
The Humanitarian Finance Summit 2026, convened by the Humanitarian Finance Forum and
AidEx, brought together humanitarian organizations, donors, development finance institutions,
impact investors, and private sector actors to examine how financing models can better respond to
the realities of protracted crises and large-scale displacement. 

As humanitarian needs continue to grow while traditional funding becomes increasingly
constrained and unpredictable, the Summit focused on practical approaches that can complement
grant-based assistance by improving durability, flexibility, and leverage.

This report, developed by IMD’s Center for Social Innovation, synthesizes four case studies
presented at the Summit, each illustrating a distinct approach to humanitarian finance: 

Blended finance for energy infrastructure, 
Grant‑funded enterprise lending in displacement-affected markets, 
Patient impact capital for agribusiness, and 
System‑level endowment financing. 

Together, they offer practical insight into how different forms of capital (i.e., philanthropic, public,
and private) can be structured to support more resilient outcomes in fragile and displacement‑
affected contexts. While the cases differ in scale and sector, they converge on a central insight:
the effectiveness of humanitarian finance depends less on novelty, and more on how well capital
is designed to match context, risk, and time horizons.
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The global humanitarian system is facing a structural financial crisis. Traditional grant
funding is increasingly constrained, short‑term, and tightly earmarked, while displacement
crises are becoming longer, more complex, and more economically embedded. Against this
backdrop, the Humanitarian Finance Summit 2026 convened practitioners, investors, and
humanitarian leaders to examine how innovative financial approaches can complement,
rather than replace, humanitarian action.

This whitepaper synthesizes four case studies presented at the Summit, each illustrating a
different pathway through which finance can support more durable, predictable, and
locally grounded outcomes in displacement-affected contexts. Together, the cases span
the full spectrum of humanitarian finance: from infrastructure and enterprise finance to
system-level funding architecture.

Enter Energy (Mercy Corps) demonstrates how blended finance can enable
commercial renewable energy infrastructure in refugee camps, shifting energy
provision from short-term service delivery to bankable, long-lived systems.
Inkomoko shows how philanthropic grant funding, deployed through lending to
displacement-affected communities, can unlock entrepreneurship and job creation in
fragile settings that commercial lenders continue to misprice.
The Omia Agribusiness and Acumen partnership illustrates how patient impact capital,
structured through a convertible note, can support agribusinesses operating in fragile,
refugee‑hosting regions while strengthening governance, impact discipline, and access
to future capital.
UNHCR’s Global Islamic Fund for Refugees (GIFR) presents a Sharia‑compliant
philanthropic endowment, co‑founded with the Islamic Development Bank, designed
to convert donor capital into a long‑term, investable pool generating recurring funding
for refugee programs.

Despite operating at different levels, the four cases surface a consistent set of lessons for
humanitarian finance: 

1.The core constraint is not lack of demand, it is financial design. Across energy,
livelihoods, and agriculture, displaced communities already pay high prices for poor
services. The challenge lies in structuring capital that matches risk, cash‑flow realities,
and time horizons — not in proving willingness to pay.

2.Philanthropy plays a catalytic, not residual, role. In all four cases, philanthropic capital
absorbs early risk, funds systems and capability building, and enables models that
commercial capital alone will not initiate. Its value lies in how it is deployed, not simply
in its concessionality.

3. Instrument choice matters as much as transaction size. Convertible notes, blended
finance structures, cash‑flow‑based lending, and endowments are not
interchangeable. Each case shows that misaligned instruments can stall otherwise
viable models, while well‑matched structures unlock scale and resilience.

Executive Summary
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4.Scale is an ecosystem outcome, not an organizational one. The most credible
pathways to scale involve market integration, handover to local actors, or system‑level
financing mechanisms rather than continual expansion of humanitarian organizations
or pilots.

5.Durability requires institutional commitment and “skin in the game.” Whether
through UNHCR contributing its own capital to GIFR, Acumen pairing investment with
technical assistance, or Mercy Corps anchoring early energy risk, success required
institutions to take responsibility beyond facilitation.

The cases suggest a reframing of humanitarian finance from short‑cycle funding for
temporary services toward financial architectures that support systems, markets, and
livelihoods over time.

Innovative finance is not a silver bullet, nor a substitute for grant-based humanitarian
assistance. But when carefully designed and responsibly governed, it can extend the reach
of limited grant funding, improve predictability, and reduce long‑term dependence on
emergency response, particularly in protracted displacement contexts.

The four cases in this report offer field‑tested, replicable insights for donors, humanitarian
agencies, development banks, and impact investors seeking to move from
experimentation toward scale. The Appendix provides more detailed information with
links to further resources.

Executive Summary (cont.)

See presentation decks by each case study

https://linktr.ee/HumanitarianFinanceSummit2026
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Initiative: Mercy Corps - Enter Energy
Financial Instrument: Blended Finance (Debt, Equity, CapEx grants)
Partners & Implementers: Mercy Corps, Humanitarian Energy PLC

CASE STUDY #1: From Diesel to Solar — Financing
Energy Infrastructure in Refugee Camps

This session explored Enter Energy, an
initiative led by Mercy Corps to address the
persistent lack of reliable and affordable
electricity in displacement settings. Rather than
treating energy as a short‑term humanitarian
service, the initiative was designed around a
blended finance structure to support
commercially operated renewable mini‑grids in
refugee camps. 

Public and philanthropic capital absorb early
risk, while a private operator builds and
manages the infrastructure, with revenues
generated from households, businesses, and
humanitarian anchor clients. Mercy Corps’

long‑standing field presence and convening
role reduce regulatory and political risk, while
private partners bring operational and
commercial discipline. 

Early deployments in Ethiopia have
demonstrated reduced energy costs and
sustained demand, with additional sites under
development. The discussion highlighted that
the innovation lies less in the technology itself
than in reframing energy as long‑lived
infrastructure, and in the role of humanitarian
actors as market shapers rather than service
providers.

Learn more: Enter Energy Ethiopia

Initiative: Inkomoko
Financial Instrument: Inclusive Finance, enabled by catalytic grants and concessional debt
Partners & Implementers: Inkomoko

CASE STUDY #2: Financing Entrepreneurs in
Displacement‑Affected Markets

This session examined Inkomoko, a social
enterprise providing finance (loans) and
advisory services to entrepreneurs in
displacement‑affected markets. Instead of
designing a traditional livelihood program,
Inkomoko deploys philanthropic grant funding
to support its cash‑flow‑based enterprise
lending activities, combined with business
advisory support. Loans are underwritten
based on character and cash flow rather than
collateral, enabling refugee and
host‑community entrepreneurs to grow viable
businesses despite being excluded from formal
finance. 

Philanthropic capital absorbs early risk and   

funds the operational backbone required to
lend in volatile contexts, while local staff
embedded in communities reduce information
asymmetries. Operating across multiple
countries, Inkomoko has demonstrated strong
business survival and job creation outcomes,
with an aim to deploy $150 million in
displacement-affected communities by 2030. 

The discussion underscored that the core
innovation is not simply the lending activities,
but using philanthropy to build financial
infrastructure where markets systematically
fail to price risk accurately.

Learn more: Inkomoko 

https://www.mercycorps.org/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/humanitarian-energy/?originalSubdomain=et
https://www.mercycorps.org/blog/connecting-refugee-communities-solar-power
https://www.inkomoko.com/
https://www.inkomoko.com/
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Initiative: Acumen and Omia Agribusiness
Financial Instrument: Quasi-equity (convertible note)
Partners & Implementers: Acumen, Omia Agribusiness 

CASE STUDY #3: Impact Capital for Market-Based
Solutions in Displacement-Affected Agriculture

This session explored Acumen’s investment in
Omia Agribusiness, a last‑mile agribusiness
serving refugee and host‑community farmers in
northern Uganda. Rather than relying on grants
or high‑cost bank debt, Acumen structured a
patient impact investment through a
convertible note, aligned with Omia’s cash
flows and growth stage. 

The instrument provided flexibility on
repayment and valuation, while embedding
governance, financial controls, and impact
milestones into the investment terms. Acumen
complemented capital with technical

assistance, recognizing that early‑stage
businesses in fragile settings require more than
financing alone. 

Omia’s model has demonstrated strong farmer
uptake and income gains, while continuing to
attract follow‑on investor interest. The
discussion emphasized that the innovation lies
in matching instrument design to business
reality, and in using transitional capital to
bridge the gap between early traction and
scalable investment.

Learn more: Omia Agribusiness

Initiative: UNHCR’s Global Islamic Fund for Refugees (GIFR)
Financial Instrument: Sharia-compliant Endowment Fund
Partners & Implementers: UNHCR, Islamic Development Bank’s ISFD (Islamic Solidarity Fund
for Development)

CASE STUDY #4: A Sharia‑Compliant Endowment to
Stabilize Refugee Financing

This session explored UNHCR’s Global Islamic
Fund for Refugees (GIFR), a joint initiative
with the Islamic Development Bank to address
the chronic unpredictability of humanitarian
funding. Instead of relying solely on annual
grants, the partners established a
Sharia‑compliant philanthropic endowment,
designed to generate recurring investment
returns for refugee programs. 

Seed capital from UNHCR and the Islamic
Development Bank anchors the fund, while
additional partners can contribute through
flexible participation windows aligned with
Islamic finance principles. Returns from the
invested capital are allocated to UNHCR

programs in refugee‑hosting countries,
improving funding predictability and reducing
earmarking constraints. 

Early allocations have already been made to
refugee operations, funding education, health,
and livelihood opportunities across Chad, Libya
and Egypt. The discussion underscored that
the innovation is not only financial, but also
institutional: a humanitarian agency acting as a
long‑term capital steward, willing to commit
its own balance sheet to reshape how
humanitarian action is financed.

Learn more: ISFD & UNHCR Launch Global
Islamic Fund for Refugees 

https://acumen.org/
https://omiaagribusinessdg.com/
https://omiaagribusinessdg.com/
https://www.unhcr.org/
https://www.isdb.org/
https://www.comcec.org/poverty-alleviation/islamic-solidarity-fund-for-development-isfd/
https://www.comcec.org/poverty-alleviation/islamic-solidarity-fund-for-development-isfd/
https://www.isdb.org/news/isfd-unhcr-launch-global-islamic-fund-for-refugees
https://www.isdb.org/news/isfd-unhcr-launch-global-islamic-fund-for-refugees
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APPENDIX: DETAILED SESSIONS BRIEF 

Enter Energy — Financing Energy Infrastructure in
Refugee Camps

Financial Instrument: Blended Finance, (Equity, CapEx grants, + future concessional debt)
Implementers: Mercy Corps, Humanitarian Energy Plc
Presenter: Chiara Buzzico, Senior Energy Advisor, Mercy Corps
Facilitator: Anne-Sofie Munk, Director, Humanitarian Innovative Finance Hub (HIFHUB)

Humanitarian Problem Addressed

Despite global progress on electrification, displacement settings remain largely unserved. In
Ethiopia, which hosts more than 1.1 million refugees, up to 90% of electricity demand in
displacement settings remains unmet. Where electricity is available, it is frequently supplied
through diesel generators, resulting in poor service quality, high environmental costs, and tariffs of
approximately USD 0.50 per unit — among the highest prices paid for electricity anywhere in the
world. 

Humanitarian organizations, while deeply embedded in these contexts, are not designed to build
and operate long-term energy infrastructure. Private energy providers are typically unwilling to
assume the regulatory, political, and demand risks associated with displacement settings. This
leaves displaced populations paying the highest prices for the poorest service — a structural failure
of both markets and aid delivery models.

Core Innovation and Approach

Enter Energy was designed explicitly to bridge this gap between humanitarian and commercial
models. Rather than delivering energy as a short‑term, grant‑funded service, the initiative aims to
establish renewable mini‑grids that deliver reliable, affordable power while remaining operationally
viable over time.

The Ethiopia case represents the first pilot of the Enter Energy global program. Mercy Corps
partnered with a local Ethiopian energy company to establish a special purpose vehicle (SPV),
Humanitarian Energy PLC, responsible for building, owning, and operating a solar mini‑grid in
Sheder refugee camp. Mercy Corps’ long‑standing presence in Ethiopia proved critical for
navigating regulatory approvals and aligning public, humanitarian, and private sector interests.

Structure and Partnership

The pilot used a blended finance structure, combining grants and equity to de‑risk upfront
investment. As a first‑of‑its‑kind deployment, no concessional debt was included, reflecting limited
evidence and risk‑absorption capacity at this stage. Nevertheless, the system operates
commercially, with revenues from electricity sales supporting ongoing operations. 

Electricity is supplied to humanitarian operations, households, businesses, and community
institutions through prepaid metering and, where possible, power purchase agreements.
Demand‑side interventions (e.g., business incubation, productive‑use support, and clean‑cooking
pilots) enable income generation and strengthen users’ ability to pay over time. 

The following section provides extended session notes for each case study, including presenter
and facilitator details, quantitative outcomes, challenges, and pathways to scale.
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Results and Evidence

Quantitative Outcomes:
The mini‑grid now delivers 24/7 electricity at nearly half the previous diesel cost. It serves 1,300
refugee households, over 100 businesses (mostly refugee‑led), seven social institutions, a telecom
tower, and more than 200 host‑community households — reaching ~17,000 people.

Qualitative Outcomes:
Improved lighting, safety, service delivery, and income-generating activities. Energy access has
been linked to gender-related benefits, including reduced exposure to gender-based violence and
time savings for women.

Challenges and Risks

Development costs were high due to limited prior evidence and extensive feasibility requirements.
Regulatory uncertainty added complexity, as Ethiopia was revising its electricity and tariff
frameworks during project design. Following commissioning, a sharp currency devaluation and a
reduction in humanitarian funding both affected demand and purchasing capacity. 

Demand‑side measures focused on stimulating productive and institutional electricity use (e.g.,
including refugee‑led businesses, social institutions, and anchor clients) helped stabilize revenues
during periods of reduced household purchasing power, but highlighted exposure to
macroeconomic volatility.

Pathways to Scale

Enter Energy is designed as a global program. In Ethiopia, feasibility studies have been completed
for four additional sites, with larger scale expected to improve sustainability and enable
concessional debt. The program is already operational in Uganda and Somalia, using delivery
models adapted to local conditions. Transferable design principles include early public risk-taking,
deep local presence, and deliberate investment in demand creation alongside infrastructure.

Key Quotes and Insights

“The problem in displacement settings isn’t willingness to pay — people are already paying the highest
prices for the worst service. The question is whether we design systems that are meant to last.” —
Chiara Buzzico 

APPENDIX: DETAILED SESSIONS BRIEF 
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APPENDIX: DETAILED SESSIONS BRIEF 

Inkomoko: Financing Entrepreneurs in Displacement‑
Affected Markets

Financial Instrument: Inclusive Finance, enabled by catalytic grants and concessional debt
Implementers: Inkomoko
Presenter: Julienne Oyler, CEO, Inkomoko
Facilitator: Florian Kemmerich, Co-Founder & Managing Partner, Human Planet 

Humanitarian Problem Addressed

Displacement-affected communities are often framed primarily through a humanitarian lens, yet
across Africa they represent one of the continent’s largest underserved markets. By 2030, these
communities are projected to include up to 100 million people, with USD 30–45 billion in annual
consumption and 15–30 million entrepreneurs or aspiring entrepreneurs. 

Despite this scale, displaced entrepreneurs remain largely excluded from formal finance. Perceived
risk, lack of collateral, thin or nonexistent credit histories, regulatory barriers, and high operating
costs deter most commercial lenders — constraining business growth, job creation, and household
stability even where markets are active and demand is evident.

Core Innovation and Approach

Inkomoko was created as a social enterprise to address this gap by treating displaced people as
economic actors rather than beneficiaries. Operating in five countries (Rwanda, Kenya, Ethiopia,
South Sudan, and Chad), Inkomoko delivers an integrated package of training, one-on-one advisory
support, market linkages, and tailored financial products. Rather than referring clients to external
lenders, Inkomoko deliberately built its own lending capability, creating an investable pipeline
grounded in local knowledge.

Lending Model and Financial Model

Inkomoko’s lending model departs from conventional microfinance and SME finance. Loans are
offered at a flat 10% interest rate, with no collateral and no additional fees, and are underwritten
based on cash flow and character rather than asset ownership.

Risk mitigation is embedded operationally rather than contractually. Inkomoko hires staff directly
from the communities it serves, enabling accurate assessment of borrower behavior, seasonality,
and local market dynamics. Products are designed locally to reflect income volatility and climate
shocks, while advisory support and accountability are treated as core components of the credit
model rather than add‑ons.

The organization is primarily funded by private philanthropy, which supports capacity building,
market development, and early‑stage risk absorption. Lending capital combines grants, revolving
funds, and low‑cost capital, with flexibility to recycle repayments into further investment or
complementary services. This structure allows Inkomoko to operate where commercial lenders
typically will not, while generating performance data that challenges prevailing risk assumptions.
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Results and Evidence

Quantitative Outcomes:
From 2023 to 2026, Inkomoko disbursed ~USD 35–36 million across more than 33,000 loans,
serving nearly 73,000 clients, of whom around 55% are displaced persons and 60% are women.
The organization employs approximately 840 staff, more than half of whom are women, with a
significant proportion holding refugee status. 

Around 90% of supported businesses remain operational, with over two-thirds reporting increased
monthly revenues. Over the past two years, client businesses have generated approximately
95,000 new jobs for refugees and host-community members.

Qualitative Outcomes:
While most households remain below formal poverty thresholds, 83% report improved economic
stability, highlighting gains in resilience rather than immediate income transformation.

Challenges and Risks

Regulatory complexity varies by country, requiring a patchwork of licenses, non‑objection letters,
partnerships, and locally adapted structures. In some contexts, the right to work is legally
restricted or unevenly enforced, requiring advocacy alongside financial service delivery. Few
commercial lenders are willing to engage at the loan sizes and risk profiles required, and the
pipeline of follow-on capital for clients ready to graduate to larger ticket financing remains limited.
This reinforces Inkomoko’s role as both a lender and a market‑builder — generating data, track
records, and proof points for others to follow.

Pathways to Scale

Inkomoko has publicly committed to deploying USD 150 million in displacement-affected
communities by 2030 and aims to responsibly exit at least one country where local actors can
sustain the model. Its long-term strategy is explicitly ecosystem-oriented: building local capacity
and financial records that allow commercial banks to absorb mature clients, while local NGOs and
social enterprises take on training and advisory functions.

Key Quotes and Insights

“Displaced entrepreneurs are some of the most resilient and resourceful people you’ll ever meet. The risk
isn’t them — it’s how financial systems are designed.” — Julienne Oyler

APPENDIX: DETAILED SESSIONS BRIEF 
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Acumen and Omia Agribusiness: Impact Capital for
Displacement-Affected Agriculture 

Financial Instrument: Quasi-equity (convertible note)
Implementers: Acumen (investor) and Omia Agribusiness (operator)
Presenters: Iganachi Razaki Omia, CEO and Founder, Omia Agribusiness Development Group
(OADG) Uganda; Wanji Ng'ang'a, Associate Director of Investing, Acumen
Facilitator: Vanina Farber, elea Professor for Social Innovation, IMD 

Humanitarian Problem Addressed

Uganda hosts approximately 1.9 million forcibly displaced people, many of whom rely on
agriculture for survival yet remain excluded from stable markets, affordable inputs, and reliable
extension services. For refugee and host-community farmers alike, this exclusion limits
productivity, income generation, and long-term economic opportunity. 

Private investment has struggled to engage at scale: early-stage agribusinesses in displacement-
affected markets face perceived risk, limited collateral, volatile demand, and financing instruments
poorly matched to their cash flows and growth trajectories.

Core Innovation and Approach:

Omia operates a last‑mile, integrated agribusiness model designed to address multiple constraints
faced by smallholder farmers simultaneously. The company provides quality agricultural inputs,
farmer training and extension services, and market access as a bundled offering. This integration is
essential in displacement‑affected settings, where productivity gains without market access often
lead to farmer disengagement and income volatility.

Rather than focusing solely on refugees, Omia serves both refugee and host‑community farmers,
allowing the business to scale across entire local markets while ensuring displaced populations are
not excluded from commercial opportunities.

Structure and Partnership

Acumen’s engagement with Omia reflects its strategy of deploying patient, impact-oriented capital
into commercially viable businesses in high-risk contexts. After assessing Omia’s unit economics,
margins, and go-to-market strategy, Acumen invested through a convertible note structured to
align with the company’s cash flows and stage of development. 

The instrument combined several features:
Flexibility between debt and equity, avoiding premature valuation
Deferred and adaptable repayment terms, aligned with cash‑flow realities
Covenants linked to financial controls and governance, strengthening institutional capacity
Impact‑linked incentives, with more favorable terms tied to stronger impact performance

In parallel, Acumen provided technical assistance grants to address gaps in governance, financial
systems, and talent — recognizing that capital alone is insufficient for early‑stage businesses in
fragile environments.

APPENDIX: DETAILED SESSIONS BRIEF 
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For Omia, the convertible note offered a viable alternative to commercial bank loans, which often
require collateral and carry interest rates above 25% in Uganda. It allowed the company to scale
operations without immediate dilution, while positioning it to raise follow‑on capital from other
impact and commercial investors as risk decreased. 

For Acumen, the instrument functioned as transitional capital, designed to support the business
through a critical growth phase and catalyze future investment beyond Acumen’s balance sheet.

Results and Evidence

Quantitative Outcomes:
By 2025, Omia was working with approximately 96,500 farmers — around 10% refugees and 40%
women — across northern Uganda, through 20 outlets in 10 locations. An independent impact
assessment reported that 92% of farmers increased production, 89% increased earnings, and 91%
reported improvements in quality of life across indicators including food security, school fee
payment, and housing. 

Omia has driven more than USD 2 million annually in adoption of improved agricultural inputs and
has grown from a USD 1,000 start-up to a business employing 124 full-time staff.

Qualitative Outcomes:
Food security, housing improvements, and increased earnings across refugee and host-community
farming households.

Challenges and Risks

The Omia–Acumen discussion highlighted several practical constraints that shape both the
company’s growth and the way capital must be structured.

Access to appropriately priced capital. Before Acumen’s investment, Omia relied on a mix of
catalytic grants and local bank overdrafts to finance growth. Commercial bank loans were available
only at very high interest rates (often above 25%) and typically required collateral, placing pressure
on cash flows and limiting the company’s ability to scale sustainably. 

Early‑stage investment readiness. While Omia demonstrated strong commercial traction, gaps in
financial controls, governance, and systems initially constrained its ability to absorb larger or more
conventional forms of investment. Addressing these gaps required time, technical assistance, and
flexible capital rather than immediate equity or rigid debt. 

Market and operating volatility. Omia operates in agricultural markets characterized by seasonal
incomes, climate exposure, and fluctuating demand. These conditions affect both farmers’
purchasing power and the company’s working‑capital needs, reinforcing the need for financing
instruments that can accommodate uneven cash flows. 

Investor risk perception. Despite demonstrated impact and growing revenues, businesses operating
in refugee‑hosting regions continue to face skepticism from investors unfamiliar with
displacement‑affected markets. This perception can slow follow‑on investment and increase
reliance on early, patient capital providers.

APPENDIX: DETAILED SESSIONS BRIEF 
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Pathways to Scale

Early growth was supported by catalytic grants, which allowed Omia to enter new markets, test
service delivery models, and build farmer demand while absorbing initial risk. As volumes grew,
Omia accessed high‑cost local bank credit to meet short‑term working capital needs, despite
unfavorable terms. These early stages helped establish operating history, supplier relationships,
and proof of farmer willingness to pay.

Acumen’s investment marked a transition point. The convertible note provided capital aligned with
Omia’s cash flows and growth stage, while strengthening financial controls, governance, and
impact measurement. This positioning enabled Omia to pursue scale without premature dilution or
restrictive repayment schedules, while signaling credibility to other impact and commercial
investors.

Omia’s forward strategy centers on geographic expansion within Uganda’s refugee-hosting
regions, deeper market integration to reduce price volatility and post-harvest risk, and progressive
capital diversification as the business matures.

Key Quotes and Insights

“We structured the investment to meet the reality of the business — not the other way around. The
instrument had to match cash flows, growth stage, and impact.” — Wanji Ng’ang’a

APPENDIX: DETAILED SESSIONS BRIEF 
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UNHCR’s Global Islamic Fund for Refugees (GIFR) 
Financial Instrument: Sharia-compliant Endowment Fund
Implementers: UNHCR, Islamic Development Bank’s (IsDB) poverty alleviation arm (ISFD, the
Islamic Solidarity Fund for Development)
Presenter: Lance Bartholomeusz, General Counsel, UNHCR
Facilitator: Edina Csányi, Senior Social Officer, European Investment Bank (EIB) Institute

Humanitarian Problem Addressed

Traditional grant funding is insufficient to meet the scale and duration of displacement crises
linked to Islamic Development Bank member states: 7 out of 10 of the largest refugee-hosting
countries, and over half of all forcibly displaced people, fall within this geography. Over time, the
quality of funding has also shifted — from flexible, unearmarked support toward tightly earmarked
contributions that reduce both agility and long-term planning capacity. GIFR was designed to
address this structural mismatch by creating a long-term, flexible financing mechanism
independent of annual grant cycles.

Core Innovation and Approach:

The Global Islamic Fund for Refugees is a philanthropic endowment co-founded by UNHCR and
the Islamic Development Bank, structured under Islamic finance principles including risk sharing,
the prohibition of interest-based transactions, and the avoidance of speculation. Governance
oversight is supported through IsDB’s Sharia committee and compliance processes. The fund
invests seed capital in a balanced portfolio designed for capital preservation and steady returns,
with annual investment returns allocated to UNHCR refugee programs in OIC countries.

Structure and Partnership

Initial capital is USD 100 million (USD 50 million each from UNHCR and IsDB) with a stated
ambition to grow toward USD 500 million over time. At initial size, projected annual returns of 7–
8% are allocated to UNHCR programming. Partners contributing USD 10 million or more can join
the GIFR steering committee; smaller contributors can participate through flexible windows,
including a Waqf-compliant channel and a non-Waqf channel designed to accommodate different
donor constraints and UNHCR’s own treasury requirements around liquidity and capital
preservation. Consortium participation and payment schedules are also available to lower entry
barriers for mission-aligned donors.

Results and Evidence

Quantitative Outcomes:
More than USD 95 million in capital has been raised from new donors, including KS Relief, Islamic
Relief, and Qatar Charity. A first allocation of USD 2.5 million in October 2025 supported: 

Drinking water for 50,000 Sudanese refugees in Chad
Education, health care and rehabilitation for 1,700 refugees in Egypt
Nedicine and psychosocial support for 10,000 refugees in Libya

Qualitative Outcomes:
Education, health, and livelihood opportunities across Chad, Libya, and Egypt (to date).

APPENDIX: DETAILED SESSIONS BRIEF 



Challenges and Risks

Building GIFR required substantial legal and institutional effort — hundreds of hours of
coordination, external legal assistance, and careful navigation of constraints on how UN entities
can engage financial markets. These constraints, including the prohibition on borrowing from
markets, shaped the decision for UNHCR to contribute its own capital as anchor investor. Due
diligence frameworks, shared with IsDB, were established to ensure values and human-rights
alignment for large contributors. To ensure effective implementation, it is vital for UNHCR to have
a tightly integrated internal team of partnership, finance, and legal from the outset.

A legitimate transparency challenge also emerged: ensuring that local actors and affected
communities can understand the structure and its origins. UNHCR acknowledged this directly,
framing stronger feedback loops and communications as a priority for the fund’s next phase. The
fund also acknowledged that affected communities were not involved in negotiating the charter
itself, though they are engaged at the program design and implementation level.

Pathways to Scale

GIFR’s scale pathway centers on growing the endowment and broadening participation while
maintaining structural credibility and compliance. Flexible entry thresholds (including consortium
arrangements and payment schedules below the USD 10 million steering committee level) are
designed to lower barriers for mission-aligned donors. As the invested base grows, projected
annual returns increase, improving UNHCR’s ability to fund multi-year programs with fewer
earmarking constraints. 

The Islamic finance toolbox is also evolving, with active exploration of Sukuk and bond-based
instruments as the fund matures. Strengthening communications and feedback loops with
communities is explicitly framed as a forward priority.

Key Quotes and Insights

“It wasn’t about convincing anyone why innovative finance matters — it was about showing how to do it
in a way that aligns with humanitarian values and international standards.”— Lance Bartholomeusz

GIFR is less a new instrument than a new financing architecture for humanitarian response: one
that converts philanthropic capital into a durable pool of investable assets, governed under Islamic
finance principles, generating recurring returns for refugee programs. Its credibility rests on shared
values, partner flexibility, and the institutional willingness, exemplified by UNHCR contributing its
own balance sheet, to take responsibility beyond facilitation.

APPENDIX: DETAILED SESSIONS BRIEF 
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