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Summary  

Arjan Hehenkamp gave an inspiring speech in which 
he elaborated on the work of Médecins sans 
Frontières (MSF). He explained that it is often a failing 
international political system rather than a failing aid 
system which makes it hard for MSF to operate in 
certain crisis situations. Hehenkamp does keep a 
critical perspective towards the aid system, and gives 
Syria as an example of a crisis situation where a 
national aid system is not functioning, implying for 
MSF to have basis for its operations. 

MSF 

MSF primarily provides medical assistance for people 
who are deprived of medical care in crisis situations. 
In some cases an (UN) aid system is in place which 
MSF can use to do their work. 
However, there are situations such as Sudan, where 
such a system is not functioning properly. And then 
there are situations where such systems of aid and 
medical care assistance do not yet exist, like in Syria. 
Hehenkamp explained that before being able to work, 
an environment needs to be negotiated in order for 
MSF to be able to be present. But countries in war or 
in conflict are usually not keen to take in 
organisations, which in their view potentially 
undermine their legitimacy. 

 

 

The Syria and Sudan examples 
In Syria, there is no aid system to provide medical care 
to people. This is a failure of political authorities and 
of international organisations. In Syria, MSF mostly 
operates in opposition areas because no authorisation 
was given from the Syrian government to allow 
medical assistance in the area of Damascus.  And even 
in opposition areas MSF does not work at the frontline 
for safety reasons. It took MSF six months to convince 
the Syrian government and authorities to work with 
them. Negotiations here do not take place through 
the usual channels. In order to get permission from 
the Syrian government to work in Damascus and other 
government-controlled areas, Russia and South Africa 
function as mediator. This is just one example of how 
MSF has to work via different channels to get into the 
political sphere enabling their operations.  Individual 
efforts fall short in these situations, not due to failing 
systems but to political realities.  
Hehenkamp raised South Sudan as an example where 
an aid system was in place, but incapable to gear up 
quickly and therefore unable to meet the needs of the 
people. One of the areas in South Sudan in which MSF 
operated was very isolated, and organisations 
(UNICEF, UNHCR) that were already there were 
overwhelmed by the flow of large groups of refugees 
and unable to gear up properly. MSF had to expand 
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massively within a short period of time in order to 
cope with the situation.  

Bureaucracy 

Hehenkamp recalled the situation  of about 20 years 
ago when an oligarchy of organisations would all gear 
up to strive for a certain goal  whenever there was an 
acute crisis situation.  This is not the case anymore. 
What has changed?  
First, the aid system has become too bureaucratised 
which hampers coordination. A lot of time is spend on 
coordination at the expense of taking real action. 
Secondly, compared to twenty years ago, 
organisations work with more partners trying to move 
beyond just humanitarian aid to reconstructive 
activities. This shift from an emergency to a 
humanitarian mode can be a good thing, but in an 
acute crisis situation it is not an advantage and can 
even cause inefficiency.  
Thirdly, there are many new actors involved. 
Hehenkamp gave the examples of numerous national 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, and other 
smaller  aid groups from countries like Saudi Arabia. 
This can be an opportunity, but they can also make it 
difficult. These organisations work differently from  
traditional Western organisations. They for example 
consider issues of neutrality and transparency less 
important, whereas sovereignty and national interest 
are getting the upper hand. It is crucial to  engage 
more with these organisations in order to keep the 
humanitarian principles of the aid system (neutrality, 
transparency etc.) high on the agenda. 

Questions & answers 

The discussion with the audience was moderated by 
Henny de Vries, strategic advisor to SID NL and 
working at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. De Vries 
asked Hehenkamp where he sees the niche for MSF. 
Hehenkamp responded that there is no longer a niche. 
Hehenkamp argued that 45% of the crisis aid consists 
of only five organisations (a.o. Oxfam, Save the 
Children). In the medical sphere MSF represents 60-
70% of the medical aid system, specialising in giving 
medical assistance in crisis situations.   Médecins sans 
Frontières -Holland (MSF-H) is in a unique position 
being able to be very independent as 90% of the 
income of MSF-H comes from private funding.  
Responding to a question raised by the audience to 
elaborate on the UN-system and its shortcomings, 
Hehenkamp mentioned that the UN is only allowed to 
work in a country after permission of the government. 
Hehenkamp understands this difficult situation, and 

emphasized that he would certainly not blame the UN 
aid agencies. But he thinks that the UN as a whole, 
with its major political abilities, could be more 
effective, especially in crisis situations.  
One of the last remarks concerned the issue of 
neutrality for organisations like MSF operating in 
sensitive areas. Hehenkamp mentioned that they 
always operate within grey areas. What makes it 
difficult in Syria is that MSF is not seen as neutral; they 
are targeted as well and become part of the war. It is 
very hard to create a neutral space in these type of 
situations. Hehenkamp closed the session by arguing 
that in the future, humanitarian aid organisations but 
also international organisations need to make sure 
that the aid system and the international (political) 
arena works in such a way, that it enables 
organisations like MSF to work for the needs of people 
in severe situations. We should familiarise ourselves 
with new actors, like the Turkish Red Crescent, and 
make sure that the aid landscape is properly geared 
towards providing effective humanitarian aid based 
on the principles of neutrality and transparency.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Every third Thursday of the month, SID Netherlands and the 
Humanity House organise a Bread & Brains lecture and 
discussion, during lunch hour. Everyone is welcome from 12:00 
onwards to take a break, have some lunch and meet new 
people. At 12.30 the lecture starts, ending at 13:30. The 
monthly lunch meetings focus on pressing issues in the field of 
international cooperation with prominent speakers from 
and/or working in The Netherlands. 
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