
The Secretary General’s report One Humanity: 
Shared Responsibility recognises the 

unprecedented challenges presented by 

current humanitarian crises and calls for 

‘accepting and acting upon our individual 

and shared responsibilities [to] be the central 
theme of the World Humanitarian Summit’. The 
report identifies five core responsibilities that 
will be the focus of discussion and proposed 
action. The JLIF&LC has prepared evidence 
briefs linked to each of these responsibilities. 
Each brief summarises key evidence regarding 
the role of local faith communities (LFCs) and 
faith-based organisations (FBOs) with respect 
to that responsibility, provides links to key 
research and documentation, and highlights 
significant issues and strategies for dialogue 
to secure more effective engagement with 
religious actors in this area.

It is widely recognised that local faith 

communities comprise a substantial proportion 

of civil society in many settings. However, 

consultations leading up to the WHS summit 

have consistently signalled that local faith 

communities are seldom effectively engaged by 

formal humanitarian coordination mechanisms. 

How can humanitarian response reinforce 

rather than replace capacity and response 

from local faith communities? What role do 

local faith communities have in reducing risk 

in settings prone to crisis? And how can the 

embeddedness and enduring presence of local 

faith communities be drawn upon to support a 

longer-term developmental perspective? 

Local faith communities are frequently core 
to local systems of response and resilience 
to crisis

LFCs were documented as providing critical 

resources throughout the Ebola response in 

Liberia, Guinea, and Sierra Leone. Marshall and 

Smith highlight how local faith communities 

contributed to health, education, and social 

support.1 Featherstone2 pinpoints the role of 

local religious leaders in spearheading locally 

led quarantine at the beginning of the outbreak, 

noting the authority of religious leaders as 

critical in galvanising support for quarantine 

facilities. Crucially, the position and trust of 

religious leaders in the community meant 

CORE RESPONSIBILITY 4: Changing people’s lives: From delivering aid to ending need

This responsibility urges that ‘success be defined by the achievement of measurable reductions 
in humanitarian need, risk and vulnerability and risk’. Three fundamental shifts are identified: 
Reinforce and do not replace national and local systems. It must be local as possible, and 
international as necessary. The resilience of people and communities must be at the centre 
of our efforts. Anticipate, do not wait, for crises. Invest in data and risk analysis and act 
on it. A comprehensive action plan should be developed to strengthen response capacities 
of the 20 most risk-prone countries by 2020. Transcend the humanitarian-development 
divide. Work to collective outcomes, based on comparative advantage and over multi-year 
timeframes. This will require UN agencies and international partners to ‘commit to move 
beyond traditional silos, work across mandates, sectors and institutional boundaries and with 
a greater diversity of partners toward supporting local and national actors’.
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that they were persuasive voices to promote 
behaviour change, reduce stigmatisation, 
and mobilise local people – an area that other 
humanitarian actors had struggled to positively 
impact. Featherstone also indicates that, even 
though LFCs had few resources compared to 
international organisations, they were often the 

first or only actors to provide material support 
to some areas. Religious leaders also provided 
individual counselling, mediation in community 
disputes, and held the government and service 
providers to account. Religious resources were 
belatedly recognised as core to local systems of 
response and resilience.

A recent compilation of studies documents 

many other examples of LFCs serving as critical 

support systems.3 Yang, for example, describes 

how LFCs provide social services for refugees 

in India. Bekalo notes that LFCs provide key 

resources consisting of volunteer networks and 

buildings to African refugees living in the UK. 

Kawai explains how local Soka Gakkai facilities 

and members’ homes were used as part of the 

response to the 2011 Japanese tsunami. 

Local faith communities are key actors in 
preparedness and risk reduction

There are many characteristics of LFCs that 

support their effectiveness in disaster risk 

reduction (DRR) as well as disaster response.4  

Firstly, LFCs can contribute to DRR efforts by 

combatting the vulnerability of populations 

through their narratives and values providing a 

basis for shared community action. For example, 

when Typhoon Ketsana struck Metro Manila in 

the Philippines in 2009, a Catholic faith-inspired 
NGO, Socio-Pastoral Institute (SPI), applied its 
distinctive approach of ‘community formation’ 
in two neighbourhoods that had been badly 
affected by the floods. By focusing on 
stewardship, a concept found in both Islam and 
Christianity, individuals have been encouraged 
to move away from straightforward self-interest 
to become ‘social stewards’ who look beyond 
themselves towards improving conditions for 
the wider community4.

Secondly, the religious narratives that frame 
the interpretation of disaster can influence 
preparedness and risk reduction. For example, 
many evangelical church networks in Zimbabwe, 
such as Trumpet Call Zimbabwe, believe in 
a ‘spiritual context’ that explains drought and 
food crisis. They also engaged in a practical 
nationwide campaign to promote drought-
resilient ‘conservation agriculture’ techniques.4

Thirdly, in many communities, LFCs have 
material assets that can significantly support 
disaster preparedness or mitigation, with 
mosque loudspeakers and church bells being 
a staple of many local early warning systems, 
and religious buildings often playing a key role 
in community disaster plans. Wisner observes 
that the buildings of religious institutions are 
often used as shelters during emergencies. He 

Case Study: Myanmar Baptist Convention (MBC)

In Myanmar Tearfund partners with the MBC, a network of nearly 5,000 churches operating in 

some of the most disaster-prone regions. It responds to small and large-scale humanitarian 

crises that impact the country every year. Being a widespread network, MBC is able to rapidly 

mobilise resources, trained staff and volunteers as emergencies occur. The strength of MBC’s 

connections extends to other faith groups, local NGOs and the Government. At the village 

level, established committees involving churches and other civil society actors help to ensure 

effective coordination. Capacities were demonstrated following the 2015 monsoon floods 

that hit 12 out of 14 states, displacing 1.7 million people. The MBC network was able to reach 

over 100 affected communities to conduct emergency needs assessments within the first few 

hours of the floods, identify needs and distribute emergency food and non-food items.
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recommends that “[a]t a minimum, local faith 
communities could assure that their meeting 
places, schools, and other buildings are located 
safely in relation to possible flood, landslide, and 
wildfire hazard and constructed to resist seismic 
and wind energy.”5 These material assets are 
generally complemented by significant social 
assets, including existing volunteer networks 
and productive relationships with other LFCs 
and wider civil society actors. 

LFCs’ integration into such wider networks, 
including connection to regional and global 
FBOs, may enable more effective coordination 
and dissemination of information.6 To this 
effect, Muslim Charities Forum has helped 
establish, and has partnered with, a number of 
local organisations working with faith groups 
in a humanitarian capacity, helping to develop 
the Somali Relief and Development Forum 
and Yemeni Relief and Development Forum. 
Both groups were able to reach communities 
which were inaccessible to large external 
organisations due to the degree of insecurity 
in the areas affected, underlining the potential 
‘value added’ by LFCs in such contexts.7

Opportunities for partnership with local faith 
communities are missed, but best practices 
for more effective engagement are now 
emerging

While it is clear that local faith communities 
are working across societies to address 
crises, their work is often overlooked in the 
humanitarian system. Simply put, LFCs tend 
to be under-valued, marginalised, and used 
as a means to an end. For example, Cheema 
et al. describe the work of mosques in the 
2005 Pakistan earthquake as “unnoticed but 
important.”8  Robinson and Hanmer explain 
that in reference to children, “some of the 
strongest work is being carried out quietly by 
religious women’s and youth groups,” but that 
it is often overlooked.9 Mahony describes how 
almost every religious building is surrounded 
by an IDP camp in affected areas in the Central 
African Republic, to demonstrate that a lack 
of engagement with LFCs would “severely 
limit any analysis of the current situation in 
the country.”10 This evidence makes the case 
that it is not only FBOs which should invest in 
LFCs, but that all humanitarian organisations 
need to engage with these local actors.

The conceptual divisions between LFCs 
and international humanitarian actors are 
emblematic of the structural nature of exclusion. 

In a consultation hosted by Professionals 
in Humanitarian Assistance and Protection 
for the World Humanitarian Summit11, many 
participants highlighted a lack of openness to 
religious perspectives in humanitarian action 
and certain prejudices about the work of LFCs. 
However, participants also observed that there 
is much potential for partnership, when the 
goals of secular and faith-based organisations 
converge. There is a necessity for both faith-
based and secular actors to bridge divides and 
increase opportunities for partnership.

A number of policy processes and resulting 
documents have encouraged increased 
engagement with religious actors, such as 
UNICEF’s Partnering with Religious Communities 
for Children, DFID’s Faith Partnership Principles, 
and UNHCR’s Partnership Note on Faith-Based 
Organisations, Local Faith Communities and 
Faith Leaders. However translation of these 
policies into practice is hampered by the 
divisions highlighted in the PHAP consultation. 

This marginalisation results in the underutilisation 
of religious organisations. Wisner highlights the 
“untapped potential of religious communities 
for disaster reduction,”5 while research from 
Tearfund observes the “untapped potential of 
the church in addressing sexual violence.” 12 

A mapping exercise from UNICEF has 
demonstrated how engagement with religious 
communities may be widespread and fruitful. Of 
the 149 areas mapped in the research, 102 work 
with religious communities, or 68%, with the 
most common method of engagement being 
sensitisation activities.13 
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“I thought it was the end of the world”  
- Pastor and his family after typhoon 
Haiyan had struck their community



14 Full, updated details are available 
on the WHS site at http://www.
worldhumanitariansummit.org/summit/
roundtables 
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Core Commitments and Key Actions

WHS Core Commitments14 relevant to the core 
responsibility of ‘Changing people’s lives: From 
delivering aid to ending need’ are:

Core Commitment 1: To commit to a new way 
of working that meets people’s needs, while 
reducing risk and vulnerability

Core Commitment 2: To enable coherent 
financing that avoids fragmentation by supporting 
collective outcomes over multiple years

The evidence reviewed regarding local faith 
communities and faith-based organisations  
suggests the following Key Actions in support of 
these commitments:

1. Revise procedures to facilitate local faith 
engagement. If local faith communities are 
frequently so crucial to initial emergency response, 
why does the scaling up of humanitarian efforts 
frequently lead to their marginalisation? Identify 
changes in the procedures of international 
organisations to promote more sustained 
engagement with local groups active in the early 
stages of emergency response.

2. Identify competences for localised 
humanitarian coordination. What are the 
competences required for humanitarian 
coordination to secure more effective 

engagement with local civil society groups? Draw 
up a person specification for a humanitarian 
coordinator position with these capabilities, and 
use it as a focus of discussion with colleagues.

3. Revise cluster culture. Gather together 
leaders from local religious groups active in 
humanitarian efforts. What is their perception 
of humanitarian coordination mechanisms 
such as the ‘cluster’? How justified are these 
perceptions? How could local coordination be 
made more accessible to these groups?

4. Consider LFCs and FBOs as key civil 
society actors. Ensure that at the WHS where 
commitments are made towards localisation of 
humanitarian aid, FBOs and LFCs are considered 
as part of local and national CSOs and NGOs.

5. Increase investment in research on the role 
of faith actors in humanitarian response and 
the socio-cultural context of faith communities 
in response. 

6. Encourage donors and UN agencies to 
increase their support and improve early 
engagement with international, national 
and local FBOs and LFCs, better utilising 
their unique networks and abilities to improve 
humanitarian response, promote good 
governance and reduce vulnerability.


