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States have the primary responsibility to ensure the human rights of their citizens are respected, protected and fulfilled.  During times of humanitarian crisis, if states are unable or unwilling to fulfill this role, humanitarian organizations attempt to provide assistance and protection to populations in need.

Humanitarian principles and standards of conduct for humanitarian workers have been developed by various actors over the past several years, based largely on international humanitarian law and the work of the ICRC.  The Red Cross Movement and many of the major humanitarian NGOs have adopted a 10-point Code of Conduct.  The “do no harm” principle, developed by Mary B. Anderson in the 1990’s, has developed into an approach, inspiring a series of training workshops for humanitarian workers.  The Sphere Humanitarian Charter includes a set of principles that constitute an operational framework for accountability for the Steering Committee on Humanitarian Response, Interaction, VOICE, ICRC, and ICVA.  The UN agencies are committed to the three core humanitarian principles listed in GA Resolution 46/182 which established the present system of UN coordination in humanitarian crises, i.e. humanity, neutrality, impartiality.

Globally, the role of identification and upholding of common humanitarian principles falls to the Inter-Agency Standing Committee, the only body that brings together the UN agencies, the Red Cross Movement and the NGOs working in humanitarian action.  At country-level, a group that reflects the composition of the IASC is often established as the primary forum for such discussions.

Recent events in the humanitarian community indicate a need to review and update the humanitarian principles that guide UNICEF’s work in humanitarian crises.  The allegations of sexual abuse and exploitation of refugee girls and women by peacekeepers and aid workers in West Africa and elsewhere, the multiplicity of non-state actors increasingly involved in humanitarian assistance (armed groups, private sector, military), and the trend towards blurring the distinction between humanitarian and military actors have been among the most significant of these developments.  

The list below is a revision, and not a complete overhaul, of UNICEF’s current set of humanitarian principles (developed in 1997-98). The proposed revision still includes what are commonly considered to be the “core” humanitarian principles (humanitarian imperative, neutrality, impartiality).  It adds clarity on the emerging ethical issue of use of military civilian defence assets for humanitarian purposes, under the principle of neutrality.  It also adds the principle of accountability, which has come to be recognized as a critical part of codes of conduct in humanitarian action.  

The revised set of humanitarian principles makes a clearer distinction between humanitarian principles, which are concerned with how to ensure the integrity and non-politicized nature of humanitarian work, and programming principles, such as coordination of activities and gender equality, which have more to do with ensuring solid programming in emergencies (as in other contexts). Therefore, coordination and gender equality have been removed from the list of humanitarian principles, but they have been integrated into the relevant areas below.
1.  The humanitarian imperative: Human suffering must be addressed wherever it is found, with particular attention to the most vulnerable in the population, such as children, women, the displaced and the elderly. The dignity and rights of all those in need of humanitarian assistance must be respected and protected. The humanitarian imperative implies a right to receive humanitarian assistance and a right to offer it. At times, humanitarian access to civilian populations is denied by authorities for political or security reasons. Humanitarian agencies must maintain their ability to obtain and sustain access to all vulnerable populations and to negotiate such access with all parties to the conflict. 
2.  Neutrality: Humanitarian agencies must 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. Neutrality for an organization that has taken on a rights-based approach must not, however, be an obstacle to tackling human rights violations.  Neutrality is not a justification for condoning impunity or turning a blind eye to egregious human rights abuses.  It does not negate the need for some form of action, whether through strategic advocacy, simple presence, political demarches, local negotiations, etc.

Neutrality also requires that humanitarian actors be clear about the specific and limited  circumstances in which military assets can be used: only as a last resort (where there is no comparable civilian alternative); the operation as a whole must remain under the overall authority and control of the responsible humanitarian organization; and any use of military assets should be clearly limited in time and scale. The military and civil defence assets of belligerent forces should never be used to support humanitarian activities.


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. This principle includes both the proportionality to need (where resources are not sufficient, priority is always given to those most affected) as well as the principle of non-discrimination (no one should be discriminated against based on their sex, age, ethnicity, identity, etc).  It is crucial to emphasize state responsibility in ensuring that aid is delivered in an impartial way. 

4.  Do no/less harm: Although aid can become part of the dynamics of the conflict and may even prolong it, humanitarian organizations must strive to “do no harm” or to minimize the harm they may be inadvertently doing simply by being present and providing assistance. Humanitarian actors need to be aware of this and take steps to minimize the harm when, for example, aid is used as an instrument of war by denying access or attacking convoys; aid is an indirect part of the dynamics of the conflict because it creates jobs, gives incomes in form of taxes, leaves no or little responsibility on the state for social welfare, etc; or aid exacerbates the root causes of the conflict by securing rebel activities. To minimize possible longer term harm, humanitarian organizations should provide assistance in ways that are supportive of recovery and long-term development.

5.  Accountability: there are four stakeholders in the provision of aid assistance: the beneficiary community; the national/local authority; the donor and the aid agency. Within this relationship, international aid agencies shall hold themselves accountable to both the beneficiary communities (that their needs for assistance and protection are met, with dignity) and the donors (that assistance is provided for the proposed purpose).  Coordination among organizations is thus a key part of this principle. National/local authorities, on their part, shall hold themselves accountable for the protection, safety and well-being of populations living in areas over which they claim control. 

6.  Participation of affected populations, in particular women and children: Humanitarian action tends to look at short-term needs and forget the responsibilities of the aid community to give sustainable aid in a way that realizes the right of affected populations to participate in decisions that affect their lives. It is, however, important to  build on capacities in the affected population, and promote the participation of beneficiaries in all that we do. Participation raises questions, namely 'participation of who?’ (men, women, girls, boys, traditional and modern institutions, etc.), 'participation for what?' (the objectives of participation, e.g. to facilitate targeting of programmes, to ensure buy-in of local populations, etc.), and 'how to do participation?' (e.g. how to address discrimination in participatory processes, how to ensure that people engaged and participating in the aid process will not themselves be targets of human rights violations and stigmatised as the result of their participation?). 

7.  Respect for 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 recognized human rights. While local culture and customs vary, human rights are universal and applicable to all human beings, no matter what the cultural setting, and must be paramount. Some interventions require particular sensitivity to local customs. For example, in dealing with survivors of rape, it is important to be aware of how rape and survivors of rape are perceived in the local community in order to best respond to their needs.
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