Human rights and humanitarian law 

as a reference 

Even in conflict situations, human rights are still a key reference for assessing relevance of humanitarian action. Humanitarian action is not just about providing material and technical assistance, but also about  promoting and, especially, protecting human rights.. 

International conflicts are regulated by the Geneva Conventions, which, with the Human rights, have been the basis for the humanitarian principles adopted by the Red Cross and other international NGOs, and have set standards for humanitarian action (ICRC).

A further step to operationalise standards in humanitarian response — based on the humanitarian principles and the Humanitarian Charter — has been the establishment by an international coalition of NGOs of qualitative standards for humanitarian assistance (SPHERE project).






Human rights


Human rights, as stated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), are the universal reference.





Humanitarian law: 


Geneva Conventions and protocols


The four Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949 and the Protocols additional to the Geneva Conventions of 1977 provide the basis for international humanitarian law and the protection of victims of armed conflict. 


In particular, the IV Geneva Convention is relative to the protection of civilian persons in time of war and the two Additional Protocols of 8 June 1977 relate respectively to the protection of victims of international and non-international armed conflicts. The main shortcoming of international humanitarian law is that most of it was drafted to apply to international armed conflicts, and only parts of it apply to internal conflicts. 





Humanitarian principles


Humanitarian principles are based on the work of the Red Cross, and they have their underpinnings in international humanitarian law and human rights law. The principles are a type of framework for how we act, a "code of conduct" for everyone present in a complex emergency, including the warring parties. Humanitarian principles look to make emergency action "development friendly"— a sort of checklist for ensuring that emergency programmes are sound. They include:


THE HUMANITARIAN IMPERATIVE: to prevent and alleviate suffering; to protect life and health (improve human condition); and to ensure respect for the human being.


NEUTRALITY: not to take sides in the hostilities or in controversies based on political, racial, religious or ideological identity (non-partisanship/independence). 


IMPARTIALITY: aid is delivered to all those who are suffering, the guiding principle is only their need and the corresponding right. Human rights are the basis and the framework for an assessment of needs (cfr. Protection).





Sphere standards


They are rights-based, qualitative, and widely applicable. They give operational suggestions, but must be complemented by benchmarks to "signal" if they have been attained. They stem from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and cover a range of basic issues (water supply, nutrition, food aid, shelter, health services) but do not represent full coverage, only certain basic needs. 
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