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humANITARIAN PRINCIPLES
IN CONFLICT

Ensuring humanitarian principles are respected
in armed conflicts and other situations of violence:

ACF’s experience and position

/\THUP[HYPHU�HZZPZ[HUJL�OHZ�PUJYLHZLK�ZPNUPÄJHU[S`�PU�[OL�SHZ[����`LHYZ��HZ�OHZ�[OL�U\TILY�HUK�KP]LYZP[`�
of actors providing such assistance. Over the same time, the strategic interests of major power-holders 
PU�JVUÅPJ[�LU]PYVUTLU[Z�OH]L�ZOPM[LK�MYVT�[YHKP[PVUHS�^HY�YLSH[PVUZ�[V�WYV_PLZ�HUK�PU�JV\U[Y �̀�WVW\SH[PVU�
centred operations.

Operating in such environments, among multiple types of actors with a wide range of interests, ACF needs 
[V�Z[H[L�ÄYTS`�P[Z�JVU[PU\V\Z�LMMVY[Z�HUK�JVTTP[TLU[�[V�HS^H`Z�HIPKL�I`�O\THUP[HYPHU�WYPUJPWSLZ�HUK�I`�P[Z�
Charter.

As implied by its name, humanitarian action is driven by a sense of humanity, a willingness to relieve human 
suffering. Without seeking any advantage and guided by a wish to help unconditionally, humanitarian action 
relies on principles grounded on moral and ethical values.

+LÄUPUN� ^O`� HUK� OV^� O\THUP[HYPHU� HJ[PVU� PZ� JHYYPLK� V\[�� ¸O\THUP[HYPHU� WYPUJPWSLZ¹�� VY� WYPUJPWSLZ� VM�
humanitarian action, serve as the argument for humanitarian non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to 
negotiate access to populations in need and to gain acceptance.  

The purpose of this paper is to state ACF’s position on the application of the humanitarian principles and 
[V�OPNOSPNO[�[OL�PTWVY[HUJL�HUK�JOHSSLUNLZ�VM�HWWS`PUN�[OLT�^OLU�^VYRPUN�PU�ZP[\H[PVUZ�VM�HYTLK�JVUÅPJ[�
and social unrest.

Using examples from ACF’s experience, this paper is not a collection of best practices but an attempt 
[V� PSS\Z[YH[L� [OL� ]HYPL[`� VM� JOHSSLUNLZ� V\Y� [LHTZ� YLN\SHYS`� TLL[� PU� [OL� ÄLSK� ^OLU� VWLYH[PUN� PU� JVUÅPJ[�
environments. It seeks to demonstrate that, in any situation, ACF bases its decisions on the application 
of the humanitarian principles. Finally, this paper underlines the importance of respecting the humanitarian 
principles and calls for the humanitarian community to advocate for their application and protection.
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PRINCIPLES OF
humANITARIAN ACTION

ThE EmERgENCE OF humANITARIAN PRINCIPLES
;OL�0U[LYUH[PVUHS�*VTTP[[LL�VM�[OL�9LK�*YVZZ��0*9*���THKL�[OL�ÄYZ[�H[[LTW[Z�[V�KLÄUL�[OL�WYPUJPWSLZ�VM�
humanitarian assistance. As early as 1921, the pioneer humanitarian actor ICRC proclaimed that its action 
was based on four principles, including impartiality and political, religious and economic independence. 

Humanitarian principles also emerged in texts of international humanitarian law (IHL), or the law of armed 
JVUÅPJ[��[OYV\NO�[OL�.LUL]H�*VU]LU[PVUZ�HUK�P[Z�7YV[VJVSZ��

Based on these two sources, ICRC principles and IHL, other principles have been proposed by the growing 
humanitarian community and states.  

humANITARIAN PRINCIPLES TOdAy
The core humanitarian principles are the principle of humanity��KLÄUPUN�[OL�YLHZVU�VM�O\THUP[HYPHU�HJ[PVU��
and neutrality, impartiality and independence, describing the manner in which humanitarian assistance 
should be provided. These four principles are regularly cited by the United Nations1 and other institutions 
and groupings of states such as the European Union and enjoy wide recognition among humanitarian 
actors. 

Additional principles of humanitarian action can be found in different sources. Among the most well-known 
are the Code of Conduct for The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster 
Relief created by an alliance of large disaster response agencies, the Sphere Handbook: Humanitarian 
Charter and Minimum Standards in Humanitarian Response developed jointly by humanitarian agencies, 
and the European consensus on humanitarian aid agreed on by European Union member states.

Though partly overlapping the existing humanitarian principles are not contradictory but complementary to 
each other. 

1 -  See for example Resolution 46/182 1991 – Guiding Principles article 2.
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ThE ACF ChARTER
The driver of ACF’s action is the humanitarian imperative and its moral obligation to provide aid wherever it 
is needed. In doing so, ACF respects the four fundamental humanitarian principles of humanity, neutrality, 
impartiality and independence.

Additionally, ACF has developed its own Charter, setting out operational principles: independence, neutrality, 
non-discrimination, free and direct access to victims, professionalism and transparency.

ACF also align its activities with other professional standards and principles formulated by humanitarian 
community, such as the Code of Conduct for The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement 
and NGOs in Disaster Relief and the Sphere Humanitarian Charter.

ACF abides by those principles at all times, be it peace, war or other emergencies and advocates for their 
respect by other actors.

humANITARIAN PRINCIPLES IN SITuATIONS OF vIOLENCE ANd 
INTERNATIONAL humANITARIAN LAw (IhL)

/\THUP[HYPHU�HZZPZ[HUJL�KLSP]LYLK�PU�HYLHZ�VM�HYTLK�JVUÅPJ[�JVTLZ�\UKLY�[OL�ZJVWL�VM�0/3��0/3�PZ�HWWSPJHISL�
in the following situations:

 $Q�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�DUPHG�FRQñLFW, meaning a war between two or several states, or a war of national 
liberation.2 

 $�QRQ�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�DUPHG�FRQñLFW��TLHUPUN�WYVSVUNLK�ÄNO[PUN�VM�JLY[HPU�PU[LUZP[`�^OPJO�OHWWLUZ�
on the territory of a state between its armed forces and armed groups, or between different armed 
groups.3  

IHL envisages the right to provide humanitarian assistance only for impartial humanitarian organizations4 
which conduct their activities without any adverse distinction.5 Furthermore, relief societies which operate 
in occupied territories are required to abide by the Red Cross principles.6 

+PZYLNHYK� MVY� [OL�HIV]L�TLU[PVULK�WYPUJPWSLZ�^V\SK�NYHU[�WHY[PLZ� [V� [OL�JVUÅPJ[�H� SLNHS� YPNO[� [V�WYL]LU[�
humanitarian NGOs from accessing the victims. It could also reduce legal protection of humanitarian 
workers from physical attacks if they are believed to be bringing military advantage to one of the parties to 
[OL�JVUÅPJ[��

 

2 -  The relevant IHL are four Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949 (GC I, II, III and IV) and Protocol Additional I of 8 June 1977 (PA I).
3 -  The relevant IHL are the common article 3 to four Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949 and, under restricted conditions, Protocol Additional II of 8 June 
1977 (PA II).
4 -  Common article 3 to four Geneva Conventions; art. 9 of GC I, GC II and GC III; art. 10 and  59 of GC IV; art. 70 of PA I, art. 18 of PA II.
5 -  Art. 70 of PA I; art. 18 of PA II.
6 -   Art. 63 of GC IV.
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APPLICATION OF
humANITARIAN PRINCIPLES
IN SITuATIONS OF vIOLENCE

By ACF FIELd mISSIONS

The observance of humanitarian principles is both a matter of professional duty and a practical necessity for 
humanitarian actors. Indeed, particularly in situations of high political tension, a suspicion of humanitarian 
workers pursuing hidden goals could make them unwelcome for local power holders and the population. 
In such contexts, the perception that an NGO is applying humanitarian principles is equally important for 
gaining access and acceptance as the actual observance of those principles. 

This is why ACF strongly adheres to humanitarian principles and defends them by insisting on a clear 
distinction between humanitarian organizations and other actors that may deliver assistance to populations 
while serving political goals e.g. military personnel or politically motivated public and private entities. Doing 
so means ACF is able to continue bringing aid and to maintain its capacity to roll out other projects in the 
future.
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ChALLENgE 1:
mAINTAININg NEuTRALITy whEN INTERvENINg IN AREAS OF CONFLICT

Principles at stake
Neutrality, impartiality, non-discrimination, free and direct access to victims, professionalism

If a humanitarian actor brings assistance to populations in areas controlled by only one of the opposing sides in a 
JVUÅPJ[��[OPZ�JV\SK�IL�WLYJLP]LK�HZ�H�KLTVUZ[YH[PVU�VM�WVSP[PJHS�Z\WWVY[��(TVUN�[OL�WVZZPISL�ULNH[P]L�V\[JVTLZ�
of this would be the reluctance of the rival side to allow humanitarian access to areas under its control a hostile 
attitude by part of the population towards humanitarian aid workers and an increased vulnerability to targeted 
attacks.

(*-�HZJLY[HPUZ�P[Z�JVTTP[TLU[�[V�WYPUJPWSLZ�VM�UL\[YHSP[`�HUK�PTWHY[PHSP[`�I`�ILPUN�̧ ULLKZ�IHZLK¹!�P[�JOVVZLZ�HYLHZ�
of intervention solely on the basis of its own assessment of humanitarian needs, and no distinction is made among 
the victims on any criteria other than their vulnerability.

/V^L]LY��(*-»Z�JHWHJP[`�[V�JVUK\J[�ULLKZ�HZZLZZTLU[�PU�[OL�ÄLSK�HUK�[V�KLSP]LY�HPK�TH`�IL�SPTP[LK�I`�ZLJ\YP[`�
considerations. 

Although ACF can carry out activities in a situation of on-going hostilities, it does not operate in places where 
there is a real physical danger for its staff or for the goods that are essential for effective implementation of its 
humanitarian programmes. Guarantees of security that can be offered to ACF by different power holders are one 
factor demonstrating its neutrality and impartiality by intervening in all places where needs exist.

 In Yemen, ACF decided to focus on providing assistance to populations in government-controlled 

areas when opening a new mission rather than entering unsecure parts of the country controlled by 

armed opposition. The possibility to conduct a needs assessment in those areas is currently under 

discussion internally.

If ACF holds evidence of strong humanitarian needs in an insecure area, it will persist in negotiating access with 
local power holders without prejudice to humanitarian principles and with minimal risk for the security of its staff. 

  In Somalia, in November 2011, ACF was expelled from areas controlled by the Al-Shabaab opposition 

group and since then could only assist populations in government-controlled regions. ACF has 

asserted its desire to provide assistance to all victims without distinction by maintaining negotiations 

with the rebels in view of re-entering areas under their control if this becomes possible.

:LJ\YP[`�YLZ[YPJ[PVUZ�JV\SK�IL�TP[PNH[LK�I`�HJJLZZPUN�ILULÄJPHYPLZ�[OYV\NO�SVJHS�Z[HMM�HUK�WHY[ULYZOPWZ�^P[O�V[OLY�
NGOs. This solution can be adopted if the risk of targeted attacks exists only for certain categories of staff, such 
as expatriates. However, when risk attains an unacceptable threshold for all staff, ACF withdraws from the area. 

ACF can also deliver aid to certain areas through partnering with national NGOs. ACF believes that its Charter 
principles of free and direct access and professionalism are not compromised as long as it can choose partners 
[OH[�ZOHYL�P[Z�]HS\LZ�HUK�[OH[�HU�HJJLW[HISL�KLNYLL�VM�HJJV\U[HIPSP[`�[V^HYKZ�ILULÄJPHYPLZ�PZ�LUZ\YLK�
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ChALLENgE 2:
ENSuRINg INdEPENdENCE FROm POLITICAL AgENdAS OF dONORS

Principles at stake
Independence, impartiality, professionalism

Another risk for humanitarian NGOs is to be instrumentalized by political or economic agendas of donors. In a 
ZP[\H[PVU�VM�HYTLK�JVUÅPJ[�VY�ZVJPHS�\UYLZ[��[OPZ�JHU�OHWWLU�PM�M\UKZ�HYL�VMMLYLK�I`�ILSSPNLYLU[�Z[H[LZ��Z[H[LZ�[OH[�
Z\WWVY[�VUL�VM�[OL�VWWVZPUN�ZPKLZ�VY�ZLLR�[V�NHYULY�PUÅ\LUJL�PU�[OL�HYLH��(JJLW[PUN�M\UKZ�MYVT�Z[H[L�HJ[VYZ�TH`�
be misinterpreted as a lack of independence and impartiality. 

>OLU�(*-�T\Z[�ÄUHUJL�P[Z�WYVNYHTTLZ�[OYV\NO�L_[LYUHS�KVUVYZ��P[�LUZ\YLZ�P[Z�PUKLWLUKLUJL�I`�JOVVZPUN�KVUVYZ�
only after careful analysis of the political context and by preventing any donor-driven interference at programme level: 
HSS�(*-�WYVQLJ[Z�HYL�IHZLK�VU�ULLKZ�HZZLZZTLU[Z�JHYYPLK�V\[�I`�P[Z�[LHTZ�PU�[OL�ÄLSK��HYL�KLZPNULK�I`�(*-�HUK�P[Z�
partners when applicable, and are directly implemented by it or through its partners. 

Additionally, ACF analyses the potential impact of each investment on its local perception.

-VY�PUZ[HUJL��(*-�^PSS�YLQLJ[�ÄUHUJPHS�HPK�MYVT�H�Z[H[L�[OH[�OHZ�PUP[PH[LK�VY�QVPULK�PU�H�TPSP[HY`�PU[LY]LU[PVU�PU�[OL�
country it operates in, or has political or economic interests in this intervention.

 In Afghanistan, ACF has made the decision not to accept humanitarian funding from the United 

:[H[LZ�.V]LYUTLU[��^OPJO�PZ�JVUZPKLYLK�H�ILSSPNLYLU[�PU�[OL�JVUÅPJ[�

When ACF works in a country where multi-national military operations are taking place, ACF has accepted funds 
from troop-providing states for projects carried out outside areas of troop deployment. 

� (*-�VI[HPULK�ÄUHUJPHS�HPK�MYVT�-YHUJL�MVY�WYVQLJ[Z�PU�(MNOHUPZ[HU�PU�HYLHZ�^OLYL�-YLUJO�[YVVWZ�^LYL�
not stationed but refused to work in areas under French military control.

:PTPSHYS �̀�(*-�̂ PSS�H]VPK�HJJLW[PUN�M\UKPUN�MVY�WYVQLJ[Z�PU�JVUÅPJ[�HMMLJ[LK�NLVNYHWOPJHS�HYLHZ�MYVT�Z[H[LZ�[OH[�VMMLY�
political, economic or military support to one of the opposing parties. 

� -VY� [OPZ� YLHZVU��(*-� OHZ� UV[� \ZLK�<:� M\UKZ� MVY� P[Z� WYVQLJ[Z� PU�6JJ\WPLK�7HSLZ[PUPHU� ;LYYP[VY �̀� PU�
Somalia until 2012 and in Yemen until 2013. 

;OL�ZHTL�JVUZPKLYH[PVUZ�TH`�WYVTW[�(*-�[V�KLJSPUL�ÄUHUJPHS�HPK�WYVWVZLK�H[�H�WVSP[PJHSS`�VY�TPSP[HYPS`�[LUZL�TVTLU[��

 ACF refused to participate in UN-sponsored humanitarian programs in Hudur, Somalia in the aftermath 

of Somali and Ethiopian forces taking it over from al-Shabaab rebels in March 2012. Although ACF 

had previously struggled to obtain air transport facilities for rolling out assistance programmes in 

another town in the same region, launching them right after the military takeover of Hudur would have 

created a risk for ACF to be associated with the Somali and Ethiopian military.

+LZWP[L�[OVZL�WYLJH\[PVUZ��(*-�TH`�ÄUK�P[ZLSM�PU�H�ZP[\H[PVU�^OLYL�P[�PUKPYLJ[S`�ILJVTLZ�H�YLJPWPLU[�VM�HPK�[OH[�^V\SK�
otherwise be declined. ACF can accept such aid as long as it comes from independent sources, does not bear labels 
negatively perceived by local population and power holders and does not affect their perception of ACF. 

� 0U�(MNOHUPZ[HU��(*-�\ZLK�MVVK�Z[VJRZ�VM�[OL�<5�>VYSK�-VVK�7YVNYHT��^OPJO�PZ�WHY[S`�ÄUHUJLK�I`�[OL�
United States Agency for International Development (USAID).

� 0U�LHZ[LYU�*OHK� PU�������K\YPUN�,<-69� PU[LY]LU[PVU��(*-�^HZ� YLJLP]PUN�,<� M\UKZ� [V� Z\WWVY[� P[Z�
VWLYH[PVUZ��(*-�YLX\LZ[LK�[OH[�P[Z�WYVNYHTTLZ�VU�[OL�ÄLSK�IL�L_LTW[�MYVT�HU`�,<�]PZPIPSP[ �̀�^OPJO�
was granted after discussion.
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ChALLENgE 3:
STANdINg FIRm By humANITARIAN PRINCIPLES whEN RELATINg wITh 
LOCAL POwER hOLdERS

Principles at stake
Impartiality, independence, transparency, professionalism

In order to secure access to vulnerable populations, ACF has to enter into dialogue with political actors that hold 
control of the geographical areas concerned. In doing so, ACF takes precautions to maintain a necessary distance 
so as not to prejudice its neutrality and its real and perceived independence. 

All contacts with state and non-state stakeholders are limited to negotiating access and security for ACF staff, the 
civil population and public spaces. The form of this communication is adapted to the nature of its interlocutors 
and to the context. 

-PUHSS �̀�PU�YLSH[PVU�̂ P[O�HSS�WV^LY�OVSKLYZ��(*-�I`�WYPUJPWSL�YLM\ZLZ�[V�WH`�IYPILZ�[V�HJJLZZ�[OL�ÄLSK��0[�OHZ�KL]LSVWLK�
a strict anti-corruption policy in this regard.

RELATIONS WITH STATE AUTHORITIES
State authorities have a right under international law to refuse NGOs access to their territory or to make 
humanitarian operations subject to conditions and restrictions. To respect this right, ACF always requests the 
state’s authorization for launching its programmes and seeks to comply with local legislation and indications given 
by the authorities. However, this comes with many challenges.

The humanitarian imperative comes first 
ACF will not agree to deliberately deprive part of a population of needed assistance in the country where it is 
authorized to operate.

� 0U�)HUNSHKLZO�HUK�4`HUTHY��(*-�OHZ�ILLU�HZZPZ[PUN�[OL�WLYZLJ\[LK�9VOPUN`H�WVW\SH[PVU�KLZWP[L�
disapproval by state authorities.

 In Afghanistan, during the rule of the Taliban, ACF refused to abide by laws forbidding bringing 

assistance to women.

Transparency cannot prejudice humanitarian principles
(*-�ZLLRZ� [V�THPU[HPU�HJJLZZ� [V�ILULÄJPHYPLZ�I`�ILPUN� [YHUZWHYLU[�^P[O�Z[H[L�H\[OVYP[PLZ�� PU�JVTWSPHUJL�^P[O�
domestic laws and regulations. For this reason, ACF can provide information about its assistance programmes 
[V� Z[H[L� VMÄJPHSZ� HUK� HSSV^� [OLT� [V� ]PZP[� P[Z� WYVNYHTTL� ZP[LZ��)`� KVPUN� ZV�� (*-�^PSS� IL� JHYLM\S� UV[� [V� ]PVSH[L�
humanitarian principles, not to create more harm and not put at risk the perception of it by local population as an 
impartial actor.
(*-�PZ�ZVTL[PTLZ�YLX\LZ[LK�[V�KPZJSVZL�JVUÄKLU[PHS�PUMVYTH[PVU�HIV\[�P[Z�Z[HMM�HUK�ILULÄJPHYPLZ��:OHYPUN�ZLUZP[P]L�
personal data, particularly in countries where a part of the population suffers from discrimination or persecution, 
could have grave consequences for the individuals concerned. This is why ACF protects the personal data of its 
ILULÄJPHYPLZ�HUK�JHYLM\SS`�HUHS`ZLZ�^OH[�PUMVYTH[PVU�HIV\[�P[Z�Z[HMM�JHU�IL�JVTT\UPJH[LK�[V�Z[H[L�H\[OVYP[PLZ�

 ACF refused to share information about ethnicity and religion of its aid workers to the government of 

Myanmar where part of its staff belongs to a discriminated minority.

� (*-�YLM\ZLK�[V�WYV]PKL�[OL�SPZ[�VM�P[Z�ILULÄJPHYPLZ�[V�H\[OVYP[PLZ�PU�[OL�.HaH�:[YPW�
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Humanitarians should not be mistaken for the military
(� JVTTVU� JVUKP[PVU� PTWVZLK� I`� Z[H[L� H\[OVYP[PLZ� PU� JVU[L_[Z� VM� HYTLK� JVUÅPJ[� VY� OPNO�SL]LS� ]PVSLUJL� PZ� MVY�
humanitarian staff to be accompanied by military escorts in insecure areas. Yet, being seen side by side with the 
military would make humanitarian workers look like part of state military forces. ACF insists on strict distinction 
between military personnel and humanitarian staff. In this it relies, as a primary reference, on the Guidelines on 
[OL�\ZL�VM�MVYLPNU�TPSP[HY`�HUK�JP]PS�KLMLUJL�HZZL[Z�PU�KPZHZ[LY�YLSPLM��[OL�¸6ZSV�N\PKLSPULZ¹��KL]LSVWLK�I`�[OL�<UP[LK�
5H[PVUZ�6MÄJL�MVY�[OL�*VVYKPUH[PVU�VM�/\THUP[HYPHU�(MMHPYZ��6*/(��

Careful to avoid doubts about its impartiality, ACF rejects military escorts, even at the cost of delaying humanitarian 
assistance. It can, only in exception, temporarily rely on the help of the military for rescuing its staff from insecure 
areas. In the past, ACF has used military escorts on a few occasions when the escorts were imposed as an 
obligatory security measure on all humanitarian actors operating in the area, such as the Chechen republic 
in Russian Federation. Yet, the increasingly suspicious attitude of armed groups towards international NGOs 
observed in recent years makes this practice highly undesirable and dangerous.

 In exceptional circumstances, when armed protection is essential for the security of its staff, ACF 

prefers to maintain security by means other than relying on the military. In Somalia, for example, ACF 

has recently used the services of private security companies.

For the same reasons, ACF abstains from participating in programmes lead by or involving military structures.

� (*-�OHZ�UV[�JVVWLYH[LK�^P[O�7YV]PUJPHS�9LJVUZ[Y\J[PVU�;LHTZ��79;Z��PU�(MNOHUPZ[HU�HUK�OHZ�ILLU�
critical of establishment of UN integrated missions in Afghanistan and Somalia.

RELATIONS WITH NON-STATE ARMED GROUPS
;V�ZLJ\YL�HJJLZZ�[V�ILULÄJPHYPLZ��(*-�TPNO[�HSZV�ULLK�[V�LUNHNL�^P[O�UVU�Z[H[L�HYTLK�NYV\WZ��;OLZL�JVU[HJ[Z�
are limited to negotiating access and security for humanitarian staff and will not take place if the access and security 
JHU�IL�VI[HPULK�V[OLY^PZL��MVY�L_HTWSL��PM�ILULÄJPHYPLZ�HZZ\TL�[OL�ULNV[PH[PVUZ�VU�[OLPY�V^U��;OPZ�PZ�^OLYL�[OL�
importance of gaining acceptance among the population by strong adherence to humanitarian principles comes 
into play.

 In Afghanistan, ACF has been operating in areas controlled by Taliban and other armed groups fully 

relying on mediation of local communities.

ACF might agree to inform opposition groups about the movement of its staff but under no circumstances will 
P[�HJJLW[�[V�IL�WO`ZPJHSS`�WYV[LJ[LK�I`�[OLPY�HYTLK�ÄNO[LYZ��3PRL�TPSP[HY`�LZJVY[Z��Z\JO�WYV[LJ[PVU�^V\SK�IL�[VV�
detrimental for ACF’s image.

� 0U�*LU[YHS�(MYPJHU�9LW\ISPJ��H[�[OL�LUK�VM�H�JP]PS�^HY�PU�ZWYPUN�������[OL�NLULYHSPaLK�ZVJPHS�PUZLJ\YP[`�
PU�[OL�[V^U�VM�)VZZHUNVH�JYLH[LK�H�YPZR�MVY�(*-»Z�IHZL�VM�ILPUN�SVV[LK��(Z�(*-�YLHSPaLK�[OH[�[OLYL�
^HZ�UV�V[OLY�^H`�[V�ZLJ\YL� P[Z�IHZL�[OHU�[V�OH]L� P[�WYV[LJ[LK�I`�HYTLK�ÄNO[LYZ�ILSVUNPUN�[V�[OL�
NYV\W�[OH[�OHK�Q\Z[�V]LY[OYV^U�[OL�*(9�NV]LYUTLU[��P[�JOVZL�[V�L]HJ\H[L�[OL�IHZL��;OL�\ZL�VM�HYTLK�
N\HYKZ�ILSVUNPUN�[V�^OH[L]LY�JVUÅPJ[PUN�WHY[ �̀�IL�P[�H�WHY[`�[OH[�^HZ�HIV\[�[V�[HRL�WSHJL�VM�VMÄJPHS�
state authorities, would have been incompatible with the principle of impartiality. 
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ChALLENgE 4:
FINdINg ThE RIghT BALANCE BETwEEN ThE humANITARIAN ImPERATIvE 
ANd SPEAkINg OuT ABOuT SPECIFIC SITuATIONS

Principles at stake
Neutrality, impartiality, professionalism

0U�ZP[\H[PVUZ�VM�HYTLK�JVUÅPJ[�VY�ZVJPHS�\UYLZ[��(*-�[LHTZ�HYL�VM[LU�[OL�^P[ULZZLZ�VM�VIZ[HJSLZ�[V�HJJLZZ�HZ�H�
means to prevent aid from reaching populations, or of grave violations of human rights. As stated in its Charter, 
ACF can denounce such abuses; yet, it will have to weigh the risks between the moral duty of condemning 
violations and consequently running the risk of being expelled from the area with not publicly reacting to them for 
the sake of maintaining assistance programs for the affected population. 

;V�THRL�[OL�YPNO[�JOVPJL��(*-�OHZ�[V�JVUZPKLY�[OL�ZP[\H[PVU�VU�[OL�NYV\UK!�ÄYZ[��PZ�[OLYL�HU`�O\THUP[HYPHU�5.6Z�
present in the area able to provide professional assistance if ACF is expelled; would ACF actions put at risk 
the humanitarian actions of other actors; how have the violations been witnessed and whether the international 
community is aware of them through media coverage, etc. 

Driven by the humanitarian imperative, ACF is primarily concerned with being able to maintain its assistance 
operations. Yet, even if it prioritises continuing to provide life-saving assistance over publicly denouncing violations, 
it can still alert organizations whose mandate consists in defending human rights.

So far, ACF has only denounced violations directly related to its humanitarian mandate. As an impartial organization, 
P[�H]VPKZ�THRPUN�JVUKLTUH[VY`�Z[H[LTLU[Z�HNHPUZ[�WHY[PLZ�[V�JVUÅPJ[Z�I\[�P[�JHU�VMMLY�P[Z�WYVMLZZPVUHS�HZZLZZTLU[�
of the impact of hostilities on the humanitarian situation and its ability to access affected populations.

 In Ivory Coast in 2011, as a civil war was underway, ACF witnessed a massacre in Duékoué town. The 

massacre provoked displacement of population and ACF chose to inform the international community 

about the substantial humanitarian risks created by it. 

 In Mali in January 2013, as international forces began their intervention, ACF immediately issued a 

public warning that the closure of commercial routes due to military operations could result in a food 

crisis in northern part of the country.

0U�JHZLZ�VM�JYP[PJHS�PUJPKLU[Z�PU]VS]PUN�P[Z�Z[HMM�PU�[OL�ÄLSK��(*-�OHZ�OHK�[V�THRL�KPMÄJ\S[�JOVPJLZ�IL[^LLU�THPU[HPUPUN�
WYVNYHTTLZ�PU�[OL�ÄLSK�HUK�W\YZ\PUN�Q\Z[PJL�MVY�[OL�]PJ[PTZ�

 In Sri Lanka in 2008, further to the killings of its 17 aid workers in Muttur in 2006, ACF decided to pull 

V\[�VM�[OL�JV\U[Y`�PU�VYKLY�[V�W\ISPJS`�JYP[PJPaL�[OL�SHJR�VM�WYVNYLZZ�PU�[OL�PU]LZ[PNH[PVUZ��

 In Burundi in 2008, following the murder of one member of staff, ACF decided to close down all 

WYVNYHTTLZ�PU�JV\U[Y`�[V�IL�HISL�[V�MVSSV^�Q\KPJPHS�WYVJLK\YLZ�
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ChALLENgE 5:
mINImIzINg POTENTIAL NEgATIvE ImPACT OF OPERATIONS  

Principles at stake
Do no harm/do less harm, neutrality, impartiality, non-discrimination

ACF is increasingly measuring its activities against the do no harm/do less harm principle, which means avoiding 

or minimizing negative effect that may be produced by humanitarian programs. It is particularly important to keep 

[OPZ�WYPUJPWSL�PU�TPUK�PU�H�JVU[L_[�VM�HYTLK�JVUÅPJ[�VY�ZVJPHS�[LUZPVU�PU�VYKLY�[V�H]VPK�ZWHYRPUN�VY�L_HJLYIH[PUN�

]PVSLUJL�HUK�W\[[PUN�[OL�ILULÄJPHYPLZ�H[�YPZR��

PREVENTING AID DIVERSION
Aid can have a great economic value, and this can give considerable power to governments or armed actors that 

HYL�HISL�[V�PUÅ\LUJL�^OLYL��OV^�HUK�[V�^OVT�P[�PZ�WYV]PKLK��0U�HKKP[PVU��^P[OV\[�WYVWLY�JVU[YVS��O\THUP[HYPHU�HPK�

TH`�LUK�\W�PU�[OL�OHUKZ�VM�JVUÅPJ[PUN�WHY[PLZ�PUZ[LHK�VM�YLHJOPUN�[OL�ILULÄJPHYPLZ��;OPZ�PZ�^O`�(*-�JHYYPLZ�V\[�

internal and external monitoring in order to make sure the humanitarian aid it provides goes to the people in need. 

;OL�TVUP[VYPUN�HJ[P]P[PLZ�PUJS\KL�ÄLSK�Z[\KPLZ��WLLY�YL]PL^Z�I`�V[OLY�5.6Z��HZZLZZTLU[Z�I`�L_[LYUHS�L_WLY[Z�L[J��

MITIGATING TENSIONS AMONG COMMUNITIES
ACF tries to anticipate and mitigate social fragmentation and tensions that could arise or be exacerbated by its 

assistance programs. 

Equal participation of communities to needs assessment
First of all, ACF makes sure that representatives of all social, ethnic and religious groups in the area of intervention 

participate in needs, and sometimes sociologic and ethnographic, assessments. 

 In Afghanistan, ACF has worked on delivering water in Kabul informal settlements (KISs) populated 

by different ethnicities. If representatives of all of them had not been consulted before implementation 

VM�LHJO�WYVQLJ[��ZVTL�JVTT\UP[PLZ�JV\SK�OH]L�ILLU�KLWYP]LK�VM�HJJLZZ�[V�^H[LY��VY�^VYZL��P[�JV\SK�
have sparked violence between communities.

Equal aid distribution vs. distribution on the basis of needs
Secondly, in order to avoid any possible misunderstandings, ACF explains to the population that humanitarian aid 

has to be provided to the most vulnerable as a priority. Here the non-discrimination principle, which implies equal 

KPZ[YPI\[PVU�VM�HPK�HTVUN�ILULÄJPHYPLZ�̂ P[O�ZPTPSHY�ULLKZ��NVLZ�OHUK�PU�OHUK�̂ P[O�[OL�WYPUJPWSL�VM�equity, according 

to which assistance has to be given in priority to those who need it most.

If the humanitarian needs of one community are clearly more important than those of another, ACF may still 

JVUZPKLY�YVSSPUN�V\[�HJ[P]P[PLZ�MVY�LHJO�VM�[OLT�PU�VYKLY�[V�WYL]LU[�ZVJPHS�MYHNTLU[H[PVU��JVUÅPJ[�HUK�YLWYPZHSZ��(�

typical example is when ACF sets up operations in favour of displaced populations. The mere presence of the 

displaced may have a deteriorating effect on the living conditions of the host community, becoming an additional 

economic burden which affects the well-being of the local population. In this case, providing humanitarian aid to 

all communities would not only be needed to prevent dissent but would also come as a legitimate answer to new 

humanitarian needs of the host population.

Furthermore, if tensions already exist between two communities, bringing humanitarian assistance to one of them, 

be it the most vulnerable, could increase existing tensions and make ACF seem partial. 
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� 0U�4`HUTHY»Z�9HROPUL�:[H[L��(*-�MHJLK�[OPZ�WYVISLT��^OLYL�PU[LY�JVTT\UHS�]PVSLUJL�PU������M\Y[OLY�
WVSHYPaLK� HSYLHK`� [LUZL� YLSH[PVUZ�� (ZZPZ[HUJL� [V� [OL� YLSH[P]LS`� PTWV]LYPZOLK� HUK� ]PVSLUJL�HMMLJ[LK�
9VOPUN`H� WVW\SH[PVU�^HZ� ZLLU� HZ� L_JS\ZP]L� I`� ZVTL� VM� [OL� 9HROPUL� JVTT\UP[ �̀� (*-� ZV\NO[� [V�
balance aid provided to each community, adapted to their respective needs, and to communicate on 

its mandate and assistance to counter rumours in an effort to ensure aid would not be restricted and 

inter-communal tensions exacerbated.

Context-sensitive staffing policy
;OL� ULNH[P]L� LMMLJ[� VM� O\THUP[HYPHU� WYVNYHTZ� VU� PU[LY�JVTT\UP[`� YLSH[PVUZ� PZ� HSZV�TP[PNH[LK� [OYV\NO� Z[HMÄUN�
WVSPJ �̀�(*-�^HU[Z�P[Z� SVJHS�[LHTZ�[V�YLÅLJ[�[OL�JVTWVZP[PVU�VM� SVJHS�ZVJPL[PLZ�ZV�[OH[�(*-�HPK�^VYRLYZ�[YLH[�HSS�
ILULÄJPHYPLZ�^P[O�LX\P[`�HUK�HYL�HJJLW[LK�I`�[OL�ILULÄJPHY`�JVTT\UP[PLZ��;OL�WYVÄSL�VM�Z[HMM�PZ�HSZV�[HRLU�PU[V�
account to manage security risks.

The predominance of a certain group in a local team can affect ACF’s acceptance by the population and fuel 
tensions. Unfortunately, ACF is sometimes unable to equally recruit from all local communities as some of them 
are deprived of access to education and, consequently, lack skilled candidates.

 

� 0U�*OHK��PU�VYKLY�[V�ÄSS�SVJHS�Z[HMM�WVZP[PVUZ��(*-�OHK�UV�JOVPJL�V[OLY�[OHU�[V�YLJY\P[�WLVWSL�MYVT�[OL�
ZV\[O�^OLYL�WLVWSL�HYL�*OYPZ[PHU�PU�THQVYP[ �̀�[V�^VYR�PU�UVY[OLYU�YLNPVUZ�^OLYL�WLVWSL�HYL�4\ZSPT�PU�
THQVYP[ �̀�HUK�^OLYL�[OL�SL]LS�VM�LK\JH[PVU�PZ�T\JO�SV^LY��0U�Z\JO�JHZLZ��(*-�^PSS�\Z\HSS`�[Y`�[V�LTWSV`�
people from local communities.
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CONCLuSION

(Z�JHU�IL�ZLLU�MYVT�[OL�L_HTWSLZ�NP]LU�HIV]L��[OL�JVU[L_[Z�VM�HYTLK�JVUÅPJ[�HUK�V[OLY�ZP[\H[PVUZ�VM�]PVSLUJL�
YHPZL� ZPNUPÄJHU[� JOHSSLUNLZ� MVY� O\THUP[HYPHU� 5.6Z� [V� HZZLY[� HUK� LUZ\YL� [OL� HWWSPJH[PVU� VM� [OL� O\THUP[HYPHU�
principles. As a context sensitive organisation, ACF adapts its response and prioritises the application of the 
different principles on a case by case basis. Facing these challenges frequently, ACF uses humanitarian principles 
as the major guideline for making operational decisions so it remains able to continue to bring assistance to people 
who need it. 

ACF remains dedicated to the application of humanitarian principles as a means to carry out humanitarian 
assistance while maintaining the humanitarian space necessary to operate. Mindful that there is no uniform way 
[V�YLZWVUK�[V�H�JYPZPZ�HUK�[OH[�WYPUJPWSLK�KLJPZPVUZ�HYL�VM[LU�KPMÄJ\S[�[V�[HRL��(*-�PZ�JVU]PUJLK�[OH[�P[�PZ�VM�\[TVZ[�
importance that all humanitarian actors remain committed to protecting and applying the humanitarian principles 
when delivering aid.

ACF will continue to measure all of its interventions against the humanitarian principles and calls for the humanitarian 
community to advocate for their respect and protection.
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ANNEX
kEy RELEvANT dOCumENTS

International humanitarian law
Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949 (Geneva Conventions I, II, III and IV) and their Additional Protocols 
I and II of 8 June 1977 
http://www.icrc.org/eng/war-and-law/treaties-customary-law/geneva-conventions/index.jsp

Humanitarian principles formulated by states
/\THUP[HYPHU�WYPUJPWSLZ�KLÄULK�I`�[OL�<UP[LK�5H[PVUZ
https://ochanet.unocha.org/p/Documents/OOM_HumPrinciple_English.pdf

European consensus on humanitarian aid
http://ec.europa.eu/echo/policies/consensus_en.htm

Principles and good practices of humanitarian donorship
http://www.goodhumanitariandonorship.org/gns/principles-good-practice-ghd/overview.aspx

Humanitarian principles formulated by NGOs
The Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster 
Relief
http://www.ifrc.org/fr/publications/code-of-conduct/ 

Sphere Handbook: Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Humanitarian Response
http://www.spherehandbook.org/

For further reading
�� /\THUP[HYPHU�7YHJ[PJL�5L[^VYR��/75��/\THUP[HYPHU�,_JOHUNL�5\TILY�����1\UL���� ��5\TILY�����1\S̀ �����

�� /\THUP[HYPHU�7VSPJ`�.YV\W��/7.���9LWVY[����4HYJO�����

�� 6+0�YLWVY[Z
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