IASC Reference Group on Human Rights and Humanitarian Action

Geneva, 12 February 2008

OHCHR, Palais Motta, Room RI-01, 15:00 – 16:30
Meeting Minutes
On 12 February 2008, OHCHR convened the Reference Group’s (RG) second meeting. The meeting was chaired by Fabrizio Hochschild, Chief - Field Operations and Technical Cooperation Division. The meeting was attended by the IASC Secretariat, ICRC, ICVA, OCHA, OHCHR, RSG for the human rights of IDPs, UNHCR, UNICEF, the Women’s Commission and WHO.
OHCHR welcomed the participants and invited comments on the proposed agenda, which was adopted as proposed. As the RG was created to be an advisory body to mainstream human rights within the IASC framework, OHCHR noted that it was hoped that this meeting would further define the nature and role of the RG and looked forward to taking the discussion forward in this regard.
i. Agenda item 1 – Mainstreaming human rights and disaster response:
The RSG on IDPs project - Following the drafting and adoption by the IASC of the Operational Guidelines on Human Rights and Natural Disasters in June 2006, there was now a need to facilitate their implementation on the ground. As a result, the RSG for IDPs had decided to initiate a project to ‘operationalise’ the Guidelines.
The main objectives of the project are to facilitate further dissemination and implementation of the Guidelines, and to facilitate the integration of human rights in all phases of disaster response (risk reduction, preparedness, response, early recovery and reconstruction – link to prevention and risk reduction), with a particular focus on IDPs. 
The RSG intended to carry out targeted field missions, and participate in regional and national workshops in Central America (1st Quarter 2008), Southern Africa (2nd Quarter 2008), and RO-AP region (3rd or 4th quarter 2008). The project would be carried out in close coordination with IASC-related agencies, as well as the Global Protection Cluster Working Group. It was noted that the RSG’s office was already focal point on natural disasters and human rights in this cluster. The final stages of the project would look into collecting and analysing practices, collecting and analysing feedback on the Guidelines, and on the basis of this, finalizing the Guidelines as well as the Manual to the Operational Guidelines – developed to provide concrete operational steps to implement the Guidelines. 
In this connection, the RG was requested to support the project, including by providing comments on the project proposal. The RSG project would keep the RG updated on progress. There was therefore a general call to broaden ownership of the Guidelines, to enhance its dissemination, and strengthen the effectiveness of its implementation. 

The IASC Secretariat remarked that this project also strongly linked with the work of the IASC SWG on Contingency Planning.
Requested Action: RG members to provide RSG project with input on the project and suggest possibilities on strengthening partnerships in disseminating and implementing the Guidelines.  
ii. Agenda Item 2 – Health and Human Rights Checklist (Health Checklist):
The request to develop checklists on health, water and sanitation had originally been made by the IASC WG, at its 65th session, to the suspended Task Force on Human Rights and Humanitarian Action. At that time, however, clear ToRs or instructions of what was expected did not exist. OHCHR reminded the RG members that a first draft of the Human Rights-Based Approach to Programming - Standard Checklist for Strategic Planning (Standard Checklist) and the Health Checklist had already been shared with the RG back in July 2007, with a request for input and comments. 
In this regard, OHCHR noted that some RG members found that the Health Checklist needed to be much simpler and shorter; others thought that the Health Checklist needed to provide a more in-depth analysis of International Human Rights Law and, therefore, be developed more as guidelines rather than a checklist. Views differed also on who the intended users of this tool would be. Additionally, in view of the large number of already existing tools on health or health-related human rights issues, the utility of such a checklist, was also questioned. Finally and more fundamentally, there did not seem to be consensus on what a Human Rights Based Approach (HRBA) to humanitarian action was.
OHCHR suggested that, on the basis of the inputs received, there was a need for the RG to reach agreement on how to proceed with the Health Checklist. As one possibility, particularly in view of the number of resource tools and documents already in existence, the RG could consider carrying out a mapping exercise of existing tools, to identify gaps and priorities for the RG. WHO reported that the Health Cluster was in the process of carrying out a mapping exercise of the ‘3 Ws’. The Health Cluster was moreover developing a ‘pocket book’ on health, as a reference tool for the Health Cluster leads in the field. A paragraph on human rights was expected to be included. WHO also explained that it was further looking into ways of including human rights as a cross-cutting issue and was liaising with OHCHR in this regard. In view of this, WHO did not think that there was a need for the Health Checklist. RG members generally felt, however, that a paragraph on human rights was not sufficient to fulfil the need to ‘mainstream human rights’. 
The Women’s Commission remarked that the Standard Checklist was an excellent document but probably not very useful for humanitarian programmers on the ground as it was too long. The Women’s Commission would be more in favour for the RG to provide HR input to already existing tools. ICVA supported this position and was unsure how such a checklist would be able to assist health professionals in their every day work in the field. 

OHCHR noted that these discussion raised the need for the RG to generally discuss what ‘standard-setting role’ the RG should have – whether to continue with plans to create new tools such as the checklists, or whether to become more of a technical advisory body which would not necessarily create new tools but which would be called upon to provide comments to existing ones or those being developed by humanitarian agencies or by the different IASC bodies. OHCHR stated that one possibility would be for the RG to develop tools that could be linked to specific programming processes, such as the CAP/CHAP - In the development field, this was being done for the CCA/UNDAF. 
The Secretariat for the Global Protection Cluster Working Group noted that similar challenges had been faced in the Protection Cluster in mainstreaming protection. It was possible for the RG to become a technical body which would provide input to existing tools. However, it was still necessary to develop a base framework to define and clarify what a HRBA to humanitarian action is. This would certainly also be of assistance to the Protection Cluster particularly if such an analysis would also examine what ‘protection’ is vis-a-vis a ‘HRBA in humanitarian action’. 
The IASC Secretariat suggested that if the RG does proceed with drafting the checklist, then there would be a need to develop an implementation strategy (funding, printing, training, etc).

Requested Action: Further work on the Health Checklist, and on developing other pending checklists such as that on water and sanitation, shall be suspended for the time being – The draft proposed Health Checklist and the Standard Framework will be maintained as reference documents for the RG.
iii. Agenda item 3 – Next steps - The way forward for the RG:

Beyond reaching an agreement on how to proceed with developing checklists for specific clusters/sectors, it is necessary for the RG to define how it wished to proceed in carrying out its mandate. In this regard, the following questions were raised for discussion:

- Will the RG develop TORs and a work plan?
- Will the RG take action only when called upon to do so by other Clusters? 

- Will the RG become a forum to, for instance, develop common IASC policies, advocacy, etc. re a human rights based approach to humanitarian action? 
- How often will the RG meet? etc.
OHCHR suggested that one possibility would be for the RG to develop policy positions, particularly on contentious issues/debates that continue to exist in the nexus between humanitarian action and human rights (and which are all interlinked), for instance:

- Information sharing, particularly on human rights abuses;

- The notions of advocacy on the part of victims, and whether this jeopardizes humanitarian access; 
- Whether and how to raise issues of impunity and accountability. 
The IASC Secretariat supported these suggestions and raised a need to further brainstorm on these matters. The Women’s Commission suggested that the RG should be a forum for quality control of HR mainstreaming. ICRC supported this suggestion and expressed a preference for the RG to focus on specific products. (ICVA stated that the RG should finalise the Guidelines for HCs, for example. The need to delineate the distinction between what protection and HRBA, as a possible task for the RG, was again raised.) OCHA proposed that the RG could potentially be most useful in supporting the IASC pillar concerned with strengthening the HC. The IASC Secretariat, while underscoring that any work carried out by the RG on HR mainstreaming should be practical, suggested that the IASC secretariat would be willing to link the RG and other Clusters as relevant. 
ICRC proposed that, bearing in mind the long history and changes in the role and tasks of, what is now called the RG, RG members might wish to take some more time to reflect upon the issues raised at the two RG meetings held so far, and re-convene again, in the near future, to discuss the RG’s way forward in a meeting devoted specifically to this. 
Requested Action: On the basis of discussions held, OHCHR to send for the consideration of the RG members, a list of possible options on the nature and role of the RG. OHCHR to convene another meeting to take these discussions further. 
