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EU Humanitarian aid for education: helps children in need, but should be 
longer-term and reach more girls (ECA Special Report n° 2/2021)

Summary

Education is a priority for millions of out-of-school children in crisis-affected areas and is 
considered a tool to increase resilience and improve the chances for a better future. The EU, 
through the European Commission’s Directorate-General for European Civil Protection and 
Humanitarian Aid Operations (ECHO), provides needs-based humanitarian aid for those 
affected by disasters. Recently, the EU aid for education increased to 10% of its total 
humanitarian aid, equating to €160 million in 2019.

The main purpose of the audit was to assess whether EU humanitarian aid for education was 
effective in helping children and whether it was delivered efficiently. The audit covered seven 
projects in Jordan and four projects in Uganda from 2017 to 2019, for a total of 11 projects 
examined. The EU commitments to funding Education in Emergencies (EiE) in Jordan and 
Uganda in 2017-2019 were €18 million and €16 million, respectively.

The Court recommends to the Commission to:

– make greater use of the results of Enhanced Response Capacity projects;
– provide more support for girls;
– provide longer-term funding for education in protracted crises;
– improve cost analysis when selecting and monitoring education projects;
– increase the sustainability of cash-for-education projects.

The Court’s observations and conclusions

I - EU humanitarian aid for education helped children in need, but reached fewer girls 
than boys

The Court examined whether projects were consistent with the Commission’s policy 
framework and targeted children in need. It also examined whether projects made use of 
guidance resulting from its Enhanced Response Capacity (ERC) funding, which aims to 
provide funding to initiatives that introduce and develop new ways of working (e.g. 
methodologies and guidelines). The Court concluded that all projects were consistent with the 
relevant policy framework. 

Moreover, the projects were overall well-coordinated. The rapid increase in ECHO funding 
for education meant that good coordination was particularly important to ensure 
complementarity and avoid duplication. 

Furthermore, ECHO monitored projects and addressed problems that were identified during 
monitoring visits, however, ECHO did not systematically inform partners in writing of the 
findings from those visits. 

Overall, the projects achieved their expected results, as highlighted by specific objectives 
indicators, but reached fewer girls than boys.

II - Projects were too short-term, which contributed to some inefficiencies
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The projects were too short-term, which contributed to inefficiencies in delivering 
humanitarian aid for education in protracted crises. Most projects audited by the Court were 
10-12 months long, which was insufficient to address longer-term educational needs. 

Additionally, ECHO did not sufficiently analyse project costs. ECHO carries out an ex-ante 
assessment of the suitability of the partner, and the partner must pass this assessment of their 
technical and logistic capacity, but it does not assure that the costs in their project proposals 
are competitive. 

Many activities continued to benefit children after projects had ended, but cash assistance 
projects did little to reduce beneficiaries’ dependence. One of the reasons these projects 
required repeated funding was that they did not have exit strategies with links to more long-
term programmes. ECHO found that most projects did not sufficiently fulfil its resilience 
marker criteria, which assesses whether projects make use of opportunities to support long-
term strategies to reduce humanitarian needs.

The Commission’s reply

The Commission underlines that education is crucial to invest in the long-term future of 
children and young people, to contribute to peace, stability and economic growth of their 
communities and countries. It plays a key role in conflict mitigation increasing peaceful 
coexistence between different ethnical and social groups and refugees and host communities. 

The Commission underlines that the humanitarian actions should always be gender sensitive 
and adapted to the needs, challenges and specific vulnerabilities of both girls and boys. The 
share of girls and boys targeted by education projects is based on the needs analysis and is 
context-specific. It is also compliant with the imperative to support the most vulnerable, in 
accordance with humanitarian principles.

The Commission recognises that reaching certain targets may prove challenging, due to 
social, economic and cultural barriers in highly challenging humanitarian contexts. The 
Commission remains committed to support and monitor closely the gender dimension in 
education projects, ensuring that the specific needs and challenges of girls and boys are 
appropriately identified and addressed. However, young men and boys are often highly 
vulnerable in many humanitarian contexts, facing also risks such as sexual violence and other 
types of exploitation as child labour and child soldiers. Nevertheless, the Commission 
recognises the comparative disadvantage of girls in education and agrees that efforts should 
continue towards greater equity and inclusion in education, including reduction of persistent 
disparities and greater empowerment of girls.

Through ERC funding, the Commission can provide funding to initiatives, such as education 
in emergencies projects that introduce and develop new ways of working, e.g. guidelines, to 
increase efficiency in the humanitarian aid sector. ERC projects are system-strengthening 
projects, producing global public goods and their benefit goes beyond projects funded by 
ECHO.

The Commission underlines that reasonability of costs is only one among five selection 
criteria, which all need to be taken into account before taking a selection decision. The 
Commission is currently working on ways to allow a better understanding of the costs and a 
better comparison of proposals at the selection phase. The modality of cash transfer supports 
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meeting basic needs and allows for differentiated and integrated responses. It enhances speed, 
flexibility, choice and dignity of beneficiaries. Addressing underlying vulnerabilities and root 
causes is the goal of development assistance and the task of governments.

The Commission accepts all the recommendations.

The Court’s recommendations

Recommendation 1 – The Commission should make greater use of the results of 
Enhanced Response Capacity projects

The Commission should use guidance relevant for humanitarian aid for education resulting 
from initiatives financed by its Enhanced Response Capacity funds in a more systematic way.
Timeframe: Projects funded from January 2022.

Recommendation 2 – The Commission should provide more support for girls in 
education projects

The Commission should provide more support for girls by:

a) informing partners through the HIP that it will give priority to funding projects which 
target at least 50 % girls unless there is a context-based justification;

b) including a standard indicator for the proportion of girls in the project;
c) systematically monitoring gender proportions and the gender sensitivity of EU funded 

education projects during its monitoring visits and taking the necessary action to help 
address girls’ needs. 

Timeframe: Projects funded from January 2022.

Recommendation 3 – The Commission should provide longer-term funding for 
education in protracted crises

In order to meet the educational needs of children in protracted crises efficiently, the

Commission should:

a) support educational projects for at least two years, unless there is a needs- or context-
based justification for a shorter duration;

b) define the duration of these projects at the beginning of the action, in order to allow the 
benefits of longer-term funding to materialise. 

Timeframe: Projects funded from January 2022.

Recommendation 4 – The Commission should improve cost analysis in the selection and 
monitoring of education projects

When analysing proposed project budgets or actual costs, the Commission should: 

a) systematically compare the cost of the main activities with those of a similar project or an 
earlier phase of the same project;

b) compare the proportion of goods, including cash, and services received by beneficiaries 
with the proportion in similar projects or an earlier phase of the same project;

c) use the results of this cost analysis when selecting projects and amending their budget in 
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order to improve efficiency or refuse inefficient proposals. 
Timeframe: Projects funded from January 2022.

Recommendation 5 – The Commission should improve the sustainability of cash for 
education projects in protracted crises

When funding cash for education projects in protracted crises, the Commission should 
strengthen the links with longer-term development programmes and refer more beneficiary 
families to livelihood solutions.
Timeframe: Projects funded from January 2022.

The Rapporteur’s Recommendations

The European Parliament,

– Welcomes the Court’s special report on EU Humanitarian aid for education, its findings 
and recommendations, as well as the Commission’s readiness to implement the Court’s 
recommendations;

– Recalls the importance of supporting education in protracted crises as it contributes to 
protecting children from violence, develops their knowledge, skills, overall resilience and 
increases their hope for the future; therefore welcomes the increase EU aid for education 
to 10% of its total humanitarian aid, amounting to €160 million in 2019;

– Notes the examination by the Court of 11 selected projects; welcomes the Court’s 
observation that the Commission and its partners carried out needs assessments for these 
projects through contact with local residents and that the projects were generally well 
coordinated and the DG ECHO monitored progress on the projects and addressed 
problems it identified; 

– Takes note, however, that in some cases DG ECHO reported its findings to the partner 
only orally; invites in this regard DG ECHO to systematically inform partners in writing 
of the findings from its monitoring visits;

– Notes with appreciation that the projects reached their intended outcomes to a large 
extent, as they achieved in full or exceeded 82% of the specific indicators measuring 
outcomes of the projects;

– Notes the Court’s findings that the Commission did not make sufficient use of guidance 
resulting from initiatives funded by DG ECHO’s Enhanced Response Capacity which 
could improve the implementation and the monitoring of projects for education in 
protracted crises; invites the Commission to use better the results of Enhanced Response 
Capacity projects;

– Notes with regret that projects under examination did not reach a sufficient number of 
girls, despite gender equality being one of the key guiding principles in EU humanitarian 
aid and despite the fact that according to the Commission girls are more likely than boys 
to be out of school in conflict-affected areas; notes that also in the particular case of the 
projects under examination, the Court found that girls were more disadvantaged than boys 
due to factors such as child marriage, stigma, household work contributing to the early 
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dropouts; stresses the importance of including the gender proportion as one of the formal 
project indicators;

– Recommends to the Commission to strengthen further the link between DG ECHO funded 
projects and EU development aid, which would ensure more sustainable results from 
education projects in protracted crises;

– Recalls the importance of consistent and sufficient cost analysis for enhancing the 
efficiency of projects; invites the Commission to remedy weaknesses in cost analysis 
identified by the Court;

– Recommends that the Commission find ways to better analyse costs;

– Regards the Court of Auditors’ observation on the lack of exit strategies as correct and 
recommends that the Commission develops these strategies;

– Considers the Court of Auditors’ observation regarding the too short period of the projects 
(10-12 months) as reasonable and urges the Commission to find solutions to increase the 
duration of the projects;

– Calls on the Commission to duly implement the Court’s recommendations and to provide 
information to the Parliament under the next discharge procedure.


