
FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES IN ACTION

Examples of good practices related to the application of the Fundamental Principles


The following examples are a sample of practices shared by National Societies participating in the regional workshops on Fundamental Principles held in 2014 – 2015 and extracted from the workshops reports. They illustrate how National Societies managed to overcome some operational challenges or ethical dilemma guided by the Fundamental Principles.

Auxiliary role: Reminding the authorities of their international obligations/commitments
As repeated requests from the authorities were compromising the neutrality and independence of a National Society (NS), the NS drafted a letter on behalf of its volunteers to the authorities. The purpose of the letter was to clarify the limits of the auxiliary role in relation to the Fundamental Principles (FP), stressing in particular their importance for volunteers’ security. By presenting this argument on behalf of the volunteers, it diffused the pressure that the authorities might have otherwise put on the NS’ management and consequently increased the volunteers’ safety. In addition, the letter recalled the state authorities’ commitment to respect the ability of the NS to act in accordance with the FP through reference to International Humanitarian Law and the Statutes of the Movement. 
Enhancing understanding of the FP and of the auxiliary role of the NS
The importance of ongoing dialogue with government was highlighted repeatedly. A participant explained that, when his NS was approached by an ambassador to provide assistance to his country’s citizens as a priority in a situation of conflict, the NS considered the request but declined to assist, explaining that any assistance would be prioritized based on needs only. When the ambassador complained to the NS’ public authorities, the government supported the actions of the NS because if was well informed of the importance of the Fundamental Principles thanks to this continuous dialogue.

Establishing a dialogue at all levels of the public authorities
A NS was once asked by a minister to put of one its cars at his full disposal, a request obviously inconsistent with the Fundamental principles. Because it had previously established a sustained dialogue not only at the political level but also at the technical level and had diversified its contacts with other ministries, the NS managed to go around this problem by mobilizing this network of support. While political authorities often change, working level and technical staff are more stable, making it crucial to establish dialogue at this level too.

Another NS described how, when providing disaster relief in a flood, high government officials had required the NS to distribute relief according to their own lists. The NS feared the motive behind the request was to gain political mileage. Thanks to sustained engagement across the different ministries and at different levels of hierarchy (both at political and working level), the NS benefited from the support of other government officials who explained to their colleagues why the NS could not comply with the request.

Leveraging the solidarity of the different Movement components
One participant described arriving at the office to find authorities preparing to use the NS’s premises as a voting station for the following day’s election. With the help of the ICRC and the International Federation, the NS’s Secretary General met with the authorities to explain the need for the Red Cross Red Crescent to preserve its neutrality, in order to address humanitarian concerns, by not being seen as part of the political or electoral process. The NS assisted the authorities to find a more suitable location. 

Remaining independent and impartial while responding to authorities’ requests
An example was presented of a NS being directed by the authorities to undertake operations in a particular area. The NS negotiated to be allowed to conduct its own needs assessment in the prescribed area, and on the basis of this it was better able to conduct impartial action within the area. In similar contexts, the NS was able to use the results of its needs assessment to argue in favor of targeting different areas based on needs. This shows how a NS can meet the request of the authorities whilst retaining decision-making power over the impartiality of the action.

Saying “no” by leveraging one’s operational capacity
Following post-election violence, a NS had refused to prioritize the evacuation of the bodies of soldiers over those of civilians, as requested by the authorities. To do so would not only have been contrary to the Fundamental Principles, in particular impartiality, but would also have seriously harmed public perception of the National Society. The NS therefore decided to temporarily suspend this activity, and the authorities were won over. In this case, the operational capacity of the NS to perform the required task and the consequences for the authorities of it suspending its services succeeded in convincing the authorities to allow it to act in accordance with the Principles.

Proactively engaging external actors on the FP
A NS shared its practice of organizing regular breakfast meetings with various ambassadors, corporate sector actors and other humanitarian actors to sensitize them on the RCRC Movement, its activities and the importance of its Fundamental Principles. Such proactive communication on FP, which can be compounded by the use of written promotional material, ensure better understanding of the Movement and greater respect of the Principles by potential external partners.

Enhancing impartiality and unity through a strengthened and diversified staff and volunteer base 
A NS had opted for greater decentralization and an enhanced local presence, guided by the Principles of unity and voluntary service. The success of this approach based on the recourse to more volunteers in local structures, rooted in their communities, enabled the NS to enhance its relevance to those communities and thus its credibility vis-à-vis its Movement partners. This approach, developed with the help of the International Federation, succeeded in convincing Movement partners of the importance of coordinating their activities with the NS and of strengthening its capacities, for a more effective delivery of impartial humanitarian aid.

In a post-conflict context, a NS undertook a mapping of the most vulnerable communities and came to the conclusion that it faced genuine access problems, largely due to perception issues. Guided by the Principle of impartiality, it took real leadership and managerial courage to strengthen the perceived neutrality of the NS in a still polarized society, resulting in improved access. Amongst other measures, the branch adapted its recruitment policy in order to better reflect the demographic reality of the NS and improved and contextualized the training of its staff and volunteers to emphasize the importance of the Fundamental Principles.

Balancing impartiality and neutrality
A participant recounted the example of a relief distribution in a community that had caused discontent in a neighboring community with lesser needs. Seeing the relief convoys passing by, community members could not understand why they were not benefiting as well. To stem the growing hostility between the two communities and towards the Red Cross, the decision was taken, on the basis of a multidisciplinary needs assessment, to implement a water project in the second community to address needs that had initially been overseen. The interpretation of the principle of impartiality in light of the principle of neutrality made it possible to limit the perception risk while addressing needs that had not initially been identified.

Preparing the ground during peacetime
Establishing solid institutional bases in peacetime helped a NS to better manage the relationship with its public authorities when conflict broke out. Guided by the principle of unity, this NS took great care to develop its capacity to operate throughout this largely underdeveloped country, and engaged staff and volunteers that represented in a balanced manner the numerous ethnic groups present in the country. This proved critical a few years later when the country descended into conflict and the NS had to take some distance from its government, itself a party to the conflict, to be able to provide impartial humanitarian services to all those in need. In addition, reminding the authorities of the Resolutions of the International Conference that they have themselves adopted was also mentioned as an important but underutilized tool.

Showcasing Humanity
In response to a growing anti-migrants sentiment, a NS took a position of zero tolerance regarding racism, intolerance and other forms of discrimination within the organization. Guided by the principle of humanity, this project sought to trigger a wide internal reflection on how volunteers and staff translate the principles into action, in order to combat racism and intolerance. What started as a project has now become an approach embedded across the whole organization and has been accompanied by efforts to expand access to services for immigrant and refugee groups, focusing on respect for their human dignity and practical skills.
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