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Background 
 

On 18 October 2012, the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC), the 
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC), the International 
Council of Volunteer Agencies (ICVA), and the United Nations Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) organized a “Training workshop for Permanent Missions in 
Geneva on the Institutional and Legal Frameworks for International Disaster Response.”  The 
workshop gathered 54 representatives from various missions in Geneva to learn about and 
discuss the trends concerning institutional frameworks for international disaster response (in 
particular those of the United Nations), international disaster response laws, rules and 
principles, and initiatives to improve the quality and accountability of international disaster 
relief.   

 

Opening remarks 

 

Speaking on behalf of the four co-convenors, IFRC Legal Counsel Elise Baudot welcomed 
participants, noting that this was the first of a series of similar events being planned for 
diplomatic centres in New York, Brussels, Geneva and Addis Ababa.  She noted that the 
training had been inspired by concerns raised at the “International Dialogue on 
Strengthening Partnership in Disaster Response:  Bridging National and International 
Support,” which was organized by same co-convenors in 2011.  A number of participants 
from permanent missions in Geneva – particularly those new to Geneva and/or unable to 
closely follow the various meetings on humanitarian affairs – expressed at that dialogue that 
they felt under-informed about developments in the humanitarian system.  Ms Baudot 
expressed the hope of the organisers that participants would leave with a better 
understanding of the institutions and legal frameworks for international disaster response 
and that the training would help to continue an ongoing dialogue on these issues between 
missions and with humanitarian organizations. 

 

Ms Baudot then passed the floor to Jesus Gary S. Domingo, Minister (Humanitarian and 
Disarmament) at the Philippines mission. Mr Domingo expressed his pleasure at this 
opportunity for the humanitarian community to meet and discuss, an opportunity that came 
too rarely outside the context of major disasters or meetings of the donor community. He 
emphasised the front-line role played by missions in Geneva in disaster response when 
working with humanitarian organisations, and the need for this community to understand 
the legal framework better. He welcomed this further step in creating a dynamic 
humanitarian community in Geneva, and hoped that the training would become a regular 
and mandatory part of the training of all new humanitarian diplomats. 

 

Introduction to global and regional systems for international disaster response 

 

Katarina Toll, Humanitarian Affairs Officer, OCHA, presented the United Nations’ (UN) 
coordination mechanisms for international disaster response. Referring to UN General 
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Assembly Resolution 46/182 (1991), she described the role of the Emergency Relief 
Coordinator (ERC), who is also the Under-Secretary General for Humanitarian Affairs 
(heading OCHA), and the chair of the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC). The IASC is 
the entity that brings together the heads of humanitarian organisations of the UN, the Red 
Cross Red Crescent Movement, and three NGO consortia. She also specified the role at the 
national level of the UN Resident Coordinator, who, during an emergency, is often also 
assigned to serve as “Humanitarian Coordinator,” with overall responsibility for coordination 
for the “UN country team”. 

 

Outlining the evolution of the coordination system, Ms Toll discussed the 2005 humanitarian 
reform launched by the ERC to improve the effectiveness of humanitarian response.  One 
result of that process was the adoption by the IASC of the ‘cluster system’, whereby one or 
two agencies are assigned a leading role at the global level for organizing planning and 
preparedness activities among interested agencies in a given sector. At the country level, 
these clusters ensure coordination between responders and connect with the national 
authorities. Ms Toll also noted the IASC’s more recent “transformative agenda,” which calls 
for includes further measures to improve coordination of emergency relief, by putting in 
place procedures and plans regarding leadership and accountability, including to affected 
populations, as well as assessment, minimum preparedness standards and resource 
mobilisation and monitoring. 

 

Ms Toll then described the role of OCHA, based on resolution 46/182, whose mission is to 
mobilise and coordinate effective and principled humanitarian action. She also mentioned 
the importance of regional coordination frameworks such as regional organisations, 
intergovernmental mechanisms, and regional humanitarian coordination platforms, as well 
as OCHA regional and national offices. 

 

Ms Toll concluded by identifying two key challenges faced by the humanitarian system: first, 
how to further integrate preparedness for disaster risk into national and regional policies and 
practices, and second, how to link short-term and long-term efforts to bridge the gap 
between the contribution of humanitarian action and community resilience. Responding to 
the concerns of a delegate, she clarified that there should ideally be no gap between 
humanitarian assistance and development assistance. 

 

Introduction to international disaster response laws, rules and principles (IDRL) 

 

David Fisher, Global Coordinator of the Disaster Law Programme, IFRC, began his overview 
noting that the number of disasters worldwide in the past 25 years has doubled.  Moreover, 
while the number of deaths from disasters has dropped substantially over this period, the 
number of persons affected has risen enormously.   
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Mr Fisher presented research showing that lack of legal preparedness hampers international 
relief, because legal barriers – in the form of visa requirements, customs procedure, or 
recognition of professional qualifications, etc – can cause delays to urgently needed aid. On 
the other hand, despite the good intentions behind humanitarian aid, there is also a need for 
states to regulate who and what enters their territory to ensure the type and quality of 
assistance provided. 

 

At the international level, Mr Fisher noted that there is no major flagship treaty on IDRL. 
Nevertheless, other legal instruments contain provisions applicable to disaster response, 
such as human rights, regional laws, bilateral agreements and ‘soft law’, including RC/RC 
movement policies and guidelines approved by states. Moreover, various sectoral laws refer 
to disaster response, including for example the annex to the Kyoto Convention dealing with 
custom waivers for disaster relief, or the Tampere Convention allowing for the facilitated 
importation of telecommunications material. However, these provisions are scattered in 
multiple treaties, some of which are not widely ratified.  

 

It was in recognition of this gap that the IFRC started to work on the “Guidelines for the 
domestic facilitation and regulation of international disaster relief and initial recovery 
assistance” (IDRL Guidelines), which were adopted by consensus by the state parties to the 
Geneva Conventions in 2007. The IDRL Guidelines contain recommendations to governments 
on how to prepare their domestic laws and procedures for international assistance in cases 
of major disaster for which they require international assistance.  To date approximately a 
dozen countries have drawn on the Guidelines in the development of new laws or 
procedures. 

 

Mr Fisher concluded his presentation by mentioning the growing interest in this issue at the 
regional level, as well as the International Law Commission’s project on the “protection of 
persons in the event of disasters”. He concluded by highlighting the need for international 
cooperation on the issue, and for domestic legal preparedness to solve regulatory issues in 
international disaster response. 

 

Scenario exercise 1   

 

Working in small groups, participants were asked to analyse a fictional scenario, addressing 
the issues of legal facilities for the personnel of NGOs and governmental actors when 
entering an affected country, as well as facilities for the importation of telecommunications 
material. 

 

Participants noted that civil protection actors would generally not benefit from diplomatic 
“privileges and immunities” solely on the basis that they work for a government, or on the 
basis that they are coordinated with the UN, although bilateral or regional disaster 
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management agreements often provide certain expectations.  Most of these agreements are 
silent on NGOs, however. 

 

In this context, many participants highlighted the central importance of respecting the 
sovereignty of the affected state.  It was suggested that humanitarian organisations and 
assisting states would benefit from establishing and developing relationships before and 
outside the context of a disaster. It was also noted that states should detail what are their 
needs when requesting assistance. Delegates also underlined the affected state’s 
responsibility to implement domestic norms for legal preparedness for disaster before the 
occurrence of a disaster. 

 

A number of participants were struck by the lack of an international procedure to distinguish 
among international actors wishing to provide assistance, and suggested the possibility that 
OCHA might provide some oversight mechanism to assist affected states on this question. 
Some delegates also highlighted that governments would benefit from more regular 
engagement with international humanitarian NGOs, to dispel concerns that they were going 
beyond their mandates and/or acting as vehicles for other agencies. 

 

Some participants were surprised at the lack of a central international agreement on 
international disaster response, and some felt that a flagship international treaty on the issue 
would be very helpful in removing grey areas, whilst recognising that this would probably 
cause reticence in some capitals.  One participant asserted that “*w+e should dispel the myth 
that there is a lurking evil behind the idea of a binding instrument – because the rationale is 
altruistic.”  On the other hand, another suggested that such an instrument might end up 
being too conservative due to sovereignty issues.   In any event, it was asserted that strong 
local mechanisms and law would remain highly important to complement any international 
standards. 

 

In the second part of the first working group session, participants discussed their 
expectations for the international humanitarian coordination system, analysing its strengths 
and weaknesses and reflecting on their role as missions in Geneva in this system. 

 

Participants noted apparent gaps in coordination amongst some international actors and 
their feeling that the humanitarian system still seemed disorganised, fragmented, and 
complex, notwithstanding efforts to improve. They indicated their preference to deal with 
only one or two organisations.  Nevertheless, a number of positive examples of coordination 
were shared, such as the use of regional disaster response funds, and other financial 
mechanisms such as those managed by OCHA. 

 

A number of delegates felt the aim of the system should be redirected to the strengthening 
of national capacities to better react to disasters. 
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One participant suggested that Geneva-based missions should act as “guides” for 
humanitarian organisations through their own state’s national disaster management system. 
Geneva missions could direct humanitarian assistance through the proper channels, help 
ensure follow-up, and even help negotiate special arrangements. However, the concern was 
expressed by some that they are not kept “in the loop”.   Representatives felt that they 
should at least be kept informed of contacts regarding international disaster assistance – 
while acknowledging that decisions on disaster-related issues are most often taken in their 
capitals. 

 

Introduction to the quality and accountability in humanitarian assistance 

 

Ed Schenkenberg, Executive Director of ICVA, provided an historical overview of how the 
international NGO community has been trying to organise itself and to elaborate standards 
of conduct and quality in humanitarian assistance over the last few decades. He presented 
the different existing standards and the process which led to their adoption, starting with the 
Code of Conduct for Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief 
(1994) and continuing through initiatives such as the Humanitarian Accountability 
Partnership.  He then presented the Sphere project, formed in 1996 and having just released 
the fourth edition of its “Sphere Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in 
Humanitarian Response.” Mr Schenkenberg said this was the most collaborative effort in the 
humanitarian community to define standards of conduct for humanitarian response. He 
emphasised that now that these standards are available, the problem lies in how to ensure 
compliance, a debate still unresolved today. 

 

Elaborating on the question of compliance, Anne de Riedmatten, Programme Officer, SDC, 
detailed Switzerland’s engagement with the question of quality and accountability in 
humanitarian action. Ms de Riedmatten explained how its own experiences, particularly with 
the International Search and Rescue Advisory Group (INSARAG) Guidelines, as well as wide 
consultations, had allowed Switzerland to identify certification of humanitarian actors as a 
potential tool for improving humanitarian response. The consultations also brought to light 
some key challenges: a system of certification must not endanger the independence of 
humanitarian organisations; certification merits attention only if the impact on beneficiaries 
is real; and, when developing certification mechanisms, attention must be paid to the level 
or type of certification (individual or organisational), to the engagement of affected states in 
the process, and to avoiding duplication of existing initiatives. Moreover she underlined the 
importance of having humanitarian organisations in the driving seat, to move away from a 
donor-driven process.  

 

Scenario exercise session 2  

 

The second scenario exercise brought participants to reflect on quality issues with regard to 
the importation of relief items and the relevance of international standards to questions of 
humanitarian access. 
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Participants highlighted the need for assistance to be directed towards actual needs (no 
winter clothes to tropical zones and no milk powder to drought-stricken areas), context-
appropriate (medicine with instructions in the local language) and for it to be sent through 
proper channels. Moreover, they shared the view that it was inappropriate to distribute 
religious texts whilst offering humanitarian assistance, and that this was against 
humanitarian principles. They also recognised the importance of aid teams being self-
sufficient, and noted that inappropriate aid clogs the system and gives all aid a bad name.   

 

One participant noted a noticeable improvement in the quality and efficiency of disaster 
response with a strong national coordinating body, which could centralize the efforts of small 
groups and identify needs. Good coordination would allow states to strike a balance between 
the need for the government to regulate what comes in, against the sense of urgency and 
solidarity created by the disaster. Indeed, participants identified the risk of an “open skies” 
policy regarding disaster assistance – including vulnerability to criminal smuggling. 

 

Many participants agreed on the value of standards for humanitarian assistance – whilst 
acknowledging the challenge of enforcement. Participants shared positive experiences, 
including one country that adopted the Sphere Standards as a requirement for aid providers. 
Most participants seemed to agree that the existing standards were sufficient, but that 
implementation and dissemination was the key, especially amongst less traditional 
humanitarian assistance actors such as church groups or the private sector. They encouraged 
these standards to become more inclusive, bringing on board more actors and especially 
building ownership of the standards in affected countries. 

 

Participants also underlined that it was crucial for their countries to know who they could 
trust, and it was felt that a system of NGO certification would make it easier for governments 
of affected states in times of major disaster. However, it was also recognised that the 
question of who should set the standards and monitor compliance was a large one, 
particularly as it would require very substantial resources on an ongoing basis.  

 

A number of participants welcomed the opportunity of the training to raise awareness on 
humanitarian standards, and noted an additional role for Geneva-based missions could be to 
build knowledge in their capitals of existing accountability frameworks. 

 

Conclusions 

 

Ms Baudot closed the session, thanking all delegates for their participation. The four co-
conveners expressed their satisfaction at the level of discussion during the meeting and the 
engagement of the missions on the topic, and noted the interest of participants for more 
regular meetings of this kind. They assured participants that, in the context of the 
“International Dialogue” begun in 2011, additional means of promoting discussion between 
governments and with humanitarian organizations on these issues would be pursued. 
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Evaluations 

 

The feedback collected showed a very positive reaction to the training: the workshop overall 
was rated as ‘very good’ by 71% of participants and as ‘good’ by 29%. The presentations 
were considered ‘very good’ by 67% and ‘good’ by 29% (4% did not express any opinion). 
And lastly the working group exercises were very much appreciated by 79% of participants, 
who rated these as ‘very good’, while 21 % rate the exercises as ‘good’.  

 

Evaluations also stated that the workshop was very informative and well organised and many 
participants highlighted that they appreciated the informal atmosphere, which allowed 
representatives from recipient and donor countries to mingle.  

 

The case studies were considered to be very helpful to address concrete questions and the 
working group format allowed participants to express their views. However, it was noted that 
the organisers should send the documentation earlier before the event to allow for 
preparation, and maybe offer more precise questions and answers. Moreover, it was 
suggested to include more about the UN coordination mechanisms, especially regarding the 
cluster approach. Other suggestions to the organisers included offering concrete 
recommendations as to how missions in Geneva could contribute to the issue in their 
position, as well as involving other actors (NGOs, humanitarian organisations, etc.) in the 
working groups to enrich discussions. 

 

A vast majority of participants encouraged the organisers to continue having such meetings, 
annually for new diplomatic personnel, and maybe as shorter thematic sessions for 
representatives who had already attended this meeting. 

 


