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Introduction  

 

In the wake of the global pandemic, the world has witnessed a surge in 

humanitarian crises, fueled by a combination of economic instability, escalating 

inflation rates, armed conflicts, and an increase in natural disasters (Shaheen et 

al., 2023). This challenging landscape has led to an unprecedented rise in the 

need for humanitarian aid. However, this increased demand for aid has 

simultaneously exposed the humanitarian sector to heightened risks of 

corruption. Ranging from high-level political corruption to smaller-scale corrupt 

practices at customs and border controls (Bauhr et al., 2013), these malpractices 

significantly threaten the effective delivery of aid, directly impacting the intended 

beneficiaries. 

A number of significant writings dealing with this issue point to a chronic lack of 

openness toward corruption issues among aid organizations in spite of the 

seriousness of this topic (Shipley, Jenkins, and Strand 2019). 

The increased corruption risk in the humanitarian aid sector, especially in the 

post-pandemic context, requires a focused inquiry into its causes, 

manifestations, and countermeasures. A preliminary analysis reveals a 

concerning trend: the humanitarian aid sector is considerably under-researched 

in the context of anti-corruption efforts (Feldman, 2018). This gap in knowledge 

and understanding highlights the urgent need for a comprehensive examination 

of typologies of corruption in the humanitarian aid sector as a background for an 

effective and efficient integrity as well as anti-corruption compliance frameworks 

within this sector.  

In 2024, the International Anti-Corruption Academy (IACA) initiated a research 

project on integrity and anti-corruption compliance in the humanitarian aid 

sector. The aim of this project is to establish a solid academic background for 

designing, implementing, maintaining, and evaluating effective and efficient 

integrity and anti-corruption compliance programmes in humanitarian aid 

organizations and to protect the humanitarian aid sector from corruption and 

related misconduct. 

This first phase of this research aims to analyze the complex mechanisms of 

corruption in humanitarian aid, focusing on identifying specific types of corrupt 

practices, the contexts and relationships that render the sector vulnerable, and 

the factors contributing to these vulnerabilities. This exploration is critical for 

developing a nuanced understanding of how corruption infiltrates and impacts 

humanitarian operations. It seeks to contribute to the development of effective 
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anti-corruption measures, tailored to the unique challenges of the sector. The 

study aims not only to protect the integrity of humanitarian aid through 

promoting integrity and anti-corruption compliance but also to help ensure that 

aid reaches those in need, thereby upholding the core values of humanitarianism 

and strengthening trust in these vital institutions.  

The study seeks to answer the main research questions: 

1. What are the main typologies of corruption offenses commonly occurring in 

the humanitarian aid sector?  

2. What types of relationships in the humanitarian aid sector are most vulnerable 

to corruption and other related misconduct? 

3. Do some corrupt practices, widespread in the public and business sectors, 

exist in the field of humanitarian aid? 

The main research hypotheses are the following: 

1. Some corrupt practices, widespread in the business sector, such as 

embezzlement of public funds and violations of procurement rules, also exist in 

the humanitarian aid sector. At the same time, there are specific typologies of 

corruption offences. 

2. Humanitarian aid organizations can use the existing experience of the 

business sector when they design, implement, maintain, and evaluate integrity 

and compliance programmes and policies. 

3. International organizations, government authorities, and other relevant 

stakeholders can enhance the effectiveness of the cooperation at international 

and domestic levels to safeguard the humanitarian aid sector from corruption. 

The research team applies the methods of expert interviews, case studies, 

comparative legal analysis of laws, regulations, codes of conduct, integrity and 

compliance programmes of humanitarian aid organizations. 

This research paper presents the results of analysis of corrupt practices in the 

humanitarian aid sector. At the second phase, the IACA research team will review 

integrity and anti-corruption compliance programmes of selected humanitarian 

aid organizations to identify best practices in safeguarding humanitarian aid 

from corruption. 
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1.  Operational Models and Corruption in the Humanitarian Aid Sector  

The humanitarian aid sector is vulnerable to various corruption offences and 

other related misconduct. 

To identify and assess corruption risks is crucial to understand who the main 

operators are and what are the operational models existing in the humanitarian 

aid sector. 

The aid operations are highly diversified. That is, a plethora of institutions 

organize and participate in humanitarian relief. Besides, multiple participants 

volunteers and staff engage in offering assistance to a variety of recipients and 

victims (Aït-Mohamed Parent 2018). 

According to the authors, there are three main types of operators using various 

funding and operational models. 

The first type of operators includes intergovernmental organizations. They 

receive contributions to general budgets and earmarked funds for specific 

humanitarian projects from member states. Projects can also be fully or partially 

funded by private donors. Intergovernmental organizations can implement 

humanitarian projects through regional offices or/and establish partnerships 

with local partners. 

The second type of operators comprises specialized government authorities – 

development agencies that receive funds from state budgets and hire local 

partners for projects implementation. 

Finally, non-governmental humanitarian aid organizations can be considered as 

the third type of operators. They collect donations from organizations and 

individuals and implement humanitarian aid projects using their own capacities 

or by establishing partnerships with local partners. 

It should be considered that different types of operators interact and cooperate. 

Thus, non-governmental humanitarian aid organizations can be implementing 

partners in projects funded and managed by intergovernmental organizations or 

development agencies. 

In this publication, the authors use the term “humanitarian aid organizations” to 

describe all three types of operators. 

In general, we can identify several types of relationships vulnerable to corruption 

which are common for all operators and operational models in the humanitarian 

aid sector. 
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There are: 

• governance of humanitarian aid organizations, 

• interaction between main donors, other persons making charitable 

contributions and humanitarian aid organizations, 

• selection of implementing partners and other third parties 

• interaction with government authorities at various levels in the process of 

humanitarian aid projects implementation, 

• control over the implementation of projects and the proper use of project 

funds, 

• interaction between humanitarian aid organizations, other implementing 

partners and recipients of the humanitarian aid. 

Depending on the legal framework, countries establish administrative, criminal, 

or civil liability for corruption in the humanitarian aid sector. In the analysis of 

corrupt practices, IACA applies a broad concept of corruption.  In this context, 

the research project does not focus on differences in domestic criminal and 

administrative laws and considers harassment, including sexual harassment and 

some other types of misconduct in the humanitarian aid sector as corruption. 

Corruption offences and some other types of misconduct closely related to 

corruption in the humanitarian aid sector are outlined in the template below. 

 Forms  of Corruption and Other Misconduct in the 

Humanitarian Aid Sector  

1  Abuse of functions /power  

2  Bribery  in all forms  

2.1 Promise 

2.2 Offering 

2.3 Giving 

2.4 Solicitation 

2.5 Acceptance 

3 . Economic crime  

3.1. Embezzlement, misappropriation, or other diversion of funds 

3.2. Financial fraud 

3.3. Money laundering 

3.4. Tax evasion 

4 . Extortion of bribes  

5 . Falsification of documents  

6 . Harassment  

6.1. Aggressive pressure or intimidation 
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6.2. Any sort of sexual assault or use of intimacy to gain undue 

advantage 

7 . Organized crime  

8 . Trading in influence  

9 . Violations in the procurement process  

1 0 . Violations of norms on conflict - of - interest  management  
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2 . Typologies and R isks  of Corruption in the Humanitarian Aid Sector . Case 

study  

IACA conducted an analysis of publicly available information on corruption cases 

and other violations in the humanitarian aid sector, and experts’ interviews.  

Based on this, the research team identified types of relationships vulnerable to 

various corrupt practices. 

The templates below, accompanied by case examples, provide an overview of the 

corruption risks existing in various types of relationships in the field of 

humanitarian aid. 

2 .1. Governance  of  Humanitarian Aid Organizations  

Governance  of Organizations  

Type of 

Relationships 

Participants in 

Relationships 

Risks of Corruption 

Election or 

appointment of 

officials 

Intergovernmental 

organizations, 

government authorities, 

non-governmental 

humanitarian aid 

organizations (NGOs), 

officials of government 

authorities and 

organizations 

Bribing voting officials 

Bribing appointing 

authorities or officials – 

members of selection 

boards to assign a certain 

person to a post in 

organization 

Harassing officials through 

threats or intimidation to 

appoint or support the 

appointment of an 

individual to a post in 

organization 

Violations in the process of 

officials' appointments 

through nepotism or 

patronage 

Providing wrong 

information 

Trading in influence 
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Financial 

management 

Senior officials, financial 

departments and officers, 

internal and external 

auditors, financial 

institutions  

Embezzlement, 

misappropriation, or other 

diversion of funds 

Money laundering 

 

Personnel 

management 

Managers and employees 

of organizations 

Abuse of power 

Harassment 

Retaliation towards 

whistleblowers 

Violations of norms of 

conflict of interest 

management 

Selection of third 

parties 

Officials of international 

organizations and non-

governmental 

humanitarian aid 

organizations (NGOs), 

government officials, 

companies, professional 

lobbyists, lawyers, 

consultants  

Acting in the situation of 

conflict of interest 

Bribing the officials of 

international organizations 

to favor a bidding company 

Trading in influence 

Violations in the 

procurement process 

through the leakage of 

insider information in 

interest of a bidding 

company, steering contract 

conditions to a favored 

bidder, limiting the number 

of bidders, and other 

violations of the 

procurement rules 

 

Case Study  1:  Election and appointment of officials , personnel management  

and related misconduct ( Pierre Krahenbühl, former Head  the United Nations 

Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA)  at al.)  

The United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA) was 

originally established by the United Nations as a temporary relief organization. 
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UNRWA is primarily financially supported by donations received voluntarily from 

Member States of the United Nations. 

High-ranking officials of the UNRWA have been subject to investigation after an 

internal confidential report was leaked to the Associated Press. The report 

implicated them in breaches of ethics, such as nepotism, fraud, sexual 

misconduct and abuse of power. The leaked report was drafted by the internal 

UNRWA ethics office and incriminated against the senior leadership of the agency 

that includes Pierre Krahenbuhl (UNRWA Commissioner-General). The report 

alleges that Pierre Krahenbühl committed sexual misconduct, favoritism, 

retaliation, acts of discrimination as well as various other abuses of his office for 

personal enrichment.  

Furthermore, the allegations against Krähenbühl concerned his relationship with 

an employee, Maria Mohammedi for whom he set up a post, went around the 

world in business class, and stayed in luxury hotels. Her post was funded by the 

Swiss Foreign Ministry starting in March 2015 until December 2018.  

A source close to UNRWA leaked the ethics report to the media after it became 

apparent that no action had been taken by the UN Secretary-General's Office, who 

had reportedly obtained the report in December 2018. Krähenbühl then 

submitted his resignation to UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres. In response, 

António Guterres had assigned Christian Saunders as the person responsible for 

the transition period. 

The charges have been under investigation by the UN Office of Internal Oversight 

Services (OIOS). 

Other executives were also implicated in the alleged misconduct. The leaked 

investigation described an "inner circle" around Krähenbühl that was said to have 

gained advantages for itself. As a result of the scandal, both Sandra Mitchell 

(UNRWA Deputy Commissioner-General) and Hakam Shahwan (Chief of Staff) have 

resigned, since both were embroiled in the misconduct. Sandra Mitchell was 

accused of appointing her husband Robert Langridge as deputy director of 
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UNRWA in Jordan in 2018; This appointment in fact breached the United Nations' 

and UNRWA's “prohibition of conflicted spousal appointment”. 

Sources: 

Beaumont, Peter. 2019. “Head of UN Palestinian Refugee Agency Resigns amid 

Misconduct Inquiry | United Nations | the Guardian.” Amp.theguardian.com. 

November 6, 2019. https://amp.theguardian.com/world/2019/nov/06/pierre-

krahenbuhl-steps-down-head-un-agency-palestinian-refugees-investigation. 

Irfan, Anne, and Jo Kelcey. 2019a. “The U.N. Agency for Palestinian Refugees 

Faces Another Crisis.” The Washington Post, August 16, 2019. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/08/16/un-agency-palestinian-

refugees-faces-another-corruption-scandal/ 

Middle East Monitor. 2019. “Top UNRWA Officials under Investigation for 

Corruption, Sexual Misconduct – Middle East Monitor.” 

www.middleeastmonitor.com. July 30, 2019. 

https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20190730-top-unrwa-officials-under-

investigation-for-corruption-sexual-misconduct/amp/. 

unwatch. 2019. “UNRWA Corruption Scandal Fact Sheet.” UN Watch. September 

11, 2019. https://unwatch.org/unrwa-ethics-scandal-fact-sheet/. 

 

Case Study 2: Financial management and misappropriation of funds ( The 

Florida Coalition Against Domestic Violence  case and the Mississippi 

Community Education Center  ) 

Misappropriation of funds in the humanitarian aid sector is a serious form of 

corruption where funds designated for aid purposes are illicitly diverted for 

personal or unauthorized use. This type of corruption typically involves high-level 

executives or staff members who exploit their positions of trust and authority 

(Francis and Armstrong, 2011). 
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The Florida Coalition Against Domestic Violence scandal serves as a classic 

example, where the CEO's compensation far exceeded reasonable levels, 

diverting substantial resources away from their intended purpose of aiding 

victims of domestic violence. Similarly, in the Mississippi Community Education 

Center case, funds meant to assist the impoverished were allegedly redirected 

for personal benefit. 

These instances often involve sophisticated schemes such as creating false 

expense reports, over-inflating salaries and benefits, or direct theft of funds. This 

not only undermines the financial integrity of the organization but also erodes 

public trust and can have devastating impacts on the intended beneficiaries, who 

rely on these funds for critical services and support (Francis and Armstrong, 

2011). Effective oversight, transparent financial practices, and strict enforcement 

of ethical standards are essential to combat this type of corruption in the sector. 

Exploitation of weaknesses in internal controls is a prevalent form of corruption 

in many non-profit organizations, particularly in the humanitarian aid sector. Due 

to limited resources and/ or a lack of specialized knowledge, these organizations 

often struggle to establish and maintain rigorous internal controls. This 

deficiency creates opportunities for unscrupulous individuals to engage in 

fraudulent activities. Billing fraud, expense reimbursement fraud, and cash 

larceny are common manifestations of this issue. For instance, individuals may 

overcharge for services or goods, create false invoices to siphon off funds, or 

claim reimbursement for fictitious expenses. In some cases, direct theft of cash 

(cash larceny) occurs due to inadequate oversight of financial transactions (Doyle 

et al., 2007). 

Sources: 

Doyle et al., 2007. Determinants of Weaknesses in Internal Control over Financial 

Reporting. Journal of Accounting and Economics 

Francis and Armstrong, 2011. Corruption and whistleblowing in international 

humanitarian aid agencies. Journal of Financial Crime (2011) 18 (4): 319–335. 
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The Florida Office of the Attorney General, 2021. 5 million secured following 

action against FCADV and former CEO Tiffany Carr. Available at: 

https://www.myfloridalegal.com/newsrelease/5-million-secured-following-

action-against-fcadv-and-former-ceo-tiffany-carr 

Jackson, 2020. Defendants Accused of Obtaining Millions in Funds Intended for 

Poor. Available at: https://www.osa.ms.gov/news/auditor-arrests-former-

director-dhs-and-co-conspirators-largest-public-embezzlement-case-state 

Case Study 3 : Financial management , insider fraud and embezzlement in 

cash - transfer programming (GiveDirectly  (Democratic Republic of the 

Congo) ) 

GiveDirectly is a United States-based non-profit organization that delivers 

unconditional cash grants to people living in extreme poverty. Its model relies on 

mobile money: funds are sent electronically to a SIM card registered in the 

recipient’s name, an approach the organization promotes as a way of reducing 

fraud by removing the middlemen who handle physical cash or in-kind goods. 

GiveDirectly began operating in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) in 

2018. 

For its programme in the eastern province of South Kivu, launched in August 

2022, GiveDirectly departed from its standard procedure. Normally, recipients 

register their own SIM cards with independent mobile-money agents. In this 

remote and insecure region, however, the nearest agent was often a long distance 

away, so the organization allowed its own enrolment staff to register the SIM 

cards on recipients’ behalf. Staff exploited this loophole, namely they kept the 

registered SIM cards for themselves, issued recipients different cards and 

working together with mobile-money agents and former employees, diverted the 

incoming transfers. GiveDirectly later acknowledged that the fraud had 

penetrated every department of its country office. 

The scheme was discovered in January 2023. GiveDirectly estimated that 

approximately 900,000 US dollars had been stolen over roughly six months, 

https://www.myfloridalegal.com/newsrelease/5-million-secured-following-action-against-fcadv-and-former-ceo-tiffany-carr
https://www.myfloridalegal.com/newsrelease/5-million-secured-following-action-against-fcadv-and-former-ceo-tiffany-carr
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diverting assistance from more than 1,700 families in extreme poverty. A 

subsequent investigation by The New Humanitarian put the loss closer to 1.2 

million dollars and documented lasting harm, with families falling into debt in 

the expectation of payments that never arrived. The episode represented the 

largest sum the organization had ever lost to fraud. 

GiveDirectly suspended its operations in the DRC, launched an investigation, and 

recovered only a small portion of the diverted funds. Notably, it chose to disclose 

the fraud publicly rather than keep it internal and committed to reviewing its 

procedures across the organization. This case is a clear example of insider fraud 

exploiting weak internal controls, and a reminder that even cash-transfer models 

designed to reduce corruption remain vulnerable when verification steps are 

shortcut for operational convenience. 

Sources: 

Devex. 2023. “GiveDirectly reveals DRC staff stole $900K in mobile cash fraud 

scheme.” 8 June 2023. Available at: https://www.devex.com/news/givedirectly-

reveals-drc-staff-stole-900k-in-mobile-cash-fraud-scheme-105556 

The New Humanitarian. 2024. “GiveDirectly cash aid fraud led to broken families 

and mounting debts in DR Congo.” Available at: 

https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/investigations/2024/02/27/givedirectly-

cash-aid-fraud-broken-families-mounting-debt-dr-congo 

Case study  4 : Personnel management and sexual harassment ( Save the 

Children’s misconduct scandal in the UK ) 

Save the Children faced severe criticism for its handling of sexual harassment 

allegations against senior managers Justin Forsyth and Brendan Cox, leading to 

a critical report by the Charity Commission. The investigation found that the 

charity's response to complaints in 2012 and 2015 amounted to 

mismanagement, which had a corrosive effect on the organization's culture. The 

Commission highlighted significant weaknesses in the charity's procedures and 

https://www.devex.com/news/givedirectly-reveals-drc-staff-stole-900k-in-mobile-cash-fraud-scheme-105556
https://www.devex.com/news/givedirectly-reveals-drc-staff-stole-900k-in-mobile-cash-fraud-scheme-105556
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/investigations/2024/02/27/givedirectly-cash-aid-fraud-broken-families-mounting-debt-dr-congo
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/investigations/2024/02/27/givedirectly-cash-aid-fraud-broken-families-mounting-debt-dr-congo
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the omission of critical information in reports, leading to a loss of trust among 

staff and the public. 

Former CEO Justin Forsyth faced three complaints of inappropriate behaviour 

towards female staff, but the charity dealt with these informally, against its 

disciplinary procedures. Similarly, Brendan Cox resigned before a disciplinary 

hearing could address complaints against him. The charity’s defensive stance 

when the allegations surfaced publicly in 2018 further undermined its credibility, 

with statements that were not wholly accurate and appeared to diminish the 

seriousness of the allegations. 

Kevin Watkins, who became CEO in 2016, acknowledged the report's findings and 

apologized to the affected women. Despite calls for his resignation, Watkins 

emphasized the reforms undertaken to improve the organization's culture and 

processes. These reforms included strengthening reporting and whistleblowing 

policies, enhancing HR leadership, and committing to independent investigations 

of future allegations. 

The Charity Commission's report criticised the charity for failing to inform its 

trustees and the regulator about the allegations against Forsyth, which amounted 

to mismanagement. The trustees were not provided with full information on the 

external review of corporate culture conducted in 2015, which should have been 

widely circulated. The inquiry noted that while the charity recognized the 

seriousness of the complaints, its failure to follow proper procedures 

undermined trust in the process. The scandal led to significant organizational 

changes, including the appointment of a dedicated team to lead cultural reforms 

and improvements in board diversity. Save the Children also adopted a new set 

of behaviours for leaders and increased the size of its safeguarding HR team. 

Overall, the case highlighted the need for robust safeguarding measures, 

transparency, and accountability in handling allegations of misconduct. The 

Charity Commission emphasized that leaders of prominent charities must model 
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the highest standards of behaviour and be held accountable when they fall short, 

to maintain public trust and confidence in their organizations. 

Sources: 

Dalton, Jane. 2020. Save The Children misled public while failing to deal with 

sexual harassment allegations against top bosses, report reveals, available at: 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/save-the-children-sex-

sexual-harassment-justin-forsyth-brendan-cox-a9376336.html  

McVeigh, Karen. 2020. Save the Children 'let down' staff and public over sexual 

misconduct claims, available at: 

https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/mar/05/save-the-

children-let-down-staff-and-public-over-sexual-misconduct-claims  

McVeigh, Karen. 2021. Save the Children can resume funding bids following 

sexual abuse scandal, available at: 

https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/sep/11/save-the-

children-can-resume-funding-bids-following-sexual-abuse-scandal  

Save The Children 2021. Save The Children Accepts Charity Commission Report 

And Apologises, available at: 

https://www.savethechildren.org.uk/news/media-centre/press-releases/save-

the-children-response-to-charity-commission-report  

Case Study 5 : Violations in the procurement and misappropriation of funds 

(The UNICEF’s officials in Nigeria  ) 

The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) encountered a scandal involving the 

misappropriation of funds in Nigeria in 2018. This scandal arose at a time when 

UNICEF was heavily involved in various educational programs aimed at improving 

access to quality education for children in the region. 

An internal audit uncovered that significant amounts of funds earmarked for 

these educational programs were misappropriated by UNICEF staff in Nigeria. The 

funds, intended for building schools, providing educational materials, and 

training teachers, were diverted through fraudulent contracts and inflated 

invoices. This fraudulent activity was facilitated by collusion between staff 

members and local contractors who manipulated procurement processes for 

personal gain. 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/save-the-children-sex-sexual-harassment-justin-forsyth-brendan-cox-a9376336.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/save-the-children-sex-sexual-harassment-justin-forsyth-brendan-cox-a9376336.html
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/mar/05/save-the-children-let-down-staff-and-public-over-sexual-misconduct-claims
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/mar/05/save-the-children-let-down-staff-and-public-over-sexual-misconduct-claims
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/sep/11/save-the-children-can-resume-funding-bids-following-sexual-abuse-scandal
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/sep/11/save-the-children-can-resume-funding-bids-following-sexual-abuse-scandal
https://www.savethechildren.org.uk/news/media-centre/press-releases/save-the-children-response-to-charity-commission-report
https://www.savethechildren.org.uk/news/media-centre/press-releases/save-the-children-response-to-charity-commission-report
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The ethical breaches in this case included fraud, embezzlement, and abuse of 

power by those responsible for overseeing and implementing UNICEF’s 

educational initiatives. The misappropriation of these funds not only hindered 

the progress of critical educational programs but also deprived thousands of 

children of the opportunity to receive a proper education. The impact on UNICEF’s 

reputation was significant. The exposure of such widespread fraud led to a loss 

of donor trust and raised concerns about the organization’s internal control 

mechanisms. Donors and stakeholders demanded greater transparency and 

accountability in how UNICEF managed its funds and conducted its operations. 

In response to the scandal, UNICEF took action to address the weaknesses in its 

financial oversight and control systems. This includes implementing stricter 

procurement policies, enhancing internal audits, and improving staff training on 

ethical practices. Additionally, UNICEF committed to greater transparency in its 

financial reporting to rebuild trust with donors and ensure the integrity of its 

operations. 

Sources: 

BBC, 2018. Nigerian military lifts Unicef ban after 'spy' row, available at: 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-46575449  

Unicef Nigeria Consolidated Emergency Report (2018), available at: 

https://open.unicef.org/sites/transparency/files/2020-06/Nigeria-CER-

2018.pdf   

Case Study 6 : Selection of third parties and violations in the procurement 

process -  bribery (kickbacks) (The International Rescue Committee cross -

border Syria operation)  

The International Rescue Committee (IRC) is a global humanitarian organization 

headquartered in New York that provides emergency relief and long-term 

assistance to refugees and displaced people. In the early years of the Syrian 

conflict, IRC received funding from the United States Agency for International 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-46575449
https://open.unicef.org/sites/transparency/files/2020-06/Nigeria-CER-2018.pdf
https://open.unicef.org/sites/transparency/files/2020-06/Nigeria-CER-2018.pdf
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Development (USAID) to deliver cross-border humanitarian assistance to 

internally displaced persons inside Syria. Because operating directly inside the 

country was extremely dangerous, much of the procurement was handled by 

teams based in neighboring Turkey, who sourced relief goods and arranged their 

transport across the border. 

A USAID Office of Inspector General (OIG) investigation, conducted in Turkey 

together with the U.S. Attorney’s Office for the District of Columbia, found that 

between October 2012 and December 2015 IRC procurement staff had taken part 

in a collusion and kickback scheme with a ring of Turkish suppliers. The scheme 

involved bid rigging in the award of goods and services contracts, the steering of 

tenders towards favored vendors, undisclosed conflicts of interest between IRC 

staff and suspect suppliers and the payment of kickbacks to the staff involved. 

As a result, relief goods were bought at unreasonably inflated prices, and those 

inflated costs were then invoiced back to USAID, meaning that money intended 

for Syrian civilians was instead absorbed by a corrupt procurement network. 

The case illustrates how the procurement function becomes a focal point for 

corruption in humanitarian operations, particularly in cross-border settings 

where the urgency of the response and the difficulty of independent monitoring 

weaken the usual checks. It combines several of the offences set out in the 

paper’s template: bribery in the form of kickbacks, violations of the procurement 

process, and acting in a situation of conflict of interest. 

On 16 March 2021, IRC entered into a civil settlement under the U.S. False Claims 

Act, agreeing to pay the United States government 6,934,500 US dollars to 

resolve the allegations. The resolution involved USAID, USAID OIG and the U.S. 

Attorney’s Office, which examined contracts, proposals and invoices in reaching 

the settlement. The case prompted closer scrutiny of how implementing partners 

manage procurement in high-risk environments and underlined the need for 

independent market-price verification and robust whistleblowing channels. 

Sources: 
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U.S. Department of Justice, U.S. Attorney’s Office for the District of Columbia. 

2021. “The International Rescue Committee Agrees to Pay $6.9 Million to Settle 

Allegations of Procurement Fraud on USAID-Funded Programs.” 16 March 2021. 

Available at: https://www.justice.gov/usao-dc/pr/international-rescue-

committee-irc-agrees-pay-69-million-settle-allegations-it-performed 

USAID Office of Inspector General. 2021. Press release on the IRC settlement. 

Available at: https://www.oversight.gov/international-rescue-committee-irc-

agrees-pay-69-million-settle-allegations-it-performed 

Case study  7 . Making decisions on the selection of third parties, bribery 

(kickbacks) (Victor Rivera  (the USA) ). The case of Victor Rivera, CEO of a NYC 

non-profit, is a stark example of corruption in the process of third parties’ 

selection. Mr. Rivera was charged with accepting bribes and kickbacks from 

contractors. The case illustrates how such unethical behaviour can severely 

compromise the integrity and efficiency of non-profit operations. This form of 

corruption not only diverts resources from their intended purpose but also 

undermines fair and transparent decision-making processes within the 

organisation. 

Sources: 

U.S. Attorney's Office, Southern District of New York, 2022. Former CEO Of NYC 

Non-Profit Sentenced To Prison For Honest Services Fraud. Available at: 

https://www.justice.gov/usao-sdny/pr/former-ceo-nyc-non-profit-sentenced-

prison-honest-services-fraud 

Case study  8 . Making decisions on the selection of third parties ( Glenn and 

Zane Kuramoto (Australia) ). The organization “World Vision Australia”,  

established in 1966,  was the biggest international NGO set up in Australia. It 

was fully committed to serving children, and families all over the world and 

fighting the underlying causes of poverty and inequality.  

https://www.justice.gov/usao-dc/pr/international-rescue-committee-irc-agrees-pay-69-million-settle-allegations-it-performed
https://www.justice.gov/usao-dc/pr/international-rescue-committee-irc-agrees-pay-69-million-settle-allegations-it-performed
https://www.oversight.gov/international-rescue-committee-irc-agrees-pay-69-million-settle-allegations-it-performed
https://www.oversight.gov/international-rescue-committee-irc-agrees-pay-69-million-settle-allegations-it-performed
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This case was uncovered in 2020.  It started when Glenn Kuramoto was appointed 

as a consultant in World Vision Australia after his son’s, Zane Kuramoto’s, 

recommendation. An investigation has been carried out due to a leakage of 

emails including information about the donations the organization received. It is 

mentioned that a large amount of funds has been paid to bid for a contract with 

“Docklands” - a printing company. Glenn Kuramoto facilitated a multi-million-

dollar contract for “Docklands” in 2013. In turn, the printing firm paid him a 

monthly payment of $3,000 after the contract was awarded for the consecutive 

several years. Added to this, a complimentary trip to Bali was provided to Glenn 

Kuramoto. 

According to these leaked emails, it was uncovered that the heads of Docklands 

were aware of the claims for secret payments. The organization learned of the 

claims on March 3. The chief financial officer of World Vision Australia, Gordon 

Allison, declared the matter and subsequently notified police. In addition, the 

organization contacted the Australian Charities and Not-for-profits Commission 

and hired the auditing firm KPMG to "conduct an independent investigation into 

this issue. 

Sources: 

Baker, Nick McKenzie, Richard. 2020. “Charity World Vision in Allegations of 

Corruption and Nepotism.” The Sydney Morning Herald. March 8, 2020. 

https://www.smh.com.au/national/charity-world-vision-in-allegations-of-

corruption-and-nepotism-20200306-p547ng.html. 

Cornish, Lisa. 2020. “World Vision Australia Corruption Allegations: What’s 

Happening and Lessons for NGOs.” Www.devex.com. March 16, 2020. 

https://www.google.at/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&u

act=8&ved=2ahUKEwim2YT-

juf6AhVAwAIHHWmlAbsQFnoECA4QAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.devex.com%

2Fnews%2Fworld-vision-australia-corruption-allegations-what-s-happening-and-

lessons-for-ngos-96729&usg=AOvVaw3CfaZbz2SmHV0-3ZxE6Z9t. 
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Michael, Luke. 2020. “World Vision Clouded by Corruption Scandal.” Pro Bono 

Australia. March 11, 2020. 

https://probonoaustralia.com.au/news/2020/03/world-vision-clouded-by-

corruption-scandal/. 

Percy, Karen. 2020. “Charity Executive Suspended amid Investigation into 

Conflict-of-Interest Allegations.” ABC News, March 9, 2020. 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-03-09/world-vision-aus-official-suspended-

amid-corruption-allegations/12038612. 

World Vision. 2021. “Who We Are | World Vision Australia.” Worldvision.com.au. 

2021. https://www.worldvision.com.au/our-work/who-we-are. 

Typologies  of corruption in governance of humanitarian aid organizations  

Hiring not the best or even incompetent candidates.  The study demonstrated 

that hiring not the best or even incompetent candidates is a widespread first 

stage of various forms of corruption in the humanitarian aid sector. There is no 

doubt that hiring someone for a particular post may constitute part of a 

corruption offence if officials of a humanitarian aid organisation accept a bribe 

or receive other personal benefits, such as sexual relationships, in return. 

However, in many cases, the aim of this stage is to establish a background for 

the future corruption activities. 

Trusted employees can assist a corrupt senior manager in embezzling funds, 

selecting ‘the right companies’ during the procurement process, and bypassing 

internal control mechanisms. Incompetent employees often simply do not 

understand the legal consequences of their actions and blindly follow any, 

including illegal, instructions given by the senior manager who appointed them 

to the job. 

Paymen ts  of overinflat ed  salaries, annual bonuses , and fa lse  expense 

reports . Trusted employees receive over-inflated salaries, annual bonuses for not 
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existing achievements, provide fake expense reports and share the received 

amounts with the senior manager who appointed them to their jobs.  

Selecti ng  the  “right companies”  in the procurement process  for corrupt 

deals . In humanitarian aid operations, the procurement process is particularly 

susceptible to corruption, exacerbated by the urgent nature of crisis response 

and the large scale of procurements involved. This urgency often requires quick 

decision-making and expedited processes, which may lead to the relaxation of 

the usual checks and controls that are in place under normal circumstances. 

Selection of the “right companies” creates a fertile ground for the following 

corrupt practices: overpricing and embezzlement of funds, receiving kickbacks 

or payments for unprovided services and embezzlement of funds. 

Selecting companies under informal control of corrupt managers , 

overpricing  and embezzlement of funds . In this scenario, the winners in the 

procurement process are companies under informal control of corrupt managers 

of humanitarian aid organizations. Owners and/or senior managers of such 

companies are their family members or trusted close friends. Participants of the 

scheme use overpricing and share the profits. As a rule, they have stable, long-

term corruption relationships. Money laundering may be the final stage of such 

schemes. 

Such practices not only drain resources but also diminish the quantity and quality 

of aid that reaches beneficiaries. This nepotism often results in the procurement 

of substandard goods or services, negatively impacting the effectiveness of the 

humanitarian response. 

Overpricing and receiving kickbacks.  Another common form of corruption in 

this context is the offering or acceptance of kickbacks. Suppliers or contractors 

may offer bribes to individuals responsible for procurement in exchange for 

being awarded contracts, regardless of their suitability or the quality and cost-

effectiveness of their goods and services. This leads to a situation where 

contracts are not necessarily awarded based on merit, but rather on corrupt 
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agreements. To make this business profitable, suppliers and service providers 

very often use overpricing, e.g., by including fake costs in the invoices. The 

difference between the declared price of goods or services and the real costs is 

divided between participants of the corruption scheme. 

Payments for unprovided or partially unprovided services  and 

embezzlement of funds . In some cases, corrupt employees establish corruption 

relationships with companies – service providers. They carry out procurement, 

sign contacts and approve payments for unprovided or partially unprovided 

services. Services included in contracts with external service providers, e.g., IT-

support can also be provided by employees of humanitarian aid organizations. 

After that corrupt employees of humanitarian aid organizations share the 

embezzled funds with shareholders or/and senior managers of the “service 

providers”. 
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2.2. Interaction b etween the Main  D onors , O ther Persons Making C haritable 

C ontributions , H umanitarian A id O rganizations  and Implementing Partners  

Interaction with Donors  

Type of 

Relationships 

Participants in 

Relationships 

Risks of Corruption and 

Related Crimes 

Selection of 

humanitarian aid 

organizations by the 

main donors for the 

implementation of 

humanitarian 

projects 

Government authorities, 

intergovernmental 

organizations, non-

governmental 

humanitarian aid 

organizations, companies, 

foundations, professional 

lobbyists, lawyers, 

consultants 

Acting in the situation of 

conflict of interest 

Bribery (kickback) 

Extortion of bribe 

Illegal lobbing 

Trading in influence 

 

Collecting funds 

from legal entities 

for humanitarian 

projects  

Intergovernmental 

organizations, 

humanitarian aid 

organizations, companies 

Bribery (kickback) 

Trading in influence 

Money Laundering 

Terrorist financing 

Collecting funds 

from individuals for 

humanitarian 

projects 

Humanitarian aid 

organizations, individuals 

Financial fraud 

Money Laundering 

Terrorist financing 

Selection of local 

implementing 

partners by 

humanitarian aid 

organizations for the 

implementation of 

humanitarian 

projects 

Intergovernmental 

organizations, 

humanitarian aid 

organizations, local 

NGOs, companies 

Acting in the situation of 

conflict of interest 

Bribery (kickback) 

Extortion of bribe 

 

Typologies of corruption in relationships between the main stakeholders in 

in the field of f inancing  and delivering humanitarian aid  

The relationships between the main donor organizations and humanitarian aid 

organizations are particularly prone to corruption due to the inherent power 
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imbalance. Donor organizations hold significant control as they provide the 

necessary funding for various humanitarian projects and operations. On the other 

hand, implementing partners, which can be local NGOs, international 

organizations, or government agencies, rely heavily on these funds for their 

activities. This dependency creates a scenario where implementing partners 

might resort to corrupt practices to secure funding (Maxwell et al., 2012). The 

establishment of corruption relationships may be initiated by each party of these 

relationships. 

The provision of forged documents and the offer of bribes by humanitarian 

aid organizations.  Humanitarian aid organizations and other implementing 

partners may exaggerate their capabilities or the scope of their work to appear 

more effective or in greater need of funds. In some cases, implementing partners 

may falsify reports or data to demonstrate compliance with donor requirements 

or to cover up inefficiencies or mismanagement of funds. This misreporting not 

only diverts funds from their intended purpose but also undermines the 

effectiveness and credibility of humanitarian efforts. 

Moreover, in their bid to secure funding, implementing partners also have an 

incentive to engage in unethical practices such as offering bribes or kickbacks to 

individuals within donor organizations (Breau and Carr, 2012).  

The de mand for or acceptance of bribes by employees of donor 

organizations . Conversely, employees within donor organizations might exploit 

their position to influence funding decisions for personal gain. This dynamic is 

further complicated in situations where donors impose stringent conditions or 

complex reporting requirements, which might be challenging for some 

implementing partners to meet (Maxwell et al., 2012). Under such pressure, the 

temptation to cut corners or engage in dishonest practices increases, further 

exacerbating the risk of corruption. 

The same risks exist in the process of selection of local implementing partners 

by humanitarian aid organizations. 
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To address these issues, it is essential to foster a relationship based on 

transparency, accountability, and mutual respect between donors and 

implementing partners. Regular audits, open communication, and capacity-

building initiatives can help in reducing the vulnerability of this relationship to 

corrupt practices. 

Misuse of humanitarian aid organizations for terrorist financing.  The FATF 

Report on Risks of Terrorist Abuse in Nin-Profit Organizations (FATF, 2014) 

highlighted the risks of the misuse of humanitarian aid organizations for terrorist 

financing and other activities of terrorist organizations and stressed the 

importance of implementing anti-money laundering/countering terrorist 

financing compliance programmes and other preventive measures. 

2.3. Interaction between Humanitarian Aid Organizations and  Government 

A uthorities at Various Stages of Humanitarian Aid Projects Implementation  

Interaction with government authorities at various levels  

Type of 

Relationships 

Participants in 

Relationships 

Risks of Corruption 

Negotiations and 

decision making on 

the provision of 

humanitarian 

assistance 

Intergovernmental 

organizations, non-

governmental 

humanitarian aid 

organizations (NGOs),  

government authorities, 

de-facto authorities 

Bribery 

Extortion of bribe 

False reporting 

Embezzlement, 

misappropriation, or other 

diversion of funds 

Trading in influence  

 

Interaction with 

public servants in 

countries – recipients 

of the humanitarian 

aid at the local level 

 

Managers and employees 

of humanitarian aid 

organizations, public 

servants in countries – 

recipients of the 

humanitarian aid, such as 

border control and 

custom officers, traffic 

Bribery 

Extortion of bribe 
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police officers, officers of 

supervisory bodies 

 

The interaction between humanitarian aid organizations, governments, local 

governments and regional departments/units of government authorities is a 

critical junction where corruption risks are heightened, especially in regions with 

weak or compromised governance structures. This relationship is fundamental 

for effective aid distribution, as local governments often control access to areas 

in need and can provide essential support in logistics and security (Dupuy et al., 

2016). However, this dependence on local governments can make aid 

organizations vulnerable to corruption. In areas where governance is weak or 

corrupt, local officials may leverage their power to extract bribes or kickbacks in 

exchange for granting necessary permits, providing access to certain regions, or 

facilitating the distribution of aid. These corrupt practices can significantly 

impede the efficient and equitable delivery of humanitarian assistance, as 

resources may be diverted away from those most in need (Dupuy et al., 2016). 

Furthermore, local government officials may manipulate the distribution of aid 

for personal gain or political benefits. This could include diverting supplies to 

favor certain groups or individuals, selling aid supplies on the black market, or 

using aid as a tool to strengthen their political influence or control over a 

population. Such corruption not only undermines the effectiveness of 

humanitarian efforts but also erodes trust in aid organizations and the broader 

international aid system (Jablonski, 2014). It is essential for aid organizations to 

conduct thorough risk assessments and implement strong monitoring and 

accountability mechanisms to mitigate these risks. 

Case Study 9 : Interaction with government authorities -  large - scale 

diversion of food assistance (The USAID and World Food Programme food 

aid diversion  (Ethiopia) ) 
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Ethiopia has faced severe food insecurity driven by the 2020–2022 conflict in the 

northern Tigray region, recurrent drought, and economic shocks. The United 

States was the largest single humanitarian donor to the country, providing some 

1.8 billion US dollars in assistance in 2022 and USAID and the United Nations 

World Food Programme (WFP) together manage large-scale emergency food 

distributions. 

In early 2023, routine monitoring uncovered evidence that donor-funded food 

was being diverted on a large scale. According to USAID, the diversion was not 

opportunistic theft but a widespread and coordinated scheme that appeared to 

be orchestrated by federal and regional Government of Ethiopia entities, with 

military units among those benefiting. Investigators found that wheat and flour 

intended for people facing famine-like conditions were being removed from the 

supply chain, sold on commercial markets and in some cases re-exported to 

neighboring Kenya and Somalia. 

WFP suspended deliveries to Tigray in the spring of 2023 and USAID paused food 

assistance to the region on 3 May 2023 before extending the pause nationwide 

on 7 June 2023. Subsequent monitoring identified diversion in six of Ethiopia’s 

eleven regions and in one of its two chartered cities. The suspension, while 

intended to force reform, disrupted food supplies to millions of vulnerable people 

for roughly five months. 

A USAID Office of Inspector General evaluation published in 2025 concluded that 

gaps in USAID’s award administration, monitoring and incident reporting had 

hindered the agency’s ability to detect the diversion. Food assistance resumed 

only after a series of reforms were introduced, including digital and biometric 

verification of recipients, independent third-party monitoring, and a shift in 

distribution responsibility away from local government committees. The case 

shows how corruption involving host-government and military actors can capture 

an entire national aid pipeline and how weak donor oversight can allow such 

schemes to continue undetected. 
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Sources: 

USAID Office of Inspector General. 2025. Evaluation of USAID Oversight of 

Emergency Food Assistance in Ethiopia (Report E-000-25-002-M). Available at: 

https://oig.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2025-02/E-000-25-002-

M%20Evaluation%20of%20USAID%20Oversight%20of%20Emergency%20Food%20

Assistance%20in%20Ethiopia.pdf 

The New Humanitarian. 2023. “USAID suspends all food aid to Ethiopia over 

massive diversion scheme.” 8 June 2023. Available at: 

https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2023/06/08/usaid-suspends-all-

food-aid-ethiopia-over-massive-diversion-scheme-reports 

Case Study 10 : Interaction with government authorities -  falsification of 

refugee data and procurement irregularities (The UNHCR and Uganda Office 

of the Prime Minister “ghost refugees” case (Uganda) ) 

Uganda has long been regarded as a model for progressive refugee policy, 

hosting more than a million people who have fled conflict in South Sudan and the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo. Its refugee operations are jointly managed by 

the United Nations refugee agency (UNHCR) and the Ugandan government’s 

Office of the Prime Minister (OPM) and depend on substantial funding from 

international donors, much of which is allocated on a per-capita basis according 

to the number of registered refugees. 

In February 2018, whistleblower allegations surfaced claiming that refugee 

operations in Uganda were inflating refugee numbers, skimming aid and 

engaging in the trafficking of women and girls. A nationwide biometric 

verification exercise carried out between March and October 2018, at a cost of 

around 11 million US dollars, counted 1.15 million refugees — far fewer than the 

1.4 million previously claimed. In October 2018 the Ugandan government 

acknowledged that figures had been exaggerated by at least 300,000, with these 

“ghost refugees” fabricated over several years in order to attract additional 

international funding. 

https://oig.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2025-02/E-000-25-002-M%20Evaluation%20of%20USAID%20Oversight%20of%20Emergency%20Food%20Assistance%20in%20Ethiopia.pdf
https://oig.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2025-02/E-000-25-002-M%20Evaluation%20of%20USAID%20Oversight%20of%20Emergency%20Food%20Assistance%20in%20Ethiopia.pdf
https://oig.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2025-02/E-000-25-002-M%20Evaluation%20of%20USAID%20Oversight%20of%20Emergency%20Food%20Assistance%20in%20Ethiopia.pdf
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2023/06/08/usaid-suspends-all-food-aid-ethiopia-over-massive-diversion-scheme-reports
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2023/06/08/usaid-suspends-all-food-aid-ethiopia-over-massive-diversion-scheme-reports
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An internal audit by the UN Office of Internal Oversight Services (OIOS), released 

in late November 2018 and covering the period July 2016 to December 2017, 

found that tens of millions of dollars had been mismanaged. Its findings included 

an overpayment of roughly 10 million dollars in VAT, potential overpayments of 

around 7.7 million dollars on water supplies, allowances paid to “ghost” civil 

servants, procurement carried out without competitive bidding and the 

stockpiling of goods meant for refugees - blankets, kitchen sets, solar lamps and 

sanitary pads while refugees themselves went without. The audit also criticized 

UNHCR for failing to act on mounting warning signs about the inflated figures. 

The scandal combined falsification of documents, embezzlement and 

misappropriation of funds, and violations of procurement rules. It badly damaged 

donor confidence which UNHCR took over responsibility for refugee registration, 

a mandatory biometric re-verification was conducted and the Ugandan 

government suspended officials implicated in the fraud. The case demonstrates 

how the relationship between an international agency and a host-government 

partner can be exploited, and how data itself, the recorded count of beneficiaries 

can become an instrument of fraud. 

Sources: 

Institute for Security Studies (ISS Africa). 2019. “How Uganda and UNHCR failed 

refugees.” Available at: https://issafrica.org/iss-today/how-uganda-and-unhcr-

failed-refugees 

Reuters / U.S. News & World Report. 2018. “U.N. Audit Finds Graft and Misconduct 

in Its Uganda Refugee Program.” 29 November 2018. Available at: 

https://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2018-11-29/un-audit-finds-graft-

and-misconduct-in-its-uganda-refugee-program 

Hayden, Sally. 2019. “Asylum for sale: Whistleblowers say U.N. refugee agency 

does not always address corruption.” NBC News. Available at: 

https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/asylum-sale-whistleblowers-say-u-n-

refugee-agency-does-not-n988391 

https://issafrica.org/iss-today/how-uganda-and-unhcr-failed-refugees
https://issafrica.org/iss-today/how-uganda-and-unhcr-failed-refugees
https://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2018-11-29/un-audit-finds-graft-and-misconduct-in-its-uganda-refugee-program
https://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2018-11-29/un-audit-finds-graft-and-misconduct-in-its-uganda-refugee-program
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/asylum-sale-whistleblowers-say-u-n-refugee-agency-does-not-n988391
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/asylum-sale-whistleblowers-say-u-n-refugee-agency-does-not-n988391
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Case Study 11 : Interaction with de facto authorities -  diversion of food aid 

and obstruction of oversight (The World Food Programme operation in 

Houthi - controlled Yemen)  

Yemen’s civil war, which escalated in 2015, produced what became the world’s 

largest humanitarian operation. In 2019 the World Food Programme (WFP) aimed 

to provide food assistance to around 12 million people - close to half the 

country’s population. Because major population centers, including the capital 

Sana’a, were controlled by the Houthi de facto authorities, WFP had to rely heavily 

on local ministries and partner organizations to carry out the physical 

distribution of food. 

From late 2018, WFP’s monitoring systems detected that food assistance was 

being systematically diverted. Beneficiary selection lists were being manipulated, 

distribution records falsified and food removed and sold for profit rather than 

reaching the families it was intended for. WFP pressed for an independent 

beneficiary identification exercise and the introduction of a biometric registration 

system that would confirm aid was reaching genuine recipients. The Sana’a-based 

authorities resisted, arguing that allowing the agency to control biometric data 

conflicted with Yemeni law. 

After lengthy negotiations stalled, WFP took the rare step, on 20 June 2019, of 

partially suspending food assistance in Sana’a city, a decision affecting some 

850,000 people. Nutrition programmes for malnourished children and for 

pregnant and nursing women were kept running throughout. The suspension 

functioned as leverage, in August 2019, WFP and the Houthi authorities reached 

an agreement to resume aid that included biometric registration, independent 

beneficiary identification and commitments to transparency in distribution. 

Sources: 

World Food Programme. 2019. “World Food Programme begins partial 

suspension of aid in Yemen.” 20 June 2019. Available at: 
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https://www.wfp.org/news/world-food-programme-begins-partial-suspension-

aid-yemen 

Al Jazeera. 2019. “World Food Programme announces partial suspension of 

Yemen aid.” 21 June 2019. Available at: 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/6/21/world-food-programme-

announces-partial-suspension-of-yemen-aid 

Al Jazeera. 2019. “Yemen’s Houthis, WFP reach deal to resume food relief.” 4 

August 2019. Available at: https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/8/4/yemens-

houthis-wfp-reach-deal-to-resume-food-relief 

Typologies of corruption in interactions with government authorities at 

various stages of humanitarian aid projects  implementation  

Bribery or receiving political benefits. Government officials or leaders of the 

de facto authorities that control territories and exercise governance functions 

demand that humanitarian aid organizations pay bribe or provide other, e.g., 

political benefits. This may be a condition for gaining access to certain territories, 

particularly conflict zones, as well as for the delivery of humanitarian aid. 

Provi sion of  false initial data an d reports, and misappropriation of the 

humanitarian aid. This typology is found in large-scale projects and requires the 

involvement of both senior and local government officials. Government 

authorities submit requests for inflated amounts of humanitarian aid, such as 

food or medicines. The misappropriated part of the aid can be sold in the market 

by companies under informal control of corrupt officials. 

Senior government officials ensure the provision of falsified reports to 

humanitarian aid organisations and donors. The involvement of local officials 

plays a significant role in the providing falsified reports and proof of delivery of 

humanitarian aid to local communities. Furthermore, local officials may be 

involved in the sale of misappropriated goods. 

https://www.wfp.org/news/world-food-programme-begins-partial-suspension-aid-yemen
https://www.wfp.org/news/world-food-programme-begins-partial-suspension-aid-yemen
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/6/21/world-food-programme-announces-partial-suspension-of-yemen-aid
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/6/21/world-food-programme-announces-partial-suspension-of-yemen-aid
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/8/4/yemens-houthis-wfp-reach-deal-to-resume-food-relief
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/8/4/yemens-houthis-wfp-reach-deal-to-resume-food-relief
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Extortion of bribe by border control or/and custom control officers. The 

delivery of humanitarian aid to needy people in countries with a high risk of 

corruption is one of the most challenging and risky elements of the overall 

humanitarian aid framework.  

The first manifestation of corruption in the delivery of humanitarian aid is the 

extortion of bribes by border or customs officials for the crossing of state or 

customs borders by humanitarian shipments. Truck drivers and other 

humanitarian aid personnel accompanying the shipments face a difficult 

dilemma. On the one hand, giving bribes is prohibited by both the law and the 

compliance policies of humanitarian organizations. On the other hand, refusing 

to pay a bribe may result in being denied entry at the border or significant delays. 

As a result, humanitarian aid may be delivered late or not at all. Delayed delivery 

of certain supplies, such as medicines, can be critical to people’s lives and health. 

Extortion of bribe by local government authorities  or  de - facto authorities . 

The second critical stage after the crossing of state and custom border is the 

distribution of the humanitarian aid. Humanitarian aid organizations may need 

support if not a formal approval from local government authorities. 

In conflict zones, the role of local government authorities may be executed by 

the military administration. Some territories may be under control of non-state 

armed groups which de-facto play the role of local governance. 

All these actors can extort bribe or define other informal conditions for the 

distribution of humanitarian aid among local population. 

2. 4 . Control over the Implementation of Humanitarian Aid Projects and the 

Proper Use of Project F unds  

Control over the implementation of projects and the proper use of funds  

Type of 

Relationships 

Participants in 

Relationships 

Risks of Corruption 
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Control over the 

implementation of 

projects 

Intergovernmental 

organizations, non-

governmental 

humanitarian aid 

organizations (NGOs), 

government authorities, 

contractors and suppliers 

(companies, 

entrepreneurs, NGOs) 

Bribery 

Embezzlement of funds 

Fraud 

 

Prevention of the 

improper use of 

project funds 

 

Intergovernmental 

organizations, non-

governmental 

humanitarian aid 

organizations (NGOs), 

government authorities, 

contractors and suppliers 

(companies, 

entrepreneurs, NGOs) 

Bribery 

Embezzlement or 

misappropriation of funds 

Fraud 

 

 

 

Many anti-corruption strategies focus on preventing corruption in the 

procurement process. However, selection of the best company which has a solid 

business reputation, ideally prepared documents and offers reasonable market 

prices does not guarantee the successful execution of the contract. The regular 

control of the contract’s execution is equally important for preventing corruption 

and protecting funds of humanitarian aid organizations. 

Case study  12 . Control over the implementation of the project ( World Food 

Programme theft and sale of aid in Somalia ) 

The World Food Programme (WFP) faced a significant corruption scandal in 

Somalia between 2014 and 2016. During this period, Somalia was grappling with 

severe famine, and the WFP was a primary provider of essential food aid. 

The scandal emerged when reports indicated that substantial amounts of food 

aid intended for the famine-stricken population were being stolen and sold on 

the illegal market. The Food Security and Nutrition Analysis Unit's investigation 

revealed that local contractors and middlemen diverted food supplies meant for 
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the most vulnerable. This theft not only deprived needy families of critical 

resources but also undermined the integrity and mission of the WFP. 

This corruption scandal involved multiple breaches of ethics, including fraud, 

collusion, and abuse of power by those entrusted with distributing aid. It became 

evident that the WFP's monitoring and control mechanisms were insufficient to 

prevent or detect such large-scale theft. This situation exposed significant 

vulnerabilities in the WFP's procurement processes and internal controls, 

highlighting a systemic issue within the organization’s operations in Somalia. 

The impact of the scandal was significant. The diversion of aid not only 

exacerbated the suffering of the famine-affected population but also severely 

damaged the WFP’s reputation. Donor confidence was shaken, leading to 

increased scrutiny and demands for greater accountability and transparency in 

the WFP’s operations. In response to the scandal, the WFP undertook a 

comprehensive review of its operations in Somalia. This included strengthening 

its oversight mechanisms, implementing stricter controls, and enhancing its 

auditing processes to prevent future occurrences of fraud. The organization also 

committed to greater transparency and accountability to restore trust among 

donors and the communities it serves. 

In 2023, the European Union temporarily suspended funding for the World Food 

Programme (WFP) in Somalia following a UN investigation revealing widespread 

theft and misuse of aid intended to avert famine. This decision came after 

findings that local landowners, authorities, security forces, and humanitarian 

workers were involved in stealing aid. Internally displaced persons (IDPs) reported 

being coerced into paying up to half of their cash assistance to these power 

figures under threats of eviction or arrest. 

The scandal, which follows similar issues in Ethiopia, highlighted systemic 

corruption in aid distribution. Despite increased funding to Somalia to combat 

the worst drought in decades, the investigation found aid diversion at all 55 IDP 

sites examined. This misappropriation included coercion by "gatekeepers," 
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members of dominant local clans, who exploited their influence over camp access 

and food distribution lists. Security forces also played a role in intimidating those 

who refused to pay.  

The WFP and USAID had already suspended food aid to Ethiopia due to similar 

issues, reflecting broader challenges in ensuring aid reaches intended 

beneficiaries. The theft of aid in Somalia, including food sold in local markets, 

undermines efforts to alleviate hunger and raises concerns about the 

effectiveness of current aid delivery systems. In response, the WFP stated that it 

has been investigating food theft and is committed to ensuring aid reaches those 

in need, despite the dangerous conditions faced by its workers. This case 

underscores the urgent need for stronger safeguards and oversight in 

humanitarian aid distribution to prevent exploitation and ensure support for 

vulnerable populations. 

Sources: 

Associated Press, 2011. UN investigates theft and sale of Somalia famine food 

aid, available at: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2011/aug/15/un-theft-

somalia-food-aid  

Baczynska, Gabriela. 2023. Exclusive: EU temporarily holds back food aid in 

Somalia after UN finds widespread theft, available at: 

https://www.reuters.com/world/eu-temporarily-holds-back-food-aid-somalia-

after-un-records-widespread-theft-2023-09-

18/#:~:text=investigation%20found%20widespread%20theft%20and,data%20sho

ws.  

Bryld, Erik. 2023. Aid theft in Somalia is not what you think, available at: 

https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/opinion/2023/09/28/aid-theft-somalia-

extortion-not-what-you-think  
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Jones, Sam. 2010. Half of all food sent to Somalia is stolen, says UN report, 

available at: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/mar/10/aid-somalia-

stolen-un-report 

Sheikh, Abdi. 2023. Somalia aid theft - a daily reality for country's most 

vulnerable, available at: https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/somalia-aid-

theft-daily-reality-countrys-most-vulnerable-2023-09-19/  

Case Study 13 : Control over the implementation of projects -  embezzlement 

of health grants and breakdown of fiduciary oversight (The Global Fund 

grants to the Republic of Mali)  

The Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria finances health 

programmes around the world, generally channeling its grants through national 

ministries of health and local implementing organizations. By 2010 it had 

disbursed close to 80 million US dollars to Mali across the three diseases, with 

funds intended to pay for insecticide-treated bed nets, anti-malaria medicines, 

tuberculosis diagnostics and related services. 

An investigation by the Global Fund’s Office of the Inspector General (OIG) into 

two malaria grants and two tuberculosis grants managed through Mali’s Ministry 

of Health uncovered a sustained pattern of fraud by senior officials working for 

the grant implementers. The mechanisms included the submission of false 

invoices, the creation of fake bidding documents and the overcharging of goods 

and services - concentrated especially in training activities. The OIG found that 

roughly half of the tuberculosis and malaria grant money had gone to supposed 

training events, with signatures forged on receipts for per diem payments, 

lodging and travel. Around 4 million dollars was identified as misappropriated, 

with total misappropriation and financial losses later put at approximately 5.2 

million dollars. 

In December 2010 the Global Fund suspended two malaria grants and terminated 

a tuberculosis grant, affecting roughly 22.6 million dollars in financing and 

demanded that the management of the grants be replaced before any further 
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disbursements, the grants were subsequently transferred to new principal 

recipients. Mali’s national authorities pursued criminal action, arresting and 

imprisoning fifteen people in connection with the fraud, and the country’s 

Minister of Health resigned without explanation two days before the audit was 

made public. The OIG issued its final investigation report in June 2011. 

The case is a clear illustration of a breakdown in control over the implementation 

of projects and the proper use of project funds, the very officials and 

implementers entrusted with managing the grants were the ones defrauding 

them. In response, the Global Fund placed Mali, alongside other affected 

countries, under tighter safeguards and stricter verification requirements for 

training and procurement expenditure. 

Sources: 

The Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria. 2010. “Global Fund 

Suspends Two Malaria Grants, Terminates TB Grant to Mali.” 7 December 2010. 

Available at: https://www.theglobalfund.org/en/news/2010/2010-12-07-global-

fund-suspends-two-malaria-grants-terminates-tb-grant-to-mali/ 

Science (AAAS). 2010. “Citing Fraud, Global Fund Suspends Grants to Mali.” 

Available at: https://www.science.org/content/article/citing-fraud-global-fund-

suspends-grants-mali 

Aidspan (Global Fund Observer). 2011. “OIG Says Failure to Spot Warning Signs 

in Mali Was Widespread.” Available at: https://aidspan.org/Blog/view/9246/ 

Case study  14 . Improper use and embezzlement of funds ( Misuse of Ebola 

funds in West Africa by officials of the Red Cross ) 

Officials of the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 

(IFRC), renowned for its humanitarian efforts worldwide, were involved in the 

misuse of funds during the Ebola outbreak in West Africa from 2014 to 2016. 

This outbreak, which devastated Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone, required 

substantial international aid to manage the crisis and prevent further spread. 

https://www.theglobalfund.org/en/news/2010/2010-12-07-global-fund-suspends-two-malaria-grants-terminates-tb-grant-to-mali/
https://www.theglobalfund.org/en/news/2010/2010-12-07-global-fund-suspends-two-malaria-grants-terminates-tb-grant-to-mali/
https://www.science.org/content/article/citing-fraud-global-fund-suspends-grants-mali
https://www.science.org/content/article/citing-fraud-global-fund-suspends-grants-mali
https://aidspan.org/Blog/view/9246/
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The scandal surfaced when an internal audit revealed that millions of dollars 

intended for Ebola response efforts were lost to fraud and corruption. An internal 

investigation revealed that approximately $5 million of the $100 million 

budgeted for Ebola response was misappropriated. The fraudulent activities 

included violations in the procurement process, the use of inflated prices, 

payments of fake invoices and customs bills, salaries for non-existent aid 

workers. Local Red Cross staff and officials in collusion with contractors 

orchestrated these fraudulent activities, undermining the efficiency and integrity 

of the aid operation. 

In Liberia, $2.7 million was lost through inflated prices and non-existent workers, 

while in Sierra Leone, Red Cross staff colluded with local bank officials to siphon 

off over $2 million. In Guinea, around $1 million disappeared due to fake customs 

bills. These revelations came as a severe blow to the Red Cross, undermining 

donor trust and raising serious questions about the organization's financial 

oversight. 

IFRC expressed dissatisfaction and committed to stricter financial controls and 

accountability measures to prevent future occurrences. This included enhancing 

internal audits and implementing more robust procurement policies. The 

organization also promised to hold any implicated staff accountable, including 

waiving immunity from prosecution if necessary. 

The breaches of ethics in this case were extensive, involving fraudulent 

procurement practices and embezzlement of funds that were desperately needed 

for healthcare, supplies, and protective equipment. The misuse of these funds 

not only hindered the effectiveness of the response but also put lives at risk by 

depriving frontline workers and affected communities of essential resources. The 

impact on the Red Cross’s reputation was also significant. The revelation of such 

extensive fraud damaged donor trust and prompted widespread condemnation. 

The scandal highlighted significant weaknesses in the Red Cross’s financial 

oversight and control mechanisms, calling into question the organization’s ability 

to manage large-scale humanitarian funds effectively. 
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In response, the Red Cross implemented stringent measures to prevent future 

fraud. This included overhauling financial oversight procedures, enhancing 

transparency, and increasing accountability within the organization. They also 

committed to more rigorous auditing and monitoring processes to ensure that 

funds were used appropriately and effectively. 

The scandal highlighted the broader issue of corruption in humanitarian aid, 

especially during crises where large sums of money are involved. It emphasized 

the need for transparency and stringent financial oversight in emergency 

responses to ensure aid reaches those in need. Despite these challenges, the 

IFRC's proactive steps to address and rectify the issues set a precedent for 

improving accountability in the humanitarian sector. 

Sources: 

Barrington, Robert. 2017. Corruption And the Ebola Crisis: The Unusual Courage 

Of The Red Cross, available at: https://www.transparency.org.uk/corruption-and-

ebola-crisis-unusual-courage-red-

cross#:~:text=The%20International%20Federation%20of%20Red,%245mil%20USD

%20went%20astray.  

BBC, 2017. Red Cross apologises for losing $5m of Ebola funds to fraud, available 

at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-41861552  

Freudenthal, Emmanuel. 2020. How ‘Ebola business’ threatens aid operations in 

Congo, available at: 

https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/investigation/2020/06/18/Ebola-

corruption-aid-sector  

Maclean, Ruth. 2017. Red Cross 'outraged' over pilfering of Ebola aid millions by 

its own staff, available at: https://www.theguardian.com/global-

development/2017/nov/03/red-cross-outraged-over-pilfering-of-ebola-aid-

millions-by-its-own-staff  

https://www.transparency.org.uk/corruption-and-ebola-crisis-unusual-courage-red-cross#:~:text=The%20International%20Federation%20of%20Red,%245mil%20USD%20went%20astray
https://www.transparency.org.uk/corruption-and-ebola-crisis-unusual-courage-red-cross#:~:text=The%20International%20Federation%20of%20Red,%245mil%20USD%20went%20astray
https://www.transparency.org.uk/corruption-and-ebola-crisis-unusual-courage-red-cross#:~:text=The%20International%20Federation%20of%20Red,%245mil%20USD%20went%20astray
https://www.transparency.org.uk/corruption-and-ebola-crisis-unusual-courage-red-cross#:~:text=The%20International%20Federation%20of%20Red,%245mil%20USD%20went%20astray
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-41861552
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/investigation/2020/06/18/Ebola-corruption-aid-sector
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/investigation/2020/06/18/Ebola-corruption-aid-sector
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2017/nov/03/red-cross-outraged-over-pilfering-of-ebola-aid-millions-by-its-own-staff
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2017/nov/03/red-cross-outraged-over-pilfering-of-ebola-aid-millions-by-its-own-staff
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2017/nov/03/red-cross-outraged-over-pilfering-of-ebola-aid-millions-by-its-own-staff
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Case Study 15 : Control over the implementation of projects -  procurement 

fraud and substandard works in disaster reconstruction (The post - tsunami 

reconstruction in Aceh (Indonesia)  

The Indian Ocean tsunami of December 2004 killed more than 200,000 people 

and triggered the largest humanitarian response in history. Billions of dollars 

flowed into the Indonesian province of Aceh for emergency relief and 

subsequently, for large-scale shelter and infrastructure reconstruction. Aid 

agencies came under intense pressure from donors and the public to spend 

quickly and on a scale, often in sectors such as housing and construction where 

they had little prior local expertise - conditions that relaxed normal procurement 

checks and created openings for corruption. 

Two related problems emerged in Aceh. The first was internal procurement fraud. 

A routine internal audit by Oxfam uncovered financial irregularities in its project 

office in the district of Aceh Besar, the organization suspended non-essential 

operations there for four weeks and conducted a seven-week investigation, with 

the accounting firm PricewaterhouseCoopers brought in to review the process. 

About 22,000 US dollars was found to have been lost to procurement fraud, and 

misconduct charges were brought against ten Indonesian staff members. 

The second problem was collusion between contractors and the reconstruction 

effort. The independent Aceh Anti-Corruption Movement exposed local 

contractors who had used substandard materials in houses built for tsunami 

survivors with funding from Oxfam and Save the Children, siphoning off part of 

the money paid for the work. The consequences were tangible, namely large 

numbers of newly built homes were structurally unsound and had to be 

demolished and rebuilt. Oxfam found itself assessing whether to rebuild some 

750 of the 800 houses it had constructed, while all 708 homes built by Save the 

Children required repair or reconstruction. 

The case shows how the urgency and scale of disaster reconstruction weaken 

control over the proper use of project funds, allowing both staff-level 
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procurement fraud and contractor collusion to take hold. It also offers a 

constructive example of disclosure. Oxfam made its case public before the 

investigation was completed and was credited for that transparency. The episode 

prompted aid organizations to strengthen procurement controls and to embed 

independent engineering and quantity-surveying expertise into emergency 

reconstruction programmes. 

Sources: 

ReliefWeb / Oxfam. 2006. “Outcome of Oxfam’s investigation into irregularities 

in Aceh, Indonesia.” Available at: 

https://reliefweb.int/report/indonesia/outcome-oxfams-investigation-

irregularities-aceh-indonesia 

The Seattle Times. 2006. “Tsunami aid challenges include corruption, poor 

planning.” Available at: https://www.seattletimes.com/nation-world/tsunami-

aid-challenges-include-corruption-poor-planning/ 

Schultz, Jessica and Tina Søreide. U4 Anti-Corruption Resource Centre. 

“Corruption in emergency procurement.” Available at: 

https://www.u4.no/api/publications/corruption-in-emergency-procurement/pdf 

Typologies of corruption in the implementation of humanitarian aid projects  

Stealing humanitarian aid and selling it on the illegal market.  This typology 

is mainly spread in large-scale, long-term projects. Implementation of this 

corruption scheme requires the participation of managers/employees of a 

humanitarian aid organization responsible for the delivery of humanitarian aid, 

such as food or medicine, in general, and local operators responsible for 

distribution of humanitarian aid among needy people. 

Local operators provide false reports mixed with real reports on the distribution 

of humanitarian aid and organize the sale of stolen products on the illegal 

market. At this stage, they can cooperate with organized criminal groups or/and 

local corrupt officials who control the illegal market. Corrupt 

https://reliefweb.int/report/indonesia/outcome-oxfams-investigation-irregularities-aceh-indonesia
https://reliefweb.int/report/indonesia/outcome-oxfams-investigation-irregularities-aceh-indonesia
https://www.seattletimes.com/nation-world/tsunami-aid-challenges-include-corruption-poor-planning/
https://www.seattletimes.com/nation-world/tsunami-aid-challenges-include-corruption-poor-planning/
https://www.u4.no/api/publications/corruption-in-emergency-procurement/pdf
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managers/employees of the humanitarian aid organization turn a blind eye and 

accept the false reports provided by the local operators. 

Participants of the corruption schemes share the income from selling stolen 

humanitarian aid on the illegal market. In many cases, they receive the income in 

cash. A part of the income can be paid to organized criminal groups or/and local 

corrupt officials for the access to the local illegal market and protection from the 

government authorities and other criminal groups. 

Lack of effective anti-corruption compliance management systems and other 

control mechanisms in the humanitarian aid organizations is one of the main 

conditions of the success of this typology. 

Overpricing and payments for unprovided or partially unprovided services. 

This typology also requires a close cooperation between corrupt 

managers/employees of the humanitarian aid organization, local operators and 

service providers. Local operators and service providers issue invoices containing 

over-inflated prices of various services, e.g., transportation of humanitarian aid, 

or invoices for unprovided or partially unprovided services. The corrupt 

managers/employees of the humanitarian aid organization accept these invoices 

and approve payments. 

Violations in the procurement process, lack of the proper third party due 

diligence and of the control over the execution of contracts are the main 

conditions for the successful implementation of such schemes by groups of 

corrupt officials of humanitarian aid organizations and their local partners. 

2. 5 . Interaction s between Humanitarian Aid O rganizations and  R ecipients 

of H umanitarian A id  

Interaction with recipients of the humanitarian aid  

 

Type of 

Relationships 

Participants in 

Relationships 

Risks of Corruption 
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Distribution of 

humanitarian aid 

Intergovernmental 

organizations, non-

governmental 

humanitarian aid 

organizations (NGOs), 

recipients of humanitarian 

aid 

Extortion of bribe 

Harassment 

Providing support to 

refugees 

 

Intergovernmental 

organizations, non-

governmental 

humanitarian aid 

organizations (NGOs), 

government authorities, 

refugees 

Abuse of power 

Bribery 

Extortion of bribe 

Harassment 

 

 

 

 

The relationship between aid workers and beneficiaries in humanitarian contexts 

is intrinsically characterized by an imbalance of power, which can lead to various 

forms of exploitation and corruption. This imbalance stems from the aid workers' 

control over resources and services that are critical to the beneficiaries, who are 

often in vulnerable positions due to their dependence on this aid for survival and 

well-being. In such scenarios, some aid workers may exploit this power dynamic 

for personal gain. This can manifest as demanding bribes or favors from 

beneficiaries in exchange for access to aid services or goods. Such corrupt 

practices not only deprive the most vulnerable individuals of the assistance they 

need but also violate the ethical principles of humanitarian work. 

Beyond financial corruption, there can be more severe forms of exploitation and 

abuse. This includes sexual exploitation, where aid workers may coerce 

beneficiaries into non-consensual or abusive sexual relationships under the guise 

of providing aid or preferential treatment. This form of corruption is particularly 

egregious as it exploits the desperation and vulnerability of beneficiaries, often 

with long-lasting psychological and social repercussions. 
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Case study  1 6 : Bribery  (The UNHCR staff in Kenya ) 

The case took place in the refugee camp of Dadaab. There have been accusations 

of bribery and exploitation from the side of the staff of the UNHCR (The United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees). According to 19 refugees, before the 

US government's decision to virtually suspend the relocation of the Somali 

population to the US, relocating a large family cost as much as $50,000, or about 

$3,000 per person. Besides, simply without the intervention of the UNHCR, 

refugees will not even be granted refugee status in order to be eligible for any 

resettlement to a foreign country. 

A seven-month investigation in five countries with large refugee populations 

revealed that there are numerous reports of the exploitation of refugees by 

UNHCR employees. However, both victims and workers at the agency that make 

whistleblowing reports say that the organization does not crack down on 

corruption. As a result, refugees are subject to retaliatory acts and threats. 

Among the cases that have been uncovered is the case of Hamdi Abdullahi. It is 

a case of a Somali refugee that accused the UNHCR of allowing her ex-husband 

to resettle to the U.S. with their four children and new wife in 2014. The details 

of the issue involve David Momanyi – a UNHCR resettlement officer. David 

Momanyi was accused of receiving a bribe from Hamdi’s ex-husband to facilitate 

his resettlement with his new wife and the children. Meanwhile, Abdullahi was 

dropped behind on the basis of incorrect information given to the U.S. 

government by a UNHCR staff member. Nevertheless, the ex-husband of 

Abdullahi has denied the corruption allegation claimed by her. 

On the contrary, it is alleged that the Refugees use claims of corruption and ill-

treatment by UNHCR to explain the frustrating slow resettlement processes at 

the agency. These fraud claims are not just for people with a resettlement case, 

but also for many who seek protection. Yet it does not make any sense to 

generalize and judge all refugees b claiming that they have complained of fraud 
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due to their frustration. The refugees did not obtain payment for their interviews. 

They had to act in this manner as they had had all their other options exhausted, 

one of which was to file a complaint against the UNHCR. 

In addition, the UNHCR has requested an investigation by the UN Office of Internal 

Oversight Services to detect corruption. At least 70 staff members working at 

UNHCR, only in Nairobi, have been bribed to facilitate relocation procedures for 

some refugees. In the years since then, monitors and controls have been 

implemented to curb any corruption that may occur. 

Sources: 

Elliott, Hannah. 2012. “Refugee Resettlement: The View from Kenya Findings 

from Field Research in Nairobi and Kakuma Refugee Camp.” San Domenico di 

Fiesole (FI): European University Institute: Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced 

Studies. 

Hayden, Sally. 2019. “Refugees Say Some U.N. Workers Demand Bribes to Resettle 

Them.” NBC News. April 6, 2019. 

https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/asylum-sale-refugees-say-some-u-n-

workers-demand-bribes-n988351. 

Case study  1 7 : Abuse of power ( Oxfam’s sexual exploitation in Haiti ) 

Oxfam, one of the world's largest and most respected international NGOs, faced 

a major scandal in 2018 when it was revealed that some of its staff had engaged 

in sexual exploitation in Haiti. The organization, which operates globally to 

alleviate poverty and provide disaster relief, received significant donations from 

individuals, governments, and other entities. 

The scandal came to light when the Times reported that senior Oxfam staff in 

Haiti had hired sex workers, following the devastating 2010 earthquake. An 

internal investigation by Oxfam in 2011 had already identified these abuses, but 

the findings were not fully disclosed to the public or regulatory bodies. The report 

found that Roland van Hauwermeiren, the country director, was among those 

https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/asylum-sale-refugees-say-some-u-n-workers-demand-bribes-n988351
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/asylum-sale-refugees-say-some-u-n-workers-demand-bribes-n988351
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implicated. Instead of being dismissed, Hauwermeiren was allowed to resign, and 

other implicated staff faced either dismissal or were permitted to resign quietly. 

The leaked investigation highlighted several breaches of ethics, including sexual 

misconduct, misuse of aid funds, and abuse of power (Bulman, 2019). The 

revelations led to a significant public outcry and scrutiny from donors and 

regulatory bodies, including the UK Charity Commission and the UK government. 

The Charity Commission's investigation concluded that Oxfam had a "culture of 

poor behavior" and issued a formal warning for mismanagement. 

Following the scandal, Oxfam experienced severe reputational damage. 

Thousands of donors withdrew their support, leading to financial strain and the 

necessity to make substantial cuts to jobs and relief programs. High-profile 

ambassadors and supporters, including Minnie Driver and Archbishop Desmond 

Tutu, publicly distanced themselves from the organization. The UK government 

also suspended its funding, pending the resolution of the issues and 

implementation of stricter safeguarding measures. 

The scandal revealed deeper systemic issues within Oxfam's operational and 

governance structures. The failure to act decisively on internal reports of 

misconduct reflected inadequacies in the organization's handling of such 

complaints. This eroded trust among donors and the public, highlighting the 

critical need for robust safeguarding policies and a culture of accountability. In 

response to the crisis, Oxfam implemented several reforms, including tripling its 

investment in safeguarding, appointing a new director of safeguarding, and 

accepting numerous recommendations from an independent review. These 

measures aimed to rebuild trust and ensure the protection of vulnerable 

individuals they serve). 

This case highlights the significance of transparency, accountability, and robust 

safeguarding mechanisms in humanitarian organizations. It also highlights the 

need for effective whistleblower protections to ensure that those reporting 
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misconduct can do so without fear of retaliation, promoting a culture of integrity 

and responsibility within the sector. 

Sources: 

BBC, 2021. Oxfam: UK halts funding over new sexual exploitation claims, 

available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-

56670162#:~:text=After%20claims%20that%20staff%20sexually,warning%20ove

r%20its%20%22mismanagement%22.  

Bulman, May. 2019. Oxfam failed to act on reports its workers were raping girls 

as young as 12, damning report concludes, available at: 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/oxfam-child-abuse-haiti-

scandal-inquiry-sexual-exploitation-charity-commission-a8953566.html  

Gayle, Damien. 2018. Timeline: Oxfam sexual exploitation scandal in Haiti, 

available at: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/15/timeline-oxfam-

sexual-exploitation-scandal-in-haiti  

Ratcliffe, Rebecca. 2019. Oxfam failed to report child abuse claims in Haiti, 

inquiry finds, available at: https://www.theguardian.com/global-

development/2019/jun/11/oxfam-abuse-claims-haiti-charity-commission-report 

Case Study 1 8 : Interaction with recipients of humanitarian aid -  sexual 

exploitation and abuse of beneficiaries (The WHO and partners’ Ebola 

response in the Democratic Republic of the Congo)  

Between August 2018 and June 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) 

played a central role in the international response to the tenth Ebola outbreak, 

which struck the North Kivu and Ituri provinces of the eastern Democratic 

Republic of the Congo (DRC). It was the second-largest Ebola outbreak on record, 

infecting 3,481 people and killing 2,299. The response employed large numbers 

of staff, many of them recruited locally, in communities where jobs were scarce 

and people were highly dependent on the aid effort. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-56670162#:~:text=After%20claims%20that%20staff%20sexually,warning%20over%20its%20%22mismanagement%22
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-56670162#:~:text=After%20claims%20that%20staff%20sexually,warning%20over%20its%20%22mismanagement%22
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-56670162#:~:text=After%20claims%20that%20staff%20sexually,warning%20over%20its%20%22mismanagement%22
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/oxfam-child-abuse-haiti-scandal-inquiry-sexual-exploitation-charity-commission-a8953566.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/oxfam-child-abuse-haiti-scandal-inquiry-sexual-exploitation-charity-commission-a8953566.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/15/timeline-oxfam-sexual-exploitation-scandal-in-haiti
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/15/timeline-oxfam-sexual-exploitation-scandal-in-haiti
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2019/jun/11/oxfam-abuse-claims-haiti-charity-commission-report
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2019/jun/11/oxfam-abuse-claims-haiti-charity-commission-report
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In 2020, an investigation by The New Humanitarian and the Thomson Reuters 

Foundation reported that more than 50 women had accused officials from WHO, 

other UN agencies and humanitarian organizations of sexual exploitation and 

abuse during the response. The most common allegation was that men in 

positions of authority offered employment, or the continuation of employment, 

in exchange for sex. In response, the WHO Director-General established an 

Independent Commission, the first time a UN agency had taken such a step which 

engaged an external investigative firm. 

The Commission’s report, released on 28 September 2021, examined more than 

80 reports of sexual exploitation and abuse, including nine allegations of rape 

and identified 83 alleged perpetrators, 21 of whom were confirmed to have been 

employed by WHO at the time. Some of the victims were girls as young as 13. 

The majority of the alleged perpetrators were nationals hired on a temporary 

basis for the Ebola response, although some were international personnel. The 

Commission found clear structural failures and individual negligence and noted 

that senior WHO staff at headquarters had been aware of allegations as early as 

May 2019 without acting appropriately on them. 

This case represents the gravest form of corruption identified in the paper’s 

typology - the abuse of power against the very people humanitarian assistance is 

meant to protect - exploiting the desperation and dependence of beneficiaries. 

The WHO Director-General issued a public apology, the organization adopted a 

management response plan and a series of reforms, and donor governments 

collectively demanded fundamental change. It stands as one of the most 

widescale documented instances of sexual exploitation and abuse linked to a UN 

institution. 

Sources: 

World Health Organization, Independent Commission. 2021. Final Report of the 

Independent Commission on the Review of Sexual Abuse and Exploitation during 

the Response to the 10th Ebola Virus Disease Epidemic in DRC. Available at: 
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https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/final-report-of-the-independent-

commission-on-the-review-of-sexual-abuse-and-exploitation-ebola-drc 

World Health Organization. 2021. “Director-General’s remarks at the WHO Town 

Hall on 4 October 2021.” Available at: https://www.who.int/news-

room/speeches/item/director-general-s-remarks-at-the-who-town-hall-on-4-

october-2021 

Al Jazeera. 2021. “Probe finds 80 alleged sex abuse cases linked to WHO’s DRC 

work.” 28 September 2021. Available at: 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/9/28/panel-finds-80-alleged-abuse-

cases-tied-to-who 

Typologie s of corruption in interactions between humanitarian aid 

organizations and recipients of humanitarian aid  

Abuse of power by employees of humanitarian aid organizations.  This 

typology is based on the vulnerable position of recipients of humanitarian aid, 

refugees and other categories of people who receive support from humanitarian 

aid organizations. 

Corrupt managers/employees of humanitarian aid organizations abuse their 

positions for receiving various types of personal benefits, including money, 

services, and coercive sexual relationships. As a rule, corrupt managers and 

employees operate in groups, which enables them to secure the necessary 

decisions in exchange for bribes and avoid detection of their criminal activities. 

In most of the cases, such misconduct is possible due to the lack of effective anti-

corruption compliance management systems, functioning whistleblower hotlines 

and awareness raising activities, as well as real mechanisms for whistleblowers 

protection. 

3. Conclusions and Recommendations  

The study demonstrated that some typologies of corruption in the humanitarian 

aid sector are similar to those widespread in the public and business sectors. In 

https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/final-report-of-the-independent-commission-on-the-review-of-sexual-abuse-and-exploitation-ebola-drc
https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/final-report-of-the-independent-commission-on-the-review-of-sexual-abuse-and-exploitation-ebola-drc
https://www.who.int/news-room/speeches/item/director-general-s-remarks-at-the-who-town-hall-on-4-october-2021
https://www.who.int/news-room/speeches/item/director-general-s-remarks-at-the-who-town-hall-on-4-october-2021
https://www.who.int/news-room/speeches/item/director-general-s-remarks-at-the-who-town-hall-on-4-october-2021
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/9/28/panel-finds-80-alleged-abuse-cases-tied-to-who
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/9/28/panel-finds-80-alleged-abuse-cases-tied-to-who
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particular, there are various types of violations in the procurement process and 

the following embezzlement of funds using overpricing, payments for non-

provided services and other methods; abuse of power and receiving kickbacks; 

payments of overinflated salaries, annual bonuses, and false expense reports. 

Analyzing typologies of corruption and preventive measures, the following 

features of the humanitarian aid sector are to be considered: 

• The overall perception of the humanitarian aid sector as less vulnerable to 

corruption because of the non-profit nature of activities aimed at the 

support of people in need; 

• The dependence of humanitarian organizations on international and 

national donors; 

• The delivery of the humanitarian aid in high-risk jurisdictions, conflict 

zones, and territories under the control of de facto governing authorities; 

• The urgency of delivering humanitarian aid in many situations, such as 

natural disasters, pandemics and armed conflicts; 

• The complex ethical dilemmas that arise in situations where paying a bribe 

is the only or quickest way to cross a border or gain access to certain areas 

in order to deliver humanitarian aid in a timely manner; 

• The significant dependence of various vulnerable groups of humanitarian 

aid recipients on the activities of humanitarian organisations. 

The authors identified specific typologies that are influenced by the nature of 

activities and relationships within the humanitarian aid sector: 

• Receiving, demanding or extorting a bribe as a condition for gaining access 

to certain territories, particularly conflict zones;  

• Receiving, demanding or extorting a bribe in exchange for providing 

protection in high-risk areas, and ensuring the safe delivery and 

distribution of humanitarian aid; 
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• The misappropriation or stealing of humanitarian aid and its subsequent 

sale on the commercial market through companies under informal control 

of corrupt officials; 

• The misappropriation of humanitarian aid by government officials and its 

distribution among specific target groups with the aim of gaining or 

strengthening political influence; 

• Abuse of power by employees of humanitarian aid organizations for 

receiving various types of personal benefits, including money, services, 

and coercive sexual relationships. 

Typologies of corruption in the humanitarian aid sector described in this research 

paper can be considered for developing preventive measures, designing, 

implementing, maintaining and evaluating integrity and compliance 

programmes. 

At the second stage of the research project, IACA will analyze experience and 

best practices of humanitarian organizations in implementing effective and 

efficient integrity and compliance programmes, supporting whistleblowers and 

conducting internal investigations. 

However, already at this stage, several recommendations can be provided. 

Humanitarian aid organizations should design and implement anti-corruption 

compliance programmes which, on the one hand, can use the experience and 

best practices of the business sector, and, on the other hand, consider typologies 

of corruption specific to the humanitarian aid sector. 

The main donors and humanitarian aid organizations should continue developing 

comprehensive and transparent frameworks for conducting procurement and 

monitoring the execution of contractual obligations. The use of AI and other 

emerging technologies can enhance the effectiveness of this framework. 

Gifts or hospitality shown to officials of international sports organizations must 

be declared. The authors would suggest using a combination of different 
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approaches. Humanitarian aid organization can define a general threshold and 

conditions for giving and accepting gifts and hospitality. The threshold should 

comply with applicable law of a host country of the humanitarian aid organization 

if there is a law that regulates gifts and hospitality in the public and/or private 

sector. Officials of humanitarian aid organizations and other persons covered by 

rules and regulations of the respective organizations should also comply with 

laws and regulations of foreign countries when they e.g., travel abroad or host 

delegations. When in some exceptional cases declining the gift or benefit would 

offend the giver on the grounds of cultural norms and pose a risk to an official 

of the humanitarian aid organization, the official may be allowed to accept the 

gift with a value that exceeds the existing threshold. Such cases should be 

immediately reported and gifts handed over to a competent body of the 

humanitarian aid organization. 

Integrity and anti-corruption compliance programmes and polices of 

humanitarian aid organizations should be communicated to respective 

government authorities and even de facto authorities before humanitarian aid 

organizations commence their missions. 

Integrity and anti-corruption compliance programmes and policies of 

humanitarian aid organizations should contain clear rules for employees for 

acting in challenging situations, including the situations when the employees 

have ethical dilemmas or face risks to their lives and health. Discussions on real-

life situations and simulation games should be included in training programmes. 

In many cases, corruption exists at the local level of government authorities. 

Establishing strong relationships with central government authorities can help 

humanitarian aid organizations tackle corruption at local level. In practical terms, 

humanitarian aid organizations can request respective ministries or other 

government authorities, such as police or custom service, to determine the 

contact points in central offices who can in 24/7 regime receive reports on 

corruption cases and are authorized to react immediately upon receiving such 
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reports. The contact points can be within anti-corruption or internal security 

units. 

Creating reporting channels for whistleblowers is important, but not sufficient. 

Humanitarian aid organizations should provide employees, partners and 

recipients of the humanitarian aid with detailed information about procedures of 

handling complaints, follow up measures and consequences, and mechanisms 

for whistleblowers protection. Conducting regular awareness-raising events for 

different target groups can stimulate reporting allegations. 

International organizations can support the humanitarian aid sector by 

conducting research and publishing overviews of best practices, developing 

standards and guidelines, developing and providing analytical IT-tools for various 

compliance functions, providing training programmes tailored to specific 

categories of staff and specific countries and regions. 

Bibliography  

Aït-Mohamed Parent, M., 2018. The Role of Compliance in the Fight against 

Corruption in Aid and in Particular in the Humanitarian Sector. IACA. 2018. 

Available at: 

https://www.iaca.int/media/attachments/2020/01/09/research_paper_09_mali

ka_ait_mohamed_parent_final_with_covers.pdf. 

Bauhr, M., Charron, N., & Nasiritousi, N., 2013. Does corruption cause aid 

fatigue? Public opinion and the aid-corruption paradox. International Studies 

Quarterly, 57(3), 568-579. 

Dupuy, K., Ron, J., & Prakash, A., 2016. Hands off my regime! Governments’ 

restrictions on foreign aid to non-governmental organisations in poor and 

middle-income countries. World Development, 84, 299-311. 

FATF, 2014. The FATF Report “Risks of terrorist abuse in non-profit 

organizations,” 2014. Available at: https://www.fatf-gafi.org/content/dam/fatf-

https://www.iaca.int/media/attachments/2020/01/09/research_paper_09_malika_ait_mohamed_parent_final_with_covers.pdf
https://www.iaca.int/media/attachments/2020/01/09/research_paper_09_malika_ait_mohamed_parent_final_with_covers.pdf
https://www.fatf-gafi.org/content/dam/fatf-gafi/reports/Risk-of-terrorist-abuse-in-non-profit-organisations.pdf.coredownload.pdf


55 

 

gafi/reports/Risk-of-terrorist-abuse-in-non-profit-

organisations.pdf.coredownload.pdf  

Feldman, I., 2018. Care and suspicion corruption as definition in humanitarian 

relations. Current Anthropology, 59(S18), S160-S170. 

Jablonski, R. S., 2014. How aid targets votes: the impact of electoral incentives 

on foreign aid distribution. World Politics, 66(2), 293-330. 

Maxwell, D., Bailey, S., Harvey, P., Walker, P., Sharbatke‐Church, C., & Savage, K., 

2012. Preventing corruption in humanitarian assistance: perceptions, gaps and 

challenges. Disasters, 36(1), 140-160. 

Shaheen, I., Azadegan, A., & Davis, D. F., 2023. Resource scarcity and 

humanitarian social innovation: observations from hunger relief in the context of 

the COVID-19 pandemic. Journal of Business Ethics, 182(3), 597-617. 

Shipley, T., Matthew, J., and Arne S., 2019. Managing Corruption Challenges in 

Humanitarian Settings. JSTOR. 2019. Available at: 

http://www.jstor.com/stable/resrep20496.  

https://www.fatf-gafi.org/content/dam/fatf-gafi/reports/Risk-of-terrorist-abuse-in-non-profit-organisations.pdf.coredownload.pdf
https://www.fatf-gafi.org/content/dam/fatf-gafi/reports/Risk-of-terrorist-abuse-in-non-profit-organisations.pdf.coredownload.pdf
http://www.jstor.com/stable/resrep20496


Publisher & Layout:

International Anti-Corruption Academy

+43 2236 710 718 100

mail@iaca.int

Muenchendorfer Strasse 2 
2361 Laxenburg, Austria

www.iaca.int


