   

The Return of IDPs in Ceasefire Areas  

At the beginning of 2012, President Thein Sein asked the Norwegian government to help gather internal 

support for the Peace Process. The government had signed a historic ceasefire agreement with the KNU, 

as well as with several other armed groups, and it was keen to create peace dividends in these areas to 

show that the government was serious about its reform agenda. (Johnson & Lidauer 2014). This strategy 

was in line with Norway’s new priority in Myanmar and Norway and Myanmar invited in NPA and NRC, 

along with a couple of international consultants with extensive experience from Myanmar, for early 

discussions in Oslo about a program they called the Myanmar Peace Support Initiative (MPSI).xxi Central 

people in the program describe MPSI as the turning point from a situation where humanitarian support 

was expected to come from outside Myanmar, to a situation where this support was expected to come 

from inside the country, and that this was the real reason why MPSI was so controversial along the Thai-

Myanmar border:  

“In addition to the cuts in the cross-border support, this is why the resistance from Thailand was 
so fierce. Particularly from the more unconstructive actors that had already become irrelevant. It 
was necessary to cut the support to some of these actors, but the timing was bad. I told the MFA 
that they should have been more Machiavellian. They didn’t like me saying that. But it’s not wise 
to cut someone’s funds at a time when you need their help and support. In fact, at that time the 
support to the critics should have been increased”.xxii 

The show case for MPSI was the pilot project for IDPs in the Kyaukkyi Township of Western Bago Region 

that the Committee for Internally Displaced Karen People (CIDKP) operated in collaboration with NPA. The 

CIDKP was one of the first Thailand-based organizations to relocate to Myanmar, and they took a great 

risk in opening up an office in Kyaukkyi. A central CDKP representative expressed that: “We did not know 

what to expect, but we had to try.”xxiii  The pilot provided humanitarian supplies and agricultural 

assistance to IDPs, and it facilitated consultancy meetings to build trust between the military, the 

government, the KNU and the communities. The IDPs in the hills above Kyaukkyi had been at the frontline 
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of the conflict between the Myanmar military and the KNU, and in the most remote periphery on the 

receiving end from cross-border aid. Despite the short distance, the IDP community had never been back 

down in Kyaukkyi town since the escalation of the conflict in 1975. Their only experience with the 

Burmese were men in uniforms killing them. Both for the Myanmar government and the MPSI it was 

important to show that the ceasefire with the KNU would mean a better future for the people in the 

conflict areas. The hope was that this would encourage other armed groups to sign ceasefire agreements 

as well. KNU representatives regarded the IDP community in Kyaukkyi to be too difficult to reach, but this 

was exactly why that project was chosen as the pilot. It was important to send strong signals to IDPs and 

refugees that the peace process could lead to more than just a ceasefire.xxiv    

There was no explicit talk about rights in the initial phase of MPSI, but one key consultant described it as 

“the bread and butter of all we did in MPSI”.xxv The team also developed a set of clear principles and 

ethical standards for the projects. These principles and standards were developed from the working 

document that NPA had formulated to define the conditions for NPA to get involved in MPSI. In line with 

their theory of change and their pragmatic approach, these included to always work through local 

partners and always to consult communities before any project would be started or even planned. The 

NPA working document quickly evolved into a MPSI document. The MPSI team wanted to avoid rights 

ending up as an appendix to the program and strived to incorporate them at every step of the way to 

consider “whose rights are in danger at this level of the process?” Based on previous experience with the 

humanitarian sector, the involved consultants to MPSI all had a strong ‘do no harm’ approach and the 

‘Rights up front’ platform was central to their thinking. In practice, however, there were many challenges 

to fulfilling these principles and standards. 

“There are different roles between donor agencies, planning organizations and implementing 
partners. In the implementing phase, things get a bit out of control, and they should do so. It is 
the local groups that own the project and should run it and grow with it. In the monitoring 
process and in evaluations we go back to the principles to see if there have been destructive 
unforeseen consequences that need to be dealt with – like distorted markets in the neighbouring 
village due to donations. Things like that.”xxvi  
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The fact that their programs were run by a local Karen partner is described by NPA as alfa and omega. In 

the first consultancy meetings, CIDKP made sure to design the rooms so that the IDPs would not sit in a 

lower position than the military officers. These were important measures for trust-building. While the two 

organizations had a very similar approach to how the projects should be conducted, they had completely 

different ideas of what they were about: 

“For CIDKP, MPSI was about food, development and improving agriculture for IDPs. It was needs 
based. For NPA and the MFA, the needs were of course important, but for us it was political, our 
rationale was to create political dynamics. That conversation was very difficult to have with 
CIDKP. But that was ok as long as we agreed on what to do and how.”xxvii  

The partnership with CIDKP challenged the way NPA and other organizations operationalized their rights-

based approach. One dilemma that the program faced was the food aid component. Experiences from 

humanitarian operations elsewhere show that handing out food easily can result in aid dependency. On 

the other hand, the needs assessment was very clear that this was something the communities 

themselves had defined as their needs: 

“Needs assessment and consultations are very often just about ticking off a box. There is always 
something hollow about these processes. But we really had to follow those recommendations, 
because CDIKP sat there with the data together with us. So, we were up in a corner, but in a good 
way. We had to engage with the results, and rather try to mitigate the implicit dangers.”xxviii  

The design of the project that enabled IDPs to raise their voice in meetings with the Myanmar military is 
described by the people involved in MPSI as one of the project’s major success factors:  

“From being terrified and never speaking up, to the moment when a villager stood up and asked 
a high-ranking Tatmadaw official straight out: “Can you promise that you will stop killing us and 
never again steal our rice?” This was an extremely powerful moment. At many levels, 
marginalized people grew as individuals. There were many examples of that.”xxix 

An NPA representative described MPSI, and the Kyaukkyi pilot in particular, as a great success locally and 

symbolically. But due to the general stalemate in the peace process (Nilsen & Tønnesson 2016), the 

intended political impact of the project never materialized.xxx  

NRC was another important partner to the MPSI with its ICLA program providing national identity cards to 

IDPs in ceasefire areas. However, contrary to NPA, which was an integrated part of the MPSI team, NRC 

was considerably less involved in the larger MPSI project. And deliberately so, as the MPSI was viewed as 
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being too political. NRC saw their ICLA program as a natural continuation of their engagement in 

Myanmar since Nargis and did not consider themselves as part of the Norwegian engagement strategy 

and pragmatic approach.   

“We did not have that much contact with the MPSI at the time. Because we were humanitarian, 
we did not want to be part of the politics of MPSI. We were responding to humanitarian needs. 
Of course, we met and updated each other, but we were respectful of each other that we worked 
in different spaces.”xxxi 

After Nargis, many agencies moved on to respond to the humanitarian needs in Rakhine or Kachin State. 

NRC made a strategic decision to go to the Southeast. While donors wanted to redefine the ceasefire 

areas in the Southeast as a space for development, NRC insisted that the Southeast was a humanitarian 

space with a population in need of protection. NRC had early discussions with the government about 

issuing national identity cards in the contested areas, and the ministry of immigration clearly wanted to 

work with NRC – perhaps because of their experience from the delta, or perhaps because of the affiliation 

to Norway. The NRC was all along clear about its strictly humanitarian approach. However, the Myanmar 

government had strong political interests in getting the ICLA program started in KNU ceasefire areas, and 

in a sense, the program therefore became political, regardless of NRC’s intentions.  

“Our relationship with the ministry of immigration was cooperative, but we did not want to let 
them use us as a puppet. At times it was a difficult balance.”xxxii 

Conclusion 

While there has been a long-standing commitment from donors and aid organizations alike to apply a 

rights-based approach in humanitarian programs, this study shows that humanitarian organizations 

working under the constraints of authoritarian regimes in war-torn states have different takes on 

what a rights-based approach mean, and they use different strategies to secure a humanitarian space 

and to push for Human Rights. The humanitarian actors negotiate and define rights in response to 

the humanitarian needs and the political realities on the ground, and they do so in accordance with 

their own theories of change.  In the Myanmar context, this implies that whereas some actors strive 

to secure humanitarian principles (neutral approach), others work pragmatically with the 
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government to open up space for local organizations (pragmatic approach), and yet others push for 

human rights to hold international donors, the Myanmar government and the Myanmar military 

accountable (idealist approach). Despite stern political conflicts among humanitarian organizations 

about the effectiveness and the political consequences of these different approaches, the competing 

theories of change have served, in practice, albeit unintentionally, to complement one another. The 

different approaches have contributed to a division of labor among humanitarian actors, enabling 

them to address a variety of Myanmar’s humanitarian needs. However, interpretive shifts and 

changing paradigms among donors have had a significant impact on the ability of humanitarian 

organizations to operate according to their own strategic goals. The example of Norwegian aid to 

Myanmar over the past 20-25 years is illustrative. The Norwegian engagement in Myanmar has all 

along been political, and although the overall goals have been fairly stable, the approach of how 

Norway as a donor has worked to reach these goals has shifted over time. As Norway took a lead in 

the inevitable interpretive shift towards working more inside Myanmar and with the Myanmar 

government, new humanitarian projects benefited, while humanitarian actors supporting refugees 

on and across the Thai-Myanmar border experienced dramatic cuts in their funding and had to scale 

down their relief work. While large shifts in funding priorities sometimes are desirable and valid, they 

can also lead to dramatic and unintended negative consequences on the ground.  

Since the dramatic Rohingya crisis, the increased conflicts in the North-eastern 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 effects an abrupt or unidirectional shift can have. Donors should work strategically to secure 

predictability and to sustain the humanitarian actors’ ability to respond to the country’s many and 

diverse humanitarian needs. 
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