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Abstract  

This thesis examines mutual aid and evolving partnership dynamics within Sudan’s aid system 

since the outbreak of armed conflict in April 2023. Drawing on secondary literature and 20 

interviews with practitioners and volunteers, it explores the foundations underpinning mutual 

aid groups and their collaboration with aid actors. Using the theoretical lens of civic and 

vernacular humanitarianism, the thesis highlights mutual aid as both a longstanding and newly 

adaptive practice at the frontline of crisis response in Sudan. The findings provide initial 

evidence of how new forms of collaboration between mutual aid groups and the 

professionalised humanitarian system have developed, the strategies and motivations 

underpinning them, and the bureaucratic and political barriers embedded in the process. The 

research further shows that while many collaborations have been driven by operational 

necessity following the disruption to Sudan’s aid architecture and persisting access challenges 

since the conflict outbreak, they also signal a significant shift in humanitarian partnership 

dynamics in Sudan.  
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1. Introduction  

In every crisis, whether natural or human-made, communities are often the first to respond 

(IFRC, 2013). One form of community-led response gaining increasing attention within 

humanitarian academia and practice is mutual aid (MA) (Brun & Horst, 2023; L2GP, 2024a). 

Broadly understood, MA refers to voluntary, reciprocal forms of support, where people facing 

shared challenges come together on an equal basis to exchange resources, knowledge, and care 

outside formal systems (Nelson et al., 1998:98). MA re-entered academic conversation 

following the diverse initiatives seen worldwide during the COVID-19 pandemic (Littman et 

al., 2022). Since then, a growing body of work has examined MA in major crises and conflicts, 

reflecting not only increased recognition and interest in crisis-oriented MA, but also greater 

engagement from the humanitarian sector itself, which, through the prioritisation of 

localisation, increasingly seeks to collaborate with such responses (Vicenz & Hallinan, 2023; 

L2GP, 2024b). 

MA has been a critical crisis response mechanism in Sudan, one of the world’s most severe 

humanitarian crises, following the outbreak of conflict in April 2023 (Buchanan-Smith, 2024; 

OCHA, 2025a). Mutual aid groups (MAGs) have mobilised to assist people affected by 

displacement, violence and food insecurity, operating at scale throughout the conflict, and 

reaching areas inaccessible to the aid system in Sudan (Nasir et al., 2023). International relief 

efforts and professionalised humanitarian responses remain severely constrained by 

humanitarian access restrictions imposed by warring parties, and underfunding (ACAPS, 

2024:3; OCHA, 2023). Although bureaucratic and political barriers predating the current 

conflict complicate collaboration between the aid system and MAGs (Carter & Satti, 2025:6) 

emerging evidence indicates efforts to navigate and bypass them (Fundira & Aly, 2023).  

The scale and significance of MA in Sudan, and its evolving relationship with the aid system 

in a politically sensitive and operationally constrained environment, form the entry point for 

this research. Situated within literature and theory on MA, civic and vernacular 

humanitarianism, and localisation in conflict contexts, this study explores how and why 

collaborations between MAGs and the aid system have emerged in Sudan. Taking on a 

qualitative research approach, it combines primary data from 20 interviews and secondary data 

interpreted through thematic analysis to provide an in-depth case study. The findings contribute 

empirical evidence and new theoretical insights on the underpinnings of MA in Sudan and the 

dynamics of collaboration with the aid system since the outbreak of conflict in 2023.  
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1.1 Purpose and Research Question  

This study aims to examine how mutual aid groups and national and international aid actors in 

Sudan collaborate in crisis response since the outbreak of armed conflict in April 2023. It is 

interested in how and why such partnerships form despite institutional and political barriers in 

highly constrained operational contexts, and the strategies actors employ to navigate them. The 

research also seeks to contribute to a deeper understanding of the characteristics and 

foundations of mutual aid, using Sudan as a case study. 

Research Question: How and why are mutual aid groups and aid actors in Sudan collaborating, 

or not, in crisis response following the April 2023 armed conflict? 

1.2 Outline  

The thesis first reviews literature on MA and humanitarian partnerships in conflict settings, 

conceptualising MA and anchoring the analysis in theory on civic and vernacular 

humanitarianism. The subsequent section outlines the qualitative research design, including a 

discussion on ethical considerations, researcher positionality and limitations. This is followed 

by a brief overview of the humanitarian context in Sudan, before presenting the findings and 

discussion. The thesis concludes with a synthesis of key findings and avenues for future 

research. 

2. Literature Review and Theoretical Foundations  

The literature review is divided into two parts. The first reviews relevant literature on MA and 

develops a conceptualisation for this study. The second situates MA within the wider 

humanitarian ecosystem, contrasting it with the professionalised aid system through the lenses 

of civic and vernacular humanitarianism, and engages with debates on aid localisation in 

conflict settings. 

 

2.1 Mutual Aid   

Mutual aid refers to the forms of collective and reciprocal care formed by communities to 

respond to each other’s needs outside of formal systems (Spade, 2020a).  It can materialise in 

supporting basic needs, including food, (Giles, 2021; Gordon, 2024) shelter, (Caron, 2024) 

transportation, (Ford & Honan, 2019) medical aid, (Call et al., 2025) or other types of care 

including psychosocial support and healing (Seebohm et al., 2013). Far from a fixed concept, 
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MA has myriad lineages within academia, reflecting its diverse expressions and meanings in 

different contexts. Early usage of the term includes Kropotkin’s anarchist philosophy ‘Mutual 

Aid: A Factor of Evolution’ (Kropotkin, 1902; Kinna, 1995). Other scholarly engagements 

examine MA in health and behavioural sciences (Baldacchino et al., 2008; Ullman et al., 2012) 

education (Shulman, 1986; Randolph & Krause, 2002), and social work (Steinberg, 2010; Izlar, 

2019). A comprehensive interdisciplinary literature review of MA lies beyond the scope of this 

thesis, however, it will review recent empirical studies of crisis-oriented MAGs before 

conceptualising MA by contrasting it with charity in the next section. 

Although MA is not new, the term and practice gained renewed attention1 during the COVID-

19 pandemic (Littman et al., 2022:90; Reese & Johnson, 2022:28). The pandemic saw a rapid 

emergence of diverse self-help groups, spurring a wave of scholarship documenting 

improvised, voluntary responses (Zamponi, 2021; Drury et al., 2021; Power & Benton, 2021; 

Littman et al., 2022; Rendall et al., 2022). Carstensen et al., (2021) provide a comprehensive 

overview of pandemic-MA, spotlighting initiatives in the Philippines, the Occupied Palestinian 

Territory, Sudan, South Africa and Nigeria. Responses included information sharing, grocery 

deliveries, and livelihood support for individuals disproportionately affected by both the 

pandemic and the response to the pandemic (ibid:150). Several in-depth case studies show how 

initiatives often emerged to fill gaps left by the state’s formal response and to mitigate effects 

of the pandemic exacerbating pre-existing inequalities (Zamponi, 2021; Drury et al., 2021; 

Ryneveld et al., 2022; Littman et al., 2022). 

Beyond the pandemic accounts, studies and anecdotal evidence increasingly document 

initiatives that have emerged in contexts of displacement, conflict and natural disasters 

(McLisky & Pittaway, 2025; Pidurkova & Grünewald, 2025; Petitdemange & Hubert, 2025). 

One strand focuses on efforts led by displaced people themselves, as well as solidarity networks 

supporting people on the move and within host communities (Alfadhli & Drury, 2018; Duuki 

et al., 2025). For example, Alfadhli and Drury (2018) showcase how Syrian refugees in Jordan 

engaged in improvised, needs-based mutual support in 2015-2016. Jordan (2024) examines 

comparable networks among Sudanese refugees in Jordan, while Asquith et al., (2024:14) 

highlights MA arising from both host communities and transnational Sudanese diaspora 

 
1 The week following the declaration of COVID-19 as a pandemic saw the highest number of searches for the 

term on Google in the past half decade (McKane et al.,2023:582) 
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networks. Similarly, Duuki et al., (2025) document the emergence of informal support systems 

within two refugee settlements in Uganda. 

 

Scholars find that MA in Ukraine has been a critical response mechanism faced with challenges 

in accessing and collaborating with aid actors (Vicenz & Hallinan, 2023; Pidkurkova & 

Grünewald, 2025). Pidkurkova and Grünewald (2025:45) find limited financial support and 

international organisations imposing their systems rather than valuing or building on the 

expertise of Ukrainian networks. Similar arguments have been made by authors spotlighting 

MAGs in Gaza, calling for greater leadership and inclusion of these actors within humanitarian 

coordination (L2GP, 2024a:1; Garbett & Assali, 2024:69).  

 

Grey literature and media reports document the work of MAG in Sudan following the outbreak 

of conflict in April 2023 (Fundira & Aly, 2023; Olson et al., 2024; Buchanan-Smith, 2024; 

Birch et al., 2024; Khair, 2024; Carter & Satti, 2025). Together, these accounts offer early 

evidence of both the scale of MA in the current crisis and the political and institutional barriers 

limiting support from the professionalised aid system (Fundira & Aly, 2023). Several authors 

call for more systematic documentation and analysis of the experience in Sudan to strengthen 

the evidence-base for future engagement, but also as lessons for future localised responses in 

conflict-affected contexts (Olson et al., 2024:2). 

 

In brief, while crisis-oriented MA is increasingly recognised and documented, most existing 

studies consist of grey literature and anecdotal accounts from news outlets and think tanks. 

Even less explored is what happens when MAGs receive direct support from the aid system 

(Posada & Ahimbisibwe, 2025). Nonetheless, there appears to be a consensus that more 

systematic academic engagement is needed.  

2.1.1 Conceptualisation: Mutual aid vs Charity  

To conceptualise MA within this thesis, it is helpful to draw a comparison with charity, not 

because MA is synonymous with it, but precisely because it is not. Although their outcomes 

may appear similar, as the basis of MA is reciprocal, decentralised and non-hierarchical, it 

separates itself in practice from approaches commonly seen in charitable models of giving 

provided by non-profit organisations, private corporations, philanthropists and others (Beito, 

2000; Spade, 2020a; Caron, 2024:862). Charity typically creates a vertical relationship between 
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‘the helpers’ and those in need, reinforcing a hierarchy and sense of dependency. In contrast, 

MA is positioned horizontally, blurring the lines between ‘helper’ and ‘beneficiary’ 

emphasising interdependence (Littman, 2022:103). Thus, the intention and felt experience of 

MA, or mutuality (Reese & Johnson, 2022: 28) contrasts with that of charity (El Zerbi et al., 

2022; Littman et al., 2022; Caron, 2024).  

MAGs often consciously separate themselves from charity, as seen in a recurrent slogan 

‘solidarity not charity’ (Milan et al. 2020; Littman et al. 2022:92). The distinction stems from 

a critique of charity’s tendency to respond to the symptoms of crisis without confronting the 

underlying structural inequalities, powers and systems that produce or sustain them (McKane 

et al., 2023). Some MAGs explicitly position themselves in opposition to neocolonial, 

extractive, and capitalist systems they claim are embedded within both state structures and the 

humanitarian sector itself (Reese & Johnson, 2022). As Hobart and Kneese (2020:10) note, 

charity often aligns with neo-liberal ideals of moral duty and individual virtue. In contrast, MA 

resists paternalistic tendencies by rejecting aid delivered from a place of authority or 

benevolence, treating care as a collective responsibility and act of solidarity (ibid). 

While MA may not always overtly seek to dismantle dominant systems, it challenges them 

indirectly by creating alternative infrastructures of care and interdependence (Reese & Johnson, 

2022). Historically, examples of MAGs mobilising in response to environmental, social and 

economic crises have occurred when formal systems have been ineffective or slow (Michael et 

al., 1985). Less visible and recognised, long-term MA among communities experiencing 

systemic marginalisation have been used as a way to enable self-help outside formal systems 

(Littman et al., 2022:89). Examples include the Black Panther Party’s survival programmes in 

the 1960s, feminist movements running abortion clinics, LGBTQIA+ community clinics, 

indigenous MA networks, and working class community projects (Beito, 2000; Spade, 2020b:9-

12; Kettunen, 2022). 

Because it exposes systemic failure and enacts alternative modes of care, MA has been 

conceptualised as a radical practice and political act in certain activist and scholarly discourses 

(Brown, 2017; Littman et al., 2022:91). As Reese and Johnson (2022:38) state, MA can become 

a transformative or prefigurative praxis, a way of practicing, in the present, the kinds of futures 

communities seek to build. 
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In summary, current scholarship illustrates that while MA may superficially resemble charity, 

its underlying relational ethics, history, and political underpinnings sets it apart. Unlike charity-

based models of giving, MA is relational and based on reciprocity. It can emerge as a short-

term response to crisis or as a long-term survival strategy among communities that face 

systemic marginalisation. As it can challenge or expose failures of existing governance 

structures, it can be motivated or interpreted as political or radical, or as an act of resistance. It 

can also be transformative in its capacity to build alternative infrastructures of care grounded 

in interdependence and mutual support. This thesis is conceptually grounded in this 

understanding of MA as both a long-standing practice of survival and resistance, and as a 

reactive response to crisis.  

2.2 Mutual Aid and the Aid System  

The humanitarian ecosystem in conflict-affected contexts consists of a wide range of actors 

providing humanitarian aid or engaging in humanitarian acts, both professionalised and 

voluntary (Brun & Horst, 2023:63). This includes individual and community-based responses, 

national and international non-governmental organisations (NGOs), UN agencies, and donors. 

The coordination and delivery of humanitarian responses in conflict settings rely heavily on the 

partnerships, negotiations and brokerage that take place among these actors, as well as in their 

interactions with local authorities and warring parties (Hilhorst & Jansen, 2010:1120; James, 

2020).  

Aloudat and Khan (2021) emphasise the importance of distinguishing the broader human belief 

or ethical commitment to alleviate suffering as humanitarianism, from humanitarian aid, which 

refers to the institutionalised, professional delivery of assistance. While the definition of 

humanitarianism is not fixed (Edkins, 2003), humanitarian aid as a professionalised system has 

largely been formalised based on the Dunantist and classical principles of humanity, neutrality, 

impartiality, and independence (Barnett, 2011; Gordon & Donini, 2016). The principles 

underpin not only operational standards but also humanitarian space: the concept used to 

describe both the physical space where aid can be delivered safely and the aspirational space 

for principled negotiation and access (Abild, 2010; Hilhorst & Jansen, 2010). These principles 

are now deeply embedded in the humanitarian system’s formal script (Hilhorst, 2018), followed 

and upheld by international humanitarian actors including the UN, the ICRC, and signatories 

to the NGO Code of Conduct (Gil, 2019) shaping both institutional identity and operational 

legitimacy (Hilhorst & Jansen, 2010:1120).  
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Alongside the humanitarian aid system, other actors, including MAGs, faith-based groups, and 

other civic or grassroots initiatives are frontline responders to crises (IFRC, 2013). These actors 

can differ not only in level of ‘professionalisation’, scale and structure, but also in principles 

and motivation (Kiewied et al., 2020). This thesis will turn to the literature and theories on civic 

and vernacular humanitarianism to further situate MA in the humanitarian ecosystem and in 

humanitarian academia. 

2.2.1 Mutual Aid as Civic and Vernacular Humanitarianism  

As MA operates as a community-based response situated outside the professionalised aid 

system, it can be examined within the body of literature in humanitarian scholarship that 

explores these practices, even if these do not always explicitly or exclusively refer to MA. 

Civic humanitarianism has been one of the key conceptualisations broadly describing the nexus 

between civic and humanitarian practices, encapsulating both formal and informal responses 

including ‘community involvement, collective action and political involvement’ (Brun & Horst, 

2023:64). Other conceptualisations include ‘solidarity humanitarianism’ (Rozakou, 2019) 

‘subversive humanitarianism’ (Vandevoordt, 2019) ‘citizen aid’ (Fechter & Schwittay, 2019) 

and ‘resistance humanitarianism’ (Slim, 2022). This nexus, like the literature on MA, highlights 

the humanitarian acts taken by individuals outside of formal systems, although the link between 

humanitarian acts and activism, resistance and protest are made more explicit (Fechter & 

Schwittay, 2019).  

Radice (2022) highlights civic humanitarianisms’ importance in conflict settings, responding 

to objections to the risk of diluting the term ‘humanitarian’ if actors engaging primarily in civic 

action or activism are also conceptualised under the term (ibid:144). He argues that in situations 

where these are the only actors offering humanitarian assistance, recognising them as such is 

essential to ensure their eligibility for support from the aid system, which may otherwise 

exclude them for being perceived as ‘political’, in contradiction to the system’s principles of 

neutrality and impartiality (ibid:7). At the same time, Radice cautions that applying the 

humanitarian label to civic actors can risk depoliticising their efforts, underscoring the 

importance of situating their work in its specific political and social context, rather than 

uncritically putting it into a depoliticised humanitarian framework. 

Vernacular Humanitarianism is used by a different strand of literature to describe grassroot 

responses, where the emphasis is on humanitarianism rooted in social and cultural practice, or 



DV410                                                 Page 15 of  49                                                    44879 

  

‘humanity from within’ (Brković, 2017; Carruth, 2021). This captures not only humanitarian 

acts and care provided in communities, but also through familial ties and kinship based on long-

term social relations, and cultural understandings of the responsibility to help (Bornstein, 2012; 

Brun & Horst, 2023). Vernacular humanitarianism extends beyond the immediate community 

to include remittances sent by diaspora (Horst et al., 2016; Norman, 2022), as well as care 

provided and shaped by religious beliefs and practices (Levitt, 2008). 

“Vernacular humanitarianism understands life as embedded in shared realities, a 

politics of life without any clear-cut differentiation between people who need saving 

and people who save and with no set recipe of how to save.” (Brun & Horst, 2023:66).  

Rather than framing such responses ‘from below’, vernacular humanitarianism frames 

humanitarianism as something ‘from within’ (Hilhorst et al., 2025). This positionality places 

those ‘saving lives’ and those ‘being saved’ as equals, sharing responsibility for the wellbeing 

and life of the other (Brun & Horst, 2023:66). This approach thus aligns with the identified 

values that underpin MA as conceptualised in Section 2.1.1, namely horizontal relationships of 

interdependence, shared humanity and mutual support.  

In brief, the literature and theory on civic and vernacular humanitarianism share significant 

commonalities with that of MA. Drawing on civic and vernacular humanitarianism thus helps 

not only to situate MA within the humanitarian ecosystem and broader humanitarian discourse 

and debates, but also offers a lens through which the relational ethics and often-overlooked 

political underpinnings, as outlined in the conceptualisation (Section 2.1.1), can be understood. 

2.2.2 Aid Localisation in Conflict Settings 

Ways in which the aid system can better engage with civic and vernacular humanitarian 

responses, or the wider spectrum of ‘locally-led’ efforts in humanitarian action, have been a 

topic of debate both in academic scholarship and throughout the humanitarian sector 

(Roepstorff, 2019; Koch & Rooden, 2023). Localisation has been at the core of aid sector reform 

throughout the past decade, seeking to better engage and transfer power to local and national 

actors who have historically not been equal parts in the often global north-dominated, 

humanitarian system (Brun & Horst, 2023). As part of the Grand Bargain commitments from 

the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit, donors and international agencies pledged to direct at 

least 25% of humanitarian funding to local and national responders (Frennesson et al., 2022). 

This agenda has recently been reasserted in the UN80 ‘humanitarian reset’ aiming to provide ‘as 

https://allegralaboratory.net/author/carnabrkovic/
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much funding as possible to local and national actors’ and other initiatives like the IASC 

guidelines on localisation (Niazi, 2025; OCHA, 2025c).  

Despite these commitments, the implementation of localisation has been subject to much critique 

for being ineffective, slow, or for perpetuating top-down hierarchical and neocolonial power 

relationships, leaving little room for the leadership promised to national and local actors 

(Robillard et al., 2021; Barbelet et al., 2021; Mulder, 2023). When funding is directed to local 

actors on terms set by international organisations, risk of ‘NGO-isation’ of these responses 

increase, in which actors feel they need to adapt to fit with the bureaucratic arrangements made 

by aid actors, and in the process shift accountability away from the affected population they seek 

to assist (CSF, 2023; Honig, 2018; Khoury & Scott, 2024:4). Scholars have therefore critically 

examined how local and humanitarian legitimacy is constructed in conflict settings and 

challenged essentialist binaries of ‘local’ and ‘international’ (Sabaratnam, 2013; Hirblinger & 

Claudia, 2015; Roepstorff, 2019; Martin, 2020; James, 2022). This body of work has also 

examined the politics of ‘who counts’ as local (Sabaratnam, 2013; MacGinty, 2015) and 

critiques tendencies to romanticise or generalise local actors (Paffenholz, 2015; Peters, 2016; 

Hor, 2022). 

In conflict settings, scholars have critically argued that localising responses can be used as a way 

to continue operating by partnering with local actors when their risk tolerance is low or access 

is restricted (L’Anson & Pfeifer, 2013; Fast 2014; Smirl, 2015; Khoury & Scott, 2018). This 

means that partnerships with local actors and the localisation language are often used as a 

stopgap measure, fundamentally contradicting the promise of ‘true localisation’ which requires 

genuine and durable transfer of power to local responders (Roepstorff, 2019). Research from the 

war in Syria found that aid actors constituted Syrians as gateways to access and tokenistic 

representatives of the crisis. While aid agencies depended heavily on their risk-taking and 

efforts, they maintained control over resources, leadership, and coordination. Consequently, 

power stayed with international actors, meaning localisation was not truly achieved, although 

the localisation frame was used to justify it (Khoury & Scott, 2018:10). 

In brief, the literature suggests that critiques of the implementation of localisation take on 

heightened urgency in conflict settings. By examining partnership dynamics in a high-risk and 

access-constrained environment in Sudan, this thesis seeks to contribute to the evidence base on 

humanitarian partnerships between MAGs and the aid system in conflict contexts. This is 

particularly relevant as collaboration with local actors gain priority under both the ‘localisation 
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agenda’ and the goals of the ongoing ‘humanitarian reset’ (OCHA, 2025c), as well as in the 

context of operationally constrained environments in protracted conflicts and complex 

emergencies (LG2P, 2024b). 

3. Methodology  

This section presents and motivates the methodological framework used in this thesis. It 

includes a discussion of the research design, methods of data collection and analysis, as well as 

ethical considerations, researcher positionality and limitations. 

 

3.1 Case Study  

This thesis employed a qualitative case study approach to conduct an in-depth analysis of the 

nature of collaboration between the international humanitarian system and MAGs in Sudan 

following the outbreak of armed conflict in April 2023. The strength of this approach lies in its 

exploratory and explanatory potential (Attride-Stirling, 2001:403). While alternative and 

comparative cases were initially considered, this study deliberately prioritises depth over 

breadth for several reasons. First, it seeks to foreground a humanitarian context that has received 

less popular attention compared to other humanitarian crises of significant scale, such as Gaza 

and Ukraine (Saleh et al., 2024). Although Sudan has been the subject of prior research, 

relatively less scholarly work exists on humanitarian partnership dynamics following the April 

2023 conflict (Olson et al., 2024; Carter & Satti, 2025). Furthermore, as established in the 

literature review, MA and other forms of civic and vernacular responses in humanitarian crises 

remain less documented in scholarly research (Brković, 2017). Finally, collecting timely 

primary data was made feasible by my pre-existing network developed through work in Sudan 

during the period of interest. As a result, selecting Sudan and the humanitarian partnership 

context following April 2023 as the case and scope allows for a more focused and analytically 

rich inquiry and resulting analysis (Yin, 2014).  

3.2 Data Collection  

This thesis benefits from the combination and triangulation of primary and secondary data, 

improving the credibility of the findings (Bowen, 2009). 

Secondary data includes scholarly literature, existing empirical evidence, and grey literature on 

MA and the humanitarian response in Sudan. Secondary data was identified by searching 

interdisciplinary scholarly databases including SAGE Research Methods, JSTOR and Taylor 

https://allegralaboratory.net/author/carnabrkovic/
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& Francis Journals. Grey literature was identified in sector-specific databases including 

ReliefWeb and ALNAP and through specific searches on the topic. Unpublished organisational 

or research documents were also shared by two interviewees. All sources were carefully 

assessed for their credibility, accuracy and representativeness (Scott, 2006). During the data 

collection process it was evident that while there was a sufficient amount of scholarly and grey 

literature on the state of partnerships in Sudan prior to the armed conflict in 2023, there was 

comparatively less scholarly research covering the period after the outbreak of conflict, likely 

due to temporal proximity. Furthermore, there was more information available on the 

international humanitarian response than on local responses and MAGs which can reflect the 

tendency of exclusion and neglect of local actors in humanitarian discourse (Wall & Hedlund, 

2016). The imbalance may also be influenced by my limited proficiency in Arabic. Although 

searches were conducted in Arabic and some Arabic sources were used, this collection was 

limited as online translation tools had to be relied upon. This limitation is further discussed in 

Section 3.4. 

Primary data was collected through 20 semi-structured interviews with practitioners and 

volunteers/representatives currently or recently active in Sudan as well as one research expert 

on the topic of MA and humanitarian crisis with a focus on Sudan (See Appendix A and Table 

1). The interviews were conducted online mainly via Microsoft Teams and ranged between 45 

and 75 minutes, and in one instance 90 minutes.  

 

The first two interviewees were identified via seed sampling from my professional network in 

Sudan, and the remaining through snowball sampling, meaning referrals from initial 

interviewees, as well as through purposive sampling, by contacting groups and organisations 

via publicly available contact information on their websites (Sharma, 2017). The effectiveness 

of these non-probability sampling methods depends on the researcher’s knowledge and 

judgement and carries risks of subjectivity and bias in selection, which may reduce the 

credibility of the findings (Sharma, 2017:751). However, they were deemed appropriate for the 

qualitative nature of the research question posed in this thesis and represented the most viable 

option given the scope of the study and practical limitations being outside Sudan. Additionally, 

more control in navigating the selection process was necessary due to the sensitive political and 

operational environment in Sudan, in which case the researcher’s prior knowledge and 

judgement was useful. To reduce selection bias, clear criteria were developed prior to sampling. 

A discussion on researcher positionality and ethics is provided in Section 3.5. 
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Table 1: Interview Participant Profiles 
 

20 total Participants 

19 current or past practitioners and volunteers/representatives who have been involved in 

humanitarian crisis response efforts in Sudan since and before April 2023. 

1 research expert with prior work-experience in Sudan 

Type of Actor/Group 

5 INGO 

3 UN 

1 Research expert 

5 NNGO 

 6 MAG representatives/volunteers 

 

National / International 

12 National 8 International 

Participant Profiles 

Country Director  

Humanitarian Affairs/Localisation Focal 

Point  

Humanitarian Programme Coordinator  

Senior Advisor - Community Responses  

Volunteer 

Consultant  

Director  

Programme Manager  

Volunteer  

Volunteer  

Research and Analysis Advisor  

Head of Outreach  

Research Specialist - Mutual Aid  

Community Volunteer  

Emergency Coordinator  

Head of Unit  

Area Programme Manager   

Volunteer  

Programme Officer  

Volunteer  

 

3.3 Data Analysis  

A thematic analysis was conducted to interpret and analyse data (Attride-Stirling, 2001; Clarke 

& Braun, 2017). Secondary data sources were reviewed using a document-analysis technique, 

initially skimmed for familiarisation and then carefully examined to identify patterns and 

extract information (Bowen, 2009:33). Transcripts from the primary data, automatically 

generated by Microsoft Teams, were coded based on recurrent patterns, or ‘basic themes’ 

(Attride-Stirling, 2001:391). These codes provided the building blocks to group information 

into broader patterns and identify overarching themes (Clarke & Braun, 2017:297). Using these 

interpretive tools and following this systematic procedure created a structured way to present 

the findings and discussion. 
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3.4 Limitations  

The thesis acknowledges several limitations. First, the relatively small sample size of 

interviewees, while complemented by secondary sources, means that the findings cannot be 

considered fully representative of humanitarian partnership dynamics in Sudan during the 

period studied. Rather, they should be understood as indicative and as an entry point for future 

research. Second, language barriers, connectivity challenges, and the timing of data collection 

influenced who was able to participate in the interviews and may have affected the responses. 

Third, the interview process carries inherent risks of bias, including the possibility that the 

interviewer’s perspective may unintentionally shape participants’ responses (Oltmann, 2016). 

Ethics and researcher positionality are discussed in the following section. 

3.5 Ethics and Researcher Positionality  

Ethical considerations must be considered and guide decisions in all stages of the research 

process (Mirza et al. 2023). As this thesis contains primary interview data, particular attention 

was given to ethical responsibility in the interview process (Mirza et al., 2023:443). In line with 

the LSE Guidance on Informed Consent, all interviewees were informed of the research purpose 

prior to the interview through a combined information sheet/consent paper (See Appendix B). 

Written consent was obtained prior to interviews, and verbal consent reaffirmed both before 

and after. 

Having previously worked in Sudan with two different international organisations, the author 

acknowledges positionality and potential biases. While this experience facilitated dialogues in 

a sensitive and evolving conflict context that can be difficult to navigate without prior 

knowledge or contacts, it was necessary to critically reflect on power dynamics and perceived 

conflicts of interest. Mitigation measures included clearly communicating the aims and scope 

of the research, being transparent about my role as a researcher, and clarifying that the study is 

entirely independent from my former work in Sudan. Furthermore, as a non-Sudanese 

researcher, I recognise the risk of misinterpreting certain perspectives. As a mitigating measure, 

before commencing research, consultations with Sudanese former colleagues and activists, both 

in-country and in the diaspora were held. Throughout the interview and research process, I 

verified interpretations with interview participants to enhance accuracy of representation (Kvale 

& Brinkmann, 2009).  
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Finally, as most of the interviewees are operating within a sensitive and constantly evolving 

political, security, and humanitarian context all data has been fully anonymised to ensure non-

attribution. Questions that could pose a risk to participants' continuation of their work were 

avoided. Throughout the research process, I have remained attentive to the potentially complex 

power dynamics between international, national, and local actors, reflecting on how these 

dynamics may influence participants’ responses, their perceptions of the research interaction, 

and my interpretation of the data.  

4. Sudan’s Humanitarian Context   

Since conflict2 erupted between the Rapid Support Forces (RSF) and the Sudanese Armed 

Forces (SAF) in Sudan in April 2023, it has become the world’s largest internal displacement 

crisis and most severe hunger crisis (OCHA, 2025a). As of July 2025, 11 million people have 

been forcibly displaced in Sudan, and an additional 2.7 million have fled to neighbouring 

countries (UNHCR, 2025). Almost half the population, 24.6 million people, face acute food 

insecurity with famine confirmed in 10 areas (WFP, 2025). Limited global attention, a complex 

geopolitical environment, including the involvement of external actors and states funding and 

arming the warring parties, have hampered diplomatic engagement and contributed to the 

conflict’s protraction (Keen, 2024:7; Salih, 2024).  

 

Despite the scale of the crisis, international relief efforts have been constrained by severe access 

restrictions and underfunding3 (ACAPS, 2024:3; OCHA, 2025b). Armed actors have reportedly 

used humanitarian aid as a bargaining tool, and deliberately obstructed assistance through 

targeted attacks, looting, and bureaucratic impediments, and targeted aid workers (ACAPS, 

2024; Humanitarian Outcomes, 2025). USAID funding cuts in 2025 further impacted the 

response, as they had previously accounted for an estimated 44% of global humanitarian 

funding to Sudan (Boccia, 2025). In response, a reprioritisation exercise for the 2025 

Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP) was launched. As a result, while 30.4 million people in 

Sudan ‘remain in need’ of humanitarian assistance, the updated HRP now prioritises 18 million 

people, a reduction driven by ‘financial constraints’ rather than an updated needs-assessment 

(OCHA, 2025d). As of July 2025, the revised plan is only 23.2% funded (OCHA, 2025e). 

 
2
 For analyses of historical, colonial, political, geopolitical, and socio-economic origins of the current crisis, see 

de Waal (2019, 2025), Hoffman (2022), Abbashar (2023), Verhoeven (2023) and (Keen, 2024). 
3
 The 2023 HRP reached only 51.5% of required funding, and the 2024 HRP reached only 65.3% of required 

funding (OCHA, 2025c). 
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5. Findings and Discussion  

This section presents findings from the 20 interviews and document analysis providing a 

discussion to answer the thesis research question: How and why are mutual aid groups and aid 

actors in Sudan collaborating, or not, in crisis response following the April 2023 armed 

conflict? In line with the research question, the first chapter focuses on the how and the second 

chapter provides a final discussion on the why. 

5.1 Thematic Chapter 1: The How 

5.1.1 A Shock to the Aid System  

The outbreak of conflict severely disrupted Sudan’s professionalised aid architecture, leading 

to a marked decline in the number of actors providing humanitarian assistance during the first 

year of the war (Birch et al., 2024:17). The violence resulted in severe damage to, and loss of, 

offices/assets and the evacuation from Khartoum, the “hub” for most international agencies 

(Birch et al., 2024:4). Many Sudanese aid workers were forcibly displaced, internally or across 

borders, and lost their jobs either when leaving the country or when programmes were 

suspended (ibid:17; Goldberg & Ibrahim, 2023). NNGOs faced looting and the destruction of 

offices and assets (Bradbury et al., 2023). These disruptions affected the INGOs and NNGOs 

capacity to maintain programming (Harvey et al., 2023:5). Since then, the UN and INGO 

presence has been concentrated primarily in Eastern Sudan where Port Sudan has gradually 

become the new ‘hub’ (OCHA, 2025f; Keen, 2024:9). This concentration has created what has 

been described as a ‘mismatch between the geography of needs and the geography of the 

response’ with aid delivered mainly to more accessible areas controlled by SAF leaving the 

most severely affected unreached (Keen, 2024:9).  

5.1.2 Mutual aid as a Frontline Response  

The contraction of Sudan’s aid presence left many communities beyond the reach of any aid 

actor, without realistic prospects of timely help from state authorities (D’arcy, 2023; Shabaka, 

2024a). In these spaces, more or less structured MA responses became the first, and have 

sometimes remained, the only line of response. These efforts come from neighbourhood 

initiatives in communities, women’s groups, feminist networks, youth groups, activists, 

networks of kin and faith groups (Abbas & Al Karib, 2023; Shabaka, 2024b:10; Carstensen & 

Sebit, 2023; I11; Carter & Satti, 2025:6). Citizens and their networks have coordinated 
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evacuations, secured visas, and arranged food, housing, and medication for those fleeing 

violence (ibid). Diaspora networks have further contributed with fundraising, information 

sharing, and advocacy (Shabaka, 2024a; I8; I9).  

Although precise figures of MA in Sudan are not available, media and personal accounts 

indicate the scale of the efforts. In 2024, when UN agencies and INGOs had largely withdrawn 

from the capital due to the intensity of violence, the MAG operating under the name 

‘Emergency Response Rooms’ (ERR) supported more than 335 communal kitchens, over 40 

health centres, and more than 75 women’s cooperatives in the capital (Kuka, 2024). Later 

estimates suggest that approximately 360 ERRs have operated across nine states in Sudan, 

reaching more than four million people (Olson et al., 2024:3; UN News, 2024; Carter & Satti, 

2025:9). In Darfur, another area where the conflict has been concentrated and difficult to access 

for international aid actors, 35 MAGs were recorded in 2024 (Shabaka, 2024b:11). 

Interviewees shared experiences of partaking in, or being supported by, MA in diverse forms 

during the current crisis (I5; I8; I9; I11; I15; I16; I17: I18; I19; I20). In Gedaref, one interviewee 

described volunteering for a ‘women’s emergency room’ organising support for displaced 

women by collecting money and clothes, cooking meals, and operating a health room for 

pregnant women (I15). She noted that IDPs in Gedaref initially were more than double the 

population of her city, as many people fleeing the capital Khartoum passed through on their 

way to the Ethiopian border. She stated, “If these initiatives hadn’t come from our own 

communities, it would have become an even bigger crisis, because at that time no government 

or organisation had intervened” (I15). 

Another interviewee volunteering to support people with disabilities when the conflict began, 

explained “We are often invisible in crisis and ignored by the government and the international 

community” (I16). She helped create a network to support people with disabilities by collecting 

medicine and essentials and finding neighbours willing to host them. Her group later worked to 

train other MAGs to make their services more accessible to people with disabilities, and 

received support from a national NGO, which in turn was receiving funds from an INGO (I16). 

In East Sudan, an interviewee found, after evacuating Khartoum, that his home village had 

formed a community kitchen or Takaya (Arabic: تكايا). They cook for people arriving as local 

authorities were unresponsive (I11), a common MA response seen across many states in Sudan 

(Shabaka, 2024b:10; Carstensen & Sebit, 2023; I11; Carter & Satti, 2025:6).  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arabic_language
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Across the accounts of MA, common themes emerged: a strong sense of collective 

responsibility and solidarity, the mobilisation of resources through community and kinship 

networks, and a sense that local authorities and aid actors were largely absent, both in physical 

presence and in the provision of funding or collaboration during the early months of the conflict 

(I5; I8; I9; I11; I15; I16; I17; I18; I19; I20). These experiences closely resemble the 

characteristics of MA conceptualised in Section 2.1.1, survival mechanisms rooted in solidarity 

and operating outside formal structures (Spade, 2020a; Reese & Johnson, 2022). Findings also 

indicate that MAGs build on both civic activism and political organising of the past decade, as 

well as on much older traditions of community solidarity, which also impact how they are 

perceived and engaged with by the professionalised aid system, themes explored in the next 

two sections. 

5.1.3 Civic to Humanitarian Action  

One of the larger MAGs that emerged during the conflict is the Emergency Response Rooms. 

While they vary across Sudan, the ERRs have roots in the pro-democracy and political 

resistance active in the 2018-2019 popular revolution (Birch et al., 2024). Before the April 2023 

war outbreak, these civic movements were organised in local resistance committees that 

coordinated non-violent protests against the government and Sudan’s economic and political 

elite (ibid). When conflict erupted, many resistance committee members, predominantly youth 

leaders, transferred their capacities and networks to form ERRs delivering humanitarian 

assistance. As one interviewee explained: 

“With that legacy of activism, it was only natural that the committees could form into 

Emergency Response Rooms. That is super important because that’s why they could 

work without a formed-up structure in the beginning. They had that trust element 

embedded in the movement and it had been tested in fire” (I4) 

These pre-existing networks also connected to Sudanese abroad and long-term international 

allies, enabling early outreach and support from the diaspora and other external private 

humanitarian philanthropists (I4). The ERRs quickly drew media and international attention, 

including nominations for the Nobel Peace Prize and receiving the first phone call by the then 

newly appointed UN Emergency Relief Coordinator Tom Fletcher (Olson et al., 2024; Shabaka, 

2024c; Fletcher, 2024).  
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Delayed Engagement, Politicisation and De-politicisation 

Despite this attention, it took months for the ERRs to receive more large-scale funding from 

aid actors, and pledged amounts were not always delivered in full (I4; I10). In the first year of 

conflict, the Khartoum ERR had received pledges of up to $2 million, yet by May 2024 had 

received only about half of that amount (Carter & Satti, 2025:6; Carstensen & Sebit, 2023). In 

April 2024, an ERR representative publicly called for 5% of the official humanitarian response 

funding to be allocated to the ERRs and for the international community to formally recognise 

ERR volunteers as ‘humanitarian aid workers’ (Kuka, 2024).  

MA representatives, UN, INGOs and NNGO staff described how perceptions of the political 

and civic origins of the ERRs led aid actors to question their neutrality and impartiality, thereby 

delaying formal engagement and funding (I1; I2; I3; I4; I6; I7; I12; I13; I14). The accounts of 

eligibility for funding being influenced by perceptions of neutrality are in line with Radice’s 

(2022) observations outlined in Section 2.2.1. The principles of neutrality and impartiality are 

embedded in the ‘formal script’ of aid actors, which thus influences decisions on humanitarian 

funding (Brun & Horst, 2023). One UN worker recalled: 

“The first 8 to 10 months of my work, this was one of the agenda topics of every 

meeting that I had. With every single donor, with every single stakeholder, with every 

single UN agency the first question was, are they neutral?” (I2) 

Concerns raised in these inter-agency and INGO forums included their links to the resistance 

committees (I6) loose rumours of affiliation with one of the warring parties (I3) and 

unfamiliarity “nobody [in the international community] really knew them very well” (I2). The 

fact that ERR members had not registered with the de facto government-controlled 

Humanitarian Aid Commission (HAC) also made aid actors approach them with caution, 

especially since the aid community was operating primarily in areas controlled by SAF 

connected to the de facto government (I2).  

At the same time, several interviewees stressed repeatedly making the point within these forums 

that political affiliation should not in itself be a barrier to humanitarian collaboration, provided 

that assistance was delivered impartially (I1; I2; I3; I6). Some argued that the ERRs’ civic 

history enhanced their responsiveness to community needs, since “You cannot be sensitive 

about the problems of your people if you don’t have political critical thinking and are politically 

acute." (I3) Others pointed out that politics and affiliations are unavoidable in Sudan, and that 
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the international aid system itself is far from apolitical, its recognition of one warring party as 

the government, for example, “loses part of our neutrality, which really points the fingers back 

at us” while the ERRs manage to operate in both SAF- and RSF-controlled areas (I3). 

However, several interviewees observed that the ERRs increasingly emphasised their neutrality 

and humanitarian status in public statements, a move seen by some as strategic positioning to 

meet donor and aid actor expectations (I4;11) but also as a survival mechanism in the highly 

politicised and violent context of the conflict (I2; I10; I13; I16; I17). One ERR representative 

stated that neutrality is central to their work (I18). Another MA representative, not-ERR 

affiliated, stated that this neutrality is ‘manufactured’ to access funding, a form of survival 

mechanism that can risk ‘depoliticisation’(I11).  

The activist roots of the resistance committees and their transition into MA ERR crisis response 

resemble the nexus of civic and humanitarian practices described in the literature review. The 

construction of humanitarian legitimacy in the eyes of professionalised aid actors based on 

humanitarian principles also echo the challenges and politicising and depoliticising effect of the 

‘humanitarian label’ outlined in previous research (Radice, 2022). In brief, these findings not 

only demonstrate the perceived political barriers to collaboration between international and 

national humanitarian actors and ERRS, but also the tendency to politicise and depoliticise civic 

actors engaged in humanitarian work (Radice, 2022). 

5.1.4 Vernacular Underpinnings of Mutual Aid  

Alongside the civic and activist underpinnings of certain MAGs in Sudan, interviewees also 

highlighted MA as something rooted in social traditions of community solidarity in Sudan (I5; 

I8; I9; I11; I13; I14; I15; I16; I17; I18; I19; I20), emphasising that this tradition seems only 

partially understood by international humanitarian actors (I9). To collaborate with current MA 

efforts in Sudan, one must understand its history and cultural underpinnings (Olson et al., 2024). 

One interviewee explained “mutual aid has existed for a very long time in Sudan, it’s based on 

a sort of voluntary exchange, it's not based on a kind of charity, but more so solidarity” (I9), 

reflecting the distinction between charity and solidarity made in the conceptualisation of MA 

outlined in Section 2.1.1.  

Interviewees further described this tradition as a consequence of a ‘weak state’ or ‘low state 

trust’ leaving people to rely on their immediate community for help (I11). An interviewee 

shared “This is in Sudanese society, to help each other. We do not trust the government to help 
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us” (I15). Similarly, one interviewee shared that he doesn’t expect support from the state and 

therefore relies on neighbors and kin, adding that after the ‘coup and chaos’ of 2021, he 

committed to only working with community responses because he predicted “we might not have 

a state” in the near future (I11). These accounts align with scholarly arguments on MA arising 

as an alternative infrastructure of care where formal systems are weak or inadequate (Spade, 

2020; Reese & Johnsson, 2022). 

Language Barriers in Humanitarian Partnerships 

Interviewees from MAGs emphasised that, despite a willingness to collaborate with 

humanitarian actors, they struggle to access official aid funding due to both language barriers 

and lack of connections (I11; I15; I16; I17; I18; I19) reflecting findings found in past crises in 

Sudan (CSF, 2023) and in other crises (Moser-Mercer et al., 2021). One interviewee explained, 

“unless you have someone who can speak English, you wouldn’t be able to access funds” (I8). 

Another interviewee described ‘gatekeepers’ observing that “the only thing that differentiates 

them from others is their ability to speak English” (I9). Another interviewee added that without 

knowing the ‘jargon of the INGOs’ this automatically becomes a barrier to access funding (I8). 

A UN worker discussed: 

“The emergency response rooms are only a fraction of all the mutual aid groups 

that currently exist in the country. And if you only go through the ERRs, you are 

also blind to the almost 1,000 other groups“ (I2). 

Interviewees pointed out that while there were NNGOs benefitting from ‘gatekeeping’ or 

simply from the ignorance of INGOs, they also stressed that NNGOs played an important role 

in facilitating connections between MAGs and the wider humanitarian system in Sudan 

(I11;15;16;17;18;19) confirming findings from other reports (Harvey et al., 2023:8). 

Nafeer as Vernacular Humanitarianism 

All Sudanese interviewees and several internationals mentioned Nafeer (in Arabic: نفير), as a 

motivating factor and strong mobilising force in the current and past crises in Sudan (I1; I2; I3; 

I4; I5; I6; I7; I8; I9; I10; I11; I14; I15; I16; I17; I18; I19; I20). Nafeer is a longstanding 

Sudanese social tradition that comes from an Arabic word meaning ‘a call to mobilise’ (Khair, 

2020; Wehr, 1976:984). When asked to explain Nafeer, interviewees said, “It means that if 

people call you during a crisis, you have to help them immediately, without any hesitation” 
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(I15). “It means collaboration, helping each other, and coordination in emergency situations” 

(I17). A MA volunteer from Darfur shared, “Nafeer is very important for me. It means 

solidarity, it means saving a life. This is in my nature as Sudanese” (I18). Interviewees 

described it as an immediate response mechanism and as a responsibility to the community, and 

said that in the recent April war, “people have gone out nafeering” (I11).  

The accounts of Nafeer appear to align closely with the social traditions and practices described 

in the literature on vernacular humanitarianism (Brković, 2017; Carruth, 2022; Brun & Horst, 

2023). The mobilisation of MA, extending from neighbourhood networks to diaspora 

contributions, also resonates with the ways vernacular humanitarianism encompasses both local 

and transnational forms of care (Horst et al., 2016; Norman, 2022). In this sense, MA mobilised 

through Nafeer can be understood as an expression of vernacular humanitarianism in Sudan’s 

current crisis. 

5.1.5 Overcoming Bureaucratic Barriers  

A critical barrier to collaboration that pre-dates the current conflict is the authorities’ 

bureaucratic control over aid activities, requiring all movement of people and goods to be 

authorised and all Sudanese aid actors to be registered with the state’s Humanitarian Aid 

Commission (HAC) (Harvey et al., 2023; CSF, 2023). This system was partly shaped by the 

colonial legacy of ‘Sudanisation’, which later positioned the state as a gatekeeper to 

humanitarian action (CSF, 2023:8). During the current conflict, RSF established similar 

structures of control, creating a situation in which ‘all sides are weaponizing permission’ 

(Harvey et al., 2023:11).  

In the current crisis, donors and aid actors have found ways to bypass these barriers: some have 

adopted flexible funding modalities to support the OCHA-managed pooled funding mechanism, 

the Sudan Humanitarian Fund (SHF), to provide flexible group cash transfers (GCT) of 

US$5,000 to ERR groups (OCHA, 2023; Harvey et al., 2023:11). The SHF is reportedly the 

first example of an OCHA-managed country-based pooled fund developing country-specific 

risk absorption and flexibility guidelines to enable grants or ‘donations’ to community 

responses (Carter & Satti, 2025:20). GCT has also been used by the Cash Consortium of Sudan, 

a partnership of 18 international and national organisations, to support mutual aid groups 

(Carter & Satti, 2025:22). 
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A director of an INGO provided examples of direct transfers of GCTs of up to US$5,000 that 

their organisation would provide multiple times directly to MAGs (I1). Another stated, “we 

made a deliberate decision in the beginning, to assist those not captured by the formal aid 

architecture with flexible grants” (I3). The interviewee added, “in-house we view them as a 

partner, but in our structured systems, they don't fit within our portfolio of how we actually 

treat and count partners, so this is how we could work around that” (I3). Replacing needs 

assessments with an appreciative inquiry as part of the ‘supporting community-led response’ 

(SCLR) approach, distinct from GCT, was also reported (L2GP, 2024c).  

Furthermore, sub-partnering, using both INGOs and NNGOs as intermediaries, was reported 

(I1; I2; I3; I4; I14). One interviewee shared awareness of at least 4 UN agencies doing this but 

asked for them not to be mentioned by agency name as it may be politically sensitive vis-à-vis 

authorities (I2). Sub-partnering has also been criticised for making the chain of funding longer, 

reducing the funding reaching the groups (Carter & Satti, 2025:29). It also transfers risk onto 

NNGOs that are at the end of the chain (I3). Nevertheless, interviewees noted how sometimes 

this modality is the only way their organisation could allow funding to flow to unregistered 

MAGs (I12). 

Several interviewees noted strengthened coordination between the humanitarian cluster system 

and MAGs, facilitating funding and partnerships. ERRs have organised themselves into similar 

clusters as the humanitarian system. While an ERR said that this evolved ‘organically’ (Fundira 

& Aly, 2023), the increased visible structure of the ERRs also made it easier for aid agencies 

to engage (I1; I13). One example is the Localisation Coordination Council (LCC), established 

by ERRs in September 2023, connecting them with 9 national NGOs and 6 INGO observers 

(Emergency Rooms of the LCC, 2025). Two interviewees shared that the LCC mechanism is a 

structure that is more familiar to the UN. Central to the partnerships being established was trust. 

As one NNGO worker described: 

"We’re talking about hundreds of volunteers, and realistically none of us has 100% 

capacity for oversight …  It’s a relationship based on a lot of trust." (I9) 

As partnerships expanded, interviewees noted that varied funding and partnership modalities 

from different organisations and donors created confusion (I4; I5; I11). In response, ERRs 

developed their own reporting tool in Arabic and English to standardise information sharing 

(I4). At a 2024 Kampala conference bringing together MA representatives, NNGOs, INGOs, 
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and donors, the ERRs shared this tool, and many partners committed to using it in their 

engagements (I1; I2; I3; I6). A UN worker described this outcome as: “a huge step forward, 

because we not only basically allow them to design the activities, but we are also absorbing 

their working modality into our system… something that was never done before, at least not in 

Sudan” (I2) 

5.2 Thematic Chapter 2: The Why 

5.2.1 Motivations for Collaboration: Access or True Localisation?  

While the thesis has outlined initial evidence of how new approaches are being used to bypass 

longstanding and emerging institutional barriers, a discussion on the implications and 

incentives for this collaboration, in other words, the why is necessary (Honig, 2018; Khoury & 

Scott, 2024). While a definitive answer to why collaboration has picked up now, despite 

longstanding localisation commitments in Sudan (CSF, 2023), would require further and more 

substantive investigation, interviewee accounts reveal several important perspectives.  

Although MA in Sudan has historically received some aid sector support (CSF, 2023), several 

interviewees emphasised that the extent and scope of current collaboration with MAGs from 

the aid sector as a whole, and the changes in partnership modalities and funding mechanisms is 

unprecedented, and may even be unique to Sudan (I2). The current conflict severely disrupted 

the professional aid architecture, leaving it with ‘no other option’ (I6) but to engage with MAGS 

that were delivering at scale and at the frontline. As one UN worker explained: 

“Because it [the conflict] happened so drastically and so rapidly, it forced the 

international community to think out of the box for the first time and to explore new 

partnership with local actors that were capable to respond with some form of aid in 

areas we could not access. I think that was the huge shift or the shock that really was 

needed, because without that, probably we would have continued to operate by simply 

engaging with the usual actors without necessarily questioning ourselves.” (I2) 

 

Several interviewees mentioned lack of access as the initial factor pushing or ‘forcing’ the aid 

community to engage with MAGs (I1; I2; I3; I6; I8; I9; I10; I12; I13; I14). Two interviewees 

called this a ‘fast-tracked localisation’ (I2; I5). However, the shift was also in line with the 

direction that many shared they had wanted to see for a long time. Advocacy from diaspora 

networks and MAGs themselves also helped to advance this agenda (I4; I6). Some saw this 
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shift as a deeper transformation, a new “blueprint” (I6) moving toward a “decentralised, 

decolonised way of doing aid” in Sudan (I8).  

5.2.2 Remaining Barriers to Collaboration 

Interviewees pointed out that several flaws must be corrected if these new approaches to 

partnerships are to transition to ‘true localisation’. One interviewee shared: “I'm firmly 

convinced that if we don't detach this conversation from the access challenge, this type of 

collaboration has an inevitable deadline” (I2). The following five obstacles and flaws were 

mentioned as barriers to ‘true localisation’: 

 

First, onion-like layers of funding, whereby resources pass through multiple intermediaries 

before reaching the MAGs, cannot continue to be the mode of operation (I1; I3). An INGO 

worker had seen chains where “The UN takes a cut, then the INGO take a cut, the national 

actors take a cut, and by the time the funds reach the people actually doing the work on the 

ground, there’s very little left” (I3). Second, although more funding is now reaching MAGs, it 

is still not to the level required (Kuka, 2024). Interviewees also reflected on global aid budget 

cuts and competition for already limited funds to Sudan. Third, while donors and aid actors 

have begun to adapt their funding models and compliance requirements to engage more 

effectively with the decentralised and less formalised structure of MAGs, a compliance mindset 

still limits engagement (Carter and Satti, 2025:3). Fourth, despite increased awareness and 

attempts at ‘risk-sharing,’ the transfer of the ‘most’ risk onto NNGOs, who make the final 

transfer to MAGs in long chains of sub-partnering persists a challenge (I8; I9; I5). Finally, MA 

representatives continue to call for stronger protection from the aid sector against the physical 

risks and threats to their lives (Keen, 2024; Khair, 2024). 

5.2.3 Risk of Reversion and Co-option 

The war continues, but SAF’s recapture of the capital in February 2025 has allowed aid actors 

to slowly return to work there (I2; I6). Interviewees discussed that Khartoum may be a ‘testing 

ground’ to see if localisation commitments in the new collaborations persist and the obstacles 

can be overcome. One interviewee cautioned that aid organisations may go back to “self-

implementation mode” as access improves (I4). There are also signs that de facto authorities are 

increasingly demanding that aid actors work only with registered actors as they regain control 

(I1). An order introduced in May effectively criminalises independent humanitarian work in 

Sudan unless cleared by the state, coinciding with the rise of ‘dignity committees’ (in Arabic: 
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 groups replicating ERR services but which may have ties to the former regime and (لجان الكرامة

the Islamist movement, representing potential co-option (Ayin Network, 2025a; Ayin Network, 

2025b). Future collaboration will thus depend not only on how aid actors and groups nurture 

newfound relationships, but also on the evolution of the conflict and political power in Sudan.  

6. Conclusion  

This thesis has explored mutual aid and evolving partnership dynamics with the aid system in 

Sudan since the outbreak of conflict in April 2023. The thesis has asked ‘How and why are 

mutual aid groups and aid actors in Sudan collaborating, or not, in crisis response following 

the April 2023 armed conflict?’ The findings from 20 interviews with practitioners and 

volunteers in Sudan, complemented with secondary data, provide empirical evidence and 

analysis of how and why new forms of collaboration have come about, and the strategies, 

motivations and remaining bureaucratic and political barriers in this process. Furthermore, by 

utilising and combining literature on MA and civic and vernacular humanitarianism, the thesis 

highlights MA as both a longstanding and newly adaptive practice at the frontline of the crisis 

response in the current conflict in Sudan. In doing so, it contributes to humanitarian theory by 

demonstrating the analytical value of viewing MA through civic and vernacular humanitarian 

lenses, showing how these frameworks help illuminate their social, political, and cultural 

dimensions and how these influence their interaction with aid actors. 

6.1 Key Findings  

The outbreak of armed conflict in April 2023 precipitated a disruption to Sudan’s aid system, 

resulting in both geographical and operational gaps in the delivery of assistance. At the same 

time, MAGs provided frontline responses at scale, drawing on longstanding traditions of civic 

activism and solidarity such as Nafeer. To support these efforts, aid actors and MAGs jointly 

negotiated new forms of partnerships and funding modalities. This included flexing funding 

and reporting requirements, adopting reporting modalities and coordination mechanisms 

established by MAGs, and bypassing de facto authorities’ registration requirements by 

providing grants or group cash-transfers, or by sub-partnering or following a SCLR partnership 

approach. These approaches were described as unprecedented in Sudan, representing a new turn 

towards decolonised and localised humanitarian response.  
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However, the findings also indicate how partnerships remain shaped by political and 

bureaucratic barriers, and by the conflict itself. Different MAGs with civic and activist roots 

were simultaneously politicised and depoliticised in different aid forums, influencing the 

perceived legitimacy of their humanitarian work. In some instances, the MAGs adapted to 

humanitarian principles and the humanitarian cluster system, facilitating partnerships. While 

this was not scrutinised by interviewees, it would be relevant to explore as a form of NGO-

isation (Honig, 2018; Khoury & Scott). By contrast, other MAGs with primarily vernacular 

underpinnings described barriers to accessing funding and support from the aid system, citing 

a lack of connections, language barriers, and unfamiliarity with the ‘INGO jargon’. NNGOs 

were mentioned as both valuable links to the aid system and as ‘gatekeepers’ reflecting findings 

from other crises (Piquard, 2021). Furthermore, layered funding chains continue to dilute 

resources, while insufficient and inconsistent funding and compliance-guided mindsets, and the 

transfer of risk onto NNGOs, remain barriers to achieving ‘true localisation’. MAGs also 

stressed the need for stronger protection against physical risks and threats to their lives. 

 

The discussion section indicates that the shifting humanitarian partnership landscape and 

increased collaboration with MAGs may initially have been catalysed by operational necessity 

for humanitarian access for aid actors, coupled with increasing priorities to localise responses. 

The findings further highlight the remaining risk of reverting to pre-conflict modalities if 

humanitarian access improves and new innovations are not backed by genuine localisation 

commitments, underscoring the need for deliberate reflection on the intent and quality of these 

partnerships and how durable and transformative change might be achieved (Roepstorff, 2019). 

More broadly, the Sudan case tentatively illustrates how systemic shocks such as conflict and 

shrinking humanitarian access can catalyse shifts in aid system partnership modalities, but also 

how sustaining these shifts requires intentional structural adaptation. 

 

6.2 Avenues for Future Research 

While this study initially focused on partnerships between Sudan’s professionalised 

humanitarian architecture and MAGs, interviewee perspectives made clear that improving these 

partnerships requires first understanding the nature of MA itself in Sudan. While this thesis 

provides initial evidence of civic and vernacular underpinnings of MA in Sudan, future research 

should examine this further. 
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Exploring intersections with the Humanitarian-Development-Peace nexus will also be 

important, given the political and civic roots of some MAGs. This study intentionally did not 

engage with the nexus, partly due to scope, but also because interviewees expressed sensitivities 

around the topic. Several noted that in the current context, discussions linking their work to 

political/peace movements could put them at risk from warring parties, underscoring the need 

for conflict-sensitive approaches (Carter & Satti, 2025). When the environment allows, future 

research should examine how former civic leaders now engaged in MA navigate the 

humanitarian system, and how this positioning may influence or depoliticise future work. Such 

research should also explore how these intersections shape their role in future peace processes, 

and whether engagement with the aid system ultimately strengthens or weakens civic and 

political capacities. Furthermore, as the provision of basic public goods shapes how public 

authority is exercised and legitimised in conflict settings (Kirk & Hoffman, 2013) alternative 

infrastructures of care (Reese & Johnson, 2022) created by MAGs in Sudan should be studied 

alongside the co-option strategies of de facto authorities that may present implications for future 

governance systems and competing claims to legitimacy and political authority.   
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Anonymised List of Interview Participants  

 

Code: Interviewee 

Number 

Participant Profile 

I1 Country Director 

I2 Humanitarian Affairs/Localisation Focal Point  

I3 Humanitarian Programme Coordinator  

I4 Senior Advisor - Community Responses  

I5 Consultant  

I6 Director  

I7 Programme Manager 

I8 Research and Analysis Advisor  

I9 Head of Outreach 

I10 Research Specialist - Mutual Aid  

I11 Community Volunteer 

I12 Emergency Coordinator 

I13 Head of Unit 

I14 Area Programme Manager  

I15 Volunteer 

I16 Volunteer 

I17 Volunteer 

I18 Volunteer 

I19 Volunteer 

I20 Programme Officer 
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Appendix B.  Information Sheet + Consent Form for Participation in the Study 

 

Information Sheet + Consent Form for Participation in the Study  

  

My name is (removed for submission)  and I am a student at the London School of 

Economics, conducting research as part of my dissertation for the Msc Programme in 

International Development and Humanitarian Emergencies. Thank you for your interest in 

this project. In this document, I will give you information about the project and ask for your 

consent to participate.   

  

What is the study about?   

The study aims to investigate how the aid system and mutual aid groups in Sudan are 

collaborating in crisis response following the outbreak of armed conflict in April 2023. It 

focuses on understanding the underpinnings of mutual aid initiatives in Sudan, while also 

exploring the tensions and transformations that emerge when these groups interact, 

collaborate, and receive funding from the aid system in Sudan. In doing so, the research 

also aims to identify institutional and political barriers in this process.    

  

What will my involvement be?   

Part of the research includes semi-structured interviews with current or past practitioners or 

volunteers involved in crisis response efforts in Sudan since the conflict outbreak in April 

2023. The interview will be approximately 45 minutes in length. Questions will ask 

participants to draw upon their experiences.    

  

Do I have to take part?  

Participation is voluntary. There are no negative consequences for you if you choose not to 

take part in this study. If you decide to take part but then later on change your mind and 

wish to withdraw your data, you can let me know by 30 July 2025 - you will not have to 

give any explanation why. It is also absolutely fine if you do not want to answer any 

specific questions, you can just let me know, and we will move on.   

  

What will my information be used for?  

The information gathered by the interviews will be used as qualitative data as part of my 

Masters’ dissertation in International Development and Humanitarian Emergencies.   

  

Will my information be anonymous?   

Your participation will be anonymous, your name will not be used in any reports or 

publications resulting from the study. If you agree to take part in the research, please 

complete the section below.   

  

Please insert your name and read the three statements below. If you agree with them, put an 

X in the boxes below   

  

Participant Name  [Please insert your first name and surname 

here]  

I have read this message and had the 

opportunity to ask questions.   

[ ]  
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I agree to participate in the interview.  [ ]  

I understand that my responses will be kept 

as confidential as possible, that my name will 

not be included in any reports or 

publications, and that my personal 

information will be kept securely and 

destroyed at the end of the study.  

[ ]  

  

Once completed please email this back to me.   

  

Thank you!   

  

Researcher name:  (removed for submission) 

Email address: (removed for submission) 

  

Any concerns or complaints about this study should be addressed to 

research.ethics@lse.ac.uk   

  

The LSE Research Privacy Policy can be found here: 

https://info.lse.ac.uk/staff/divisions/SecretarysDivision/Assets/Documents/Information-

Records-Management/Privacy-Notice-for-Research-v1.2.pdf  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




