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Abstract
‘Localisation’ became the new buzzword after the World Humanitarian Summit in 2016. However, the nature of the com-
mitment to localisation since has been questioned. What is ‘the local’? How does localisation work in practice? With
little empirical research, generalities in theory and practice have prevailed, preventing a nuanced approach to concep-
tualising the local. This study aims to build a foundation for the understanding of connotative, nuanced ‘locals’ and to
explore the multiple dimensions of the local in both theory and practice. The methodology of a case study research, with
a semi-structured and flexible approach, facilitated the identification of different elements of a locally led response that
resounded in each of the cases. Combined with a literature review, this article aims to answer the questions: What under-
lying assumptions regarding the local are found in localisation rhetoric, and how do multi-local dynamics challenge locally
led disaster response in practice? Answering this question necessitates deconstructing the multi-local in theory and criti-
cally examining expressions concerning the local in practice. In this study, one dimension of the local that was observed
was ‘the local as locale,’ with the local describing primarily national actors as opposed to the international, without taking
local power dynamics into account. The local was also seen in terms of governance, where local–national relations and
intranational strife characterised locally led responses, and the national focus excluded local actors who were not usually
involved in governance. The local also became a source of legitimation, with local, national and international actors all
using the discourse of ‘the state in charge’ and ‘the community knows best’ to legitimise their own role as response actors
while disputing others’ capacities. The multi-local lens provides a perspective with potential to change current practices
and contribute to a more transformative agenda.

Keywords
disaster governance; disaster response; humanitarian; localisation; post-conflict

Issue
This article is part of the issue “The Politics of Disaster Governance” edited by Dorothea Hilhorst (Erasmus University
Rotterdam, The Netherlands), Kees Boersma (Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, The Netherlands) and Emmanuel Raju
(University of Copenhagen, Denmark).

© 2020 by the authors; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

When the World Humanitarian Summit was concluded
in 2016, one of the major goals for the future of human-
itarian aid was to be “as local as possible, as interna-
tional as necessary,” meaning that international actors
would play only a supportive role and only when need-
ed (United Nations, 2016, p. 30). A concept of locali-
sation rose to the top of the humanitarian agenda fol-
lowing the Summit, with commitments made by interna-

tional donors and humanitarian organisations regarding
increasing local leadership, building capacity and direct-
ing funds to local- and national-level actors to realise
these goals, particularly in the field of disaster response.

The prevailing usage of the term ‘localisation’ sug-
gests that the international is the default and that
there should be some shift to the local, or the nation-
al as local. Even the criticisms of the humanitari-
an system—describing it as a top-down, centralised,
neoliberal, neocolonial, paternalistic and overpowering
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aid industry that has been shaped by imperial histo-
ries (Barnett, 2011; Bräuchler & Naucke, 2017; Donini,
2012)—maintain a perspective that is quite international-
centric. Clearly, international donors and humanitarian
organisations acting upon the localisation commitments
would mean a complete transformation of internation-
al humanitarianism. However, given the lack of explic-
it conceptualisation in the WHS resolution as to how
more localisation would improve aid effectiveness, there
is much further work on the idea of the local to be
done. The local is a strongly multi-valent, even ambigu-
ous, notion that means different things to different peo-
ple, in different contexts, and for different purposes.

Scholars and practitioners have begun to express con-
cerns about the lack of critical discussion of the prac-
tical implications and (im)possibilities of the localisa-
tion agenda. These voices have contributed to reflec-
tions on locally led responses that recognise current
capacities and leadership, shifting power relations and
the conceptualisation of the local itself—elements that
have often escaped the debate (Apthorpe & Borton,
2019; Bennett, Foley, & Sturridge, 2016; DuBois, 2018;
Geoffroy & Grünewald, 2017; Hilhorst, Christoplos, &
Van Der Haar, 2010; Kuipers, Desportes, & Hordijk, 2019;
Roepstorff, 2020; Wall & Hedlund, 2016). Nevertheless,
two major shortcomings remain in the existing litera-
ture. First, there is minimal empirically based research
analysing the production of the local in cases of local-
ly led disaster response, which has resulted in a lack of
attention for the plurality of perspectives of local and
non-local actors engaged in disaster response. Second,
the discussion has been limited to generalities, failing
to take a more nuanced approach to what the local
means in practice, in contrast to the literature on the
local in peacebuilding, which has been strongly devel-
oped (Lederach, 1997; Mac Ginty & Richmond, 2013;
Paffenholz, 2015). This study aimed to contribute to
bridging these gaps in previous work.

The study’s starting point was the recognition that
very different notions about why the local is considered
strategic for humanitarian action prevail and the objec-
tive of challenging these notions on the basis of local-
ly led disaster response experiences. The empirical sec-
tion of this article focuses on the post-conflict settings of
Nepal, Haiti and Sierra Leone. Given the aim of interna-
tional actors working in peacebuilding and development
of supporting local and national actors with a long-term
vision, the local is central for the governance of disasters
in these settings. Discussing the different experiences
and dimensions of the local in these contexts can serve
as a first step towards achieving clarity regarding the chal-
lenges of localisation and has the potential to inform a
different frame for humanitarian politics.

This article proposes a new concept—‘the multi-
local.’ With this concept, the local in localisation is under-
stood as multiple, comprising a range of locals, each
of which tends to be a code for different, if interrelat-
ed, meanings and references. The framing of the local

in this article is simply an unpacking exercise to iden-
tify the range of rationales and options that underly
the localisation debate. Unless these options are explic-
it, sensible communication about localisation remains
obscure. Examples of the most common locals include
a level in a hierarchy; a locale or a location such as a
neighbourhood, district or region; a locus of ideological
legitimacy; a source and form of knowledge and other
resources such as tradition, heritage, culture or leader-
ship; and a form or focus of governance, including non-
governmental and civil society actors. Importantly, even
simple references to ‘local,’ as in ‘the local level,’may con-
note very different things in terms of, for example, scale,
extent, or relations to other levels and components of a
polity or economy (e.g., pre-conflict, during conflict and
post-conflict). The concept of the local is also included
in the ideas of ‘local ownership,’ ‘local government,’ ‘act
locally (but think globally),’ and ‘local knowledge,’ each of
which itself hasmultiplemeanings, and all of which differ
from each other. What is best for the ‘national interest’
is always contested or contestable (politically and oth-
erwise), and this is equally true for the ‘local interest.’
Whereas the international is often seen by humanitari-
ans as universal and scientific, the local is viewed in an
opposite way. The local also looks different from below
than fromabove. However, inmuch international human-
itarian thinking and writing about intervention and aid,
the local is increasingly portrayed as uniform, and ‘local’
and ‘national’ tend to be used interchangeably.

This study aims to contribute to answering the follow-
ing two questions: 1) What are the underlying assump-
tions about the local in localisation? 2) How do multi-
local dynamics challenge locally led disaster response in
practice? The article illustrates the importance of decon-
structing themultiple dimensions and uses of the local in
disaster response, with the expressions of politics across
spaces and governance levels where the multi-local is
produced and contested as one of the main challenges.
Here, the deconstruction and empirical application of
multiple interconnected locals centres on those that are
crucial in disaster response, namely the local as a locale,
the local as governance and the local a source of legiti-
macy. After describing these three key dimensions of the
multi-local, we apply the multi-local lens to three empiri-
cal case studies of local realities—namely, the locally led
responses to the 2015 earthquakes in Nepal, the 2016
Hurricane Matthew in Haiti and the 2017 landslide in
Sierra Leone. The article then concludes with a discus-
sion of how a more nuanced framework of the local can
contribute to the humanitarian localisation agenda.

2. (De)Constructing the Multi-Local

This section presents a critical discussion of the differ-
ent dimensions, or underlying assumptions, of what is
meant by ‘the local,’ as well as the associated risk to a
transformative localisation agenda. Here, the focus is on
dimensions that are most relevant to locally led disaster
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response: the local as locale, the local as governance and
the local as a source of legitimation.

The first dimension of the local—the local as locale
or locality—involves boundary setting for the localisation
debate. This dimension represents an ostensibly prag-
matic approach looking at geographic locations, where
disasters are traditionally seen as technocratic problems
(Hewitt, 1983), aid effectiveness is among the main rea-
sons for localising aid to actors who are close to the
locale (de Torrenté, 2013) and access to localities is often
mediated by local actors (Voorst & Hilhorst, 2017, p. 24).
For actors outside the locale, relating to this dimen-
sion provides a sense of being ‘on the ground’ or ‘in
the field,’ references that signify the level closest to the
affected location. Localisation in this regard looks at the
locale and the actors associated with it from a top-down,
external perspective; it strengthens the understanding
of the local, in its locality, as a separate, somewhat
‘pure’ or ‘untouched’ entity. This dimension of localisa-
tion presents local (and national) actors in binary oppo-
sition to the international and in terms of ‘insiders’ and
‘outsiders’ (Abu-Sada, 2012).

Viewing the local as a single locale leads to a homo-
geneous vision that overlooks differentiation within the
local and thus neglects important questions regarding
who is (and who is not) considered part of the local. This
essentialisation of the local (Bräuchler & Naucke, 2017)
gives rise to the problem of representation (Appadurai,
1988). There is a risk that this understanding of the local
could legitimise (mis)representation of local people by
locals who are actually viewed as outsiders. For example,
local elites or authorities may be individuals who were
able to capture power despite the fact that they do not
speak for others in the locale (Pouligny, 2005). Previous
work has shown that insider/outsider status is not based
only on geographical ‘rootedness’ in the local or inter-
national locales and that a single actor can simultane-
ously be both an outsider and an insider (Roepstorff &
Bernhard, 2013). Visoka (2018) has demonstrated that
these identities are fluid, socially constructed and chang-
ing over time. This also relates to how international
actors are viewed by locals in a particular locale. Some
external actors have had a long-term engagement in the
local and have become ‘behavioural insiders’ (Visoka,
2018) who work closely with insider actors, whereas oth-
ers, particularly in the humanitarian sector, continue to
be perceived as outsiders (Jayawickrama, 2018).

This binary interpretation of the local also ignores
how local places and actors are shaped by relations out-
side the locale. A historical view of international rela-
tions demonstrates that colonial, imperial and conflict
histories have contributed to the production of disaster
vulnerability on both local and national levels (Fatton,
2011; Oliver-Smith, 1994; Wisner, 2012). These external
interventions have also become ingrained in everyday
socio-political life and are used by different local actors
to advance their own goals (Hameiri & Scarpello, 2018).
The interface between the local and the international

forms a hybridity, where both are co-constitutive and
negotiate contestation and accommodation (Hameiri &
Jones, 2017; Mac Ginty, 2010; Richmond, 2015). These
insights construct the locale as a political place that is
constantly evolving.

The second dimension pertains to the local as gov-
ernance. Although disasters may unfold on a local scale,
the response is not restricted to actors in the affect-
ed locale. From the international perspective, localisa-
tion concerns everything that is happening in a coun-
try; thus, the national becomes the local. This is encour-
aged by a state-centric governance (Harvey, 2013). Here,
the ambitions of localisation are to decentralise disas-
ter governance, to be more inclusive (Zyck & Krebs,
2015), to support local ownership (Wall & Hedlund,
2016) and to increase accountability (International
Federation of Red Cross, 2015). A crucial element in
accomplishing these aims is the local and national non-
governmental organisations—actors who are already
engaged in humanitarian governance.

The desired shift in disaster governance from the
international to the local can lead to romanticising the
local (Richmond, 2009). Academic literature has cau-
tioned that local governance, like any form of gover-
nance, brings together actors who have their own inter-
ests and pre-existing power relations. Multiple local
government institutions—either formal or informal—
may play competing and contentious roles (Hirblinger
& Simons, 2015; Van Leeuwen, Nindorera, Kambale
Nzweve, & Corbijn, 2019) and modes of local gover-
nance can co-exist with their own bases of authority and
legitimacy (Olivier de Sardan, 2011), especially in post-
conflict settings where governance arrangements are in
flux (Melis, 2018). Furthermore, although national and
local governance levels are both included in the local in
localisation initiatives, these levels may be at odds with
each other. The focus on national governance in disaster
response becomes problematic when this level of gover-
nance is seen as illegitimate or when local governance is
characterised by relatively informal institutions and is not
a formal decentralised extension of the national level.

The level or scale of governance that takes the
lead in disaster response largely determines the bal-
ance of power because it shifts actors’ alliances and
resources (Hameiri & Jones, 2017; Hameiri & Scarpello,
2018; Swyngedouw, 1997; Van Leeuwen et al., 2019).
Therefore, the choice of governance level is a political
choice that has practical consequences in terms of which
actors are included or excluded.When the selected scale
of governance remains at national level, it often excludes
actors who are not traditionally seen to be involved
in governance, such as other public- and private sec-
tor actors and religious institutions that are important
response actors (Cook, Shrestha, & Zin, 2018; Gingerich,
Beriont, Brodrick, & Moore, 2017; Jean-Louis & Klamer,
2016; Nurmala, de Vries, & de Leeuw, 2018).

One reason for international actors to essentialise
and romanticise the local is illustrated by the third dimen-
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sion: the local as (de)legitimation. Because national and
local actors play a central role in disaster response poli-
cies, their participation, for example in the form of
partnerships (Christian Aid et al., 2019), is crucial in
the legitimation of external interventions. These exter-
nal interventions often take the form of capacity build-
ing (Fabre, 2017), albeit with insufficient investment
(Cohen, Ferguson, Gingerich, & Scribner, 2016), where
local capacities are seen as a resource to be strength-
ened. The local becomes a site of power (Hirblinger &
Simons, 2015) from which legitimacy is gained.

However, the way capacity is defined thus simultane-
ously may undermine the legitimacy and equal participa-
tion of local actors, who are not consulted on the con-
ceptualisation of what capacity means or which capac-
ities are needed, and whose capacities are not recog-
nised in their own right (Barbelet, 2019). It has been
argued that this pattern is part of “structural relations of
colonial difference,” focusing on the ‘incapacity’ of local
actors (Buba, 2018, p. 3). Setting the agenda and dom-
inating the production of knowledge is a type of pow-
er (Foucault, 1984; Maldonado-Torres & Cavooris, 2017;
Mignolo&Escobar, 2010;Quijano, 2000), and, in the case
of these external capacity-building interventions, capac-
ities are pushed to conform to the norms of the inter-
national system (Fast, 2017). In this process, discourses
matter. The prevailing discourse of the incapacity of local
actors is followed by practices that treat local actors as
lacking in capacity. Further, the legitimation of human-
itarian actors through the humanitarian principles risks
delegitimising the local. The humanitarian principles put
forward a universalist approach, but many scholars view
them as being used as a source of power for top-down
paternalistic endeavours (Barnett, 2017). The universal-
ist approach affects the relationship between humani-
tarian and local actors. National and local authorities, in
particular, are often portrayed by humanitarian actors
as political, and thus non-neutral, and are seen as ‘ille-
gitimate’ as humanitarian partners. Humanitarian actors
therefore often neglect to support national and local
authorities as leaders of the response (Harvey, 2013).

These three dimensions of the local, while not
exhaustive, show the danger of loosely interpreting ‘the
local’ in locally led disaster response practice and in
scholarly research on localising humanitarian action.

3. Methodology

This study is part of a larger research project on dis-
aster response governance in post-conflict settings. For
this research, Samantha Melis conducted three case
studies of locally led disaster responses in Nepal, Haiti
and Sierra Leone. Each case study contributed elements
to the creation of wider theory on locally led disaster
response governance in post-conflict settings, by using
semi-standardised questions while also focusing on the
specific contextual elements that each of the cases pre-
sented. This facilitated a continuous cycle of action and

reflection (Kindon, Pain, & Kesby, 2007), through which
tools and questions were adapted for each of the cases.
The small-N multiple case study is a comparative strat-
egy, which does not compare each case to one another,
but lets the resonance between the cases inform the gen-
eral argument (Lund, 2014). This combines the strengths
of an in-depth exploration of a single case study and
the analytical broadness of a cross-case study (George
& Bennett, 2005).

In these countries, 273 qualitative interviews and
18 community-based focus group discussions were con-
ducted. A total of 170 of these interviews, and all 18
focus groups, were held with local and national state and
non-state actors. The following section will focus primar-
ily on the perspectives expressed by these interviewees.
This study does not present a full picture of the multi-
ple dimensions of the multi-local, but rather discusses a
number of outcomes resulting from the analysis of the
interactions, observations, perspectives and opinions
expressed by the research participants. The interviews
were semi-structured to allow for a degree of comparabil-
ity while remaining open and flexible enough to be rele-
vant to the particular contextual dynamics. In each coun-
try, the researchwas completedwith the assistance of an
academic research partner from either the locality or the
capital city. The interviews and focus group discussions
were conducted by SamanthaMelis, audio-recorded and
fully transcribed into English or French. The interviews
were anonymised for ethical reasons.

Content analysis was conducted using Nvivo qualita-
tive data analysis software, wherein data was coded to
identify themes, from line-by-line coding to more theo-
retical coding. This grounded approach allowed codes to
emerge from the data. The themes addressed the main
actor relations, challenges, discourses and social practices
of disaster response governance. Discursive frames used
by the response actors were identified, but not through a
formal discourse analysis. Rather, the analysis was based
on both an understanding that data is highly dependent
on the interpretations and framings of participants and
uncovering how these frames are used in practice.

The case studies presented an opportunity to gain an
understanding of theworkings of responses thatwere, to
different degrees, locally led. The responses to each of
these disasters aimed to support the national and local
governance structures, but how did the multiple dimen-
sions of the local find expression in these responses in
practice, and what were the most important challenges
faced by the local actors?

4. Perspectives on Multi-Local Disaster Response
Governance in Nepal, Haiti and Sierra Leone

Nepal, Haiti and Sierra Leone, while differing substan-
tially from one another, also share multiple commonal-
ities: Each of these countries has experienced periods
of conflict or political crisis, is facing developmental and
governance challenges, and is at high risk for disasters.
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Additionally, when disasters have struck in these con-
texts, the ensuing responses have largely been seen to
be ‘locally led’ (i.e., led within the country). The national
governments have led the responses, and, on the surface,
international and national actors have supported these
efforts. However, the case studies showed that, beneath
the surface, there was contestation over roles and legiti-
macy within and between the national and local levels,
complicating locally led responses and challenging the
uniform understanding of ‘the local’ and showing differ-
ent expressions of ‘the local’ in practice.

In all three countries, one form of the local that
emerged from the interviews was that of the local
as locale, where the local connoted primarily national
actors (as opposed to international actors) and those
closest to the affected population. However, it was not
only international actors who were seen as outsiders:
The research participants in the affected communities
often viewed national and local state actors in a sim-
ilar way, largely because of the metaphorical—rather
than physical—distance between themselves and these
actors. This was especially pertinent in Haiti, where peo-
ple felt ‘left behind’ by their government. As one mem-
ber from an agricultural co-operative recounted, “the
authorities did not help. That shows how the system
is: They do not care about the communities” (person-
al communication). The discourse of state actors taking
advantage of the response to strengthen support from
their constituents was strong. In terms of the central
state, presidential candidates were described as making
promises but not keeping them: “They took advantage
of it to politicise. That’s the reason he became president”
(personal communication).

These kinds of ideas also extended to outsiders in the
affected locales themselves; community members did
not always accept political elites or local authorities as
representatives of the community. In Nepal, peoplewere
critical of their local authorities, as was described by the
following focus group participant: “The secretary did not
give priority to those types of people [poor people, Dalits,
women, etc.]. He always listens to powerful persons”
(personal communication). Politicians were seen as self-
interested and corrupt andwere viewed as having a large
role in the response because INGOs were thought to
“give responsibility to political parties, but there was no
transparency; all are engaging in corruption” (personal
communication). The acceptance of local leaders varied,
even across neighbouring communities within a country.
For example, informal leaders in Sierra Leone who were
able to collaborate closely with the national state and
international actors increased their legitimacy with com-
munity members, whereas another informal leader, who
was seen as corrupt, was quickly replaced.

In the locally led responses in the three cases, a myr-
iad of local, national and international actors negotiat-
ed aid outcomes, leading to a relatively complex under-
standing of the local as governance. This understanding
underscores how intranational and local–national strife

challenges the notion of a uniform local that takes the
lead of the response. With the focus on the state as con-
noting the local, competition between different institu-
tions and authorities ensued. In all three cases, the cen-
tral state-maintained control over the disaster response,
although the coordination of the response was largely
decentralised in Nepal and Haiti. In Nepal, intrastate ten-
sions were primarily felt on the local governance level,
where local and national politicians needed to establish
their legitimacy and where they contended with and put
pressure on the local authorities. Tensions were also evi-
dent between the local and central state levels; faced
with central control, the local authorities tried to nego-
tiate their power by going on strike or by implementing
initiativeswithout permission. In Sierra Leone, state insti-
tutions at the central level were in competitionwith each
other over the division of response roles, which, in turn,
led to local authorities feeling excluded. In Haiti, tension
was seen between the local authorities in the communi-
ties and the municipality, with the local authorities’ legit-
imacy largely shaped by the extent to which they were
able to withstand politicisation. There was also a schism
between the municipality and the central state regard-
ing their respective power, with the central state being
seen as providing limited space for local initiatives. In all
three cases, authority was continuously being negotiat-
ed within the state at different local levels; therefore,
from the point of viewof local, informal authorities, what
would be seen as a more locally led disaster response dif-
fered from the national responses that were supported
by international actors.

In each of the examined cases, international
actors collaborated closely with the state, but the
humanitarian–state coordination mechanisms were
experienced as exclusionary by local actors who are
not usually involved in governance. A multitude of local
actors, such as traditional authorities, community stake-
holders, religious actors, community-based associations,
co-operatives and the private sector, engaged with each
other and with aid and state actors in different ways, but
these local actors mostly sought to respond outside the
humanitarian–state response mechanisms. The private
sector, for example, played a major role in the response
in Nepal. In Haiti, participants from the private sector
saw their strength as providing aidmore effectively, com-
pared with INGOs, “as INGOs would be bothered by the
bureaucracy behind it because they work with govern-
ment agencies” (personal communication). For this rea-
son, the private sector actors reported that they mostly
engaged with local authorities rather than with nation-
al authorities.

In terms of governance, co-governance as such was
not seen as sufficient to achieve a more locally led
response. International actors were described as often
using their power, supported by their resources, to
shape the response. State actors had trouble with col-
laboratively determining the agenda, and smaller NGOs
were further limited in their participation. For example,
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in Haiti, the response was generally dominated by inter-
national aid actors, and NGOs struggled to access funds,
which raised questions regarding the sustainability of the
aid system. Local and national NGOs criticised INGOs’
funding schemes, noting that these organisations only
covered direct implementation costs and not overhead.
One participant asserted that the financial structures
“do not prioritise the local organisations. They prioritise
the internationals” (personal communication). Although
locally led disaster response by both the state and local
civil society was a primary aim, local actors continued
to face challenges with shifting the power centre to the
local level.

INGOs, NGOs, and state and local actors all used their
relations to the local as legitimation of their roles in the
response. Community participants in this study stressed
the importance of response actors including them more
in the response because ‘the community knows best,’
and they felt that their knowledge should be valued.
Although the discourse of ‘the community knows best’
and ‘we work with the community’ was also shared by
many of the state actors, division between the perspec-
tives of the state and communitymembers also surfaced.
At times, the legitimacy the state drew from the local was
accomplished by discrediting the local. In Sierra Leone,
state–society mistrust was especially pronounced, with
one state official explaining: “Some community people
were very deceptive. They were never straightforward”
(personal communication). In Nepal and Haiti, this mis-
trust was geared towards the international actors.

Similarly, a commonly shared sentiment of humani-
tarians across countries was that ‘the state is in charge,’
and local and national NGOs were valued as ‘partners’
whowere embedded in society. However, instead of valu-
ing their knowledge, humanitarian actors disputed the
capacities of these local and national actors and accused
them of corruption. Likewise, local actors criticised the
government, but they felt they were not in the position
to address these issues. The relationships between local
actors and the authorities were conflictual. Particularly
in Haiti and Sierra Leone, NGOs experienced difficulties
because of the control that the national authorities had
over the response. However, NGOs were also able to col-
laborate relatively well with authorities, especially local-
level authorities, which set them apart from some of
their international counterparts. A research participant
from an NGO in Haiti recounted that ‘several organisa-
tions’ responses were led by emergency response teams
from someplace else: “That would not facilitate that rela-
tionship [between aid and state actors]. So it is much
easier for us to manage” (personal communication). This
point illustrates how the national sometimes functioned
to legitimise the local.

5. Conclusion

Ambitious claims made for localisation and critical com-
mentary on these, share the common characteristic

of speaking of ‘the local’ as a singular phenomenon.
But as illustrated in this article, localisation is far from
being a singular idea. Rather it comprises multiple
spheres of senses and references, each of which is multi-
dimensional. The multi-local must be considered, recog-
nising the diversity between communities, differences
between local and national state and non-state actors,
and variation within bodies such as the different layers
and institutions of the state.

Understanding the importance of the multi-local
leads to the question of what a locally led response
would look like when adopting a multi-local lens. This
type of locally led response would be achievedmostly by
addressing and strengthening communication and coop-
eration between national and local responders. Instead
of international bodies localising a system to be imple-
mented ‘below,’ local–national integration of disaster
governance could be supported. This would also entail
opening response governance, with the state taking
the lead, to other types of actors who are not usually
included, such as private sector and religious institutions.
It would also mean integrating formal and informal insti-
tutions, with response roles that are clear and defined
before disaster strikes. This is important because a dis-
connect between these actors leads to an ungovernable
situation after the initial disaster.

Although ‘the local’ is imbued with historical pow-
er narratives and politics, we cannot—or should not—
do away with the term completely. Simply changing the
terminology for ‘the local’ will not automatically do jus-
tice to the diversity and power structures within and
between different actors that identify, or are construct-
ed, as local. As arguing for a complete overhaul of the dis-
course is overly ambitious and impractical (and perhaps
also not necessarily warranted), a fruitful next step from
‘the local’ would be recognising themulti-local and being
aware of the types of diverging perspectives described in
this article.

In light of the above-mentioned dynamics between
multiple locals and national actors, the localisation agen-
da becomes even more complex, raising multiple ques-
tions: Who is supported? How? What impact does
this have at the local and national levels? Additionally,
instead of questioning the legitimacy of local actors, the
legitimacy of international actors in the response needs
to be re-evaluated. What role can international actors
play in bottom-up localisation, respecting the diversi-
ty of local actors who are engaged in disaster gover-
nance and strengthening—not dismantling—the bonds
between them? Addressing these questions is required
to critically value a multitude of local actors in the co-
governance of disaster response.
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