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Brief PointsEconomic decline following the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine has 
led traditional OECD Development 
Assistance Committee (DAC) do-
nors to decrease their humanitar-
ian assistance to the Global South. 
Of growing importance within 
the humanitarian field are emerg-
ing donors, many of whom are not 
part of the OECD DAC and whose 
approaches to assistance differ 
methodologically and conceptually 
from those of traditional donors. 
This policy brief discusses emerg-
ing donor engagement in several 
key Global South countries, not-
ing their financial contributions, 
methodological approaches and aid 
priorities.

What Role for Emerging Donors?

Shifting Donor Priorities Following 
the Ukraine War

ISBN
: 978-82-343-0425-5 (print)

 
978-82-343-0426-2 (online)

18 2022

• As a result of the Russia-Ukraine war, 
major OECD Development Assistance 
Committee (DAC) members are redis-
tributing funds in their national bud-
gets in ways that limit humanitarian 
assistance to the Global South.

• Over the past two decades, assistance to 
the Global South from emerging donors 
has grown.

• Assistance from emerging donors, who 
are outside of the OECD’s DAC, is often 
bilateral as part of a larger foreign policy 
agenda or is funded through private 
donations.

• Emerging donors offer aid without nor-
mative conditionalities, prioritising state 
sovereignty, and they frame their aid in 
opposition to the liberal peacebuilding 
and aid agendas.

• Emerging donors’ assistance to the 
Global South has decreased since 2020, 
though it has not been impacted signifi-
cantly by the Ukraine war.
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Introduction

Europe is facing a looming economic recession 
in the winter of 2022, spurred in no small part 
by the repercussions of its support for Ukraine 
in the Russo-Ukrainian war. Russian counterac-
tion, including cutting off gas delivery to Europe 
through the Nord Stream 1 pipeline in early 
September, has led to energy scarcity in Europe 
and posed challenges such as rising inflation 
and contracting economic growth. Development 
aid and emergency relief funds for future 
humanitarian crises in the Global South are 
among the areas most likely to feel the impact of 
tightened budgets as major OECD Development 
Assistance Committee (DAC) members adjust 
their funding streams to address the ongoing 
humanitarian crisis. In an earlier policy brief, we 
noted that adjustments in Official Development 
Assistance (ODA) intended for long-term devel-
opment projects in the Global South risk impact-
ing recipient communities over time and poten-
tially creating protracted humanitarian crises. In 
the context of development aid realignment, this 
policy brief examines how emerging donors may 
fill the funding gap caused by the shift in tradi-
tional donors’ attention from the Global South to 
the war in Ukraine.

To illustrate the humanitarian engagement of 
emerging donor countries, we discuss, respec-
tively, China, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Turkey and 
the United Arab Emirates. These five countries 
were selected because they ranked among the 
top 20 donors in the Global Humanitarian 
Assistance Report for 2021.1 Given that 

non-DAC donors only selectively report foreign 
aid to the OECD, we use appeals response data 
from the UN Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs’ (OCHA) to illustrate 
emerging donor aid contributions. Although 
these data cover different aids streams than 
does ODA, they nonetheless provide useful indi-
cators of the behaviour and priorities of emerg-
ing donors. In addition to a general discussion 
of these five emerging donor countries, we also 
specifically consider their engagement with 
two of Norway’s development partner coun-
tries, Afghanistan and Somalia, as well as their 
involvement in the enduring crisis in Yemen, 
which is high on the list of Norwegian humani-
tarian commitments.

Emerging Humanitarian Powers

The term emerging donors is used to describe 
a wide array of countries with varying connec-
tions to the OECD, interactions with the DAC 
and approaches to assistance. A common feature 
for many is that they are not members of the 
OECD DAC. Some of them, however, including 
the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and the 
Slovak Republic, are EU members2 that transi-
tioned to market economies after the Cold War, 
developed new assistance programmes and are 
now members of the OECD DAC. Others are 
non-EU members, such as Israel and Turkey, 
that are members of the OECD but not of the 
DAC. Yet another group, the “providers of South-
South Co-operation”, comprises middle-income 
countries and those with emerging economies. 
These include Brazil, China, India and South 

Africa, among others, all of which selectively 
engage with the OECD DAC. Finally, there are 
the Gulf Arab donor countries – Kuwait, Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates – which 
are playing an increasingly active part in the in-
ternational development and humanitarian field 
and hold DAC Participant (non-member) status.3

This diverse group of emerging actors differs 
from traditional actors who frame their foreign-
aid engagement as promoting human rights 
and democracy. Although different in their ap-
proaches, emerging humanitarian actors share 
a wariness of the liberal agenda and are careful 
not to participate in what they perceive as the 
hegemonic aid discourses of the Global North. 
Criticisms of the liberal agenda of peacebuild-
ing and humanitarian assistance emerged 
after the 1990s. Shifts in the global political 
landscape, the end of Great Power dominance 
and the rise of regional powers led to questions 
about the role and practice of peacekeeping. 
Rather than creating stability and peace, the 
liberal agenda, exemplified by Boutros Boutros-
Ghali’s Agenda for Peace (1992), became 
increasingly equated with Western interven-
tionism and a “new world order”.4 Afghanistan 
scholar Astri Suhrke noted, in the case of 
Afghanistan, that the model of modernisation 
stemming from “Western experiences of liberal 
political development and economic growth” 
was intended not only to reconstruct, but also to 
redesign nations.5 The resulting policy failures 
in Iraq and Afghanistan have fuelled discus-
sions about the need to reconceptualise the 
liberal agenda embedded in peacebuilding and 
humanitarian assistance.

Aware of this context, emerging donors have 
chosen to frame their assistance in terms of 
solidarity, cooperation, mutual support and 
non-interference in the internal affairs of other 
states.6 Broadly speaking, traditional actors 
export packages of modernisation that promote 
specific normative agendas. In contrast, emerg-
ing donors for the most part challenge the he-
gemony of the liberal peacebuilding and assis-
tance model by removing conditionalities on aid 
and focusing on the immediate needs of benefi-
ciaries through visible projects, infrastructure 
and economic development, and collaboration 
with local populations.7 Provision of bilateral aid 
and its use as an extension of foreign policy is 
also prevalent among emerging donors.8 Table 
1 summarises some of the differences between 
traditional and rising humanitarians.Table 1: Traditional and emerging donor approaches. Source: Tank (2021)

Differences in assistance Traditional humanitarians Emerging humanitarians

Models of engagement

Understandings of security

Modalities of assistance

Aid flows

Reporting on assistance

Liberal peacebuilding with
package of modernisation

Human security prioritised

Longer-term capacity-
building projects

Preference for distribution
through multilateral organisations

Members of OECD’s Development
Assistance Committee (DAC donor)

Non-interference in
internal issues and few/no
conditionalities on aid 

State security prioritised

Visible projects based
on immediate beneficiary
needs

Preference for bilateral aid

Aid given as a non-DAC
donor
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Emerging Donor Humanitarian 
Assistance

In examining emerging donor assistance, this 
policy brief focuses on aid flows to the UN 
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs (OCHA), which coordinates global re-
sponses to humanitarian emergencies. We use 
OCHA data assistance, which is often supplied 
through bilateral and private channels, OCHA 
figures are reported by states donating emer-
gency assistance and they therefore provide a 
more standardised, albeit self-reported, basis 
for comparison. Table 2 presents humanitarian 
assistance figures reported to OCHA’s Financial 
Tracking Services (FTS)9 by the five emerging 
donor countries we examine.

As illustrated above, assistance from these five 
emerging donors declined after 2021, with the 
most dramatic rise (2021) and fall (mid-2022) 

in aid from Saudi Arabia and the UAE, respec-
tively. Fluctuations in funding can be a result of 
many factors. These include changed national 
economic conditions, such as the dramatic 
decline of the Turkish economy in 2021/22, the 
fallout from the COVID-19 pandemic, com-
petition for attention from other crises, and 
the life cycle of crises. As an example of the 
latter, Saudi Arabia, a major donor to Yemen, 
responded to the UN’s funding shortfall in 2021 
due to the concern over impending famine after 
having decreased its contributions significantly 
in 2020.10

We next focus on some of the countries either 
listed as development partners for Norway or in 
which Norway has humanitarian interests. Table 
3 shows the prioritised countries and sectors 
receiving emergency assistance.11 All data were 
self-reported to OCHA in 2021.

While emerging donors may report no allocated 
funding for the countries in Table 3 in response 
to OCHA appeals, this does not mean that they 
do not provide longer-term development as-
sistance. For instance, Turkey reports no emer-
gency humanitarian aid to Afghanistan through 
OCHA yet has provided bilateral development 
assistance to Afghanistan amounting to $1.1 
billion since 2004. According to official Turkish 
sources, this is one of the largest single-recipient 
assistance programmes in the world.12 Another 
example is Qatar which is not included in Table 
3 as it allocates 100% of its humanitarian emer-
gency assistance to the UNHCR in Jordan, but 
whose ODA has risen consistently over the last 
years. Aid provided mainly through the Qatar 
Fund for Development (QFFD) reached 78 coun-
tries in 2019.13 Other humanitarian funding that 
is often underrepresented in official reporting, 
particularly in figures from the Islamic world – 
where zakat, or almsgiving, is a religious obliga-
tion – is aid channelled through private charities.

The use of aid as a foreign policy tool, although 
not unique to emerging donors, can make col-
laboration between traditional and emerging 
donors challenging. Emerging donors often 
prefer bilateral to multilateral aid as it allows 
them to deploy humanitarian and development 
aid as an extension of foreign policy.14 As an 
example, Turkey’s humanitarian assistance to 
Somalia is aligned with its opening to Africa 
in the early 2000s, its wish to expand economic 
markets and the government’s ideological pref-
erence for a multipolar world order. Another 
emerging donor, Saudi Arabia, began increasing 

Table 2: Humanitarian funding per annum by donor country. Source: OCHA Financial Tracking 
Service (2022)

*Turkey continues to report refugee hosting costs beyond year 1.

Country 2019 (USD) 2020 (USD) 2021 (USD) 2022 (USD,
last reported)

China

Qatar

Saudi Arabia

Turkey*

UAE

18,064,020.00

44,236,103.00

1,468,594,128.00

7,388,247.00

611,990,800.00

43,329,564.00

64,783,346.00

907,875,996.00

8,272,327.00

394,269,639.00

9,209,713.00

49,350,003.00

1,360,211,798.00

11,421,544.00

390,164,366.00

850,000.00

972,063.00

254,803,306.00

500,000.00

309,506,426.00

Country Afghanistan Somalia Yemen Other notable
recipients Prioritised sectors

China

Saudi Arabia

UAE

Turkey

34.3%

0.7%

0.3%

None reported

None reported

4.3%

None reported

40%

None reported

85.5%

6.9%

None reported

Cameroon top
recipient 36.8%

Pakistan 3.6%
Jordan 1.5%

Ethiopia top recipient 88.7%
Ukraine 2.4%

Ethiopia 40%
Kenya 20%

Food security 42.9%
Emergency shelter 24.8%
Education 18.9%

Food security 29.3%
Emergency shelter 24.4%
Health 24.4%

Food security 53.2%
Health 38.2%
Nutrition 5.4%

OCHA coordination
and support services 100%

Table 3: Distribution of humanitarian funding to prioritised countries and sectors in 2021 by donor country. Source: OCHA Financial Tracking Service
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its assistance to Yemen in 2015, coincident with 
the ongoing conflict there.15 Although it is a 
major donor to Yemen, Saudi Arabia primarily 
disburses aid to government-held areas and not 
to northern areas held by the Iran-supported 
Houthi rebels. The use of aid as foreign policy 
risks reinforcing lines of conflict and deepening 
humanitarian crises in areas that were underde-
veloped when the conflict began.

Conclusions

While emerging donor assistance may seem 
an appealing alternative (or welcome addition) 
to traditional humanitarian and development 
aid to countries in need, both emerging and 
traditional donors have in fact significantly 
decreased their assistance to the Global South 
in recent years. Emerging donors differ in their 
approach to delivering assistance, often prioritis-
ing infrastructure and economic development 
projects. They also emphasise norms (e.g. non-
interference) and solidarities (e.g. between coun-
tries in the Global South or within the Muslim 
umma) that differ from those of the traditional 
donors from the Global North, who commonly 
promote liberal democracy, human rights and 
gender equality. This difference has potential 
consequences for the ability of both types of do-
nors to collaborate on common global agendas, 
such as the UN Sustainable Development Goals. 
Furthermore, emerging donor engagements 
appear closely tied to their foreign policy inter-
ests and their drive to assert their influence in 
geopolitically important spheres. This interest-
based geopolitical framing of humanitarian 
assistance, though not unique to emerging 
donors, potentially endangers the provision of 
humanitarian aid to the Global South according 
to a purely needs-based assessment. The use 
of humanitarian aid as an extension of foreign 
policy challenges the key humanitarian prin-
ciples of “humanity, neutrality, impartiality and 
independence”.  
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