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Distinguished Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is my pleasure to open this important seminar. The main purpose of this event is to launch the new Finnish Humanitarian Policy. The seminar also provides us with an excellent opportunity to discuss the wider humanitarian, post-conflict recovery and transition-related challenges. 
For my part, I am happy to welcome our prominent guests, Asbjorn Wee from OECD/DAC, John Mitchell from Active Learning Network for Accountability and Performance in Humanitarian Action and Kalle Löövi from the Finnish Red Cross.
The humanitarian landscape is changing rapidly. Crises are increasing in frequency, scope and severity. In recent years, we have faced a growing number of devastating natural disasters. They range from mega catastrophes, such as the Haiti earthquake, to the massive drought in the Horn of Africa and the famine in Somalia. This year we have witnessed a large-scale drought in the Sahel region, causing severe food insecurity and malnutrition. Last year, natural disasters and other emergencies affected a total of 245 million people and caused record-breaking economic losses of 366 billion US dollars. That is more than double of total Official Development Assistance. 
One of the main driving factors behind the increased number of catastrophes is climate change, which will further aggravate existing production and consumption constraints in many developing countries. Our challenge is how to best prepare to cope with the effects of this trend. 

In addition to natural disasters, conflicts and complex emergencies continue to affect tens of millions of people, causing enormous human suffering. Many of them are intrastate conflicts where the civilian population is the deliberate target. We currently witness this happening in Syria, where humanitarian needs continue to escalate while the violence spreads and deepens. Sadly, the insecurity and the volatile situation on the ground prevent the aid agencies from delivering assistance to all people in need. 

In addition to disasters and conflicts, there are more humanitarian needs resulting from extreme poverty and vulnerability of people. Even in normal times, many poor households in developing countries spend almost 80 percent of their income on food. Consequently, increase in food prices has a direct negative impact on poverty and security. The majority of the world’s population today doesn’t have any kind of formal social security to protect them from external shocks and increased vulnerability.
Humanitarian needs have not only grown in volume; they have also become more complex to address. International Humanitarian Law and humanitarian principles have become subjects of frequent violations. The shrinking of the humanitarian space hampers the effective delivery of aid and humanitarian access to the beneficiaries.  In some places, the engagement of military actors in relief operations during complex emergencies has undermined the neutrality of humanitarian action and blurred the lines and roles of the military and humanitarian actors.  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

As the frequency and magnitude of humanitarian emergencies raises steadily, we need to ensure that the humanitarian system is fit for the purpose and prepared for the challenge.  I would like to highlight the following four priorities that Finland has set to itself as part of our new humanitarian policy: 

First of all, we will actively work towards becoming a better donor. In line with this, we commit ourselves to allocate at least 10 percent of our annual ODA to humanitarian assistance. Furthermore, we will ensure that the way we fund humanitarian agencies is predictable, timely and flexible. We will continue to utilize loose earmarking, targeting funding to a limited number of large, capable organizations and using multi-annual commitments in core funding. We will cut red tape and make administrative processes related to funding allocations faster, more efficient and less bureaucratic. In situations of rapid, on-set humanitarian crises, I am ready to take the funding decisions in a matter of hours.  

Secondly, Finland will work hard to further strengthen the international humanitarian system. We want to see a system that is professionally led, well-coordinated, efficient and accountable to beneficiaries, affected host nations as well as donors. We will continue to promote the humanitarian reform and the Inter-Agency Transformative Agenda. We will reinforce the implementation of the Cluster system, common needs assessments, better coordination and leadership, and improved accountability for collective results. 
Thirdly, we will work closely with our NGO partners by establishing a more frequent dialogue with them. At the same time, we demand high standards from our partners on the ground and expect them to actively participate in the UN Cluster coordination and information sharing. We will also continue to strengthen the partnerships between the UN system and the NGO partners.
Our fourth priority is related to the protection of civilians and humanitarian access. Finland will actively advocate for the respect for the International Humanitarian Law, humanitarian principles as well as humanitarian space. Our funding decisions will be based on objectively assessed need, and be autonomous from political, military, security and economic objectives. We emphasize the principle of using military assistance and assets only when no other means are available, and in conformity of the guidelines established by the UN. We also underscore the civilian character of humanitarian assistance and the leading role of civilian organizations in planning and implementing humanitarian operations, even in situations where military capacity and assets are used.
While putting these four principles into action we will also make an effort to keep Finnish Companies informed about business opportunities and business channels in this field.
In line with our Development Policy Programme, our Humanitarian Policy highlights the importance of Human Rights. The affected populations should be at the centre of humanitarian action and their active participation and involvement is essential in providing assistance in ways that best meet their needs and rights. With the increasing resources devoted to humanitarian assistance, the international humanitarian system has to improve its capacity to monitor and demonstrate results and to enhance its accountability. 
This accountability should not only be towards donors, but mostly towards the affected country governments and the beneficiaries of aid.  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 
One of the main handicaps of the international aid system is that it is better at responding to humanitarian needs than at preventing them from arising. Here we need to see a clear change and move from the current, reactive approach towards more proactive mitigation of risks.  We can’t prevent natural disasters from happening but through preparedness we are able to prevent them from translating into famines, sever food security crises and other human tragedies. 
For well-grounded reasons, the primary objective of humanitarian action is to save lives and focus on the immediately required interventions. In order to avoid countries repeating the cycles of crises, we need to invest in long-term solutions through Disaster Risk Reduction and building resilience. These are not only humanitarian concerns, but also long-term development issues. 
The building of resilience and ensuring that all sustainable development becomes risk and climate proofed have to be placed in the centre of development processes. Disaster Risk Reduction and resilience should also be highlighted in the post-2015 development frameworks. In a situation of increased vulnerability, strengthening of the link between humanitarian assistance, long-term recovery and development is of crucial importance.
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
Despite all the challenges, humanitarian assistance makes a real difference and saves lives each and every day. Last year, the UN coordinated humanitarian relief efforts for 56 million people in 33 countries. As the needs increase, a crucial question is to how to find additional resources. In addition to improving the results orientation and efficiency of the humanitarian system, we have to work harder to foster trust and understanding between the traditional and emerging humanitarian donors and strengthen the global partnerships in international humanitarian assistance. We have to engage with a larger group of stakeholders and build a more inclusive humanitarian system at large. 
We also need to improve our approach towards fragile states. The experience has demonstrated that the current ways of working with fragile contexts are not working, nor are they bringing desired results. Too many countries in transition return back to conflict and remain far from achieving the Millennium Development Goals. In Busan, Finland signed the New Deal for Engagement in Fragile States, which proposes major changes and new ways of engaging with fragile states. It is important that in Finland we reflect on how to best accelerate progress on New Deal and identify steps and commitments in order to achieve better results in fragile states.
I wish you all a very fruitful seminar. 
