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Keynote Presentation by Meg Sattler, CEO, Ground Truth Solutions

In her keynote presentation, Meg Sattler, CEO, Ground
Truth Solutions, began by reflecting on the role of
voices and their importance in humanitarian work,
sharing an anecdote about her father’s challenge to her
work. Her father, a man with a deep appreciation for the
power of words, jokingly remarked that she would "just
talk shit again," as she embarked on her trip to Doha.
This prompted her to think deeply about the power of
talking and the significance of voices in shaping the
world we live in. Meg's father’s words, though
humorous, made her contemplate the wider issue of
how voices, especially those of marginalised groups, are
often silenced, even though they hold immense power.
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flawed, and if so, whether we, as individuals,
can reimagine and redefine the roles we play in
these systems. She posed the important
question: "Do we have to be humanitarians if
the system is so limited, or can we simply be
humans?"

In the second part of her talk, Meg shared
insights from Ground Truth Solutions’ recent
research, based on conversations with 34,000
individuals impacted by crises in 12 countries
over the past two years. In closing, Meg
questioned the future of humanitarianism,
urging the audience to think beyond traditional
frameworks and to challenge existing power
structures. She emphasised the need for a new
world order where we move beyond
“humanitarian exceptionalism” and embrace
radical change, led by those directly impacted
by the crises.

She then shifted to discuss a painful moment in
her own experience—Australia’s October 2023
referendum, where the public voted against
giving Indigenous Australians a voice in
Parliament. As she witnessed the result and the
ongoing assault in Gaza, Meg felt disillusioned
about the world. She highlighted the global
reluctance to listen to those affected by
crises, especially marginalised groups, calling
this reluctance a "deliberate and cruel act of
dehumanisation." Drawing parallels between
historical injustices and present-day crisis,
Meg pointed out that silence, whether in
governments or humanitarian systems, can be
just as harmful as the violence we see. She
spoke about the failure of humanitarian
systems, which often listen more to donors and
perpetrators of crises than to the people
actually affected by them. Meg questioned
whether the humanitarian system is inherently.
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Support for Community-Led Response: People in crises want international actors
to recognise and support the work being done by local communities. However, she
stressed that while mutual aid should be celebrated, it should not be romanticised
or left unsupported.

Recognising the Violence in the World: Meg highlighted how many people,
particularly youth, are awake to the cruelty and violence embedded in the current
world order. She stated that staying neutral in the face of genocide or large-scale
violence is not acceptable and that the international community needs to rise to
the occasion.

Long-Term Support for Recovery and Prevention: People affected by crises want
international aid not just for survival but also for long-term recovery and
prevention. This means supporting efforts to build resilience and allow
communities to thrive, not merely exist.

Radical Transparency in Information: Meg stressed the importance of giving
people the right information in times of crisis. She called for radical transparency,
where aid organisations are honest about how resources are being used and not
just focused on their own operations.

Ensuring Aid Reaches the Right People: Finally, Meg pointed out the often
misdirected aid that fails to reach those who need it most. She called attention to
the inequities in the global aid system, particularly the racism that often underpins
aid distribution, as seen in the stark differences in how people in Ukraine and other
countries are treated.

Insights from people affected by crises:
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Moderated by Sofia Sprechmann Sineiro (Co-Chair, Pledge for Change Steering
Group), this dynamic panel brought together Halima Begum (CEO, Oxfam GB),
Danny Glenwright (CEO, Save the Children Canada), Patrick Watt (Executive
Director, Christian Aid), and Amitabh Behar (Executive Director, Oxfam
International). Together, they reflected on the transformation of international NGOs
in the context of the Pledge for Change, discussing the urgent need to move from
rhetoric to action in shifting power to local actors. The session explored how INGOs
can evolve towards humility, solidarity, and equity in a moment marked by tectonic
shifts in global civil society.

The discussion opened with Sofia Sprechmann
Sineiro tracing the origins of the Pledge for
Change, born from the need to confront
INGOs’ diminishing legitimacy and relevance.
She stressed the inadequacy of the
humanitarian    sector    in    living    up   to   the   

principle of “Nothing about us without us” and
urged a move from localisation’ to locally led
and globally supported responses. The pledge,
signed by 13 INGOs, focuses on three pillars:
equitable partnerships, ethical storytelling,
and  influencing   the  aid  ecosystem. 

Transformative Leadership for the Polycrisis – Can INGOs
change their spots?
A Pledge for Change Plenary Event 
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As Sofia noted, tackling global inequalities
requires both local leadership and international
solidarity - particularly given that the root
causes of poverty and inequity often lie beyond
the Global South.

Halima Begum offered a deeply personal and
political reflection, expressing frustration at
the lack of progress in her three decades in the
sector. Despite Oxfam’s commitment to
equitable partnerships and its current
initiatives like the Women’s Rights Fund, she
underscored that international structures
remain so bureaucratically layered — from
head offices to regional hubs — that they often
drown out local voices unintentionally. Halima
argued for drastically reducing INGO
infrastructure and allowing national civil
society, particularly feminist and grassroots
organisations, to shape the agenda. “Lose the I
in INGO,” she said in her closing remarks —
calling for INGOs to step back, redirect
unrestricted funds, and let civil society lead.

Danny Glenwright focused on the second
pledge: ethical storytelling. Sharing Save the
Children’s landmark initiative Seeing and Being
Seen, Danny described how the organisation
undertook a global review of its
communications with 400 children across 10
countries to address bias, stereotypes, and
representation. Key shifts included localised
content creation, use of local freelancers, and
centralising consent — even if it meant
sacrificing the "perfect shot." He highlighted
Canada’s indigenous-led storytelling models as
examples  of  dignity  and  autonomy  in action. 

But Danny was also candid: 25% of Save the
Children’s partners felt under-credited or
misrepresented in communications. “We have
more to do,” he said, adding that real change
requires slowing down, deeper inclusion, and
investing in training. His team in Canada has
embedded cultural humility as a core
competency for all staff, recognising that
transformation starts with inner work.

Patrick Watt outlined how Christian Aid,
despite being a smaller INGO, has embraced
the Pledge for Change by withdrawing from
direct implementation, sharing overhead costs
50-50 with partners, and funding survivor- and
community-led responses. Patrick advocated
for a systems-thinking approach in which
INGOs    no   longer    act    as    hubs    but   see
themselves as part of a broader, decentralised
ecosystem. He pointed out that some reforms
— such as sharing resources or changing
language — are not technically complex but
require leadership and will. Looking ahead,
Patrick predicted that we are entering a post-
ODA world, where INGOs must downsize and
return to their activist roots, acting as
connectors and convenors rather than doers. 

Plenary Panel 
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“The future,” he said, “is small, voluntary-
funded organisations that support, not
supplant, local movements.”

Amitabh Behar urged the room to confront a
hard truth: the ground on which civil society
was built has collapsed. He described this as a
deeper crisis — not of multiple sectors, but of a
single failed system: the unrestrained
neoliberal order. INGOs, he argued, must resist
being service delivery arms for donors or
corporations and return to their purpose:
holding power to account. He proposed five
shifts: stop competing and start collaborating;
integrate political economy into humanitarian
analysis; build broad alliances with trade
unions, climate activists,  and social
movements; reframe the relationship with
money as stewards, not owners; and rekindle
compassion and humanity as the sector’s
compass. “It’s not about risk registers,” he
concluded. “It’s about sisterhood, solidarity,
and love.”

In the final round, each panellist shared a
succinct message on what INGOs must
become. Halima reiterated the call to dissolve
INGOs into a stronger national civil society.
Danny argued for a fourth pledge — on mindset
shifts and cultural humility — backed by Save
Canada’s new internal pathway of impact.
Patrick called for INGOs to accept their bloated
bureaucracies must end and to return to civil
society’s activist, volunteer-driven roots.
Amitabh asked whether the tools INGOs use
are “post-colonial structures of imperialism,”
and pressed for deeper self-interrogation.

During the audience Q&A, challenges were
sharp. One participant asked whether INGOs
were truly prepared to dissolve themselves if
that is what true localisation required. Others
questioned the distinction between “local
implementation” and “local leadership.”
Responses were honest. 

Danny acknowledged the slow pace and the
bind of existing contracts; Patrick affirmed the
need to re-fight old battles in a world where
human rights are under threat; Amitabh
offered a sincere apology and urged others to
continue pushing INGOs harder. Halima ended
with urgency: “We won’t have a choice in two
years. Let’s get ahead of the curve before the
curve hits us.” 

This panel did not shy away from discomfort. It
leaned into it. In a moment defined by collapse
and transition, the message was clear: if INGOs
want to remain relevant, they must reimagine
themselves — not as institutions of charity, but
as enablers of justice.
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