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The Humanitarian Charter

Humanitarian agencies committed to this Charter and to the Minimum Standards will 
aim to achieve defined levels of service for people affected by calamity or armed conflict, 

and to promote the observance of fundamental humanitarian principles.

1. Principles
The Humanitarian Charter affirms 

the fundamental importance of the following principles:
• The right to life with dignity

• The distinction between combatants and non-combatants

• The principle of non-refoulement

2. Roles and Responsibilities
• We recognize that it is firstly through their own efforts that the basic needs of people affected 

by calamity or armed conflict are met.

• Those affected are entitled to protection and assistance.

• Humanitarian agencies’ role in providing humanitarian assistance reflects the reality that those 
with primary responsibility are not always able or willing to perform this role themselves. 

• The frequent failure of warring parties to respect the humanitarian purpose of interventions 
has shown that the attempt to provide assistance in situations of conflict may potentially render 
civilians more vulnerable to attack, or may on occasion bring unintended advantage to one or 
more of the warring parties. 

• We recognise and support the protection and assistance mandates of the International 
Committee of the Red Cross and of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees under 
international law.

3. Minimum Standards
• The Minimum Standards are based on agencies’ experience of providing humanitarian assistance.  

We commit ourselves to attempt consistently to achieve them and we expect to be held to 
account accordingly. We invite other humanitarian actors, including states themselves, to adopt 
these standards as accepted norms. 

• By adhering to the standards we commit ourselves to make every effort to ensure that people 
affected by disasters have access to at least the minimum requirements (water, sanitation, food, 
nutrition, shelter and health care) to satisfy their basic right to life with dignity. 

• We expect to be held accountable to this commitment and undertake to develop systems for 
accountability within our respective agencies, consortia and federations. We acknowledge that 
our fundamental accountability must be to those we seek to assist.



Factors Effecting  Vulnerabilities and Capacities 
of Disaster-Affected Populations 

Children Gender Environment Disabled 
people Protection Older 

people HIV/AIDS 

According to the Con-
vention on the Rights of 
the Child, a child is con-
sidered to be an individ-
ual below the age of 18. 
Depending on cultural 
and social contexts, how-
ever, a child may be de-
fined differently amongst 
some population groups. 
Special measures must  
be taken to ensure the 
protection from harm 
of all children and their 
equitable access to basic 
services. As children of-
ten form the larger part 
of an affected population, 
it is crucial that their 
views and experiences 
are not only elicited dur-
ing emergency assess-
ments and planning but 
that they also influence 
humanitarian service de-
livery and its monitoring 
and evaluation. 

The equal rights of 
women and men are ex-
plicit in the human rights 
documents that form the 
basis of the Humanitar-
ian Charter. Women and 
men, and girls and boys, 
have the same entitle-
ment to humanitarian 
assistance; to respect 
for their human dignity; 
to acknowledgement of 
their equal human capaci-
ties, including the capac-
ity to make choices; to 
the same opportunities 
to act on those choices; 
and to the same level of 
power to shape the out-
come of their actions. 
Humanitarian responses 
are more effective when 
they are based on an un-
derstanding of the differ-
ent needs, vulnerabilities, 
interests, capacities and 
coping strategies of men 
and women and the dif-
fering impacts of disaster 
upon them.  

The environment is un-
derstood as the physical, 
chemical and biological 
surroundings in which 
disaster-affected and lo-
cal communities live and 
develop their livelihoods. 
It provides the natural 
resources that sustain in-
dividuals, and determines 
the quality of the sur-
roundings in which they 
live. It needs protection if 
these essential functions 
are to be maintained. The 
Minimum Standards ad-
dress the need to pre-
vent over-exploitation, 
pollution and degradation 
of environmental condi-
tions. Their proposed 
minimal preventive ac-
tions aim to secure the 
life-supporting functions 
of the environment, and 
seek to introduce mecha-
nisms that foster the 
adaptability of natural 
systems for self-recovery.

In any disaster, disabled 
people – who can be de-
fined as those who have 
physical, sensory or emo-
tional impairments or 
learning difficulties that 
make it more difficult 
for them to use standard 
disaster support ser-
vices – are particularly 
vulnerable. To survive a 
period of dislocation and 
displacement, they need 
standard facilities to be 
as accessible for their 
needs as possible. They 
also need an enabling 
social support network, 
which is usually provided 
by the family.

Assistance and protec-
tion are the two indivis-
ible pillars of humanitar-
ian action. Humanitarian 
agencies are frequently 
faced with situations 
where human acts or 
obstruction threaten the 
fundamental well-be-
ing or security of whole 
communities or sections 
of a population, such as 
to constitute violations 
of the population’s rights 
as recognised by interna-
tional law. This may take 
the form of direct threats 
to people’s well-being, or 
to their means of sur-
vival, or to their safety. 
In the context of armed 
conflict, the paramount 
humanitarian concern is 
to protect people against 
such threats. 

Older women and men 
are those aged over 60, 
according to the United 
Nations. However, cul-
tural and social factors 
mean that this definition 
varies from one context 
to another. Older people 
make up a large propor-
tion of the most vulner-
able in disaster-affected 
populations. Isolation is 
the most significant fac-
tor creating vulnerability 
for older people in disas-
ter situations. Experience 
shows that older people 
are more likely to be aid 
givers than receivers. If 
supported, they can play 
important roles preserv-
ing the community’s cul-
tural and social identities 
and encouraging conflict 
resolution. 

The coping mechanisms 
and resilience of commu-
nities are reduced when 
there is a high prevalence 
of HIV/AIDS and con-
sequently the threshold 
for external stressors 
to cause a disaster may 
be lowered, while the 
amount of time a com-
munity needs to recover 
may be prolonged. People 
living with HIV/AIDS 
(PLWH/A) often suffer 
from discrimination, and 
therefore confidentiality 
must be strictly adhered 
to and protection made 
available when needed. 

In order to maximise the coping strategies of those affected by disasters, it is important to acknowledge the differing vulnerabilities, needs and capacities of affected 
groups. Specific factors, such as gender, age, disability and HIV/AIDS status, affect vulnerability and shape people’s ability to cope and survive in a disaster context. 
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Common Standards

The disaster-
affected 

population actively 
participates in the 
assessment, design, 

implementation, 
monitoring and 
evaluation of 
the assistance 
programme.

Assessments 
provide an 

understanding 
of the disaster 
situation and a 
clear analysis of 
threats to life, 
dignity, health 

and livelihoods 
to determine, 
in consultation 

with the relevant 
authorities, 
whether an 

external response 
is required and, if 
so, the nature of 

the response.

A humanitarian 
response is 
required in 

situations where 
the relevant 

authorities are 
unable and/or 
unwilling to 

respond to the 
protection and 

assistance needs 
of the population 
on the territory 
over which they 
have control, and 
when assessment 

and analysis 
indicate that these 
needs are unmet.

Humanitarian 
assistance or 
services are 

provided equitably 
and impartially, 
based on the 
vulnerability 
and needs of 
individuals or 

groups affected by 
disaster.

The effectiveness 
of the programme 

in responding 
to problems is 
identified and 
changes in the 

broader context 
are continually 

monitored, with a 
view to improving 
the programme, 
or to phasing it 
out as required.

There is a 
systematic 

and impartial 
examination of 
humanitarian 

action, intended 
to draw lessons to 
improve practice 
and policy and 

to enhance 
accountability.

Aid workers 
possess 

appropriate 
qualifications, 
attitudes and 

experience to plan 
and effectively 

implement 
appropriate 
programmes.

Aid workers 
receive 

supervision 
and support to 
ensure effective 

implementation of 
the humanitarian 

assistance 
programme.

Participation Evaluation

Supervision, 
management 
and support 
of personnel

Monitoring

Aid worker 
comptencies 

and 
responsibilities

Initial 
assessment Response Targeting

Standard 1 Standard 6 Standard 8Standard 5 Standard 7Standard 2 Standard 3 Standard 4
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