Still to be revised

Humanitarian principles

 Three of the fundamental humanitarian principles

Humanitarian principles are based on the work of the Red Cross, its underpinnings rooted in international humanitarian law. The principles are a sort of framework for how we act; a “code of conduct” for everyone present in a complex emergency, including the warring parties. Below is a description, in human rights terminology, of three of the humanitarian principles that we want to focus on.

1. THE HUMANITARIAN IMPERATIVE 

To prevent and alleviate suffering; to protect life and health (improve human condition); and to ensure respect for the human being. It implies a right to receive humanitarian assistance and a right to offer it as fundamental to humanitarian principles. The humanitarian imperative also implies an overall protection approach, i.e. the respect of international humanitarian law and human rights.

2. NEUTRALITY 

Do not take sides in the hostilities or in controversies based on political, racial, religious or ideological identity (non-partisanship/independence). Transparency and openness are key issues to keep neutrality. This does not mean that an organisation that has human rights principles at its core  can decide to take no action at all in response to human rights violations. Neutrality for an organisation that has taken on a rights-based approach must not be an obstacle to tackling human rights violations.

3. 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. The idea is, based on our definition of protection, that depending on which rights are to be fulfilled (for example, the right to health or the right to a fair trial), the aid community should respond with the appropriate assistance, advocacy and action. Accordingly, this can include both the proportionality to need as well as the principle of non-discrimination. THIS IS NOT CLEAR. Proportionality to the need also reflects accountability of the aid community to the victims as well as to donors. It is crucial to emphasise state responsibility in the context of ensuring that aid is delivered in an impartial way.

Five additional points on which to base activities

The three principles above should be an absolute minimum in building up a framework for the delivery of humanitarian assistance in a complex emergency, but a number of other important issues should also be considered for humanitarian aid to be principled:

Do not prolong a conflict; do no/do less harm
Aid becomes part of the dynamics of the conflict and may even prolong it, and the question then is how can the aid community do as little harm as possible? Aid increases resources available in the society overall, and the argument is that aid therefore sustains conflict. The humanitarian actors need to be aware of this and see how they can minimise the harm in the following situations:

· When aid is used as an instrument of war by denying access or attacking convoys;

· When aid is an indirect part of the dynamics of the conflict because it creates jobs, gives income in the form of taxes, leaves no or little responsibility on the state for social welfare, etc.;

· When aid exacerbates the root causes of the conflict by securing rebel activities.

Respect culture and custom

Understanding local customs and traditions is, of course, important, not only in carrying out your work, but also in understanding local values when connecting them to internationally recognised human rights. In promoting human rights standards, it is always important to point out, however, that human rights are not culturally relative, but that certain universally accepted human rights are applicable to all human beings no matter what the cultural setting. Some interventions require particular sensitivity to local customs. For example, in dealing with victims of rape it is important to be aware of how rape and victims of rape are perceived in the local community.

Enhance capacity building

Humanitarian action tends to look at short-term needs and forget the responsibilities of the aid community to give sustainable aid. Because of breakdown of local service delivery and administrative structures, there is reliance on external support. In our work it becomes important to focus on capacity building and participation of beneficiaries in all that we do. As a result, part of the strategy must be to empower civil society so that the beneficiaries are able to claim accountability from governing authorities and humanitarian agencies.

Co-ordinate efforts for the maximum benefit 

Not only must different agencies make sure they complement each other in the actual delivery of aid, but it is also important that decisions about, for example, stopping the delivery of aid are taken in a principled fashion. If they are not,  major disagreements between aid agencies can result on some more sensitive areas of co-ordination. Nevertheless, humanitarian actors must have a common standpoint for maximum benefit. But co-ordinating for the maximum benefit also entails creating an alliance of partnership in government and civil society. Such is, for example, the role of UNICEF in maximising the protection of the rights of the child.

Take gender dimensions into account

Many aspects of emergency response — from camp facilities to food access, to disruption of employment, to risk of violence, to social standing — will affect men and women differently, with the impact often most severe on women. Also, the experience of war, displacement, loss of family members, etc. is likely to affect the social relationships between genders. Recognising this reality is a core element of sound action.

Source: UNICEF/EMOPS (1999). Humanitarian Principle Training. UNICEF, Documents 2.2 and 2.3.
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