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Brief PointsRights-based humanitarian aid is 
intended to make the beneficiaries 
resilient and help them acquire 
their human and political rights. In 
the Palestinian case, however, the 
concept loses its meaning, since the 
very cause of humanitarian suffering 
is the denial of rights. Current modes 
of aid provision to Palestine are 
ineffective and will allow the political 
situation to continue indefinitely. 
This brief offers recommendations 
for aid reform, arguing that aid 
should challenge the status quo – not 
support it.
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• Humanitarian aid to Palestine does 
not improve the situation in the West 
Bank and Gaza, despite the presence 
of a plethora of humanitarian actors.

• The problem is symptomatic of aid to 
Palestine in general: in the absence 
of a political process, aid at best 
maintains the status quo.

• The fundamental problem is the 
underlying ambition of a two-state 
solution, which is unachievable.

• Aid should be redirected so it 
benefits the Palestinian people 
directly and challenges Israel’s and 
the Palestinian leadership’s continu-
ous breaches of fundamental human 
rights.

Jacob Høigilt Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO)
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Why Rights-Based Aid to Palestinians?

The rights-based approach (RBA) was adopted 
towards the end of the 1990s by the humanitar-
ian sector as an ambitious framework for im-
proving aid delivery and the protection of civil-
ians. It implies a humanitarian order based on 
international legal norms and human rights. 
RBA has proven to be a persuasive concept and 
has found its way into policy documents of 
states: Norway, one of the world’s top human-
itarian donors relative to population size, ex-
plicitly embraces a rights-based approach to hu-
manitarian aid. The propagators of RBA argue 
that the focus on rights rather than needs em-
powers the beneficiaries of aid and makes for 
a more muscular humanitarian community, 
since humanitarian NGOs can invoke interna-
tional law and the international human rights 
framework to garner support for their work in 
crisis situations.

In the Occupied Palestinian Territories, hu-
manitarians and donor states face a protract-
ed humanitarian crisis. The occupation is of 

course the fundamental cause of Palestinian 
humanitarian suffering. 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 seven states 
that “no one shall be subjected to torture or to 
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or pun-
ishment.” This right is violated by Israel as an 
occupying power, as well as by the increasing-
ly authoritarian Palestinian National Authori-
ty (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 is in breach of humanitarian law, 
human rights law, and the principle of every 
people’s right to self-determination.

In concrete terms, the occupation leads to ha-
rassment of schoolchildren, lack of educational 
opportunities in the first place, and restricted 
access to vital health care.

This is the reality that humanitarian NGOs like 
the Refugee Council of Norway, Save the Chil-
dren, and Norwegian Church Aid are supposed 
to improve by using RBA as a toolbox.

How Is Aid Inefficient?

However, these and other aid donors have been 
unsuccessful at tackling humanitarian suf-
fering in Palestine. What is it about the cur-
rent aid regime that isn’t working? Our project 
‘Aid in Crisis? Rights-Based Approaches and 
Humanitarian Outcomes’ sought to examine 
the use of rights-based approaches to human-
itarian assistance in countries that have been 
among the top recipients of Norwegian aid over 
the past decade. We found that there are four 
key factors that complicate the utility of rights-
based aid provision in the Palestinian context.

First, the protracted nature of Israel’s occupa-
tion of the West Bank (since 1967) defies the 
very nature of humanitarian aid, which is to 
provide relief and tools for resilience in acute 
crises. All the humanitarian NGOs we have 

The ICRC and the Palestine Red Crescent Society register Gazans whose houses have been damaged. Photo: I. El Baba / ICRC / CC BY-NC-ND / Flickr
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We are answering to this focus and 
that focus, [whatever] is the govern-
mental trend. It takes more political 
will to talk about the real causes.

This frustration is a long-standing one; in 2011, 
I heard similar complaints from two employees 
with the youth NGO Juzoor in Ramallah.

Fourth, aid that challenges Israel’s occupation 
regime, and/or the Palestinian authorities in 
the West Bank and Gaza, is sabotaged by these 
actors. Aid workers are afraid to provoke Isra-
el by helping West Bankers peacefully insist on 
their rights vis-à-vis settlers and the Israeli mil-
itary. They risk getting deported and their orga-
nizations banned if they do so. On the Palestin-
ian side, the authorities and especially the secu-
rity sector pay only lip service to the concept of 
human rights as they grow more and more au-
thoritarian.

The net effect of humanitarian aid was 
summed up neatly by an official of the Luther-
an World Federation’s Accompaniment pro-
gram. Noting that the program did protect Pal-
estinian schoolchildren and other vulnerable 
groups to some extent, he concluded:

On the structural level – political 
rights, citizenship and so on – I am 
reluctant to say that we have any ef-
fect.

Why Is Aid Inefficient?

The Israeli state, the Palestinian leadership, 
and the international community all share 
blame for the failure of rights-based aid to Pal-
estine. They participate in a political game 
from which the most important player, the Pal-
estinian people, is largely excluded.

Israel seems to want the status quo to continue, 
which means more humanitarian suffering and 
no attainment of political rights for the approx-
imately 2.5 million Palestinians ultimately un-
der the military control of Israel. Prime Minis-
ter Binyamin Netanyahu has repeatedly voiced 
his reluctance to accept a Palestinian state in 
any form, and he has stated that abandoning 
the illegal West Bank settlements would consti-
tute an act of ethnic cleansing. Israeli intransi-
gence means that Palestinians in Gaza will con-
tinue to struggle under a suffocating blockade, 

and that they and West Bank Palestinians will 
continue to rely on international donors to mit-
igate the effects of occupation in the fields of 
public health, education, and employment op-
portunities.

The Palestinian leadership is divided, mak-
ing it difficult for the Israeli government to en-
ter into meaningful negotiations with the Pal-
estinians even had it wanted to. The Palestin-
ian leaders in Fatah and Hamas know that they 
cannot have any serious hopes of achieving 
statehood as long as they are divided – with one 
entity in the West Bank (the Palestinian Na-
tional Authority) and another one in Gaza (the 
Hamas government). Yet, they have been un-
able or unwilling to sort out their differences 
since 2007, despite many attempts at reconcilia-
tion. Both governments have grown increasing-
ly authoritarian over the last ten years; harass-
ment of journalists and beatings and imprison-
ment of critics is common in the West Bank as 
well as Gaza. It seems as if national liberation 
has been replaced by the aim of grabbing as 
much power for themselves as possible for the 
Hamas and Fatah leaderships. The Palestinian 
political elite fails the people it is supposed to 
serve on a daily basis, and no two-state solution 
is on the horizon as long as the situation con-
tinues like this.

The combination of continued settlement ex-
pansion and land expropriation, Palestinian 
disunity, and Israeli intransigence effectively 
means that the two-state solution is unachiev-
able in the foreseeable future, even though few 
policymakers are willing to say as much in pub-
lic.

This is where the international communi-
ty comes into the picture. Aid to Palestine has 
been closely intertwined with the goal of a two-
state solution for the last 25 years. Since 1993, 
the US, EU, and other actors, including Nor-
way, have combined humanitarian aid with a 
package of development aid and policies to es-
tablish a future Palestinian state for all those 
Palestinians who live under occupation. The 
massive aid effort has failed spectacularly. Thus 
far, the state-building effort has led to two Pal-
estinian local governments that do not enjoy 
sovereignty and whose ability to govern is se-
verely restricted by the Israeli occupying pow-
er. To the extent that they do govern, they spend 
much energy on suppressing their own people. 

interviewed agree that the West Bank situation 
does not represent a humanitarian crisis in the 
conventional sense. Instead, they talk about a 
“protracted” or “chronic” crisis and a “protec-
tion” crisis rather than a humanitarian crisis. 
This reality blurs the distinction between hu-
manitarian and development aid.

Second, Norway’s and other donors’ contin-
ued focus on building a Palestinian state fur-
ther contributes to confusing the humanitar-
ian/development distinction and indeed the 
whole rationale for aid in the first place. The de-
velopment funds allocated by Norway to the 
West Bank are much greater than the humani-
tarian 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 eco-
nomic progress. An official of Save The Chil-
dren Palestine was severely critical of the aid 
given to Palestinians:

As much as people want to talk about 
development, [aid] is not so develop-
mental. 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.

With the repeated attacks on Gaza since 2008 
and with settler and military pressure on the 
increase in the West Bank, such programs can 
do nothing more than patch up wounds that are 
being ripped open time and again.

Third, the structure of Norwegian and interna-
tional aid militates against sustainability. An 
official of Save The Children Norway noted that 
their local partners in Palestine were some-
times exasperated with the short horizons they 
had to contend with, typical Norwegian human-
itarian projects being funded for only one year 
at a time. This may make sense in disaster and 
other emergency contexts, but it is hardly ide-
al in a long-term crisis such as the Palestin-
ian one. Other NGO officials were frustrated by 
the changing whims of donors and the tenden-
cy to respond to whatever aid trend is in fashion 
among policymakers rather than the constant 
underlying reality:
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PRIO

The Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) is a 
non-profit peace research institute (estab-
lished in 1959) whose overarching purpose 
is to conduct research on the conditions for 
peaceful relations between states, groups and 
people. The institute is independent, interna-
tional and interdisciplinary, and explores is-
sues related to all facets of peace and conflict.

THE PROJECT

Jacob Høigilt is Research Professor at PRIO 
and specializes in Middle East Studies. He has 
written extensively on Palestinian politics 
and activism. This policy brief is based on 21 
interviews with Palestinian and Norwegian 
humanitarian officials and activists, as well as 
field observations between 2011 and 2016.

THE AUTHOR

Aid in Crisis? Rights-Based Approaches and Hu-
manitarian Outcomes aims to describe, under-
stand and explain how rights-based approaches 
(RBA) to humanitarian action shape humanitar-
ian assistance and contribute to humanitarian 
outcomes at different levels, in different conflict 
and disaster zones. The project is funded by the 
Research Council of Norway.

Already in 2008, UN official Anne Le More 
published a book on aid to Palestine entitled In-
ternational Assistance to the Palestinians after 
Oslo: Political Guilt, Wasted Money. The subtitle 
aptly sums up the ongoing aid effort.

Rights-based aid is not supposed to function 
as a band aid for Palestinians or a guilt reliever 
for the international community. What can be 
done to make this aid live up to its name?

• First, Norway should take the lead in 
recognizing the Palestinians’ right to 
resist occupation by actively supporting 
non-violent resistance to a greater extent. 
Examples of such resistance are challenges 
to Israeli expropriation of land in the West 
Bank and the unilaterally declared “buffer 
zone” in the Gaza strip; or legal activism 

For a tiny elite of Palestinians, the present situ-
ation is comfortable enough. For the large ma-
jority, it is unbearable. As argued, there is noth-
ing to suggest that the situation will change.

Reforming Aid

In light of all this, humanitarian aid appears to 
be merely a symptom of a general problem with 
all aid to the Occupied Palestinian Territories.

The problem is that the international commu-
nity keeps pouring money into a project that 
will never succeed. In terms of Palestinians’ 
human and political rights, the best one can say 
about this aid is that it mitigates the effects of 
prolonged occupation to some extent.

Sadly, this conclusion is by no means new. 

to stop settlements and fight deprivation of 
Palestinians’ right to education.

• Second, money should be channeled away 
from state-building projects and into 
projects that support civil society’s resilience 
against both Israeli attacks and oppression 
by the Palestinian governments in the West 
Bank and Gaza.

• Third, donors should let the civil society 
in Palestine decide how to use aid instead 
of imposing their own programs and 
priorities. Today, a lot of money is wasted 
as Palestinian NGOs and their Western 
partners try to streamline projects according 
to the donors’ changing whims.

These measures aim at empowering the Pales-
tinian people, making the occupation costlier 
for Israel, and putting political pressure on the 
Palestinian leaders to unite and search for an 
alternative to the current state of vassalage and 
isolation (in the case of Hamas).

Aid alone cannot solve the Palestine-Israel con-
flict and secure the rights of the Palestinian 
people. But it would at least help if aid were giv-
en with a political purpose in mind, rather than 
being used as a substitute for real politics.  
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