
 

 

 
 

     

Leveraging innovation  
for humanitarian action:  
are drone and digital  
technologies up to the task?

Outline

Humanitarian crises are becoming more complex and more fre-
quent. Paradigms of humanitarian action are constantly chang-
ing and are challenging humanitarian organizations to adapt. It 
is therefore essential to invest in innovative approaches that can 
lead to improvements in the humanitarian sector.

In less than a decade, the cost of responding to humanitarian 
crises worldwide has increased from $ 4 billion to more than $ 24 
billion. Yet, only one percent of the humanitarian sector’s turnover 
currently goes to innovative solutions. Belgium wants to step up 
these efforts and actively supports partners to foster innovation 
and explore new responses to humanitarian crises. 

A lot of innovative approaches focus on data-collection to inform 
and orient humanitarian response in a more effective way. UAVs 
(unmanned aerial vehicles widely known as drones), increasingly 
recognised by humanitarian organizations for their potential ef-
fectiveness in disaster response, are being used to quickly col-
lect precise information about crisis areas and even to deliver 
aid more quickly to areas difficult to access. Digital technology 
and real-time information solutions enable not only valuable 
data collection but also direct feedback from communities and 
therefore strengthen the accountability to affected populations. 

In partnership with Belgium and DFID, amongst others, the UN 
World Food Program (WFP) has been exploring the coor-
dinated use of UAVs in humanitarian emergencies, aiming to 
design solutions for the broader humanitarian community, as 
well as to address potential safety and data protection risks. As 
part of this effort, workshops have taken place in disaster-prone 
countries, such as Mozambique. After one year of workshops 

and research, the time is right to present the lessons learned to 
the broader humanitarian community. 

DFID is a partner of WFP and many other organisations in 
examining the challenges and opportunities of innovative ap-
proaches, such as UAV systems, in humanitarian settings. DFID 
is helping to test various uses of UAVs, including for delivering 
critical medical aid in sudden onset emergencies and for emer-
gency connectivity, allowing DFID to assess the promising use 
of drones as well as the challenges they present. 

UNICEF has been crafting ways to globally leverage drone 
technology to advance the rights of children, exploring applica-
tions such as vaccine delivery, improved connectivity in hard-to-
reach communities,  and aerial imaging for better preparedness. 
Further, UNICEF is exploring the use of digital technology and 
real-time information solutions, such as U-Report and RapidPro, 
both tools to gather feedback or data even in remote and hard-
to-reach places.   

All these innovations and other rapid advances in technology, 
including artificial intelligence, machine learning, big data analyt-
ics, have transformational potential for humanitarian affairs. And, 
given their power, they must be understood and used with the 
utmost care and ethical consideration. For ICRC, mainly op-
erating in armed conflicts and other situations of violence, the 
analysis of the (potential) impact of a new technological tool, 
including the risks, is essential in order to be able to make an 
informed choice. ICRC also includes in this analysis aspects 
of human subjects research law, the particular relationship be-
tween health, medicine, and war time treatment (Geneva Con-
ventions) and the application of similar standards and cautions 
to technology.
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Objectives & Modalities

Panel discussion with the United Nations World Food 
Program (WFP), the International Committee of the 
Red Cross (ICRC), the United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF) and the UK Department for International De-
velopment (DFID) on the use of innovative technology for hu-
manitarian action.  

The contribution of this panel discussion is premised upon the 
idea that we can be more effective by testing creative solu-
tions and by sharing experiences and evidence on these 
innovative approaches. As a whole, humanitarians are trying to 
find solutions on their own, while the challenges are often sim-
ilar. Furthermore, testing new approaches is part of a learning 
cycle, requiring  humanitarian organisations to adapt and adjust 
their approaches based on their findings. 

Therefore this panel discussion wishes to give the opportunity 
to WFP, ICRC, UNICEF, DFID to share their experiences. Fur-
thermore, the event aims at creating a forum for the panel as 
well as participants to exchange on the lessons learned 
and possible recommendations for the future use of innova-
tive technology in humanitarian settings. 

The debate will focus on the following questions: 

• What are the best practices and opportunities of the 
use of drones as well as digital technology in humanitarian 
settings? 

• What are the main recommendations to encourage 
cross-sector collaboration as well as coordination 
mechanisms on the use of drones?  

• How can real-time information solutions be applied 
in support of communities impacted by humanitarian 
emergencies?

• What are the main challenges of using digital and 
drone technologies for humanitarian actions? 

• What are the main recommendations for the use of 
technologies (in particular drone and digital technology) 
for future humanitarian actions?
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H.E. Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Development 
Cooperation of Belgium, Alexander De Croo

H.E. Permanent Representative of Mozambique to the UN, 
Ambassador Antonio Gumende 

      KEYNOTE ADDRESS 

Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and  
Emergency Relief Coordinator, Mr. Mark Lowcock (OCHA)

       PANEL

WFP: Mr. Rehan Asad,  
 Chief of Staff
ICRC: Mr. Philip Spoerri, 
 Permanent Observer and Head of Delegation NY
UNICEF: Ms. Raquel Wexler,  
 Innovation Mainstreaming Coordinator
DFID: Mr. Sam Sherman,  
 Policy Manager and UAV Lead
Mozambique: Mr. Antonio José Beleza,  
 Adviser for technology of information, 
 National Institute of Disaster Management

Moderator: Ms. Enrica Porcari 
 (Chair of the Emergency Telecommunications 
 Cluster – ETC) 


