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Magazine 
UN World Humanitarian Day 

What risks do people face when they are in countries at war? And why are humanitarian 
workers a target for attacks? The UN's World Humanitarian Day puts the focus on these 
important questions. 

Before reading 
Do the preparation task first. Then read the article and do the exercises. 

Preparation task 
Match the definitions (a–h) with the vocabulary (1–8). 

Vocabulary Definition 
1. …… a humanitarian 
2. …… a civilian 
3. …… to commit 
4. …… a shortage 
5. …… aid 
6. …… shelter 
7. …… to target 
8. …… a petition 

a. to promise that you will do something; to make a strong 
decision to do something 

b. to direct an attack at a specific person or group 
c. a document which people sign asking a leader to do 

something 
d. a temporary place to live 
e. a person who helps other people living in difficult conditions 
f. a situation in which you don't have enough of something 
g. a person who is not a member of the military or the police 
h. money, food or other items for people in need 

UN World Humanitarian Day 
'No one is winning these wars. We are all losing.' 
UN Secretary-General, António Guterres 
At the United Nations, 19 August is a day to reflect. It was on this day in 2003 that the UN 
building in Baghdad was hit by an enormous terrorist bomb. Most of the 22 people who died 
in the attack had been involved in humanitarian missions in Iraq. Among the dead was Sergio 
Vieira de Mello, the UN's top representative in the country. Every year, the UN commemorates 
the loss by observing World Humanitarian Day.  

What is the objective of World Humanitarian Day? 
This is a day to remember the brave humanitarian workers whose daily work can involve 
terrible dangers and even a risk to their lives. However, it is also a day to build public support 
for the people at the centre of this humanitarian work: the many millions of civilians around 
the world whose lives have been affected by conflict. Therefore, 19 August is a day to ask 
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world leaders to commit to protecting vulnerable civilians and to do more to end conflicts in 
the world. 

Where do these conflicts exist? 
The UN has recently reported that, at the time of writing, the world's worst humanitarian crisis 
is in Yemen. Due to war and a shortage of food, it is said that up to 75 per cent of the 
population (that's about 22 million people) are in need of humanitarian aid and protection. 
Meanwhile, wars continue in Syria and South Sudan and these are just a few of the countries 
where conflict is forcing people to live in extreme difficulty or to become refugees.  

What risks do humanitarian workers face? 
Humanitarian workers must often risk their own lives to provide civilians with food, shelter or 
healthcare. Sometimes these workers are attacked by people who want to steal food or 
medicine. Many conflict zones also have big problems with political or terrorist groups who 
see humanitarian workers as an ideal target to get international attention.  

What is #notatarget? 
In recent years, the UN has promoted this online hashtag. Its message is very clear. 
Humanitarian workers have just one mission: to help people in need. And they should be able 
to do this in safe conditions. They should not be a target. At the same time, these workers 
travel to very dangerous places to provide aid for innocent civilians who have not chosen to 
live in conflict. The hashtag also implies that civilians should not be a target. 

What can I do? 
It may seem as if the problems of the world are impossible to fix, but there are a few things 
that you can do to help in some way. As a first step, inform yourself about the major 
humanitarian problems that the world is facing at the moment. With a quick online search, you 
will probably also find online petitions asking global leaders to increase their help for civilians 
in conflict zones and for the refugees that come from these situations. Or if you would prefer 
to help in a more practical way, try following the advice from previous campaigns for World 
Humanitarian Day: do something good, somewhere, for someone else. 
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Tasks 

Task 1 
Write a number (1–6) to put the ideas in the order they are mentioned in the text. 

 The origins of World Humanitarian Day 
 The reasons why humanitarian workers have a dangerous job 
 It's not necessary to be a humanitarian worker to help 
 Wars are terrible for all of us 
 An online campaign to keep humanitarian workers safe 
 Three countries which have extreme conflicts 

Task 2 
Are the sentences true or false? 

 Answer  
1. In 2003, something terrible happened at the UN. 
2. On World Humanitarian Day, the UN asks leaders to make a promise. 
3. In Yemen, many people don't have enough to eat. 
4. According to the UN, the conflict in Syria is the biggest humanitarian 

crisis at the moment. 
5. It is not common for humanitarian workers to be a target for attacks. 
6. One way to help is to sign your name to online campaigns. 

True 
True 
True 
True 
 
True 
True 

False 
False 
False 
False 
 
False 
False 

Discussion 
Describe a simple way that we can 'do something good, somewhere, for someone else'. Would 
you like to work as a humanitarian worker?  
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Answers 

Preparation task 
1. e 
2. g 
3. a 
4. f 
5. h 
6. d 
7. b 
8. c 

Task 1 
2 The origins of World Humanitarian Day 
4 The reasons why humanitarian workers have a dangerous job 
6 It's not necessary to be a humanitarian worker to help 
1 Wars are terrible for all of us 
5 An online campaign to keep humanitarian workers safe 
3 Three countries which have extreme conflicts 

Task 2 
1. True 
2. True 
3. True 
4. False 
5. False 
6. True 
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