Section Two Tracking the system

The Sphere Project:
everybody’s business

“Leaders hail peace as refugees die of cold " ran a headline on the Kosovars i the UK daily.
The Independent, last October. The rights of people who are displaced m thewr awn couniry
are rarely a priority in the poliical negotianons and trade-offs between states and warring
paries m countries affected by violent confhict. Such rights 1o protection and assistance

enshrined in international humamitarian law (IHL! and human nghts conventions. are at
bestignored or manpulaied by governments for their own strategic poliacal interests. and
at wor st eymcally violated for military gam. Aid ageneies pick up the preces and occasionally
speak out. but their voices are rarely heeded Speaking ou has s own risks. and geting in
and doing the joly 15 often the first concern
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What minimum
standards of
humanitarian aid
do disaster-
affected people
have a right io
expeci? By
articulating such
rights ~ in line
with existing
international
humanitarian law
and humain rights
canventions -
Sphere attempts
to make both aid
agencies and
govermunerits more
aware of their
responsibilities
and more
accountable for
their actions.
Heldur Netoeny/
PANGS Tanzaria.,
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Chapter 8 The Sphere Project: everybody’s business

Agencies know this is not good enough. Confronted by continued evidence of human need,
of the failures of the international community, and of ‘bad aid’, poor performance and lack
of accountability, agencies have set out unequivocally what — by right - the women, men and
chuldren caught up in the crossfire of conflict or the devastation of natural disasters should
expect of hurnanitarian assistance

The Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Disaster Response (printed as a
prelminary edition in Decernber 1998 by the Sphere Project) provides humanitarian agencies
with a new framework for rights-based humanitarian assistance and accountability. Signalling
amajor shifl in thinking, Sphere gives agencies the chance to join forces in improving their
own practices and to challenge states on their legal humanitanian responsibilines - with the
overriding aim of tackling system-wide faillures to protect the life and dignity of disaster-
affected people.

The idea of humamntarian assistance based on human rights is not new. Whatis new, and
significant, is the way it is expressed, and the fact that it stands as a collective statement of
many dozens of agencies, Through Sphere. organizations have redefined their humanitarian
role in terms of their ethical responsibilities to disaster-affected people, rather than their
traditionally assumed ‘right’ to provide aud. This achievement and how it came aboutis a
story of vision and commitment, intense debate, argument and unprecedented concensus
among over 200 agencies. Through Sphere, humanitanan orgamzations have achieved two
important things:

» they have articulated the argument for the universal right to assistance, which has never
been atternpted before by non-governmental organizations (NGOs): and, critically,

o they have succeeded in reaching agreement on core principles and actions.

Whether agencies fulfil the demands presented by Sphere clearly depends on sufficient
resources and access, but also on how well they integrate the Humanitarian Charter and
Minimum Standards into their organizations. Will it, like so many evaluation reports, just
sit on the shelf, or will the distinctive blue-and-white binder be found on every aid worker's
desk, thumbed and tatty with use? In this chapter, we explore how Sphere came into being
and take a look at the challenges faced by agencies who undertake “consistently to achieve
(the Minimum Standards] ..and expect to be held to account accordingly.”

Pressure for change

Sphere responds to direct criticism of humanitarian aid and to wider trends drawing
humanitarian agencies mto new roles. Increasingly, in the late 1990s, agencies working in
emergencies have been battered by accusations of poor performance, and depicted as
competitive corporate entities driven more by funding than humanitartan imperatives. Atd
stood accused of fuelling confhet. Charity's role was challenged The problem was less one
of compassion fatigue as of compassion discredited,

The cotlapse of the old world order and further fragmentation of conflict m post-Cold War
years led to widespread foreign-policy paralysis. This was most evident m the lead-up to the
Rwanda genocide, and aid agencies were sucked into the vacuum. The multidonor evaluation
of Rwanda i1 1996 knocked away old certainties and delivered a searing crincism of the
international cornmunity's impotence to prevent tragecy in central Africa. But the evaluation
also exposed the proliferation of inexperienced and incompetent NGOs fighting for donor
funds: "It is unacceptable that an NGO with little or no relevant experience 1s able {o send
personnel to a humanitarian relief operation and engage n activities that discredif or
undermune the overall effort, provide unacceptably poor standards of service and care to
their beneficianes; and then leave without any recourse. Such activities would not be tolerated
in Western couniries, where many of the NGOs in question are based.”

Governments in countries with recent histories of conflict, instability and humanitarian
programunes became less prepared to tolerate large numbers of NGOs doing their own
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thing. Meanwhile, the decline in humanitarian aid donations after its 1994 peak
corresponded with concerns within governments that “the substantial humanitarian
expenditures were not always consistent with overall foreign policy objectives”.

At the same time, the widening gulf between rich and poor within and between countries
and whole regions — as a result of the combined impact of nec-liberal economic policies,
slobalization and the corrosive effects of structural adjusiment - was exposing more people
to risk, poverty and suffering. $o the rising demand for global humanitarian relief, shrinking
ad budgets and poor past performance combined to make greater transparency and
accountabiily in dellvering aid more urgent than ever.

Agencies were keen (o respond proactively to criticismn post-Rwanda. And as donors stepped
up the pressure for more effective aid, agencies quickly realized the value of creating their
own ‘hest practice’ benchmarks to pre-empt the imposition of standards from elsewhere,
The concept of minmum standards of performance linked to a beneficiaries’ charter began
to germinate Cross-agency umbrella groups - InterAction and the Steering Comumittee for
Humanitarian Response (SCHR) - combined efforts to develop the concept, resulting in the
Sphere Project in 1997

The eriticisms of aid identfied in the Rwanda evaluation had struck a chord — in particular
the need to ensure consistent quality of service, (o improve consultation with recipients of
assistance, and the need for a mechanism to monitor the performance of individual NGOs.
Agencies felt the guidance on ethical behaviour in the Code of Conduct for the International
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Response (1994) wasn't
sufficient on 1ts own (see box 8.3) Nor was it enough to improve staff training. Standards
with universal application to guide and measure performance. agreed across the board.
were seen as essential to continue improving aid delivery and accountabihty.

But aid evaluations were also clear that the primary responsibility for failure 1o protect and
assist people affected by disasters rested with political actors. So people’s needs had to be
redefined in terms of their rights. And states or warring parties had to be reminded of their
responsibilities under international humanitarian law. refugee law and human rights
conventons.

As Peter Walker. coordinator of the Sphere Project, recalls, “One of our key concerns early on
was that any standard we came up with should be as universal as possible, and should be
driven by the needs and rights of disaster-affected people — not by donors. We were also
looking to tie the standards inte processes which held relevance to states. not just agencies

All this resulted in us thinking in terms of hnking assistance to people’s rights, not just
their physiological needs.”

Sphere: the document

Sphere's Hurnamtarian Charter and Minumum Standards together embody these ideas.
Drawn up duning a vear of intensive, inter-agency consultation. Sphere inks humanitarian
principles and basic human nights to agreed minimum standards in the five key sectors of
water supply and samitation. nutrition. food aid. shelter and site planning, and health
SErvices.

The Humantarian Chartcr is the cornerstone of the document. It expresses agencies’
commiumnent “to achieve defined levels of service for people affected by calarmuty or armed
vonflict. and to promote the observance of fundamental humanitarian principies.” It
¢stablishes a rights-based framework for humanitarnan assistance by identifying three
fundamental principles explicitly linked to existing laws and conventions:

s the right to hfe with dignity:
# the distinction between combatants and non-combatants; and

# the principle of non-refoulernent.
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Chapter 8 The Sphere Project: everybody’s business

Ten miernanonal instruments are referenced, including IHL, internationat refugee law, the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the four Geneva Conventions. From this
foundation, Sphere articulates agencies’ own ethical obligations: it reiterates the wider, legal
responsibilities of states and warring parties to safeguard the lives and dignity of those
affected by calamity or conflict; and it expresses support for those mandated (o provide
asgistance and protection {(UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR] and the
International Committee of the Red Cross {ICRC)).

The Mmimum Standards relate directly to agencies’ responsibilities. The right of disaster
vichms to ‘life with dignuty’ translates inta defined levels of service in the five key sectors. And
given the widespread failure to protect disaster victims, agencies pledge lo “conlinue (o
advocate that governments and other parties meet thewr obligations under international law
and refugee law™.

This commitment to the standards, and the promise to be held accountable, ofler agencies
the opportunity to collectively lobby the international community to ensire the rights of the
most vulnerabie are heeded.

The Humanitarian Charter is followed 1 five sections by the Mimmum Standards for water
supply and sanitation. nutrition. food aid. shelter and site planning, and health services.

From process to entity

Sphere’s reputation ran ahead of 1t — before il was even off press, field staff were asking for
copies. The year-long consultative process that shaped Sphere helped establish ihe concept
of Minimum Standards in the minds of many. With this stage complete, Sphere has its own
lessons for the fulure. starting with two key success factors: the collective ‘buy-m’ to the
project and the collaboration that led to the final document.

There was a remarkable international, multi-agency, multi-donor ‘buy in' to Sphere, with
640 named individuals and 228 organizations participating in the consultation process
that produced the Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards. The inter-agency Steering
Comrmuttee for Humanitanan Response. which aims to improve cooperation among agencies,
and InterAction in the USA decided to combine their eflorts, and the Sphere Project got
underway in the summer of 1997 VOICE (a European consortium of agencies working in
emergdencies}, the ICRC and the International Council of Voluntary Agencies (ICVA] joined
as non-voting members of the management committee UN agencies lent their support,
including the UNHCR, the UN Gffice for the Coordination of Humamitarian Affairs and the
World Health Organization [WHO), And i1 November 1997, UN Secretary-General Kofi
Annan expressed support for Sphere and the coniribution of NGOs in “enhancing the
capacity of the international community towards an effective and coordinated response to
emergericies.”

Thus ‘buy in to Sphere was maintained with finance from participating agencies and grants
from insututional donors Support from governments wn nine countries, plus the European
Community Humamtarian Office (ECHO), amounted to USS$ 300,000 for Phase L.

Agencies were represented on the management comrnittee that guided the project’s directios.
Slafl were seconded from CARE, the Lutheran World Federation (LWF), Save the Chuldren
Fund. Oxfam, the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies and
the US Centers for Disease Control (CDC) to research and produce the Minimum Standards.
Oul of this de facto commitment during the first year of Sphere. a number of agencies agreed
to pilot the Mmumium Standards in Phase 11 of the project.

Collaboration crucial

Collaboration was the heart of the project and proved essential in ensuring the credibility
and authority of the final texi. Consultation from August 1997 to April 1998 drew in
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hundreds of people ~ principally from NGOs. the International Red Cross and Red Crescent
Moverment, the UN system. donor and academic institutions, and to a lesser extent, from
agencies based in the South and representatives of governments of countries with recent
histories of conflict.

The project's name was intended to capture this spirit from the outset, as Susan Purdin,
the Sphere Project’s manager for the first phase. recalls. "It's about all of us, it doesn't have
a top and bottom; everyone has to be mvolved to make it work. The process itself was
essential to the accomplishment of the wark.”

Consultaton was siructured around managers for the five sectors, all of whom are aid
pracuuoners. Each had a "sphere’ of people round them, with whom to confer. Jean Roy.
joint sector manager for health outlines the process of drawing up the Minimum Standards
undertaken by himself and colleague Jo Kreysler “We dug up all the recent credible references.
mostly journal articles, on emergencies and refugee situations, We then looked for common
themes relating to technical areas, recurrent problems and questions, and made an
exhaustive list which was reviewed by a small group of knowledgeable people at WHO.
UNHCR, CDC and elsewhere. The list was rearranged in terms of priorities, topics and
subtopics. The results of this brainstorming were presented at a UNHCR meeting in Novemnber
1997 which Included many internatonal emergency and refugee specialists. The feedback
was used for our first broad approach to approximately 150 reviewers internationally.”

It was hard going at times. particularly over the arduous negotiations to reach agreement on
the text of the Humanitarian Charter. But it was also immensely rewarding, Looking back,
ane of those involved fell that agreement was eventually possible because people respected
strong differences of view. yet remained willing to comproruse to reach consensus.

Workshops were heid in Bangladesh, Bosnia and Herzegovina, China, Cote d'Iveire, Guinea,
Senegal, Tanzania, Thailand and Viet Nam. These enabled feedback from agencies ancd
promoted Sphere further afleld. But the opportunity for southern NGOs to provide input
was limuted. And Sphere participants disagreed over whether seeking the views of refugees
or internally displaced people would add anything to the final document. John Adams.
sector manager for water supply and sanitation, met Liberian refugees in Cote d'Ivoire.
“They thought it {Minimum Standards based on rights] was a nice idea, but were well aware
of their rights as refugees. What concerned them more was what mechanisms there woultdl
he to articulate these rights. This view sn't unexpected, but talking to the people most
affected would have raised questions and generated ideas for applying the standards in
practice ”

The lack of consultauen with those recerving humanutaran assistarnce exposes a weakness
1n the process. Potentially rich and diverse perspectives were lost. Structural factors anc
lack of lune (just one year from concept through to print) clearly imited whal could be done.
But if agencies are serious about accountability, the voices of the afflicted must be heard in
Lhe second phase when implementation gets underway, Pardeipating agencies with networks
in the South will laok at how to invelve and support their partners. Phase {1 will also aim to
include eastern European and Islamic aid agencies.

A look at the Minimum Standards

Secior managers knew they had to produce universally agreed standards, formulated on
the basis of existing pracuce and knowledge But beyond tlus they were in new territory
First, there needed to be agreement on the overall purpose of humanitarian assisiance

How to define the ‘ernergency situations’ where the Hurnanitarian Charter and Mimumum
Standards would be used? For Sphere, the overarching goal of humanitarian assistance 15
‘to alleviate human suffering brought about by calamity and conflict through protecting life
with dignity in ways that support durable recovery wherever possible.” Sphere’s focus is the
first few weeks of an emergency, when ife-saving actions are critical. But it could be applied
to any disaster: “The Humanitarian Charter and Mimmum Standards apply to any situation
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where people’s normal means of support for life with dignity have failed, as a result of
natural or human-made disaster, in any country, on any conttnent.”

Sphere’s scope of application 1s potentially very wide, but the core area of emergency activity
is defined specifically in terms of the standards required of the five key sectors. Each sector
contains distinet sections which reflect the division of activities and responsibilities in an
emergency. For example. when it comes to health interventions, priority areas are control of
measles and other commmunicable diseases and health-care services.

All five sector chapters are headed by analysis standards, including assessment, momtoring
and evaluation. and conclude with standards for human resource capacity and training.
Though Sphere holds back from directly addressing management questions, these cross-
cutung sections hint at some of the key organizational practices and systems needed to
ensure effective humanitarian response.

The Minimum Standards “specify the mimimurn aceeptable levels to be attained in each
area”. Looking closer, each of these standards is supported by indicators. and backed up
by guidance notes. These serve as benchmarks, intended to help staff plan interventions
and to “provide a way of measuring and communicating both the impact, or result of
programmes, as well as the process, or methods used " For example, in the area of general
nutritional support to the population, people’s nutrient needs are met when the following
mdicators are sarisfied:

¢ levels of moderate malnutrition are stable at, or declining to, acceptable levels;
# there are no cases of scurvy. pellagra or beribert;
» rates of xerophthalmia or iodine-deficiency disorders are not of public health significance;

« there is access to a range of foods - staple (cereal or tuber), pulses (or animal products),
fat sources, ete.; and

e there is access to vitamin C-rich or fortified foods or appropriate supplements.

Other 'process’ indicators follow, and each section concludes with ‘guidance notes and
¢ritical issues’ which explain why each standard 15 important and describe dilemmas,
coniroversies or gaps in current knowledge.

Sphere makes three big assumptions before any of the Moumum Standards can be effectively
met: agencies must have sufficlent access. security and resources to operate But this
seldem happens in reality. Political factors and the continuing global decline in aid volume
could prevent standards being reached. The Humanitarian Charter clearly states that
circumstances beyond agencies’ control could limit their ability to meet Minimum Standards.
But by setting and operating to measurable criteria, agencies will be in a stronger position
to persuade donors to allocate resources in a more rational, just and "humanitarian’ manner.
Agencies have the chance 1o use Sphere as a joint platform for advocacy, based on a common
humanitarian language offered by the Humamtarnan Charter and Mimnimum Standards.

James Orbinski. president of the Médecins sans Frontiéres (MSF) Internaiional Council,
argues that “the techmical aspects of the Sphere standards are indeed a valuable
accomplishment and tool,” but adds: “standards of any kind must not become a cover for
masking the active or passive failure to achieve hurnanitarian principles, responsibilitics
and goals.” He points to the role of ICRC and MSF in Rwanda during 1994, when they may
have falled to reach adequate medical and surgical standards, but simply by being present
on the ground, they “played a pivotal role. .in publicly advocating for international protection
of a population against genocide.” So Sphere can only be judged within the parameters st
sets itself. The big Issues - safeguarding humanitartan space, wiinessing or protection of
populations in danger, providing agencies sufficient resources - remain. As Nick Stockton,
emergencies director at Oxfam, points out: “Sphere i1s not the new panacea for
humanitarianism. able to resolve all ills wathin the svstern.”

World Disasters Report 1999



Chapter 8 The Sphere Project: everyhody's business

But even within its cwn parameters, can Sphere meaningfully apply universal standards in
specific contexts? Its Minimum Standards are a distillation of current knowledge and
experience derived from many different countries and cultures. The standards are intended
to be as appropriate for nutrition in Afghanistan as for health in Honduras True for all
situations yet adaptable to context. specific and measurable. Surely this is a contradiction?
Then there is the problem of ensuring human dignity - which depends very much on the
cultural context.

Water supply and sanitahon sector manager John Adams offers a helpful clarification: “A
bed net is not a universal right, but protection from malaria is. We should be hard and fast
about rights and needs. but should recognize that the goods and services people are
entitled to in order to meet those needs depend on the context.”

The munmium standard for design and construction of toilets is a good example of how a
universal standard can in fact embrace context and issues of human dignity (see box 8.1).

Finding ways of translating rights-based Minimum Standards into assistance that meets
people’s critical needs and ensures their dignity will challenge everyone’s thinking and will
dermnand great innovation. imagination and flexibility.

This should counter a further concern — that the Mimmum Standards are too prescrptive.
and will lead to uniformity among agencies, stifling the indimndual flair that makes NGOs
distinctive. Very little in Sphere tells agencies how to behave or how they should work. If
anythmg, the universal nature of the standards widens the scope for agencies to develop
and improve ways of working.

Box 8.1 Minimum standards for the disposal of excreta

The proper disposal of excreta is as critical as a supply
of clean water — especiaily in emergency situations. Not
only reducing transmission of disease, 1t helps mamntain
peaple’s sense of dignity and well-being. The text below
Is taken from the Sphere chapter on water supply and
sanitation.

Pecple have access to toilets which are designed,
canstructed and maintained 1n such a way as to be
comfortable, hygienic and safe to use.

Key indicators

Technically sound design and construction
specifications, approved by the intended users, are
used for all forms of household and public toilets.

Cleaning and maintenance rautines for public toilets
are In place and function correctly.

Toilets are designed, built and located to have the
following features’

» they are easy to keep clean enough to invite use and
not to present a health hazard;

® they are accessibie and easy to use by all sechons of
the population including children, old people, pregnant
women and handicapped people;

& they are lit at night If necessary;

# hand-washing facilities are close by;
# they minimize fly and mosquito breeding,

8 they allow for the disposal of women’'s sanitary pro-
tection, or provide women with the necessary privacy
for washing and drying sanitary protection cloths, and

e they provide a degree of privacy in ine with the narms
of the users.

Latrines and soakaways in most soils are at least 30
metres from any groundwater source and the bottom
of any latrine is at least 1.5 metras above the water-
table. Drainage or spillage from defecation systems
daes not run towards any surface water source or
shallow groundwater source.

People are provided with tools and matenals far
constructing, mamntaining and cleanmng ther awn toilets
If approptiate.

Guidance note

Acceptable faciities: successful excreta disposal pro-
grammas are based on an understanding of people’s
varied needs, and on the participation of the users In
the use of facilites they may not be accustomed te and
which they may not find easy or attractive 1o use. De-
sign, construction and locaton of toilets must take
account of the preferances of intended users.
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Some criticize Sphere for focusing only on the early, critical stage of an emergency. This was
deliberate so as to get this core area right. Rehabilitation and protection Ilssues may be
addressed later. The Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards do, however,
acknowledge the importance of working in ways that help to reduce future vulnerability and
promote durable recovery. Preparedness is implicit: agencies preparnng to meet the Minimum
Standards will need to assess their own capacity and fill gaps in their systems and training
where needed.

Sphere steers clear, however, of dealing with the organizational practices and systems
agencies need to have in place to make the principles of the Humanitarian Charter and the
Minirmum Standards a reality. ‘Accountability’ is frequently invoked, but it is up to agencies
to decide what this means in practice. Some argue that stirmilating a debate on how agencies
work would be more useful than setting technical standards, since this is where many of
the problems besetting the mumanitarian system originate. A summary of key principles of
‘organizational best practice’ including accountability, coordination and participative
programme planning was drafted. but was not included because of a lack of consensus on
what it should say. Taking advantage of the diversity of their networks, the International
Federation, World Council of Churches and LWF will try, during Sphere’s second phase, to
compile best practice in operational management which is as universally applicable as
possible

Nonetheless, buried within the standards are some coded messages about the management
practices necessary for humanitarian assistance: “The analysis standards apply before
any programme takes place and throughout the programme cycle. Analysis starts with an
immediate initial assessmeni that identifles the impact of the disaster and whether and
how to respond. It continues with momtoring, which identifles how well the programme 1s
responding to needs and determines whether changes are required; and with evaluation
which determines the overall effectiveness of the programume and identifies lessons for the
future.” In Sphere. analysis (which includes needs-assessment) means understanding the
dynamics of the situation and how it is changing. This informafion-based management
cycle is clearly articulated in the analysis standards for health services {see box 8.2).

Coordination, cooperation and consultation are emphasized throughout the analysis
standards. For all sectors, assessment should follow “internationally accepted procedures
[using] appropriately experienced personnel {and] conducted in cooperation [with all parties.
mncluding] representatives of the affected population”. The needs of "groups that are at risk
of additional harm” must be considered. and recommendations on external assistance
should be made in a report “shared with other sectors. local authorities, representatives of

Box 8.2 Analysis standards for appropriate and effective interventions

Standardized methods of analysis can help rapidly
identify acute humanitarian needs and ensure resources
are directed accordingly. The following analysis stan-
dards come from the Sphere chapter on minimum
standards in health services.

1. Initial assessment

The initial assessiment determines as accurately as pos-
sible the health effects of a disaster, idenufies the heaith
needs and establishes priorities for health
programming,

2. Heaith information system - data collection

The heaith information system regularly coilects
relevant data on population, injuries, diseases,

environmental conditions and health services in a
standardized format in order to detect major health
problems.

3. Health information system - data review

Health information system data and changes in the
digaster-affectad poputation are regularly reviewed and
analysed for decision-making and appropriate
response

4, Health information system - monitoring and
evaluation

Data collected is used to evaluate the effectiveness of
interventions in controlling disease and in preserving
health.
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