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China's humanitarian aid policy and practice 
Since the mid-2000s, the People's Republic of China (PRC) has made major headway in integrating 
into the global humanitarian-assistance architecture and has gradually raised its profile as an 
emerging non-traditional humanitarian aid provider. China's humanitarian aid policy has shifted 
away from an approach predominantly determined by ideology and geopolitical considerations, 
towards one which is set to be more pragmatic and commensurate with the country's growing 
global economic and political clout. China's humanitarian aid was originally provided only through 
government agencies, but increasingly has also been delivered through United Nations agencies 
and non-governmental organisations (NGOs), thus improving the transparency of aid flows.  

Humanitarian aid in the framework of China's foreign policy 
China has not published a specific humanitarian-aid policy document, since it considers emergency 
humanitarian aid as one of eight different forms of its 'foreign aid' spelled out in the 2011 White Paper on 
China's Foreign Aid, and as being guided by the country's long-standing foreign policy principles, such as 
sovereign equality and non-interference in the internal affairs of other countries. Aid management rules are 
set out in a specific regulation. China embraces the principles of humanitarian assistance, such as humanism, 
neutrality and impartiality as enshrined in the 1991 UN General Assembly Resolution 46/182.  
China's humanitarian support for the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami accelerated a gradual departure from an 
overly selective distribution of humanitarian aid to ideologically like-minded developing countries guided by 
the country's foreign policy objectives (North Korea as a strategic ally and Sudan as a natural resources 
supplier), towards a more pragmatic policy taking into account the nature and seriousness of the specific 
disaster as well as the destination country's requests, and also projecting the image of China as a responsible 
great power. As a result of this policy shift, India and Japan despite regional rivalries and 'frozen' territorial 
disputes with China also received humanitarian assistance. As for Haiti, which does not have diplomatic 
relations with the PRC but with Taiwan, 'strategic compassion' may have motivated China to provide aid. 

China's vulnerability to natural disasters as a driver of humanitarian aid delivery 
Given its geographical location, China is very prone to natural disasters, such as typhoons, tsunamis, floods, 
earthquakes and droughts. According to the 2015 Global Humanitarian Aid report, in 2014 China was the 
country with the largest number of people worldwide – 59.9 million –affected by natural disasters. Costs 
resulting from disasters account on average for 1.6% of China's gross domestic product (GDP). The 2003 
severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) epidemic, which caught China unprepared, triggered the overhaul 
of its domestic disaster preparedness and response architecture, which includes civilian, police and military 
structures, while the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami galvanised the restructuring of China's response 
mechanism for international emergency humanitarian relief and aid. China's willingness to contribute to 
global humanitarian aid was fuelled by the aid it received after the devastating 2008 Wenchuan earthquake, 
when foreign relief staff were admitted to China for the first time. Upgrading domestic capabilities through 
external exchanges, and gaining international recognition have since then become intertwined goals. 

Aid volumes, trends and delivery channels  
According to the 2014 White Paper on China's Foreign Aid, China delivered emergency humanitarian aid 
worth about US$241 million to over 30 countries (not further disaggregated) in the 2010-2012 period. 
China's overall humanitarian aid for that period accounted for 1.7% of its total 'foreign aid', which stood at 
roughly US$14.4 billion. This compares with 8.7% on average of total official development assistance (ODA) 
provided by Development Assistance Committee (DAC)/Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
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Development (OECD) countries during that period. However, comparisons of ODA provided by DAC donors 
with 'foreign aid' disbursed by China are misleading, since the definitions of 'foreign aid' and ODA differ. 
China's contribution of US$53.7 million to global humanitarian aid in 2014, as mentioned in the 2015 Global 
Humanitarian Assistance Report, was still dwarfed by 
DAC/OECD donors' humanitarian aid worth US$16.8 billion, 
or 90% of the total US$18.7 billion. 
UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
(UNOCHA) data show that humanitarian aid flows from 
China for the 2000-2015 period fluctuate considerably as a 
function both of the varying prevalence of disasters and the 
country's regional policy priorities. The breakdown of 
annual aid amounts reveals China's tendency to 
concentrate its aid on one or two major disasters rather 
than on a larger number. Thus, a US$5 million drought aid 
to Pakistan accounted for the lion's share of the 2000 aid, 
and the US$62 million assistance in the wake of the Indian 
Ocean earthquake/tsunami made up most of the 2005 aid. 
In 2015, China directed almost 80% of its humanitarian aid 
to earthquake-stricken Nepal.  
In addition to aid volume, Figure 1 also illustrates the ongoing shift in China's aid delivery pattern, from a 
state-centric approach of channelling humanitarian aid exclusively bilaterally through government agencies, 
towards also increasingly involving multilateral channels such as UN agencies and NGOs.   
Engaging the World Food Programme and NGOs, such as the China Foundation for Poverty Alleviation and 
the Red Cross Society, contributes to increased transparency of humanitarian aid flows from China. This 
normative change was underpinned through arrangements such as China's 2010 strategic partnership with 
the UN Development Programme (UNDP), which has translated into several trilateral cooperation projects 
with UNDP participation. China strongly endorses UN mechanisms such as the Central Emergency Response 
Fund to improve global coordination in urgent and long-standing humanitarian crises. It has become a 
member of the UN Disaster Assessment and Coordination network and of the International Search and 
Rescue Advisory Group. China has been very eager to integrate into the regional frameworks of 
humanitarian assistance, such as the Asian Disaster Reduction Centre (ADPC) or the Hyogo Framework for 
Action (HFA). It also organises regional training to further build expertise, share successful experiences and 
strengthen coordination in the field of international humanitarian assistance.  

Regional and country priorities 
China's regional humanitarian aid priorities are set in Asia, Africa and South America and focus on developing 
countries. As shown in Table 1, in 2010 the biggest share of Chinese humanitarian aid went to flood-affected 
Pakistan and to earthquake-hit Haiti and Chile. In 2011, China's humanitarian aid was predominantly 
channelled to countries in the Horn of Africa to counter severe droughts. In 2012, Zimbabwe and Syria were 
the main beneficiaries of China's assistance in the form of emergency food aid. Most of Chinese aid in 2013 
went to Syria and to the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), whereas in 2014 China chiefly 
supported a group of west African countries in their fight against the Ebola virus.  
Table 1: Top three beneficiaries of China's humanitarian aid by year (in % of annual total) 

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 
Pakistan (47.8%) Ethiopia (26.8%) Zimbabwe (51.1%) Syria (66.9%) West Africa (85.2%) 

Haiti (37.0%) Kenya (23.2%) Syria (24.5%) DPRK (20.9%) Syria (8.9%) 
Chile (5.3%) Somalia (18.4%) Lesotho (6.7%) Miscellaneous (12.1%) Philippines (4.9%) 

Data source: Financial Tracking Service/UNOCHA. 

In some cases, the volume of China's humanitarian aid has attracted criticism. A case in point is China's 
humanitarian aid to the Philippines in the wake of the 2013 typhoon Haiyan. At US$2 million, it appeared 
modest compared to aid from IKEA worth US$2.7 million and was perceived as the repercussions of China's 
territorial disputes with the Philippines in the South China Sea and the latter's pending arbitration case.  

Figure 1 – Volume of Chinese humanitarian aid 
2000-2015 (million US$)  

 
Data source: Financial Tracking Service/UNOCHA. 
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