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1.

INTRODUCTION
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The full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 triggered 
one of the largest humanitarian crises in recent history, leading 
to the displacement of millions of people across Europe. Given its 
strategic position as a European Union (EU) Member State with 
a 600-kilometer shared border with Ukraine, Romania played a 
significant role in managing the crisis, both as a gateway to other 
parts of Europe and a destination for Ukrainian refugees. 

This report examines Romania’s humanitarian response to 
the Ukrainian crisis through the lens of aid localization, analy-
zing how national and local actors adapted to the emergen-
cy, how they collaborated with international organizations and 
funding agencies, and what factors enabled or constrained aid 
effectiveness.

The concept of aid localization emphasizes shifting power, 
resources, and decision-making to local and national actors, en-
suring that aid efforts are more contextually appropriate and 
sustainable. This approach was particularly evident in Romania, 
where civil society organizations (CSOs), local authorities, and 
grassroots initiatives played a central role in providing services 
and integrating refugees. The response was characterized by 
strong CSO networks, governmental coordination mechanisms, 
and community-led interventions, which helped overcome initial 
logistical and bureaucratic hurdles. The Romanian context was 
also a proving ground for innovative collaborations between local 
and international actors, which demonstrated both the promise 
of locally led partnerships, as well as the challenges inherent in 
designing, implementing, and sustaining such partnerships in a 
large and fast-paced humanitarian emergency.

Our analysis of Romania’s humanitarian response is informed 
by a variety of primary and secondary source data. The main 
findings are based on original qualitative interviews and focus 
groups conducted with a wide range of local and international 
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actors, including Romanian CSOs, local and national authorities, 
international non-governmental organizations (INGOs), United 
Nations (UN) agencies, international donors, and Ukrainian re-
fugees. The study also utilizes secondary source materials, such 
government reports, CSO and INGO publications, academic stu-
dies, and publicly available data sets, to support and verify our 
main conclusions.

One of the main objectives of this study is to provide an 
evidence-based assessment of Romania’s humanitarian respon-
se, which highlights both successes and shortcomings in the lo-
calization of aid. Here, our analysis corroborates a number of 
insights from the existing research on aid localization, affirming 
the importance of operational context and prior institutional 
relationships in paving the way for locally led partnerships, as 
well as highlighting the challenges posed by inconsistent and 
unpredictable funding, and complex monitoring and reporting 
requirements. In brief, the success of Romania’s local humani-
tarian response can be largely attributed to the fast and flexible 
mobilization of the country’s well established network of CSOs, 
as well as the decisions of key governmental actors and inter-
national partners who recognized the importance of supporting 
and empowering local actors. However, the response was also 
constrained by structural barriers that reduced direct funding 
to local organizations, saddled local CSOs with bureaucratic red 
tape, and threatened the long term sustainability of locally led 
service delivery.

Another key objective of this study is to extrapolate genera-
lizable insights about the practical implementation of aid locali-
zation. Based on empirical patterns observed in the Romanian 
case, we introduce a novel typology of operational “models of 
practice,” which is intended to promote more systematic thin-
king about what local partnership can and should look like in 
a real-world humanitarian response. The framework identifies 
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several distinct approaches to local partnership, describing their 
key attributes, enabling conditions, and relative strengths and 
weaknesses as models of aid localization. Further, we highlight 
case studies of some particularly promising models of local part-
nership from the Romanian context, which might serve as exam-
ples for future humanitarian emergencies.

Ultimately, this study is intended to spark critical reflection 
about the practice of aid localization, not only among stakehol-
ders in Romania, but among the wider community of policyma-
kers and humanitarian actors who will lead future humanitarian 
responses. To that end, the report concludes with a set of po-
licy recommendations drawn from our empirical analysis of the 
Romanian case, which highlight how donors and governments 
can improve aid localization in humanitarian emergencies. Spe-
cifically, we consider the importance of investing in long-term 
trust-based partnerships with local organizations and CSO ne-
tworks, streamlining bureaucratic requirements for local actors, 
and providing sustainable financing mechanisms with clear exit 
strategies. 
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II.

LITERATURE 
REVIEW
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One of the central dilemmas confronting the humanitarian 
field is the top-down nature of international funding and aid 
delivery in complex humanitarian emergencies (Barbelet et al., 
2021; Robillard, Atim and Maxwell 2021; Viswanathan 2023). 
Not only do large international organizations control the lion’s 
share of humanitarian funding (Lattimer and Swithern, 2016; Po-
ole, 2018), but local actors are excluded from international hu-
manitarian coordination mechanisms, and frequently have little 
decision-making authority over how aid is utilized in a humani-
tarian crisis (Poole, 2014; Els and Carstensen, 2016; de Geo-
ffroy and Grunewald, 2017; Robillard, Atim and Maxwell 2021).

 
In recent years, the concept of aid localization has risen to 

prominence as a potential solution. While there is no universally 
agreed upon definition, at its root, the aim of the localization 
agenda is to implement international aid policies and operatio-
nal protocols that put more power and agency in the hands of 
local actors (Barbelet et al., 2021; Robillard, Atim and Maxwell 
2021). Advocates argue that localization is not only a pragma-
tic tool to improve the efficacy and efficiency of humanitarian 
aid (Gingerich and Cohen, 2015), but an ethical imperative to 
empower affected communities and decolonize the humani-
tarian field (Slim, 2021; Robillard, Atim and Maxwell 2021).

 
The localization movement has been propelled forward by 

a series of high-profile policy endorsements—most notably, the 
Charter for Change (CEFORD, 2015) and the Grand Bargain 
(IASC, 2016)—which have elevated aid localization as a core te-
net of the global humanitarian reform agenda. In turn, many of 
the most prominent players in the humanitarian field have made 
public commitments to the principle of aid localization (for exam-
ple, see: IFRC, 2022; USAID, 2022; PLAN International, 2021). 
However, in practice, there remain substantial gaps in implemen-
tation (Lees et al., 2021; Els and Fröjmar, 2021), and a number 
of unsettled questions about whether and how aid localization 



10

should work in real-world humanitarian emergencies (Viswanathan 
2023; Barbelet et al., 2021; Robillard, Atim and Maxwell 2021).

SETTING THE GOALPOSTSSETTING THE GOALPOSTS
 
One of the most fundamental debates in the literature is about 

the nature and depth of change that localization requires: Is the 
goal of localization to incorporate local actors into existing huma-
nitarian structures and systems? Or does it require a more funda-
mental transformation of the aid system? If the goal is inclusion, 
localization can be advanced through relatively straight-forward 
changes in funding mechanisms and aid coordination structures. 

However, critics argue that this approach is insufficient, and 
may inadvertently undermine local humanitarian action, to the 
extent that it pressures local actors to take on “the image of 
international organizations” rather than adapting the internati-
onal system to the local context (Donini, 2010; Robillard, Atim 
and Maxwell, 2021). Instead, many contend that localization 
requires a more fundamental reorientation of the humanitarian 
system—one that disrupts neo-colonial power imbalances and 
puts the interests and objectives of local actors at the center of 
the aid system (A4EP, 2020; Barbelet et al., 2021; Slim, 2021).

 
While the humanitarian field remains deeply divided over 

the question of inclusion versus transformation, humanita-
rian policy groups have nevertheless proposed a variety of 
metrics for practically defining and measuring localization 
outcomes. Table 1 offers a side-by-side comparison of two 
of the most prominent examples: the NEAR Network’s Loca-
lization Performance Measurement Framework (Feathersto-
ne, 2019), and the Humanitarian Advisory Group’s Measuring 
Localization: Framework and Tools (Osborne et al., 2019). 
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While these frameworks differ in nuanced ways, they 
highlight many of the same core objectives, such as:

•	 More equitable partnerships between local/national  
actors and international humanitarian organizations

•	 Increased access to international humanitarian  
funding for local/national actors

•	 A larger role for local/national actors in humanitarian 
coordination bodies

•	 More involvement of local affected populations in  
humanitarian policy making

•	 More opportunities for local/national actors to take  
a leading role in coordinated humanitarian action

This pattern suggests that, despite unresolved ideological di-
visions, there is broad agreement among experts and aid prac-
titioners about the hallmarks of successful localization policy.
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Sources: Featherstone, A. (2019). Localisation Performance Measurement Framework. Nairobi: NEAR 
Network, https://www.near.ngo/lpmf; Osborne, J., et al. (2019). Measuring localization: Framework and 
tools. Melbourne: Humanitarian Advisory Group/PIANGO. https://humanitarianadvisorygroup.org/in-
sight/measuring-localisation-framework-and-tools/

Table 1: Measuring Localization Outcomes
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DEFINING LOCAL ACTORSDEFINING LOCAL ACTORS
 
Another key debate in the localization field concerns who 

counts as a “local humanitarian actor.” In part, this is a ques-
tion of how wide to stake the tent poles: Does it include local 
organizations without a conventional humanitarian mission that 
nevertheless do much of the essential work in responding to lo-
cal crises (Robillard et al., 2020)? What about informal or “emer-
gent” groups of concerned individuals that may not meet the 
conventional definition of an organization (Drabek and McEn-
tire, 2003; Solnit, 2009)? Research suggests that such groups 
often play a vital role in humanitarian emergencies, but they 
also pose special challenges for the coordination and imple-
mentation of aid (Solnit, 2009; Ansell, Boin and Keller, 2010).

 
A more controversial question is whether so-called “natio-

nalized” INGOs—that is, locally registered branches of large in-
ternational organizations, such as Oxfam, Save the Children, or 
World Vision—should qualify as local actors. Proponents argue 
that these organizations are often led by local staff, embedded 
in local communities, and committed to the long-term wellbeing 
of local populations, thereby exhibiting the essential characteris-
tics of local actors (Ramdhani et al., 2021; Slim, 2021). However, 
critics contend that their connections to international networ-
ks and funding streams in the Global North give nationalized 
NGOs an unfair advantage over home-grown organizations. 

Moreover, these international linkages allow them to out-com-
pete locally based organizations for resources, staff, media atten-
tion, and humanitarian access—ultimately undermining the power 
and influence of “authentic” local actors (Global Fund for Commu-
nity Foundations, 2022; Chipembere, 2023; Viswanathan, 2023).
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ENABLING AND INHIBITING FACTORSENABLING AND INHIBITING FACTORS

Perhaps the most studied question in the literatu-
re is about the conditions that enable or inhibit effec-
tive local partnerships. Here, it is helpful to distingu-
ish between factors that are rooted in the norms and 
institutional processes of the global humanitarian system, and 
those that are specific to the context of a given humanitarian crisis.

At the systemic level, the literature suggests that localization 
is propelled forward by a mix of ideology and necessity. In part, 
donors and international organizations are motivated by pro-
gressive values and public commitments to the localization agen-
da (Robillard, Atim and Maxwell 2021), as well as by the promise 
of greater operational efficiency (Barbelet et al., 2021). Humani-
tarian access is another key driver of localization, as internatio-
nal organizations are forced to rely more heavily on local actors 
when they are unable to deliver humanitarian assistance directly 
to beneficiaries (Wall and Hedlund, 2016; Barbelet et al., 2021).

Conversely, the literature points to a number of structural 
barriers to localization within the global humanitarian ecosystem. 
Funding mechanisms and aid coordination bodies often exclu-
de local actors in favor of larger, more established international 
organizations (Robillard, Atim and Maxwell 2021). Donors and 
intermediary organizations tend to be risk averse and reluctant 
to partner with unproven local actors (Barbelet et al., 2021; Ro-
billard, Atim and Maxwell 2021; Viswanathan 2023). Moreover, 
international organizations concerned with “self-preservation” 
may be disincentivized from ceding too much control to local 
actors (Barbelet et al., 2021; Robillard, Atim and Maxwell, 2021).

The literature also suggests that context-specific fac-
tors can play a key role in enabling or inhibiting localization in 
a given humanitarian emergency. In particular, localization is 
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more likely to take root where the political climate is hospita-
ble to outside assistance, where national government autho-
rities take a leading role in facilitating relief efforts, and whe-
re local institutional capacity—or the perception thereof—is 
strong (Barbelet et al., 2021; Robillard, Atim and Maxwell 2021). 

Likewise, there is ample evidence demonstrating the impor-
tance of pre-existing institutional relationships and networks, 
which are critical to facilitating mutual trust between interna-
tional actors and local partners in humanitarian emergencies 
(Barbelet et al., 2021; Robillard, Atim and Maxwell, 2021). 
Following a similar logic, the growing “trust-based philanthro-
py” movement suggests that donors can produce more equi-
table outcomes and more effective results by lowering barriers 
to funding for local community-based organizations and inves-
ting in local partners over the long haul (Powell et al., 2024; Sa-
lehi, 2024; Global Fund for Children, 2024). In this way, trust 
between donors and local implementing partners emerges as 
one the essential driving forces behind effective aid localization.

LOCALIZATION IN PRACTICELOCALIZATION IN PRACTICE
 
Despite the growing body of scholarship on aid localiza-

tion, there remain critical gaps in our understanding of the 
field—especially in terms of practical implementation. While 
there may be broad agreement about the importance of con-
text, or the general markers of success, we still know relative-
ly little about how localization initiatives are practically orga-
nized and carried out in real-world humanitarian emergencies.

 
Much of what we do know about practical implementation 

comes from context-specific case studies. While these stu-
dies offer rich descriptive data and valuable insights about the 
benefits and challenges of localization in practice, they focus 
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overwhelmingly on fragile country contexts, where economic re-
sources are severely constrained and local capacity is limited 
(Howe, Munive and Rosenstock, 2019; Robillard et al., 2020; Al-
housseiny, 2021; Mulder, 2023). However, we know that huma-
nitarian emergencies occur in a range of political and economic 
contexts, with varying conditions that are likely to impact the 
outcome of localization initiatives. Furthermore, existing stu-
dies do not explicitly compare and contrast competing mode-
ls of implementation in a systematic way—nor do they analy-
ze the relative strengths, weaknesses, and tradeoffs between 
different applied models. Thus, the question of applied mode-
ls of implementation is under-theorized and under-researched.

 
This study is an attempt to address these critical shortco-

mings in the literature, focusing on applied models of aid lo-
calization in the Ukraine refugee response in Romania. Speci-
fically, we analyze the implementation of aid localization efforts 
in the context of a high-income1  EU Member State, whe-
re conditions are more likely to favor successful outcomes. 

Further, we systematically identify and analyze the imple-
mentation models of aid localization present in the Romani-
an case, which reflect broader patterns found in other major 
humanitarian emergencies around the world. In this way, we 
conceive of this research as a theory-building case study in-
tended to generate conceptual insights relevant not only to 
humanitarian actors in Romania or Eastern Europe, but to 
the international aid localization movement more broadly.
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III.

BACKGROUND
AND CONTEXT
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Regional ResponseRegional Response

The full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 trigge-
red a regional displacement crisis of historic proportions. Sin-
ce the start of the conflict, the United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has recorded over 6.8 million 
Ukrainian refugees worldwide, of which more than 6.3 million 
have sought protection in Europe (UNHCR, 2025). In response 
to the rapid and large-scale influx of Ukrainians, both the Eu-
ropean Union and European national governments have taken 
extraordinary measures to facilitate humanitarian relief efforts.

Within the EU, policymakers activated the Temporary Pro-
tection Directive (TPD) for the first time since the mechanism 
was established in 2001. The TPD is an EU-wide mechanism 
reserved for exceptional circumstances of mass migration, de-
signed to provide collective protection to displaced persons 
and to reduce pressure on the national asylum systems of EU 
countries. The mechanism grants beneficiaries access to resi-
dency rights, housing, labor market, social welfare and medical 
assistance, while unaccompanied children and teenagers also 
receive access to guardianship, education and special heal-
th care. TPD was first activated in March 2022, immediately 
following the start of the crisis, and was more recently extended 
to March 2026. Currently, there are approximately 4.2 million 
Ukrainians registered for temporary protection across the EU.

TPD was also accompanied by a significant financial assis-
tance package from the European Commission, which realloca-
ted approximately 17 billion Euros from the 2014-2020 budget 
cycle across several financing instruments. One of the stated 
goals of the aid package was to “ensure sufficient direct support 
for those working with refugees in local communities” (European 
Council, 2024). However, in practice, it was not clear how much 
of the aid was allocated to Ukraine for military, infrastructure 
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reconstruction and humanitarian support, and how much was 
destined for humanitarian assistance to refugees within the EU. 
Nor was it clear how much of the funding could be accessed 
directly by NGOs serving Ukrainians in EU Member States.2

Since the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit, the EU’s Di-
rectorate-General for Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid 
Operations (DG ECHO) has made aid localization a core part 
of its humanitarian mission (European Commission, 2021). 
Based on the principle that humanitarian action is more time-
ly, appropriate and cost-effective when it is led at the local le-
vel, the EU has worked to build stronger collaborations with 
local actors, and promote knowledge and capacity transfer 
so that local actors can lead and deliver humanitarian aid ser-
vices wherever possible (DG ECHO, 2023). More recently, in 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic and the reformulation 
of the Grand Bargain framework in 2021 (i.e. “Grand Bargain 
2.0”), the European Commission intensified its commitment to 
the principle of aid localization (European Commission, 2021).  

In addition to the EU’s intergovernmental response, a sig-
nificant share of humanitarian assistance for Ukrainian refu-
gees was furnished by international NGOs and UN agencies. 
Much of this aid was channeled through the Regional Refu-
gee Response Plan (RRP) for Ukraine, a mechanism facilita-
ted by UNHCR to coordinate international assistance for the 
10 European countries most affected by the influx of displa-
ced Ukrainians. Through the RRP mechanism, governments, 
foundations, and private donors contributed more than 1.6 bi-
llion USD to aid Ukrainian refugees in Europe since the start 
of the crisis (UN OCHA, 2025). Tables 2 and 3 show the to-
tal funding figures and major donors for the Ukraine RRP.
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Table 2: Ukraine RRP Funding

Source: UN OCHA Financial Tracking Service. 
(https://fts.unocha.org/plans/1218/flows)

Table 3: Ukraine RRP Donors

Source: UN OCHA Financial Tracking Service. 
(https://fts.unocha.org/plans/1218/flows)
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While the RRP provided a critical stream of humanitarian 
funding, the figures reveal a year-over-year decrease in funding, 
as well as significant shortfalls between the required levels of hu-
manitarian funding and the actual funding received from donors. 
This can be attributed in part to decreasing donor interest in the 
Ukraine crisis, which was competing with other high-profile inter-
national crises, especially in 2024. It also reflects a widely held 
expectation that national actors would assume more of the core 
responsibilities for refugee integration as the crisis wore on.

Further, according to publicly available data from the 
UN’s Financial Tracking Service, the overwhelming majority 
of RRP funding for Ukraine passed through the hands of in-
ternational intermediaries. For all 3 years of the Ukraine RRP, 
less than 1% of the money raised through the coordina-
ted appeal went directly to national or local non-state actors 
in affected EU states. Rather, nearly all funding was alloca-
ted to international actors, including UN agencies, internati-
onal NGOs, and other internationally affiliated organizations. 

To be clear, this data obscures the fact that much of the funding 
allocated to international actors through the RRP did eventually re-
ach national and local CSOs through various sub-granting and local 
partnership agreements, as detailed in the findings of this report. 

However, the fact that so little money was allocated directly 
to local actors is a telling example of the unequal power and 
access to resources enjoyed by international actors in a ma-
jor humanitarian emergency like the Ukraine refugee crisis.

   1According to the World Bank classification system, Romania has been categorized as 
a “high income” country since 2021. See:  https://datahelpdesk.worldbank.org/knowledge-
base/articles/906519-world-bank-country-and-lending-groups
 2As discussed during a Brussels event organized by FONPC and European Parliamentary 
Representative Victor Negrescu in June 2023.
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Romanian National Response Romanian National Response 

As a neighboring country with one of the longest borders 
with Ukraine, Romania played a major role in the Ukraine cri-
sis, both as a destination for refugees and as a transit route to 
other parts of Europe. By the end of 2024, Romanian authori-
ties logged more than 7.9 million border crossings to Romania 
from Ukraine, including over 2 million persons transiting through 
the Republic of Moldova (UNHCR, 2024a). The overwhelming 
majority of Ukrainians fleeing the war transited through Ro-
mania, typically on their way to destination countries in Wes-
tern and Southern Europe. However, as of December 1, 2024, 
nearly 193,000 Ukrainians were registered for temporary pro-
tection or a similar national protection scheme in Romania, with 
a slightly lower figure of approximately 177,000 refugees re-
corded in the Romanian territory--making Romania the 7th lar-
gest host country for Ukrainian refugees in Europe, after Ger-
many, Poland, Czechia, UK, Spain and Italy (UNHCR, 2024a).

In collaboration with European and international partners, 
Romanian authorities and civil society actors have welco-
med Ukrainian refugees in a show of hospitality unpreceden-
ted in the recent history of Romania. Many Romanian CSOs 
and private citizens have shown solidarity with Ukraine, orga-
nizing protests, donation drives, and advocacy campaigns. 
This solidarity has strengthened civil society organizations 
and networks within Romania, as well as through partner-
ships with international NGOs formed in response to the crisis.

The overall structure of Romania's humanitarian res-
ponse consists of two layers. The first layer, focusing on 
the immediate emergency response, was coordinated by 
the Department for Emergency Situations (DSU) within 
the Ministry of Internal Affairs. Building on the agency’s 
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significant operational infrastructure, as well as its recent ex-
perience responding to the COVID-19 pandemic, DSU was well 
positioned to mobilize staff, material resources, and communi-
cation networks to coordinate and facilitate humanitarian aid. 

Among its most notable accomplishments, DSU estab-
lished emergency transit centers in border regions around 
Romania; it collaborated with international partners to facili-
tate the “fast-track” transfer of more than 20,000 refugees 
through Moldova to Romania (IOM Romania, 2024); and it 
created the Sprijin Umanitar [Humanitarian Support] coor-
dination platform for humanitarian information-sharing, in-
cluding weekly meetings in which hundreds of local, natio-
nal, and international humanitarian actors have participated.

The second layer, the medium- to long-term response fo-
cusing on the protection and inclusion of refugees, was led by 
a high-level task force within the Chancellery of the Prime Mi-
nister. In cooperation with national, European, and international 
partners, this task force provided the strategic framework for 
the crisis response and orchestrated the adoption of over 20 
pieces of legislation addressing the needs of displaced Ukrai-
nian people. The centerpiece of this legislation was the Natio-
nal Plan of Measures (NPM) for the Protection and Inclusion 
of Displaced Persons from Ukraine, adopted on June 29, 2022. 

The first of its kind among EU Member States, with a €200 
million budget for its annual implementation, the NPM articulates 
a coherent and coordinated strategy that aimed to achieve the 
long-term protection and inclusion of refugees who have chosen 
to remain in Romania. In conjunction with six related working 
groups for Health, Education, Labor, Housing, Vulnerable Popula-
tions, and Children and Youth, the NPM serves as the blueprint for 
the government’s long-term protection response (Turza, 2023).
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All in all, the response to the Ukrainian crisis in Romania 
has been shaped by a variety of contextual factors that faci-
litated a rapid humanitarian response and influenced the way 
aid and services were delivered on the ground. These factors 
include Romania's geographic proximity to Ukraine, the pre-
sence of well-established non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) and an active civil society, the support of the European 
Union (EU), the solidarity shown by the host community, and 
the capacities of the health and social service sectors. Additi-
onally, several challenges and constraints emerged in the pro-
cess, affecting the efficiency and sustainability of aid efforts.

In terms of geographic proximity, not only Romania shares 
one of the largest borders with Ukraine, but it also shares a 
large border with the Republic of Moldova. These aspects ge-
nerated a set of challenges, from the high influx of refugees 
transiting Romania to the ones looking for shelter here. In this 
context, DSU through its representatives in the territory, or-
ganized the response at the border. CSOs were key pillars in 
organizing the response and delivering the needed services.

Equally important, Romania’s well-established NGO sector 
played a crucial role in responding to the refugee crisis. While 
many of these organizations had experience in crisis response, 
such as providing social services, disaster relief, and support 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, refugee integration was a rela-
tively new challenge for many of them. Nevertheless, local and 
national NGOs adapted their core competencies immediately to 
the new crisis. Moreover, international organizations and nume-
rous local volunteer groups leveraged their existing infrastruc-
ture and expertise to provide critical assistance to refugees. 

Also, Romania benefits from structured NGO networks such 
as the Federation of Nongovernmental Organizations for the Child 
(FONPC) and the Federation of Nongovernmental Organizations 
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for Social Services. These federations played a key role in coordi-
nating NGO responses, advocating for policy changes, and facili-
tating cooperation between NGOs and government institutions. 
In addition to the CSOs, the Romanian population demonstrated 
significant solidarity with Ukrainian refugees. Volunteers at both 
the individual and organizational levels mobilized rapidly, providing 
food, shelter, clothing, and transportation. Donations, including 
from private companies, poured in from all regions of Romania, 
and makeshift platforms were created to coordinate aid efforts.

As a member of the European Union since 2007, Romania 
benefited from policy frameworks, logistical support, and finan-
cial aid from the EU in managing the refugee crisis. The EU’s 
Temporary Protection Directive provided immediate legal status 
and services to Ukrainian refugees, allowing Romania to allo-
cate resources effectively. Romania received funding through 
several EU financial instruments, including the Asylum, Migrati-
on, and Integration Fund (AMIF) and the Internal Security Fund 
(ISF), as well as REACT-EU (Recovery Assistance for Cohesi-
on and the Territories of Europe). These funds supported ac-
commodation, healthcare, and social services for refugees.

The border response was one core dimension of humani-
tarian action, but another dimension refers to all the services 
delivered in the cities that were transited by the refugees or in 
the places where they settled. In this respect, the humanitari-
an response varied across regions and internal context. While 
border areas are not abundant with job opportunities, there is 
still a numerous group of refugees living in Suceava, as well as 
smaller cities like Baia-Mare and Iasi. The capital city of Bucha-
rest managed to attract the highest number of refugees, due to 
better job opportunities and more available services, followed 
by Constanta (proximity to Odessa) and Brasov, Cluj-Napoca, Si-
biu, Timisoara. In this respect, through the analysis, there will be 
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some distinctions between the border response and the other 
integrated services offered by CSOs and some local authorities.

Local authorities, alongside national authorities and CSOs, 
played an important role in the implementation of humani-
tarian aid. While there is a big variation across the humanita-
rian response, some municipalities managed to collabora-
te with the CSOs in designing a more articulate intervention. 

Equally important, local and national authorities had to deliver 
social and health services, all this in a system that was already 
under pressure. In the interaction with the authorities, Ukrainian 
refugees faced multiple challenges including language barriers, 
inconsistent procedures across counties, difficulty registering 
with family doctors, and limited access to subsidized medications.
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IV.

METHODOLOGY
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Research DesignResearch Design

In line with the main objectives of the study, this report is 
grounded in a qualitative research design, utilizing both primary 
and secondary data. The primary data was collected through 40 
original interviews and two focus groups, constituting the core 
data set used for the analysis. Secondary data including official 
reports, governmental websites, and NGO grey literature was 
deployed for theory development and validation of the findings. 

The research process was organized in three main phases: 
(1) a theoretical and comparative review of the aid localizati-
on literature; (2) qualitative data collection through interviews 
and focus groups; and (3) data analysis and formulation of 
research findings and recommendations. Desk research was 
used to assist in developing the theoretical framework for 
this study. This included secondary sources consisting of 
specialized academic literature, non-governmental and go-
vernmental grey literature reports, and other official data.

To gain in-depth insights about aid localization in Romania, 
the study relied on a qualitative research design with semi-struc-
tured interviews and focus groups. By the end of data collection 
(December 2024), 40 semi-structured interviews were conduc-
ted with key stakeholders, including representatives from nati-
onal and local CSOs, international organizations, donors, local 
and national authorities, beneficiaries, and host communities. 
The interview guide addressed several thematic areas, including 
partnership, leadership, coordination and complementarity, po-
licy and advocacy, institutional capacity, and financing and re-
porting. Each thematic area included a set of questions adap-
ted to the profile of the respondents, depending on the type 
of stakeholder. In addition to individual interviews, we conduc-
ted focus groups with representatives of local CSOs and aid 
beneficiaries from the Ukrainian community. These discussions 
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helped uncover diverse perspectives and enabled compara-
tive analysis across different experiences and approaches.

Finally, the methodology was validated by an international 
Steering Committee, which included researchers, members of 
academic institutions, and key stakeholders from various hu-
manitarian organizations, all with expertise in research and 
the global management of emergency situations. The Stee-
ring Committee met with the researchers and contributed su-
ggestions at multiple stages of the research process, helping 
to refine the scope, research design, and findings of the stu-
dy, and better position the work in the academic and policy 
literature. However, Steering Committee members did not 
directly participate in the data collection or analysis proces-
ses, and are not responsible for the findings of this study.

Data Analysis Data Analysis 

The responses for both interviews and focus groups were 
recorded and transcribed using the Transkriptor software. In-
terviews were translated into English and Romanian, for a be-
tter understanding of the meaning across members of the 
research team. However, even with the technological advan-
cements of translation tools, there is a risk of diminishing the 
quality of the data. This challenge was addressed with manual 
translation on a case-by-case basis where needed, and discus-
sed by the team at multiple phases of the research process.

In the second stage of data analysis, the team developed and 
refined an analytical tool for reviewing and coding the data, whi-
ch included a common set of thematic areas and subtopics. The 
tool provided a systematic framework for reviewing and analyzing 
interview and focus group transcripts, while allowing for enough 
flexibility to uncover new ideas and insights in the qualitative 
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data. In particular, the data analysis process focused on pinpo-
inting factors that enabled or inhibited aid localization in the Ro-
manian context, as well as identifying and analyzing different mo-
dels of practical implementation with respect to aid localization.

Finally, based on the findings from both our theoretical re-
view of the literature and our analysis of original qualitative 
data, the study proposes a set of actionable recommendations 
tailored for practitioners and policymakers. These recommen-
dations aim to enhance aid localization practices, improve co-
ordination between international and local actors, and promo-
te sustainable, community-driven humanitarian interventions.

One important limitation of this study is the lack of a fully 
representative sample of respondents. While the study does in-
clude a wide range of stakeholders as research  participants, 
time and logistical constraints prevented the research team 
from exhausting all potential avenues for interviews. In parti-
cular, the study includes relatively few local government re-
presentatives (i.e. from municipalities, county councils, etc.) 
because of their reluctance to respond to interview requests. 
While we attempted to mitigate this shortcoming by meeting 
with representatives from other local institutions with knowle-
dge of the local governance process, there may still be rele-
vant ideas or perspectives that are not represented in the data.

Another shortcoming is the limited availability of finan-
cial data, which prevented a detailed analysis of the econo-
mic implications of the various localization models discus-
sed in this report. This specific line of inquiry was not one of 
the main objectives of this study, and the selected resear-
ch methodology does not easily allow for in-depth financial 
analysis. Therefore, the study may approach the topic of fi-
nancial implications where relevant, but it is important to ac-
knowledge that it does not produce solid conclusions in this area.
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V.

LOCALIZATION 
IN THE 
ROMANIAN 
CONTEXT
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One of the primary objectives of this study is to offer an 
evidence-based assessment of aid localization in the Ro-
manian refugee response. Specifically, we aim to illumina-
te how relevant stakeholders understood the localization 
process, analyze the factors that enabled or encouraged 
aid localization, and identify obstacles that negatively affec-
ted partnerships between local and international actors.

In line with previous research on aid localization, our findings 
highlight the importance of operational context and prior insti-
tutional relationships in paving the way for locally led partner-
ships. Specifically, we find that Romania’s favorable political and 
economic environment, as well as the strength and operational 
capacity of state institutions and local CSOs, were critical to the 
success of localization efforts. We also find that local Romanian 
organizations that had previously established relationships with 
international donors were especially well positioned to attract 
and secure humanitarian funding during the Ukraine crisis.

At the same time, our analysis suggests that localizati-
on efforts were hampered by well-established institutional 
and bureaucratic barriers in the humanitarian field. In par-
ticular, many local actors had difficulty scaling and sustaining 
services for beneficiaries in the context of inconsistent and 
unpredictable international humanitarian funding. Further, lo-
cal CSOs expressed frustration over the complex, labor in-
tensive, and sometimes conflicting monitoring and reporting 
requirements imposed by international partners, which many 
saw a distraction from the work of direct service provision.
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Defining LocalizationDefining Localization

In our discussions with stakeholders, we began by prompting 
respondents to reflect on the meaning of aid localization from 
their perspective. Some respondents emphasized the importance 
of adapting services to the specific local needs of refugees, while 
taking into account the social, cultural, and political context of the 
host country. Others emphasized the role of local actors, whether 
CSOs or governmental institutions, in the design and implementa-
tion of humanitarian action. A minority of respondents were able 
to point to specific models of localization in practice, demonstra-
ting how the concept had been operationalized on the ground. 

More broadly, we found that many of the local Romanian 
CSOs we talked to were either unfamiliar with the term "lo-
calization," or struggled to clearly define it. However, in prac-
tice, the vast majority of respondents demonstrated an im-
plicit understanding of some core principles frequently 
associated with the localization concept. The following is a 
description of some of the most commonly discussed attri-
butes of localization, as identified by research participants.

Local leadership: One of the most common recurring themes 
was local leadership. At every level of the humanitarian system—
from international donors, to national government authorities, to 
local CSOs—respondents highlighted the importance of national 
and local organizations taking the lead in the humanitarian respon-
se. For example, one UN agency representative succinctly defined 
localization as: “national and local organizations being in the lead.”

Mutuality: Another key theme was mutuality, referring to equ-
itable partnerships between international donors and local orga-
nizations, in which both parties engaged in open dialogue and 
shared decision-making. One local CSO representative explained 
this process very clearly: “The donors we liked the most [were] 
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those who sat with us at the table during the programming pha-
se, and pulled us on the sleeve when they felt we were taking 
it in the wrong direction, or our perception wasn't very good… 
[when] our relationship with them was very honest and mutual.” 
In a similar vein, an INGO representative emphasized the need 
for equality and reciprocal accountability: “Equal partnership is 
based on reciprocity—mutualization and reciprocity. I assess you, 
I appraise you, but I give you the chance also to appraise me.”

Long-term vision: Another important theme concerns 
the long-term vision required for successful implementation. 
Rather than reacting only to short-term needs and challen-
ges, localization should be approached with a clear end goal 
in mind. This point was most clearly articulated by an INGO 
active in the Romanian response: “Localization in our time-
line as an international NGO has a beginning and an end. It's 
not an unending story… It's really, really important that when 
you start a localization approach, you have in mind the end.”

Process-oriented partnership: Finally, some respondents su-
ggested it is helpful to think of localization as a process made 
up of successive phases or steps, which can help local partners 
grow in their capacity and independence. While localization typi-
cally begins with direct financial and human resource support, 
as the partnership matures, international actors should transfer 
more and more responsibility and visibility to local partners, with 
the ultimate goal of ensuring their long-term sustainability. As 
one INGO leader noted: “Giving visibility to local partners, it's re-
ally, really important. You know, the goal of localization, in fact, is 
to make the local organizations able to reach directly to donors.”

Together, these insights highlight the diverse ways in which lo-
calization is understood by different actors in the humanitarian sec-
tor. While the term itself may not always be widely recognized, the 
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principles of local leadership, mutual accountability, and long-term 
capacity-building remain central to effective humanitarian action.

Operational ContextOperational Context

It is well established in the literature on aid localization that 
operational context matters. We know that factors such as eco-
nomic resources, political will, and institutional capacity are cri-
tical to the success of both local and international actors in hu-
manitarian emergencies (Barbelet et al., 2021; Robillard, Atim 
and Maxwell 2021). However, since many of the world’s most 
severe humanitarian crises tend to occur in poorly resourced 
and politically unstable states, there is little empirical research 
about aid localization in the context of high-income industriali-
zed democracies (O’Dempsey and Munslow, 2006; Schmid and 
Raju, 2021). Our research in such a setting suggests that the 
operational environment in Romania was particularly advan-
tageous for aid localization, despite some special challenges.

Stable and secure environment: Romania’s prosperous eco-
nomy, stable political system, and developed infrastructure were 
critical to the local humanitarian response, providing local and 
international actors with vital tools to reach and serve popula-
tions in need. Romania’s status as an EU Member State meant 
that it enjoyed the financial and institutional backing of the EU 
Civil Protection Mechanism, as well as access to significant finan-
cial resources from the European Commission to support servi-
ces for Ukrainians eligible for temporary protection (European 
Council, 2024). Further, despite widespread criticism of state 
institutions by the local population, Romania enjoys a capable 
national government with the capacity to coordinate a complex 
humanitarian response, as well as a national network of estab-
lished and professional CSOs with experience delivering com-
munity-based services to vulnerable groups at scale. Together, 
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these factors created a structural environment that was unu-
sually amenable to a robust locally led humanitarian response.

Collaborative political leadership: Beyond these basic struc-
tural conditions, proactive government leadership also played a 
pivotal role in shaping Romania’s operational context. The Ro-
manian Prime Minister’s office responded quickly to the crisis, 
establishing a high-level task force to manage and coordinate 
aid, and orchestrating the adoption of more than 20 legislative 
acts aimed at addressing the needs of displaced Ukrainians—in-
cluding the National Plan of Measures (NPM) for the Protection 
and Inclusion of Displaced Persons from Ukraine (Turza, 2023). 

National authorities also modeled openness to collaborati-
on with both international actors and local CSOs. Working clo-
sely with UN agencies including UNHCR, IOM, and UNICEF, 
officials from the Department for Emergency Situations (DSU) 
established cooperative mechanisms to register, transport, 
and care for newly arrived refugees, and channeled resources 
from international donors to local CSOs providing services at 
border crossings, transit hubs, and refugee host communities. 

DSU officials also established a highly regarded platform 
for information sharing and humanitarian coordination, known 
as Sprijin Umanitar [Humanitarian Support], which has hos-
ted weekly online meetings with local, national, and internatio-
nal humanitarian actors for more than three years. In the wor-
ds of one Romanian CSO leader, the weekly meetings were: 
“very useful and very interesting, because there we were able 
to give feedback directly from the field, with all the problems 
we had, and you know that some very important decisions 
were made there…I'm telling you, I didn't miss a single one.”
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The Romanian government played a central role in coor-
dinating the response to the refugee crisis, establishing a hi-
gh-level decision-making Task Force, known as The Commis-
sion of Ukraine, under the Prime Minister’s leadership. This 
was complemented by the Strategic Coordination Group for 
Humanitarian Assistance, which ensured inter-agency colla-
boration at the national, European, and international levels.

At the operational level, Romania’s response functioned 
across two main pillars: emergency aid and long-term protec-
tion. The Department for Emergency Situations (DSU) co-
ordinated urgent humanitarian support at border crossings, 
including shelter, food, and medical care. To institutionalize lon-
ger-term refugee protection, the government formed six spe-
cialized working groups addressing housing, employment, edu-
cation, healthcare, vulnerable populations, and child protection. 

These working groups were coordinated by the Stra-
tegic Coordination Group, integrating experts from rele-
vant ministries, UN agencies, and CSO representatives. The 
proposed measures were then formalized into the Natio-
nal Plan for Protection and Inclusion of Ukrainian Refugees 
(approved by Emergency Ordinance no. 100/29.06.2022).

Parallel to government-led coordination, the UNHCR laun-
ched the Refugee Response Plan (RRP) to consolidate efforts 
among UN agencies, INGOs, and national organizations. Seven 
working groups were established, focusing on areas such as in-
ter-agency coordination, protection, health (including mental heal-
th support), financial assistance, and information management.

CASE STUDY: INSTITUTIONAL 
FRAMEWORK OF ROMANIA’S 
HUMANITARIAN RESPONSE
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Source: https://www.gov.ro/ro/pagina/ukraine-together-we-help-more

While Romania’s institutional framework provided a solid 
foundation for refugee response, ensuring long-term sustai-
nability requires enhanced coordination, predictable funding 
models, and stronger integration and financing of the national 
CSOs specialized in delivering services for vulnerable groups.
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Active civil society mobilization: Of course, aid localizati-
on could not have succeeded without the vital operational and 
organizational leadership of civil society. With few exceptions, 
local and national CSOs were the first and primary actors pro-
viding direct humanitarian assistance at border crossing po-
ints, transit stations, and temporary refugee shelters. They mo-
bilized resources, staff, volunteers, and expertise to provide a 
wide variety of relief aid to Ukrainian refugees. In some cases, 
CSO leaders reactivated previously established networks from 
the COVID-19 pandemic, reconfiguring communication proto-
cols and volunteer networks in response to the Ukraine crisis. 
In other cases, they started new grassroots initiatives, attrac-
ting donations and volunteers who had never before partici-
pated in organized civic action. A UN official familiar with the 
Romanian case observed: “It's been very impressive. It's been 
a massive step-up mobilisation...And we have been absolutely 
dependent on civil society to achieve all the goals that we have.”

Broadly speaking, the local humanitarian response included 
several different types of CSOs, each playing an important role 
in providing direct assistance or organizational support. A num-
ber of specialized CSOs with experience in refugee assistance 
played a key role in safeguarding refugee rights and guiding 
the work of other organizations (e.g., CNRR, JRS, LOGS, MIC). 
Other local CSOs, particularly those with established expertise 
in social services, adapted their programs to provide assistance 
in areas such as education, child protection, labor market inte-
gration, food security, emergency housing, and mental health 
services (e.g., Asociația Carusel, Ateliere Fără Frontiere, Code 
for Romania, ICAM, Inima de Copil, O Masă Caldă, Qartz, Star 
of Hope). Some organizations that previously operated in unre-
lated fields expanded their mandates to support refugees, such 
as Code for Romania, which created the Dopamoha informa-
tion platform, Rădăuțiul Civic, which opened a transportation 
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logistics hub near the Siret border, and PATRIR, which estab-
lished a community center for Ukrainian families in Cluj-Napoca. 
Additionally, informal grassroots initiatives emerged to provide 
humanitarian aid, leveraging volunteers and donated goods to 
meet refugees’ immediate needs. While some of these initiatives 
were temporary, others evolved into formalized organizations 
that continued operating beyond the initial emergency respon-
se. Finally, national and regional CSO networks also played a 
vital role by providing training, operational guidance, legislative 
advocacy, and access to special funding opportunities for mem-
ber organizations. Collectively, these organizations formed the 
backbone of Romania’s humanitarian response, supplying labor, 
expertise, and essential resources that enabled the success of 
a locally led response. Together, these organizations constitu-
ted the backbone of Romania’s humanitarian response, provi-
ding essential labor, expertise, and material resources without 
which a locally led response would not have been possible.

Over-reliance on CSOs: Despite the advantageous circum-
stances, there were some important limitations to the humani-
tarian response in Romania. The government response varied 
across institutions and municipalities, with some local authorities 
taking proactive measures, while others struggled to coordinate 
refugee integration efforts. This translated into a heavy reliance 
on CSOs, which raised concerns about long-term sustainability 
of the measures and their capacity to respond to refugees’ com-
plex needs. Further, while the national government coordinated 
the general response, important measures remained unevenly 
implemented due to weak administrative capacity and inadequ-
ate public funding. Therefore, CSOs had to fill service gaps with 
limited and short-term funding. For example, national and local 
authorities failed to hire translators for employment agencies 
(AJOFM), welfare offices (DAS), school inspectorates, and hos-
pitals, creating language barriers that hindered access to essen-
tial services. The shortage of teachers and medical professionals 
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capable of assisting Ukrainian refugees further exacerbated 
the problem. CSOs made significant efforts to compensate 
for these institutional shortcomings, but without sustained go-
vernment funding or integration of refugees into formal pro-
grams, this approach was not viable in the long term. A natio-
nal CSO representative summarized the issue: “The authorities 
have weak integration programs for refugees, and the situation 
may become critical because NGOs are running out of funds.”

International paradigm shift: Finally, the unique context also 
required a paradigm shift for international actors accustomed 
to operating in settings where governments and CSOs had less 
capacity. Many international organizations had to adjust their ex-
pectations and take a supporting role rather than leading the 
response. As a national government official noted: “I listened to 
them very nicely and very elegantly, after which I explained Roma-
nia is an EU Member State. We have an established humanitarian 
coordination system, supported by the European Commission. 

They are welcome to contribute, but they must be part of our 
national response—they cannot create a parallel system.” Mo-
reover, the international organizations, including UN structures, 
had to readjust their working strategies. While UN coordination 
protocols inadvertently led to duplicative and parallel structu-
res, causing frustration among some national and local CSOs, 
in time practices have transformed into collaborative actions, 
where UN structures collect feedback from beneficiaries and 
supply governmental bodies with vital information from the field.
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Path Dependence in Local PartnershipsPath Dependence in Local Partnerships

Another central finding from our research is that partner-
ship agreements between international actors and local CSOs 
were highly path dependent. Donors and funding intermedi-
aries clearly preferred working with established local part-
ners, as well as larger CSOs with the capacity to handle big-
ger grants. As such, past funding and operational capacity 
were often the best predictors of future funding opportunities. 

While this approach has a clear logic and real bene-
fits, we find that it also results in inefficiencies and missed 
opportunities. By concentrating funding in the hands of re-
latively few preferred organizations, it can fuel artificially ra-
pid and unsustainable growth, while depriving other poten-
tial partners of opportunities to secure financial backing.

Preference for previous partners: One of the clearest fin-
dings from our research is that international funders and fun-
ding intermediaries held a strong preference for working with 
established local partners, especially in the emergency phase of 
the response. Local CSOs who were already known to funding 
organizations were perceived as less risky and more reliable 
implementing partners. Moreover, local partners who had pre-
viously received funds from a granting agency could often by-
pass lengthy due diligence processes required for new partner-
ships, facilitating quicker and more efficient scale-up of services.

Another key factor was the element of trust. Many donors and 
funding intermediaries emphasized the importance of trust and 
personal relationships in facilitating effective local partnerships. 
Some also connected this to the practical and ethical benefits of 
long-term investment in local partners, in line with the core tenets 
of trust-based philanthropy. As such, trust emerged as one of the 
primary reasons for prioritizing agreements with established local 
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partners. In the words of one respondent from an international 
funding organization: “It's a question of trust…You need to have 
a history, a common history, and common understanding about 
facts and experiences…so you are confident to move together.”

Preference for larger CSOs: Another clear finding was 
that larger CSOs with greater operational capacity enjoyed 
distinct advantages in attracting and negotiating internati-
onal funding. In part, they tended to have more professio-
nalized staff with specialized grant writing and accounting 
skills, making them better positioned to secure and mana-
ge international grants with stringent compliance standards. 

Larger local organizations also tended to have more extensive 
professional networks, greater access to international funders, and 
a better bargaining position in negotiating funding agreements.

In multiple interviews with national CSOs or CSO networks, 
respondents described how they were able to negotiate with fun-
ders and engage with international partners in a truly collabora-
tive fashion. In contrast, many smaller local CSOs indicated that 
they were unable to even establish direct partnerships with inter-
national funders. Instead, they were forced to rely on sub-gran-
ting arrangements with larger CSOs, which limited their ability to 
communicate with donors and influence how funds were allocated.

“Donor darlings” and unintended consequences: Whi-
le the basic logic of international donor preferences is clear, 
the end result is mixed. By partnering primarily with large and 
well established CSOs, funding agencies can reduce bureau-
cratic hurdles and scale up aid programs more quickly. They 
can also reduce the risk of failed or mismanaged aid projects 
and foster trust and reciprocity with preferred local partners. 
However, channeling resources to only a select subset of lo-
cal “donor darlings” can also have unintended consequences.
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The response to the Ukrainian refugee crisis in Romania hi-
ghlighted the dynamic and evolving relationship between the 
national government and CSOs. While the government played 
a central role in border response, policy formulation, emer-
gency coordination, and international negotiations, much of 
the direct service provision was carried out by local and na-
tional CSOs. In comparison to other humanitarian crisis si-
tuations, this relationship was marked by an unusually high 
level of collaboration between CSOs and the national and lo-
cal authorities. Even though the relationship was not uniform 
across the country, there are some important features that 
made the humanitarian response a rather successful one.

At the national level, the Department for Emergency Situ-
ations (DSU) played a leading role in managing the immediate 
crisis response, establishing transit centers, and coordinating 
humanitarian efforts at border crossings. The Romanian go-
vernment also created the National Plan of Measures (NPM) 
to ensure the protection and inclusion of refugees, which in-
cluded provisions for cooperation with civil society. Moreover, 
the constant meetings with the CSOs enhanced cooperation 
and coordination among the various stakeholders. However, 
many CSOs expressed concerns that despite this framework, 
much of the funding and decision-making remained centralized. 

In the end, COSs had to rely massively on internati-
onal donor funding and implement the established na-
tional policies where government agencies fell short.

CASE STUDY: GOVERNMENT - CSO 
COOPERATION - A RATHER NOT SO 
ORDINARY RELATIONSHIP
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CSOs played an indispensable role in providing essential ser-
vices such as food distribution, shelter assistance, psychosoci-
al support, and legal aid. While local and national organizations 
consider that the Government was responsive in adapting the 
legal and general policy context, it failed in mobilizing the needed 
resources for implementing all the refugee-related strategies. 

Clear examples include the lack of official language trans-
lators in public hospitals or in other key institutions, the limi-
ted administrative capacity of regional labor force offices to 
offer tailored services for Ukrainian refugees, and the unequ-
al preparedness of schools to integrate refugee children into 
the national education system. In this context of uneven po-
licy implementation, local CSOs oriented towards internati-
onal donors either to supplement existing services delive-
red through state institutions, or to offer complete packages 
of services in the areas where the state had limited capacity. 

Many organizations reported frustrations with inconsistent 
and bureaucratic funding mechanisms, noting that their con-
tributions were acknowledged but not sufficiently integrated 
into long-term governmental strategies. The lack of direct in-
stitutional funding for CSOs meant that their operations re-
mained vulnerable to fluctuating international aid availability.

Equally important, Romania is a decentralized state, with in-
creased local autonomy. While the Government set up the fra-
mework for interventions and tried to implement concrete actions 
through its local institutions, local municipalities behaved as in-
dependent actors. Some municipalities aligned their response to 
the Governmental approach, collaborating closely with the CSOs 
and supporting their activities either with funds or with other 
types of aid (free office space, storage spaces, extra working 
hours from the employees, etc.). These represent positive exam-
ples of local leadership and good governance. Other municipali-
ties struggled to coordinate their response and left the CSOs to 
lead all the activities in the absence of local government support.
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While preferred local partners may be good at attrac-
ting funds, they often rely on sub-granting arrangements 
to provide direct services to beneficiaries. This can redu-
ce the administrative burden on granting agencies, but it also 
introduces operational inefficiencies and additional layers 
of bureaucracy at the local level, which can inhibit effec-
tive communication and efficient allocation of resources. 

Such arrangements also create resentment toward preferred 
local organizations, increase competition between CSOs, and lead 
to splintering or duplication of services—patterns that were obser-
ved in multiple localities around Romania where a small number of 
high-profile CSOs dominated the international funding landscape. 

Too much international funding directed toward donor 
darlings can also be harmful to those organizations’ long-
term development—by overwhelming their capacity and cau-
sing them to grow in an artificially rapid and unsustainable 
way (Geneva Global, 2017). This pattern of rapid and unsus-
tainable growth was a common occurrence in the Romanian 
context, leading to high levels of stress and burn out in the 
early days of the crisis, followed by funding shortages and 
painful layoffs as international funding became more scarce. 

At the same time, by focusing too much on high-profile orga-
nizations, international funders missed opportunities to support 
lesser known or recently established partner organizations that 
would have benefitted from direct international support, ultimately 
weakening the overall health of the local civil society ecosystem.
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“Boom and Bust” Funding Cycles“Boom and Bust” Funding Cycles

A core discussion in the humanitarian field concerns the cy-
clical pattern of “boom and bust” periods of humanitarian fun-
ding. Within the first days of a humanitarian crisis, it is com-
mon to see a rapid influx of budgetary support for organizations 
responding to the emergency, followed by a precipitous drop 
in funding that leaves organizations with limited resources to 
continue the implementation of programs. While all humani-
tarian actors struggle to manage the problem of inconsistent 
funding that is often mismatched with humanitarian needs on 
the ground, our research suggests that it poses special difficul-
ties for local partner organizations in crisis-affected countries.

“Feast or famine” funding: In our study, respondents em-
phasized that the inconsistent and often poorly timed avai-
lability of funding created significant operational challen-
ges for local actors responding to the Ukrainian refugee 
crisis. At the beginning of the crisis, international donors 
rushed to provide funding, overwhelming local organizations 
that lacked the capacity to scale up quickly enough to ab-
sorb and effectively manage the sudden surge of resources. 

The rapid influx of funding led to an urgent need for speciali-
zed workers, triggering an intense recruitment drive. In some ca-
ses, this resulted in a form of "cannibalization" among small, local 
NGOs, as they competed for the same limited pool of skilled pro-
fessionals. In other cases, essential positions remained unfilled due 
to a lack of qualified candidates, especially in the border crossing 
areas that traditionally are not very well economically developed 
and do not attract a large pool of skilled workers. While this pheno-
menon was especially acute for small CSOs, it was also reported 
by larger organizations who competed for the same resources.
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As the crisis wore on, funding cuts left local and national 
civil society organizations struggling to maintain services. The 
flood of international solidarity and financial support that had 
characterized the early phase of the crisis had significantly re-
ceded by 2023. In turn, lack of resources forced many CSOs 
to reduce programming, lay off staff, and shut down services, 
despite ongoing humanitarian needs. Moreover, many CSOs 
relied on project-based funding, which created precarious em-
ployment conditions for local staff, forcing organizations to lay 
off experienced personnel as grants ended. This cycle eroded 
institutional knowledge and left CSOs in a weakened state, una-
ble to sustain long-term impact. A UN agency representative 
reflected on the evolving funding landscape as follows: “In 2022, 
you could say money was cheap. [It was] simple to get a lot 
of international sympathy, a lot of support in the population it-
self, and that's no longer the case—at least not to the same 
extent. Money is back to its expensive self… And I don't think 
all of [the local CSOs] are going to survive… I'm not saying it's 
survival of the fittest, but it is a little bit of a survival game.”

Changing bureaucratic requirements: As the humanitarian 
response progressed, local CSOs also faced shifting funding 
conditions and increasingly complex administrative require-
ments. Initially, donors simplified grant applications and finan-
cial reporting procedures, rapidly disbursing funds to address 
immediate needs. However, as time passed, bureaucratic hur-
dles increased while financial support decreased. Many CSOs 
had to transition from contracts with international intermedi-
aries to direct donor funding, which introduced new challen-
ges in compliance and sustainability. Moreover, the lack of a 
structured, long-term funding approach made it difficult for 
organizations to effectively plan their budgets, activities, and 
staffing requirements. As one national CSO leader described 
the experience: “If only we had time to grow normally in huma-
nitarian assistance and learn, it would have been completely 
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different. But we had to learn as we did these things, and whi-
le we were operating with huge amounts of money… I mean, 
I learned this job quickly [but it was] steep and excruciating.”

Inefficiency and waste: The boom-and-bust nature of fun-
ding cycles not only undermined the stability of CSOs, it re-
sulted in waste, inefficiency, and missed opportunities to assist 
beneficiaries. At the onset of the crisis, there was an ove-
rabundance of aid, leading to duplication and misallocation of 
resources in the early days of the emergency. However, over 
time, vital services were cut due to lack of funding, resulting 
in both waste and want at different times in the response. This 
was particularly problematic for services whose demand pea-
ked later in the crisis, when humanitarian funding was scarce.

Language training and mental health and psychosocial support 
(MHPSS) services offer instructive examples. In the early days of 
the crisis, many international donors and INGOs came to Romania 
offering language courses and mental health counseling. While 
these were appropriate interventions, they were not well timed, 
as few Ukrainian beneficiaries desired these services in the initial 
weeks and months of the crisis.  Many Ukrainians still maintained 
a short-term mindset about their displacement, seeing no need 
for language classes when they expected to return home to Ukrai-
ne soon. Similarly, many refugees were skeptical about MHPSS 
programming, and were not initially interested in such services. 

Over time, as beneficiaries began to view their displace-
ment as a longer term proposition, and as they developed 
more trusting and open attitudes toward mental health ser-
vices, interest in these services increased. Unfortunately, in 
both cases, just as demand for these services grew, financial 
support was declining, resulting in canceled or discontinued 
programs at the very moment when they were most needed.
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Precarity and responsibility: More than three years sin-
ce the start of the crisis, international humanitarian funding 
for Ukrainian refugees has fallen sharply throughout the re-
gion, while recent changes in the international landscape add 
even greater uncertainty about future humanitarian assistan-
ce. As the second Trump administration rolls back U.S. fun-
ding for humanitarian and development programs around the 
world, aid dollars are likely to be even scarcer in the months 
and years ahead—raising the question of the long-term viabi-
lity of local-international partnerships in the current moment. 

While humanitarian actors large and small are negatively im-
pacted by the global funding environment, participants in our 
study highlighted the special vulnerabilities that local CSOs 
face in this moment—and the responsibility that international 
partners have to help protect local actors in uncertain times. 

One respondent summarized the dynamic as follows: “Big 
donors come with their agenda and a lot of funds, and local 
NGOs have to increase their staff overnight [to] deliver services. 
But after the program ends, the organizations have to cut the 
staff and they remain vulnerable, and with no increased capacity. 
Big donors do not protect the local NGOs. They should leave 
the organizations in a better situation than they found them.”

Now, more than ever, our research suggests that to build a 
more resilient response system, donors must adopt a long-term 
vision that prioritizes the institutional stability of local CSOs, en-
suring that funding mechanisms support lasting capacity rather 
than only short-term service delivery. Without a more stable fun-
ding mechanism, local actors will continue to face financial in-
security, limiting their ability to maintain essential services, and 
threatening the long term sustainability of humanitarian action.
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One of the most illustrative examples of collaboration be-
tween local authorities and CSOs was Katya Hub, a multi-func-
tional refugee support center located in Brașov. The hub 
emerged as a locally led initiative, bringing together multiple 
CSOs, local authorities, and international partners to provi-
de a comprehensive range of services for Ukrainian refugees. 

Katya Hub operates as a community-driven response center, 
providing a safe environment for refugees in need. It offers legal coun-
seling, social assistance, psychological support, and employment 
guidance to facilitate refugee integration into Romanian society. 

Additionally, the hub provides Romanian and English lan-
guage courses, childcare services, and essential resources 
such as food and hygiene products. By combining the efforts 
of humanitarian organizations, local volunteers, and inter-
national donors, Katya Hub has successfully established it-
self as a key service hub for displaced persons in Brașov.

The center’s hybrid governance model allows for structured 
collaboration between local authorities and non-governmental 
actors. While CSOs manage day-to-day service provision, local 
authorities assist with logistical support and policy alignment, 
ensuring smooth operations. In fact, the founding director of the 
Katya Hub was a political advisor from the office of the Deputy 
Mayor of Brașov, who was tapped to lead the project to ensure 
close collaboration between local CSOs and City Hall. As such, the 
hub is an excellent example of how a decentralized yet well-coor-
dinated approach can lead to efficient humanitarian assistance.

CASE STUDY: KATYA HUB 
A MODEL OF LOCAL GOVERNANCE 
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Despite its successes, Katya Hub also highlights some of the 
ongoing challenges in government-CSO collaboration. While local 
authorities recognize the hub’s role in supporting refugees, finan-
cial sustainability remains a pressing issue, as most of the funding 
comes from international donors rather than national programs. 

Moreover, the center has had to rely largely on sub-gran-
ting arrangements, limiting its ability to directly negotiate ter-
ms and priorities with international funders. Ultimately, the 
case demonstrates that locally led initiatives, supported by 
both government and civil society, can be highly effective in 
responding to humanitarian crises. However, without more 
sustainable funding and stronger institutional integrati-
on, the long-term impact of such efforts remains uncertain.



53

Complex Partnership ArrangementsComplex Partnership Arrangements

Another important finding concerns the complex pat-
tern of institutional partnerships between local and internati-
onal actors in Romania’s refugee response. This relates not 
to the variety of partnership models in use, which we analyze 
in detail in the next section of this report. Rather, it is prima-
rily about the way local CSOs mixed and matched internatio-
nal funding opportunities to support their operations, and the 
complex management challenges these partnerships created.

A potpourri of partnerships: Most of the local and natio-
nal CSOs involved in this study reported engaging in a varie-
ty of partnerships with different funding agencies, often at 
the same time. It was very common for Romanian CSOa to 
manage multiple simultaneous partnerships with different 
donors and international intermediaries, such as UN agen-
cies and INGOs. Moreover, national and local CSOs frequently 
combined funds from several different sources to support 
a single large program. Indeed, even building facilities, such 
as community centers and schools, were often funded throu-
gh multiple overlapping sources of humanitarian financing.

On one hand, this pattern is a testament to the tenacity 
and resourcefulness of local CSOs, who often found crea-
tive ways to cobble together funding to sustain their ope-
rations. It is also a marker of the collaborative nature of the 
humanitarian response overall, which produced many unex-
pected and synergistic partnerships. However, while these di-
verse partnership arrangements allowed for greater flexibility 
and resource pooling, they also placed significant bureaucratic 
and administrative demands on local implementing partners.

Excessive administrative burden: Due to a lack of stan-
dardization between funding agencies, many local CSOs 



54

reported that different reporting requirements for different 
funding partners created an excessive administrative bur-
den. Local CSOs had to dedicate precious time and staff ho-
urs to learning multiple reporting procedures and formats. 

Meanwhile, ensuring proper allocation of results, and preven-
ting double counting of beneficiaries, became increasingly diffi-
cult as CSOs worked across multiple funding sources at once. 
One national CSO leader described the administrative burden 
as follows: “Every [donor] had their procedures, everyone had 
their tables, everyone had their (reporting) formats…We needed 
three people on indicators just to be able to manage the volume 
and typology of different indicators from one donor to another.”

Further, although donors were generally open to adapting the 
scope of grant activities based on feedback from local partners, 
local CSOs reported that monitoring and reporting requirements 
remained rigid and non-negotiable. One national CSO represen-
tative captured the frustration echoed by a number of respon-
dents: “I couldn't influence [reporting requirements] almost at 
all…There was no room for maneuver. And we suffered because 
of that. There was a stage where we initially got angry and lashed 
out and…argued with them and so on. And after that we reali-
zed that no matter how much we argued, these are the rules.”

Duplicative training programs: Many local CSOs ex-
pressed frustration with duplicative training and capacity-buil-
ding activities, such as repeated mandatory courses on 
gender-based violence (GBV) prevention and child safegu-
arding. While local CSOs supported these trainings in prin-
ciple, and reported learning valuable information from them, 
CSOs who partnered with multiple international funders were 
bewildered by their partners’ insistence on repetitive and ti-
me-consuming training that mirrored content from courses 
they had already completed for other international funders.
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Exclusive partnerships: In light of the challenges posed by 
multiple simultaneous international partnerships, a small sub-
set of national CSOs took a different approach, opting in-
stead to work exclusively with a single international partner.

 Notable examples include SERA’s partnership with CARE 
France and CNRR’s collaboration with UNHCR. In these cases, 
international funders recognized the advantages of investing in a 
small number of local organizations, with whom they could develop 
more trusting, equitable, and effective partnerships. For their part, 
local CSOs who entered into exclusive partnerships were attrac-
ted by the assurance of consistent, reliable, and sustained funding 
that would allow them to focus on the substance of service delivery, 
rather than endless grant writing and administrative reporting.

In our research, such exclusive partnerships were rare. 
They typically depended on existing relationships of trust be-
tween local and international partners, as well as assuran-
ces of sufficient financial support to scale up the respon-
se over time. However, where practicable, they represent a 
promising alternative to the excessive bureaucratic burdens 
that most local and national CSOs were forced to shoulder.
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VI.

MODELS OF 
PRACTICE
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The second major objective of this study is to advance a 
more systematic framework for analyzing the applied practice 
of aid localization. While existing studies offer valuable insights 
about factors that enable or inhibit localization in applied set-
tings, we still know relatively little about how local partnerships 
are structured and implemented, or which practices are most 
likely to facilitate equitable and sustainable local partnerships.

To that end, we propose a novel typology of operational appro-
aches, which we refer to here as “models of practice.” Based on 
empirical patterns observed in the Romanian case, we identi-
fy and describe several distinct models of practice, including 
their key attributes, enabling factors and conditions, and their 
relative strengths and weaknesses as models of aid localization. 
Further, we highlight case studies of some particularly promising 
models of applied practice from the Romanian context, which 
might serve as examples for future humanitarian emergencies.

Direct Grants

One of the simplest and most straightforward models of local 
partnership is the direct project grant. This is when an internati-
onal funding agency awards a one-time grant directly to a local 
CSO in a crisis-affected country, in order to carry out contrac-
tually defined activities. This modality constitutes a type of local 
partnership in the sense that international actors are supporting 
local humanitarian action through financial sponsorship. Howe-
ver, they typically do not include adequate provisions for indirect 
cost recovery, or meaningful support for local capacity building. 
While some direct grants may be renewable, others are stand-alo-
ne awards that do not allow for iterative learning and adaptation. 
As such, they foster a largely transactional relationship orien-
ted towards a specific project, rather than a true partnership.
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In the Romanian context, our research suggests that direct 
grants were frequently allocated to established local partners 
based on prior experience with the recipient organization or the 
recommendation of a trusted partner. Moreover, direct grants 
were most commonly used in the early stages of the crisis, 
when donors were looking for a simple and fast way to fund 
urgently needed humanitarian services, and typically were not 
linked to or captured in national coordination mechanisms or 
response plans. As such, they tended to be relatively small-sca-
le and short-lived, providing a useful stopgap measure to de-
liver much-needed funds as quickly as possible before more 
durable partnerships and programs could be established.

Some examples of donors utilizing direct grants in Romania 
include Swiss Solidarity, Expat Forum, the Italian Agency for De-
velopment Cooperation (IACS), and a number of national and 
international private sector businesses. These grants financed 
aid projects implemented by local CSOs in a variety of Romanian 
localities, such as PATRIR (Cluj-Napoca), the Migrant Integrati-
on Center (Brasov), LOGS (Timisoara), and ASSOC (Baia Mare).

Sub-GrantingSub-Granting

The sub-granting modality is a more complex internatio-
nal funding mechanism, which involves an intermediary orga-
nization—typically a large, well-established INGO or IGO—that 
receives and administers large international grant(s), while 
issuing sub-grants to smaller local CSOs to carry out speci-
fic parts of the contracted activities. This is one of the most 
common local partnership models, both in the Romania exam-
ple and in other humanitarian crises, because it streamlines 
the grants administration process and reduces risk for donor 
agencies, while still allowing humanitarian funds to reach local 
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point-of-service CSOs in crisis-affected countries. In the Ro-
manian context, major sub-granting programs were adminis-
tered by international intermediaries including UNHCR, EEA 
Grants’ Active Citizens Fund, Action Aid, and People in Need.

Sub-grants can offer some key benefits to funders and 
implementing partners. They allow international intermediary 
organizations to leverage their reputation, experience, and in-
stitutional capacity to facilitate funding for smaller, less expe-
rienced local CSOs that do not have the capacity, knowledge 
or manpower to manage the demands of international funders. 
Intermediaries typically have long-standing experience mana-
ging a variety of donor grants and compliance requirements, 
and usually have the ability to create a unified reporting and 
compliance system that acts as a single interface with sub-gran-
tees, despite the multitude of funding streams they might be 
managing upwards. This is often appreciated by donors, who 
have only one contract to manage, and by local CSOs, who don’t 
have to deal with a multitude of templates and requirements for 
every funding source. In this way, sub-granting allows donors 
to streamline operations, move more quickly, and interface with 
fewer partners, while also shielding them from the risk of di-
rect partnerships with smaller, less experienced local CSOs.

That being said, sub-granting can also lead to inefficiencies, 
frustrations, and missed opportunities. Sub-grantees typically 
have minimal control over key parameters of funding agreements, 
as intermediary organizations are not required to consult or in-
volve end-of-line implementing partners in budgeting or negoti-
ation of policy priorities. Further, by their very nature, sub-gran-
ting arrangements introduce additional layers of bureaucracy by 
positioning an intermediary organization between the donor and 
local implementing partners. This increased bureaucracy can 
impede communication, lead to delays in reporting and funds 
transfers, and reduce overall efficacy and efficiency of services. 
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Sub-granting arrangements can also negatively impact the 
dynamics of the local civil society ecosystem by empowering and 
prioritizing the interests of international intermediaries who con-
trol access to key financial resources, while disempowering end-
of-line partners who depend on that funding. Moreover, overre-
liance on sub-granting can undermine critical capacity-building 
among local CSOs, who do not have adequate opportunities to 
apply for funding as direct grantees in subsequent funding cycles.

National AffiliatesNational Affiliates

Another common model of local partnership is when an in-
ternational network of humanitarian NGOs directs resources 
to a national chapter or field office affiliated with that network. 
Commonly referred to as “nationalized” NGOs in the aid litera-
ture (Robillard et al., 2020; Ramdhani et al., 2021), we refer to 
them here as “affiliates” to highlight their close ties to a larger 
international network. While national affiliates technically operate 
independently, they typically go by the same name and use the 
same logo as the international network, thus benefiting from the 
“branding” and public notoriety of the larger organization. Many 
of the world’s largest and most prominent humanitarian organi-
zations operate according to this organizational structure, inclu-
ding Oxfam, World Vision, and Save the Children, among others.

National affiliates often enjoy special advantages over ho-
megrown CSOs, including more stable funding, institutional 
and technical support from the international network, greater 
name recognition and perceived legitimacy, and the ability to 
attract funds from large donors due to the high-profile reputa-
tion of the international umbrella organization. Given their pri-
vileged status, many scholars and practitioners contend that 
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such organizations should not be considered local organizati-
ons at all (DuBois, 2017; HAI, 2019; Robillard, Atim and Maxwell 
2021). However, in practice, there are many examples of affili-
ates that are deeply embedded in the local civil society lands-
cape, and are perceived by peer organizations as local actors. 

What is distinct about the affiliate model is that funding 
from the international network is channeled exclusively through 
the national affiliate. In this way, it constitutes a kind of part-
nership between local and international actors—albeit one that 
many critics would not consider a true form of localization. No-
netheless, given the prominence and operational capacity of 
global NGO networks, such partnerships can play a significant 
role in locally led humanitarian action. Moreover, national affi-
liates can follow different operational models, with divergent 
consequences for aid localization. In the Romanian example, 
our research suggests at least two distinct affiliate models.

Exclusive Affiliates: One version of the model is when a na-
tional affiliate engages in projects managed and implemented 
exclusively by their own organization. This policy of exclusivity 
enables tighter control over local programs (and, in turn, less 
risk), more ability to tailor programs to donor preferences, and 
potentially greater reward in terms of brand visibility. However, 
the exclusive affiliate model operates according to a zero-sum 
logic: Rather than strengthening the local civil society landscape, 
exclusive affiliates compete with other local actors for resour-
ces, staff, and even beneficiaries. As such, they are prone to 
duplication of services, local turf wars, and unsustainable practi-
ces, such as temporary field offices and aid distribution centers.

Collaborative Affiliates: An alternative model is when a national 
affiliate engages in collaborative projects with other local actors. 
While collaborative affiliates still enjoy a privileged status among 
local CSOs, they do not use this advantage to out-compete other 
local actors. Rather, the national affiliate works jointly with other 
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CSOs to realize shared objectives, strengthening the local civil 
society ecosystem. While the affiliate still retains exclusive control 
of its international grant funding, its collaborative actions bring 
valuable resources, operational capacity, and public attention to 
joint initiatives, benefitting all involved. In the Romanian context, 
World Vision Romania established a clear pattern of collaboration 
with other local CSOs, both regionally and nationally, including as 
a major funding partner supporting collaborative refugee reso-
urce centers like Katya Hub (Brasov) and RomeExpo (Bucharest).

Local Local CSOCSO Networks Networks 

A particularly promising form of local partnership is the lo-
cal CSO network model, when an international funding agen-
cy collaborates with a local network or federation of CSOs to 
distribute funds to local member organizations. According to 
this approach, the network (or a prominent organization within 
the network) serves as a trust broker, leveraging their capa-
city and credibility to create funding and partnership oppor-
tunities for smaller, lower profile local organizations. While 
this approach is similar in many ways to the more common 
sub-granting model, the key difference is that it builds upon, 
and invests in, local collaborative networks—thereby strengthe-
ning capacity and improving relations between local civil soci-
ety actors, rather than perpetuating hierarchies and stoking 
competition between local CSOs, as sub-granting often does.

For donors, the local network model offers many of the 
same benefits as sub-granting. It streamlines the grants 
administration process and mitigates risk for internati-
onal funders, reducing the effort and uncertainty of di-
rect partnership with many smaller, less experienced local 
CSOs. Serving as a formal intermediary, the local network or 
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federation adds a layer of accountability for funding agencies, 
while still providing new avenues for partnerships with local actors. 

For local CSOs, the benefits are numerous. Most obviously, 
the network creates opportunities for funding and international 
partnership that smaller organizations could not access on their 
own. The network also provides support services and capacity 
building opportunities for member organizations to help them 
develop critical grant management skills, while simultaneously 
alleviating the need to manage the heavy administrative burden 
of a large international grant on their own. Further, the network 
can play an important advocacy and communication role, ne-
gotiating with funding agencies and government authorities on 
behalf of local partners, and increasing the visibility of local ne-
eds and the efforts of CSOs to address them. Perhaps most 
critically, since the overarching purpose of CSO associations is 
to build capacity and empower local member organizations, the 
network model is fundamentally oriented toward these goals. 

To be sure, the network model has its drawbacks. As with 
sub-granting arrangements, working through network inter-
mediaries introduces an additional layer of bureaucracy in the 
donor-CSO equation, with the potential to create communica-
tion gaps and operational inefficiencies. Likewise, the success 
of network-based partnerships requires a well-established ne-
twork with the capacity to attract and manage funds, and the 
trust and confidence of both international donors and member 
organizations. These conditions are not a given, especially in 
cases where CSO networks are not well established, or where 
funders do not have previous experience partnering with them.

In the Romanian context, a few high-profile CSO networks 
managed to successfully mediate local partnerships with mem-
ber organizations. Both the Federation of Nongovernmental 
Organizations for Social Services (FONSS) and the Federation 
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of Nongovernmental Organizations for Children (FONPC) 
were instrumental in attracting international funding, facili-
tating cooperative agreements with international actors, and 
coordinating the aid services of local member organizations. 

The FONSS network worked closely with donors and local 
authorities to establish the widely respected Nicolina Center, a 
collaborative social services hub for refugees in the eastern city of 
Iasi that was jointly operated by several CSOs from the network. For 
its part, FONPC established an innovative multi-year partnership 
with CARE France, which funded direct refugee support services 
provided by more than 30 member organizations across Romania.

In both of these cases, our research suggests that 
local CSO networks were widely regarded as trus-
ted intermediaries that created meaningful oppor-
tunities and added value for member organizations. 

As one local CSO representative observed: “I think these 
networks played an essential role because they took the pre-
ssure off the smaller organizations to talk to the big donors 
and basically did all this fine work of gathering the information 
and the beneficiaries’ needs from us, transposed them into li-
nes for funding, negotiated with the big funders, and then gave 
the grants to smaller organizations, which was a great support. 
They took the administrative pressure from our shoulders.”
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Refugee-Led Organizations (Refugee-Led Organizations (RLORLOs)s)

A less prominent but highly important form of local partner-
ship involves direct support to emergent refugee-led organiza-
tions (RLOs). In the Romanian case, UNHCR Romania piloted 
a small-scale initiative aimed at fostering the development of 
select RLOs in several refugee host cities around the country. 
UNHCR collaborated with local Romanian CSO partners, who 
helped identify RLO grant candidates, and provided technical 
guidance as RLOs worked through the grant application pro-
cess. In turn, UNHCR funded several community-based RLOs 
with small, flexible grants, coupled with continued capacity 
building support from Romanian CSO partners. The program 
included two grant-funded RLOs in the Suceava-Rădăuți regi-
on near the mostly highly trafficked border with Ukraine, Or-
ganizația EDNAE and the Association of Active Ukrainians.

Though relatively few in number and financially insignifi-
cant, RLO partnerships have many potential benefits as a mo-
del of local partnership. By their very nature, RLOs are respon-
sive to the needs and wishes of aid beneficiaries, since most 
RLOs start out as volunteer-led initiatives within affected com-
munities (UNHCR, 2024b). By supporting such initiatives, in-
ternational actors build trust and legitimacy with the benefici-
ary population. In our research, we found that RLOs and other 
refugee-led initiatives were among the most valued and trus-
ted forms of humanitarian aid among refugee respondents. 

Moreover, RLO partnerships are both cost-effective and em-
powering, strengthening the capacity of refugees to serve their 
own needs in the future and advancing the global goal of refu-
gee self-reliance (Diener and Quackenbush, 2024). In short, RLO 
partnerships are a clear embodiment of the spirit of localization.
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That being said, they also entail critical drawbacks. RLO 
partnerships require flexibility, patience, and reduced fun-
ding and reporting procedures to meet the needs of organi-
zations with little formal experience or professional capacity. 

They are also reliant on the vision and initiative of refu-
gee leaders, who may not have the resources or desire to in-
vest in formal legally incorporated organizations in the context 
of their displacement. Further, the problems of capacity and 
scale are among the biggest challenges, as most recently for-
med RLOs will simply not have the track record or institutional 
capacity to manage large grants or provide services at scale. 

In sum, while RLO partnerships are an inspiring exam-
ple of localization, they require intentional effort to iden-
tify and foster the development of local partners, and 
their inherently limited capacity means they are unli-
kely to take the place of other forms of local partnership.
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The CARE France response to the Ukraine crisis in Romania 
and Moldova started in March 2022 and ended in December 2024. 
The programme raised 16.7 million Euros from more than 20 
donors. CARE made a strategic decision to not implement activi-
ties directly through a traditional “country office” (CO), but instead 
financed the projects of 31 local organisations (“sub-partners”). 
Activities provided assistance to Ukrainian refugees in the areas 
of food, WASH, health, protection, education, shelter, and inte-
gration. The programme was co-managed with two local (“core”) 
partners, Fundaţia SERA ROMÂNIA (SERA) and the Federaţia 
Organizaţiilor Neguverna- mentale “Pentru Copil” (FONPC), buil-
ding on existing local capacities and leveraging CARE’s huma-
nitarian surge and intermediary capacity. CARE exited Romania 
in March 2024, after which the program, operating with signifi-
cantly reduced financial resources, was fully managed by SERA.

Operational set-up and a joint responsibility framework: The 
response was fully localised from the first days of the response, 
starting with the needs assessment in the first 72 hrs after the 
crisis onset, to the shared design and later co-management of 
the response. Operating without a country office and embedding 
staff within CARE’s partner’s offices contributed to co-owner-
ship and shared risk management by naturally creating spaces 
for shared (i.e., negotiated) decision-making. The light presence 
maintained by CARE, coupled with the existence of trusted part-
ners and an existing network of CSOs, enabled it to both initiate 
the crisis response swiftly and execute an exit strategy that was 
smooth for all parties involved. Perhaps more importantly, the 
organisation's presence did not threaten to disrupt the existing 

CASE STUDY: HELP TO HELP 
UKRAINE - LOCAL CSO NETWORKS 
IN ACTION 
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NGO ecosystem. However, this posed some logistical challenges 
for the CARE support team, who worked over 2 years embe-
dded in the partner organization (SERA), including inability to 
hire CARE staff in Romania, ineligibility of staff for residency 
permits, and ability to get humanitarian staff visas in a timely 
manner, leading to a hybrid remote/in-country arrangement.

The project operated according to a co-management 
arrangement that was defined at the beginning of the cri-
sis, with a steering committee made up of CARE, SERA and 
FONPC senior staff jointly making strategic decisions about 
the program strategy, decision and partner selection, a res-
ponse operational structure with staff from each organizati-
on, and the implementation network of the other 29 partners. 

•	 CARE:  quality assurance, financial management,  
general compliance for donors and fundraising

•	 SERA: Management of sub-partner grants, MEAL,  
procurement and logistics

•	 FONPC: Networking, relations with national agencies 
and organisations, comms and advocacy

•	 Implementing partners: individual intervention design, 
activity implementation and reporting

This co-ownership and shared risk management operational 
model proved effective due to a series of factors, including a 
long-standing, trust relationship between CARE and SERA of 
over 20 years, FONPC and SERA-s experience and history of co-
operation with local NGOs in Romania, power and resources were 
adequately transferred by CARE to local partners. However, due 
to the mix of formal and informal arrangements and the fact that 
there was an intentional gradual handover of responsibilities, the-
re was sometimes confusion regarding the extent of CARE staff’s 
responsibilities and authority, the relation between job descripti-
ons, titles, and responsibilities was not always straightforward and 
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sometimes created confusions internally and within the broader 
CARE network or peer INGOs, while conflict management de-
pended on interpersonal trust, flexibility and communication, and 
a commitment of staff to make this type of collaboration work.

Funding and program management: The overall budget of 16.7 
million EURO from more than 20 donors was significantly higher 
than the usual short-term humaniatrian programs in a CARE CO.  
CARE took on a role akin to that of a multi-donor fund manager, 
nevertheless closely involved in the details of day to day operations 
and supporting partners, channelling 88% of the budget to local 
partners in a flexible and risk controlled manner. The 31 local or-
ganizations received the funds through four rounds of sub-gran-
ting, to ensure activities were responding to the fast changing 
needs, ongoing fundraising was allocated transparently, risks 
associated with the high number of new partners was minimized. 

The funds were mobilized primarily through private donors 
and public appeals, rather than institutional donors, resulting 
in fewer bureaucratic restrictions and allowing  CARE to enact 
certain localization principles, including  providing partners with 
greater flexibility in a bottom-up program approach and negoti-
ating with donors to allow indirect cost recovery (ICR) for local 
partners as a key factor for their sustainability (however, this was 
only allowed under UK Disasters Emergency Committee (DEC), 
Nachbar in Not (NIN), and CARE France private funds (CFPF)).

Nearly all implementing partners lacked experience in wor-
king with refugees and/or handling humanitarian emergencies, 
and they varied significantly in their size, previous exposure to 
large-scale funding, organizational sophistication, and functional 
and technical capacities. CARE had to perform a difficult balan-
cing act between donor requirements and offering a simplified 
operational framework for organisations unaccustomed to strict 
compliance levels and sometimes limited management capacities. 
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Due diligence was conducted in a phased manner. All sub-part-
ners underwent an initial, preliminary evaluation, primarily based 
on responsible statements from the organisations. The urgency 
to respond to the emergency and the lack of prior relationships 
with these organisations compelled CARE to accept some risks 
rely havily on SERA and FONPC to lead the selection process 
based on their previous experience with most of the organisa-
tions (many implementing partners were members of FONPC). 

By the second round of funding, the due diligence process 
was much more comprehensive and based on supporting do-
cumentation. Due to their size, partner organisations were 
naturally unfamiliar with internal control procedures - this ne-
cessitated considerable back-and-forth, understanding, and 
accommodation from both sides to establish common ground 
with partners unaccustomed to this level of scrutiny. Additio-
nally, he program underwent three external audits. The relati-
onship with only one of the 32 sub-partners was terminated 
due to poor performance. As the responsible party of last 
resort before the donors, CARE provided a safety net for 
everyone, transferring minimal, if any, financial risk to partners.

Upstream reporting to nine different donors and funding 
streams meant multiple reporting frameworks and periods. 
Thus, CARE established a standardized procedure applicable to 
all partner organizations, requesting on a monthly basis a qu-
antitative indicator tracking table (reporting against a catalo-
gue of 40 potential indicators),  a narrative report with activity 
level, results and spending updates, a financial transaction list. 
However, this proved burdensom for smaller or lower capacity 
partners. The information collected was centralized by CARE/
SERA, data was verified for accuracy and consistency of the 
data, and was agregated for CARE global and donor reporting. 
While the ad hoc tools quickly adapted to multiple conflicting ne-
eds, they were not tested and required subsequent adjustments 
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for standardisation among many partners. Joint monitoring vi-
sits were conducted to detect any implementation challenges 
and provide tailored support. A number of beneficiary satisfac-
tion surveys and an external evaluation were also carried out.

CARE staff successfully impressed upon their local colleagu-
es the necessity to adopt new practices (grant or humanitarian 
context specific) and transferred additional skills through hands-
on processes. For example, safeguarding and PSHEA represent 
a set of capacities fundamental for CARE but were not fully esta-
blished among local partners at the beginning of the response, 
despite many working in child protection and GBV-related issues. 

Accordingly, CARE took the lead by conducting gen-
der assessments, capacity-building activities and providing 
practical tools and procedures, inclduing establishing and 
standardizing in partnership with SERA the community Fe-
edback and Accountability Mechanism (FAM) for the collec-
tive response. Thus, CARE's partnership approach rooted 
the response in the local knowledge of partners, complemen-
ted by the humanitarian expertise brough by the surge team.

Effectiveness of this localized approach: Assistance was pro-
vided to 219,000 beneficiaries across all 41 counties of Roma-
nia and two border crossing points, 9 districts of Moldova, and 
across the border into Ukraine, the localized approach delivering 
successfully on the program strategy goals and targets with an 
agile, multi-dimensional response. This model allowed for fair-
ly modest organisations, many of which had already, spontane-
ously started to provide all kinds of assistance to refugees in 
the border areas, towns, and urban centers, to be supported by 
CARE, offering a comprehensive range of support tailored to 
the changing needs of the refugees. The relevance and quality 
of assistance was confirmed by an external evaluation, several 
beneficiary satisfaction surveys, and other feedback channels. 
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There were also indications that the program had attained 
some longer term outcomes in building the resilience of the re-
fugee community and local CSOs. CARE’s localized approach 
leveraged local human resources without temporarily draining 
them from local NGOs or competing with them. Also, it allowed 
for tailored capacity building informed by the needs and growth 
goals of each partner, allowing some of the larger ones to de-
velop towards financial autonomy with donors or entering a 
new niche in migration/refugee programming, while for smaller 
organizations CARE maintained an intermediary, support role 
that allowed them to deliver the humanitarian programs suc-
cessfully before transitioning to their usual programs and focus.
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VII.

POLICY 
RECOMMEN-
DATIONS
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The final section of this report outlines some key policy 
recommendations that emerge from our analysis. The recom-
mendations address two important categories of stakeholders: 
international donors and government authorities. Specifically, 
we suggest that donors should consider how they cultivate re-
lationships with local partners, how they manage administrative 
reporting and training requirements, and how they wind down 
local partnerships. We also address steps that both donors and 
governments can take to prepare the organizational infrastruc-
ture for future humanitarian interventions, by working closely 
with local partners and CSO networks to establish long-lasting 
relationships based on trust, cooperation, and mutual exchange.

Recommendations for DonorsRecommendations for Donors

Standardized and Streamlined Bureaucracy

One of the critical challenges facing local actors in a hu-
manitarian response is the excessive bureaucratic burden that 
comes with managing multiple funding streams from various 
donors. To address this, international donors should develop 
a unified reporting and compliance framework, allowing local 
CSOs to efficiently fulfill accountability requirements without 
being overwhelmed by redundant administrative work. In emer-
gency situations, a "good enough" approach to compliance sho-
uld be adopted, standardized at least among the largest inter-
national donors to ensure that the immediate needs of affected 
populations take precedence over rigid reporting structures. 

The adoption of digital tools designed to harmonize reporting 
processes across multiple donors and coordination mechanisms 
could be especially useful in minimizing duplication of efforts and en-
suring partial synchronization with national accounting standards.
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Besides navigating multiple bureaucratic processes re-
lated to reporting, local actors are often required to comple-
te training modules and skills certifications to work with vul-
nerable groups (e.g., gender mainstreaming, child protection, 
etc.). When local CSOs collaborate with numerous internati-
onal granting agencies, these training programs can be dupli-
cative and time consuming. Therefore, international donors 
should consider establishing commonly recognized training 
programs for local partners, which would include standardi-
zed certifications recognized by many international agencies.

In short, international donors should consider how their burea-
ucratic procedures and protocols fit into the broader matrix of ad-
ministrative processes that local grantees must navigate. Where 
possible, donors should align their practices with other granting 
agencies to ease the burden on local partners. Streamlined inter-
national practices and time-saving digital tools could significantly 
improve the reporting and evaluation process for local partners.

Further, donors should consider the “big picture” regarding 
what administrative reporting protocols actually measure, and 
how well they reveal (or obscure) the long-term sustainability 
and impact of humanitarian action. While frequent and rigorous 
quantitative reports may appear to be a responsible practice, 
they are extraordinarily taxing for small under-staffed local orga-
nizations, and can negatively impact staff morale and aid effec-
tiveness if they detracts from the work of direct aid provision. 

Moreover, such quantitative measurement tools may not ulti-
mately reveal very much about the quality of services, or the long-
term impact of aid programs. Thus, when partnering with local 
humanitarian actors, donors should weigh the real costs of re-
porting and compliance protocols against their potential benefits.
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Consistent and Sustainable Funding

For local humanitarian action to be truly effective, long-term 
financial sustainability must be a priority from the outset of a crisis. 
Donors should not only consider how they enter a crisis but also 
establish clear exit strategies that leave local partners in a stron-
ger position than when the crisis began. Without this foresight, lo-
cal organizations may experience a severe and detrimental decli-
ne in funding once global attention shifts elsewhere, with serious 
long term effects on their organizational strength and capacity. 

Donors, especially institutional funding structures, sho-
uld also dedicate a fixed percentage of funding exclusively 
to national and local CSOs, ensuring that they are not mere-
ly sub-contractors but central players in humanitarian efforts. 
Furthermore, clear partnership principles should be established 
to define the role of international intermediaries and prevent 
them from monopolizing funding intended for local actors.

Leverage Local CSO Networks & Take Risks with New 
Partner Organisations 

For effective localization of humanitarian aid, donors 
should aim for close collaboration with local CSO ne-
tworks and umbrella organizations. These networ-
ks already have deep-rooted expertise and established 
relationships within their communities, making them well-posi-
tioned to coordinate and implement humanitarian initiatives. 

Strengthening these networks ensures that resources are 
allocated efficiently and that smaller, emerging CSOs have 
the opportunity to participate in humanitarian responses.

International partnerships should not merely serve as 
sub-granting arrangements that transfer financial risks to local 
organizations. Instead, they should foster equitable partnerships 
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that leverage the strengths of each actor—local knowledge, te-
chnical expertise, advocacy capabilities, and donor relations—to 
create a more integrated and sustainable response system. This 
requires a recalibration of the traditional approach to working 
with “implementing partners,” which doesn’t create additional 
layers of management, but rather complements and invests in 
structures that are already there, leveraging each organization’s 
strategic position and core competencies for the good of all.

Further, Human Resources policies should be more equi-
table and adapted to strengthen the local humanitarian wor-
kforce without destabilizing existing organizations. By recru-
iting professionals with transferable skills from the private 
sector (such as finance and logistics experts), CSOs can build 
stronger operational capacities without engaging in harm-
ful competition for limited NGO-sector personnel. Additio-
nally, small and emerging CSOs, particularly refugee-led or-
ganizations and those focused on marginalized populations, 
should receive tailored support to enhance their ability to 
compete for funding and scale their operations effectively.

Build Trusting Relationships Before a Major 
Crisis Occurs

The effectiveness of humanitarian aid depends not only 
on immediate action but also on long-term preparedness. In-
ternational donors and national governments must invest in 
collaborative partnerships during non-crisis periods to ensure 
that local organizations are ready to respond when emergen-
cies arise. These partnerships should focus on building mu-
tual trust and accountability, and should incorporate clear 
response strategies in case of a humanitarian intervention. 

In particular, long term investments in local CSO networks offer 
a number of benefits. These networks strengthen the quality and 
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capacity of local organizations in the social service fields, building 
a cadre of professionalized local actors with experience delivering 
assistance to vulnerable populations in non-emergency situations. 
Further, when an emergency strikes, such networks can leverage 
trust-based relationships with member organizations to active 
a swift, capable, and authentically local humanitarian response.

Recommendations for National and Local Recommendations for National and Local 
GovernmentsGovernments

Invest in Funding and Coordination Mechanisms with 
Local CSOs

To ensure a sustainable and efficient humanitarian response, 
national and local governments should establish structured finan-
cial mechanisms that support CSOs both in emergency situations 
and for long-term interventions. A dedicated financing pipeline 
between government and civil society would allow CSOs to access 
immediate funding during crises and provide sustained financial 
support for specialized programs aimed at vulnerable populations.

Moreover, long-term investment in national and regional 
CSO networks is crucial to strengthening their capacity for 
coordination, advocacy, and emergency response. By colla-
borating with international and national emergency actors, 
governments can support the establishment of structured 
emergency response training programs. For instance, Ro-
mania’s Department for Emergency Situations (DSU) could 
work with international humanitarian organizations to facilita-
te SPHERE-compliant training programs, ensuring that local 
responders are adequately prepared to manage future crises.

In addition to the financial aspects, national and local go-
vernments should collaborate with CSOs in preparing them 
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for targeted response in case of other emergencies (e.g., na-
tural disasters, extreme weather events, or health emergen-
cies). The Romanian rapid response, offered through DSU, 
also reflects the accumulation of experience from nume-
rous interventions inside the country’s borders (e.g.floods, 
fires, and COVID-19). Basic emergency competencies sho-
uld be transferred to the local CSOs that are specialized in 
providing social services for various disadvantaged groups. 

Equally important is the need to foster social trust and cohe-
sion among local actors. Encouraging collaboration between 
CSOs, community leaders, and local authorities will help create 
a resilient civil society network capable of responding effecti-
vely to humanitarian challenges. Strengthening these partner-
ships will not only enhance the immediate response capacity 
but also build a foundation for long-term cooperation, ensuring 
that aid localization efforts remain effective and sustainable.
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