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A rights-based approach (RBA) to humanitarian aid is intrinsic to Norwegian policy and 

should inform Norwegian aid to the Occupied Palestinian Territories, one of the main 

receivers of Norwegian aid. However, this is the case only to a limited extent. While 

Norwegian humanitarian non-governmental organisations (NGOs) take RBA seriously, and 

design their projects in accordance with its principles, they are unable to pursue a 

programme of long-term structural change. This is because the main duty-bearer, Israel, is 

indifferent or hostile to their work, while Norway’s foreign policy is given higher priority 

than following through a rights-based agenda. The result of this situation is a large, long-

standing aid effort that is unable to provide more than temporary relief in a steadily 

deteriorating situation. The Palestinian case suggests that RBA in humanitarianism may lead 

to frustration rather than human liberation when not backed up by political power.  
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Introduction 
The rights-based approach (RBA) was adopted towards the end of the 1990s by the 

humanitarian sector as an ambitious framework for improving aid delivery and the protection 

of civilians. It implies a humanitarian order based on international legal norms and human 

rights. RBA has proved to be an attractive and persuasive concept, and has found its way into 

the policy documents of various states: Norway, one of the world’s most generous 

humanitarian donors relative to population size, explicitly embraces a rights-based approach 

to humanitarian aid. The propagators of RBA argue that the focus on rights rather than needs 

empowers the beneficiaries of aid and makes for a more muscular humanitarian community, 

since humanitarian NGOs can invoke international law and the international human-rights 

framework to garner support for their work in crisis situations. But how does RBA to 

humanitarianism work in practice? Does it in fact empower crisis-affected populations and the 
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humanitarians who seek to help them? There is a dearth of analysis of this aspect of RBA—

what might be called its ‘social life’ (Hilhorst, Dijkzeul, and Herman, 2010, p. 127). We know 

little about how the concept fares when it is put into practice in the dynamics between donor 

states, humanitarian NGOs, and weak or unwilling duty-bearing states. This paper contributes 

to closing that gap by analysing a salient case of RBA in practice: Norwegian humanitarian 

aid to the Occupied Palestinian Territories (OPT), specifically the West Bank, including East 

Jerusalem. Here, humanitarians and donor states face a protracted humanitarian crisis the 

cause of which is easily identified: an Israeli occupation that violates basic human rights on a 

daily basis, and a feckless yet authoritarian Palestinian quasi-government. The reasons for 

humanitarian suffering are easily established, but the Israel–Palestine conflict is extremely 

contentious in international politics. Consequently, humanitarian NGOs must tread a line 

between their commitment to rights-based humanitarianism and problems of access and 

security, while third-party states including Norway must take policy imperatives into 

consideration when addressing the humanitarian situation among Palestinians. The questions I 

ask are: how does the humanitarian community put RBA into practice when the context is an 

asymmetrical political conflict? How does a donor state that is committed to RBA combine 

this commitment with its foreign policy? And ultimately: how potent is RBA in helping 

NGOs and governments alike address politically complex situations—does it, in the end, 

empower the beneficiaries?  

These questions are important because Palestinian human rights are violated daily, on 

a massive scale,1 and the violations result in large-scale human suffering. In its annual report 

for 2016, the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN-

OCHA, 2016, p. 1) estimated that 2.3 million Palestinians in OPT needed humanitarian 

assistance, including one million in the West Bank and East Jerusalem.  

The Palestinian case is at one and the same time an outlier and an instructive example 

for analysing humanitarian RBA in practice. It is an outlier because the crisis is not acute and 

it is predominantly not about internal conflict, state breakdown, or a natural catastrophe. 

Instead, it is a case of prolonged occupation without open warfare (in the West Bank). For 

humanitarian actors the situation is challenging since, given nearly 70 years of conflict and 

displacement, it forces humanitarian organisations that are ‘oriented toward emergency to 

respond to circumstances that are “protracted”’ (Feldman, 2016, p. 372). It is instructive 

because it is eminently political in nature: it is the illegal Israeli occupation and colonisation 

of Palestinian land since 1967 that has exacerbated the world’s longest-lasting refugee 

problem (created after the first Arab–Israeli war in 1948) and disrupted life in the West Bank 
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and Gaza Strip. If RBA cannot withstand the test of confronting complex political situations, 

one might well ask what value it has, since humanitarian need is often connected to political 

conflict.  

In the following section, I discuss why the political dimension of RBA should receive 

more attention, before I start teasing out the complexities of RBA to humanitarian aid to OPT. 

I do this first by describing the work of three Norwegian NGOs active in the West Bank, 

focusing on their efforts within the education and health sectors. I then probe their 

understanding of RBA and their own assessment of how well their work conforms to the 

rights-based approach. To explain the ambiguities and weaknesses they identify I move on to 

the role of the Norwegian state’s interaction with both NGOs and the host states of Israel, and 

the Palestinian National Authority. The analysis ends by explaining the dilemmas caused by 

the interplay of donor states, host states, and NGOs, and how humanitarian aid to the 

Palestinians is fundamentally flawed as a result.  

Scope and method 
I focus on the fields of education and health. Both are prominent humanitarian issues in the 

West Bank and East Jerusalem. According to the Children’s Rights Convention, Articles 24 

and 28, children have the right to education and healthcare. However, Israel does not grant 

educational opportunities to all the Palestinians within its jurisdiction (chiefly in East 

Jerusalem) and impedes children from going to school through the system of closures and 

settlements in the West Bank. Children are not safe even when they are at school, because of 

Israeli settler attacks and harassment. As for healthcare, the Israeli system of closures in the 

West Bank has resulted in deaths on several occasions.2 The Palestinian National Authority, 

the body that serves as a kind of quasi-state in the West Bank, does not have the means to 

institute a fully functioning healthcare system, and Israel is unwilling to do so.  

I have restricted the scope to the West Bank. This may seem odd, as the humanitarian 

crisis in the Gaza Strip is unquestionably more urgent than in the West Bank: the three Israeli 

aggressions against Gaza between 2008 and 2014 had grave humanitarian consequences. 

However, for the purpose of studying the idea and practices of RBA to humanitarianism, 

focusing on the more stable, and for the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, typical situation in the 

West Bank, makes more sense. I will however make one short detour to the politics of aid to 

Gaza, since it illustrates the political dilemmas of rights-based aid to OPT particularly well. 

As for the choice of donor country, focusing on Norwegian aid is useful because Norway 
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brands itself a humanitarian power. Not only has the state explicitly embraced the RBA 

paradigm to humanitarian aid, but it has also been a central donor to OPT ever since the so-

called Oslo peace process started in 1993. 

The main source of data is semi-structured interviews with aid workers in Palestine 

and Norway, rather than statistics and other objective measurements of the extent and nature 

of aid. Employing the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation (NORAD) publicly 

available tool for documentation of the extent and nature of Norwegian aid around the world, 

I identified relevant organisations and projects in the West Bank in the period 2005–2015. 

The three Norwegian NGOs, Norwegian Church Aid (NCA), the Norwegian Refugee Council 

(NRC), and Save the Children Norway (STC),3 all had substantial humanitarian programmes 

in OPT during this time. In 2016, I interviewed representatives of the headquarters of NCA 

and STC to get a sense of how the Norwegian head offices conceptualise RBA.4 I then 

conducted interviews with NGO officials in Palestine during one week in November 2016, in 

close cooperation with Deniz Altayli of the Palestinian Academic Society for the Study of 

International Affairs (PASSIA). Altayli participated in most of the interviews conducted 

during this period, and her involvement was crucial for the project’s success. In Palestine, I 

interviewed representatives of NCA/ACT Alliance, STC, and NRC, as well as representatives 

of other institutions in the health and education sectors that receive funding from Norway: the 

Augusta Victoria Hospital and the Vocational Training Programme in Jerusalem. Interviews 

in Norway and OPT typically lasted for about one hour and were based on a rudimentary 

interview format. We did not aim to compare specific aspects of the various organisations’ 

work, but to get as detailed as possible a picture of the challenges and dilemmas they faced, so 

we favoured open-ended interviews over tightly structured ones. 

In addition to these interviews I build on earlier fieldwork and interviews with 

Palestinian youth activists in East Jerusalem and the West Bank conducted between 2011 and 

2015. Most of these activists were affiliated with local, community-based organisations 

(CBOs) that worked to defend Palestinian rights, such as Wadi Hilweh Information Center 

and Juzoor; some worked for international NGOs or the Palestinian liberation organisations 

Fatah and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO). In all, 21 interviews form the basis of 

the analysis—10 conducted in 2016, and 11 between 2011–2015.5 In addition to interviews, I 

rely on reports and briefings produced by NGOs active in OPT, as well as my own 

observations during fieldwork in the West Bank between 2011 and 2015.  

It is important to emphasise that this paper treats just a small part of the vast 

international humanitarian enterprise in OPT, and even within the educational and health 
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sectors I cover a very limited terrain. I do not try to provide a systematic evaluation of 

Norwegian humanitarian aid, all the more so since such work already exists in both the 

Norwegian and international case. I do not draw conclusions that are valid on a structural 

level, nor do I aim to make any specific judgments about the quality of Norwegian aid to 

health and education in OPT; what I aim to provide is a thorough examination of how the 

actors who try to put RBA into practice perceive their work and the concept itself.  

RBA: from a humanitarian to a political concern 
Adopting a rights-based approach to humanitarianism might seem an ambitious way to 

confront such protracted crises as the Palestinian one, involving as it does a drive to address 

the causes of human suffering and change the reality. ‘Rights’ are generally understood to 

mean ‘human rights’. As Lori Allen (2016, p. 358) writes, human rights are ‘a type of 

normative framework, a field of politics’. Human rights are coextensive with humanitarian 

law when insisting on such basic rights as the right to life, but RBA goes beyond 

humanitarian law by including more rights, as well as stressing their relevance beyond armed 

conflicts. Basing aid on rights creates the possibility of invoking international law in relation 

to development and humanitarian aid, as well as inviting reflection on unequal power 

relations and moral and legal obligations of both donors and recipients (Cornwall and Nyamu‐

Musembi, 2004). As Hamm (2001, p. 1030) stated early on, RBA also means one must focus 

on ‘the empowerment and self-determination of the people concerned’. This discourse 

became part of the humanitarian field in the 1990s, particularly after the failure to protect 

civilians in the Balkans and Rwanda. Subsequently there has been steady progress towards 

combining international humanitarian law and human-rights law to address crises in more 

efficient ways (Cotterrell, 2005, pp. 4–5). The change to a rights-based approach offered 

humanitarian actors a new and much needed source of legitimacy, grounded as it is in human 

rights and a sense of moral and legal obligation (Sandvik, 2010). In terms of humanitarian 

governance, the RBA paradigm presupposes a strong element of accountability and a robust 

reliance on legal–rational authority grounded in international law. 

The literature on rights in humanitarianism has for the most part focused on the role 

and responsibilities of NGOs, the legal aspects of rights in humanitarianism, and/or the 

conceptual problems of RBA (Miller, 2017; Concannon and Lindstrom, 2011; Kabau and Ali, 

2015; Uvin, 2002; Slim, 2002; Gready, 2008). There has been less focus on the ‘social life’ of 

RBA in everyday practice (but see Miller, 2010; Wilson, 1997). It is here that some 
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fundamental problems arise. Prisca Benelli points out that the rights-based framework implies 

a social contract between a state and its citizens, and this framework is weakened when the 

state does not accept the social contract. Furthermore, she argues that the RBA framework 

may force humanitarian actors to choose between advocacy and access to the field (Benelli, 

2013, pp. 11, 14; see also Leebaw, 2007). Both dilemmas are present in the Palestinian 

context. First, Israel is unwilling to assume its responsibilities as occupier of the West Bank to 

provide welfare for the Palestinians, while the Palestinian National Authority (the quasi-state 

set up as part of the Oslo Accords in 1993) has very limited jurisdiction in practice. Second, 

rights-based aid necessarily criticises and challenges the Israeli state, since the occupation is 

currently the most important reason that Palestinians are deprived of their rights. At times 

humanitarian aid also conflicts with the increasingly authoritarian Palestinian National 

Authority, the quasi-state set up by the international community as part of the Oslo accords. If 

humanitarian NGOs press rights issues, which they are often supposed to do, they could lose 

access. How forceful is the RBA framework when confronted with such a complex political 

reality? What kind of humanitarian governance results from this confrontation? 

The case of Norwegian humanitarian aid is an instructive one in this regard. In its 

White Paper 10 (2014, p. 48) the Norwegian government affirms its commitment to 

promoting RBA in its humanitarian policy: 

 

Alongside humanitarian law, human rights form the basic normative 

framework for all humanitarian work. It is imperative that humanitarian 

efforts are rights-based. Rights-based [aid] places the victim at the centre and 

emphasises participation, non-discrimination, and responsibility, based on 

human rights. (…) Rights-based [aid] also focuses increased attention on the 

transition from humanitarian to long-term assistance, especially in long-

lasting crises.  

 

The Norwegian government requires the NGOs it funds to follow these guidelines. 

Norway is an important humanitarian actor in OPT. It invested heavily in the peace process 

from 1993 (the ‘Oslo process’), and as part of its diplomatic efforts it has given large amounts 

of aid to OPT since then. Between 2005 and 2015, Norway gave NOK 6.9 billion 

(approximately 748 million euros) in aid to Palestine, making it one of the largest donors per 

capita in the world. Since 1994, it has held the chairmanship of the Ad-Hoc Liaison 

Committee (AHLC) which coordinates international assistance to the OPT. Most Norwegian 
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humanitarian NGOs have substantial programmes in OPT, and most of their aid is financed by 

the Norwegian government through (NORAD) and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  

Being heavily invested in the peace process between Palestinians and Israel, Norway 

prides itself on being friends with both parties. As part of the peace process, successive 

Norwegian governments have spent lavish amounts on aid with the aim of building a 

Palestinian state structure for the day the Palestinians achieve independence. These political 

considerations do not necessarily coexist easily with humanitarian concerns. Lastly, Norway 

is a small player on the international political scene, and foreign-policy considerations, not 

least in relation to its North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) ally USA, may conflict 

with a commitment to Palestinian rights if and when these challenge Israeli policies in OPT. 

In the second half of this article I will investigate how such potential tensions play out in the 

actual conceptualisation and provision of humanitarian aid. 

Case study: Norwegian aid in the education and health sectors 
The three Norwegian organisations that I focus on have substantial education and/or health 

programmes in OPT. Only NRC has adopted a direct approach to aid, meaning the 

organisation undertakes all operations in the field itself. In education, NRC has implemented a 

large-scale programme called ‘Better Learning’ which covers both Gaza and the West Bank. 

The programme is designed to improve concentration and pedagogical methods, and also to 

help children who have been traumatised by war- or occupation-related incidents. According 

to NRC staff in Jerusalem, the programme had been rolled out in 160 schools in Gaza and 75 

schools in the West Bank by October 2016. Nightmares among schoolchildren were 

reportedly reduced by 90 per cent after the introduction of the programme.6  

The other two organisations cooperate with local partners. The Norwegian NGOs 

focus on advocacy and fundraising as well as exchanging knowledge and operational 

experience with their partners in OPT, who communicate directly with the grassroots. During 

the period in question, NCA supported vocational schools run by the Lutheran World 

Federation, enabling young people and women in Ramallah and East Jerusalem to work and 

sell artefacts. ‘From 2011 to 2014, 289 women and 1,329 men were equipped with new 

professional skills and gained critical experience from apprenticeships. As of 2014, 65 per 

cent of the graduates achieved employment or self-employment within six months of 

graduation. Targeted youth and their families now describe themselves as belonging more 

strongly to Palestinian society and reportedly act as inspiration for other youth and the 
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community as a whole’ (NCA/ACT Alliance, 2015, p. 68). According to its director, the 

centre not only picks up a substantial number of the many school dropouts in East Jerusalem, 

but also empowers young women through the opportunities it gives them for earning their 

own money.7 NCA also supports Augusta Victoria Hospital, which treated 5,087 patients for 

cancer and screened 27,000 women from the West Bank for breast cancer in the period 

(NCA/ACT Alliance, 2015, pp. 94–95). Augusta Victoria Hospital is one of the most 

successful examples of Palestinian institution-building and meaningful external aid. Located 

on the Mount of Olives, it is managed by the Lutheran World Federation through an 

international board of governance, and was established with the mission of providing health 

services to Palestinian refugees. The director and most of the 200 or so staff are Palestinians, 

and the hospital is known for its high degree of professionalism. It is the only hospital in OPT 

to offer cancer treatment, and it is also the main centre for the treatment of kidney diseases. 

The Palestinian hospitals in East Jerusalem are important symbols of Palestinian presence and 

resilience at a time when Palestinian existence in the city is growing ever more precarious.8  

STC has developed a related programme called ‘Schools as Zones of Peace’, where 

school staff in the West Bank are trained to deal with Israeli settlers and the military to 

minimise threats against schoolchildren. They educate staff about their rights in relation to the 

occupation forces and where soldiers are not allowed to go, and they train both teachers and 

children to react swiftly and correctly when settlers try to enter school premises or harass 

children on their way to school. The aim of the programme is to make children and parents 

feel that schools are protected zones, so that parents do not keep children at home out of fear 

for their safety. The programme is especially important in so-called ‘C Areas’ of the West 

Bank, where the Palestinian National Authority in fact has no authority and where Israeli 

settlements are found. While the Norwegian STC engages in fundraising, advocacy in relation 

to Norwegian authorities, and competence-building, Save the Children Palestine engages with 

local schools and CBOs in the West Bank to ensure that the ‘Schools as Zones of Peace’ 

programme is implemented in accordance with local needs. At the same time, it acts as a 

watchdog for children’s rights, and puts pressure on the PNA to follow through on policies to 

which it has officially committed.9  

The relationship between Norwegian aid actors and grassroots organisations in 

Palestine is not without its tensions. Local NCA staff in Jerusalem recalled occasions where 

the beneficiaries were sceptical about the assistance they received and felt that they were not 

heard or properly recognised, and the difficulty of navigating the jungle of international and 

national NGOs in Palestine was regularly mentioned in our interviews. However, these 
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challenges were taken seriously in day-to-day work, not merely mentioned as an 

uncomfortable fact. The general impression observers get is that Norway as a donor and 

Norwegian humanitarian NGOs enjoy a relatively high standing among Palestinian 

humanitarian and political activists.  

Analysis: NGOs are committed to RBA … 
Humanitarian aid in the education and health sectors achieves concrete results. How does it 

relate to the RBA agenda? When we asked officials how they conceptualised ‘rights’ and the 

‘rights-based approach’, we obtained clear answers, but also acknowledgment of the 

difficulties of thinking about humanitarianism in terms of rights in the Palestinian case. For 

NCA, rights are the cornerstone of their work. They arrange training sessions in RBA 

analysis, and saving lives and pursuing justice are their two overarching aims. Director of 

NCA’s Humanitarian Division Gudrun Bertinussen distanced NCA from charitable 

organisations and emphasised that her organisation ‘tries to empower (Palestinian) NGOs and 

the population to claim their basic rights, like the right to a normal life, basic education and 

clean water’. NCA documents are ingrained with rights language: terms like ‘rights-bearers’ 

and ‘duty-bearers’ occur throughout, and the strategic document from 2015 explicitly 

discusses the ‘rights perspective’ and states that in such a perspective, states ‘are the most 

important and legal (juridiske) duty bearers’. As the basis for its rights perspective NCA 

invokes international law and human rights, emphasising the importance of identifying the 

root causes of suffering and advocating on behalf of affected populations.10  

In the same manner, the NRC website is crystal clear about the meaning of RBA in 

OPT, especially in Gaza, where they have had the most comprehensive operations. ‘While 

humanitarian assistance is essential to meeting the basic needs of Palestinians in Gaza, it is 

also imperative that the world takes action to end the Israeli blockade and closure of the Gaza 

Strip.’11 Its ‘Information, Counselling, and Legal Assistance’ (ICLA) programme is also 

described in rights-based terms: ‘Our ICLA experts address housing, land, and property 

(HLP) rights for Palestinians, as well as residency rights. We challenge discriminatory 

policies and protect Palestinians from unlawful land exportation, wanton destruction of 

property, and forcible transfers.’  

In general, the NGOs we interviewed had concrete ideas about what rights mean 

within their area of work. Thus, Save the Children in Norway cooperated with its sister 

organisation in Palestine to put children’s rights on the agenda with the Palestinian National 
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Authority, and succeeded in establishing a children’s ombudsman’s office and an 

institutionalised child-rights policy. Likewise, the immediate response of the director of the 

Augusta Victoria Hospital when we asked him what rights signified for him was to describe 

how important it is for sick persons to receive healthcare in a safe and friendly environment 

where they know the language and the culture. The director of the Lutheran World 

Federation’s (LWF) vocational training centre in East Jerusalem reported that the idea of 

rights was at the core of the institution from the start in 1949. The ecumenical accompaniment 

programme, also organised by the LWF, is similarly concrete and focused. Volunteers 

contribute to reporting breaches of Geneva Conventions, humanitarian law, and the 

international human-rights regime according to three categories: access and attacks involving 

schools, hospitals, and private land; displacement, house demolitions, vandalism by settlers; 

and verbal and physical violence, especially against children.12  

… but they lack a clear sense of purpose 
The Norwegian NGOs involved in humanitarian efforts in OPT have a clear sense of the 

meaning and importance of rights in their daily work, as do their Palestinian partners. 

However, once we zoom out from concrete projects and programmes to the wider question of 

what kind of aid they provide and what its purpose is, the picture becomes more complicated. 

All the humanitarian NGOs we interviewed agreed that the West Bank situation does not 

represent a humanitarian crisis in the conventional sense. Instead, they talked about a 

‘protracted’ or ‘chronic’ crisis, and a ‘protection’ crisis, rather than a humanitarian crisis. This 

reality blurs the distinction between humanitarian and development aid. Additionally, 

Norway’s and other donors’ continued focus on building a Palestinian state contributes to 

confusing the humanitarian/development distinction, and indeed the whole rationale for aid in 

the first place. Development funds allocated by Norway to the West Bank are much greater 

than humanitarian funds, and NGO workers who perceive a dire humanitarian need 

sometimes feel forced to cast their projects in developmental terms to secure funding, even 

though they believe it is ‘nonsense’ to talk about development in the West Bank given the 

lack of political and economic progress. An official of STC Palestine who was formerly 

Director General of aid management and coordination in the PNA was severely critical of the 

aid given to Palestinians: 
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As much as people want to talk about development, [aid] is not so 

developmental. We’re in a glass bubble. It’s a false situation, a false economy 

and development, in the sense that there’s nothing underpinning it.13  

The key concern here is the question of sustainability. As Gudrun Bertinussen of NCA 

observed, in a protracted crisis what is needed are long-term, sustainable solutions. The NGOs 

are aware of this need, but the realities work against them. For example, the Better Learning 

programme developed by NRC and implemented on a large scale in Gaza and the West Bank 

is doubtlessly necessary and oriented towards the long term, since it helps Palestinian 

schoolchildren deal with and overcome traumas related to war and occupation. However, with 

the repeated attacks on Gaza since 2008, and with settler and military pressure on the increase 

in the West Bank, such programmes can do nothing more than patch up wounds that are being 

ripped open time and again. The structure of Norwegian aid also militates against 

sustainability to some extent. Linda Bukåsen of STC Norway noted that their local partners in 

Palestine were sometimes exasperated with the short horizons they had to contend with, 

typical Norwegian humanitarian projects being funded for only one year at a time. This may 

make sense in disaster and other emergency contexts, but it is hardly ideal for a long-term 

crisis such as the Palestinian one. Other NGO officials were frustrated by the changing whims 

of donors and the tendency to respond to whatever aid trend is in fashion rather than the 

constant underlying reality: ‘We are answering to this focus and that focus, [whatever] is the 

governmental trend; it takes more political will to talk about the real causes.’14 This 

frustration is a long-standing one; in 2011 I heard similar complaints from two employees 

with the youth NGO Juzoor (‘Roots’) in Ramallah.15  

Practical problems arise also because the theoretical model of RBA the Norwegian 

authorities relate to is hard to reconcile with realities on the ground: the map does not fit the 

terrain. NCA/ACT Alliance officials reported that donors would emphasise aspects of RBA 

that Palestinians might find peripheral. For example, they were required to document that 

user-participation was part of their programmes, but when you work in areas with varying 

access and possibilities for people to participate, that is hard to achieve. This resulted in 

headaches when reporting to the donors. Also, capacity-building from outside as part of RBA 

might be seen as cultural imperialism in a context like OPT, and consultants had been told on 

several occasions that Palestinians need help, not teaching and preaching.  

RBA is clearly conceptualised by the Norwegian NGOs and their partners, but it is not 

used as a measuring rod except on the very concrete level of specific projects. When it comes 
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to the structural causes of suffering and the need for long-term strategic thinking, the RBA 

framework seems to collapse. As the coordinator for the LWF’s Accompaniment Programme 

put it: ‘On the structural level—political rights, citizenship and so on—I am reluctant to say 

that we have any effect.’ The NGOs are aware of this shortcoming and are frustrated by it. 

What explains the shortcomings of the RBA framework in the context of OPT?  

The view from the state: political interests over rights 
The answer lies in political realities and the foreign-policy calculus of third-party states. RBA 

in OPT is politically contentious because Palestinians are denied their rights by a foreign, 

hostile state: Israel. This situation has created a complex set of duty-bearers. 

The most obvious duty-bearer is the state of Israel, which occupies the West Bank and, 

according to the Geneva Conventions, is responsible for the well-being of its population. 

Since Israel controls almost the whole West Bank, it is difficult to engage in meaningful aid to 

the Palestinians, whether on institutional, communal, or individual level, without its approval. 

Israel does not take its responsibilities as duty-bearer seriously. It has let infrastructure and 

welfare services deteriorate throughout the area. The Palestinian National Authority, a quasi-

state set up as part of the Oslo peace process in 1993, has nominal and to some extent real 

control in small enclaves spread around the West Bank (so-called ‘Areas A’). Among other 

things, this entity is supposed to provide education and health services to the Palestinians in 

the entire West Bank, including East Jerusalem. However, its access and freedom to govern is 

severely restricted by Israel throughout the West Bank, and to the extent it does govern its 

rule has been marred by authoritarian tendencies and corruption.  

Recognising the acute problems that arise from this combination of unwillingness and 

inability, international donors have continued to give developmental and humanitarian relief 

to Palestinians to keep society from breaking down, even if this aid in effect relieves Israel of 

its responsibilities in international law. A plethora of international organisations and NGOs 

have provided humanitarian short-term and long-term aid, and development aid, ever since 

1993. In her study of aid to the Palestinians from 1994 to 2004, Anne Le More shows that the 

international donor community was keenly aware of the dilemma, yet ultimately chose to 

ignore it because their priority in giving aid was to move the so-called ‘peace process’ 

forward rather than confronting the roots of the conflict. Conversely, at times when the ‘peace 

process’ was paralysed, Le More contends that aid functioned as a fig-leaf for the 

international community’s inability to move the process forward. As a result, ‘the specificity 
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of the Israeli–Palestinian context, notably the international legal framework (…), was erased 

by the dominant and ahistorical post-Oslo approach to the conflict’ (Le More, 2008, p. 15; my 

emphasis).  

In the big picture of developmental and humanitarian aid to OPT, little has changed 

since Le More’s study was published. Currently, aid is perhaps not so much a fig-leaf as a 

means of keeping the PNA quasi-state afloat and preventing a total collapse of the Palestinian 

economy and society (Knudsen and Tartir, 2017; Skjæveland and Bauck, 2015, pp. 52–53). 

The main impetus behind the massive stream of money to the PNA is the international 

community’s goal of attaining a two-state solution, requiring a functioning Palestinian state 

apparatus. But that goal is increasingly dismissed as unrealistic by Palestinian and outside 

analysts, given the Israeli colonisation of the West Bank, its refusal to contemplate a truly 

sovereign Palestinian state, and the fractured Palestinian national movement (Hilal, 2007; 

Kamrava, 2016). If important donor countries had given up on this goal, their development 

aid might possibly have been used to defend and uphold Palestinian rights to health, 

education, water, and civil rights more forcefully. Instead, most of the international aid, 

including Norwegian aid, goes to the impossible task of creating development under 

occupation and corruption. Numerous reports have pointed out the futility of this goal and 

how it contradicts the principle of aid effectiveness, but the international political community 

is unwilling to take it seriously. 

Instead, much of the aid is premised on the idea that Palestine and Israel should 

nurture cooperation and friendliness in preparation for an eventual two-state solution. Thus 

there is little willingness to confront the occupier’s violation of human rights. Instead, aid 

workers report that support from third parties will sometimes come with strings attached, 

requiring deference to Israel, or abandoning a confrontational attitude. The United States 

Agency for International Development (USAID) is repeatedly mentioned in such reports, but 

also the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East 

(UNRWA), and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) (van Drunen, 2016, p. 

30). They typically demand that NGOs renounce support for the Boycott, Divestment and 

Sanctions campaign or Stop the Wall campaign. Both are non-violent but highly political 

forms of activism that put Palestinian rights, rather than ‘peace’ or ‘coexistence’, at the centre 

of their work.  

Ironically, to the extent that international donors have emphasised the importance of 

human rights, they have done so in the intra-Palestinian context. Substantial amounts of 

developmental and humanitarian aid have been spent on training Palestinian security forces in 
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human rights, for example. The idea behind this aid is that human-rights awareness and 

training is part of the state-building project in Palestine. However, as Lori Allen has shown, 

this aid has had few tangible results, since donors have focused more on countable output 

indicators (e.g., ‘how many policemen attended Organisation X’s workshop on human rights’) 

than real substance in terms of outcomes of human-rights work. In fact, human rights has 

become a concept fraught with difficulties in the Palestinian context, associated (even by 

Palestinian human-rights activists) more with hypocrisy than with liberation from suffering. 

One such activist noted that the UN had come to ‘symbolise the oppressive power of the 

international community’s charity’ by making people dependent on handouts. Thus, they were 

encouraged to see themselves as passive and dependent (Allen, 2013, p. 83). 

An additional political consideration puts Norway’s professed adherence to RBA 

under strain. Norway has for many years sought to brand itself a peace superpower. In 

addition to the Nobel peace prize, Norway’s active mediation in several conflicts around the 

world nurtures this image. The Oslo process that led to the 1993 accord between Israel and the 

Palestinians is a cornerstone of the branding effort. As part of it, Norwegian politicians have 

always been adamant that Norway speaks to everyone. When Israel has been offended by 

Norwegian statements or actions, Norwegian politicians have rushed to assert that Norway is 

Israel’s ‘best friend’. However, Norway’s understanding of itself as a peacemaker is at times 

detrimental to a forceful rights-based policy. The wish to remain palatable to both parties to 

the conflict dampens the zeal for human rights. 

These difficult balancing acts lead to certain contradictions in Norwegian aid policy. 

On the one hand, Norwegian money is being used to fund projects that clearly advocate the 

rights of Palestinians and at the same time highlight Israel’s violations of such rights. One 

example is the LWF’s Accompaniment Programme, in which international volunteers 

accompany schoolchildren and ordinary Palestinian adults when they move through areas 

where there is a risk of harassment and physical or verbal violence by settlers and soldiers. 

Norway has also supported the Hebron Rehabilitation Committee, which supports Palestinian 

residents in Hebron whose houses are under threat from Israeli settlers.16 

On the other hand, successive Norwegian governments have also let political 

expediency overrule rights, resulting in large-scale waste of aid money that left rights-

conscious NGOs frustrated. To illustrate this point, it is necessary to make a short detour to 

Gaza and Hamas, since Norway’s political navigation of the three-way conflict between 

Israel, the PNA, and Hamas provides a telling illustration of the tension between political 

aims and RBA to humanitarian aid. 
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When Hamas won the Palestinian general election in 2006, it created a headache for 

European states and the USA, since they had listed Hamas as a terrorist organisation. The 

international community supported Fatah, which entered a power struggle with Hamas. The 

struggle ended with Hamas taking control of the Gaza Strip and Fatah securing control over 

the West Bank, including the governmental apparatus of the PNA there. Hamas’s takeover of 

institutions in Gaza directly affected Norwegian aid operations in the field of education. In 

order to sabotage Hamas’s governance of Gaza, the West Bank-based PNA decided to instruct 

all public-sector teachers in Gaza to refrain from going to work, but continued to pay them—

using development aid money for this purpose. Hamas then had to replace all the striking 

teachers at very short notice and use its own funds to pay them. In this situation, and 

ostensibly under pressure from the USA, the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs warned 

NGOs against supporting the public-education system run by Hamas in any way, threatening 

to cut funding if they did so. Instead, NGOs working in Gaza were encouraged to offer after-

school educational activities as part of their humanitarian aid. In other words, hurting Hamas 

politically was prioritised at the cost of the humanitarian rights-holders—Gaza’s children—

and in the process, development aid money was used to pay people who just sat at home 

doing nothing, while humanitarian funds that could have been better spent were used on after-

school courses. The right to education, enshrined in Article 26 of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, was sacrificed on the altar of international politics. In terms of humanitarian 

governance, aid NGOs were forced to conform to the requirements of Norwegian foreign 

policy.  

The consequences of a powerless rights-based approach 
Where does the lack of political muscle leave Norwegian NGOs which base their work on 

RBA, as required by the Norwegian government? A central part of the work of most of the 

NGO employees we talked with is advocacy. As part of their rights-based approach to 

humanitarianism they see it as their task to promote the rights of ordinary Palestinians, 

whether it be schoolchildren subject to attacks and harassment, farmers who are denied access 

to water, or workers who are hindered from reaching their workplace at checkpoints despite 

having their papers in order. Advocating Palestinians’ rights necessarily means talking 

politics with diplomats and policymakers to make them change their policies.  

NGOs are afraid they will be expelled by Israel or hindered in their humanitarian work 

if they are too vocal about Palestinian rights. The feeling expressed by one NGO official, that 
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‘in an ideal world the organisations would have been tougher on Israel, but then again we are 

dependent on Israel to get access’, seems to be shared by many.17 Some NGOs do engage in 

aid that contributes to challenging the occupation, but they cannot achieve much without 

political clout. Perhaps the most remarkable admission of the political impotency of rights-

based humanitarian aid comes from the NRC. As described above, NRC is explicit and 

confrontational about the political rights of Palestinians on its website. However, its local 

representatives in OPT were rather hesitant concerning the political implications of the rights-

based approach:  

We are not political, so at NRC we don’t have a political take, and no political 

statement will come out of us. We are not a political actor… We would never 

launch a campaign to stigmatise a government’s violations of human rights 

because that would seriously hamper our ability to continue working there. 

There is a line we have to tread. We engage in more private discussion and so 

on, but no public campaigns. If we did this, in a couple of months we would be 

thrown out, leaving behind our local staff.18 

While the attitudes of humanitarians in OPT may be more or less combative, they raise 

the same concern as the NRC representative in this quote, namely that they may lose access to 

the communities they seek to help by being too vocal in pinning responsibility for the 

situation on Israel. In OPT, the NGOs are contracted by donor states like Norway to further 

the rights of Palestinians, but they are unable to do so because they have no political clout. 

Consequently, their humanitarian aid is little more than a band-aid, which falls short of the 

aspirations of the RBA framework. In fact, their aid might be interpreted as facilitating the 

occupation. This is a controversial point, but important Palestinian actors subscribe to this 

view. Thus, while a senior Palestinian health official acknowledges the good that 

humanitarian aid does for his hospital and for Palestinian individuals, he is pessimistic about 

its transformative potential: ‘Isn’t the money that comes from around the world eventually 

helping the occupation to survive? Because in accordance with the Geneva Conventions, 

health and education are the responsibility of the occupier.’ The way he sees it, Palestinians 

must choose between two evils of: either declining aid or accepting it and thereby taking a 

burden off the shoulders of their occupiers. ‘We choose to retain our [human] dignity [with 

the help of aid] and have to accept that this is also helping the Israeli economy, helping the 

occupation to stay longer.’19 Seen from this perspective, it is uncertain whether one can talk 

of ‘humanitarian governance’ in the case of OPT despite the plethora of aid actors present 
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there, if the term is taken to mean an ‘organised and internationalised attempt to save the 

lives, enhance the welfare, and reduce the suffering of the world’s most vulnerable 

populations’ (Barnett, 2013). The continued suffering of the Palestinian people is not an 

unintended consequence of the organisation and policies of the aid community; it is rather that 

humanitarians are unable to address the root causes of the suffering because the international 

community of states is not willing to do so. 

Conclusion 
‘Who does have the power to change this situation? It’s governments like my 

own, thousands of miles away in the centres of global power. Palestinians find 

it difficult to even leave their own country, due to Israeli restrictions. Yet I’ve 

abandoned my position with the democratic ear of my government to join them 

in the place where they’ve been making the same complaints for over 50 years, 

which have gone virtually ignored by my government and others like it’ (Secret 

aid worker, 2017). 

Like the anonymous aid worker quoted above, some observers have asked what the purpose 

of humanitarian aid is when the crisis is protracted and few signs of improvement are on the 

horizon. Delving into this problem, Ilana Feldman (2015) suggests that the answer of 

humanitarians and Palestinians alike is that humanitarian aid may contribute to Palestinians’ 

ability to endure in a situation with few or no prospects for improvement, endurance thus 

becoming a value in itself. The adoption of RBA to humanitarianism would seem to confront 

the situation in more ambitious ways. However, as stated, even in the case of Norway, which 

explicitly builds its aid policy on RBA and is well regarded among Palestinians, rights must 

give way to other policy concerns, rendering RBA a policy which is only taken seriously if it 

has no real political costs. Such a policy leaves NGOs in a quandary: they are expected to 

carry out Norway’s stated RBA-based humanitarian policy, but they cannot live up to those 

expectations without solid political support in the face of intransigence and hostility from the 

Israeli duty-bearer.  

In sum, the NGOs take RBA seriously, but it is impossible to live up to RBA ideals 

without becoming political. The failure to secure the rights of the occupied Palestinian people 

and Palestinian refugees shows that invoking rights in humanitarian work has little effect by 

itself. Politics is paramount and human rights are secondary to international relations. In the 

Palestinian context, the RBA framework is therefore a source of frustration for humanitarians, 
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rather than a tool for making humanitarian governance more accountable to beneficiaries and 

less subject to the whims of states. 

Endnotes 

1 The very first article of the International Covenant on Political and Civil Rights states that ‘all peoples have the 
right of self-determination’, yet Palestinians have been deprived of self-determination since 1967, following 
Israel’s occupation of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. Article 7 states that ‘no one shall be subjected to torture 
or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment’. This right is violated by Israel as an occupying 
power as well as by the Palestinian National Authority (PNA) and the Hamas government in Gaza. According to 
the opinion of the International Court of Justice and independent legal experts, through its 50-year long 
occupation of the West Bank Israel breaches humanitarian law, human-rights law, the principle of every people’s 
right to self-determination, as well as the jus contra bellum (Bothe, 2015; International Court of Justice, 2004). 
2 See, for instance, the Human Rights Watch news report of 21 October 2015, ‘Israel/Palestine: woman dies after 
checkpoint delay’ (HRN, 2015).  
3 Norwegian People’s Aid has been heavily engaged in humanitarian work in OPT for many years, but its work 
is focused mostly on Gaza. Also, education and health, on which I concentrate here, are not among its main 
priorities. 
4 The Middle East-related officials at the Norwegian HQ of NRC at the time were unresponsive to my requests 
for an interview. 
5 Please see the appendix for a full list of the interviews. 
6 Interview with two senior NRC officers, Jerusalem office, 31 October 2016.   
7 Interview with the centre’s director, Beit Hanina, 2 November 2016. Drop-out rates among schoolchildren in 
East Jerusalem are extremely high, in large part because the Israeli municipal authorities, who bear responsibility 
for the education sector, have neglected the Palestinian areas of East Jerusalem for decades. For details, see 
ACRI (2015). 
8 http://www.avh.org/ourhistory/ourhistory.html, accessed 30 October 2016. 
9 Interview with a programme development director at Save the Children Palestine, Ramallah, 31 October 2016. 
10 Norwegian Church Aid, Global Strategy: Faith in Action, 2015. 
https://www.kirkensnodhjelp.no/globalassets/strategiske-dokumenter-og-foringer/globalstrategy-2015.pdf.  
11 https://www.nrc.no/countries/middle-east/palestine/, accessed 30 October 2016. 
12 Interview with the coordinator for the Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in Palestine and Israel 
(EAPPI) programme, Jerusalem, 2 November 2016. 
13 Interview with a director at Save the Children Palestine, Ramallah, 31 October 2016. ‘Area C’ of the West 
Bank is composed mainly of Palestinian farmland and villages. It is under the complete control of the Israeli 
military as per the Oslo Accords, and it is in this area that Israeli settlements are found.  
14 Interview with two ACT Alliance officials, ACT Alliance, Jerusalem, 1 November 2016.  
15 Interview with two NGO employees at Judhur, Ramallah, 13 December 2011. 
16 See, for example, its 2007 and 2008 reports at the Hebron Rehabilitation Committee (HRC) website: 
http://www.hebronrc.ps/index.php/en/about-hrc/annual-reports (accessed 27 November 2017). 
17 Interview with aid official in Jerusalem. 
18 Interview with two senior NRC officials, Jerusalem, 31 October 2016. 
19 Interview with a hospital director in East Jerusalem, 31 October 2016. 
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