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Despite growing global humanitarian needs, the humanitarian system is facing a deepening resource crisis. In recent 
months, humanitarian funding has undergone a dramatic and widespread contraction, with major donor governments 
announcing substantial cuts. Women-led organizations (WLOs) and women’s rights organizations (WROs) are the 
backbone of assistance to women and girls across conflicts and crises in the Arab Region. Yet, according to a recent UN 
Women study, 80 per cent of women’s organizations in the region have been significantly impacted by the recent global 
foreign assistance reductions (compared to 62 per cent of WLOs and WROs globally).i Furthermore, across the region, 
political instability, growing conservatism, and restrictions on civil society have placed significant pressure on women’s 
rights organizations, activists and service-providers, along with limitations to civic space for gender equality.ii

Figure 1 Impact of The Recent Global Humanitarian Assistance Reductions in the Arab Region

Background

Funding cuts are severely impacting the lives of an estimated 56.9 million people currently in need of humanitarian aid 
across the Arab region.iii During crises, women and girls are disproportionately affected by the gender-specific impacts 
of conflict, displacement and disasters. When essential services collapse, basic needs among women and girls are often 
the first to go unmet. Women and girls are also typically expected to compensate for the gaps in service provision, taking 
on increased care-related tasks. Pre-existing gender inequalities are often exacerbated, restricting women and girls’ 
access to remaining services, rights and personal autonomy. Conflict also increases the risks of human rights violations 
and gender-based violence (GBV), while prevention, survivor services and access to justice fall short.iv 

“Smaller WLOs may be at risk of closing down and need immediate financial injections”

Local WLO representative from Palestine
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Life-saving services for crisis-affected women and girls in the Arab region are being severely disrupted due to funding 
cuts. Women’s organizations report that protection, GBV prevention and response, livelihoods and cash assistance, and 
healthcare are among the most affected.v This has potentially far-reaching consequences. When women and girls lose 
access to income, food or safe spaces, they are more susceptible to GBV, exploitation and harmful coping strategies, 
such as child marriage. Marginalized groups – like migrants, refugees, women with disabilities and older women – will be 
among those most severely affected.

Action 1:      Maintain and scale up funding for women’s organizations in the Arab States

Member States, UN agencies and the humanitarian community must take urgent action to support women’s organizations 
in responding to the acute needs of the millions of women, girls and their families across the Arab region.

Figure 2 Type of Programmes & Sectors Most Impacted

Decades of progress, women’s rights and leadership in the region are now at risk of reversal. The closure of safe spaces 
and loss of funding for WLOs is both endangering lives and dismantling the very structures that have enabled women’s 
protection and participation in humanitarian response.vi In Yemen and Lebanon, where demand for GBV services has 
increased, even as resources diminish, funding suspensions have already forced up to 22 safe spaces to close in each 
country, halting services and support to over 330,000 women and girls in high-risk areas.vii In Gaza, the collapse of GBV 
infrastructure is catastrophic, as the ongoing conflict and loss of funding mean that facilities that had served over 90,000 
women and girls this year have been closed or suspended, leaving survivors without access to life-saving support and 
assistance.viii 

Furthermore, women’s organizations across the region are facing operational crises and are at severe risk of closure. 
Alarmingly, 82 per cent of WLOs and WROs surveyed in the Arab States have been forced to lay off staff – many at 
significant levels – undermining their capacity to serve communities in crisis. The same survey found that more than 40 
per cent of these organizations expect to shut down within six months, if current funding levels persist; only 30 per cent 
could sustain operations for one year or longer; while another nearly 30 per cent remain trapped in uncertainty.

“Support the survival and continuity of WLOs by providing them with operational support at 
the very least until they pass this critical period, and so that the authorities do not exploit this 
weakness in the WLO and use it as evidence to close the organization.”
Local WLO representative from Yemen

Recommendations to Member States, UN System, humanitarian actors and international NGOs: 

Significantly scale up and prioritize direct, flexible and multi-year funding to local WLOs and WROs in crisis-affected 
countries across the Arab States, in line with the Grand Bargain commitment to channel at least 25% of humanitarian 
funding as directly as possible to local actors.
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Figure 3 WLOs expecting closures or trapped in uncertainty

Despite the challenges, women and women’s groups remain at the front lines of humanitarian responses across the 
region. They play a critical role in meeting the unique needs of women and girls and reaching the most vulnerable 
populations, applying their local knowledge, strong community ties and sustained presence to deliver life-saving 
services, including sexual and reproductive healthcare, GBV clinical management, case management, mental health 
and psychosocial support, as well as humanitarian assistance (delivering food parcels, hygiene kits, shelter supplies, and 
more). Women’s organizations are also advancing peace and security and inclusive development, working as catalysts 
of change to ensure that community needs are at the centre of humanitarian recovery, peacebuilding and development 
strategies and responses.xiii 

When women’s organizations are underfunded or forced to close, the entire humanitarian response becomes less 
effective, less inclusive and less accountable to those most in need. WLOs and WROs in the Arab region anticipate 
that the reductions on foreign assistance, combined with the wider reform of the humanitarian system and erosion of 
dedicated spaces enabling women organizations’ participation, will reduce women’s leadership in humanitarian action 
and further impede advocacy for gender equality and empowerment of women and girls. As a result the number of 
women’s organizations is expected to decline and  their societal influence to diminish, posing long-term risks for gender 
equality in crisis contexts. 

Action 2:      Support women’s participation and leadership in humanitarian coordination and response
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Provide core funding to women’s organizations, including flexible funding for rental assistance, support for damage 
repair, furnishing and equipment, transport costs and mental health and psychosocial support services for front-line 
workers. 

Ensure and enhance the accessibility of funding to reach local WLOs and WROs, based on equitable partnerships 
and risk-sharing. Ensure dedicated funds, including pooled funds, earmarked for these organizations.ix Provide 
application materials in local languages, along with technical assistance and feedback during project proposal 
development.x 

Transition from project-specific funding to long-term partnerships and institutional support for WLOs and WROs. 
This means long-term core funding aimed at organizational growth and financial stability. This can also include 
funding for mental health, well-being and psychosocial support.  Preserve existing partnerships with local women’s 
organizations under current agreements. If not possible, communicate clearly, early and transparently about 
anticipated changes to allow transitions that prioritize continuity of services and minimize harm, and support 
organizations to plan and adapt with dignity and agency.xi 

Strengthen tracking and accountability for humanitarian funding to local WLOs and WROs. Set and deliver on an 
ambitious target for a specific share of Country-Based Pooled Funds allocated to local women’s organizations – 
surpassing the 2024 estimated global average of 11 per cent.xii 
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Recommendations for UN System, humanitarian actors and international NGOs:

Support and enable women’s meaningful participation and leadership in humanitarian coordination and response 
at different levels, including Humanitarian Country Teams; funding allocation committees; inter-cluster coordination 
groups; and technical working groups involved in decision-making on country-level Humanitarian Needs Response 
Plans,​ ​and  in key decision-making bodies and forums with specific attention to those related to the Humanitarian 
Reset and Grand Bargain localization workstreams.xiv 

Mainstream gender in all phases of humanitarian responses through: comprehensive gender analysis, including 
the systematic collection of localized sex, age and disability-disaggregated data integrating gender-responsive 
budgeting; and ensuring that interviews and discussion groups include women and girls who can both inform and 
participate in leading and implementing the response.xv Engage WLOs in data collection and validation and support 
their capacities in this area. 

Facilitate two-way information-sharing and promote feedback mechanisms through increased dialogue and 
structured, regular meetings and focus group discussions or other modalities with local WLOs involved in 
humanitarian responses, to inform the design and adaptations of programmes.
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Action 3:       Support women’s organizations access to capacity strengthening

Non-financial support should complement funding to strengthen local capacity, organizational and operational 
sustainability and movement-building.xvi In the Arab region, more than half of the surveyed women’s organizations 
called for more and targeted capacity-building support.xvii Women’s organizations in Sudan have reported that access 
to funding is impeded by a lack of information about funding opportunities and by gaps in proposal drafting capacities.xviii 
Women’s organizations in Northwest Syria reported that networks and positive relationships with other women’s 
organizations enable their core contributions to crisis situations, as they can more easily connect conflict-affected women 
and girls with other support, provide them with opportunities to have their voices heard, support their leadership and 
lead on training smaller organizations.xix  

Providing capacity-building and -sharing opportunities to WLOs can improve organizational resilience, development and 
sustainability, while supporting risk management and access to funding for smaller organizations.

Recommendations for Member States, UN System, humanitarian actors and international NGOs:

Expand equitable access to capacity-strengthening for WLOs and WROs for women’s organizations through tailored 
training, mentoring, and peer learning designed to strengthen technical, operational, and compliance capacities, 
in line with the Grand Bargain’s call to invest in local institutional capacities rather than creating parallel systems. 
Oversight mechanisms should be designed to support access, pairing accountability with practical support and 
flexible processes.  

Support capacity-building and -sharing opportunities covering areas prioritized by women’s organizations, such as 
fundraising, project management, financial management, compliance, peer learning, institutional development, 
legal literacy, leadership training, gender statistics and communications.xx 

Fund and support collective structures for women’s organizations, such as feminist networks and consortiums at 
national, regional and global levels, as a strategy to enhance collaboration and capacity-sharing and counteract 
competition and scarcity among local actors.
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Action 4:     Ensure women’s organizations’ access to deliver services

Women’s organizations’ ability to deliver life-saving  services continues to be impacted by  severe logistical challenges and 
restrictions to their access to affected populations in several Arab States. Airstrikes have disrupted critical infrastructure 
and supply routes, affecting the timely delivery of humanitarian assistance and service availability.xxi Amid hostilities, 
repeated displacement orders and aid blockades, WLOs face fuel shortages, lack of transport, electricity cuts, bank 
closures and cash shortages, and their vital work is further impeded by telecommunications or Internet shutdowns. 
Many have lost vital equipment such as laptops and phones and are struggling to replace them, due to skyrocketing 
prices and widespread shortages.xxii Furthermore, women’s organizations face significant security and safety concerns to 
implement their work. ​​Female front-line workers often face a double burden, double burden when balancing professional 
responsibilities with domestic duties in dangerous, high-stress conditions and as part of the affected population.



Recommendations for Member States, UN System, international organizations and all parties
to conflicts:

Urgently call for permanent ceasefires, an end to all hostilities, and for the unimpeded flow of humanitarian aid 
across all affected locations in the Arab States.

Advocate for the criticality of women’s organizations to have full access to deliver life-saving aid and services to women, 
girls, men and boys in need, including for survivors and those at risk of GBV. Address the barriers to partnership, and 
simplify compliance requirements. Ensure aid delivery in areas where conflict has disrupted humanitarian corridors, 
particularly where women’s access to aid and services is critically impacted. 

Protect women’s organizations delivering life-saving services in humanitarian context, fully in line with international 
humanitarian law.
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“The hardest and most difficult question is how long we as WLOs and WROs can continue 
to withstand these pressures. During the ceasefire, some donors were more willing to fund 
programmes and service through local actors. However, after the collapse of the ceasefire, 
many donors stopped doing so. The sustainability of funding and resource mobilization is one 
of our most pressing needs.”
Local WLO representative from Palestine

In many Arab States, international actors face significant barriers in accessing local communities, limiting their reach, 
especially in areas most affected by crisis or displacement, underlining the key role of local WLOs who are deeply rooted 
in communities. Despite their vital role, women’s organizations remain chronically underfunded and excluded from 
key decision-making spaces. Despite global commitments under the Grand Bargain to direct at least 25 per cent of 
humanitarian funding to local actors, for example, in Palestine local women’s organizations received just 0.2 per cent of 
total humanitarian financing in 2024. Member States and the humanitarian community can and should actively engage 
with and fund women’s organizations to deliver life-saving assistance and advocate to ensure increased humanitarian 
access for women’s organizations ccess or women’s organizations. Prioritizing WLOs as frontline implementers enhances 
accountability, inclusivity, and the sustainability of humanitarian services, fully consistent with the Grand Bargain’s vision 
of locally led response.
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