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Abstract
The Venezuelan migrant flow into the already very unstable post-peace agreement context
of Colombians is posing many challenges both to the Colombian government and domestic
and international humanitarian organisations active in the country. Especially in areas
characterised by the presence of victims of double and triple affectation -such as the
selected case study of the department of La Guajira, where the host community presents
level of vulnerability that are comparable to the ones of the migrants- it becomes of
relevance to investigate how the assistance regimes in place deal with the multifaceted
crisis of Colombia. Two main assistance regimes are identified: one that revolves around
the internal challenges that Colombia is facing, and one that addresses humanitarian needs
of Venezuelan refugees and migrants. These two regimes, which may appear as separate, in
fact often operate in the same geographical space. For this reason, they often overlap in
their goals and in their target population, thus making their coexistence challenging and
their coordination necessary. Through the concept of humanitarian arena, this thesis
analyses how these two regimes work and interact in the coordination of the assistance
provision, according to which criteria they make decisions related to the distribution of aid
between the host community and the migrants, and how their choices and actions have an
impact on the relations between these two groups of beneficiaries.
Through the conducting of 36 semi-structured interviews with 39 respondents, four
months of participatory observation in Colombia, and documents and literature reviews,
this thesis shows how aid is shaped trough the interactions and negotiations that occur
between the actors at the field level. The research explores how the humanitarian space of
La Guajira is in fact a politicized arena in which power dynamics of inclusion and exclusion,
and of collaboration and competition occur. Moreover, it shows how the outcome of aid
allocation is in fact the result of the negotiations occurring at different interfaces between
the actors involved, and how this distribution of assistance between the migrants and the
host community can, at least partly, affect their relations. In conclusion, these findings lead
to some considerations about the dilemmas that humanitarians face when addressing a
migrant crisis in a middle-income country where the host government is characterised by
significant variations in territorial power; and trigger a reflection about the importance of
rethinking and developing a stronger humanitarian-development nexus.
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1. Introduction
The world is now experiencing the highest level of displacement on record, according to
UNHCR. In 2019, the amount of forcibly displaced people all over the world due to
persecution, conflicts or generalised violence reached the number of 75.9 million (UNHCR,
2020). In this current global scenario, more than ever the provision of assistance to the
vulnerable migrant community is needed. However, challenges to this aid provision are posed
when a migrant population arrives in a society where the host community presents
comparable levels of vulnerability. In these settings, the humanitarian and governmental aid
systems are faced with choices on how to deal with multiple groups in need. Moreover, when
assistance to migrants is perceived as providing better living conditions than those of the host
communities, resentment may arise, thus jeopardizing the peaceful coexistence of these
groups (Agblorti, 2011). This thesis studies how the aid actors –comprehensive of
international and domestic organizations, as well as governmental stakeholders – engage with
these challenges in the unstable post-peace agreement context of Colombia.
The internal crisis of Colombia –characterised by the devastating consequences of the armed
conflict, the violence that is still being perpetrated by armed groups, the cultivation of illicit
crops, environmental vulnerability, and the violation of human rights towards indigenous and
Afro-Colombian communities- is now meeting a new additional external crisis: the migration
flow from Venezuela. In this scenario, characterised by a multiplicity of vulnerability factors,
the Venezuelan refugee and migrant crisis poses many challenges both to the Colombian
government and domestic and international humanitarian organisations active in the area.
Moreover, it poses the question of how the host community of this post-peace accord society
is affected by the different measures taken by both the government and the humanitarian aid
system.
For this research, two main assistance regimes are identified: one that revolves around the
internal challenges that Colombia is facing, thus focusing on assistance to the victims of the
conflict, peace-building activities, and development aid; and one that addresses humanitarian
needs of Venezuelan refugees and migrants. Both these regimes are comprehensive of their
own UN-led coordination platform –with relative NGOs as members- and specific
governmental institutions. Nevertheless, in the first regime the international actors works in
close collaboration with the state, whereas in the latter one the international community
works more independently and is the one mainly in control. These two regimes, which may
appear as separate, in fact often operate in the same geographical space, where both a
vulnerable host community and migrants come together. For this reason, they often overlap in
their goals and in their target population, thus making their coexistence challenging and their
coordination necessary. Through the concept of humanitarian arena, this thesis analyses how
these two regimes work and interact in the coordination of the assistance provision,
according to which criteria they make decisions related to the distribution of aid between the
host community and the migrants, and how their choices and actions have an impact on the
relations between these two groups of beneficiaries.
1

This chapter will firstly elaborate on the problem statement identified, and afterwards the
research objectives and the thesis outline will be presented.

1.1.

Problem statement

In its annual report, UNHCR reported that in 2019 the number of displaced people
worldwide– comprehensive of internally displaced people (IDPs), refugees and asylum
seekers – was 75.9 million (UNHCR, 2020). In this scenario, it is of crucial importance to
further our understanding of the issue of forced displacement from different perspectives and
at different scales. Firstly, considering the extensive role played by the humanitarian sector in
dealing with this phenomenon, it is of primary importance to study its functioning and its
effect on the victims of displacement. Secondly, considering that low- and middle-income
countries are the receptors and hosts of the majority of the refugees worldwide (UNHCR,
2019), of equal importance is the study of the effects of displacement itself –and humanitarian
action related to these issues- on the host communities. The decisions made by the
humanitarian sector, indeed, affect the way the resources are allocated to different groups,
and thus the access people may have to aid. In this research, the study of the humanitarian
sector will be complemented with the one of governmental institutions and civil society
organizations; meaning all those actors that are involved in the assistance provision to
displaced people and their host communities.
This research will investigate this topic in the context of Colombia. In this post-peace
agreement scenario characterised by a multiplicity of actors in need of protection and
assistance, especially millions of victims of the internal conflict and newly arriving Venezuelan
refugees and migrants, an effective humanitarian and governmental response to this
multifaceted crisis becomes a challenge. Victims, IDPs and structural poor, here referred to
generally as host community, have been a presence in the country for several decades. This led
to put in place a regime of assistance to tackle these issues, made of institutions, civil society
organizations and international development and humanitarian agencies. The Venezuelan
crisis, on the other hand, led to the set in place of another regime. These two regimes, even
though separated in appearance and governed by their own frameworks and mandates, often
operate in territories that overlap due to the presence of both groups of beneficiaries. In this
context, relief activities performed by the two regimes may overlap in their goals and in their
targets; this makes the coordination of the two responses challenging, and thus the
effectiveness of the operations more difficult to achieve (Teff and Panayotatos, 2019). Hence,
it becomes central to explore the reasons that drive the decisions of the service providers –
which may be the principles upheld, the available funding and/or their approach, history and
identity (Balcik et al., 2009) - and how these actors shape the outcome of aid through a
negotiation between these forces. These decisions, in turn, determine their interventions and
the allocation of resources, consequently determining who has access to aid and who does
not.
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It is especially in areas characterised by the presence of victims of double and triple
affectation1 that it becomes of stronger relevance to investigate how these two regimes deal
with the multifaceted crisis of Colombia. The one of Colombia, indeed, is an interesting case:
while many authors have studied the dynamics of aid coordination in situations characterised
by one major emergency –such as a conflict, a migration crisis, and a natural hazard, or in
peace-building interventions (e.g. Balcik et al., 2009; Hensell, 2015; Boersma et al., 2016) contexts in which all of these various emergencies come together at the same time are more
rare and less investigated. In these areas, the massive arrival of migrants is challenging in a
considerable way the management of the Colombian internal situation, especially considering
that especially international resources are shifting from the internal crisis to the Venezuelan
refugee and migrant emergency (Teff and Panayotatos, 2019). This, in turn, could lead to an
unbalanced distribution of aid between the migrants and the host community, with a
prioritization of the first group, and, consequently, to the generation of resentment between
these two groups of beneficiaries (Berry, 2008; Agblorti, 2011). It follows that a good
management of the assistance and an appropriate distribution of the aid available between
the host communities and the Venezuelan migrants is fundamental to facilitate a peaceful
coexistence of the groups and to prevent discrimination and xenophobia (Humanitarian
Country Team & OCHA, 2018).
Even though it was possible to identify these two regimes and the main institutions and
organizations involved before the start of the fieldwork, it still needed to be studied how these
two regimes operate and if they compete or cooperate, because these factors affect the way
aid is de facto organized and delivered (Hilhorst & Jansen, 2012). Indeed, these interactions
and negotiations determine whether the assistance provided to the two groups is equal, if one
group is overlooked due to resources constraints or policies in place; and whether these
factors influence how the beneficiaries perceive the assistance provided and the relationship
between them, which understanding is the purpose of this study.
The study of this topic is important for different reasons at different scales. Firstly, this
research can contribute to the academic body of research on humanitarianism. Within this
field of study, this thesis aims to further the understanding of (i) humanitarian engagement
with host governments characterised by a growing central state capacity, but still severe
weaknesses and lacks in the peripheries, which often leads to chronic poverty in these areas;
and (ii) the collaboration and coordination challenges that are expected to arise due to that
between “old” and “new” humanitarian and development aid providers. In doing so, this study
can also give a solid contribution to the long-lasting debate and reflection on the (positive or
negative) implications that humanitarian action can have on the host society and on the
beneficiaries at stake (Coyne, 2013; Krause, 2014) by studying the response to an emergency
currently taking place and characterised by a unique context such as the one of Colombia.
Secondly, this research contributes to the humanitarian sector in general: the
recommendations that will result from this study can add to the knowledge of humanitarian
With double affectation is meant the impact on a population living in an area affected by both armed conflict/violence and
natural disasters. A triple affectation, instead, comprehends both these latter two factors with the addition of the migration
flows element (Humanitarian Country Team & OCHA, 2018)
1
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institutions and agencies in making their policies and practices. In this way, their role will go
beyond the “do no harm” principle, and their actions and ethical codes will take a step
towards a more effective and just coexistence. Moreover, the particular case of Colombia can
help in analysing some “lessons learnt” for the humanitarian sector about refugee crises and
refugees integration in post-conflict and complex settings.
In conclusion, this study can be useful for institutions and organizations active in Colombia,
since it aims to shed light on actors, such as vulnerable host communities, and in this case also
IDPs, often considered as invisible victims (Ibáñez and Velásquez, 2009; IDMC, 2019); and
that, with the rise of the new emergency of the Venezuelan refugee and migrant crisis, risk
being overlooked to an even greater extent.

1.2.

Research objective and outline

The objective of this study is to understand how two assistance regimes –for a host
community victim of double and triple affectation and for refugees and migrants- come
together and interact in a particular arena as the one of post-peace agreement Colombia; and
to analyse how this double crisis and thus double support system affects the access to aid and
in turn the relations between the beneficiaries. It will contribute to the understanding of (i)
how institutions and organizations perceive and interact with each other when more than one
crisis is in place; (ii) how assistance providers negotiate the distribution of aid between newly
arriving migrants and structurally vulnerable host community; and (iii) how the beneficiaries
perceive this assistance and how is this reflected in their relations.
This research will therefore try to answer to the following question:
In the context of the Venezuelan migrants influx into the vulnerable region of La Guajira, how do
the actors within the humanitarian arena cooperate and/or compete and with what
consequences for aid distribution and refugee-host relations?
To answer this question, the following sub-questions will be addressed:
1. How do the actors within the humanitarian arena perceive each other’s role vis-à-vis the
provision of assistance and why?
2. What are the opinions about and experiences with the coordination functioning within
and between these regimes?
3. How is the aid distributed; according to what criteria; and how does this affect the host
community-migrants relation?
The following chapter will present the theoretical framework that acts as the basis for this
research; it will elaborate on the concept of humanitarian arena and on the theories and
debates relevant for the understanding of the dynamics that occur within it. Subsequently,
chapter 3 will elaborate on the methodology utilized for this research. Chapter 4 will present
the Colombian context and the case study setting of La Guajira, together with a description of
the configuration of the humanitarian arena in place in this department. Afterwards, the
results of the research will be exposed in three different chapters, each of which includes a
reflection carried out in light of the theoretical framework. Chapter 5 answers the first sub4

question: it presents an analysis of the mutual perceptions and imaging of the actors within
the humanitarian arena of La Guajira. Chapter 6 will instead address the second sub-question,
and it will go in-depth into the interactions that occur between the various assistance
providers, analysing how the actors make sense of the systems in place and, in so doing, shape
the arena. Chapter 7 will focus on the third and last sub-question, analysing how aid
distribution is shaped through negotiations occurring at different interfaces between the
actors, and how this impacts the relations between the beneficiaries and the well-being of
both groups. Eventually, the Conclusion chapter will answer the main research question,
reflect on the implications of the findings, and draw final recommendations.

5

2. Theoretical Framework
Studying the interaction dynamics, aid allocation and host-migrant
relations within the Humanitarian Arena
This research contributes to the broader topic of the role and effects of humanitarian policies,
practices and principles on victims of displacement and their hosts through the case of the
Colombian host community, and Venezuelan refugees and migrants 2. This chapter will firstly
introduce the concept of humanitarian arena, on which this whole research builds. Secondly,
it will introduce theories and concepts that will help the understanding of the interactions
that occur within the arena, how they affect the allocation of aid, and, in turn, which impact
this has in the relations between the host community and the migrants. Therefore, chapter 2.1
will elaborate on the concept of humanitarian arena, used as lens through which the data
collected have been analysed. Afterwards, sub-chapters 2.2. and 2.3. will elaborate on theories
and concepts relevant to understand the interactions that occur between and within the
assistance providers and the beneficiaries respectively.

2.1.

Humanitarian Arena

Figure 1. Theoretical Framework (developed by the author).

It is for specific reasons of terminology that in this thesis both the term ‘migrant’ and ‘refugee’ are used in
relation to the Venezuelan displacement. Several debates have been opened about whether, according to the
Geneva Convention of 1951 and the Cartagena Declaration of 1984, this fleeing population should fall under one
category or the other; nevertheless, although the topic is currently extremely relevant, it is beyond the scope of
this thesis to elaborate on it. Due to correctness of terminology, most often in this thesis both terms are used in
combination; nevertheless, for an easier reading, the term ‘refugee’ is sometimes omitted, thus referring to this
population only as ‘Venezuelan migrants’.
2
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The starting point utilised for this research is the concept of “humanitarian arena”, and the
analytical framework provided by Hilhorst and Jansen (2010) to study such a space. As
explained by these authors, the concept of “humanitarian arena” is a development of and a
departure from the earlier concept of “humanitarian space”. With humanitarian space is
meant “an environment where humanitarians can work without hindrance and follow the
humanitarian principles of neutrality, impartiality and humanity” (Spearin, 2001: 22). Whereas
this normative framework can be helpful in analysing an operational framework and its lacks,
it instead presents some limitations in investigating what is part of that system and how that
system works. Moreover, according to the common understanding of “humanitarian space”,
the focus on assistance providers is given mainly, and almost exclusively, to international
humanitarian agencies (Hilhorst and Serrano, 2010). Instead, the concept of “humanitarian
arena” becomes more complex, yet for this reason more effective in analysing the convoluted
features of service provision practices.
In the humanitarian arena, policies, principles and practices are socially negotiated between
the actors involved. Therefore, an arena does not present predetermined actors or principles;
rather, these acquire meaning in practice and are negotiated through processes of interaction
(Hilhorst and Jansen, 2010). This framework helps in answering questions such as: which
actors have access to the arena and how do they interact, how are the beneficiaries selected,
how are resources allocated in practice and how does this match with pre-stabilized
principles? (Hilhorst and Jansen, 2010). It must be stressed again that in this approach the
actors involved are not limited to humanitarian agencies; rather, they include all those
governmental institutions and agencies, and local and international civil society organizations
that act as service providers for the host community and migrants, as well as the beneficiaries
of these services. Even if it may appear misleading, the term “humanitarian arena” is used to
recall the fact that this concept is a development of the one of humanitarian space; for
conceptual coherence this thesis will also use this term, although a denomination such as “aid
arena” may be more suitable, considering the variety of assistance providers that play a role
in the assistance provision.
Figure 1 shows the humanitarian arena as framed for the purpose of this research. The
assistance providers represent the focus of the first two sub-questions and part of the third. In
the context of La Guajira, two regimes of assistance, with relative separations and overlaps,
will be taken into consideration: the one around the Colombian host community and the
newly emergent one around Venezuelan refugees and migrants, whose structure and
functioning are explained in chapter 4. The first question mark of Figure 1 represents the
interfaces and the related interaction dynamics that occur at the level of the assistance
providers. These processes are here looked at and investigated through the humanitarian
arena lens; this framework, together with other theories and debates, will help their
understanding (sub-chapter 2.2.). The last sub-question puts instead the focus on the second
group of the humanitarian arena: the beneficiaries. Theories on host community-migrants
relations in post-conflict settings will shed light on the interactions between these two groups
–represented by the second question mark- and on how are they are affected by the decisions
and actions of the assistance providers (sub-chapter 2.3.), of which understanding is the
7

purpose of this research. At first, this thesis was intended to put an equal focus on the
assistance providers on one hand, and on beneficiaries on the other, and on the interactions
between these two research populations. Nevertheless, due to some limitations encountered
in the field (as explained in chapter 3), more attention has eventually been put on the service
providers and on the interactions between and within the two regimes, whereas a more
limited, but still relevant, study of the beneficiaries side of the arena was carried out.

2.2.

Interactions and negotiations between the assistance providers

The various actors active in the assistance provision to the Colombian host community and to
Venezuelan refugees and migrants are characterised by various laws, institutions and
organizations involved, and present their own perspectives, policies, principles and practices.
Even though they manifest some separations, these regimes physically and operationally
work in the same setting, thus their collaboration and coordination becomes essential for the
effectiveness of their actions. The humanitarian arena lens, with the study of the processes of
interaction, allows to analyse how these two systems come together and interact; what drives
the decisions of the aid providers; and what are the effects of this overlap. The concept of
imaging (section 2.2.1), studies related to aid coordination and humanitarian-host
government relations (section 2.2.3), and debates about aid allocation (section 2.2.4) will be
explored and will then support the analysis of the data collected.
The concept of imaging
In order to understand how the actors within the arena interact with each other, it becomes
relevant to first explore how they see and perceive each other, which analysis is the purpose
of the first research sub-question. Indeed, as Hilhorst (2003) observed, “the roles and activities
of an NGO differed substantially in different areas of intervention thanks to differences in
expectations and views that 'boxed' the different actors into particular behaviour” (cited in
Hihorst et al., 2012). Therefore, the way actors make sense of the context and, especially, of
their own and each other’s role, automatically has an impact on the way also interventions
and activities are shaped.
These dynamics are analysed through the concept of imaging, meant as a social process in
which the actors build a social representation (an image), negotiating between “past
experiences, culture or aid discourse, with elements of strategizing”. Thus, they create and
portray an image of the context, of themselves and of the others to the world (Hilhorst et al.,
2012). This concept differs from the one of perception, intended as “the process through which
sensations are interpreted with the use of knowledge and an understanding of the world, in
order that they become meaningful experiences” (Bernstein, 2008). Therefore, while
perceptions are psychological interpretations that tend to become frozen in one’s head, the
creation of images is instead a social process that is embedded not only in the personal and
cultural background of the agent performing it, but also on the context at stake (Hilhorst et al.,
2012). Thus, the concept of imagining is used to zoom in on those processes of interaction
occurring within the arena. This fits better the interactionist approach of this research, since it
can help the understanding of how, through these imaging processes, actors legitimise their
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own actions and role, or de-legitimise the ones of others, so to justify lacks in the system and
in the assistance, to gain authority, or to delegate responsibilities.
Coordination and collaboration in emergencies
The actors that are active in the assistance provision in settings in which a variety of
emergencies are in place may differ in their mandates, identities and operational modalities.
Nevertheless, despite these differences, they work and intervene in the same territories, with
an overlap of goals and population targets. Consequently, coexistence becomes challenging,
and coordination necessary. For the purpose of this thesis, both dynamics of coordination
(meant as synchronization of actions), and cooperation, in this thesis often replaced by the
term collaboration (meant as working together), will be explored (Boersma, 2016). Therefore,
through the humanitarian arena approach it will be studied how various stakeholders
collaborate and/or compete with each other. Moreover, theories about aid coordination in
emergencies and about humanitarians-host government relations will further support the
analysis of the data collected to answer the second research sub-question.
Humanitarian coordination in emergency has been a focus of attention for decades and has
been covered by a wide body of research (e.g. Balcik et al., 2009; Faraj & Xiao, 2006; Comfort,
2007). Nevertheless, the current global context –characterised by a decrease in resources and
by growing accountability concerns- makes this a currently relevant topic in humanitarian
studies (Lindenberg & Bryant, 2001). No actor alone could have sufficient resources to
address the variety of necessities present in a complex crisis (Balcik et al., 2010). This makes
cooperation between the actors essential. Nevertheless, despite the common assumption of
the importance of coordination of actions and ‘rhetorical’ commitment to it of the various UN
agencies or NGOs active in the field, frictions and conflict continue to hinder these
mechanisms. Balcik et al. (2010) who use the term coordination to define “the relationship and
interactions among different actors operating within the relief environment” identified six main
factors that affect these dynamics: (i) the quantity and heterogeneity of the actors; (ii) donors’
expectations and funding structure; (iii) competition over funding and media attention; (iv)
the unpredictability of emergencies; (v) resource scarcity or oversupply; (vi) the cost of
coordination, both in terms of time and of money. This friction, that can then be both political
and operational, often lead to the generation of power relations that cause dynamics of
inclusion and exclusion from the arena (Hensell, 2015).
In emergency situations, UN agencies and humanitarian and development organizations are
not the only actors active in the arena. Collaboration between humanitarians and the
government have widely been researched; nevertheless, these processes in contexts such as
the one of Colombia, that presents a government characterised by significant variations in
territorial power, remain understudied (Lemaitre, 2018). The interaction between these
actors, especially international ones, and the authorities also shape the arena and, in turn, the
outcome of aid. The discourse of ‘state-fragility’ and of its implications become relevant also
to study the relations between the humanitarians and the Colombian host government, which
presents a strong core, but little to no presence of the state –or an extremely weak structurein the peripheries (Lemaitre, 2018). Indeed, Aembe and Dijkzeul (2019) found that ‘state
fragility’ impacts the “coordinative discourse on intervention models”: while fragility may be
9

broadly acknowledged by all the actors at stake, also by the very same government
representatives, divergent opinions on how to deal with it emerge. While some may use this
discourse as a way to legitimise unilateral intervention models that exclude the authorities
(Hensell, 2015), others may see it as a reason more to include and strengthen them.
Aid distribution
The third research sub-question focuses on how aid distribution is shaped in the arena, which
forces are at play and how they interact with each other. In every humanitarian arena, the
principles organizations or institutions adopt play an important role in shaping their policies
and practices. Yet, as Hilhorst and Jansen (2010) state, in a humanitarian arena approach, no
principle is predetermined, rather they are socially negotiated as any other condition of
service delivery, and they become meaningful in practice. Humanitarian principles are
commonly recognised in those of humanity, neutrality, impartiality and independence (Figure
X) –proclaimed in 1965 at the International Conference of the Red Cross- and, in theory, they
form the basis for humanitarian action and the guidelines for its implementation
(International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, 1997). In the specific
context of La Guajira, in which governmental bodies and humanitarian organizations have to
make choices about how to allocate the resources between the various population groups in
need, it is important to understand which factors play a role in this decision making, and how
they affect the putting into practice of the humanitarian principles, especially the principle of
humanity and impartiality.

Figure 2. Humanitarian Principles (UN OCHA, 2012)

In the arena approach, indeed, the commonly accepted principles that are at the base of
humanitarian operations are actually subjected to negotiations with other categories of
principles that are involved in service delivery. “These could be the other (operational)
principles of the Code of Conduct, such as accountability, participation, partnership,
vulnerability reduction and respect for culture, or professional standards of other service
providers, such as corporate social responsibility or military integrity standards.” (Hilhorst and
Jansen, 2010, p. 1121). Thus, avoiding the assumption that humanitarian action in practice is
shaped solely by the humanitarian principles developed by the ICRC helps for a deeper
understanding of how the allocation of resources is in reality affected by other internal and
external forces. Some of the above mentioned elements that affect the way the actors
collaborate (or not) with each other, have been found to affect also the way aid is in fact
delivered and allocated. These can indeed be political motives such as donors’ political
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interests, thus related to the funding structure of the organizations, but also the media
attention that a particular crisis is obtaining.
Moreover, labelling practices and the consequent assigned responsibilities to protect also
affects the way aid is allocated (Bakewell, 2000). Within the debate on the practices of service
providers and aid distribution, labelling and categorization play an essential role. As Brun
(2010) states, we use categories to have a clearer understanding of the world around us; yet,
this has consequences both socially and politically for the people subjected to this
categorization. Labels, indeed, help to “define needs, justify interventions and to formulate
solutions to perceived problems” (Moncrieffe and Eyben, 2013, p.1). In complex emergencies,
limited resources make it necessary to define specific criteria to access the aid available;
labels make this categorization possible. This is also accompanied by the labelling of the
emergency itself, which can be defined as a refugee crisis, an internal conflict, an earthquake,
etc. These definitions, in turn, determine the humanitarian and institutional actions that will
follow (Bakewell, 2000). As Macrae (1999) explained, ‘the entitlements of populations to
official relief or development resources depends not only upon the national political context but
also the interpretation of that context by international political actors.’
In conclusion, while all these elements that influence aid allocation are well known in
humanitarian and coordination studies, less attention has been put on how these forces
interact with each other in the everyday reality of the field. This thesis focuses on studying
how these driving forces come together in the interactions between the actors, and how, as a
consequences, the outcome of aid allocation is in fact a negotiation that occurs at different
interfaces (Hilhorst & Jansen, 2010). While scholars have used this framework to study such
processes in settings of natural disasters, refugee camps or post-conflict territories
characterised by the presence of disrupted states (Aembe & Dijkzeul; Serrano, 2012; Hilhorst
& Jansen, 2010; Hilhorst et al., 2012), researches in contexts as the one of Colombia –a postpeace agreement middle-income country with many internal challenges and receptive of a
massive migration flow- have been less investigated through this lens.

2.3.

Beneficiaries relations

The second section of the arena that will be studied in this research is the one concerning the
beneficiaries. Firstly, the chapter will elaborate on debates and theories about host-migrant
relations and the way they are affected by aid delivery, which is the main focus of the third
and last research section. Finally, theories about how these stakeholders socially navigate this
arena through their tactic agency are briefly presented, which will be useful for the
interpretation of some research data. Even though this research section will be limited in
comparison to the previous and following ones, a reflection about these theories remains
relevant for the purpose of this thesis.
Host community-migrants relations in post-conflict settings
Colombia represents a particular case in the study of the relations between host community
and migrants. The hosts, the receptors, of migration flows are often regarded as a single unit,
verbally summarized as “host community”, thus overlooking the heterogeneous nature of this
population (Brun, 2010), especially in the context of Colombia. The post-peace agreement
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context –characterized by the presence of a high number of victims and many still unsafe
areas- together with the often vulnerable indigenous community and the chronic poverty that
distinguishes many departments, makes the host community of this country a complex
population to study. In settings where the host community present such levels of poverty and
vulnerability, the distribution of aid between the host community and the migrants becomes a
delicate matter, since an imbalance in it can potentially generate resentment among the
groups (Agblorti, 2011). It then becomes relevant to understand which impact the Venezuelan
migration crisis is producing; how this crisis and the consequent newly arriving assistance
providers are perceived by the host community; and which are the relations between these
two population groups and how they are affected by the way aid is organized and distributed.
For the purpose of this research and its case study of La Guajira, when studying the host
community group of the humanitarian arena, a focus has been put on those victims of the
conflict that live in informal settlements, which are among the poorest areas of the city of
Riohacha. By choosing this population sample, the particular aspects of a migration crisis in a
poor (in economic and natural resources terms) and post-peace agreement setting could be
grasped. On the other hand, these victims of the internal conflict generally live in settlements
that host all the groups that are part of the more general host community –victims, structural
poor, indigenous wayuus. Therefore, while studying their perspective does add a layer of
complexity to the research, a strict distinction between victims and non-victims becomes less
evident, and they can be regarded as simply being part of the vulnerable host community. It is
in such complex emergencies that it becomes important to investigate the issue of the
distribution of aid: competing crisis lead to a considerably numerous amount of people and
groups in need of assistance and, in turn, competition over scare resources becomes a
sensitive concern.
A positive relation between the host community and the migrants it receives is fundamental
for a successful integration of this latter population and, consequently, for their well-being
(Fielden, 2008). Nevertheless, this positive relationship can often be jeopardized by the
modality in which assistance is delivered. Two main scenarios are likely to occur, or a mix of
the two: the host community may benefit from and take advantage of the arrival of migrants
and of the consequent new humanitarian aid present in the area; or the distribution of aid is
perceived as unequal by the host community. Related to this last case, various researches
have shown how, in aid-related decisions, the host community is often overlooked and
neglected over the migrant population (Agblorti, 2011; UNEP, 2000; Andrews, 2003;
Konyndyk; 2005). This, in turn, leads to the generation of resentment and thus to a negative
impact in the relations between the two groups (Agblorti, 2011). These interactions become
of particular interest in this research, due to the peculiarity of the host community of La
Guajira. The risk of generating resentment between this latter group and the newly arriving
migrants, indeed, becomes stronger in a context in which the hosts present level of
vulnerability that are comparable to those of the migrants. These theories and debates will
support the reflection about how humanitarian and institutional aid is distributed and
perceived by the beneficiaries in this region of Colombia, and how this influences –positively
or negatively- the host community-migrants relations.
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Social navigation and tactic agency
In an arena approach, the strategizing role of the beneficiaries is recognized. Interfaces
between aid givers and aid recipients become an important object of research in the
humanitarian arena approach, since the host community, refugees and migrants do not
passively wait for aid, but they perform their agency in order to get access to the assistance
providers and to their services, thus shaping the dynamics in place. While it is not the main
focus of this thesis to study how this group contributes to the shaping of the outcome of aid, it
is still relevant to understand these dynamics, since it allows for a more complete
understanding of what happens in practice, how it happens, and why. This approach can be
connected to the concept of “social navigation”, which Vigh recognises as a tactical agency,
thus “the way agents guide their lives through troublesome social and political circumstance”
(Vigh, 2006, p. 10-11). In this approach, the victims are neither individuals fully deprived of
agency, nor “fully free actors”; rather, they perform their agency in a tactical way in order to
socially navigate, in the case of this research, the humanitarian arena. Utas (2005) then breaks
the barrier between agency and victimhood to arrive to the concept of victimcy as “a form of
self-representation by which agency may be effectively exercised under trying, uncertain, and
disempowering circumstances” (Utas, 2005, p. 408). Through this approach it is recognised
that the conditions for assistance delivery are not shaped solely by the providers; instead, the
role of the beneficiaries is central.
The conceptual framework developed in this session, which has at the core the concept of
humanitarian arena and within this it identifies relevant theories and debates, forms the basis
of this research. In the next chapter the methodology of the research will be presented.
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3. Methodology
In this chapter, the methods utilized for the research will be presented. In the first subchapter, the research design of this study will be introduced, followed in sub-chapter 3.2 by
the description of the data collection process, exploring all the different types of data that
were gathered. Sub-chapter 3.3 elaborates on the data processing that was carried out.
Finally, sub-chapter 3.4. presents a reflection about the study sample and the research setting,
the limitations of the research, and ethical considerations.

3.1.

Research design

This study is a qualitative research in which an interpretative approach is adopted, because it
aims to analyse a phenomenon from the ‘interior’ while taking as a starting point the
perspective of the participants. This type of research is the most suitable, because its goal is
an in-depth understanding of processes and phenomena around the issue of mobility and
humanitarian action. To do so, this research analyses how, why and what questions, rather
than how many, and the results are rich in details so to gain an understanding of a complex
phenomenon (Ritchie et al., 2013).
This research takes the form of a case study in the broader research body of humanitarian
operations concerning post-conflict and displacement settings. A case study research helps in
unravelling the complexities of the issues at stake, and a qualitative approach proves to be the
most suitable, since the goal is to study the interactions occurring within the humanitarian
arena from the perspectives of the actors within it; such dynamics and social processes could
indeed not be grasped by quantitative methods such as surveys. Moreover, for a case study
research, a qualitative approach proves to be the most suitable, because it recognizes the
central importance of the context, which is crucial to understand the dynamics taking place in
this study.
This study is exploratory and descriptive. Indeed, it aims to broader the knowledge of an
under-researched aspect of the humanitarian (displacement) arena in the Colombian context
and to provide new understandings and recommendations for the actors involved. Moreover,
this is a descriptive research, meaning that no fixed variables were set before the beginning of
the data collection. Furthermore, the study is cross-sectional, since it aims to understand a
current situation in a fixed point in time. These characteristics provided the opportunity to
adapt the research focus to the most relevant findings.
The research started with a period of one month in the city of Bogotá, where I gained an
overview of the assistance system around the displacement issues of Colombia through
background interviews. It is in the capital city, indeed, that all the main headquarters of
organizations and governmental bodies and institutions can be found. After this initial stage, I
moved to the city of Riohacha, capital of La Guajira region, to carry out three months of field
work. This location was selected before leaving to Colombia according to the advices received
by organizations working in the field and internet research. The criteria for the selection of
the location were the presence in the area of organizations and institutions active in the
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support of victims of the conflict and of Venezuelan refugees and migrants, and the presence
of both these groups of people. This particular location was selected after carefully
considering the accessibility opportunities I could have in the field, which, besides the
availability of the research population, also include safety considerations. Indeed, other areas
of Colombia would have been of interest for this research due to the higher presence of
Colombian victims and organizations working on this topic, if compared to Riohacha;
nevertheless, most of the times these areas were also among the most dangerous of Colombia.
After all these considerations, Riohacha, and more in general La Guajira, was selected as the
fieldwork setting. In the final stage, the data gathered were analysed, and the results are
hereby presented and discussed in the form of a MSc thesis.

3.2.

Data collection

Nature of data
The results of this thesis research were developed through two main categories of data,
namely primary and secondary data. The first category has to be understood as those data
that are collected directly by the researcher for his/her own research purposes; secondary
data, instead, are the ones collected by someone else (O'Reilly and Kiyimba, 2015).
As for the first category, individual semi-structured interviews, as well as participant
observation were carried out. The interviews have helped in the understanding of
participants' perspectives, perceptions and meaning of a particular situation. Ritchie et al.
states that this method is based on the belief that “participants are individuals that actively
construct their social worlds and can communicate insights about it verbally” (Ritchie et al.,
2013, p. 55). Therefore, these data allow to go in-depth in a particular topic, and to verify,
through their comparison, whether a phenomenon is interpreted and perceived in the same
way by the different actors involved. Moreover, the participant observation were in this case
necessary because the research comes in the form of a case study. Indeed, in a case study the
analysis of the context becomes of primary importance, since it is determinant for the
outcomes of the research: different contexts lead to different results. Thus, it is necessary to
“experience the research phenomenon in its real setting” (Ritchie et al., 2013, p. 54). Eventually,
the data were combined and, together, they answered the main research question. As for the
second category of naturally occurring data, this consists of policy documents analysis
provided by institutions and associations, and literature review
Literature and documents review
The analysis and review of primary and secondary documents has occurred throughout the
whole research period. Literature and academic papers were used in a first phase to develop
the theoretical framework that acted as basis for this study and to gain knowledge about the
Colombian context, the selected case study, and theories and processes related to
humanitarian operations in post-conflict and migration settings. Moreover, this type of
documents and papers have been used during the data processing in order to compare the
results gained with other case studies available, so to stress what other researches have
underlined, or to give new insights and provide new recommendations.
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Primary documents such as policy documents published or provided to me by international
organizations or governmental bodies were used to better understand the humanitarian
architecture present in Colombia and, more specifically, in La Guajira, and to gain more
specific and recent data about the issues addressed. This was useful to become familiar with a
humanitarian structure and mechanisms that are rather complex.
Interviews
The interview method allows to verify to what extent the perception of the humanitarian
action by the service providers and the beneficiaries differ; thus, in turn, it allows for an
understanding of the impact of these actions on those populations they aim to help. The
interviews were conducted with informed consent and, when possible and agreed with the
participants, they were recorded for replication purposes. Moreover, in the writing phase, the
interviews were anonymised in order to protect the identity of the participants. A list of all the
interviews that were conducted can be found in Appendix A.
Depending on the population group that was addressed, the sampling method was a
combination of purposive and snowball sampling. These methods are the most suitable for a
research that is affected by cost and time constraints, that tries to reach different population
groups and sub-groups, and to reach a population as the one of the host community living in
informal settlements, victims of conflict, and refugees and migrants, which can be considered
sensitive and potentially difficult to reach.
The interview data collection stage of the research was divided into three phases:
1. The first interview phase took place in October 2020
UN System
in Bogotá, where 5 background interviews were
1
INGOs
carried out. Before leaving to Colombia, some
1
3
contacts were made with a representative of the
Church
Scalabrinian Church through connections created in
Representatives
Italy with the same religious order. This specific
religious order was chosen due to its mission Figure 3. Background interviews, Bogotá
related to human displacement. Moreover, another first connection was created
through LinkedIn with a representative of UNHCR. From these first two interviewees
the snowball sampling that continued throughout the whole data collection started.
These background interviews, 2 of which were with the leaders of the official
coordination platform led by UN agencies put in place to face the Venezuelan migration
emergency called GIFMM, were useful to better understand the humanitarian structure
and functioning at the national level; and to gain more insights on the social, economic
and political atmosphere in Colombia and its links with the position taken by
politicians and by humanitarian organizations on issues related to the internal conflict,
and to the migration crisis.
2. The second phase was carried out in November and December 2020 in Riohacha, La
Guajira. In this phase, attention was put in interviewing practitioners and officials of
the different governmental institutions, organizations and agencies involved in what is
here called the “humanitarian arena” and in the aid provision to the population, with
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the results of 23 different interviews carried out. These included representatives of
agencies and organizations related to the UN, International NGOs, Domestics Civil
Society Organizations, Representatives of the Church, and different types of
Governmental Institutions. During these two months, I have tried to obtain interviews
with all the different groups of assistance providers that are relevant for this research.
This, in different ways and with different levels of accessibility and willingness, has
been accomplished. A reflection about these processes will follow in sub-chapter 3.4.
The interviews with these population groups came in the form of semi-structured
interviews. A previous list of questions was prepared, but it was kept flexible during
the interviews in order to let the discussion flow. This allowed me to gain more clarity
on the topic preferences of the participants, and, in turn, on the difference in
importance given to the various topics.
3. The third phase was carried out in December 2020 and in the last two weeks of
January 2021 in Riohacha. The last stage of the data collection was dedicated to reach
the beneficiaries research population. This population can be divided into four
overlapping groups: Venezuelan refugees and migrants, host community, Colombian
victims of the armed conflict, and Colombian returnees. Due to time constraints and to
the limited accessibility encountered, the focus was narrowed down to Venezuelan
refugees and migrants, and victims of the conflict specifically. All these interviews
came in the form of individual or double conversations, and one small group discussion
composed by two Venezuelans, one Colombian victim, one Colombian returnee and
one worker of a domestic organization that was spontaneously formed while I was
observing an operation of this foundation. This spontaneous group conversation was
considerably enriching for the purpose of this research. Indeed, since the goal of this
study is to analyse the effect of humanitarian and governmental aid on the relations
between the host community and migrants, observing and listening to the interactions
between these participants confronting each other was a fruitful way to shed light on
the research topic (Ritchie et al., 2013, p. 56). In the case of this research population, a
mix of both semi-structured and unstructured interview types was used, depending on
whether it was a planned interview or a more spontaneous conversation, whether the
interview was carried out individually, in couple or in group, and on the participant’s
level of understanding of the goal of the research.
To understand the choice of the sample selected for the last phase of the research, it is
important to provide some context to the research process undertaken. The initial research
plan was to investigate the assistance regimes around Colombian IDPs (who are part of the
victims of the internal conflict) and Venezuelan migrants, thus narrowing the concept to a
“humanitarian displacement arena”. Nevertheless, once in the field, and especially when
carrying out the interviews with the assistance providers, the distinction between IDPs,
Colombian victims of the internal conflict more in general, and Colombian structural poor
proved to be not as delineated as expected. Instead, the practitioners generally referred to the
separation between Colombian host community more in general and the migrants and
refugees. The distribution of aid between these two population groups emerged as a delicate
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and relevant issue in the area, thus the focus of the thesis shifted to the study of the aid
regimes around the host community and the Venezuelan population. During the data
collection related to the Colombian beneficiaries side of the arena, the sample selected within
the host community targeted population was made specifically of victims of the internal
conflict and returnees. As stated in the theoretical framework, this choice allows to grasp the
particularity of the host community at stake and the consequent complexity of the implication
of aid for host-migrant relations. Moreover, this decision was also undertaken due to
accessibility reasons –being the victims organized in formal groups (mesas de victimas) they
were also more easily accessible- and safety reasons –as explained below in the reflection
section, the areas where the targeted population lives present serious risk factors. While it is
true that limiting the sample to this category make the results of this part of the study less
generalizable to the wider population, it is extremely relevant to study the perspective of
Colombian victims on these topics, especially considering that they represent 8 million
Colombians and a big part of the population of La Guajira (Registro Único de Víctimas, 2020).
In particular, the participants to this research are all Colombian social leaders of communities
that live in informal settlements where indigenous, structural poor, returnees and victims all
live together –the so called “host community”; thus, their role is to be advocates of their
communities, rather than only of their own.

1

UN System

6

6

INGOs
Domestic CSOs
Church Representatives

3
7

Governmental Institutions
Colombian victims of the conflict

3
3

Venezuelan refugees/migrants
4

Returnees

Figure 4. Fieldwork interviews, Riohacha

Participatory observation
During the fieldwork phase of this research, complementing the interviews methodology with
participatory observation helped to enrich the data gathered, to improve their quality, and to
verify their validity. Participatory observation can indeed help to complement interviews in
those aspects that are more difficultly expressed during a conversation ((Ritchie et al., 2013,
p. 58). These aspects may include, for example, elements or interactions of a daily life that the
participant may not consider relevant for the purpose of the research, whereas they are
instead central both for a better understanding of the setting and context (Madge and
Harrisson’s, 1938 cited in Clark, 2009), and for the achievement of more accurate results. In
this study, participatory observation with the aid providers was difficult to carry out, due to
the limited accessibility to the public of their activities and meetings. On the other hand, one
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domestic CSOs and one religious organization allowed me to take part to some of their
activities, and this gave me the chance to observe the interactions occurring between the
service providers and the beneficiaries, and within the beneficiaries themselves. As for the
phase dedicated to interviewing the beneficiaries research population, participatory
observation was fundamental both to build a relation of trust, and for the very purpose and
results of this research. This was true especially with Colombian victims of the internal
conflict, who invited me to their barrios to have conversations and know their community.
This allowed me to observe the conditions in which they live and the relations that developed
between Colombians and Venezuelans living in the same informal settlement, which are
elements that are of primary importance for the results of this research. The observations
gathered with this methodology were reported in the form of field notes.

3.3.

Data processing and analysis

Before the start of the fieldwork, the theoretical framework that acts as the base for the
research was written, as well as a list of interview questions. During and after the fieldwork,
selected interviews whose content was considered relevant to the research were transcribed.
This allowed for an easier – or faster - analysis of the data in the writing process. Moreover, it
allowed for an interpretation and understanding of the answers that goes beyond words:
while listening again and transcribing it was possible to notice and remember details about
the way the answer was given – hesitation, silence, intonation – that were important for the
outcome of the research.
The second step of the data analysis was the coding of the data gathered. With coding is meant
“the process of organizing and sorting qualitative data” (Stuckey, 2015). Through the software
program ATLAS.ti (version 8.4.24), I categorised the results into themes. Considering the
exploratory and descriptive nature of the research, an inductive approach was mostly used,
meaning that the codes emerged from the data, by carrying out a process of selection and
differentiation, rather than having a pre-stabilized set of themes (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane,
2006). Nevertheless, right after the transcription phase of the interviews, some of the main
topics discussed were already clear, so few of the codes were created prior the actual coding
process for each document, during which more codes were then added. At the same time, code
groups were created, so to have a clearer structure of the quotation identified (see Appendix
B). Moreover, when considered useful, quotations were accompanied by comments, which
were helpful to better and faster identify a long or complex quotation.
In the last phase, the content and discourse analysis of the data collected was carried out. The
data were divided into categories and analysed based on how they could answer the four subquestions. In the data collection method of this research, which is mainly based on interviews
and observation, reliability is at stake, since personal opinions, interpretations and biases can
affect the objectivity of the results. For this reason, the reliability of the research was sought
through triangulation, so through the utilization and intersection of different sources of data.
Nevertheless, this depended on the topic at stake, since in this research personal
interpretations’ divergences are an interesting result per se. These divergences, indeed, could
for example be related to the different professional background of the participants (e.g. if they
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were part of a development oriented organization, or an emergency oriented one), or on their
difference in social status.

3.4.

Reflection

Some reflections about the method adopted and about the limitations of this research, and
some ethical considerations are presented in this sub-chapter.
Study sample and research setting
It is important to make a reflection about the data collection process in the field, in order to
highlight some aspects –such as the research context, the sampling method and the
accessibility of the population- that may have influenced the outcome of this thesis.
In a context as the one of Colombia, and especially in an area such as the one of La Guajira, in
order to gain access to the research population, building trust relations that can act as
references is fundamental, also to access important organizations or entities. Access, indeed,
is gained more in informal ways rather than through formal requests. If on the one hand
carrying out fieldwork in an informal and small setting allowed me to go directly at offices to
ask for interviews, on the other hand, obtaining someone’s references is often the easiest and
at times only way to be able to talk to a targeted person. This is true especially in the case of
government officials. While practitioners of the humanitarian sector are likely to be familiar
with research dynamics, representatives of the government were more difficult to reach and
to involve, and this is reflected on the differences in quantity between the humanitarian
participants and the government ones. Two of them were indeed addressed thanks to the
references of other participants, and only one was approached in a direct way at his office.
This difficulty in gaining access to these actors, added to the informality of the context and the
obstacles in finding online information, made the snowball sampling the most effective
method to reach the research population I was interested in.
Generally, snowball sampling also presents some limitations, such as putting at risk the
representativeness of the sample, thus limiting the validity and reliability of the research
(Cohen and Arieli, 2011). In the case of the service providers, these limitations were overcome
through the combination of snowball sampling and purposive sampling. This latter method
foresees the analysis of the research population, and the identification and quantification of
its subgroups, to later create a contact with them (Cohen and Arieli, 2011). In the case of this
research, a conscious search for representatives of all the different levels and entities involved
in the assistance to host community and migrants was carried out and, eventually, a sample
comprehensive of all these realities was achieved through the snowball sampling method.
Migrants and refugees, on the other hand, are a more sensitive and less accessible population
to reach. In this case, snowball sampling allowed me to obtain access and to create trust
dynamics that increased their willingness to participate in the research (Sadler et al., 2010);
nevertheless, through this type of sampling, only people belonging to few networks were
reached, and, in turn, only few realities were represented (Van Meter, 1990). Nevertheless,
with such a sensitive population, quality has to be prioritized over quantity. Building a
relationship of real trust, which is of primary importance to gain relevant insights, is both
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time and energy consuming, and this allowed only for a small sample to be represented. One
last element to highlight that affected the size of this sample, is the limited access in terms of
safety. Most of these participants live in informal settlements outside the centre of the city,
where levels of criminality are particularly high: a white young woman alone in those settings
can become an easy target, and she may also not be welcomed by the population. Hence, only
the relationships created with both social leaders or residents though the snowball sampling
would allow me to access those settings and those groups.
Limitations
Some of the limitations to take into considerations are related to the very nature of a
qualitative, case study research.
The first limitation is the one of validity. Validity refers to whether the research data can be
considered honest and genuine (Anderson, 2010). The validity of this specific study can be
negatively affected by both researcher bias and by the effect of the presence of the researcher
on the setting or on the participants. It is impossible to reach full objectivity in qualitative
research, because the researcher will always be partly affected by his/her background, values,
knowledge and opinions (Bickman and Rog, 2008). Nevertheless, both in the phase of data
collection and especially in the phase of data analysis and interpretation, I tried to recognise
and be aware of these biases, to avoid “leading” questions during interviews, and to use
respondent validation. This latter technic consists in asking for feedbacks to the interviewee
about the interpretations given by the researcher to what has been answered (Anderson,
2010). The same reasoning is valid for the effect of the presence of the researcher. It is
impossible to eliminate this effect to a full extent, and the central thing to do is to understand
what this effect is and include it in the results. In the case of this research, it was often a doubt
whether the respondents were providing me honest opinions and thoughts in their answers,
especially the representatives of the humanitarian sector. Being aware that I was carrying out
interviews with several organizations, and maybe fearing that I would – intentionally or not let out what they would answer me, may have led them to avoid giving me answers that could
highlight negative sides of the system. A technic that tries to minimise this is the use of
constant comparison of one piece of data with previous ones, and to not consider it on its own
(Anderson, 2010).
Another limitation that this research encompasses is one generally associated with case study
research: it cannot always be generalised to the wider population. In particular, one aspect of
this research that strengthens this limitation is that its results are strongly affected by the
point in time in which the data collection was carried out. The situation analysed was, indeed,
a situation in progress rather than a static one: the Venezuelan migrant crisis was and is still
going through some changes over the months, and the humanitarian architecture in place is
still in its development phase. Despite these considerations, through the development of a
strong theoretical base and a thorough description of the case study setting, this type of
research can be a useful tool for other researchers or practitioners that are studying or
working in settings and contexts that they consider similar to the one of this research
(Hodkinson and Hodkinson, 2001).
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The last limitations are related to practical issues such as time and resource constraints, and
safety measures. These factors had consequences on the sampling methods and on the choice
of the location, as already explained in the previous sections. It would have been interesting to
travel to different areas of the country to make comparison and to have a clearer overview of
the situation, but the limited period of the fieldwork – 3 to 4 months – and the costs did not
allow for this to happen. For these reasons, the scope of the research is limited. Moreover,
areas such as the border with Venezuela could have been more suitable and interesting for
the topic of this study, but security reasons made these areas inaccessible for a MSc student.
Ethical considerations
Ethical principles and conducts are an integral part of social research, since they legitimate
both its purposes and the methods adopted (Payne and Payne, 2004, p. 66). As explained by
Payne and Payne in their book “Key concepts in social research” (2004), the British Sociological
Association (2002) identifies three factors that guarantee that the physical, social and
psychological well-being of the participants is not negatively affected by the research. These
factors – informed consent, confidentiality and do no harm – together with the additional one
of researching a vulnerable population, are here explored and considered in the context of
this specific study.
Informed consent
Firstly, participant should have the right to freely decide whether to participate to the
research and to withdraw from the study at any time. When deciding whether to participate
or not, participants should be informed about the research, they should be able to understand
what they are agreeing to, and they should be left free to make their own decision (Krause,
2017). During the data collection of this study, before each interview the participants were
informed of the goal of the research, why the study was being undertaken, and how their
contributions would be used. Whereas with the service providers this went smoothly, it was
sometimes different in the case of the beneficiaries population. Sometimes the educational
background of this population made it difficult to make them fully understand the sense of the
research; nevertheless, this obstacle was overcome thanks, again, to the snowball sampling
methods, which allowed me to have an intermediary willing to help me in better explaining
the purpose of the interview to the participant concerned.
Privacy and confidentiality
In order to protect the informants, their privacy must be protected too, thus anonymisation
becomes crucial. In the case of this study, each participant was informed of the fact that (s)he
would be anonymous in the research. The issue of confidentiality goes beyond simply
changing the names of the informants, because in some cases – as, for example, the one of this
research – other clues (e.g. the role they play in the humanitarian architecture) could reveal
who the participant is (Payne and Payne, 2004, p. 68). The case of the leaders of the two
humanitarian platforms present in the field (GIFMM and LCT) is an example: revealing their
position in the humanitarian arena was important for the sake of the research’s result, but the
organization they belong to can, in this way, easily be guessed. Nevertheless, this was done
with the awareness and consent of the organizations involved, thus respecting their rights.
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Doing no Harm
The previous two factors together contribute to the third factor of doing no harm to the
participants (Payne and Payne, 2004, p. 69). Every social researcher should, at minimum,
carry out a reflection about the consequences of his or her study on the participant, in order
to understand if it could harm the participant in any way. In this specific research, going
beyond the protection of the participants through the confidentiality principle, a reflection
had to be made about the relations with the beneficiaries population’s expectations. During
the data collection with this group, it was made clear that the goal of my presence was to
objectively gather data for research purposes, and that even though I was studying topics such
as aid delivery, I was not involved in these activities. Some internal dilemmas also arose
during fieldwork, such as whether I could help my participants by fulfilling their request of
advising some organizations to bring help in the informal settlements they were living in,
which are in great need of help; or whether I should keep my role of observer. In those cases, I
would once again explain to the participants which was my role in order to not raise their
expectations, and, eventually, I would try to do what they asked me only outside of the
research framework, with some friends I had that were working in the humanitarian sector.
At the end of this study I can conclude that no one was harmed by this research.
Vulnerable Groups
An additional consideration about doing research with vulnerable groups needs to be made
for this particular study. The host community of La Guajira under consideration in this
research has been living in poverty for decades; the Colombians victims of the internal conflict
have gone through various types of abuses, among which murders of relatives and forced
displacement; Venezuelan refugees and migrants were forced to leave their country to look
for affordable food, health and safety, often after losing all their money. Special ethical
behaviours need to be adopted when researching these types of population. In many cases,
indeed, participants may feel that the researcher does not have a genuine interest for their
stories, that the study enforced their feeling of powerlessness and it was harmful. Thus, it is
important to take into consideration the dignity and the rights of these people (Connolly,
2003). In this research, the willingness of this population to talk to me, the respect for their
rights and their decisions was also assured by the fact that the respondents chose voluntarily
to participate after hearing the introduction of myself and of the research. Moreover, in order
to not make them feel used, I am still in contact with those of them that own a cell phone, and I
will share with them the final report of the research they participated in.
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4. Setting the scene
In order to understand the relevance of the issue under study and to grasp the meaning of the
achieved results, it is first fundamental to provide some knowledge about the context at stake.
Only through an appropriate understanding of the setting, indeed, it is possible to achieve a
full appreciation of the results and of their implications. Sub-chapter 4.1 will then elaborate
on the current challenges that Colombia is now facing, both related to internal issues and to
the Venezuelan migrant crisis. Afterwards, sub-chapter 4.2 will zoom into the setting of the
case study selected, meaning the department of La Guajira, providing an overview of its
situation and its vulnerability factors. The chapter will then focus on the aid responses that
have been developed to face these challenges: 4.3 will elaborate more in general about these
assistance regimes in Colombia, while 4.4 briefly describes the configuration of the
humanitarian arena of La Guajira, fundamental to understand the data collected and
consequent results of this research.

4.1.

The double crisis of Colombia

The armed conflict in Colombia has been the reality of the country for over five decades. The
beginning of the conflict dates back to the mid-60s, and the negotiations for the peace
between the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) and the government only
reached a final solution in 2016. The conflict , which involved a multiplicity of actors, among
which the FARC, the National Liberation Army guerrillas, narco-traffickers, and other
paramilitary groups, had devastating consequences both socially and economically. According
to the Registro Único de Víctimas (2019) of Colombia, at the time of this research the victims
reached the number of almost 8.5 million, 7.5 million of which are victims of forced
displacement3. Despite the peace agreement, the situation of a considerable amount of people
did not change in these last years. Indeed, after an initial decrease in violence following the
ceasefire of the FARC in 2015, violence has increased in 2018 (Human Rights Watch, 2019;
Robillard et al., 2020), and the number of Internally Displaced People continues to grow.
Moreover, the demobilization of the FARC guerrilla is proving to be challenging and
controversial: while many former FARC combats are going through a difficult process of reintegration into society, numerous of them still reject to give up the fight and are joining the
dissident movement, which in May 2019 was estimated to be composed of more than 2300
members. This group, together with the other already existing guerrilla army, the Popular
Army of Liberation (Ejército de Liberación Nacional in Spanish, ELN), continues to commit
crimes and abuses against civilians (Human Rights Watch, 2020). Violence continues to be
perpetrated also by existing and new armed or paramilitary groups, which often try to take
over territories previously under the control of the FARC and are now characterized by a
According to the law 1448 of 2011, also known as Victims’ Law, are considered victims those who have suffered
damages from facts occurred from the 1st of January 1985 as a consequence of violations of international
humanitarian law or of violations of international human rights standards due to the internal armed conflict.
Among others, these facts can be: threat; forced disappearance; forced displacement; homicide; antipersonnel
mines, kidnapping; torture; etc. (Marín, 2017; Registro Único de Víctimas, 2020)
3
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power vacuum left by the peace agreement and the unwillingness of the state to be present in
such areas. This is putting many people in the condition of leaving their home and find shelter
in another place within the borders of the country (UNHCR, 2019). In addition to this, the
implementation of the Victims Law4 and in particular of the land restitution to displaced
victims is proving to be more difficult than foreseen, for which, by July 2019, only 10,400
claims were issued of more than 116,000 filed (Human Rights Watch, 2020; Robillard et al.,
2020).
While maybe major in numbers, internal displacement and the increase in the number of
victims of the conflict are not the only issues that characterise the internal post-peace
agreement context of Colombia, which is far from stable. The violence that characterises this
particular setting, and the issues that emerge from the internal conflict and from the presence
of armed groups and their illicit activities can also be linked to development problems
connected to land control (Feola, 2019). The cultivation of illicit crops –which reached its
record in the Colombian territory in 2018- still represents a considerable part of the illicit
economy of the country, which is provoking strains to both the economic development of the
country and to the economic emancipation of those campesinos involved in these activities,
while, on the other hand, increasing the strength and power of those in control of these lands
(Humanitarian Country Team & OCHA, 2018). Not only connected to economic and social
development, the cultivation of these crops also leads to environmental instability due to soil
and water degradation. These issues only aggravate an already precarious environmental
situation in Colombia, that due to its geographical location is frequently subjected to natural
disasters related to dry and rainy seasons. As it is often the case, environmental vulnerability
is both caused and deepened by structural institutional lacks: it is in those areas where the
state is the least present or where the governmental institutions are more corrupted and
weak that the communities strongly rely on, for example, natural water flows, thus becoming
easy victims of floods or droughts. To add to this scenario, the resource overexploitation and
degradation caused by big extraction projects and illegal mining further limit and threaten the
access to potable water, food and livelihoods of those communities living in the areas at stake,
which are often indigenous and Afro-Colombian communities, many of whom are also at high
risk of extinction due to the armed conflict (Humanitarian Country Team & OCHA, 2018).
In this unstable post-peace agreement context, another crisis is reaching Colombia from a
neighbouring country. Once the wealthiest country and most stable democracy of Latin
America, in these last decades Venezuela has experienced an economic crisis that has
escalated over the last years. The economic, political and humanitarian crisis that the
contested President of Venezuela persists to deny has led to food and medicines shortages,
hyperinflation, and increase in poverty. According to the National Survey of Living Conditions
(ENCOVI), in 2019-2020 96% and 64.8% of Venezuelan households were affected by income
and multidimensional poverty respectively, with this latter indicator presenting a 13.8%
growth between 2018 and 2019 (ENCOVI, 2020). Forced to leave their country, millions of
This law has the goal to provide reparations to those who suffered human rights violations and infraction of international
humanitarian law due to the internal conflict in Colombia, and to return land to IDPs. With this law, victims are now
registered at the Central Registry of Victims (Registro Unico de Víctimas) (Human Rights Watch, 2011)
4
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Venezuelan have crossed the borders seeking for shelter and safe conditions in the
neighbouring countries. As of October 2019, the number of Venezuelan refugees and migrants
was 4.5 million (R4V, 2020). The majority of these individuals is seeking help in Colombia,
which, according to governmental sources, by the end of September 2019 had seen the arrival
of almost 1.5 million Venezuelans (Migraciòn, 2019).

4.2.

La Guajira as area of double and triple affectation

Due to the cross-over of impacts presented above,
Colombia presents numerous victims of double and triple
affectation in various areas of the country. In these
territories, characterised by economic and natural
resources constraints, the host community presents level
of vulnerability that can be considered comparable to the
ones of the migrants. It is especially in these areas that it
becomes important to study whether the way in which the
humanitarian and institutional aid is organized and
distributed between these vulnerable groups is effective,
and whether this has an impact on the beneficiaries’
relations. An unbalanced aid allocation, indeed, can lead to
feeling of neglect and, in turn, to the generation of
resentment between the communities at stake, thus
Figure 5: Department of La Guajira in
negatively affecting their integration (Agblorti, 2011).
Colombia (source: Fioroni et al., 2013)
Therefore, the case study selected for this research corresponds to one of these areas: the
department of La Guajira. To provide some general context, the poverty indicators of this
region double the national ones. In 2018, monetary poverty reached an incidence of 53.7% in
the department of La Guajira, and extreme poverty arrived at 26.7%. As for multidimensional
poverty –which refers to the various deprivations experienced by households in terms of
health, education, employment, etc.- this region reached an incidence of 51.1% (with some
municipalities reaching the value of 90%), against the 19.6% that instead characterises the
national territory (DANE, 2020). In order to understand the particularity of this case study,
and thus the added complexity that a migration crisis entails in such a territory, the general
context and the vulnerability factors that characterise this department are hereby presented.
The department of La Guajira in Colombia is situated in the north-west of the country, in the
Colombian Caribbean region. It borders to the north with the Caribbean Sea, to the south-east
with Venezuela, and to the south-west and west with the department of Cesar and of
Magdalena respectively. It is composed of 15 municipalities, and the city of Riohacha, where
the fieldwork for this research was carried out, is its capital. La Guajira presents 880.560
inhabitants, of which the 44.8% are indigenous wayuus (R4V & GIFMM, 2019). In this
department, the institutional context, the geographical location and its demographic
composition come together in a variety of vulnerability factors which make a considerable
part of the population of La Guajira victim of double or triple affectation.
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Firstly, the institutional context of this department presents severe weaknesses in terms of
resources, capacity and transparency. Indeed, from 2013 to 2019 the department of La
Guajira was administrated by 11 different governors. Even more emblematic is the example of
Riohacha, which saw the presence of 8 different governors in the three years period of 20162019, due to investigations and corruption charges (R4V & GIFMM, 2019). Secondly, the
geographical position of the department makes it a strategic area for illicit activities,
especially smuggling and trafficking of psychoactive substances and fuel towards the
Caribbean islands, and from and towards Venezuela. These illegal businesses, controlled by
various armed groups, lead to violence, crimes and threats towards the civilian population.
Moreover, despite a decrease in massive displacement related to the official end of the
conflict, the department still presents a considerable number of victims of the conflict, which,
up to February 2019, were 129.112 (UNDP, 2019). Many of these victims are concentrated in
urban areas, especially in the city of Riohacha, where they often reside in resource and
infrastructure-poor informal settlements. The geography of the department also makes it an
area particularly subjected to natural disasters, especially floods and droughts: the population
affected by natural hazards passed, from 2017 to 2018, from 8.292 to 30.453. Deforestation
and desertification processes, the progressive erosion of the coast, and of the sources and
margins of hydrographic basins, and the illegal trafficking of flora and fauna species have a
high impact on environmental deterioration, which mainly affects those communities living in
rural and isolated areas (UNDP, 2019). This is valid especially for indigenous communities,
since the wayuu, due to their cultural characteristics, are highly scattered throughout the
department, frequently in isolated areas with precarious environmental conditions and
almost null infrastructure, thus making the access to basic services and livelihoods like water
and food a daily challenge (ELC La Guajira, 2018).
In addition to these internal factors, that already causes serious humanitarian concerns, the
geographical, demographic and institutional conditions of La Guajira come together in one
external challenge: the increase in the mixed migratory flow from Venezuela. This department
shares 249 kilometres of frontier with Venezuela, with only one formal crossing point, and
more than 180 informal ones (trochas in Spanish), through which 166.625 Venezuelan
migrants arrived in Colombia by July 2019 (R4V & GIFMM, 2019). The demographic element
also comes into play in this scenario: the wayuu communities have historically lived in both
sides of the frontier, and recognize themselves as belonging to both nationalities; due to the
current dramatic conditions of Venezuela, many of these families are coming back to Colombia
without registering, thus leading to a more difficult identification of the migrants to assist and
to a less truthful perception of the problems to tackle. In this context, the already strong
structural limitations and problems that affect the host community of this department are
further accentuated by the increase in the migrant population and by the consequent
competition over scarce resources and intercultural conflicts (ELC La Guajira, 2018).
In the following section an overview of the assistance systems around these two groups –the
Colombian host community and the Venezuelan migrants- will be presented. This helps in
understanding the humanitarian and governmental aid context of Colombia, but its
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functioning and the interactions that occur within and across sectors will be exposed in
Chapter 5 and 6 through the humanitarian arena lens.

4.3.

Assistance regimes in Colombia

The aid responses that have been developed in Colombia to address the variety of crises that
characterise this country comprehend a variety of actors, among which governmental entities,
both development and humanitarian UN agencies and INGOs, as well as local actors. In
practice, a clear separation of aid regimes between internal emergencies and migration issues
is complex to establish, as identified in the problem statement and as it will be analysed in the
next result chapters. Therefore, the following section will present the general picture and the
main actors active in the aid responses in Colombia, addressed at the internal crisis of
Colombia and at the Venezuelan migrant crisis respectively.
Internal crisis of Colombia
In terms of humanitarian support, Colombia is a unique case in the Latin American region.
Due to the long lasting internal conflict, a developed coordination structure led by OCHA –
which first arrived in the country in 2004- was already established to address the concerning
humanitarian needs present in the country (Stirk, 2013). At the national level this system is
composed of a Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) acting through 37 members
comprehensive of UN agencies, and national and international NGOs. At the national level,
seven clusters5 are active, and coordination at the local level is assured by a network of twelve
Local Coordination Teams (LCT, Equipos Locales de Coordinación in Spanish). These teams
were given this name in 2015, but in fact replaced the previous Local Humanitarian Teams
(LHT), already active since 2006 in few territories (OCHA Colombia Wiki, 2020). These LCT
then carry out and coordinate actions related to development and humanitarian aid and
peace-building initiatives at the local level. Moreover, two Local Humanitarian Teams have
been set up in areas at the border with Venezuela. This humanitarian architecture aimed at
addressing the internal challenges that Colombia faces, acts as a complementary support and
as an advocate for the needs of people to the State.
The main governmental bodies that the Humanitarian Country Team collaborates with are the
Unit for the Victims Assistance and Reparation and the National Unit for Disaster Risk
Management. The first of these governmental bodies is responsible for implementing the Law
1448 of 2011 (also known as Victims Law), and for coordinating, advising and developing the
public policy to assist and provide reparations to the victims. The latter of these governmental
entities mentioned, on the other hand, is responsible for implementing disaster risk
management and to coordinate actions and policies related to these topics. Therefore, the UNled HCT participates in strategic and coordination spaces, information sharing and capacity
building initiatives with these and other governmental entities (OCHA, 2020).

Clusters are groups of humanitarian organizations, both UN and non-UN, in each of the main sectors of humanitarian action,
e.g. water, health and logistics. They are designated by the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) and have clear
responsibilities for coordination (Humanitarian Response, n.d).
5

28

Besides the governmental institutions involved, several human rights bodies, as the
Defensoría del Pueblo, and numerous associations of IDPs and victims operate in support of
this population group (Ferris, 2014).
Venezuelan migrant crisis
In the past years, the Colombian Government has undertaken open policies towards the
reception and integration of Venezuelan refugees and migrants. Firstly, it created a Special
Stay Permit (PEP in Spanish) for Venezuelans who entered the country through formal border
points. Moreover, it allowed irregular Venezuelans –identified through the registration
system called RAMV- to become regular migrants through the acquisition of a PEP. This PEP
allows the stay of these people in Colombia for up to two years, and it guarantees the
protection of their basic rights, including health, education and employment. Moreover, for
those who plan to move to another country crossing Colombia, the Government has provided
a Border Mobility Card (TMF in Spanish), which allows Venezuelans to stay in the country for
seven days (Coordination Platform for Refugees and Migrants from Venezuela, 2018). Besides
the provision of these documents to guarantee the rights of these individuals, the 23 rd of
January 2018, the National Council of Economic and Social Politics (CONPES in Spanish)
defined a Strategy for Attention to the Migration from Venezuela, setting up a plan until 2021.
This strategy aims to establish and implement numerous actions in sectors such as health,
education, infancy, early childhood and adolescence, employment, shelter, security and
cohabitation (DNP, 2018).
As for the humanitarian sector, when the Venezuelan migrant crisis started, the UN developed
a regional platform to coordinate actions related to this phenomenon: the Regional InterAgency Coordination Platform for Refugees and Migrants from Venezuela 6. This regional
platform is then developed also at the national level by each host country, which is meant to
act in complementarity with governmental actions. For this reason, and alongside the actions
of the HCT, a national humanitarian coordination platform (the Inter-Agency Mixed Migration
Flows Group –GIFMM in Spanish) operates to guarantee the protection and support of
Venezuelan refugees and migrants and Colombian returnees as well as host communities
(Teff and Panayotatos, 2019). With mixed migration flow is meant the migration influx that
comprehends Venezuelan migrants, refugees and Colombian returnees. This platform is
coordinated by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the
International Organization for Migration (IOM), and includes 50 members, among which UN
agencies, national and international NGOs and the Red Cross Movement (Coordination
Platform for Refugees and Migrants from Venezuela, 2019). This platform addresses issues
related to access to livelihoods, protection, health, food security and nutrition, shelter and
Water Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH). (Coordination Platform for Refugees and Migrants
from Venezuela, 2018)
Key actors of the international community are now prioritizing projects and assistance aimed
at addressing the migration from Venezuela, thus to the actors belonging to the GIFMM
platform; this, in turn, leads to an increasingly limited access to funding addressed to the
6

In Spanish: Plataforma Regional de Coordinación Interagencial para refugiados y migrantes de Venezuela
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internal issues of Colombia, which the HCT is in charge of. For this reason, and in order to
harmonize the mandates of these two platforms –especially in those areas where both
interventions are needed- back-to-back coordination meetings between the HCT and GIFMM
have been put in place, so to avoid duplication, maximise resources and to improve synergies
of actions. (OCHA, 2020; Teff and Panayotatos, 2019)
The two assistance regimes that exist in Colombia around the internal crisis and around
migration from Venezuela, together with the beneficiaries involved, are part of what I will
here refer to as “humanitarian arena”. In this thesis, the interfaces between these two regimes
will be studied in the specific context of La Guajira. The local LCT, the local GIFMM, and the
governmental institutions involved will be taken into consideration to study how these two
regimes shape the arena through interactions and negotiations, if they cooperate or compete,
and how these aspects affect the relations between the host community and the migrants.

4.4.

Configuration of the Humanitarian Arena of La Guajira

In order to understand the findings that will be exposed in the following chapter, it necessary
to present how the humanitarian arena is configured in the department of La Guajira, which is
the purpose of this sub-chapter.
In terms of assistance providers, the arena presents a combination of development, peace
building and humanitarian UN agencies and INGOs, governmental actors, as well as domestic
civil society organizations (DCSOs) and church entities, as presented by figure 6.

back-to-back

Figure 6. Configuration of the Assistance Providers in the Humanitarian Arena7

All these actors interact with each other, as it will be analysed in the following chapter, either
through formal and official relations, or through informal ones. The two official UN-led
coordination platforms, namely the Inter-Agency Mixed Migration Flows Group (GIFMM) and
the Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) are present in their local representations: the local
GIFMM and the Local Coordination Team (LCT) respectively. The LCT of La Guajira was born
in 2015 to address development, humanitarian and peace-building issues –meaning mainly
internal challenges; nevertheless, many of its members had already been active in the area
As explained also in the previous chapter, the term “cooperation sector” refers to the combination of: GIFMM,
LCT and DCSOs.
7
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before the formal creation of this local platform. The GIFMM, instead, was born initially as a
sub-group of the LCT, to then become a separate platform on its own in 2018, to specifically
address issues of migration. At the time in which the fieldwork for this research was carried
out, this platform had been active for one year, and it was made of 31 active members and 4
observers. The LCT, on the other hand, was made of 18 members and 3 observers. Many
member organizations and UN agencies in fact belong to both platforms and perform
interventions related to internal issues of Colombia, and to the Venezuelan migrant crisis. Yet,
some of these have been active in the territory of La Guajira for several years before the
creation of the GIFMM, and these are usually more development-oriented than the others.
As often common in UN set-ups, the GIFMM platform presents an internal cluster system, so it
is divided into internal thematic sub-groups (e.g. shelter, WASH, education in emergencies,
protection, etc.). The LCT, on the other hand, present similar coordination spaces, called
technical spaces; nevertheless, differently from the GIFMM ones, it coordinates and co-leads
them together with governmental bodies. Finally, all these actors –belonging to the
cooperation sector and governmental entities- active in the aid responses gather in the Puesto
de Mando Unificado, also called Mesa Migratoria. This is a space led by the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, in which both a representative of Bogota and a representative of the Departmental
Government are present, as well as governmental bodies such as ICBF 8, the Defensoria del
Pueblo, the Education Department, the Health Department, Armed Forces and the Police.
Besides the governmental bodies, also the leaders of the of the international cooperation
platforms are present, and they are required to report what interventions they are carrying
out; therefore, this is a reporting space rather than a coordination one. Finally, back-to-back
coordination meetings between the LCT and GIFMM have been put in place, so to avoid
duplication of actions, to maximise resources and to improve synergies of actions (OCHA,
2020; Teff and Panayotatos, 2019).
As for the beneficiaries population, this is mainly divided into Venezuelan migrants and
refugees, and the Colombian host community. This latter group is then comprehensive of
structural poor and victims of the internal conflict. Furthermore, one latter group puts
together migrants and Colombians victims, neamely the Colombian returnees, who often left
the country in the years of the conflict due to violence and threats, and are now returning to
their home country.

Instituto Colombiano de Bienestar Familiar: it works for the prevention and comprehensive protection of early
childhood, childhood, adolescence and the well-being of families in Colombia.
8
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5. Imaging processes in the humanitarian
arena of La Guajira
In the management and response of a complex emergency, various actors at different levels
and scales come into play and interact. While formal relations are portrayed by policy
documents and reports, the humanitarian arena approach allows to read between the lines of
those official papers, so to grasp the everyday interactions and negotiations that occur within
this space and that shape the way aid is de facto delivered and organized (Hilhorst & Jansen,
2010). In order to thoroughly understand the hows and whys of these interactions –and, in
turn, to understand the complexity of the management of aid in such complex settings- it is
fundamental to first analyse how the actors in this arena make sense of the context, of the
needs and of their own and others’ roles. Indeed, as Hilhorst (2003) observed, these mutual
expectations and differences in views categorize the actors into particular behaviours, and, in
turn, shape the outcome of aid.
In this chapter, these interpretations and expectations are analysed through the concept of
imaging. Departing from Hilhorst et al.’s (2012) idea that this approach helps to overcome the
limitations of the concept of perception –which “tend to become frozen” in one actor’s head- I
identify various way in which the different sectors of the arena portray themselves and the
others to the world, and I analyse the factors that are determinant for these imaging
processes. Imaging, indeed, is understood as creating social representations from “past
experiences, culture or aid discourse, with elements of strategizing” (Hilhorst et al., 2012), in
order for the actors to justify and legitimize their own actions, projects and existence. In La
Guajira, through these processes the actors belonging to the different sectors of the arena
create and portray an image of themselves and of the others to the world. In this thesis I argue
that, through this practice, they often try to legitimise their own actions and role, while often
de-legitimising the ones of others, so to justify lacks in the system and in the assistance, to
gain authority, or to delegate responsibilities.
This chapter then tries to answer the question: “How do the actors within the humanitarian
arena perceive each other’s role vis-à-vis the provision of assistance and why?” The following
findings are the results of the analysis of data collected through semi-structured interviews
with practitioners and semi-structured interviews and informal conversation with
beneficiaries. The first sub-chapter will analyse the mutual imaging occurring between
governmental institutions (here often also referred to as “authorities”) and the humanitarian
and development sector – comprehensive of UN System organizations, INGOs and domestic
CSOs- here referred to as “cooperation sector”9. Secondly, the chapter will look into how this
mutual imaging is performed also within this latter sector alone, between and within the
different categories of organizations and agencies, especially between relief and development
organizations, and international and domestic ones. Afterwards, the chapter will also briefly
This term is used to broaden up the term “international cooperation”, so to include also the domestic
organizations involved in the assistance provision, and to be coherent with the terms used by the interviewees.
9
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explore this from the perspective of the beneficiaries, thus analysing which image they give of
the aid system in place. Eventually, a reflection about the implications of these results will be
carried out.

5.1.

Imaging between authorities and cooperation sector

The mutual opinions between the local authorities and the humanitarian and development
sector in the context of La Guajira vary from gratitude and recognition for the efforts being
made, to complaints for the expectations that are not being met.
While few UNS agencies and INGOs have been a presence in the territories for several years,
the majority of them arrived when the Colombian government called for international support
to face the newly emergent Venezuelan crisis. Among governmental actors there is a common
awareness of the institutional weaknesses of the Colombian system, especially at the local
level. One public servant explains:
“In 2016-2017 a big number of Venezuelan refugees started to arrive in La Guajira. It was
in that moment that the government understood that they couldn’t do it alone, so they
called and let humanitarian international organizations arrive in the region, and now
there are more than 30 here dealing with the crisis. A huge quantity. The problem is that
the government is failing in some sector, it cannot do it alone. I will give you an example:
the health sector. It’s a disaster, it’s completely eroded here! And with all these
Venezuelans… […] This country is the only one that really showed the will to help in this
crisis. And also, don’t forget that for this state it is so difficult because we have never been a
country that receives people. We are an emigration country, not the other way around. So
we were not ready” (GOV-1).
Through this statement GOV-1 clearly recognizes the need for help and support to address the
crisis. Presenting Colombia as a country of emigration rather than immigration, it is made
clear that the state was not ready to receive this flow, and that resources are too scarce to deal
with the variety of problems existing in the country, as also stated by other participants (GOV2, GOV-3). Through this discourse, the local authorities often delegate responsibilities
regarding the migration issue to the international humanitarian sector. Departing from this
acknowledgment from the side of the governmental actors, the humanitarian sector, and
especially the agencies in charge of coordinating the response, feel that their presence and
their actions are more than simply welcomed: they are needed. This, in turn, leads them to
limit a critical analysis of their relations with the state, to rather leave space to a discourse
regarding “how much we are doing in comparison to them”. In so doing, the representatives of
the cooperation sector show the importance of their work to the world and they legitimize
their interventions, which is of primary importance for them in a global context in which
humanitarian aid is being strongly criticised and under strict analysis by various researchers
and professionals. Moreover, from the interviews it emerges that even though also the
humanitarian sector recognises that there is a clear issue of resources that the authorities
struggle with, there is also another factor to add:
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“We need the government to go beyond the simple discourse of "Colombia opens the
doors". To make these people actually have access to their rights we need a bit more: the
documentation issue being addressed. So, well, UNHCR is doing a big job in this,
strengthening the registry of people, arriving where the state hasn't arrived. So, ok, we are
doing a good job, but there are things to improve, and the government has the
responsibility and is in charge; we are a complement, but the response needs to come from
the government” (UNS-1.)
This statement is strengthened and backed up by another interviewee, who stresses that
“what is missing is political will” (UNS-2), and that the cooperation sector is the one at the
“front line” to guarantee the access of these people to their rights. What emerges especially
from these interviews are two elements: the imaging of the state as eager to be an open-door
country, but in fact unwilling to create a real policy to address the needs of this population;
and the representation of the humanitarian sector as filling these gaps on its own.
Through the interviews with both the cooperation sector and the local authorities themselves,
it emerges how the Colombian state strongly relies on the international support to deal with
this crisis. The weaknesses of the states, then, are uncontested and recognized by all the
actors involved. GOV-2, for example, belongs to an institution in charge of providing
assistance to the victims of the internal conflict, which is not involved in the migration
response; therefore, he feels comfortable talking about how in fact the local institutions are
clearly overlooking this latter issue. He explains how in La Guajira the migration issue is often
perceived as an external problem that cannot be dealt with by the host state alone.
Considering the already severe conditions in which the residents live, migrants are not seen
as the priority by the authorities, and this is reflected in the lack of budget and resources
allocated to this response (GOV-2).
These gaps are also perceived by the cooperation sector. Even though few participants
recognize the effort of the Colombian national state in keeping a welcoming attitude towards
the migrants and refer to that as something positive, frustration about the government actors’
attitude at the local level arise. As Lemaitre (2018) explains, the variable state capacity of the
Colombian government –which has a strong core, but little to no presence in peripheral areasstrongly affects humanitarian aid dynamics: “in countries with significant variations in
territorial power, the everyday business of aid provision is mainly concerned with the state’s
unwillingness or incapacity to provide aid at the subnational level, directly linked to the absence
or weakness of the infrastructure necessary to implement policies and regulate social relations
in peripheral areas” (Lemaitre, 2018). This discourse regarding the lack of political will comes
back in various interviews. INGO-1 stresses the lack of interest in differentiating between
what is a ‘humanitarian crisis’ and what is, instead, political: “They say ‘Why would I go to that
barrio if there are only Venezuelans, it does not bring votes’. They have told us that: ‘I don't care
because it doesn't bring me votes’ ”. She explains how this attitude of the authorities made her
feel disappointed, frustrated, and like the only thing she could do was to give up trying to
communicate with them; to “take my things, go away, and thank you very much”. Moreover, she
explains that this lack of interest is further accentuated by an issue of xenophobia that she
perceives from the side of the authorities, which, in her opinion, are interested in improving
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their numbers and indicators, but whose negative opinions about the migrants inevitably
result in barriers towards an effective assistance for them. Last but not least, corruption goes
hand-in-hand with material and human resources lacks.
“The resources of the institutions are very limited and not sufficient. And sometimes there
are cases in which the resources are not invested where they are supposed to, but are used
for something else. The theme of un-governability has made the crisis worse and worse.”
(UNS-3)
Therefore, the imaging of the state as a fragile entity that lacks both the necessary resources
and the political will to act, allows the cooperation sector to gain authority in the field, and to
often justify the lack of willingness to collaborate with the authorities, as INGO-1 expressed in
her will to just give up and leave, and as better shown in the interactions between them
discussed in the next chapter. This is in accordance with what Aembe and Dijkzeul (2019)
found: sate fragility is used as a discourse to legitimise vertical humanitarian actions that do
not include government actors, due to the lack of trust between the sectors, and, I argue, to
the inefficiency of governmental services, which causes frustration especially among INGOs
and UN agencies used to different performance standards. Thus, thanks to the state’s
acknowledgment of their need for international support, and to the ‘fragile state’ discourse,
the cooperation sector legitimizes itself and its operations. This imaging is even further
strengthened by claiming that the humanitarian practitioners are in fact doing more than
what they should. What various state, indeed, is that their role is supposed to be only
complementary and of assistance to the state, not a replacement of it (UNS-1; UNS-2; INGO-2).
This positive image of their own sector and interventions, that is especially portrayed by the
leaders of the GIFMM, is not only based on their own experience or perceptions, but also on
“how they imagine they are being imagined by others” (Hilhorst, 2012):
(Talking about the local GIFMM) “Also the institutions recognize the role we have and the
coordination that is present. So the government appreciate what the organizations are
doing even more, because it's not like each organization presents itself individually and
separated, but rather we are all a union and this is how we present ourselves to the
government. […] This is what eventually allows, in a department as complex and this one,
to carry out all the work we are doing here, and that these actions make sense, that the
purpose is visible, so to produce some real breakthrough and close gaps; step by step of
course, because it's also difficult to close some gaps there are; but yes we are doing some
interesting work” (UNS-2).
Nevertheless, while it is true that the state recognizes the need for help and support, the
operations and performance of the cooperation sector are yet criticised by governmental
actors, who stress the need to “do more”. Both sector are then critical of each other,
portraying the other as not doing as much as it should. In such an arena, then, where
international actors are gaining more and more control, and in a context in which the state
simply cannot deny its own difficulties and lacks, the authorities also feel the need to increase
their legitimacy and to assert their authority (Aembe & Dijkzeul, 2019). The data collected
show that the local governmental actors of La Guajira try to do so by raising two main
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criticisms towards the humanitarian organizations: the cooperation world is not doing
enough to go beyond the short-term solutions and a “welfarism” attitude in aid delivery and,
in turn, it is creating a dependency culture among Venezuelans (GOV-1; GOV-2); and the
newly arrived humanitarian organizations are creating xenophobia among the population due
to their prioritization of the response towards Venezuelans when the Colombian host
community is just as vulnerable (GOV-1; INGO-2).
“The idea of the ministry and the government is that the international organizations are
not doing enough, because we have to go beyond the welferism mind-set. Enough of giving
and giving and giving and that’s it. They should create jobs. What everyone should strive
for should be to go from welferism to the self-sufficiency. So, no, the international
organizations are not looking at the long term. So it’s not enough. Both in terms of
resources (there is the need for a lot of money in this crisis) and of this assistance-only
mind-set” (GOV-1).
“[…] The problem is that this needs a lot of more money. It would require the capacity of
the other countries to be able to provide the economic support that this problem needs in
Colombia. The Colombian country alone does not have the capacity to assist all this
population” (GOV-2).
Well the governmental officers state that the cooperation is incrementing the xenophobia.
And there is a dispute between the governmental part and the cooperation part. Because
generally the projects come for Venezuelans. […] And they say that they (referring to the
host communities) also have needs and suffer hunger, because ancestrally and culturally
this area has been an area of many economic crises, always. This has been an area of
economic crisis all the time. And now with migration all the needs of these communities
have increased (INGO-2).
These statements (GOV-1 and GOV-2) show how the state is once again delegating
responsibilities and duties to the cooperation sector, while at the same time criticising their
operations, and INGO-2’s explanation demonstrates how the humanitarians are also aware of
these critiques. Considering the explicit recognition of the need to receive the help of the
humanitarian sector, the governmental actors then try to regain authority through other
strategies: (de)legitimization dynamics are thus not performed through the acceptance or
rejection of the cooperation sector’s presence per se; rather, they come into play in arguing
for or against their modus operandi, as shown in the critiques raised.
In conclusion, the analysis of the processes of imaging that occur between the institutions and
the cooperation sectors has focused on three main points: (I) the recognition from the part of
the state of its own lacks and thus the need for international help and support to deal with the
migration crisis; (ii) the frustration of (some) humanitarian organizations due to the lack of
governmental resources and of political will especially at the local level to deal with the
migration crisis; (iii) and governmental actors’ criticism of humanitarian interventions
towards their modus operandi. Double de-legitimisation dynamics are performed by both
sectors: the authorities stress their need for support and delegate to the humanitarian sector
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various responsibilities, but at the same time they criticize their operation so to weaken their
position; the humanitarian sector, on the other hand, praises the government for its efforts,
while at the same time presenting themselves as the only ones at the “front line” due to the
institutions lacks and weaknesses. The images and interpretations here presented often come
back also in the way the UNS, INGOs and CSOs perceive and portray each other; moreover, the
differences in the way authorities are regarded as by these entities and the consequential
decisions about how to relate to them is also a matter of discussion within and between the
humanitarian and development coordination platforms in place. The following sub-chapter
will elaborate on these aspects.

5.2.

Imaging within the cooperation sector

From the interviews with the cooperation sector, different imaging processes emerged not
only between the two different coordination platforms in place (LCT and GIFMM); instead,
differences in opinions and interpretations about the approaches to takes and roles to fulfil
are present also within the platforms themselves, and between domestic organizations and
INGOs. Indeed, the image one portrays of the context, of their own role and of the role of the
other actors may not only vary from one sector to the other, but also according to the
participants’ cultural background, mandate or past experiences, and position in the arena
within the same sector (Hilhorst, 2012). Two main issues –with consequent differences in
opinions and expectations- arise during the interviews: (i) the need to invest in more long
term solutions and capacity building interventions for the migrant population; and (ii) the
distribution of aid between the Colombian host community and the Venezuelan migrants.
As in the case of the authorities’ opinions, also actors within the cooperation sector express
similar concerns about the emergency-only approach that the GIFMM is adopting. In
particular, local stakeholders strongly feel the lack of long term solutions:
As for the GIFMM, I think that the intention they have is very good. The problem is that
many times they are more focused on their mandate than on the real needs of the
population. And this is reflected in the actions they take. There is an attention that is
oriented towards the population, but it shouldn’t be that then they can do whatever they
want with it. For example, they give out food, they give out cash, but what do the
beneficiaries do with this? […] The actions have to be oriented in a different way if they
want the beneficiaries to become integrated in the societies as persons. As for the
institutions, we have to recognise that many things have been done thanks to the presence
of the international cooperation, because this latter one pushes the municipality or the
governor to actually take action” (CHU-1).
Once again, local actors at the same time recognize the importance of the presence but
question the modus operandi of the international humanitarian organizations and of their
interventions. Nevertheless, while the institutions use this discourse as a way to discredit the
work of the international organizations and of UN agencies, and to delegate to them
responsibilities in finding sustainable solutions, domestic CSOs and church representatives
look at this in a different way. As explained by CHU-1, who is a representative of a local faithbased organization, the cooperation sector is having an important and positive impact in their
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advocacy mission with the municipality, which, as seen previously, is overall considered
deficient in the management of this crisis. Nevertheless, being themselves actors active in the
provision of a response, and considering that they will be the ones staying after these
international projects end, they look with concern at the emergency-only approach in the
interventions that this new, massive international humanitarian system is providing in the
area, because of the (negative) consequences this may have in the actual integration of the
migrants into the Colombian society.
Secondly, the distribution of aid among the populations in need –which dynamics behind and
opinions about will be extensively presented in chapter 7- is a recurrent issue that comes to
light during the interviews. Indeed, the organizations belonging to the GIFMM most often
address 70% of their resources to the Venezuelan population, and the remaining 30% to the
host community. Differences in opinions and expectations about this emerge especially
between local actors and INGOs, and the GIFMM leaders; and between members of the LCT
and of the GIFMM. While there is a common recognition of the prioritization of the migrants in
this setting, differences emerge about what should instead be done, by whom and why.
There aren’t enough projects for the victims of the conflict from the international
cooperation sector. All the cooperation is for migrants; well, at least there is a percentage
also for the host community, but the LCT for example doesn’t have an adequate
accompaniment of the projects. UNHCR was working with displaced people at the
beginning, and then with victims and migrants. But for a while now it is only focused 100%
on migrants (CHU-1).
This statement –coming from a representative of a church-related organization- strengthens
once again what also the governmental actors interviewed expressed: the expectations of an
equal and fair response for all the vulnerable categories of people is not being met. This
example clearly shows a negative image of the way the cooperation world is addressing this
issue. The statement of CHU-1 shows how local realities, due to their belonging to the society
in which they act –differently from the UNS or INGOs participants- strongly care about having
a positive impact also for their fellow citizens, and they take this into account when
recognizing or legitimizing the role that external actors play in this. Nevertheless, even though
the cultural background and the position in the Colombian society play an important role in
shaping the actors’ perception and consequential imaging processes that occur, this is not the
only determinant factor that leads to a critique of all those organizations that do not address
properly the host population. Also for various international stakeholders active in the area
this is an important problem to tackle (UNS-4, INGO-3, INGO-4, INGO-B-1), and this may be
due to the organization’s or the participant’s past experiences, mandate or knowledge of the
context. INGO-3, for example, believes that all the active organizations should include a fair
aid distribution as a central topic to be discussed with the donors, and that it should be
included in their intervention strategies. On the other hand, the GIFMM leaders present a
different perspective about this:
There is a lack of resources to address the Colombian population. But the issue is the
responsibility. All these problems here falls under the colombian jurisdiction; but if we
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consider the link between the colombian government and the IDPs, due to their being
Colombian citizens, we can say that the responsibility of the government is different, no?
Different than the one they have towards refugees. IDPs and refugees are similar in terms
of needs, but there is the Ley de Victima, that is one of the most advanced in the world in
terms of access to right for IDP, and this law contemplates support from the cooperation
sector, gives responsibilities to municipalities, etc... but for refugees and migrants there is
not a law. So in real terms: one can say that there is more money going to the Venezuelans,
but you cannot look only at the numbers that are going to Venezuelans, because there is a
lot of money going to Colombians from the state. And comparing a vulnerable Colombian
with a refugee is also not fair, cause a Colombian is in his/her own country of origin, under
the protection of his own country, (s)he is allowed to work, access the public services, etc..
an irregular Venezuelan doesn not have this (UNS-1).
The explanation of this leader of the coordination platform for migrants shows a different
image, and in turn, a different legitimization of their intervention and operational choices than
the one put forward by the majority of the other actors, which are instead critical of this
approach. The position one has in the arena, indeed, influences their perceptions and in turn,
it influences the way (s)he draws an image of the context and of the roles played, and, as a
consequence, the needs (s)he identifies as most critical. In this case, the position of this
participant as leader of the platform leads him to take the role of the advocate and defender of
the coordination system in place. In the same way, this happens also when differences in
mandate lead to divergences in the knowledge of and the importance given to the context. In
the humanitarian arena of La Guajira, this happens between (some) members of the LCT
towards the approach adopted by the GIFMM. Some of the LCT’s member have been the only
presence in the areas for several years, and are now in the process of adaptation to the new
GIFMM platform, of which they can be very critical. One participant belonging to one UN
agency that is part of the LCT gives an image of the GIFMM leaders as unaware of the context
in which they are working:
Colombia and Latin America in this moment don't have the resources for the response to
this emergency. But the response to this migration emergency it's not like in Europe or in
the Middle East. Latin America is another context. It's a context where the civil society is
strong, where there is a State and we have capabilities. We have weaknesses, sure. And
difficulties, sure. Many. But the potential is there. So one has to think about what we have,
not about what we don't have. Whereas the response of UNHCR… well they would put
refugee camps all over Latin America if it was for them. […] We understand that now the
most significant emergency is this, but in La Guajira many of the problems that are now
strengthened with the migration crisis already existed. And this is recognized by the civil
society and by the institutions, not only by us. We understand the issue, but strengthening
the response to the migratory crisis is generating xenophobia. Moreover, strengthening
only the migration response and more than the response to other problems divide us and it
hurts us as cooperation sector. I mean, the institutions could say for example that we are
not reading the context, you know? (UNS-4)
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Through this statement UNS-4 shows her frustration about how the newly emergent
coordination platform is damaging both the relations between the beneficiary’s populations
and between the cooperation sector and the institutions. The criticisms bought forward by the
LCT members towards the GIFMM’s leader are built on the argument that they have a better
knowledge of the context and that through years of presence in the territory they have
created a relationship of trust with the local institutions, which is now being jeopardized by
the approach adopted by the last arrived, which is instead often reluctant to include the local
institutions in their processes. This imaging processes between the two platforms, as more
thoroughly explained in the next chapter, strongly affect the (un)willingness of the various
organizations to coordinate the intervention in the territory, both between them and with the
institutions, and, in turn, they affect the effectiveness of the aid provision.

5.3.

Imaging between the beneficiaries and the aid providers

In the humanitarian arena approach, the role of the beneficiaries in shaping humanitarian
interventions is recognized. These actors are not seen as passive recipient; instead, they
perform their agency in the social navigation of the arena (Hilhorst and Jansen, 2010). Even
though this aspect of the arena is not the main focus of this thesis, it is still important to
consider how the beneficiaries perceive and, in turn, portray their own image of the arena in
place, in order to have a more complete picture of the actors’ interpretation of the needs and
of the context.
In the specific setting of La Guajira, a difference emerges between the Venezuelan migrants
and the Colombian host community in this regard. The migrant population is overall grateful
to the humanitarian system in place for the assistance they are able to receive:
Oh, they do a very effective job, once the help gets to the places. Here I really love seeing the
way people receive their food, and get medical attention whenever it's possible. At the
comedores10 they do a great job too (VEN-1).
Nevertheless, many of the participants interviewed also expressed different needs than
simply receiving food or emergency assistance. During some visits to the spaces where local
churches were providing food, or to the informal settlements where migrants and vulnerable
Colombians live, many of the participants expressed their reluctance to constantly look for
assistance from the cooperation sector. Going beyond the simple being ashamed that some of
them revealed (VEN-2), others also criticize some interventions of the humanitarian
organizations, in particular those regarding the Cash Transfer Programs:
“So many people get the money and then misuse it, or just go back to Venezuela and then
come back here and do again the same thing. This is again what the president has done all
this time in Venezuela. Venezuela became like this because people are so used to receive,
receive, receive and not do anything to deserve it. And these programs encourage this kind
of mentality. People have to work, not to be given and that’s it, this doesn’t help them
(VEN-3).

10

Canteens organized by international organizations that provide food daily.
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We think organizations should not give out money. What we need are workshops, courses
that teach us a job, that teach us to do something. In this way we can become independent.
For example, someone that can teach us to cook, that teach us “costumer service”, we want
to learn (FG-1, 2).
The need for long term and sustainable solutions, already at the centre of discussion within
the assistance providers, is here put forward by the beneficiaries themselves. They expect to
receive not only emergency-oriented aid; instead, they feel the need to be trained and
empowered so to be able to survive the world on their own. While some Venezuelan migrants
feel that is important to claim this, the Colombian host community is instead navigating the
humanitarian arena that is growing thanks to the presence of the migrants, in order to take
advantage of it and to obtain as much as possible for them and their communities. While the
Venezuelans that arrive in La Guajira see the presence of many organizations only there to
assist them and are eligible for most of the programs, Colombians perceive this new
humanitarian presence as an opportunity, considering the strong lacks that have
characterised the area historically. CV-1 and CV-2 live in the periphery of Riohacha, in a
recently born informal settlement that is a home to Venezuelan migrants, Colombians victims
of the conflict, and indigenous wayuu. CV-1 explains:
The state is completely absent, and INGOs are starting to come now only because CV-2 is
calling them. MSF comes each month to visit patients, Action against Hunger gave water
filters to each family, and the Red Cross will come in December. (CV-1)
CV-2 is the social leader of the barrio, and he takes care of its management: the relations with
the owner of the land, the conflict and arguments within the barrio, and the relations with the
authorities and with the cooperation world. This social leader, as others (CV-3), after years of
feeling forgotten by a system that they depict as negligent towards its own population, they
see this emerging humanitarian architecture as an opportunity to improve their own wellbeing and the one of their communities. Once again, the position occupied in the arena
determines the perceptions and the image painted about certain actors, certain roles, and
certain needs. Indeed, while Venezuelans feel grateful for the assistance received, but often
are critical about it or prefer to look for other, more emancipating, options, Colombians
generally see it as an opportunity to grasp and from which to obtain the best aid possible.

5.4.

Conclusions

Through the concept of imaging it has been possible to identify various discourses through
which the actors that participate in the humanitarian arena of La Guajira construct a context
that they present as valid both to themselves and to the rest of the world. Through these
processes, the various stakeholders (de-)legitimise their own or others’ interventions and
approaches, so to gain authority, to affirm their positions, to delegate responsibilities or to
favour their own interests and needs (Hilhorst et al., 2012). Through the findings reported,
different patterns were identified in the imaging processes carried out by various
stakeholders:
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1. The position in the arena strongly affects the way stakeholders feel the need to defend
their own actions and role, or de-legitimise the one of others. This was clear in the
mutual imaging between the institutions and the cooperation sector, which both
played a double (de)legitimisation dynamic, so to negotiate between diplomatic
relations, affirmation of authority and delegation of responsibilities. Moreover, this
was especially evident in the differences in opinions between the leaders of the GIFMM
platforms, who felt the need to defend their own work and decisions, and the other
INGOs and local partners, who felt instead freer to depict a critical image of the system
in place.
2. The cultural background and the position in the society at stake proved to be central
elements especially in how local entities and people perceive the arena and the actors
within it. Local authorities may feel excluded, especially by those humanitarian actors
that portray them as “fragile”; this, in turn, may lead to negative imaging processes
(Dijkzeul & Wakenge, 2010). In addition, more in general local organizations proved to
have at heart (i) the issue of the distribution of aid in an fair way between the host
community and the migrants, due to their will to have a positive impact also on their
own community; and (ii) the importance of having a more balanced presence of
humanitarian and development interventions, since the locals are the ones that will,
eventually, stay.
3. The past experiences, knowledge of the context and the mandate of the organization are
used as a discourse to regain authority and de-legitimize the interventions of the last
arrived. The member of the LCT platform (UNS-4) made this clear in her statement
against the context-unrelated approach used by the leaders of the GIFMM. This is also
evident in the discussion between humanitarian and development assistance, of which
advocates mutually discredit each other’s interventions.
4. Needs and whether they are met or not also play a role in the perception of the arena, of
its actors, and of the interventions carried out (Dijkzeul & Wakenge, 2010). This is
showed by the differences in the way Venezuelans and Colombians portray the arena.
Venezuelan migrants, which are the target of the majority of the interventions, feel free
to ask more, since they are concerned about their independence and emancipation; on
the other hand, the Colombian host community instead tries to take advantage of this
new humanitarian structure that they perceive as a new and special opportunity.
These differences in interpretations, perceptions, opinions and imaging shape the way the
actors within the arena interact with each other. In conclusion, as Hilhorst and Jansen (2010)
state, in seeing the humanitarian space as an arena a focus should be put in how actors engage
with their surroundings and on how they respond to them. In this chapter, I identified which
factors affect these mutual imaging process, which can further our understanding of how the
various actors portray each other and themselves to the rest of the world and why. These
imaging processes are in turn reflected in the way the stakeholders interact with each other;
hence, identifying them allows to better understand the dynamics that occur in the
coordination between and within the sectors of the arena, which will be the purpose of the
next chapter.
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6. Interfaces between the assistance
providers in the Humanitarian Arena of La
Guajira
In settings of complex crisis, where a multiplicity of emergencies are present, also various
actors active in the assistance provision to the groups in need come into play, which can be
humanitarian, development, governmental and local stakeholders. These actors may differ in
their mandates, in their identity, in their operational modalities; nevertheless, although
separated in appearance, they intervene in the same operational space, thus often overlapping
in goals and population targets. In such settings, coordination becomes important, but at the
same time challenging. It then becomes relevant to study how the actors in fact interact with
each other.
In this chapter, through the humanitarian arena approach, I identify the ways in which the
various stakeholders collaborate and/or compete with each other, and which elements lead to
these mechanisms in the context of La Guajira. The humanitarian arena lens allows to go
beyond the formal relations between assistance providers, to rather focus on those practices
and discourses –also mirrored in the imaging processes analysed in the previous chapterutilised by the actors that are representative of power relations that lead to dynamics of
inclusion and exclusion from the arena (Hilhorst & Jansen, 2010). In this thesis, both formal
coordination spaces –aimed at synchronizing actions, such as the GIFMM and the LCT- and
collaboration mechanism –meant as working together, e.g. between the institutions and the
cooperation sector- will be analysed (Balcik et al., 2010).
In the assistance regimes for Venezuelan migrants and for the Colombian host community,
this chapter will thus answer the questions “What are the opinions about and experiences with
the coordination functioning within and between these regimes?” The findings hereby reported
are the result of the analysis of the data collected through semi-structure interviews with the
assistance providers active in La Guajira. Sub-chapter 6.1. will focus on the collaboration
between the local authorities and the humanitarian and development sector. Secondly,
chapter 6.2. will zoom into the coordination functioning of the GIFMM platform as portrayed
by its leaders and members; and into the opinions about the coordination and collaboration
mechanisms occurring between the two official platforms active in La Guajira –namely the
GIFMM and the LCT. In conclusion, a reflection about the results found and their implications
will be carried out.
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6.1.

Interfaces between the authorities and the cooperation sector
COOPERATION SECTOR
DCSOs
GIFMM
LCT
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Figure 7. Coordination between the cooperation sector and the local authorities

The theme of the collaboration and coordination between the local authorities and the
cooperation sector proved to be a reason for friction within this last sector itself. The two UNled platforms indeed have deep differences in approach in this regard: the developmentoriented platform LCT firmly cares about including the institutions in the coordination of the
response, and it organizes technical coordination spaces that are co-led by both UN agencies
and INGOs, and by the authorities; on the other hand, the meetings organized in the
framework of the GIFMM platform for migration do not include the local government, and the
only space in which they come together is the PMU. Members of both platforms have
expressed how coordinating and articulating actions with the institutions could in fact be of
benefit. Firstly, the cooperation sector alone cannot tackle all the issues present in the area on
its own, both for bureaucratic and legal reason, for which communication with the authorities
is needed, and for a matter of resources (INGO-3). Secondly, some participants stressed how
the role of this sector should be of complementarity to the state, and how the mission of these
platform and in particular of the UN system is about strengthening the institutions, so to make
them self-sufficient for a future in which the international organizations will leave the area
(INGO-3; UNS-4). Thus, even though coordination is often portrayed as important, in fact
many organizations, especially in the framework ok the GIFMM, act in a different direction.
Indeed, during the data collection it could be observed the reluctance of many GIFMM
members in dealing with the local host government. Thus, the imaging processes that are
carried out especially from the GIFMM towards the governmental institutions come back in
their daily relations and are reflected in the willingness to collaborate with each other. Many
organizations of the this platform, indeed, feel that the weaknesses of the governmental
institutions, the bureaucratic slowness of its processes and the corrupted dynamics within the
system, are valid reasons to not include them in the coordination meetings that the platform
carries out (DCSO-1; INGO-1, INGO-3). INGO-3 explains that, due to the high levels of
corruption, the central government had to intervene at the local level in many sectors such as
health, water and education, and she explains why the organizations do not feel safe in
handing in financial resources to the institutions:
A financial support does not guarantee at all that the local authorities will actually use
that money to provide the attention that is needed. So it's better that it (the coordination
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space with the institutions) becomes a space of coordination and communication, but that
eventually we are the ones providing the assistance. And well this is the complementary
efforts we are bringing. (INGO-3)
The “fragile state discourse”, already seen in the previous chapter, is here practically used to
justify the exclusion from the management of the response of the local institutions.
Coordination spaces such as the Puesto de Mando Unificado (PMU) are then seen as reporting
spaces, rather than strategic ones. When it comes to include the institutions, vertical
interventions are then preferred over an actual coordination of actions. Different actors give
various reasons for this marginalization of the authorities from the arena, and practical
examples are reported. Corruption comes back in various interviews as one of the main
argument to justify the lack of collaboration with the authorities. While in the first statement
the concern reported was a lack of trust in the way resources may be used, others claim that
corrupted dynamics get in the way of their interventions, and this slows down the
implementation of projects:
This (corruption) clearly affects the work of the cooperation sector. We as cooperation
always want to strengthen the institutions so that they are able to respond and do what
the cooperation at some point will not be able to do anymore. And it's very difficult when
all the time the civil servants are changing because they are being investigated. Imagine
that the person that you've been strengthening and training all this time, and with whom
you made agreement and you had communication, then changes. […] Another example is
that when we needed a permission for something, since we don't pay bribes, they don't give
us the permission or it gets delayed, and at that point we need to send letters to Bogotá to
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs so that they put pressure (on the local government).
Because yes, if you pay it's faster, but we won't do that (INGO-1).
Moreover, this is not recognized only by the international actors present in the area, but also
by a Colombian civil society organization led by the diocese of La Guajira. In this case, the
concern highlighted is that corruption dynamics would negatively affect the image of the
organization and, in this case, of the church:
We also have to care that these dynamics of corruption don't touch our institution as
church; we have to be careful with this. We could create alliances with them if they would
voluntarily decide that for an intervention line they aim to we would be the only competent
agency in charge of developing it. But we would not get more involved, nor insist, because
we don't want to fall in corrupted negotiation games that can tarnish the process (DCSO1).
In addition to the issue of corruption, another common example often reported is the one of
bureaucratic and regulatory processes that the institutions control and impose. For example,
INGO-1 explains one of the struggles her organization went through to install an emergency
infrastructure for the access to water in one of the barrios where Venezuelans are living. Many
of the barrios where the cooperation sector wants to intervene, indeed, are informal
settlements, and by law it is not possible to install long-term infrastructure in these areas
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without undergoing a long bureaucratic process; however, emergency infrastructure can
instead be installed there.
So there was a point of discussion and coordination to see how to do this. But then the
institutions were not in favour of it and they said "No you cannot go there because this has
to be a legal infrastructure and you have to ask for permission”. So then we ask "ok but
then what do we do in the meanwhile?” I don't want to think that they don't care if people
have water or not, but… while we wait for the permission, in these months in which I can't
do anything, what is their plan? These situations are very present. Especially because in the
majority of the Technical Spaces established by the LCT are also participating the
governmental institutions. So there are always restrictions due to these regulations (INGO1).
INGO-1 explains that in the Technical Spaces established by the LCT, institutions are invited to
participate, whereas the cluster meetings of the GIFMM are only limited to the actors of the
cooperation sector. Due to the same reason illustrated in this statement, many organizations
prefer to discuss about their interventions only in the GIFMM space, so to avoid obstacles put
in the way by the institutions (INGO-6). Interesting to notice was the fact that, when the
participants belonging to the local government where asked about their position on and
opinions about the coordination with the cooperation sector, they only responded, formally,
about the whats and whens of this coordination, but they did not take the chance to highlight
the challenges they face in that. Even though this lack of the authorities’ perspective about the
matter does not allow to have a complete picture about it, with the information gathered from
other participants it was possible to identify double power dynamics that occur in both ways:
while the GIFMM tries to exclude from the arena the authorities by choosing to share
information only in their internal meetings, in order to not have them obstruct their work; the
local government actors try to re-gain some of the authority they had to hand in to the
international organizations by playing around bureaucratic technicalities –sometimes also in
order to gain money out of this new system. In this way, the imaging processes utilized by the
cooperation sectors to justify their unilateral interventions and their unwillingness to
cooperate with the state, are here further strengthened and confirmed by examples of real life
struggles advanced by these humanitarians.
Nevertheless, as stated above, these exclusion dynamics performed by part of the cooperation
sector towards the governmental institutions are at the centre of strong debates occurring
especially between the two UN coordination platforms in place. Some actors belonging to the
ELC are actively critical of this approach:
Look, these are pure excuses to legitimate the power of UNHCR in the management of the
information. It's a lie (the fact that it is difficult to work jointly with the institutions). If
they want a meeting only for the cooperation sector, well, they can call it. Moreover, I think
it's the most stupid thing to not tell the institutions what they think. I do it, but I know how
to do it. One has to be respectful of the state that hosts us. I am not going to tell them "you
are disorganized, you don't care about the people!” No. And the institutions love us. They
love this agency. […] Actually the Foreign Affairs office told IOM and UNHCR during a PMU
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"The Technical Spaces are spaces that the institutions will consider. If you do other
meetings ok, go ahead, but for us these Technical Spaces are the ones that count" […] These
spaces are co-led with the institutions. And for us it's the institutions that lead. It wasn't
easy to get to this point, really. We started leading the Childhood Space for example, but if
you see who is the one leading now is the ICBF11! And now the leaders of UNHCR and IOM
told us that these spaces are not valid anymore. And they eliminated them.
This statement clearly expresses the frustration of the leader of this UN agency, which has
been working in La Guajira for several years also before the creation of the GIFMM. Even
though the GIFMM leaders and some of its members believe not only that the coordination
with the institution is proving to be successful, but that also the authorities themselves are
happy about it (UNS-1; UNS-2; INGO-5); those actors that for several years have invested time
and energy in strengthening the institutions and the relations with them feel that these efforts
are now being undermined and jeopardized by a new system that in fact does not care about a
real joint action with the host government.
In conclusion, in analysing the positions the actors take on the coordination of the assistance
in La Guajira between the authorities, and the humanitarian and development platforms,
three main issues were highlighted: (i) for some actors, especially for members of the GIFMM,
the structural weaknesses of the local government are seen as negatively affecting the work of
the cooperation sector, both due to the bureaucratic and technical difficulties they
interventions are subjected to, and because of corruption; (ii) these elements are used by
many humanitarian organizations to justify their decision of not always coordinate their
actions with the authorities, thus performing exclusion dynamics from the arena; and (iii) the
differences in view and approach about this latter topic between the ELC and the GIFMM
causes frustration in some members of the two platforms, and, in turn, a less harmonious
relation within the cooperation sector itself.

6.2.

Interfaces within the cooperation sector

Interfaces within the GIFMM
When addressed about the coordination functioning within the GIFMM platform, most of the
members would report a general satisfaction towards the system in place, and would verbally
acknowledge the value of this coordination system.
They allowed us to coordinate the response and always be up to date about what the other
organizations are doing. There is more coordination; then everything depends on the will
of each organization to coordinate the actions. Here the organizations showed willingness
to do this, so the context helps. This helps a lot to not duplicate the activities, the places
where to work, the services provided (INGO-3).
INGO-3, as many others, explains how the meetings and network that this platform creates are
necessary and helpful in a context in which more than 30 organisations come together to
11Instituto

Colombiano de Bienestar Familiar: it works for the prevention and comprehensive protection of early
childhood, childhood, adolescence and the well-being of families in Colombia.

47

work on the same crisis. In such scenarios, in which organisations are already individually
faced with considerable challenges related to the work in the field and implementation of
projects, coordination between stakeholders becomes an additional effort to undertake; for
this reason, for all the parties involved it is important to visualise the value added of these
mechanisms, which is one of the purposes of the GIFMM leaders:
We have to create a situation in which the coordination creates a value added for the
members, otherwise they don't participate. And this is a big challenge. […] But these are
the success indicators for me: the attendance, the participation almost at a 90% rate; the
weekly report –which is heavy- is also delivered by around 90% of the organisations; the
donors seek UNHCR and IOM; the state seeks UNHCR and IOM to coordinate; and there is
internal appreciation, regardless of the resistance, the appreciation for this leadership is
present. (UNS-1)
On the one hand, the high number of actors that stressed this aspect and the utility of the
platform during the interviews may be a reason to believe that the organizations truly value
this mechanism; on the other hand, however, other factors made clear that such discourse is
in fact often used for legitimisation purposes by the organizations; in Hensell (2015) words:
“in order to be perceived as legitimate they have to conform to the basic myth in the field of
intervention that is the coordination rule, which is supported across a wide range of actors”.
Therefore, in order to continue to be part of the system, and with the goal of organizational
survival and success, organizations support the common assumption that coordination spaces
in crisis contexts are useful and efficient (Hensell, 2015). Nevertheless, this positive image of
the arena portrayed by many actors during the interviews, changes when a deeper analysis of
the interactions that occur is carried out. Indeed, coordination in emergency areas requires
that a variety of actors, characterised by different mandates, priorities, organizational
structures, expertise and resource capacity come together in the coordination of the response.
However, the differences that characterise these stakeholders, in turn lead to differences in
the way they experience and perceive the arena in place. Hence, while official platforms are
set in place and policy documents describe their coordination functioning, in the everyday
reality of their work in the field, challenges and difficulties that are political in nature arise,
thus affecting collaboration and coordination also within the very same platform.
This is true also for the case study at stake. Coordination is presented as fundamental for an
effective use of the resources available –that, according to the participants, are never enough
to tackle all the issues of the region- and for an effective targeting of the beneficiaries that
would benefit as many of them as possible. Duplication of actions in some of the same areas
while other ones remain overlooked, is a risk when more than 30 organizations are active in
the same territory: communication between the members about their activities and
coordination of their interventions is then felt as necessary. Nevertheless, in line with what
other scholars identified (Kruke & Olsen, 2005; Hensell, 2015; Balcik et al., 2010), challenges
that are both political and operational arise. This was proved by the different experiences that
were reported in conversations with humanitarians in more informal spaces, far from the
office and from recording devices. Moreover, even though during the interviews the initial
comments and answers were mainly positive, in various cases, when interrogated further and
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more in specific about the issues that coordination may entail, the interviewees would finally
unfold relevant issue that are present in the GIFMM platform.
For instance here there was a Technical Space for Childhood, integrated by international
organizations but also by institutions, and now the GIFMM is creating another Child
Protection committee. So it's the same thing but UNHCR ad IOM are the leader of this last
space; this is the protocol and what the UN mandate says, so.....in this case this is the
opposite of non-duplication. When I first went to this meeting I was like: "Isn't this the
same Space as the other one? and they answered: "Yes, but this is the formal Space". Ok but
the other one was working, so I don't know why (they would create a new one).
Sometimes these formalities, these procedures are the opposite of the non-duplication of
actions. […] There are 2 things: there is a coordination space which is good to have, but
there is another part that is the action in the field. So if you have a lot of meetings, a lot of
events, and it goes like "Today we have a training, today with have this other thing, today
we have a meeting to discuss this or that", well in this way you distract yourself from the
action in the field, that, at the end of the day, is the most important part (INGO-7).
One of the challenges identified is the cost of coordination in terms of time and resources.
While some big agencies or organisations, especially the ones in charge of the leadership of
the platform, can afford to have a person or a team dedicated to attending and organizing
meetings, the personnel of small ones is in charge of both fulfilling the tasks that coordination
requires, and of the actual relief interventions (Balcik et al., 2010). This, in turn, may cause
frustration and exhaustion to these practitioners, who find themselves overwhelmed with
work, as in the experience of INGO-7. Besides the differences in resource capacity,
discrepancies in financing systems and organizational structure can also hinder coordination
in the field:
One of the challenges is the financing system of the other organizations. Many have very
short projects and when the project ends they say goodbye to everyone; one month after
(they come back and) the new person in charge is not aware of anything, they come and
ask you the same things again "how can we coordinate, and what and when etc." and then
they never call... so this makes it very complicated to coordinate. I can imagine for the
leaders of the GIFMM how difficult it must be, even I get lost. (INGO-4)
Differences in the funding system of the various organisations and agencies involved
recurrently come back as an issue that generates obstacles for an effective and efficient
provision of aid, and it does so in various ways. Indeed, this organisational factor not only
affects the length of the projects carried out and, in turn, the continuity in the actions –
necessary for effective communication between the parties. Donors, indeed, can also strongly
affect the way aid is distributed –as explored in the next chapter- and can put restrictions to
the type of interventions that can be carried out, especially due to political interests and
believes (Balcik et al., 2010). As INGO-4 explains, for example, to many organisations focused
on health funded by American governmental donors, termination of pregnancies and,
sometimes, birth-control measures are forbidden. In a context as the one of the migration
crisis in La Guajira, characterised by the presence of a high number of single teenage pregnant
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women that seek this kind of service, this restriction highly affects the general aid response
and the workload of those organizations that have instead the right to provide these services.
Moreover, despite the common outspoken will to collaborate and coordinate effectively so to
produce the best outcome for the beneficiaries, organisations and agencies are part of a
market in which they need to attract the attention of the donors and to obtain as much
funding as possible. This inevitably leads to competition over resources, targets and areas. To
do this, organisations want to be in control of their inputs and outputs (Hensell, 2015):
UNHCR arrives and carries out its study, its census, its needs assessment; UNICEF carries
out its own; etc. So each organisation has a procedure. And we have tried everything
possible to have this information arrive to the GIFMM so that everyone gets to know it. But
there is always some jealousy of some organizations to not communicate about some
studies or statistics they carry out, so they try to keep it confidential. This happens with
some organizations that are much more jealous of the information they have and they
don't share it (INGO-2).
Information resulting from different assessment, researches or studies carried out in the field
can indeed create a competitive advantage for the organisations, that can attract both media
attention and donors (Balcik et al., 2010). This is true not only for international NGOs, but also
in the framework of the UN System. While talking about the role that OCHA was playing in the
country before leaving it, UNS-4 explains that “OCHA did not implement, it was just here to
coordinate. On the other hand IOM and UNHCR implement and coordinate, and this generates
conflict of interest”, and she explains her frustration for the culture of agencies such as UNHCR,
that puts high levels of attention into the marketing and branding of the GIFMM platform, task
that, in her opinion, should instead be implemented by the communication office, not by those
in charge of aid delivery in the field. This resistance in sharing information within the system
–and these differences in approach and priorities regarding the marketing of the platforminevitably leads to distances between some organisations and also within the UN agencies
themselves, which are sometimes referred to as “Dis-United Nations (Naciones Des-Unidas)”
(UNS-4).
In conclusion, even in official coordination spaces such as the GIFMM, then, the final outcome
of that coordination is in fact the result of continuous negotiations between the organizations
involved, and between their differences in organizational structures, differences in resource
capacities, donor relations and funding system. A variety of social processes were identified:
organizations collaborate, they adjust to and accommodate each other, but they also compete.
Interfaces between the GIFMM and the LCT
The presence of two formal coordination spaces in one territory, namely the migrationrelated GIFMM and the Local Coordination Team –addressed at development and peacebuilding issues- leads to particular dynamics in the arena. Indeed, this adds an additional
layer to the study of the cooperation and competition mechanisms in this context. In order to
understand the dynamics between them, some context needs to be provided. The LCT was
created several years before the beginning of the migrant crisis in Colombia, and, as already
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explained, it addresses issues related to development, natural hazard and peace-building; the
GIFMM, on the other hand, was initially born as a sub-group of the LCT and recently became a
separate platform on its own, specifically aimed at addressing the Venezuelan migrant crisis.
This separation, besides leading to some confusion about how to divide tasks, also led to
competition dynamics between the two platforms, especially due to the fact that the LCT is
now losing funding, and, in turn, power to implement projects. Indeed, the categorization of
Colombia as a middle-income country, and, even more, the peace agreement reached in 2016,
led various donors to shift their finances from the Colombian internal crisis to other, more
urgent, emergencies around the world. Only recently, with the beginning of this massive
migration flow from Venezuela, funding started to rise again, but with a different focus and to
different agencies, such as the ones of the GIFMM (UNS-B-1). Besides this power unbalance
between the two platforms, the fact that the GIFMM was initially born as a sub-group of the
LCT and later became a separate platform on its own has also created some tension between
the actors that have experienced this change, and some confusion within the cooperation
sector in general. In particular, the LCT addresses issues related to development, natural
hazard and peace-building, but also humanitarian matters which inevitably involve migration
topics; the GIFMM, on the other hand, is specifically aimed at addressing the Venezuelan
migrant crisis, but, considering its characteristics –in which Venezuelan and migrants live in
and share the same spaces- issues related to the host community also need to be addressed.
Moreover, considering the protracted nature of this migration crisis, as most of those
currently happening, not only a humanitarian challenge is posed, but also a development one
(Stamnes, 2016). The already extremely unstable condition in which the host community was
living is indeed further worsened by the new incoming population. This inevitably calls for
interventions both emergency and development oriented. This overlap of goals but division of
platforms often creates confusion in the practitioners active in the field.
At the beginning there was a resistance to divide the groups, because especially in a
context as the one of Arauca or the one of La Guajira, where all the affectations are
combined, it's very difficult to understand that they have to be separated groups. […]
Internally well yes there are tensions, as usual. There are always tensions between UN
agencies, between NGOs, etc… I think this back-to-back of the LCT and GIFMM has
generated a bit these tensions: discussions about which issue is more important than the
other, who does what, etc... All this generates problems internally in the group. But I think
this is also a process. It's a process of learning and of understanding. So what we come to
realize is that the GIFMM is for mixed migratory flows, it's for issues related to migration,
whereas the other issues can be worked out in the LCT. And also we have to understand
that despite they are two different groups, they have many coordinating point. So we can't
say "this is a point only for the GIFMM, or only for the LCT." In fact they are combined. But
they need to keep concrete and specific spaces, otherwise it doesn't become operative.
(INGO-1)
This statement clearly shows that even though this separation is slowly becoming accepted by
the members of the two platforms there is still some uncertainty in understanding what this
division means in practical terms and how to coordinate this. In areas of triple affectation
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such as La Guajira, indeed, the separation of one issue from the other, and, in turn, a defined
separation of target populations and/or goals, becomes challenging. This is true especially
because of the co-existence of migrants and vulnerable host communities in the same
informal settlements. Thus, dividing working areas or target becomes a reason of confusion.
Furthermore, this separation between the two platforms has generated power unbalances
that create tensions between their members:
Well the thing is that there was a humanitarian architecture that made a big effort to get
legit in the territory, and these same organizations are now remaining without founding
because of this label of "Colombia middle-income country". So as I told you the
humanitarian response also adapts to the situation in the country, so for sure the ELC was
going to experience a mutation in this process; and well yes there is a separation between
the two platforms so this can generate misunderstandings. But it's normal. (UNS-2)
As this leader of the GIFMM platform explains, together with this separation that generates
misunderstanding because of a normal process of change that the architecture is
experiencing, also the underlying problem of power imbalance creates frictions: the LCT
platforms is losing control in the territory because it is remaining without funding. After
decades of implementing projects and creating trust relations with local institutions and
population, then, the LCT of La Guajira is now experiencing the arrival of a new structure that
has more power, thus more control, and a radically different approach in organizing the aid
response –seen, for example, in the different attitude of GIFMM about the inclusion of the
authorities in their coordination meetings.
In the GIFMM we discuss only migration, but in the LCT it’s inevitable to also talk about
migration. There are some spaces (in the LCT framework) that are very useful, because
they are integrated with institutions. And well between the LCT and the GIFMM the
coordination doesn’t happen that much. There should be a back-to-back system in place
but I don’t see it working that much. The LCT is useful because it’s made in a way that we
can complement and work with the institutions. But the GIFMM really is about sharing
information. Also the internal groups of the GIFMM are not coordinated with institutions
so this does not help. Whereas with the LCT is the opposite and more useful. I think the
organizations (of the GIFMM) should be more open to talk and work with institutions.
(UNS-5)
While the leaders of the GIFMM, as UNS-2, refer to the tensions as a normal dynamic that
occur in any process of change, the people that have been working in the area in the years
previous the creation of the GIFMM –such as UNS-5 - feel that this approach is un-doing the
results that have been achieved through a considerable investment of time, energy and
resources by the LCT. Moreover, between the members of the LCT and the ones of the GIFMM,
differences in mandate create tensions. As seen in the imaging processes that occur between
these two platform, the criticism about the dis-regard for the context at stake, the
unwillingness to see the big picture of the crisis and to collaborate and strengthen the
institutions comes back again also in the way they interact:
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We have been very emphatic with UNHCR and IOM in telling them "watch out, because we
cannot talk only about migration, migration and migration. Because there are a lot of
issues that affect the situation. There are structural problems, unresolved gaps of decades
that you as aid worker and as agency of the UN that has an agreement with the national
Government - the state is the one that tells you to come to the country to help in this and
that- have to address. So we have to read very well the context". […] The GIFMM wants us
to have technical spaces both in the GIFMM and in the LCT. Which we think is the stupidest
thing possible. Imagine that, in a department like this, while we should be in the
communities providing assistance, we are having meetings all weeks. I mean, as I said to
some actors here: I did not come here to strengthen the coordination; I came to strength
the community and the institutions. This is my focus. […] It's a disaster because UNHCR
becomes stronger, and moreover it's generating damaging actions. What they care about is
to position and sell the GIFMM and their logo Response 4 Venezuela that I can't stand. They
don't care about the people. And I tell you like this simply as it is, because like this we
noticed it.
While the statement of this actor belonging to an UN agency can be considered quite harsh –
and for matters of traceability the code of the participant is indeed omitted- it is in fact a more
explicit reflection of what also other participants have expressed in milder ways. While it is
true that the separation of topics between the LCT and the GIFMM can somehow be
considered blurred, the differences in approach between the two platforms appears instead
evident: the first is more development oriented, whereas the latter is a purely humanitarian
platform focused on emergency aid. The working culture, principles, and work speed and
rhythm of these two fields strongly differ, and, while humanitarians are focused on short term
solutions, development practitioners stress the importance of a partnerships with the local
government and look at the long-term implication of the interventions carried out for the
community at stake. Despite their differences, these two platforms work in the same area,
often with the same population target, and are often made of the same agencies providing
both kinds of responses. Even though these could be seen as factors that may facilitate the
coordination of these two spaces, other elements, both human and political, play against it,
such as power relations and competition for funds (Otto & Weingärtner, 2013). As it is
possible to identify in the above reported quotations, for the LCT it is difficult to accept the
power that the new GIFMM is gaining: UNS-4 is strongly frustrated by the idea that her agency
arrived in the area several years before, that it created strong relationships with the
institutions, and that it obtained a deep knowledge of the context; but that the GIFMM, which
instead lacks all these elements, has more power and can thus have a stronger (negative or
positive) impact. This inevitably hinders a harmonious coordination between these actors.
Even though many believe that this separation between the platforms and the consequent
tensions that derive from it are part of a learning process, and that “it is about seeing that one
complement the other one, so to give an integral response in the territory” (INGO-3), power
relations that lead to dynamics of inclusion and exclusion from the arena, or of mutual delegitimisation between these actors could be identified. On the one hand, the GIFMM
downplays these conflicts by categorizing them as “normal in any moment of change” and, at
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the same time, can afford to neglect these issues because of its prioritized position in the aid
architecture in place; on the other, the LCT, affected by the power that the GIFMM is acquiring,
tries to de-legitimise their interventions and their approach. While the attitude of the GIFMM
can be identified as performing a dynamic of exclusion of the LCT from the arena, the very fact
that migrants and Colombians co-exist in the same territories also leads the two platforms to
inevitably work in the same operational space and with overlapping target populations.
Therefore, willingly or unwillingly, these two platforms necessarily meet in their work and
operations. This, together with the fact that especially UN agencies are still part of the same
overall system, makes deliberate choices of not acknowledging each other in fact not possible,
thus these discrepancies result in frictions and discontent in their interactions and
communication, rather than in manifest neglect.

6.3.

Conclusions

The humanitarian arena lens has proved useful to go beyond the formal relations between
actors presented by policy documents or reports. Through this actor-oriented approach,
which allows to investigate the discourses, ideas and first-hand experiences of the various
individual stakeholders, it was possible to identify the dynamics of collaboration and
competition that occur between and within the assistance providers12 in the every-day reality
of the arena, which, ultimately, is what determines the way the relief response is organized
and the way aid is delivered. Both in the collaboration between the authorities and the
cooperation sector, and the interactions within and between the formal coordination
platforms, dynamics of inclusion and exclusion –and (de)legitimization- from the arena have
been identified. The imaging processes presented in the previous chapter –which often were
the result of a priori opinions used as discourses to (de)legitimise their own or other actors’
role and their very presence and existence in the territory- are here confirmed in the way the
actors actually interact with each other. Through the analysis of these findings about the
interactions between assistance providers, some main patterns have been identified, as well
as the underlying elements that affect these dynamics:
1. Exclusion and (de)legitimisation dynamics occur especially from the GIFMM sector
towards the authorities. The weaknesses of the local authorities and the corrupted
dynamics within them are presented by the members of the GIFMM as factors that
negatively affect their willingness to include them in their own interventions. This is
represented by what Hensell (2015) refers to as local ‘policy spillage’. As seen, the
length of bureaucratic processes, the refusal to pay bribes and the concern about
damaging their own image by getting involved in corrupted mechanisms are then used
as discourses to justify the choice of the humanitarians to opt for unilateral
interventions rather than cooperating with the local authorities, thus in fact excluding
them from the arena. The lack of data about the perspective of the governmental actors
about this matter does not allow to draw a complete picture about the interface
between these stakeholders, but the imaging processes identified in the previous
This part of the thesis has focused specifically on how coordination and collaboration between and within the
assistance providers. The role of the beneficiaries has also been recognised as an active element that affects aid
delivery (Hilhorst & Jansen, 2010; Hilhorst et al., 2012); nevertheless, this is beyond the scope of this research.
12

54

chapter can be seen as an attempt of the authorities to re-assert themselves in a
territory where international actors are gaining so much control.
2. Within the GIFMM, despite the rhetorical commitment expressed by the members of this
coordination platform, frictions and difficulties were also identified, mainly caused by
differences in resource capacity and funding system, and competition over funding. This
was true in the case of INGO-7, that was exhausted by the amount of coordination
meetings she had to attend while also implementing projects in the field; or INGO-4,
who pointed out how different funding systems mean different lengths of projects, thus
discontinuity of coordinated interventions; and INGO-2, who complained about a lack
of information sharing between the organisations. As a consequence, even though
many organisations talk positively about the platform, so to legitimize the very
existence of that system and their own participation in it; in practical terms these
factors negatively affect their willingness to really collaborate with each other.
3. Mutual exclusion and de-legitimisation dynamics occur between the two official
coordination platforms in place, namely the GIFMM and the LCT, due to power imbalance
and differences in mandate and approach. The power that the GIFMM has gained
through the amount of funding and attention received leads its leaders to overlook the
presence and importance of the LCT platform. This latter one, on the other hand,
seeing itself and its previous work jeopardized by the arrival and development of this
new humanitarian space, strongly criticises its approach.
In conclusion, to truly grasp the dynamics occurring within the arena –which, in turn, shape
the outcome of aid- it is needed to go beyond the study of the formal relations between the
actors at different levels and scale; rather, a focus should be put into those power relations
that make this arena a highly politicized space, in which dynamics of inclusion and exclusion
occur (Hilhorst & Jansen, 2010).

55

7. Aid distribution and host communitymigrant relations in La Guajira
In the humanitarian space, the organizations and agencies involved in aid provision are
recognized to uphold the principle of impartiality, neutrality, humanity and independence.
The humanitarian arena approach challenges the assumption that these principles and the
purpose to alleviate suffering in the world are the solely elements according to which aid
providers shape their interventions. Multiple driving forces, such as political motivations, and
organizational politics, policies and culture, come together and shape the way aid is delivered,
and, in turn, allocated. Through the study of the everyday practices of aid, it is then possible to
observe how no principle is in fact pre-determined, and how aid distribution is in reality
negotiated between principles, operational and political driving forces and the actors’
positions about this matter (Hilhorst & Jansen, 2010).
This approach becomes particularly useful to understand aid interventions and their impact
in a setting as the one of La Guajira. In this context, characterised by the presence of victims of
triple affectation, the migrants come to co-exist with a structurally and historically vulnerable
host community. It is especially in these settings that an unequal distribution of aid –or the
prioritization of one population group over the other- risks to create resentment not only
between the migrants and the host community –in turn negatively affecting their relation and
the integration of the first into the host society- but also within the aid system itself, as shown
by the example reported in the previous chapter. Consequently, it emerges the need for the
assistance providers to consider the consequences that an uneven aid distribution may have
on the populations at stake and they are then faced with the challenge of distributing and
allocating aid in the most just and effective way, in accordance with the humanitarian
principles they claim to uphold –especially the ones of humanity, impartiality and ‘do no
harm’- while also serving the operational politics and policies that lay behind the work of
their organisations and agencies. In this chapter, I analyse the way in which the interaction of
all these driving forces, together with the aid providers’ motivations, frustrations and
expectations, shape the way aid is distributed between the migrants and the host community,
and the way this outcome impacts the beneficiaries’ relations.
By analysing the data collected through semi-structured interviews with both the assistance
providers and the beneficiaries, and the participatory observation and informal conversations
carried out with both Venezuelans migrants and Colombians victims of the conflict living in
the same informal settlements, this chapter answers the question: “How is aid distributed;
according to what criteria; and how does this affect the host community-migrants relation?”.
Sub-chapter 7.1. presents the way the distribution of aid is negotiated between principles,
policies and political factors and is the result of the interfaces occurring between the various
stakeholders; and what are the opinions and positions about this matter among the assistance
providers. Afterwards, sub-chapter 7.2. will look into the stakeholders’ perceptions about the
impact of this aid allocation on the beneficiaries’ relations and on the potential resentment
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that may have emerged: firstly, it will present the perspective of the assistance providers, and,
in a second moment, it will give voice to the aid recipients. In conclusion, a reflection about
the results found will be carried out.

7.1. Negotiating the distribution of aid
The humanitarian principle of humanity states that “Human suffering must be addressed
wherever it is found. The purpose of humanitarian action is to protect life and health and ensure
respect for human beings”; moreover, the one of impartiality stresses that “Humanitarian
action must be carried out on the basis of need alone, giving priority to the most urgent cases of
distress and making no distinctions on the basis of nationality, race, gender, religious belief, class
or political opinions” (UNOCHA, 2012). If based solely on these principles, ideally the
humanitarian interventions carried out in La Guajira should be able to address all those
people that present equal level of vulnerability, regardless of their nationality –in this case,
Colombian or Venezuelan. Nevertheless, aid agencies and organisations exist in a system in
which other major forces are at stake –such as, for example, donors’ interests and prioritiesthus often leading to the need to negotiate between these forces and the principles upheld.
As explained by most of the participants, in the past years La Guajira has experienced a
growing presence of humanitarian agencies, arrived in the territory with the purpose to
address the Venezuelan migrant crisis. Nevertheless, considering that the context in which
this new humanitarian architecture is developing presents a variety of structural problems
and that its local population is extremely vulnerable, the prioritization of the Venezuelan
population over the host community is often perceived as a problem.
What we try to do and what we try to highlight is that the migration should not render
invisible all the other problems present in the department. Here there can be all the
organizations or UN agencies possible, but we are forgetting and hiding the structural
context, the underlying problems of the region. What we can surely say is that now they
(the humanitarian organisations) are putting an effort in giving what they give to
Venezuelans also to Colombians, but it’s still very unequal. I mean, if in a territory or
community there aren’t enough Venezuelans then the organizations doesn’t or cannot
operate there; but in the next community, that is just as poor, there are enough
Venezuelans. So they will go and operate to this second community. But tell me: what
happens to the first one? (UNS-5)
Even though the organizations and UN agencies explained that almost all of them include in
their strategy a percentage of assistance addressed to the host community, this is still
considered very unequal by many of these practitioners. The necessity to address also the
Colombian population is then acknowledged by the assistance providers through this
percentage, which generally represents 30% of the resources -yet, this amount is not imposed
at the level of the coordination platform, and each organization can make its own decision
about the matter. Therefore, other factors –or actors- come into play (e.g. donors). UNS-5
belongs to one of those agencies that have been present in the area for several years before
the creation of the GIFMM, the humanitarian platform in place for issues of migration. His
knowledge of the context and the development orientation of his agency makes him
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particularly aware of the difficulties that the territory has experienced, and strongly cares
about a just response that can benefit not only those who last arrived, but also those who have
been subjected to poverty and vulnerability for decades. Due to his experience in the arena he
then positions himself as critical towards those other agencies and organizations that act
differently in their decisions. During the interview, UNS-5 states that “All this depends on the
donors. For example others agencies or NGOs funded by USAID are very, very focused on
migrants”. This allusion to funding coming from the US was not isolated:
Especially in this crisis lots of funding comes from the US. This is a bit of a bigger problem,
whose fault is not of the people that are working here, but that has an impact on the
assistance. And who knows, it may have to do with this unbalance between the response to
Colombians and the response to the Venezuelan migrant crisis (INGO-4).
While it is not the purpose of this thesis to thoroughly analyse the political interests behind
the provision of aid addressed to this migrant crisis, the United States’ interests in the
Venezuelan crisis, and, in turn, in the assistance towards its fleeing population, have been
stressed to be a determinant element in the way some NGOs are guided by its donors in how
to carry out their projects (UNS-B-1). In this way, also in the case of non-governmental
organizations that should take distance from political games, aid becomes politicised. The
humanitarian principle of independence, which states that “Humanitarian action must be
autonomous from the political, economic, military or other objectives that any actor may hold
with regard to areas where humanitarian action is being implemented” (UNOCHA, 2012), then
cannot be considered pre-determined and unconditionally uphold; rather, it is negotiated and
compromised with other –in this case political- factors. INGO-4, which belongs to an
organization that has a funding system that instead allows for independence from donors’
interest and impositions, is then in the position to criticize these practices. The financing
system of the various organizations strongly challenges the practitioners in the field, which
need to address a variety of needs but have to act according to the constraints determined by
their donors. The interactions and negotiations occurring in the arena around the allocation of
resources, then, go beyond the actors in the field, so to include this other remote stakeholders.
The economic and political context of Colombia is another factor that considerably affects its
attractiveness for development and humanitarian aid aimed at targeting its internal crisis.
Colombia was declared last year a middle income country, all the humanitarians that we
had in the mark of the conflict until last year have been closing their offices –even UNHCR
was thinking of closing. So by declaring Colombia a middle income country, it was given
this message: "I am a country able to handle the needs and I have a response capacity". In
this sense the organisations felt obliged to move to other countries where there were other
situations to address. Now, the theme of the Venezuelan migration appears (UNS-2).
As seen in the previous chapter with the loss of funding that the LCT is experiencing, here it is
explained again how the label of “middle-income country” and the peace process recently
signed led the donors to shift the attention either to other locations, or to other emergencies
that require the intervention of external actors, since they exceed the response capacity of the
state –as, in this case, the Venezuelan migration crisis. Therefore, with the expectation that
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humanitarian issues would no longer be an issue after the peace-accord, OCHA had started to
close many of its offices in the country, and even UNHCR was thinking of leaving, as explained
by UNS-2. At the national level, INGO-B-1 explains that also the media coverage of the
Venezuelan migration phenomenon makes this crisis much more visible than the internal
post-peace agreement issues that Colombia is facing. All this elements inevitably lead donors
to prioritise the Venezuelan population, even in those areas where the host community is just
as vulnerable. These constraints established by donors and the reasons that lay behind them
are the object of several critics also from the side of the organisations in the field themselves:
(Referring to the unbalanced aid allocation between Venezuelans and Colombians) Well
this doesn’t make any sense; it is totally against the humanitarian principles. For example
in Maicao, where there is the CAI13, the migrant camp, all the organisations are there, there
are so many energies spent there. This is why we decided not to go there. And it’s all
focused on Venezuelans. […]The only criteria we work with is the one of vulnerability, it
doesn’t matter where someone is from, is (s)he is from Venezuela or from Colombia. But of
course how you frame your mission depends a lot on who you are talking to. Of course if
you are talking to donors it’s easier to tell them that you are helping Venezuelans, because
they are in need of international protection, whereas the government is supposed to work
well with policies and politics for its people. So definitely the language changes from
papers to practice (INGO-6).
The everyday reality of aid in the field, then, is different than what is portrayed by official
documents and, often, than what is simplified in confrontations with donors. Humanitarians,
such as INGO-6, may feel frustrated about or uncomfortable with an unconditional compliance
with the donors’ wills and priorities that may entail disregarding the humanitarian principles
they value; this, eventually, results in leading interventions in a way that tries to not exclude
anyone that is in need. The final decisions made in the field by those practitioners that live
first-hand the context of the territories at stake, then, are determinant for the final outcome of
aid (Hilhorst & Jansen, 2010). Indeed, while political interests, media coverage and the labels
utilized to describe a country are determinant factors in the decisions made by donors on how
to direct aid allocation; it is the way organisations decide to fully comply with these measures
or to play around them that eventually determines who in fact has access to assistance. Some
organisations, for example, try to address this issue in their targeting method: instead of using
a categorical approach, they prefer to use a geographic one14. In a context in which
Venezuelans live together in informal barrios with Colombians, using this kind of method
helps in addressing both populations, thus avoiding prioritisations based on nationality that
may generate anger (INGO-3; INGO-7). Even though it remains true that often the barrios
addressed still have to present a certain amount of Venezuelans to become the object of aid
interventions, it is through this kind of strategies and practices that the workers in the field
Centro de Atención Integral Maicao: it is a centre at the border with Venezuela established by UNHCR aimed at
hosting migrants, refugees, Colombian returnees and Venezuelan wayuu in condition of vulnerability or in
transit.
14 Categorical approach: the targeting of beneficiaries according to specific criteria such as age, gender, status or
social category. Geographical approach: selection of aid recipients living in specific regions or areas (Dodlova,
2019).
13
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play around these imposed restrictions and negotiate the rules about the distribution of aid.
On the other hand, when interrogated about the coherence between the humanitarian
principles and the decisions about the way aid was allocated between vulnerable groups,
many felt the need to respond with a justification: labelling practices of the beneficiaries and
of the crises come then into play, together with the consequent, related responsibilities to
protect.
The responsibility towards Colombians is a matter of the Colombian government with our
support, and with the Venezuelans it's the same. Here we are playing a bigger role on
request of the government; it's the government itself that is requesting more support from
the cooperation sector. So we have to start from here: in principle it's not our responsibility
unless there is a request from the government. Sometimes the same assistance to
Venezuelans exposes the government with its own citizens: “why are the Venezuelans
receiving a service that does not exist for us?” (the Colombians ask). And this can be
something positive in the sense that it forces the Colombian government to generate this
service (UNS-1).
The allegation of this actor, which plays an important role in the GIFMM platform, makes
emerge the debate about where the responsibility to protect the various groups in need lays.
A Venezuelan, whose status is the one of migrant and, often, of refugee, is under international
responsibility, thus it’s a matter of the international cooperation sector; a vulnerable
Colombian that presents equal levels of vulnerability, and that may live next door in the same
informal settlement, is responsibility of the internal government. Labels and categorisation
are then used to define needs. This is reflected in what Macrae (1999) explains: “the
entitlements of populations to official relief or development resources depend not only upon the
national political context but also the interpretation of that context by international political
actors.” Through this discourse, then, UNS-1 justifies the fact that the aid from the
international community is mainly directed towards the migrants, thus trying to legitimise
their allocation choices. On the other hand of this confrontation, the government is critical of
the way the cooperation sector is handling decisions about aid distribution. As seen in the
previous chapters, the local authorities expressed their concern about the unbalance in the
assistance between Colombians and Venezuelans, and about the implications this may have in
terms of xenophobia and integration. INGO-3 indeed explains that the local government,
besides recognizing the need for international support given the lack of resources, often
expressed that the intervention strategies of the cooperation sector needed to be developed in
a way that would also benefit the host community.
The interface between authorities, the humanitarian and development sector regarding the
distribution of aid can be represented by the case of the CASH programs for migrants
implemented by some international organizations. After some months that these
interventions were being implemented, the Colombian government realised that the amount
of money that was being provided to Venezuelan migrants exceeded the amount that the state
was guaranteeing as compensation to the Colombian victims of the internal conflict according
to the Victims’ law. At this point, worried of the social negative effects that this may entail and
of the reaction of the victims, the government decided that the money given to the
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Venezuelans could not exceed the amount provided to the victims. Being this amount quite
limited to survive, this decision raised complaints from the side of the humanitarians, since it
adds another challenge to their work (UNS-2). The amount of money that the CASH programs
could provide to migrants was, eventually, a negotiation between and the results of the
interface between the cooperation sector and the authorities, characterised by their different
interests, responsibilities and resource capacity. While humanitarian actors are committed to
the provision of aid to the Venezuelan population and they act according to their own
principles and standards, the state, on the other hand, also acts according to its own priorities
and needs. In this specific case, for example, different elements may have been at play for the
Colombian government: the responsibility to protect and guarantee justice to its own
population, but also the need to prevent the raise of discontent among the victims of the
internal conflict so to avoid a confrontation about their own limited response towards its own
vulnerable people. As GOV-2 explained, indeed, the implementation of the Victims’ Law and
the provision of monetary compensation that this population is entitled to are proving to be
extremely challenging and often delayed in its process and deficient in its outcome.
In conclusion, the case of La Guajira provides a good reflection on the dynamics that lay
behind principles, policies and practices regarding aid distribution. Firstly, it shows how
humanitarian principles that are assumed to be pre-stabilized are instead challenged by a
variety of other political and operational elements. These latter driving forces that can
determine the allocation of resources –such as political interests of donors, media attention,
targeting methodologies or labelling practices- never act individually; rather, they come
together in the way the actors interact with each other in practice. As UNS-2 put it “the
intentions of the government, the intentions of the donors, the mandates of the organizations,
the requests of the local governments, these are all factors to keep in mind”. (UNS-1)

7.2.

Beneficiaries’ relations in the humanitarian arena

In the analysis of the data collected, the humanitarian arena approach has allowed to
understand how the management of aid and its distribution are shaped by the interactions
between the various actors active in the arena, and how it is negotiated between their
motives, interests, organizational practices and culture. The outcome of aid, in turn, has an
impact on both the beneficiaries it addresses, on the society it works in and on the way these
two integrate. The way in which assistance is delivered in the context of a migration crisis can
indeed affect how the hosts and the migrants interact and integrate (Agblorti, 2011). This is
particularly true in a setting where the host community is subjected to various vulnerability
factors, as in the case of La Guajira, where indigenous communities, victims of the internal
conflict and historical poor form the so called host community. It is in these complex
emergencies –characterised by a numerous amount of people in need of assistance- that
competition over scarce resources between beneficiaries can become an issue. Therefore, the
presence of a growing humanitarian architecture changes the life of the populations at stake,
either positively or negatively, thus also affecting the way these beneficiaries relate to each
other. Considering the humanitarian principles that the organizations claim to uphold, and
especially the ‘do no harm’ one, these entities are then called to reflect about the
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consequences their intervention may entail and take responsibility for them, so to avoid
negative effects on the communities at stake and on their relations.
Firstly, studying the way the assistance providers frame their opinions about the impact of
their interventions is an important element that allows to gain an understanding of how
humanitarian interventions are perceived from within the system. To make this really
relevant, though, these opinions have to be confronted with the everyday reality of those who
they claim to be serving: the beneficiaries. The way they perceive the arena in place, how and
whether they navigate it, and how this system impacts them become of primary importance to
understand the impact of humanitarian action on the beneficiaries, on the communities
involved, and on their relations.
The assistance providers’ perspective
During the interviews carried out, many participants belonging to INGOS, UN agencies or
governmental institutions expressed their concern about the fact that the undeniable
prioritization of the Venezuelan population in the distribution of aid is creating feelings of
resentment among the Colombian residents, sometimes to the point of using the term
‘xenophobia’ (INGO-2, INGO-7, DCSO-1, GOV-2, UNS-3).
Here there are many community canteens (comedores) that are for Venezuelans, not for
Colombians or host community. So this has incremented a lot the xenophobia, especially in
these places. A Venezuelan or a migrant arrives to the comedor and can have access to
food, while if a person from the host community arrives he or she can't have access to food.
So within the PMU15 there have been a lot of discussions about which role we have in the
territory as INGOs and cooperation. Another thing that is being said there is that lots of
money is being given to Venezuelans. For example, there are organizations like Action
Against Hunger or WFP that give out food vouchers, and they are only for migrant
communities. The host communities don't have access to this. And they say that they also
have needs and suffer hunger, because ancestrally and culturally this area has been an
area of many economic crises, always. (INGO-2)
This is one of the examples reported about the negative feelings that the host population may
develop due to the way aid is allocated in their territories. More in specific, the issue of food
aid is particularly felt in La Guajira, which is one of the departments where malnutrition is at
its highest rates. In this region, malnutrition-associated death rate is the highest of Colombia,
and several cases of children belonging to indigenous communities have been found dead due
to the lack of food and water in the past years (Russell et al., 2020); so this becomes a
sensitive topic mentioned by more than one participant. DCSO-1, a practitioner working for an
organisation linked to the diocese explains how “if you go to the rancherías16 you die of sadness
seeing how these kids eat: so much poverty and so much hunger”. He tells how in the perish
various complaints have been put forward by Colombians that have felt neglected in
comparison to the Venezuelan population; for this reason, in his organisations they try to
diversify more their interventions. A variety of practitioners, belonging to all the different
15
16

Puesto de Mando Unificado: meeting space of governmental institutions and cooperation sector.
Ranchería: indigenous settlement.
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sectors of assistance provision, explain that they have heard the sentence “why do the
Venezuelans receive so much and we have nothing?” from Colombians they have relations with.
Nevertheless, some believe that the term ‘xenophobia’ is inaccurate and incorrect. GOV-2, for
example, recognizes that resentment is very much present, both towards the humanitarian
system and towards Venezuelans, but that the presence of mixed families, the common
history of these two populations and the welcoming attitude that has also been performed
retain himself from using the term ‘xenophobia’.
There are informal settlements of internally displaced people that are receiving the
Venezuelan population, and, if we compare their life stories, solidarity can be generated,
because a displaced person lived what a Venezuelan is living right now. […] The displaced
host them in their barrios, as their neighbours... All people that have lived vulnerable
situations live together (INGO-3).
As INGO-3 explains, in the host community of La Guajira many victims of the internal conflict
are present, especially victims of internal displacement. Several Colombians share the
struggle of being displaced and eradicated from their own roots and livelihoods with the
Venezuelan migrants. This, in turn, leads the Colombian hosts to be open to welcome them in
their community. Nevertheless, INGO-3 explains that while this is still true and it still happens,
some facts have made this solidarity feeling a bit less frequent. Acts of criminality and
violence carried out by Venezuelans have indeed made the host community more hostile
towards the new comers. Moreover, she recognises that Venezuelans do feel discriminated,
but she explains it with reference to the fact that their irregular status does not allow them to
access various public services, thus generating this feeling of injustice and exclusion from
society. While talking about increasing feelings of xenophobia among the host community, she
explains:
And also in this phenomenon the perceptions of the media have a strong influence, the
opinion of the leaders too, of the mayors, of these people that have these high positions in
the municipality. All this has an influence on the attitude of the host population (INGO-3).
In this way, by providing a variety of other reasons for the increase of discrimination and
xenophobia, she shifts from the idea that the humanitarian system and the assistance
provided have negative effects on the relations between the hosts and the migrants. In
support of this position come the statements of other participants, who not only do not
believe that their interventions may have created some sort of separation between the
beneficiaries; rather, they believe that the arrival of the humanitarian platform in the territory
has been of benefit for the host community. One of the examples in favour of this position was
provided by one participant of the GIFMM platform:
In Maicao, close to the centre we have, there is an indigenous community. This community
now has access to drinkable water thanks to the centre, more than 50% of the local
population is hired in the centre, and the water of the centre is being connected to the
community too, toilets are being built. So these are example of the advantages (UNS-1).
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During the interviews, some practitioners expressed their annoyance with the way
organisations all try to be part of the CAI –the camp in Maicao that UNS-1 refers to. Some
explained how this is a matter of marketing and visibility, because the camp is an attraction
for the media (UNS-4); this causes a very critical attitude from some organizations, that
instead perceive that while inside this camp a big amount of assistance is provided and
several organisations work with migrants, many other areas around it are completely
neglected. UNS-1, on the other hand, presents a different perspective, according to which the
camp is instead an opportunity for the host community to have what they would not receive
without the presence of the migrants. More in general, also INGO-5 supports the idea that the
new humanitarian system in place has been beneficial for Colombian hosts, both because they
have opened job positions for the locals, and because they carry out an advocacy work with
the local government, so to raise awareness and accountability. Nevertheless, this idea that
the humanitarian system in place is of benefit for all, both for the migrants and for the host
community, was not commonly shared:
I don’t think that the presence of so many cooperation agencies has been of benefit for the
local population, because this response is not proportional to the extent of the crisis, it is
not enough to recover from the effect of this crisis. So, no, even if there is a lot of
cooperation this doesn’t mean that the Colombian population is better off because of it.
(INGO-6)
Actors belonging to the assistance provider’s side of the arena then present different ideas
about the impact their interventions have on the host-migrant relations. The prioritisation of
the Venezuelan population is commonly recognised by all the actors in the arena, but the way
the impact of this has on the beneficiaries’ relations is differently framed by the various
organisations and authorities. While those actors that have previously been identified as the
ones trying to address the imbalance in aid distribution in playing around it with various
strategies (e.g. using a geographical targeting method) in their interventions feel the need to
advocate for their approach, criticising the others for increasing the xenophobia feeling in the
area, others instead, mainly the ones that are more emergency-oriented, try to justify their
own interventions, no less than presenting them as beneficial also for the host community.
For a relevant understanding of the impact that aid interventions can have on the community
and on the populations at stake it becomes fundamental to compare the perceptions of the
practitioners to the reality experienced by those who they claims to serve: the beneficiaries.
The voice of the beneficiaries
When I first presented my research to the Mesa de Victimas in Riohacha, a thematic space that
the victims of the internal conflict participate to in order to discuss themes related to the
Victims’ Law and its implementation, some people looked enthusiastic about the topic that I
was investigating. Some of them told me that they had a lot to say about it, an invited me to
visit them in their barrios. While there is a vast variety of perspectives from which the
relations between the migrants and the host community can be studied, and there could be an
extensive analysis about it, this thesis studies this relations specifically in relation to the aid
system in place; in so doing, it has analysed how the humanitarian arena is perceived by the
beneficiaries’, and what is the impact of it on their interactions.
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CV-1 is a victim of internal displacement, forced to leave his department years before due to
threats received by paramilitaries after the death of his brother. He now lives in Riohacha,
where he slowly created from nothing the informal barrio where he is living with his partner
and children. Light is a luxury in this settlement, and it is obtained through power generators
that are switched on only for few hours a day; drinkable water is almost impossible to find. In
this barrio, victims of internal displacement, indigenous wayuu and Venezuelan migrants has
come to live as a community, of which CV-1 is the social leader. In telling me his story and his
perception of the current situation, he explains how important it is for him to help and
welcome his “hermanos Venezolanos”, his Venezuelan brothers, with whom he feels a
connection due to the brutality of their recent past. In the barrio you can feel a sense of
belonging, where informal and amicable relations run among the residents. Nevertheless,
when I ask about the life in the settlements, CV-1 does not hide the difficulties that they
encounter due to the scarce resources they live with. To face the lacks of the barrio of which
he is the leader, he tries to take advantage of the international humanitarian organisations
that are present in La Guajira, and in doing so he gained the attention of some of these entities
and has gotten some health assistance and hygiene tools.
Hilhorst and Jansen (2010) have thoroughly reflected about the active role that beneficiaries
play in shaping the outcome of aid, claiming that these are not actors deprived of agency, but
that, instead, they use their status in order to claim their rights as victims. The case of CV-1
shows how not only the direct targets of humanitarian interventions can play around their
victimcy in order to obtain as much aid as possible, but that also the host community at stake
can socially navigate the humanitarian arena so to take advantage of it. The fact that through
his agency and his insistence CV-1 managed to obtain first the attention, and secondly the
direct assistance in his barrio, shows how he actively influenced the outcome of aid.
Nevertheless, this Colombian actor does express some resentment towards the cooperation
system in place:
The help between Colombians and Venezuelans is absolutely unfair. Our Venezuelan
brothers and sisters need to be helped, but you cannot come here and expect that everyone
will be fine if you (the cooperation sector) help them and not us. The presence of migrants
affects all of us because they look for shelter in our same places (CV-1).
The negative feelings expressed are in this case not developed towards the Venezuelans hosts;
rather, towards this new international system that, in their opinion, keeps neglecting the
Colombian population just as the Colombian state has always done. That sense of solidarity
that led these Colombians to welcome the migrants in their barrios and share their spaces
with them does not completely fade due to actions of the humanitarian system, but this latter
one does create feelings of exclusion from the arena from those who have always belonged to
the territories in which the arena was generated. CV-4 –another Colombian victim of
displacement and social leader of another barrio in which only IDPs reside- along with his
solidarity feelings towards those migrants that have experienced the struggles that come with
displacement, also stressed how the humanitarian sector only focuses its attention on
migrants, and that the few interventions that were carried out in his barrio had already been
interrupted. While explicitly the resentment is expressed towards the humanitarian system,
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and not towards the migrants, this inequality in the resource allocation does indirectly affect
the way Colombians talk about the migrants. CV-4, for example, also explains how in his
opinion the assistance provided is misused by the Venezuelans, who sometimes just obtain it
and go back to Venezuela; or that don’t have the educational background to really use it
wisely. During a spontaneous group conversation –in which two Venezuelan girls, one
Colombian returnee and one Colombian victim of the conflict took part- these feelings of
exclusion instead arose more explicitly in the form of mutual confrontations:
CV-3: “You guys don’t realise how much help you get”.
VEN-6: “Well but it’s because we have nothing. Yes there are also poor Colombians, but
they manage to live in a way or another, we have zero”.
CV-4: “No, you talk like this because you only stay in this part of the city, but you should go
to other barrios, in the suburbs, in the informal settlement, to see in which conditions
Colombians live. Here there are indigenous that starve, that die because they have no
water, but these people are totally forgotten.”
In this conversation it emerges how the prioritization of the Venezuelan community does
indeed create feeling of resentment and injustice in those Colombians that struggle to have
livelihoods and resources to use. Moreover, COL-4 even advocates for the indigenous
communities of La Guajira, even though she does not belong to them, thus showing a sense of
belonging and unity of the host community as different than them, the Venezuelans. The sense
of marginalization and discrimination is strongly felt by the Venezuelans migrants in La
Guajira. Even those who live in the same barrios and share daily their spaces with their hosts,
still sometimes feel rejected. One of them explains me how the Colombians “feel that we
Venezuelans do not deserve the help we get, and they wish we would go back to our country.
Xenophobia is a big problem in Colombia” (VEN-3). Humanitarian assistance, once again, comes
back in conversations about the relations between the migrants and the hosts, this time by
one of the Venezuelans themselves. On the other hand, while they acknowledge the presence
of this resentment, and they suffer from the discrimination they perceive, on the other hand
the migrants do not perceive it as their problem, but as a deficiency of the aid system itself;
VEN-3, for example, explains how some Colombians come to the comedores and they try to
present themselves as Venezuelans, so to get aid, and how he does not blame them for that,
because he knows they also are in need of assistance.
Nevertheless, many Colombians explain that the main reasons for mistrust and resentment
are not directly linked to the way aid is distributed, but also by other factors directly linked
with the presence of the Venezuelans in the area. Firstly, this new population generates an
growing competition in the job market, aggravated by the fact that Venezuelans settle more
easily for a lower salary (CV-3). Secondly, the often vulnerable socio-economic conditions of
the migrants arriving in La Guajira has also led to a considerable increase in crimes and
violence in the area since the beginning of the migration crisis, thus leading the hosts to feel
more and more insecure (CV-4). Finally, this vulnerability that characterises most of the
migrants arriving in La Guajira, puts an additional strain on the society they arrive in, due to
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an increased demand on those local services (e.g. health or education systems) that were
already eroded before the arrival of the Venezuelan population. A lack of response from the
government to address this increased demand, together with aid intervention that are
strongly prioritising migrants, cause tensions and resentment in the host community
(Pangilinan, 2012).
The data collection on this part of the arena has was carried out in a limited amount of time,
and it involved a limited amount of participants, since it required the creation of trust
relations with the beneficiaries. Nevertheless, despite the small research sample, it was
possible to observe how different feelings and scenarios characterises the way the relations
between host community and migrants are affected by the humanitarian arena in place and by
the way aid is organised and distributed in La Guajira. On the one hand, a solidarity network
occur, due to the similar past that associate the vulnerable Colombian host community –
especially IDPs- and migrants. Moreover, Colombians social leaders try to take advantage of
the assistance in place for migrants, so to gain attention on their needs and on their requests,
that eventually would benefit all those living in their barrios, meaning both Colombians,
Venezuelans and indigenous wayuu. On the other hand, the impact of the Venezuelan migrant
crisis has created a strain on their livelihoods and has aggravated the safety of the area to a
point that cannot be compensated by the little aid that humanitarian agencies are giving them;
this, together with the prioritisation of the Venezuelan population from the side of the
cooperation sector, create in the Colombian feelings of resentment towards the system in
place, and of discrimination towards the Venezuelans.

7.3.

Conclusions

The allocation of aid in the setting of La Guajira is of particular concern, since the host
community and the migrants not only present very similar levels of vulnerability, but they
also often share the same living space, mainly in resource-poor informal settlements in the
suburbs. The implementation of humanitarian principles is here challenged by other political
and operational factors; thus, the various stakeholders need to negotiate between their
different interests and necessities in order to combine these driving forces. Therefore, these
interactions and negotiations determine the way aid is eventually distributed and, in turn,
who has access to it. Through the humanitarian arena lens it has been possible to study the
hows and whys that lay behind the way aid is allocated in La Guajira, characterised by a strong
prioritisation of the Venezuelan population over the vulnerable host community. In this
analysis, the negotiation of aid distribution has been identified at different interfaces:
1. Donors and practitioners in the field negotiate the distribution of aid and mediate
between political interests and humanitarian principles, and policies and practices in
the field. Various actors explained how donors often put constraints on how to allocate
aid, and how this is due to their political interest –such as in the case of funding coming
from the US- the media coverage that the Venezuelan crisis gets, or the labelling of
Colombia as a ‘middle-income country’, thus not in need of international support for its
internal problems. Some of the practitioners in the field, on the other hand, experience
frustration due to these constraints. This was the case of INGO-6, that explains how the
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way the mission is framed to donors does not exactly resembles the reality of the field,
so to be able to address both populations. Others, instead, try to address this inequality
using a geographical targeting approach, thus remaining within the framework
provided by donors, but also trying to address Colombians as much as possible.
2. The cooperation sector and authorities confront each other in the way aid should be
allocated, mediating between their own different interests, responsibilities, and
limitations. While some actors of the cooperation sector stated that their main
responsibility was the Venezuelan population, while the state was in charge of its own
people, the Colombian state imposes limitations to the interventions of the
humanitarian organisations according to its needs and interests, as in the case of the
CASH program.
3. Within the cooperation sector different positions are taken about this matter, according
to the mandate or the funding systems of the organisations, as well as the different
opinions of the practitioners. This was seen in the differences in opinion between, on
the one hand, UNS-5, INGO-4 and INGO-6 who were strongly critical of the unbalanced
aid distribution occurring in La Guajira, either because they belonged to development
agencies (UNS-5), because they were critical of the politicised funding system of other
organisations (INGO-4), or because of the will to be coherence with humanitarian
principles (INGO-6); and, on the other hand, UNS-1, who instead differentiated
between the responsibility of the international sector (the protection of migrants) and
the one of the host government (the protection of the Colombian population), so to
explain or justify the prioritisation of the Venezuelans.
This analysis brought to light how aid distribution is in fact the result of the interaction
between the various stakeholders of the arena, and of the negotiations between their motives,
their interests, their believes, and, in turn, of policies, practices and principles.
After analysing what lays behind the distribution of aid the humanitarian arena of Colombia,
the impact of this allocation and of the system in place on the host community-migrant
relations was studied by taking into consideration both the perspective of the assistance
providers and the one of the beneficiaries. Indeed, only through a confrontation of these two
points of view it is possible to gain a solid understanding of the dynamic occurring between
the aid recipients due to aid interventions:
1. Different assistance providers presented mainly two different scenarios about the matter.
(i) Some of them expressed their concern about this imbalance in the aid distribution,
that can, in turn, lead to the generation of xenophobia and tensions among the
communities; (ii) others, on the other hand, especially some members of the GIFMM
and its leaders, explained how, in their opinion, the aid system has been of benefit also
for the host community, since it led to the creation of infrastructure that they can also
utilise, and that they created new job positions for them.
2. The idea that the prioritisation of the Venezuelan migrants creates xenophobia among
the host community was only partly confirmed in studying the beneficiaries’ perspective.
GOV-2 idea that the term xenophobia was inaccurate can be supported by the fact that
the Colombian participants of this research have welcomed various Venezuelans in
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their barrios, they have daily relations with them, and all of them believe that these
group needs to be helped. Solidarity, especially from the side of IDPs, is felt and
performed. Nevertheless, resentment among the host community is growing. This
feeling is mainly felt towards the humanitarian system in place that, as expressed by
some participant, is acting just as the state has always done: forgetting about the
Colombian population. This feeling, in turn, in some cases generate debates about who
is the most legitimate beneficiaries, and negative comments towards the Venezuelans,
that, as expressed by VEN-3 and confirmed by CV-4, are seen as not worthy of the
assistance, or not educated or smart enough to use it wisely.
3. Resentment and discrimination does not arise only due to the imbalance in the aid
delivered by the cooperation sector, but also by other economic and social factors, as
expressed by INGO-3 and confirmed by both Colombians and Venezuelans. Increased
violence in the region, together with a considerable strain put on a job market and on
public services that were already weak before the beginning of the migration crisis,
negatively affect the welcoming attitude of the host population.
4. The Colombian host community continues to feel excluded by the aid architecture in place
despite the allegation of some members of the GIFMM (UNS-1, INGO-3) according to
which the system has actually helped them and improved their lives. While it is true that
some Colombian social leaders have managed to navigate the arena to obtain some
assistance, this does not compensate for the severe impact that this migration crisis
has had on the host community, both in terms of increase in criminality, and in terms
of additional strains put on already eroded public services and on the job market. This
negative impacts are only further worsened by the lack of humanitarian assistance to
address the Colombian host community, as well as by a lack of strengthened public
services provided by the governmental institutions.
In conclusion, in a complex crisis as the one that the region of La Guajira –and more in general
Colombia- is living, the distribution of aid becomes a sensitive matter to study. The
humanitarian arena lens and its actor-oriented approach help in thoroughly understanding
the way aid is in fact allocated and why. Subsequently, the study of how the outcome of it
impacts the lives of aid recipients and their relations can support the aid providers in the
reflection about the policies and practices they design and implement.
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8. Discussion and conclusion
This thesis has focused on the humanitarian arena present in the current Colombian context,
in which a new migration flow is entering the unstable post-peace agreement setting, already
characterised by a variety of internal issues. Since its beginning, the Venezuelan diaspora has
strongly affected Colombia, which is now hosting 1.8 million displaced Venezuelans (IOM,
2020), and which was already confronted with a variety of challenges –among which the
instability of the peace accord, the presence of armed groups, the still growing number of
IDPs, threats to indigenous communities and natural hazards. In this scenario, humanitarian,
development and governmental actors become active to respond to these crises. The specific
case study selected of the department of La Guajira allows to explore the dynamics occurring
within this humanitarian arena in a context in which the host community presents levels of
vulnerability that are similar to the ones of the migrants. This thesis has analysed how the
assistance providers interact with each other and how through negotiations occurring at
different interfaces they shape the outcome of aid distribution, thus determining who has
access to the assistance. Subsequently, an analysis of the impact of the interventions of the
assistance providers on the relations between hosts and migrants has been carried out.
The humanitarian arena framework developed by Hilhorst and Jansen (2010) has been the
main theoretical approach used for the analysis of the data collected, supported by the use of
the concept of imaging (Hilhorst et al., 2012), theories about the implications of the statefragility discourse (Aembe & Dijkzeul, 2019), debates related to aid governance and
coordination (Balcik et al., 2010; Comfort, 2007; Hensell, 2015) and to the humanitariandevelopment nexus (Mosel & Levine, 2014; Otto & Weingärtner, 2013; Stamnes, 2016); and,
finally, reflections on the implication of humanitarian interventions on host-migrant relations
(Agblorti, 2011). The data were collected during a four-month period spent in Colombia, of
which one spent in Bogotá, and three in Riohacha. Semi-structured interviews were carried
out with a variety of actors involved in the assistance provision to migrants and vulnerable
Colombians (practitioners of INGOs, of domestic CSOs, of UN agencies, and government
officials and church representatives), and with the beneficiaries themselves; participatory
observation in spaces dedicated to aid interventions and in the informal barrios where both
Colombians and Venezuelan live was also part of the data collection.
Through the data gathered and with the conceptual approach utilised, this thesis answers the
question:
“In the context of the Venezuelan migrants influx into the vulnerable host community
of La Guajira, how do the actors within the humanitarian arena cooperate and/or
compete and with what consequences for aid distribution and refugee-host
relations?”
This last chapter will provide a discussion of the results of this research and their meaning
and implications. Sub-chapter 8.1. will firstly answer the main research question through a
revision of the main findings and through the interpretation of their meaning. Sub-chapter
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8.2. will elaborate on the implications of these results, both theoretically and practically.
Afterwards, sub-chapter 8.3. will present some suggestions and recommendations for the
parties involved as well as for future research.

8.1.

Conclusion

As the main patterns identified through the humanitarian arena lens were already outlined in
the conclusion of each result chapter, this section will instead present the results with a more
practical approach to the research question. At the start of this thesis, three main objectives
were set. This section will reflect on these objectives identified in chapter 1.2. through the
interpretation of the main findings of the research and, in so doing, it will answer the main
research question.
Understanding interactional processes in the provision of aid
The first research objective refers to the understanding of how the various stakeholders
involved in the assistance provision perceive and interact with each other when more than
one crisis is in place. Chapter 5. and chapter 6. have analysed this in the context of La Guajira.
In this setting, in terms of service providers, the humanitarian arena presents a combination
of local governmental actors, members of the GIFMM platform –developed to address issues
related to migration- and of the LCT –a coordination system for topics of peace-building,
development and humanitarian aid- and other domestic and church-related organizations.
These actors all interact with each other, either through formal or through informal relations.
While through the data it became evident that the importance and the usefulness of
collaborating and coordinating actions is commonly recognized within the arena, competition
dynamics between the stakeholders are also very much present, thus leading to obstacles to
this collaboration. The most significant results, helpful to the understanding of these
dynamics in this specific case study, were the ones referring to interactions between the state
and the cooperation sector, and the ones that emerged in the relations between the two
official coordination platforms in place. The interface within the GIFMM itself, instead,
presented more expected results, which confirmed what many other scholars already
concluded.
In general, between the authorities and the GIFMM, while a rhetorical mutual recognition
occurs, dynamics of exclusion from the arena and de-legitimization are also in place. The
exclusion of the authorities from coordination dynamics from the side of the GIFMM becomes
a central point of conflict between this platform and the LCT one, together with their
differences in approach (development versus emergency), and the strong power imbalance
present between the two due to the differences in the quantity of funding. Finally, within the
GIFMM humanitarian platform, both commitment to coordination and, in principle,
recognition of its usefulness among the members, other political and operational elements
and differences lead instead to both dynamics of adaptation and competition.
As for the relations between the institutions and the cooperation sector, dual dynamics of
(de)legitimization occur. The findings are in line with what Aembe and Dijkzeul (2019) found
regarding the dilemma that state officials face when international actors come to provide
humanitarian support in their country: while it is not possible to deny their need for external
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assistance due to the evident limitations that the government faces, and this discourse is
actually often used to state that the humanitarians “should do more”, at the same time they
also need to increase state’s legitimacy and assert their authority. This is the case also for local
state actors in La Guajira; nevertheless, while these authors found that governmental actors
attempt to do so by trying to convince the society that they can make it also without the
guidance of donors, in this case study they instead use the strategy of criticising the modus
operandi of the cooperation sector. Two main points of critique arise: the fact that the
cooperation sector clearly prioritises the Venezuelans migrants over the host community,
and, as a consequence, facilitates the generation of xenophobia; and that the interventions
carried out, that are too emergency-oriented, create a ‘welfarism’ mind-set among the
migrants, that will then struggle to become independent. By criticizing the hows of
humanitarian interventions, then, local authorities try to raise their voice and re-gain some
power in the territory, now highly controlled by humanitarians.
These critics can also be seen as a way to take part to the humanitarian arena from which they
are often excluded. Both members and leaders of the GIFMM, indeed, explained how they
prefer to carry out coordination meetings without the presence of the local authorities and
expressed their unwillingness to cooperate with them, due to the obstacles they create with
their bureaucratic processes, to the lack of resources that makes it difficult to successfully
implement joint actions, and to their corrupted dynamics. Hensell (2015) refers to this
phenomenon as local ‘policy spillage’, in which “interveners are often concerned about
efficiency, credibility and trustworthiness”, which leads to the adoption of unilateral actions
instead of coordinated interventions with the host government. This issue does need to be
contextualised: while many of the theories and research about the discourse and effects of aid
fragility in humanitarian actions are often carried out in situation of governmental and
institutional decay, this is not the case in Colombia. This country is a stable democracy that
presents a growing economy, where, despite the developed laws and institutions, violence,
conflicts and inequality continue to characterise the daily life of the peripheries. Thus, the
‘state fragility’ that here impacts the “coordinative discourse on intervention models” (Aembe
and Dijkzeul, 2019) needs to be understood at the local and peripheral level rather than at the
national one. As Lemaitre (2018) explains, and as also recognized by many interviewees, the
challenges that aid provision encounters in this kind of states are mainly linked to “the state’s
unwillingness or incapacity to provide aid at the subnational level, directly linked to the absence
or weakness of the infrastructure necessary to implement policies and regulate social relations
in peripheral areas”. Consequently, as it was the case in La Guajira, organizations choose
unilateral emergency assistance over joint interventions, thus performing a dynamics of
exclusion of the local authorities from the arena. Nevertheless, when state officials were
interrogated about how they experience the coordination with the cooperation sector, only
formal answers about the whats and whens of this coordination were given, without going into
a deeper discussion of the issues encountered. While it is interesting to notice how they did
not use this opportunity to take a stand in favour or against the way this coordination is
implemented, or to express their disapproval of the fact that many meetings happen without
them, this lack of data about the issue from this population group does not allow to make a
completely reliable statement about how they experience this dynamics.
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In its research about the work of the Norwegian Refugee Council in Colombia, Lemaitre
(2018) found that these one-sided interventions were to be understood in terms of the
frustration with local dynamics of conflict, of the difficulties of scaling-up successful local
interventions, but also of the feeling of the practitioners that their work can do close to
nothing to really close the gap in state capacity at the local level and to impact the political
will at the national one. While this may be partly true, the inclusion of the members of the LCT
–the other, more development-oriented coordination platform- in the participants of this
research brought to light other factors, such as the fact that this discourse may be used as a
way to exclude the local authorities so to have more power and implement interventions in a
faster way. Closer to what Aembe and Dijkzeul (2019) found, indeed, state fragility is
generally acknowledged and uncontested by all actors involved, but it becomes contentious
due to the different perspectives on how to deal with it.
Also in the arena of La Guajira, the topic of the inclusion –or exclusion- of the governmental
institutions in the coordination spaces of the cooperation sector proves to be a salient point of
discussion, in particular between the GIFMM and the LCT platforms. This latter one was
established in the area many years before the creation of the GIFMM, and its developmentoriented approach automatically implies considerable attention put to the relations with the
state (Stemnes, 2016). On the other hand, being the GIFMM specifically addressed to
humanitarian issues of migration –thus having an emergency focus- many of its members feel
that the weaknesses of the local government only gets in the way of an effective and rapid
response (Otto & Weingärtner, 2013). This is reason of strong criticisms coming from the side
of those members of the LCT that see their efforts and relationship with the authorities being
jeopardised by the new humanitarians.
Besides their differences in approach, the results also revealed that resentment runs between
the two platforms due to the power unbalance present between them. Since the signing of the
peace accord and due to the categorization of Colombia as a middle-income country, the LCT –
whose focus is on the development and peace-building- has experienced a strong decrease in
funding. The GIFMM, on the other hand, is going through the opposite process: donors are
highly focused on the Venezuelan migrant crisis, and more and more organizations are taking
part to this platform. In such a complex emergency, characterised by different yet intertwined
crises, competition arise between organizations and coordination systems with different
mandates. Hilhorst and Pereboom (2015) identify five types of crisis and the role that singleand multi-mandate organisations play in these contexts: open conflict, fragile settings,
refugees and displaced persons, natural disasters, and biological, chemical and nuclear
disaster. Nevertheless, in fact, in many settings –as the one of La Guajira- the distinction
between these crises becomes blurred: it is in these areas characterised by an overlap of
emergencies that divergences about mandates, approaches and practices emerge the most
(Hilhorst & Pereboom, 2015). These disagreements clearly hinder effective communication
and cooperation between the platforms.
Moreover, the difficulties in coordinating actions was already weak due to the blurred
separation and consequent confusion about which topics are of concern for which platform.
The data collected through the interviews and especially the participant observation, indeed,
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revealed the particularity of this emergency and the consequent difficulties in coordinating
the responses: migrants share the same living space of the vulnerable host community. Hence,
the work of the LCT on the internal issues of the area cannot completely overlook problems
related to migration, since these two populations coexist in the same territories. In the same
way, issues related to migration (which the GIFMM is in charge of) inevitably touch upon
problems connected to development topics regarding the Colombian population (which is
instead a matter of the LCT). Therefore, a clear separation of issues and populations to
address becomes a struggle for the two platforms. This is a significant difference from those
contexts in which the migrants and the host community are spatially separated, as in the case
of camp settings. While it is true that organizations that present differences in mandate and
approach also meet in the only migrant reception centre present at the border with
Venezuela, and that frictions arise also there, the fact that migrants and refugees mainly
coexist in the same barrios inevitably lead the two platforms to constantly meet in their work
and interventions, thus also increasing the reasons for frictions due to the differences in
approach mentioned above.
Collaboration between actors and how they position themselves and the others in the arena
proved to be far from smooth also within the same coordination platform. This was analysed
with the members of the GIFMM. The majority of the members interviewed expressed their
favour towards this system in place, highlighting its usefulness for non-duplication of actions
and maximisation of resources. Nevertheless, going deeper into the discussion about
coordination with the interviewees, this positive image portrayed changes, leaving space to
the challenges and difficulties that hinder coordination mechanisms. The initial way of
praising this platform of its members can then be recognized in what Hensell (2015) explains:
organizations are “rhetorically” committed to cooperation, so to justify their presence and
their taking part to the platform, but political conflicts related to competition over funding,
power over resources and difference in resource capacity and funding systems among the
organizations continue to hinder communication and cooperation. These conflicts and factors
that act as obstacles to coordination efforts have already been identified by various scholars,
and were coherently found also in this setting (Kruke & Olsen, 2005; Hensell, 2015; Balcik et
al., 2010).
Understanding the distribution of aid between migrants and hosts
The second research objective referred to the understanding of the dynamics behind the
distribution of aid in the context of a migration influx into a vulnerable host society. Before
the start of the fieldwork, the initial idea was to mainly focus on issues of coordination in the
arena of Colombia, and on how beneficiaries would themselves navigate it. Nevertheless,
when carrying out the data collection, it emerged how delicate and felt the topic of the
distribution of aid and its consequent implications were for the actors involved. In this
particular setting, the Venezuelan migrants come to live together and to share the same
barrios with a considerably vulnerable host-community. In such a context, the distribution of
aid becomes a challenging issue for the aid providers. Chapter 8. focused on studying these
processes in the arena of La Guajira. Thanks to the results collected it became clear how
humanitarian principles that are claimed to be upheld unconditionally by almost all
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organizations, only gain –or loose- meaning in practice. Other forces, indeed, come into play in
the distribution of aid, and often jeopardize the implementation of these principles. While the
identification of these political and operational driving forces –such as donors’ interests,
media attention, and labelling practices- often confirmed what other authors already found
(Olsen et al., 2003; Narang, 2016; Fink & Redaelli, 2009), it was interesting to analyse how the
different stakeholders’ position themselves and react to this politicised arena. Indeed, the
results show that while there is a common recognition that the Venezuelan population is
strongly prioritized in the aid response in the area, different opinions about the matter arose
among the actors, as well and various strategies to either challenge this approach or to adapt
to it. It follows that the outcome of the distribution is the result of these interactions between
the actors, meaning of the negotiations between their motives, interests, needs and believes
(Hilhorst & Jansen, 2010).
Within the cooperation sector itself, different opinions emerged when discussing this issue.
Most of the organizations and agencies, but not all, implement a system according to which
70% of their resources are addressed to the Venezuelan population, whereas the remaining
30% is dedicated to the host community. Some of the interviewees belonging to the GIFMM,
when interrogated about the coherence of such a strong prioritization of the Venezuelans
with the compliance to the humanitarian principles of humanity and impartiality, put forward
the argument that (i) refugees are under international protection –and migrants are anyway
deprived of the protection of their own state, differently than, in this case, Colombians- and
(ii) the migrant crisis is what they were called to address by the Colombian government. It
follows that for these reasons the Venezuelan population is their main focus, while the
Colombian population is instead responsibility of the host government. Strong critics towards
this approach were put forward especially by the members of the LCT, who claimed that the
new humanitarian platform is not reading the context in which is working, and it is
dangerously overlooking the structural problems of the territories. As Stamnes (2015) points
out, the protracted nature of current migrant crisis poses a development challenge as much as
a humanitarian one. This is true also in the case of La Guajira, where migrants are settling in
informal barrios in the suburbs where the already vulnerable host community lives, thus
putting further strains to the already poor resources present in the area.
Nevertheless, development-oriented or multi-mandate entities were not the only ones critical
of this approach. Organizations whose financing system allows for flexibility and
independence on the decision making about how to allocate aid, for example, would position
themselves against this unequal distribution. An interesting and unexpected result was the
way the practitioners in the field often disagreed with the policies and the constraints
imposed by their donors. It followed that the way aid is in fact distributed in the arena is a
negotiation between those policies and constraints with the actual practices carried out in the
field. Practitioners in the field indeed demonstrated to have at heart the host community’s
difficulties: some explained how they tried to do their best in addressing both populations in
need by choosing a geographical targeting method over a categorical one, whereas other told
me that the way the mission is framed and simplified with donors partly differs in how they
actually act in the field.
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The sensitiveness of this topic could also be grasped in the analysis of the interface between
authorities and the humanitarian sector vis-à-vis the distribution of aid. As previously stated,
the governmental actors expressed their concern about such a prioritization of the
Venezuelan population in the assistance. This worry was not just a theoretical matter or an a
priori judgment towards the humanitarian system: this was proved by the fact that the
Colombian government had to put a new regulation on the maximum amount of money that
the international organizations and agencies could provide to Venezuelans through their
CASH programs. This amount addressed to the migrants indeed started to exceed the amount
of money that the government was providing to the victims of the internal conflict as
compensation according to the Victims’ Law, and this was going to create strong complaints
from the side of these latter ones. While it is true that this interest for the distribution of aid
may come from the intention of having a positive impact also on their own population, I argue
that this kind of measures are also carried out in order to avoid confrontation about their own
limited response towards their own vulnerable people.
Understanding the impact of the distribution of aid on migrants and hosts
The third research objective concerns the understanding of the impact of aid distribution on
the life of migrants and hosts and on their relations. Chapter 7. elaborates on the results
regarding this topic in the context of La Guajira. The perceptions and opinions about this were
analysed both from the perspective of the assistance providers and of the beneficiaries
themselves. The unbalanced distribution of aid between the migrants and the host
community, indeed, has, in previous research, proved to be a reason for the generation of
resentment between these two groups (Berry, 2008; Agblorti, 2011).
From the side of the assistance providers, two main statements emerged. First, many of them
recognize and are concerned with the fact that the unbalanced distribution of assistance is
generating xenophobia among the host community towards the migrants. Nevertheless, this
was only partly mirrored by the experiences reported by the beneficiaries. Borrowing from
the framework utilised by Agblorti (2011), a better term to define the feeling running among
the host population is the one of ‘resentment’. Nevertheless, this case study shows how this
feeling is mainly directed towards the aid system in place, rather than towards Venezuelans.
These latter ones are indeed considered brothers and sisters that need to be helped;
nevertheless, it should be done so without forgetting and overlooking the Colombian
population of La Guajira, that for decades has been neglected. As also found by Bakewell
(2002), the perception of being neglected inevitably leads to discussions about who are the
most legitimate beneficiaries, and this also often turns into unhealthy comments that create
tensions between the groups. The second statement put forward by the assistance providers
is that the presence of the humanitarian actors actually improved the life of the local
population, by providing new infrastructure and access to basic services, and by creating new
jobs. While this has been found to be true by some researchers in different settings (Syrian
refugees in Lebanon; Lehmann & Masterson, 2020), the interviews and the participant
observation carried out in this research seem to not reflect this claim. While the Colombians
indeed do try to navigate and take advantage of the arena, this seems to not compensate for
the radical shock that this new crisis has provoked in the area. It has to be recognized, then,
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that the increasing resentment toward the migrants is also the result of a multiplicity of
factors, as Agblorti (2011) also found: the increase in violence and consequent security
concerns, the increase in population-resource ratio, which leads to the additional strains on
services that were already extremely weak, and the feeling of neglect that the aid system
creates through the unbalanced aid distribution.
One last, interesting result to note is the role played by the beneficiaries themselves in
shaping aid in the arena. While it was not the main focus of this research to investigate these
dynamics, it is nevertheless important to note what emerged about it, because it can help the
understanding of the processes occurring in the distribution of aid and consequent relations
between beneficiaries. Researchers using the humanitarian arena approach have thoroughly
studied and explained the strategic role that these beneficiaries play in shaping the outcome
of aid (Hilhorst & Jansen, 2010; Hilhorst et al., 2012). While the authors mentioned analysed
how the direct beneficiaries use their agency to get as much assistance as possible, this
research shows how not only the direct targets of these interventions, but also and especially
the host community at stake navigate the arena that develops in their territory. Hilhorst and
Jansen (2010) use the concept of victimcy (Utas, 2005) to explain the way the beneficiaries
“present their most vulnerable face to aid workers”. The result show different scenarios about
this: many Venezuelans do use this strategy to get assistance, but many others instead
perform their agency to raise their voice and ask for more empowering and emancipating
kind of assistance, to then, one day, become independent from the aid system; Colombians, on
the other hand, when aware of the opportunities that this new aid architecture could bring
them, and especially if in a position of leadership in their communities, try to take advantage
of it and to get as much assistance as possible.

8.2.

Discussion

The dilemma of humanitarianism in middle-income countries
While the academic purpose of this research was to bring to light the processes occurring in
the field, so to better understand how the outcome of aid is shaped by the everyday
interactions between the actors of the arena, the results of this thesis were never meant to
only add to the understanding of the complexity of aid processes, nor to be an end in
themselves. Rather, they should be used as insights to reflect about their practical
implications in the context concerned, and, more in general, as a support in the reflection
about humanitarian governance for both practitioners and researchers. Even though many of
the findings confirmed or presented similarities with what other scholars had already
highlighted and analysed, these can still be considered valuable inputs that can enrich
previous research, help knowledge creation and, in turn, inform better policies and practices.
Moreover, the specific context of La Guajira presents some peculiarities that made emerge unor under-explored debates and issues.
Firstly, the case study analysed does provide interesting points for reflections about how the
humanitarian sector, in this case specifically the GIFMM platform, position itself in terms of its
relations with a host government such as the one of Colombia. This interface is indeed mostly
studied in areas in which the state is collapsing or incapable of providing the necessary aid
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(Rohwerder, 2016). In these settings, humanitarians de facto replace and fill the gaps left by
the failed and absent government, in order to guarantee access to rights to the suffering
population (Otto & Weingärtner, 2013). Nevertheless, in the Colombian context, and, more in
general, in the Latin American one, the government is a functional democracy with the
resources and capabilities to address the needs of its own population. However, the strong
centralisation of power leads these countries to present considerable territorial variation in
state capacity: a strong and functional core, and weak and resource-poor peripheries
(Lemaitre, 2017). It follows that the humanitarian system cannot claim to be acting in
replacement of the government, since this would jeopardize the state legitimacy and
sovereignty of a country that does have the potential to be effective in its action. On the other
hand, when zooming in at the local level, the authorities present the same characteristic of a
dysfunctional fragile state. It follows the question: how should humanitarians act when a
functional host government does have the potential, but lacks the capacity at the local level –
or the political will to change things at the national one- to address its own population’s need?
In the case of Colombia, many organizations were leaving the country due to the signing of the
peace agreement and the ‘middle-income country’ label assigned to Colombia, when the
government called for the support of the international community to address the Venezuelan
migrant crisis. In La Guajira, humanitarians then arrived with the goal to address the needs of
the migrants, but found themselves facing a much more complex situation, in which poverty
and vulnerability not only affect the newly arrived, but also the majority of the local
population. The central state is present, but incapable –or unwilling- to implement real
solutions at the local level. Situations such as this one, and the related questions and
dilemmas they pose, are still under-theorised in humanitarian studies (Lemaitre, 2017).
One interesting aspect emerged from this situation that should provide some food for thought
about how humanitarian actions are carried out: part of the members of the GIFMM used the
‘fragile state’ discourse in order to justify their lack of willingness to collaborate with the local
authorities; others instead used the opposite statement –Colombia has a functional system
and laws- to justify why they do not address the local population. As Lemaitre (2017) pointed
out, “the key to understanding humanitarian aid in places like Colombia is variable state
capacity”, and, I argue, the way it is addressed and/or instrumentalised to justify intervention
modalities. Both these approaches that many members of the GIFMM adopt–excluding
authorities and choosing to neglect the host-community– present negative consequences that
can affect the beneficiaries and the community at stake, and, in turn, the very legitimacy of the
humanitarian system. Firstly, holding and using the image of the ‘fragile state’ to support
unilateral intervention disempowers the government and feeds that fragility, thus also
making it difficult to achieve effective mutual accountability between state, and the
international cooperation sector and donors (Aembe & Dijkzeul, 2019). Secondly, engaging
with the state’s capacity to implement policies and projects should be of central interest for
humanitarians, because it allows to generate long-term solutions that consequently lead to a
smooth exit for agencies and organizations (Lemaitre, 2017). Finally, deliberately deciding to
not address one population in need in such a complex scenario can, as seen, lead to generate
resentment and, hence, a less harmonious integration between the communities at stake
(Agblorti, 2011). This is not only negative for the beneficiaries –which should anyway be
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enough reason to not adopt this approach- but also for the humanitarian system itself, which
would be neglecting the humanitarian principles and the ‘do-no harm’ one, and, in turn,
damaging its image. Then, it follows the question of how to act in such complex settings,
considering that the humanitarian sector also has to deal with its own limitations –such as
mandate, donors and resources.
Combining relief to development in migration crises
The case study of the humanitarian arena in La Guajira can help to make a step forward
towards an answer to that question, supported by the results drawn thanks to the presence in
the territory not only of a humanitarian platform, but also another, more developmentoriented one. The daily confrontation between the LCT and the GIFMM, indeed, with their
differences and disagreements, should not be seen as a reason for conflict and competition;
rather, their members and the entire international community should reflect on the potential
of their coexistence. In this research, indeed, the need to connect relief efforts with
development-oriented ones emerges. This was not only highlighted by the LCT platform,
which pushes towards a response that is more related to the context at stake, but also by the
local authorities and by the beneficiaries themselves –especially by the Venezuelan migrants.
In middle-income countries such as Colombia, indeed, often the needs of the migrants come
together with the ones of the hosts, and this calls for joint humanitarian and development
interventions that also support and work with already existing services (Rohwerder, 2016).
Such an approach could indeed lead to positive results both concerning Colombians
governmental institutions, and the beneficiaries’ themselves. In her research, Serrano (2012)
found that aid system went “from institutional neglect in war to institution-building in peace”,
but that this shift was “too little too late”. While in the Angolan context she studied a conflict
occurred, the results found can also be translated to and be relevant for other emergencies.
One of the struggles with the concept of linking relief to development (LRRD), indeed, is that
this strategy has been identified as transitioning from one to the other, the so called
“continuum model”: this was meant as building effective exist strategy to prepare the ground
for the next phase (Mosel & Levine, 2014). Instead, a shift away from this reasoning towards
instead framing it as complementing the two efforts since the beginning of the interventions
could provide more durable and effective solution to crises.
However, differences in culture, structures, values and working modalities bring apart the
humanitarian and the development world, especially considering the fundamental contrast
that distinguish them: one is in place to address the needs and lives of individuals working
around the state, whereas development cooperation has always aimed at strengthening these
system and delivering assistance through them (Macrae, 2012). This challenge was identified
also in the context of La Guajira, between the GIFMM platform and the LCT one. Nevertheless,
instead of seeing this coexistence as a reason from friction, the humanitarian architecture in
place should take advantage of the fact that another platform is present, rather than
overlooking its work and the opinions of its members. As Mosel and Levin (2014) state: “we
need to think of LRRD in terms of ‘two-way LRRD’ where overlaps, links or transitions at both
‘ends’ (the ‘relief’ and the ‘development’ side) go in both directions; and more crucially, a new
holistic approach is taken to giving support across the entire spectrum from short term to long79

term (or ‘relief to development’)”. Applied to the context of La Guajira, complementary actions
can indeed allow to address the basic and first needs of migrants, to implement activities
related to capacity-building at the departmental and municipal level, and improve
accountability mechanisms at the local level –which Wong (2008) also identified as positive
consequences of the international community engaging with the Colombian host state. As also
concluded by Rohwerder (2016), strengthening institutions and local services, in turn, would
strongly benefit the host community, which would then become more willing to accept and
welcome the newly arriving migrants. As Lemaitre (2018) states in its work, when
recommending to the humanitarians active in Colombia the inclusion of and collaboration
with governmental institutions, “frustration reflects the difficulty of the task but should not
undermine its importance”.
Theoretical Considerations
While in the conclusion sub-chapter the findings were confronted with the concepts, theories
and debates that have been used to help the reflection about the content of this research, this
paragraph will instead reflect on the humanitarian arena approach used as a lens through
which the data collected were analysed. This framework has proved to be extremely useful for
the purpose of this research. Indeed, the aim was to understand what lies behind the formal
documents and statement that describe the way aid is organized and distributed, what role
principles really play in the work of the practitioners in the field and to what extent
principles, policies and practice are coherent with each other. The attention to the everyday
processes of aid of this approach, and the fact that no actor and no factor is a priori set as part
of the arena, allowed me to really grasp the complexity that characterises the assistance
provision in emergencies. This meant that instead of leaving with a pre-set list of actors to
encounter, I instead focused on the context when I was actually present in that context, and
this revealed the presence of a multiplicity of actors involved that I would have probably not
think of if I would have used other approaches. While this was surely a positive aspect and it
allowed me to carry out an open-minded and non-normative analysis (Hilhorst, 2018), I also
believe that this kind of framework used in the context of La Guajira –which presents several
types of crisis and, in turn, a considerable variety of actors that are active in the response to
them- would prove much more valuable for a research carried out in more than only 4
months. Nevertheless, while it is true that other frameworks that study interactions, frictions
and synergies in a more defined way across scales and levels would have probably made the
data collection and analysis easier to structure, they would have most likely not allowed me to
go beyond the formalities of interactions that I instead meant to overcome with this thesis.
The framework was surely helpful in analysing the driving forces behind the organization and
distribution of aid, and it helped the understanding of the negotiations occurring in the arena.
Nevertheless, the research showed that while the focus of this approach is focused on
dynamics and interactions in the field, the interface between the donors and the practitioners,
for example, is also of central importance. While I agree on the importance of studying how
aid gets eventually shaped at the local level, the arena approach could be used also to study
negotiations that occur at a broader level and that still have an impact on the way aid is
eventually organized in the field.
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8.3.












The GIFMM platform should consider the role played by its fellow humanitarian and
development organizations and agencies that have been present in the territory for
longer time than them; they should seek collaboration and listen to their lessons learnt,
so to gain better knowledge of the context where they work and become familiar with
their trust network.
The GIFMM should make sure to provide a fair share of aid to the host community, and
to listen to their needs. The prioritization of the Venezuelan population is evident to
the host community, and this inevitably leads to increased discontent and potential
conflicts.
The LCT should leave aside resentments generated due to unbalanced in funding
between this platform and the GIFMM, and understand that these coordination spaces
exist in a wider system that does involve other remote actors such as donors –that act
according to their own interests and needs- and it should instead focus on increasing
communication and coordination with the humanitarian counterpart.
The GIFMM and the LCT should see their differences not as reason for conflict, but as
useful and enriching factors towards complementary actions. With stronger
communication and coordination, immediate needs of migrants can be addressed
while also benefitting the host community and strengthening institutions.
The cooperation system should never exclude nor overlook the importance of the host
government. This would indeed damage not only the impact of humanitarian action on
institutions and communities, but also the image of the humanitarian system.
The cooperation system should engage more with the beneficiaries. Especially,
engaging with Colombian local leaders could be of extreme importance for aid
interventions’ effectiveness, since these actors often manage areas where both
Venezuelans and Colombians live, thus being acquainted with their needs and
struggles.

8.4.




Suggestions and recommendations

Limitations and recommendations for future research

While this research tried to include the voice of the beneficiaries themselves by
analysing some of their experiences and interactions, the main focus has been put in
the humanitarian governance aspect of the arena. Nevertheless, focusing on the
migrant-host relationship and the impact aid has on them from their own perspective
can provide a more complete picture and a better understanding of the impact of aid.
Colombian local institutions are not easy to access, to address, and to investigate for a
Master’s student doing his/her first fieldwork. This was proved by the fact that even
the few that were involved in this research often did not fully answer the questions
asked. It would nevertheless be of relevance to investigate how governmental
institutions perceive and position themselves in the interaction with the aid system in
middle-income countries as Colombia; even more, studying the differences in the
position taken at national and the local level about this topic could help to fill the
knowledge gap about humanitarianism in countries characterised by territorial
variations in state capacity.
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An interesting aspect of this research that I have quickly mentioned but that I did not
elaborated on was the one about the politicization of humanitarian funding, especially
the one coming from the US. In my study, the organizations that do receive government
funding of this type mostly did not mention or made a reflections about it. Research
about how the very organisations receiving this funding experience the related
constraints that come with them and how they react to it could provide useful insights
in understanding humanitarian governance and inform better practice.
The fact that the fieldwork of this research was carried out after only one year from the
creation of the GIFMM platform made this study relevant but at the same time limited.
While it was interesting to grasp the aid dynamics occurring at the very beginning of a
crisis, the results cannot be considered as final. Extreme changes have occurred since
the time of the fieldwork: the Covid-19 outbreak has severely affected the emergency
in Riohacha, and in turn changed the aid system in place. It follows that while the result
can be of general interest and relevance for the study of humanitarian governance,
they cannot be considered as permanently reliable for the present or future situation
in Colombia. Resistance to chance and to new systems in place can be considered
common; this is true now for the case of the GIFMM, but it was true also in the past
when OCHA started its mission in Colombia, as reported by one of the practitioners
that have taken part in both these processes. From this, it can be expected that
improvements in coordination and adaptation both within the GIFMM and between the
GIFMM and the LCT will occur. Nevertheless, the period of change that every sector is
currently experiencing due to this new global pandemic is inevitably touching the
humanitarian system as well, and this will surely have an effect also on the Colombian
arena. Due to the exceptional circumstances, projections about how this emergency
will affect this field vary considerably from one another, and only a close and constant
monitoring of the developments occurring can provide a reliable picture of the
situation.
The humanitarian arena approach has proved to be useful to unfold the aid dynamics
occurring at the field level. It would be interesting to apply the framework to other
contexts similar to the one of Colombia: migrant crisis with no presence of camps, but
with a daily co-existence of migrants and a vulnerable host community living in the
same spaces. Comparing case studies with different yet similar contexts is always more
enriching than having just one as reference.

 During the fieldwork it has been stressed many times one challenge that the
practitioners encounter: the complications that arise due to the legal differences
between the label ‘migrant’ and ‘refugee’ in the international system. It would be
relevant to carry out further research about the way the Cartagena Declaration –which
broadens the definition of ‘refugee’ beyond the Geneva’s Convention- is in fact applied,
together with the political causes and consequences of this issue.
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Appendix A. Interviews at glance
Category

Code

Length

Language

1
2
3
4
5

Church- Bogotá
UNS-Bogotá
UNS-Bogotá
UNS-Bogotá
INGO- Bogotá

CHU-B-1
UNS-B-1
UNS-B-2
UNS-B-3
INGO-B-1

32:42
58:30
17:58
58:40
48:45

Spanish
English
English
Spanish
Spanish

6
7
8
9
10
11

UNS
UNS
UNS
UNS
UNS
UNS

UNS-1
UNS-2
UNS-3
UNS-4
UNS-5
UNS-6

58:36
58:12
42:16
58:36
Not recorded
Not recorded

Spanish
Spanish
Spanish
Spanish
Spanish
Spanish

12
13
14
15
16
17
18

INGOs
INGOs
INGOs
INGOs
INGOs
INGOs
INGOs

INGO-1
INGO-2
INGO-3
INGO-4
INGO-5
INGO-6
INGO-7

01:01:44
52:58
1:04:03
52:54
Not recorded
Not recorded
43:49

Spanish
Spanish
Spanish
Spanish
Spanish
English
English

19
20
21

Domestic CSOs
Domestic CSOs
Domestic CSOs

DCSO-1
DCSO-2
DCSO-3

34:02
Not recorded
Not recorded

Spanish
Spanish
Spanish

22
23
24

Church
Church
Church

CHU-1
CHU-2
CHU-3

Not recorded
Not recorded
Not recorded

Spanish
Spanish
Spanish

25
26
27

GOV
GOV
GOV

GOV-1
GOV-2
GOV-3

Not recorded
1:07:26
Not recorded

Spanish
Spanish
Spanish

29
30
30

Colombian victims
Colombian victims
Colombian victims

CV-1,2
CV-3
CV-4

Not recorded
Not recorded
Not recorded

Spanish
Spanish
Spanish

31
32
33
34
35

VEN-MIGRANT
VEN-MIGRANT
VEN-MIGRANT
VEN-MIGRANT
VEN-MIGRANT

VEN-1
VEN-2
VEN-3
VEN-4
VEN-5

Not recorded
Not recorded
54:53
Not recorded
Not recorded

Spanish
Spanish
Spanish
Spanish
Spanish

36

FOCUS GROUP

CV-1, CV-3, VEN-6,VEN-7

Not recorded

Spanish
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Appendix B. Coding Tree
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Distribution of Aid
Determinants
Migrant-host
relations
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Future Projections
Projections
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