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ABSTRACT 
International Non-governmental Organisations (INGOs) refers to non-
governmental organisations (NGO), private voluntary organisations (PVO), or 
Non-Profit Organisation, operating at the international, transnational, or 
global level for humanitarian purposes.  It is a pro-life organisation which 
seeks to relief victims of war, disaster and other occurrences from their 
sufferings and restore the dignity of dehumanized victims of crisis in conflict 
zones.  Notwithstanding the life saving roles of INGOs in conflict situations, 
staff of INGOs end up as main targets during crisis. Away from physical 
attacks on aid workers there are myriad of constraining laws, policies, 
principles, and dilemmas that stall INGOs programmes in the north east of 
Nigeria.  This study seeks to examine the dilemmas that INGOs face, such as; 
insecurity, government interferences, Corruption, controversy in applications 
of humanitarian principles ,challenge of Co-ordination of aid programmes, 
confusion in Rights and Relief workers functions, constraint of strengthening 
local capacity, and controversy in the use of military force in aid programmes. 
.  Adaptation theory was used in the study to explain the need to review some 
disfunctional INGOs policies to address the dilemmas that INGOs face in 
conflict situations.  The study adopted methodology of analysis of data drawn 
from primary and secondary sources, especially from aid reports from the 
northeast region.  The study is significant in advancing aid programmes to 
enhance peace-building in the northeast region. Findings reveals that, 
dilemmas faced by aid agencies stall aid actions in the Northeast of Nigeria.  

 
INTRODUCTION  
Hugo Slim(2015) rightly observed that at every given time and place, people suffer as a result of 
conflicts emanating from power tussle, religion, ideology, resource control, ethnicity and 
exclusionism.  The natural tendencies of sympathy, compassion, love and paternalistic ideals 
compel people to wade into people’s plights by way of mitigating against peoples sufferings
The intervention could be by family members, neighbours, government, non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs), International Non-governmental Organisations (INGO) or other non-state 
actors. International Non-governmental organisations INGOs feature more in this prolife actions 
referred to as humanitarianism. INGOs function in aid actions majorly as relief, developmental and 
advocacy non state actors in state peace building. In aid action INGOs adopt humanitarian 
principles to ensure that the enterprise operates with conventionally accepted ethics of the 
profession.  According to Hugo, the core principles of humanitarianism that INGOs embrace is 
“humanity and impartiality” and in the process of these two principles implied political principles 
of “Neutrality and independence”.. INGOs tread on highly troubled, politicized and controversial 
grounds. The question is, tugged from both national and international interests, can INGOs remain 
absolute in keeping humanitarian principles?  
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Can INGOs remain stable in coordination of humanitarian programmes without tilting towards 
begging interest of donor states, host government, local authorities, aid agencies mandates and 
interests? Can cooruption be nipped in the bud in aid programmes? Experience has shown that 
INGOs are free but everywhere in chains that tend to stall aid actions in conflict zones. 
In the northeast of Nigeria as well as other conflict region of the world, there has been observable 
scale-up of attacks and deaths of aid workers in efforts to reach the inaccessible victims of 
humanitarian crisis.  With the heightened threat to the safety of aid workers and programmes, what 
security strategy would humanitarians adopt to adapt the programmes in the region? Could use of 
military force for aid  programmes be a good option? 
The above questions exposes the dilemmas,constraints/challenges that INGOs face in the North 
East region.  The handling of these dilemmas determines to a great extent the successes and failures 
of INGOs in aid operations.  These dilemmas have equally reawakened the consciousness of 
INGOs  to think of a review of certain organisational policies and operational strategies to address 
challenges inherent in these dilemmas. Examination of these dilemmas that stall aid action in the 
North East region is what this paper is set to do,through analysis of data drawn from primary and 
secondary data and aid reports from the northeast.The study is significant given that it calls for 
arejig of attitudes ,policies and mode of operations among INGOs,governments and local 
environment of the northeast to enhance a functional operations among actors in the northeast aid 
programmes. 
 
CONCEPTUAL CLARIFICATIIONS 
INGO: Refers to non-governmental organization (NGO),private voluntary organisation 
(PVO),or non-profit organisation (NPO) operating at the international ,transnational ,or 
global level for humanitarian purposes. 
Humanitarian:  Human Security Report(2011) refers it as actions that respects people and works 
with them to prevent suffering, repair harm and enable them to overcome their suffering and 
flourish, makes suffering situation easier for poor people to survive earthquakes, floods and 
hurricanes and to recover from them. The life saving actions of INGO,refers to humanitarian act. 
Principle: Cambridge dictionary defines it as the fundamental truth or preposition that serves as the 
foundation for a system of belief or behaviour or for a chain of reasoning or a general scientific 
theorem or law that has numerous special applications across a wide field.1 
Dilemma: Wikipedia describes it as a situation in which a difficult choice has to be made between 
two or more alternatives especially ones that are equally undesirable, or an argument forcing an 
opponent to choose either of two unfavourable alternatives.2 In the context of this paper it refers to 
the difficulties or challenges faced by INGOs in discharge of their duties and remaining humane, 
impartial, neutral, and independent.    
 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
This study  adopted adaptation theory .The theory posits that organisations , in whole or just in part, 
will transform their structure or procedures to cope with a changing environments, such as a 
shifting economic landscape, new legislation impacting their field or the introduction of a new 
parent organization.  In context of aid agencies adaptation of their programmes, there is need for 
policy adjustment, change in actions and mode of operations by aid agencies to enhance continuity 
of their programmes  
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INGOs Operational Dilemma of Insecurity in The Northeast 
Aid operations most times presupposes insecurity because humanitarian crisis attests to insecurity. 
In the northeast, Insecurity affects INGOs in limiting INGOs access to victims of humanitarian 
crisis. Humanitarian response report reveals that, about 7.1 million people are said to be in need of 
aid assistance in the northeast. Among other threats to INGOs are and not limited to killing of aid 
staff, of Mercy Corps International ,kidnapping, ambushing of relief materials, religious crisis, 
social violence, attacks on assets and offices of INGOs.  
Faced with these insecurity challenges, INGOs would be exposed to unpalatable options of, 
evacuate staff, hibernate, terminate programmes or thread dangerously on a security risk 
environment to meet their organizational mandate in the northeast. Abdulmalic Bukar, a national 
staff of Mercy Corps further observed that insecurity has made their organisation to remove their 
office plate numbers, logo and anything that will identity their organisation for fear of attacks.  

 
Dilemma of Government Interference in INGOS Aid Programmes 
Governments interfere in aid programmes through policies, monitorings, military actions, controls 
and laws. These interfering factors  naturally limits INGOs actions, especially interferences from 
governments and donor agencies. 
Consequently, for some years in the Northeast, there has been friction between the Nigerian 
Military and INGOs due to Military anger at what it sees as INGOs anti counterinsurgency 
tendencies. 
For instance, in December, 2018: the Army stated that Amnesty International was determined to 
destabilize the nation via the fictitious allegations of human rights abuses and called for both 
Amnesty International and UNICEF ban in the country Similarly; Action Against Hunger and 
Mercy Corps, Agency for Technical co-operations in the Northeast were suspended and declared 
persona-non-grata; and many more targeted by Nigerian government for closure. 
Nigerian government seeming overbearing attitude on INGOs: also manifests on other government 
agencies, like, Department of State security services (DSS), Economic Financial Crime 
Commission (EFCC) and politicians in government who are disposed to increase regulatory 
oversight on INGOs. 
In 2017, Buba Jubrin sponsored a bill that seeks to regulate NGOs and CSOs; but the bill died at 
the committee level. However, in 2019, the speaker of the House of Representatives: Femi 
Gbajabiamila, activated the bill following allegations by the Army against some NGOs in the 
North-East. 
Nevertheless, Oluseyi Babatunde, Director of the Nigeria Network of NGOs (NNNGO) spoke on 
the perceived draconian bill and said the bill was introduced in the House of Representatives in 
June, 2016 and after two readings, it was referred to the House Committee on Civil Society 
Organisations (CSOs) and Development partners in July. It’s approval is still pending in the current 
Eight National Assembly. He concluded that the bill if passed, will give the government sweeping 
powers over civil society, to the point of threatening its very existence. 
In the northeast, bans on INGOs like, Action Agaist Hunger (AAH), Mercy Corps, UNICEF, 
Amnesty International, etc were direct government interference in aid programmes. This 
government constraining actions on INGOs may appear unfriendly because of government manner 
of approach, but that could as well be a government measure of control on the INGOs to ensure 
security of the country amids crisis. 
However, Amed Gwoza, a national staff of International Safety Organisation, revealed that most of 
the allegations against INGOs by the military are just speculations except Mercy Corps 
International that was intercepted with raw cash in their car, by the military. 
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Dilemmas of INGOs Keeping Faith with Humanitarian Principles in the North East 
INGOs keeping faith with humanitarian principles has become a thing marred with criticisms; as 
many scholars see these principles as a big dilemma that involves difficult moral decision. 
In principle, INGOs  insist that their application of the humanitarian principles in northeast aids 
programmes is absolute as stated by Edward Kallon, of UNOCHA in the controversies of INGOs 
activities in the northeast and ban of Mercy Corps and Action Against Hunger(AAH) INGOs, by 
Nigeria military3.As against Edward Kallon position, local authorities, politicians and Nigeria 
military firmly believe that the INGOs in the region were not neutral, rather they spy on the country 
and sabotage counterinsurgency operations  in northeast region4. It is observed that most of the 
attacks on INGOs stem majorly from Nigeria government belief that INGOs do not observe the 
humanitarian principle they claim to profess.The dilemma herein is the desire by INGOs to be 
noble in keeping with humanitarian principles and the limiting factor of dancing to the tune of their 
donor states interest and the stronger desires to keep the enterprise afloat amidst odds.  
The belief of the average masses in the region was captured in the comment of Shehu Kadiri, a 
public servant and a resident of Maiduguri metropolitan council (MMC) when he  said that; “In 
northeast Boko Haram insurgent crisis; INGOs spent about Ten (10) years in the twelve years 
crisis;and there has not been decrease of the crisis, but what is empirically observable is their relief 
efforts to victims of the crisis, including the insurgents because they supply them with food and 
drugs.” 
 

 Dilemma Incoordination of Aid Programmes By INGOS in the Northeast 
According to Humanitarian Response, the concept of coordination of aid programmes, involves 
bringing together INGOs operational in a conflict zone to ensure a coherent and principled response 
to emergencies with the aim to assist people when they most need relief or protection. The first 
dilemma in complex humanitarian programme is the choice of humanitarian coordination mode to 
adopt in humanitarian marketplace. Experience in northeast aid action indicates no generally 
accepted model of coordination in the region. The workings of INGOs limits their actions, 
decisions and attitudes towards themselves and other aid agencies. Other dilemma factors in the 
region could range and not limited to “donors states, agencies policies, elements, power, profile, 
lead agency factor, humanitarian principles and information sharing factors. The choices of actions 
between the donors instructions and obtainable INGOs actions lies the INGOs dilemma in the 
northeast. Also, aid agencies constitute a major log in the wheels of INGOs in the region.  Aid 
agencies tend to value the agency’s profile more than collective humanitarian coordination action.  
Larry Minear (2002); opined that “Resistance to more assertive coordination also comes from aid 
agencies themselves, which have little patience with the reduced power and authority that 
coordination-by-command necessitates. To this extent, INGOs allows co-ordination only to the 
extent it does not risk the agency’s profile. Responding to co-ordination challenges in Northeast of 
Nigeria, in 2014 the Nigeria INGOs Forum (NIF) was established with the mission to provide a 
joint platform for INGO members to promote a collective approach to efficiently and effectively 
coordinate interviews and address key issues of common interest.  To also provide a coordinate 
approach through which INGOs, the government of Nigeria, UN, donors and other external 
stakeholders can exchange information and share expertise, and establish guideline for a more 
coordinated, efficient and effective use of aid resources in Nigeria. 
 

 
 

                                                             
 
 



 
 

177 
 

International Journal of Advancement in Development Studies, Volume 17, Number 1, 2022 
 
In the same 2014, membership was 14 agencies and by the end of 2019 it increased to forty-seven 
(47) agencies.  However, findings reveal that there are over 50 more of such INGOs that were not 
captured as members of the NIF, yet they are actively present in north east Nigeria.  This indeed 
calls for questioning on the activities of these INGOs. Bala Askiri, a national staff of CARE 
International lamented that if INGOs operations are not properly coordinated then Northeast region 
will be a near Rwanda in live-and –let live syndrome in aid programme. 

 

Confusion in Relief and Rights Functions in Northeast Humanitarian Crisis 
Hugo further asked “Are we humanitarian workers or human rights workers? Or are these two 
professions the same thing?   
However, in practice both professions have traditionally different modes of operations, 
humanitarian workers feel their works are “rights-based” because they assume that the respect for 
human rights is their moral bottom line.  But, in the ideal practice of rights, humanitarians cannot 
“do human rights” because human rights are conventionally done. 
 

Dilemma of Strengthening Local Capacity of Logos by INGOS in the Northeast Region  
Strengthening of local capacity involves INGOs fortification of local institutions of conflict states 
to enable their hosts to respond better to future crises and to play a more active role in their own 
civil societies. In the northeast crisis, INGOs have proven themselves better at delivering life-
saving assistance than at strengthening local capacity. Larry Minear, had observed that, “In the 
heart of each new crisis, the scramble to save lives often eclipse the sought-after partnership with 
local institutions, which in comparison seem diversionary and dilatory”  Moreover, when 
international organisations decide to strengthen local capacity, they are faced with myriad of 
dilemmas.  
The first dilemma is knowing and selecting those institutions whose capacities they will seek to 
strengthen. In the northeast crisis, actors in the crisis range from; international agencies, local 
agencies, state actors, non-state armed groups and the masses which are generally categorized into 
international and indigenous element of crisis environment. In 2010,INGOs had a conference in 
Abuja on how to localize NGOs in Nigeria, but the conference was not fruitful given the finding 
from the conference that religion, tribe, ethnicity, nationhood and corruption will pollute the 
humanitarian marketplace in the northeast. Elzubel Mungonu, a national staff of OXFAM 
International said that strengthening capacity of indigenous NGOs will be good, but localization of 
NGOs may not because of corruption in Nigeria.  
 

Dilemma of Adopting Safe Security Strategy to Advance Ingos Aid Programmein the 
Northeast of Nigeria 
Intervening INGOs in the Northeast, sometimes become vulnerable to attacks and most times are 
prime targets during attacks. Edward Kallon, the United Nations humanitarian co-ordinator in 
Nigeria, Laments, this situation in his condolence to the victim agencies and families of the victims, 
when he said “I am utterly shocked and horrified by the gruesome killing of some of our colleagues 
and partners by non-state armed groups in Borno State5.  
In the northeast, INGOs try to mitigate these attacks by adopting INGOs Security Strategies of: 
Acceptance, Protection and Deterrence, to ensure safety of their programmes and staff in the 
region. However, in practical terms; none of these strategies has been found to effectively ensure 
50% safety of aid staff. 
In 2010, Good Practice Review, of INGOs operations in violent environments; reviewed the core 
element of the security strategy of “acceptance” as ineffective, and hence declared the “death of 
acceptance” as a security strategy in INGOs security management.  
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The concept of “protection” in humanitarian enterprise is roundly described as a weak protection 
strategy, because INGOs do not bear arms, nor allow use of security armed protection in their 
programmes. To this extent, there is often scale up of attack on INGOs Programmes, staff and 
facilities in the region. 
The concept of deterrence is used as mainly a legislative thing, that does not ensure good protection 
and safety of aid action. 
The dilemma, in this situation is; with INGOs mandates and missions in view, and scale up of 
attacks and killing of aid workers; what will INGOs do to sustain their programme in the northeast, 
should INGOs hibernate, or terminate their programmes in the region? This situation reveals 
inherent dilemma, among INGOs in the Northeast region, and this situation can better be addressed  
by review of INGOs security management strategy  to ensure safety of aid actions and workers in 
the northeast and globally. 
 
INGOS Dilemma in the Use Of Military Forces For Humanitarian Tasks 
In April 1996, at the First Marine Expeditionary Force’s Headquarters at sprawling camp Pendleton 
in Southern California, the U.S. Marine Corps convened a meeting of humanitarian personnel from 
the UN, donor governments, and NGOs, high level diplomats, and military brass.  In the meeting 
Lt. Gen. Anthony Zinni opined “We see humanitarian task as a full-fledged military mission”.  
As a result of the experience of the 1990s, many people believed in the importance of military 
force, or at least the threat of its use, in support of humanitarian values and objectives such as 
gaining access to victims of starvation, halting genocide, or addressing other situations of 
humanitarian extremity. Ezra Bwala, a retired military officer, and staff of Action Against Hunger, 
poined that he has not observed use of military force in aid programme in the region, but the need 
of military in aid action is urgent  here given the overwhelming number of victims of the crisis that 
are inaccessible because of insecurity. 
The said military contribution to humanitarian enterprise seem not to enjoy full acceptance by some 
INGOs.  Some agencies have encouraged the UN or individual governments to intervene, with 
military force if necessary, to address humanitarian needs.  Others view such matters as political 
issue beyond their own areas of competence. 
This new concept has polarized the INGOs, however into those who are for and those against the 
use of military force. However, findings reveals that the use of military action has not been known 
to be used in the northeast humanitarian crisis. 
 
CONCLUSION 
INGOs like every enterprise have come under hard times and criticisms and left with difficult 
choice of decisions in humanitarian marketplace.  Their actions and inactions have been interpreted 
differently to fit different situations. Crisis infested nations should admit that aid action is an 
inevitable ingredient during and post conflict peace-building era. INGOs have come to be a 
necessary in humanitarian crisis that crisis regions should accept INGO union as marriage of 
convenience. Collaborative effort is needed among all stakeholders to peace-building programmes 
in the northeast region of Nigeria to ensure post-conflict rebuilding and transformation of the 
region. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 Host nations of INGOs should be abreast with international humanitarian laws, protocols, and 

principles, to avoid clash of interest in crisis situations. 
 INGOs should revisit their humanitarian security strategies to adapt with the unfolding threats 

in the northeast. 
 INGOs should not structure their donor states foreign policies into aid actions in the northeast 

to ensure peace. 
 INGOs should collectively adopt a particular coordination model to to avoid duplication of 

roles in the northeast aid action. 
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