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Summary  
This learning brief examines how civil society organisations and local and national actors operate in 

conflict settings, and how international actors can more effectively support local humanitarian 

leadership in these contexts. Based on focus group discussions with 41 civil society representatives and 

14 key informant interviews with Oxfam staff in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Myanmar, Syria 

and Yemen, the study identifies both progress and persistent barriers to localisation. 

Across all four contexts, civil society organisations continue to play critical frontline roles and have 

gained visibility within coordination spaces, though this is often driven by access and security 

constraints limiting international operations rather than by principled and intentional localisation efforts. 

INGOs’ reliance on a narrow group of “preferred” partners continues to sideline smaller and 

minority-led organisations, despite their importance for inclusive and accountable humanitarian 

responses. 

Civil society organisations face disproportionately high risks - including detention, harassment, and 

digital surveillance - often exacerbated by rigid donor requirements or risk-averse INGO practices. While 

Oxfam and other international NGOs have invested in accompaniment and risk-sharing approaches, 

gaps remain in flexible funding, the sharing of ICR, and joint risk analysis. 

Partnership choices in conflict settings carry political consequences and can affect social cohesion, 

perceptions of neutrality, and the balance of power within civil society. At the same time, local and 

national networks—such as CONAFOHD in DRC and the LIA network in Myanmar—show promising 

models for strengthening collective voice, access, and sustainability. 

Overall, the findings underscore that achieving local humanitarian leadership in conflict settings requires 

sustained investment in diverse civil society ecosystems, more equitable sharing of risk and resources, 

and intentional efforts to improve dialogue, coordination and trust-building within civil society, 

including across (formerly) divided territories.  

 



2 

 

 

 

Abbreviations 
 

AWSD Aid Worker Security Database 

CBO Community-Based Organisation 

CONAFOHD Conseil National des Fora des ONG Humanitaires et de Développement 

CSO Civil Society Organisation 

DRC Democratic Republic of the Congo 

HCT Humanitarian Country Team 

HPG Humanitarian Policy Group 

HST-LHL Humanitarian System Transformation through Local Humanitarian Leadership 

ICR Indirect Cost Recovery 

INGO International Non-Governmental Organisation 

IDP Internally Displaced Person 

LHL Local Humanitarian Leadership 

LIA Local Intermediary Actors 

LNA Local and National Actor 

 

Introduction  
There is a growing body of evidence highlighting the role local and national actors (LNA) and networks play in 

implementing and leading humanitarian responses. Review of external data however also suggests that the 

biggest obstacles to locally-led action are often found in conflict-affected settings and that the localisation 

agenda has therefore struggled to gain traction here.1 In these contexts, a diverse range of locally-rooted 

groups − local charities, churches, community-based organisations, businesspeople, advocacy groups, aid 

organisations and many others − play a crucial role in humanitarian response, yet continue to be sidelined.  

This learning brief builds on a research report called “Partnerships in Conflict: how violent conflict impacts 

local civil society and how international partners respond”, developed by International Alert and Oxfam in 

2017. It concluded that international actors often fail to understand how their own actions − which groups to 

partner with, which geographical areas to work in, and what activities to focus on − affect the prospects for 

sustainable peace, security and development. Additionally, the report found that international organisations 

continued to dominate humanitarian efforts and failed to provide the needed steady, long-term support. In 

addition, it stated that international actors continued to favour large Western-style organisations, rather than 

smaller, local groups that may have a stronger understanding of the communities they serve. 

Nearly a decade later, this study aims to take stock of progress and contribute to Oxfam’s, and other 

international actors’, understanding of the complex challenges that need to be navigated in restrictive, 

conflict-affected contexts to strengthen Local Humanitarian Leadership (LHL) and effectively support a  

 
1 Stephen, M. (2017) Partnership in Conflict: How violent conflict impacts local civil society and how international partners respond. Retrieved 

from Oxfam Policy and Practice: https://policy-practice.oxfam.org/. 

https://policy-practice.oxfam.org/
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vibrant, diverse and resilient local civil society vital for the longer term.  

During this decade, the humanitarian sector has seen a lot of change. Despite increased global commitments 

for localisation and LHL, including through the Grand Bargain, Charter for Change and Pledge for Change, 

progress at country-level has been slow. Realising LHL has proven particularly challenging in contexts where 

the increase in needs outstrips the increase in aid, where access is increasingly restricted, and where funding 

is not equitably allocated across crises and between aid providers.2  

Methodology  

To contribute to the discussion on strengthened LHL in conflict-affected settings, this study was initiated 

under the Humanitarian System Transformation through Local Humanitarian Leadership (HST-LHL) 

programme with Oxfam and partners, generously funded by the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The 

study gathered evidence from four complex crisis contexts: Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), 

Myanmar, Syria and Yemen. The case-study countries were chosen because of their contextual diversity as 

well as Oxfam’s ongoing investments in LHL in these contexts. While the case studies offer context-specific 

reflections on international agencies’ engagement with civil society in these four countries, they also illustrate 

themes, trends and debates that resonate globally.  

The findings were informed by a comprehensive desk review of research and learning reports by international 

NGOs (INGOs) and think-tanks as well as focus group discussions with 41 representatives from 39 civil society 

organisations (CSOs)3, of which a breakdown by country and gender is included below. Of the total 39 

organisations, 19 operate within a specific district (“local”) and 20 work across multiple regions of the country 

(“national”). In addition, 14 key informant interviews took place with Oxfam staff in the focus countries. 

 

Focus group discussions were conducted in Arabic, Burmese, English and French between October and 

November 2025. In DRC and Myanmar, focus group discussions took place online whereas the focus group 

discussions in Syria and Yemen were conducted in-person. The anonymity of participants has been retained.   

Being a qualitative study, the findings presented in this report are intended as explorative, aspiring to gain in-

depth insights and explore patterns. Findings are not representative of the full diversity of civil society across 

conflict-affected countries. Civil society is not a homogenous group; it encompasses organisations with  

 
2 ODI (2023) The Grand Bargain in 2022: An independent review. Retrieved from: www.odi.org/en/publications.  
3 In Myanmar, two organisations were represented by two people in the focus group discussion – meaning that 14 participants represented a 

total of 12 organisations.  

https://oxfam.app.box.com/s/xwgvckue8cdw57ibm4yonimjx1b1ch7g/file/1980176162354
http://www.odi.org/en/publications
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different origins, histories, motivations, mandates, capacities and areas of expertise. This diversity is 

recognised and valued. 

Additionally, while participants provided rich, context-specific insights, data collection involved a limited 

number of participants. The findings therefore do not capture the full range of experiences, needs, and 

perspectives across different contexts or population groups. The results should therefore be interpreted as 

illustrative rather than comprehensive. 

Limitations  

As outlined in the previous section, data collection methods varied across countries. In Syria and Yemen, focus 

group discussions and interviews were conducted in person, while in DRC and Myanmar, these took place 

online. Differences in modality may have influenced the depth of engagement, the nature of participant 

responses, and the level of contextual observation possible.  

To address this limitation, several measures were implemented to enhance consistency and comparability 

across countries. Standardised focus group guides were used in all countries, and facilitators received training 

to ensure a shared understanding of study objectives, questioning techniques, and probing strategies. Online 

sessions were conducted using secure, stable platforms with cameras encouraged to facilitate rapport and 

capture non-verbal cues where possible.  

Setting the scene   
Conflict-affected societies are often characterised by ‘trust deficits’, which is reflected in the way the role and 

neutrality of LNAs continues to be questioned or perceived as potentially untrustworthy or dangerous due to 

(suspected) ties and links to groups involved in armed conflict. In addition, when violent conflict breaks out or 

flares up, many INGOs and UN agencies appear to question LNA’s ability to quickly and significantly scale-up 

a humanitarian response and manage large-scale funds.  

As a result, and particularly when resources are tight, INGOs increasingly narrow the LNA partner pool to an 

ever-smaller group of ‘safe’ or ‘preferred’ partners4 – which (often unintentionally) excludes smaller, 

grassroots CSOs despite the importance of a diverse and effective civil society ecosystem for community 

resilience, peacebuilding and sustainability.  

The term ‘CSOs’ refers to the full variety of local and national civil society organisations, non-government 

organisations, community-based organisations and social movements. Civil society, then, is best understood 

as a part of wider society. Essentially, it is the space in which non-state parts of society (political, economic, 

personal) interact, serving to influence and/or improve the effectiveness and responsiveness of the state. 

While there are many examples of CSOs in conflict-affected settings playing a valuable role in supporting 

transitions towards more inclusive, peaceful and democratic forms of governance, it should be stated that 

CSOs vary widely in their constituent base, their purposes and values; they are not a homogenous group.  

Civil society helps shape the context in which it operates - but is also shaped by it. Not only does conflict 

often have a devastating impact on people’s freedoms, their safety and their well-being, it also influences the 

 

 
4 Stoddard, A., Czwarno, M. & Hamsik, L. (2019). NGOs & Risk: Managing uncertainty in local-international partnerships. Retrieved from: 

www.humanitarianoutcomes.org.  

http://www.humanitarianoutcomes.org/
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choices that civil society organisations make about what to focus their efforts on, and where and how to do 

so. While building a vibrant, diverse and representative civil society is not strictly considered to fall within the 

humanitarian mandate of many INGOs and UN agencies, it is well known that, when crisis hits, CSOs in and 

nearby affected communities respond immediately, even if they do not have prior experience in emergency 

response. These organisations – such as community groups, faith-based organisations or local NGOs focused 

on education, health or social services – often act as first responders: identifying urgent needs, providing 

support, coordinating ad hoc relief efforts – thus filling critical gaps in the early hours and days of a crisis.  

Like for international actors, the operating space for CSOs in conflict settings is intensely complex and fraught 

with difficult choices and compromises, which can hamper their ability to adhere to humanitarian principles, 

manage funding, work across conflict divides or work with one another to improve people’s security and well-

being. In recent years, the CIVICUS Monitor Index has shown a worsening trend of shrinking civic space 

globally. In practice this means increasing restrictions on citizens - and the organisations that represent them 

– to exercise their rights to organise, protest, and speak freely. In 2025, of case study countries, DRC’s civic 

space was classified as ‘repressed’ whereas Myanmar, Syria and Yemen were all rated as ‘closed.’  

Within these restrictive contexts, humanitarian actors are increasingly recognising the vital role of local groups 

in ensuring more inclusive humanitarian responses. Diversity and inclusion do not only improve targeting and 

relevance of humanitarian action, but ultimately increase impact by intentionally attempting to address 

harmful norms and power dynamics before and during crises. For example, funding and partnering with 

women-led, disability focused and refugee-led organisations ensure that humanitarian responses meet the 

needs of diverse and marginalised groups, and achieves more inclusive outcomes.5 However, ODI Global’s 

Humanitarian Policy Group (HPG) stresses that, in practice, groups and local leaders representing people who 

are marginalised, excluded or discriminated against are still too often sidelined by humanitarian actors, as well 

as within their own civil societies, and need space and support to make their voices heard. 6 Building a vibrant, 

diverse and representative civil society that can amplify the voices of all its citizens, including the most 

vulnerable, is thus also essential to hold the state to account for its responsibility to provide humanitarian 

assistance to people affected by crisis.7  

Findings  
The findings below synthesise what CSO representatives and Oxfam staff shared about leading responses, 

managing risks, and working in restrictive civic spaces. Together, they show where localisation gains are 

occurring, where they are stalling, and how INGO’s partnership practices influence both. The themes 

presented reflect common patterns across DRC, Myanmar, Syria, and Yemen. 

1. Where local actors are leading more—this is largely out of necessity  

In this study’s focus group discussions, only LNAs in Myanmar expressed taking on significantly more 

responsibility and leadership in crisis response in recent years – linked to the evolving needs on the ground  

 
5 ALNAP Explain: Inclusion and inclusive humanitarian action (2025). Retrieved from: https://alnap.org/help-library/resources/explain-

inclusion/qr/.  
6 Humanitarian Policy Group policy brief: Towards more inclusive, effective and impartial humanitarian action (2022). Retrieved from: 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep51129?seq=1. 
7 Cairns, E. (2013). Civil Society in Fragile and Conflict-affected States. Retrieved from Oxfam Policy and Practice: https://policy-

practice.oxfam.org/.   

https://alnap.org/help-library/resources/explain-inclusion/qr/
https://alnap.org/help-library/resources/explain-inclusion/qr/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep51129?seq=1
https://policy-practice.oxfam.org/
https://policy-practice.oxfam.org/
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and increased access and security restraints limiting international operations. The strengthened coordination 

and networking between LNAs have also helped secure technical and financial resources.  

In the DRC, Syria, and Yemen, LNAs often feel that leadership, resource control, and decision-making remain 

largely out of their hands. Yet in recent years, Congolese and Yemeni LNAs have begun to see tangible 

progress in another area: their growing visibility and recognition within humanitarian coordination structures, 

including the Humanitarian Country Team (HCT). This shift signals a slow but meaningful acknowledgment of 

their role and perspectives in shaping humanitarian response. In DRC, a key factor in achieving this was 

increased coordination and joint advocacy through the Conseil National des Fora des ONG Humanitaires et de 

Développement (CONAFOHD), an umbrella platform of five regional platforms representing LNAs active in 

their respective provinces. This unity not only resulted in better representation of Congolese LNAs at national 

fora but also contributed to increased confidence of Congolese actors to represent themselves in 

international spaces. 

By contrast, in Syria, participants described progress emerging less through coordination platforms and more 

through changes in donor engagement and funding modalities. In the former Northwest of Syria, particularly 

larger LNAs noticed improvement in recent years in donors providing direct funding and Indirect Cost 

Recovery (ICR) more frequently. More recently, after the political changes in December 2024, Syrian CSOs also 

positively reflect on increased direct engagement with (European) donor representatives and their ability and 

willingness to listen to contextual updates and information from local and national NGOs on the ground. 

Across the four countries, however, positive change is believed to be driven primarily by restricted access and 

deteriorating security conditions that limit direct INGO and UN operations, rather than by sustained, 

intentional or principled localisation efforts. As a result, when restrictions are lifted and access improves for 

international actors, the increased leadership and responsibility taken on by LNAs can be reversed. This makes 

progress on local humanitarian leadership real but fragile. It is therefore often perceived by local actors in the 

focus group discussions as performative, rather than transformational. 
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2. INGOs continue narrowing partnerships to a small number of “safe” actors  

In all four case study countries, LNAs indicate that the aid ecosystem has become increasingly diverse in 

recent years in their countries, with the inclusion of faith-based organisations, women-led organisations and 

disability focused organisations, amongst others. Despite these organisations having become more visible 

and recognised within humanitarian spaces, LNA representatives in the focus group discussions share that in 

many cases their voices and experiences do not yet meaningfully influence humanitarian priorities and aid 

reform debates at country-level.  

Greater presence, then, does not inevitably translate into meaningful influence. In Yemen, a persistent lack of 

trust continues to shape engagement, with study participants noting that information is at times withheld 

from national staff of local and international organisations alike. While local actors are increasingly present in 

humanitarian spaces, international organisations often dominate discussions, and LNAs may hesitate to speak 

openly for fear of jeopardising funding or partnerships. This dynamic is particularly evident in sensitive areas, 

such as detention-related advocacy, where LNAs are frequently left to navigate risks alone.  

Moreover, actors with physical presence in remote and hard-to-reach areas are frequently noted to be 

entirely absent, despite their proximity to affected populations. In addition, in both Myanmar and Syria, study 

participants indicate organisations working on climate change resilience are often not present or participating 

in humanitarian coordination spaces. In Syria and Yemen, study participants would like to see youth and 

adolescents better represented.   

Despite the increased visibility, amid security risks, it remains challenging to determine which partners are 

reliable and safe to work with, for international and national NGOs alike. As a result, INGOs operational in 

conflict settings tend to work with the same few ‘trusted’ high-capacity organisations again and again, 

unintentionally sidelining this diversity of smaller, grassroots and community-based groups which include 

women-led, refugee-led and disability focused organisations. This reduces the diversity of voices shaping 

humanitarian priorities and limits inclusion in both response and aid reform processes.  

Within this context, capacity strengthening is not a neutral exercise. Decisions about what capacities are 

valued, assessed or prioritised often reflect international systems and risk thresholds. In response, and where 

appropriate and clearly communicated, Oxfam teams at times use informal, non-financial collaboration as a 

‘testing ground’ to build mutual understanding with potential new partners. Through an accompaniment 

approach of working and learning together, these relationships can progress, over time, into more formalised 

types of partnerships. Additionally, Oxfam also partners and collaborates with a wide variety of LNAs on 

advocacy, influencing, research and mutual capacity strengthening. In Syria, for example, Oxfam trained over 

80 local and national NGOs on influencing and gender-sensitive communication in humanitarian contexts 

with funding from DANIDA. 

3. Risk sharing is not yet common in practice 

Data from the Aid Worker Security Report shows a sharp rise in security incidents affecting aid workers in 

recent years. In 2024 nearly all (97%) of the aid workers killed were nationals of the crisis-affected country 

where they worked – a pattern consistent with the fact that national staff have always made up the vast 

majority of humanitarian personnel, and therefore of victims. Over the past three years, alongside this steep 

rise in violence, there has however been another marked shift: aid workers most affected are now those  
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employed by national NGOs, while the share of victims from international organisations, in particular 

international NGOs, has dropped significantly. 

Incidents of aid worker arrests and detentions by state and local authorities are also on the rise, often used as 

a tool of harassment and control and linked to shrinking civic space mentioned above. For example, the 

consolidation of power by the de facto Houthi authorities in Yemen prompted an unprecedented number of 

humanitarian staff detentions across the country in 2024. In the majority of detentions recorded in the Aid 

Worker Security Database last year, staff were taken from organisation offices or project sites, evidencing an 

alarming effort by state authorities to specifically target and harass aid workers. 

In addition to arrests and detentions, study participants in Myanmar also share increased concerns about 

checkpoint authorities and digital security risks, with CSOs traced and kept under surveillance online. There is 

much research demonstrating that local organisations take substantial risks to deliver assistance. Inflexible 

INGO and donor practices or compliance requirements, inconsistent ICR allowance and security budget, and a 

lack of risk sharing can, unknowingly, expose aid workers and communities alike to elevated risks.8 For 

example, in Myanmar, study participations shared that gathering large groups of people for distributions of 

humanitarian items can be unsafe, as these gatherings can be targeted by airstrikes. Requirements for 

registering detailed beneficiary IDs also pose challenges, as many communities fear surveillance and refuse to 

share this information. Additionally, restrictions in the transportation of relief items have driven up 

transportation costs – as frontline humanitarians try to prevent the illegal confiscation of relief items by 

checkpoint authorities by hiding these underneath other, non-restricted goods. With the quantity of 

transported items going up, so does the number of trips needed to deliver the relief items. 

Across all four case study contexts, CSO representatives described facing significant personal and 

organisational risks when operating in areas affected by armed conflict. In DRC, Oxfam staff noted that local 

leaders have been directly targeted when working in territories controlled by armed groups such as M23, 

forcing some to flee. Similarly, in Myanmar, study participants shared that “it has become increasingly common 

for staff members to relocate or flee due to the armed conflict.” Because of their proximity, LNAs continue to 

bear the brunt of security risks within the humanitarian system. Despite this, most of the support INGOs 

provide, including guidance on responding in high-stress situations, remains primarily online and does not 

offer the practical, hands-on tools or exercises that frontline staff need.   

In recent years, the concept of “risk sharing” has gained increasing prominence in global policy discussions.9 

While it refers to a variety of (interconnected) risks, including legal, reputational and operational risks, 

concerns around security-related risks emerged most prominently across the four case study contexts. While 

the concept is now routinely referenced in aid reform strategies and commitments, it has not yet translated 

into consistent shifts in how risks are jointly assessed, resourced, or mitigated between donors, INGOs, and 

LNAs. What participants described instead reflects existing security risk management practices – such as 

adapting movements, relying on community-based alert systems, or negotiating access – rather than true 

sharing of risk or responsibilities. 

In many contexts, certain security risks have also become so normalised that frontline workers no longer  

 
8 To read more about how underfunding LNA overheads undermines humanitarian action, see ODI Global's report (2026) undertaken as part of 

the HST-LHL programme: https://odi.org/en/publications/how-underfunding-local-organisations-overheads-undermines-humanitarian-action/  
9 The Risk Sharing Framework, co-developed by the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the ICRC and InterAction, provides a basis to further 

pursue risk sharing: Risk Sharing Framework - Enhancing the Impact of Humanitarian Action Through Improved Risk Sharing.  

https://odi.org/en/publications/how-underfunding-local-organisations-overheads-undermines-humanitarian-action/
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/risk-sharing-framework-enhancing-impact-humanitarian-action-through-improved-risk-sharing
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perceive them as noteworthy or even “reportable.” This normalisation can obscure the real burden local actors 

carry and complicate efforts to design appropriate risk sharing approaches. At the same time, participants 

stressed the importance of recognising and valuing local organisations’ own strategies for navigating risk. 

Rather than expecting CSOs to adopt INGOs’ risk frameworks or align with the risk appetite of their INGO 

partner, equitable approaches require creating space for partners to articulate, refine, and lead on the risk 

management practices that are already keeping their staff and communities as safe as possible.  

Instead, study participants observed that many INGOs expect CSOs to formalise their security management 

systems, mirroring international templates or written protocols. Yet several participants noted that their 

security practices are rooted in lived experience and rapid, intuitive decision-making rather than formal 

documentation. As one Yemeni CSO representative shared, “responding to risk is usually by nature – but we try 

to capture it in writing,” underscoring the need for INGOs to recognise and learn from existing, context driven 

approaches rather than replacing them with externally designed frameworks. 

Finally, while LNAs often benefit from strong community acceptance and deep contextual knowledge, their 

access is not uniformly better – especially in active conflict settings. Oxfam staff in DRC noted that, unlike in 

more stable environments where local actors may respond to natural hazards, in conflict affected areas LNAs 

can be directly targeted or pressured by armed groups or state authorities. For example, smaller CSOs are 

often less able to absorb informal taxation or administrative manipulation. This makes operational space 

highly uneven, with access blocked or heavily restricted for some local actors while remaining open to others 

— and, in certain contexts, even more constrained than for international organisations. 

4. Partnership choices have consequences—even unintentionally 

Who international actors (and donors) choose to partner with and fund, how, and where, has political 

consequences and impacts on the shape, diversity, and balance of power in civil society.10 CSOs are not 

isolated from the conflict dynamics that shape their communities and operating space. For national and 

international organisations alike, staff often consist of people personally affected by conflict or its 

consequences. More important than claiming to be apolitical is ensuring that organisations’ political 

positioning does not compromise principled humanitarian action: responding based on humanitarian needs, 

vulnerability and communities’ own capacities to respond. During an interview, Oxfam staff in Syria reflected: 

“how can we expect civil society actors in a country torn by war to not have political views? We need to 

encourage as many political beliefs to co-exist peacefully. It's legitimate to have a political view – and still 

deliver principled humanitarian work. It’s not incompatible.” 

International actors are not neutral observers of these dynamics. Their access to funding, diplomatic channels 

and global advocacy platforms gives INGOs structural power and influence in the humanitarian sector. This 

asymmetry shapes the conditions under which LNAs have to operate. Recognising that no humanitarian actor 

is isolated from in-country conflict dynamics is necessary to understand that INGO’s partnering choices, as 

well as their geographical choices, may result in being accused of ‘picking sides’. In this context, institutional 

decisions and transparent communication matter. This shows, for example, in the Yemeni context, where 

Oxfam is operational both in Sana’a and in Aden. These choices are continuously explained and defended. 

Sometimes the choices are understood by authorities, and sometimes they are not. That means being 

prepared to cease or pause activities at any given moment, when staff or communities are at risk or when  

 
10 Robinson, A. (2021). Localisation and Conflict Sensitivity: Lessons on good practice from South Sudan. Retrieved from the Conflict Sensitivity 

Resource Facility: https://csrf-southsudan.org/repository/localisation-and-conflict-sensitivity-lessons-on-good-practice-from-south-sudan/.  

https://csrf-southsudan.org/repository/localisation-and-conflict-sensitivity-lessons-on-good-practice-from-south-sudan/
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authorities interfere with the identification of who is most in need of humanitarian aid.  

In conflict-affected countries, authorities may (attempt to) influence or interfere with INGO’s decisions about 

who they partner or collaborate with. In previously government-held Syria, for example, authorities 

deliberately used procedural delays in approval processes to exert control over operational timelines and 

ability to proceed. In addition, despite the absence of a consistent formal government policy, Syrian 

authorities at times issued ad hoc requests for beneficiary lists and other sensitive data. While such requests 

were framed as measures to prevent duplication, they posed significant risks, for example for local and 

national actors delivering cash assistance activities. Although INGOs were at times subject to similar requests, 

they were often better positioned to push back, drawing on established organisational policies and ongoing 

advocacy efforts with the authorities. To protect sensitive personal data and avoid placing additional pressure 

or scrutiny on partner organisations, Oxfam chose to implement cash assistance activities directly.  

In many conflict-affected countries, rumours are prevalent. In the Yemeni context, when an organisation (still) 

has access to the North, it is often assumed there are ties or political affiliations to the Houthi de-facto 

authorities. When these organisations then come to the south, they face difficulties with authorities there, for 

example with registration or project approvals, which reinforces the harmful narrative that organisations are 

accepted by one, but not the other. Similarly, Oxfam’s continued presence in the North of Yemen increases its 

scrutiny. Within this context, INGOs do not only risk working with partner organisations that are politically 

affiliated, but also with organisations that are merely perceived as being politically affiliated. To avoid fuelling 

conflict dynamics, partnering with a wider range of CSOs, including faith-based organisations and non-faith-

based organisations, can help demonstrate neutrality.  

At the local level, the choices INGOs make about who to partner with and where can unintentionally create 

tension between groups in society over who receives assistance. In Syria, this happens for example in contexts 

where assistance is directed exclusively toward displaced populations or returnees. When only one group 

receives assistance, this often leads to friction – especially because Syrian host communities have 

considerable humanitarian needs themselves, and often shared food and essential items with arrivals or 

returnees in the period before humanitarian assistance is provided. In some cases, this has resulted in 

reluctance or even hostility towards people seeking refuge.  

In Syria and Yemen, study participants also expressed that INGOs choices to favour partnerships with local 

organisations in urban areas, compared to those in rural areas, has at times caused tension within civil society. 

To contribute to a stronger and more diverse civil society and to support more equitable access to funding 

over the long term, the Oxfam team in DRC is piloting a new approach of prioritising mutual capacity 

strengthening initiatives and intentional investments in partners’ organisational sustainability over a five-year 

horizon, with the aim of supporting a broader range of organisations over time. 

5. Strengthening trust and collaboration within civil society  

As mentioned above, restrictions on civic space can also limit the opportunities for collaboration between 

INGOs and CSOs or between CSOs. In Syria and Yemen, both divided countries, study participants stressed the 

need to build trust between local organisations and between different geographical territories. This is 

particularly pressing in the Syrian context, with former Northwest Syria and former government-held areas 

unified after December 8, 2024. At first glance, however, budget cuts and the arrival of INGOs previously 

unable to access Damascus have shifted priorities toward organisational survival, pushing collective and  
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collaborative localisation efforts to the background. 

Even before the political changes, Syrian NGOs operating in the Northwest noticed a new trend emerging: UN 

agencies and INGOs favouring partnering with smaller grassroots and community-based organisations, 

‘jumping over the heads’ of larger, more established NGOs. Rather than demonstrating a genuine belief in 

local humanitarian leadership, study participants expressed concern that this new direction was particularly 

motivated by lower operational costs. While acknowledging the importance of grassroots and community-

based organisations, it has left larger Syrian NGOs to wonder what their role is, and how to sustain the recent 

investments in their organisational capacities.  

After the political changes in Syria, efforts to find common ground between organisations operating across 

formerly divided areas have been slow and arduous according to study participants. The deep social divide 

between ‘those who stayed’ and ‘those who left’ affects collaboration, trust, and perceptions of legitimacy. A 

Syrian CSO representative stated: “in Damascus, we went through suffering, too: bombing, shelling, sanctions, 

no water or electricity. They [organisations in the former Northwest] were shocked to hear this.” Syrian 

organisations stress the importance of listening to each other to understand each other’s perspectives, pain 

and experiences. Transparent information sharing is another important way to strengthen collaboration and 

de-escalate tension between organisations operating across a recently unified Syria – including on where 

organisations work, who they partner with and who leads which humanitarian coordination cluster. 

Indeed, like their international partners, CSOs can be disunited; between north and south, or between capital 

and periphery. While significant context changes are common in conflict situations, they are a real test for 

INGO-CSO collaboration. Some of the most effective approaches can be to help CSOs network and 

coordinate with each other – locally, nationally and internationally.11 In fragmented contexts, study 

participants stressed that, when invited, INGOs can play a role in opening or protecting space for dialogue 

and bridging divides by creating safe, neutral spaces where CSOs from different areas, backgrounds, and 

conflict experiences can engage with one another on equal footing. However, trust-building processes are 

most effective when local actors define the agenda, pace and terms of engagement, with trusted INGOs 

playing a supportive and accountable role rather than acting as primary conveners. 

6. Local networks and collective approaches should be further strengthened  

CSO collectives or networks can be a safe(r) way for local organisations operating in conflict settings to speak 

up about human rights abuses, challenges in access and operations, restrictions and scrutiny of the state or 

de facto authorities, and to advocate for humanitarian sector reform. In these contexts, individuals or single 

organisations speaking up risk being targeted or silenced, in a way that collective communication does not. 

In conflict settings, networks or coalitions can also serve as informal information-sharing hubs. Participants 

highlighted that these collectives help organisations rapidly exchange security updates, understand shifting 

access dynamics, and in some cases, collectively negotiate with authorities or armed actors. In Yemen, for 

example, participants agreed that improving collective coordination is critical to maintaining operational 

continuity, especially when roads are blocked, approvals stall, or different areas of control impose conflicting 

requirements. In this sense, collaboration between CSOs is also about creating coherence, mutual protection 

and operational stability in a fragmented and volatile environment.  

 
11 Cairns, E. (2013). Civil Society in Fragile and Conflict-affected States. Retrieved from: https://policy-practice.oxfam.org/.   

https://policy-practice.oxfam.org/
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In Myanmar, increased leadership by local actors has also resulted in an increased sense of responsibility to 

collectively strengthen the capacity of (smaller) local CSOs. The Local Intermediary Actors (LIA) network unites 

14 of Myanmar’s largest national NGOs. They support grassroots organisations and channel donor funding to 

them. Through an approach of accompaniment, mentoring and coaching, the LIA Network aspires to enhance 

the effectiveness and sustainability of local actors in Myanmar. In a context of heavy donor requirements, 

however, study participants in Myanmar stressed that supporting smaller (grassroots) organisations in 

meeting these requirements results in an even greater workload for them, further adding to their 

responsibilities.12  

When it comes to advocacy, networks of CSOs can represent a wider picture. Achieving equal representation 

or inclusive consultation, however, is not an easy task. A Syrian CSO representative shared: “NGOs in [location] 

speak to me so that I can raise their concerns and voices to OCHA. While I try, I know I am not doing a good job 

in representing everyone. I’m only one person with limited time. The representation of NGOs should be done 

collectively, to represent their diversity, not by one person.”  

Because leadership and representation opportunities within networks are often limited, this can create 

competition among CSOs. After all, being the lead of a network is often seen as advantageous because it can 

raise the profile of the individual and member organisation, often brings funds for administrative costs, and 

allows the agency to have influence in global humanitarian fora. As a result, a small number of LNAs tend to 

dominate coordination spaces, often without strong collective approaches. In Yemen, participants highlighted 

that collective approaches are particularly challenged by the sheer volume of CSOs – over 5,000 in the south 

of Yemen alone – of which only a very small number engage in coordination structures. This makes it difficult 

to build inclusive and representative platforms or present a common position to authorities or humanitarian 

actors. However, where collective structures do not reflect and represent diverse constituencies it risks  

 
12 To read more about four locally-led humanitarian response networks, see the latest learning brief from the HST-LHL programme: 

https://localhumanitarianleadership.org/resources/locally-led-humanitarian-response-networks-learning-brief/. 

© Ahmed Albasha / Oxfam in Yemen 

https://localhumanitarianleadership.org/resources/locally-led-humanitarian-response-networks-learning-brief/
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reinforcing existing power imbalances, as noted by Oxfam staff in Syria. In practice, study participants in both 

Syria and Yemen also stressed that increased competition for funding has resulted in greater fragmentation in 

recent years, a situation further exacerbated by US foreign aid budget cuts in early 2025.  

Concluding remarks 
Across DRC, Myanmar, Syria, and Yemen, the insights shared by CSOs and Oxfam staff reveal a complex but 

consistent picture: while local humanitarian leaders are gaining visibility and responsibility, this shift is driven 

far more by necessity than by intentional, principled localisation efforts. Persistent barriers, including shrinking 

civic space, unequal risk exposure, fragmented civil society landscapes, and the implications of partnership 

choices, continue to limit the ability of diverse civil society actors to shape inclusive humanitarian response on 

their own terms. Yet promising developments point to what is possible: greater engagement of women-led, 

disability-focused, grassroots and faith-based organisations in humanitarian spaces; growing coordination 

efforts that amplify underrepresented voices; and initiatives where strong national NGOs accompany and 

mentor smaller community-based actors. These examples underscore that inclusive, diverse civil society 

ecosystems are not only essential for principled humanitarian action but also for social cohesion in conflict 

settings. Moving toward strengthened local leadership will require INGOs to more deliberately adapt how 

they partner, share risk, and invest in civil society ecosystems — looking beyond the most visible or well-

resourced organisations. This includes rethinking capacity strengthening not as a pathway for LNAs to fit 

international systems, but as a shared process that also requires INGOs to adapt their own assumptions, tools 

and control over decision-making. The recommendations below set out concrete steps toward achieving this. 

 

 

 

 



 

Recommendations for Oxfam and other INGOs to more effectively support vibrant, diverse civil society and 

strengthen Local Humanitarian Leadership in conflict-affected contexts. 
 

These recommendations recognise that INGOs continue to hold disproportionate structural power within the humanitarian system, for example through control over 

resources and access to coordination spaces and global advocacy platforms. Strengthening Local Humanitarian Leadership therefore requires not only sustained and 

intentional support to local and national actors, but deliberate changes in how INGOs use, share, and at times relinquish decision-making power, authority and control. 

 
WHAT TO KEEP DOING WHAT TO DO MORE WHAT TO DO DIFFERENTLY  

● Provide flexibility in programme and budget 

design to adapt to sudden changes, security 

dynamics, or shifting needs. 

● Invest in evidence-based research and advocacy to 

help amplify voices missing in humanitarian aid 

reform debates, challenge assumptions, and ensure 

civic space is kept open for civil society in restricted 

environments.  

● Advocate for donors to provide multi-year flexible 

funding for LNAs to sustain capacity and enable 

long-term planning.  

● Promote and stand up for LNAs’ inclusion and 

leadership in humanitarian coordination structures, 

ensuring they meaningfully influence agenda setting 

and policy framing. 

 

 

 

● Explicitly recognise LNA partners are not immune 

to conflict dynamics but operate within them, to 

enable more frank, conflict-sensitive and realistic 

partnerships.  

● Ensure partnership portfolios are inclusive of LNAs 

representing a wide range of peaceful political 

agendas, and increase open dialogue on how to 

navigate these while delivering principled 

humanitarian work.   

● Develop partnership strategies at country-level 

which aim to expand the partnership portfolio to 

represent the full diversity of civil society and support 

underrepresented or marginalised groups. This might 

include trialling new partnerships first and using 

simplified or tiered due diligence. 

● Engage in ongoing, transparent dialogue on risk 

with LNA partners, with an aim to manage and share 

identified risks as much as feasible.  

● Acknowledge the value of local knowledge, 

awareness and (security) information shared by LNAs, 

and use that for joint analysis and to inform security 

risk management approaches. 

● Explicitly pay attention to digital risks (surveillance, 

data protection, online threats) in joint risk 

assessments and risk sharing dialogues, 

acknowledging CSO’s increased digital exposure and 

related support needs in conflict-affected contexts.  

● Conduct joint risk assessments and joint need 

assessments; document good practices and lessons 

learned for operating in partnership in conflict 

settings for wider uptake in the sector.  

● Systematise the approach to Duty of Care by 

INGOs for partner organisations, supporting LNA 

partners to uphold their Duty of Care responsibilities 

and match what is routinely available for staff of 

international organisations. 

● Develop stronger models on quality assurance and 

project monitoring in remote partnership that do not 

rely on physical presence, learning from INGOs and 

LNAs that routinely partner in this way. 

● Resource and recognise locally rooted 

intermediaries as system designers and power-

holders, not only as delivery mechanisms. 



 

● Remove structural barriers and share decision-

making authority so LNAs can shape agendas, 

priorities and leadership roles in clusters, HCTs and 

technical working groups – including through the 

provision of funds to cover transportation, 

translation, and staff time to participate.  

● Transparently and systematically provide adequate 

ICR to allow LNA partner investment in 

organisational priorities and sustainability.  

● Where appropriate, facilitate platforms to improve 

dialogue, coordination and trust-building between 

CSOs including across previously divided areas. 

● Invest in reciprocal and practical learning on safety 

and security, recognising local risk practices as 

legitimate expertise rather than capacity gaps to be 

corrected. 

● Resource and recognise LNA-led mentorship and 

accompaniment models for smaller grassroots CSOs, 

while adapting donor and INGO requirements to 

avoid transferring unsustainable workload 

downstream. 

● Where appropriate, encourage and support 

leadership pathways for women and youth within 

LNA partner organisations and networks. 
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