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IASC Reference Group on Human Rights and Humanitarian Action

OHCHR (Motta, 6-09), Geneva, 8 April 2008
Meeting Minutes
1. The Reference Group held its third meeting on 8 April 2008, to reflect on the Group’s next steps with a view to reaching a consensus on elements for a terms of reference.  The meeting was chaired by Fabrizio Hochschild (OHCHR), and attended by representatives of the IASC Secretariat, ICRC, ICVA, OCHA, OHCHR, UNHCR, UNICEF, and WHO.  Participants agreed that the overall goal of the Reference Group should be to act as an advisory body to the IASC and clusters on mainstreaming human rights into humanitarian action; the challenge was translating this into practice. 
2. Overall, participants agreed that a key activity for the Reference Group would be to provide input into documents being developed by the humanitarian community.  It was imperative, however, that the Group be strategic in identifying which documents might have the greatest impact by priority order, given limited resources.  Possible ongoing initiatives to which the Group could contribute included the Health Cluster “pocket book”, the IASC Contingency Planning Guidelines and the Sphere Handbook.
3. Participants also expressed an interest in having the Reference Group as a forum to study and discuss potentially contentious policy issues or ongoing debates in the nexus between humanitarian action and human rights, such as:

· Information collection and sharing, as it related to questions of confidentiality and the security of information of different actors;

· Victim advocacy, and its possible impact on humanitarian access; 
· Impunity and accountability, including the responsibility of non-state actors; 
· The commonalities and distinctions between “protection”, “human rights mainstreaming” and a “human rights-based approach”;
· The involvement of peacekeepers in humanitarian action;
· The role of human rights officers in humanitarian assessment missions and in humanitarian action in general; and
· Mainstreaming humanitarian action into human rights (and not just the reverse).
As suggested previously, the objective of such an exercise would not necessarily be to reach consensus or develop policy on these issues; underlining commonality and distinctions was also beneficial.  At the same time, it was also noted that such discussions could and should feed into policy development where opportunities existed. 
4. In setting up this forum for discussion, participants generally agreed that the Reference Group should start with one pilot issue.  It was argued that perhaps the most fundamental issue would be to define and clarify the commonalities and distinctions among the concepts of protection, human rights mainstreaming and a human rights-based approach, since even Reference Group members had different understandings of the terms. The need to clarify the distinctive roles between the Protection Cluster and the Reference Group was also noted.
5. The Reference Group considered how it might “operationalise” tools that had been developed by its predecessor, the Task Force (“The Human Rights Guidance Note for Humanitarian Coordinators” and the “Frequently Asked Questions on International Humanitarian, Human Rights and Refugee Law”).  The Group might identify ways to ensure that those documents had reached the audiences it had intended and were being used.  Participants supported the suggestion to explore ways to make other existing tools more applicable and field-friendly (reference here was specifically made to Growing the Sheltering Tree – Protecting Rights through Humanitarian Action).  Similarly, the Group could look into ways to support the implementation of certain key guidelines/handbooks with a view to ensuring that implementation of these tools would be rights based.
6. The need to develop clear terms of reference and a work plan was underscored, particularly with a view to establishing more firmly the role of the Reference Group as an advisory body to the IASC.  A terms of reference would also help clarify to participants and potential participants the expectation of work and the role of the Reference Group as distinct, though complementary, to the work of the Protection Cluster.  In this regard, the two bodies must coordinate closely to maximise comparative advantage, address gaps and avoid duplication.  In fact, it was expected that the products and strategies of the Reference Group and the Protection Cluster cross-pollinate, with, for example, the Reference Group helping the Protection Cluster to strategise on mainstreaming protection. 

7. Finally, comments were made on:  the benefits of initially setting modest goals; the need for consistency in participation (with the same individual regularly attending meetings), to ensure continuity of work and the development of an esprit de corps; the need to ensure that the Reference Group acts as an advisory body not only to the clusters but to the IASC as a whole; and continued emphasis on field relevance (a suggestion was made to collect and analyse field experiences on integrating human rights in humanitarian action – good practices and lessons learnt). 

Conclusion

a. The Reference Group on Human Rights in Humanitarian Affairs is an advisory body to the IASC and Clusters with two main types of activities: normative (the development of standards, contribution to policy formulation, and provision of guidance); and operational (creating practical tools to assist field practitioners, for example by “operationalising” existing tools for easier use and increased impact on the ground).
	Action:


· OHCHR to draft a terms of reference on which Reference Group members will provide comment.  ToRs be finalised electronically; 
· The Reference Group to reconvene next month, among other things, to:
i. Plan the discussion meeting on “protection”, “human rights mainstreaming” and a “human rights-based approach” and determine the best way to draft a background paper in this regard; and

ii. Discuss modalities on how to “operationalise” Task Force tools.


