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Quality and control- In thewr work Imking people who want to help across the world with those whe desperately need
assistance, miernational humanitarian agences today have to set high and consistent professional standards. Standards
of ethucs, standards of techmcal contpetence and standards of accountability. In helpimg those in need help themselves and
others, through support such as tramng, equipment and basic supplies, global lwmanitarian assisiance now represents a
key resource and a way of hfe for millions of near-permanent disaster victims.

Health worker, Sudan, 1991 Chns Steele-Perkins/Magnum
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Section Two, Methodologies

Chapter 3

Doing the right thing:
Why good practice?

his year sees the mntroduction of a
I new section to the World Disasters
Report. Previous Reports have ex-
plored key long-term issues facing those
involved in humanitarian response and
have described the major emergencies and
operations of the previous year. But the
need to ensure and promote professional-
1sm becomes ever greater, as humanitarian
response becomes more complex and eats
up a greater percentage of total overseas
assistance budgets.

This new section is one attempt to
answer that need. Each year the Report will
focus on aspects of response practice, seek-
ing to describe present-day best practce
and point to future developments in the
field. This year, we look at the preliminary
and final stages of response, ie., early
warning systems and impact evaluation.
Future editions will look at best practice in
such areas as food-aid distribution and
use, basic health care, programme man-
agement and moving from relief to devel-
opment.

Why has ensuring good practice be-
come so important? Firstly, the nature of
humanitarian response has changed over
the past decade. A trend which started in
the 1970s has now become well estab-
hshed, relief operations, partncularly those
for refugees and displaced populations,
often drift into long-term welfare support
programmes. Thus relief can no longer
hude behund the excuse that it is just about
meeting short-term basic needs. Relief pro-
grammes today can have a profound effect
on the long-term well-being and security
of those they serve

Coupled with this increase in the lon-
gevity of relief operations, the percentage
of a region’s or country’s population
served by such programmes has grown. In
many famine- and conflict-affected coun-
tries, relief projects may now reach any-
thing from 10 to 40 per cent of the popula-
tion. In other words, disasters and sub-
sequent relief programmes can no longer
be thought of as irrelevant to long-term
development. The numbers involved
today are staggering. The International

Federation alone found itself assisting over
15 million people in 1994, equivalent to the
entire population of the Netherlands,
Chile or Syria. Agencres who shoulder
such power must also accept the responsi-
bulity that goes with it — a responsibility to
those 15 milhon people to channel re-
sources given essentially for them with ef-
ficiency, effectiveness and honesty to
achieve both the short-term and long-term
alleviation of suffering.

Added to these well-established trends
is a new phenomenon, in some ways asso-
ciated with the ending of the Cold War
period. Humanitarian response is mcreas-
ingly taking place in an environment of
political changes, both local and interna-
tional One newspaper headline in the
1980s referred to nurses working in famine
relief camps as “angels of mercy”, reflect-
mg well, if rather naively, the image of
relief work as an intrinsically noble activity
which could do no harm and should be
above all political concerns. Today’s world
is not like this. Most of today’s large hu-
marutarian response operations take place
as a result of complex crises where civil
strife, ethnic and religious aspirations, en-
vironmental pressures and social in-
equities come together to create human
emergencies. Any action taken at such
times to alleviate suffering will be seen by
some factions as suspicious. Today, relief
work has to strive actively to assert its
unpartial and neutral position vis-a-vis the
humarutarian crisis and its causes. In so
doing it has both to be, and be seen to be,
consistent in 1ts standards and rigorous in
its efficiency and effectiveness.

As if thus were not enough, the political
changes have been paralleled by changes
in the way humarntarian work is per-
ceived. The information revolution and its
opening up of the world to the instant eye
of the news media has meant that humani-
tarian work 15 now open to instant scru-
tiny. And that scrutiny is bound to get
tougher. In the past, the international news
media covered most conflicts, famines and
refugee crises m a simple way — the bad
guys (or nature) caused the problem, those
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suffering received the attention of our
sympathy and the good guys helped alle-
viate the suffering. But today’s conflicts
and crises are no longer that simple. Most
outside observers are at a loss to say which
“side” is in the nght and which n the
wrong. The line between those who are
suffering and those who are causing the
suffering is increasingly blurred. The story
of cause and effect in today’s disasters and
emergencies is just too unclear and complhi-
cated to portray via the news media. Anew
genre of story is needed, one which those
receiving the news can associate with That
genre may well be revelatons about
farlures in the aid system, the diversion of
relief supplies, inefficiencies and misman-
agement To put 1t bluntly, the interna-
tional hurnarnitarian response system can
no longer afford the luxury of assumung a
gentle. supportive and unquestioning
news media. From now on, the system'’s
faihings, real or imaginary, are going to be
open to instant and public scrutiny.

What then are the critical areas where
relief agencies must do, and be seen to do,
the “right thing”? Where 15 best practice
indispensable?

The 1994 World Disasters Report laun-
ched a simple Code of Conduct for relief
agencies and their workers (see Chapter 16
for a progress report of the Code). The Code
provides the starting point for all systerns
of best practice in humanitanan response.
As in any profession — medicine, law, en-
gineering — techrucal standards must be
based upon commonly-accepted ethical
and moral standards, because the pro-
fession is essentially about serving people,
not just creahng academic or technical
masterpieces,

What few people outside the disaster-
response system realise is that humanitar-
ian response agencies, from the old to the
new, from multimullion dollar outfits to
oneg-man shows, have no such accepted
body of professional standards to guide
their work. There 15 still an assumption in
many countries that disaster relief is essen-
tially “charitable” work and therefore any-
thing that is done in the name of helping
disaster victims 1s acceptable.

However, this is far from the truth.
Agencies, whether experienced or newly-
created, can make rmustakes, be misguided
and sometimes deliberately misuse the
trust that is placed in them. Thus, devel-
oping a common set of values within the
international humanitarian response com-
munity 15 a key challenge of the 1990s.

If developing the internal standards of
behaviour has become important, so too
has displayng these standards to the out-
side world. Accountability is now a critical
dimension of any relief agency’s work.
One aspect of accountability 1s touched
upon later in this section, namely evalu-
ation. Other aspects, particularly in the
fields of financral accountability and audit-
ing are becoming increasingly important
toagencies. Many agencies now find them-

selves having to devote considerable re-
sources to providing the specific financial
trackang mformation a host of different do-
nors require The financial and narrative
reporting systems that deonors require
agencies . use vary tremendously While
welcoming cd complying with these
standards, there is an increasing feeling
amongst agencies that a degree of regula-
tion needs to be introduced to this field so
that that common internationally agreed
standards for financial and associated nar-
rative accounting can be reached.

Standards in cooperation

The information revolution, alluded to
earlier in this chapter, has not only changed
the way the news meda work, it is also
rapidly changing the way aid agencies func-
tion For wnstance, the advent of computer
networking means that agencies, regardless
of where they are in the world, can instantly
share information and ideas with other agen-
cies. A multiplicaty of networks is comng
nito existence to take advantage of this new-
found openness Disaster-net, rehef-net, fed-
net, the list goes on.

The increase m resources being chan-
nelled into humarutarian response,
coupled with the immediacy of intema-
tional media coverage has lead to an in-
creasing pressure for agencies to compete
for resources

Media coverage of humanitarian crises
i 1994 gave an unparalleled picture of
misery and chaos Aid workers appeared
as heroic failures battling aganst 1m-
possible odds, waiting in vain for the inter-
national community to respond. This was
nothing new, but unwelcome to an “inter-
national system” for humarnutarian assis-
tance which feltithad made some progress
over the last 25 years 1n setting up coordi-
nation mechanisms to harness its collechive
strength.

Such cooperation, through the Disas-
ters Emergencies Commuttee {DEC) in the
United Kingdom, European Commuruty
Humanitarian Office (ECHO) and EURO-
NAID in the European Union, Inter Action
in the Unuted States, all gave NGOs {(PVOs
— prvate voluntary organisabons} an
added credibility with their pubhc. The
maximising of resources and the combined
clout seemed to work well with the policy-
makers through a decade of crises, or at
least to promise improvement. It was even
duplicated at a higher UN level by the
DHA, with a promise of international co-
operation, to prevent a repeat of the indaf-
ference to Somalia’s demise, and the
launch of the Partners in Cooperation
{PARINAC) process by the UNHCR to im-
prove 1ts cooperation with key non-gov-
emment operational agencies.

But these premusing signs of a more
systematic response seem o be breaking
down under the size and speed of recent
humanitarian operations, throwing the
spothght on the public relations and fund-
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Figure 3.1 Ten million more: Growth in
vulnerability. The number of people af-
fected by non-conflict disaster continues
to increase. Although there is great vari-
ation from year to year, averaging the
data over a number of years suggests
that around ten million extra people are
affected by disaster each year. This in-
creased case load is one of the key driving
factors behind the need for more consist-
ent and higher standards of humanitar-
ian assistance.

Source: Centre for Research on the Epidemi-
ology of Disasters

raising activities of agencies. How far are
they in control of a message which reflects
their strategic aims? How well coordinated
are they when confronted with a chaotic
media process? What steps can they take, if
any, to address policy-makers and public
with a more concerted approach?

If the aid community is still groping for
sound standards in how it should behave
and interact with the world around it, then
it can at least point to substantial, if incom-
plete, progress in setting more technical
standards.

There is now reasonable international
agreement on what constitutes a mini-
mally acceptable level of provision for dis-
aster victims in terms of water supply, the
calorific value of food rations, and basic
shelter. Less clear are standards for medi-
cal care. Should there be an internationally
agreed basic standard of medical service
for disaster victims, or must it be tailored
to the conditions of the country they are in?
For refugees, should medical services re-
flect the services they were used to in the
country they have fled from, or those of the
country they have fled to, or again some
preconceived international standard?

More contentious still is the debate over
the need for less immediate but equally im-
portant services. UNICEF has long cham-
pioned the need for education services for
refugees and internally displaced popula-
tions, the groups which make up by far the
majority of today’s disaster victims, but
again, education to what level, by whom and
following what system?

If standards for what agencies deliver
and do are important, so are standards for
how they do it. The process of relief is all
too often neglected in the rush tosave lives.
Yet the way relief is carried out can have a

profound effect upon the long-term well-
being of the victims of disaster. Chapter 4
on early warning systems shows, at least
for impending food crises, agencies have
the possibility to choose their mode of in-
tervention. They can wait until the provi-
sion of mass food aid seems to be the only
solution, or they can intervene earlier in
the process to forestall suffering.

As the Code of Conduct, referred to ear-
lier, suggests, agencies providing relief can
also choose to act apart from, or within the
context of, the victims’ suffering. Com-
munity participation in relief planning and
management is a much touted and sought-
after standard but one which requires a
great deal of work to achieve in the heat of
a relief operation.

Equally, the goals for relief work bear
examination when we are exploring the need
for standards. In alleviating famine, for in-
stance, is the goal to alleviate present malnu-
trition or present and future food insecurity?
For the former, the provision of food aid may
suffice, but for the latter a much more devel-
opmental approach is required.

Conclusion

Over and above all these concerns,
however, should stand one overriding
principle. In this increasingly complex and
competitive environment, humanitarian
agencies need to be constantly reminded
that they exist to serve those who are suf-
fering and to alleviate and prevent that
suffering. Our responsibility to follow best
practice, to develop and champion high
standards is a responsibility primarily to
those we seek to serve — ironically, those
who at present have least say in how hu-
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