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On 10 July 2007, OHCHR chaired the first meeting of the Reference Group on Human Rights and Humanitarian Action, the inter-agency mechanism established by the Inter-agency Standing Committee (IASC) to enhance integration of human rights into the work of humanitarian agencies.

The meeting was attended by IASC Secretariat, ICRC, OCHA, OHCHR, the Office of the UN Representative for the Human Rights of IDPs, UNICEF, UNHCR, UNDP, and WHO.
OHCHR welcomed the participants and highlighted that the activation of the Group reflects the growing engagement of OHCHR with humanitarian partners. The hope is that the Group will be able to work in a pragmatic and result-oriented way.

OHCHR introduced the Generic Human Rights Based Programming Checklist and explained the process of its development and the linkages with the Action 2 process still heavily focused on development. The document was drafted as a first attempt to conceptualise a human rights based approach to humanitarian action and respond to the call of the IASC WG to develop human rights checklists for clusters/sectors. It was also clarified that rather than a checklist the document represents a strategic framework for planning. The point of reference is the Stamford definition of a human rights based approach that could be applied to humanitarian action. The definition, however, presents the limitation of having been conceptualised having in mind mainly development. It was also mentioned that the process that initially led to the conceptualisation of the Action 2 program is being re-launched and a Stamford 2 is probably going to take place soon. This could be an excellent opportunity for the Group to ensure that human rights based approach to humanitarian action is kept on the radar screen. Members of the Group were asked to provide their views on whether to continue working on this document.
The Office of the UN Representative for the Human Rights of IDPs, remarked that in conceptualising operational tools the RSG quite soon realised that in crisis situations, although the principle that all rights are equal and interlinked, it may be necessary to provide guidance on how to prioritise interventions and urged the Group to take into account this additional element.

At the request of OCHA it was also clarified that although the impact of applying of human rights based approach to development has not yet been fully measured, there are clear indications (OCDE and UNICEF initial evaluations) of its value, especially in bridging the gap between duty bearers and rights holders. OCHA also reminded that the Early Recovery Cluster will highly benefit from this kind of discussions as the human rights angle has been not properly integrated due to the absence of a leading agency on human rights.
UNHCR stated that the framework provided by the draft is a useful one as it starts to lay the foundations for a common understanding. The agency believes that this is a goal that the Group should strive for. One of the issues that will have to be clarified concerns the role of duty bearers in humanitarian settings, including elaborating in concrete terms the responsibilities of international actors. UNHCR will provide more specific comments. 
WHO pointed out at the need to include practical indicators in the framework. The agency suggested that one approach could be to keep it modest, introducing real examples of how the framework could be applied in a crisis.

The members agreed to provide their feedback in writing to OHCHR in one month (10 August).

OHCHR presented the Draft Human Rights Based Approach Health Checklist. It was explained that the checklist has been conceptualised to guide human actors on the link between health and human rights and it is not a checklist on the right to health per se. As such the checklist is more focused on the rights dimension rather than the health one. It was also reminded that a lot of good work has been already done on the subject and various IASC tools taking into account the linkage between health and human rights were mentioned. OHCHR explained that, being this the first thematic checklist, it would be important for the Group to conceptualise it right so as to use it as a baseline for the development of other checklists in the future, including the one on water envisaged for the end of the year. OHCHR also asked the Group to advice on whether natural disasters and conflicts should be separated or considered in one single tool.

The Office of the UN Representative for the Human Rights of IDPs reminded the Group that the initial request from the IASC WG in June 2006 was linked to the need to provide support to the Clusters’ system and therefore future checklists should be developed taking into account Cluster focus. It was also suggested that besides traditional international instruments, the checklist on health should contain reference to soft law (WHA resolutions). It was also mentioned that the proposed format of the draft checklist appears to be very useful.
UNHCR suggested that a more direct reference to legal instruments on health (including those emanating from regional mechanisms) would be very helpful. Answering a request to clarify on whether the checklist would apply to specific humanitarian settings (natural disasters vs. conflicts) or to a specific category of persons of concern, OHCHR stated that the hope would be to develop a tool that could be used in any humanitarian situation and for any category of humanitarian aid recipients.

OCHA argued that the current structure is still too convoluted and would need to be simplified. Experience demonstrates that guidance tools developed to assist field colleagues are not well known and if they are they are seldom used. It was suggested that the checklist be tested in a real operation to see how the field sees it relevant to its work. 

The IASC Secretariat reminded the Group that some good work has been done by the IASC Task Force on Mental Health and that it should be taken into account for the development of the health checklist.

WHO suggested that the field testing could be done by focussing on one issue (for example HIV/AIDS) in a given country. Practical examples could also be inserted in the tool.
UNDP reminded that the Group should also start thinking about ways to operationalise the checklists once they are finalised. Roll out strategies, training and more importantly the intended users of the tools should be clearly planned.

The members agreed to provide their feedback in writing to OHCHR in one month (10 August). It was also agreed that OHCHR will forward the draft checklist to field colleagues asking for their contribution and possibly to trying using it.
OHCHR updated the Group on progress made towards establishing links between the Reference Group and Human Rights Special Rapporteurs. An internal briefing on humanitarian affairs, the IASC and the Reference Group was organised for OHCHR staff supporting the mandates of Special Rapporteurs. The brief generated a high degree of interest about humanitarian issues and many assistants to Special Rapporteurs expressed their will to learn more and initiate an information exchange with the members of the Reference Group. The possibility to include a humanitarian presentation in the agenda of the Annual Meeting of Special Procedures was also explored, but was deemed not feasible for this year given that it was already very heavy. It will be possible to include this item in next year’s agenda. 
Some of the members of the Group expressed their interest in knowing more about the discussions on Special Procedures at the last Human Rights Council. OHCHR will circulate information material on the matter and will inform about developments on fostering inter-action between the Group and Special Rapporteurs (for instance a joint meeting).
OHCHR asked feedback on the INFOSHARE network of the Reference Group. Some members appreciated the service, as it is focused and does not overload mailboxes with unwanted information. It was, however, deemed too early for an appropriate assessment of its value and it was decided to maintain it as it is for the time being. Members were reminded to subscribe to the INFOSHARE network by emailing to nliza-doyen@ohchr.org. 
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