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Cross and Red Crescent Societies, the International Federa-
tion of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies and the Inter-
national Committee of the Red Cross. 

In a complex, turbulent and politicized humanitarian land-
scape, the Movement is a unique global humanitarian net-
work that serves to prevent and alleviate human suffering 
wherever it may be found. It is a torchbearer for a relevant, 
effective humanitarian response to the multifaceted needs 
of people suffering the effects of armed conflicts, natural 
disasters and other crises. 

With humanity, impartiality, neutrality and independence 
as the bedrock of its unity and universality, the Movement 
consistently demonstrates the application of its Funda-
mental Principles on the ground. Harnessing the strength 
of its relations with States and of its vast community-based 
volunteer networks embodying the principle of voluntary 
service, the Movement works optimally across its local, na-
tional, regional and international levels.
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Istanbul and beyond Perspectives and pledges
Introduction

For more than 150 years, the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement 
(the Movement) has been driven by the power of humanity. From building food se-
curity among drought-affected people in Kenya to caring for the elderly in Australia, 
from treating the sick and the wounded in Yemen to searching for victims of the 2015 
earthquakes in Nepal, we work to prevent and alleviate human suffering wherever 
it may be found. Our model of action – grounded in our Fundamental Principles, our 
community-based volunteers, our specific relationship with Governments in the hu-
manitarian field, our proximity to the people we work with, and our global networks 
of solidarity – has brought protection and assistance to millions of people in crisis.

However, like many of our humanitarian partners, we find ourselves at a moment of 
reflection. We are confronted with armed conflicts that are increasingly complex in 
nature, longer in duration and wider in their regional and global impact. Disasters 
are becoming increasingly severe, driven in part by climate change and compounded 
by rising population growth and density. The number of persons displaced by these 
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and similar crises is higher than any time since World War II and many migrants face 
extreme dangers and hardships along their journey. Meanwhile, some 60 per cent of 
the world’s preventable maternal deaths and 53 per cent of under-five deaths are 
concentrated in settings of conflict, disaster and displacement. Recent outbreaks of 
Ebola and Zika virus disease have pointed to significant limits in the global capacity 
to contain and control health emergencies.

The World Humanitarian Summit (WHS or Summit) has prompted a global conver-
sation on humanitarian action. For us, it has provided an important opportunity to 
consider our strengths and weaknesses in the face of today’s rapidly growing and 
changing humanitarian needs. In his report for the Summit, United Nations Sec-
retary-General Ban Ki-Moon has identified critical challenges to the humanitarian 
sector and beyond, and issued calls for action across a range of areas that resonate 
with the Movement. These include calls for defending and reaffirming core hu-
manitarian principles and international humanitarian law; increasing investment 
in resilience and local humanitarian capacity; and taking major steps to address 
the mounting humanitarian needs of migrants and displaced persons.

This report provides the perspective and experience of the Movement on these im-
portant questions, as well as on some other issues – such as volunteer safety and 
health services in crisis – that should be high on the humanitarian agenda. It also 
sets out our pledges and calls to action, many of which are drawn from Resolu-
tions recently adopted at the 32nd International Conference of the Red Cross and 
Red Crescent, held in Geneva in December 2015. That unique forum, convened ev-
ery four years, brings the Movement together with the State Parties to the Geneva 
Conventions and humanitarian partners to undertake engagements and set joint 
directions to improve the lives of people in need. Our pledges on the occasion of 
the Summit are made (or respectively recalled) with the understanding that they 
do not bind us to any UN-led reporting and monitoring mechanism. The Movement 
will privilege its existing mechanisms, in particular the International Conference of 
the Red Cross and Red Crescent, to report on progress achieved.

On the eve of the 32nd International Conference, the Movement adopted a “Message 
to the World Humanitarian Summit,” which sets out four areas of particular con-
cern for the debates in Istanbul (and which will serve as the organizing principles 
of this report): 

• Protect the dignity of every human being and improve humanitarian access to 
those in need;

• Affirm the complementarity of local, national and international action;
• Take the long view of people’s needs; and
• Recognize and enable different humanitarian systems.

International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement

Istanbul and beyond Perspectives and pledges
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Istanbul and beyond Perspectives and pledges
1. Protect the dignity of every human being and improve humanitarian access to those in need

The dignity of every human being is at the centre of the principle of humanity. Re-
specting human dignity means that we must be ready, and we must be allowed, to pro-
vide protection and support when people are in need. We do this on the basis of needs, 
without any other discrimination, with the aim that, as urged by Mr. Ban Ki-Moon, no 
one is left behind. 

A. Maintaining a principled approach to realize 
access and proximity

Access and proximity to people in need are essential to effective humanitarian ac-
tion. A true understanding of how best to meet people’s diverse needs comes from 
being close to the reality of people’s lives. Proximity can also contribute to greater 
accountability to people in need.

For the Movement, the shared humanitarian principles of humanity, impartiality, 
neutrality and independence have been crucial to achieving such access and prox-
imity. They have proven to be the best way to maintain trust with relevant authori-
ties and local communities, demonstrating that our action is guided exclusively by 
an objective assessment of humanitarian needs. In addition, the Movement has 
embraced three additional principles specific to its own model – voluntary service, 
unity, and universality. Taken together, these seven principles form the Fundamental 
Principles of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, whose 50th 
anniversary was celebrated last year.

On the occasion of that anniversary, the Movement undertook a series of dialogues 
on the experience of applying the Fundamental Principles. These conversations re-
vealed that the Principles require a constant and continuous effort and can some-
times be very challenging to consistently follow. For instance, in some circumstances, 
actions that would seem required by one principle (such as the restraint required by 
the principle of neutrality) may appear to be in contradiction to what would seem re-
quired by another (such as the urge to action spurred by the principle of humanity). 
It is important therefore to always carefully balance these principles, to use them as 
an ethical compass and an operational framework guiding our action in a way that is 
tailored to the specific contexts we operate in. Nevertheless, their ongoing relevance 
to our work was unequivocally affirmed.

It is important to recognize that not all actors driven by solidarity and a humane spir-
it to help people in need necessarily align their efforts under humanitarian princi-
ples. Family members, neighbours, local authorities, civil society groups, faith-based 
groups, diaspora members, corporations and many other spontaneous and formal 
responders have always mobilized to respond to human suffering. Many actors oper-
ate in support of varied objectives, be they political, social or economic. Within this 
welcome diversity, it remains critical to recognize the particular place of neutral, 
independent and impartial humanitarian organizations – actors that abstain from 
activities that might be seen as political or antagonistic by part of the population. 

1. Protect the dignity of every human 
being and improve humanitarian 
access to those in need
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1. Protect the dignity of every human being and improve humanitarian access to those in need

In this context, the World Humanitarian Summit of-
fers a further opportunity to reaffirm the particular 
place of humanitarian principles and the respect for 
all those who help people in need. 

What we pledge to do:

 î We pledge to continue, and further institutional-
ize, the active dialogue and sharing of experience 
within the Movement about our application of the 
Fundamental Principles and challenges experi-
enced in putting them into practice.

 î We pledge to continue the active dialogue with ex-
ternal humanitarian partners and States on the 
value and importance of shared humanitarian 
principles.

What we call for: 

• We call on humanitarian actors committed to 
apply humanitarian principles to similarly equip 
their staff with the necessary policy guidance and 
training to enable them to apply the principles 
consistently and in a context-sensitive manner.

• We call on donors to ensure that any funding con-
ditions they impose do not negatively affect the 
ability of humanitarian actors to assess needs and 
develop programmes independently.

• We call on States to demonstrate respect for the 
humanitarian principles by creating the neces-
sary enabling environment – including allowing 
engagement with all parties to armed conflicts – 
to ensure an impartial response.

B. Upholding the norms that 
protect people in war

The current state of human suffering, and of human-
itarian needs caused by armed conflict around the 
world, would be far lower if international humani-
tarian law (IHL) and other humanitarian norms were 
properly implemented before the outbreak of these 
situations, and once they occur. The main problem, 
however, is the widespread flouting of these rules. 
Establishing the means to ensure greater respect for 
IHL in armed conflict is one of the most pressing hu-
manitarian challenges.

This is further illustrated by developments and 
trends in the context of contemporary armed con-
flict, including the geographic expanse of conflicts; 
the multiplication of parties to them; outright rejec-
tion of IHL by a number of actors; warfare in densely 

populated urban areas with weapon systems that 
were originally designed for use in open battlefields; 
or political and military agendas surrounding hu-
manitarian access and assistance. 
 
The strong calls, echoed in a number of places, for a 
recommitment by States to respecting the rules of IHL 
that they have already agreed upon is as welcome as 
it is necessary. A political recommitment to respect 
these rules is of essential importance in order to re-
affirm the basic humanitarian consensus inherent in 
the universally ratified 1949 Geneva Conventions. It 
is also essential to remind all States, even if they are 
not party to an armed conflict, of their obligation to 
ensure respect for IHL, notably to bring their influ-
ence to bear upon parties to conflicts to prevent and 
address IHL violations.

Ensuring greater respect for IHL requires decisive ac-
tions on a number of themes, many of which were ad-
dressed by various International Conferences of the 
Red Cross and Red Crescent. These include: strength-
ening compliance with IHL; strengthening IHL pro-
visions protecting persons deprived of their liberty; 
ensuring that populations in need receive timely and 
unimpeded humanitarian assistance; ensuring great-
er protection for the delivery of health care; prevent-
ing and addressing the high human cost related to the 
use and proliferation of certain types of weapons; and 
enhancing the specific protection afforded to certain 
categories of persons, including women and children.

The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) 
has a long tradition of working with States and others 
on matters related to respect for IHL. Practically, on 
the ground, the ICRC negotiates agreements based on 
IHL on a daily basis. These could range from getting 
an agreement from parties to armed conflicts on the 
delivery of humanitarian assistance, to having these 
parties let the ICRC run programmes that ensure im-
partial medical care to all wounded people, including 
people associated with the other party to a conflict, 
or by convincing weapon bearers to let ambulances 
through checkpoints or spare hospitals from attack. 
All such instances show that it is possible to influence 
parties to armed conflicts to take concrete measures 
to spare victims of armed conflict, in line with IHL.

The ICRC and National Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies are also engaged extensively in dissemina-
tion and training on IHL. They also promote adherence 
by States to IHL treaties; work on national legislation 
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and cooperate with governments to ensure respect for 
IHL; convene events with relevant actors on the im-
plementation of IHL; and undertake training sessions 
and seminars. 

As a Movement, our starting point is that IHL contin-
ues to be important and relevant for regulating the 
conduct of parties to armed conflicts, both interna-
tional and non-international, and providing protec-
tion and assistance for the victims of armed conflicts.

What we pledge to do:

 î We pledge to spare no efforts in the implemen-
tation of IHL-related resolutions adopted by the 
International Conference, in particular the 32nd 
International Conference in 2015 and the Council 
of Delegates. This includes, inter alia:
– the willingness by the ICRC, together with the 

Government of Switzerland, to co-facilitate 
the continuation of an inclusive, State-driven 
intergovernmental process to find agreement 
on features and functions of a potential forum of 
States on IHL, in accordance with Resolution 2 
of the 32nd International Conference. 

– the willingness by the ICRC to facilitate further in-
depth work of States to strengthen IHL protecting 

persons deprived of their liberty in relation to 
armed conflict, in particular in relation to non-
international armed conflict, in accordance with 
Resolution 1 of  that Conference.

– the intensification of efforts to prevent and 
respond to sexual violence in armed conflicts, in 
accordance with Resolution 3 of that Conference. 

 î We pledge to continue to support parties to 
armed conflicts to put IHL into practice, as an 
integral part of our humanitarian responses, in 
accordance with our respective mandates deriv-
ing from the Geneva Conventions and the Move-
ment’s Statutes.

What we call for:

• We call on all stakeholders to remind States and all 
parties to armed conflicts of their obligations un-
der IHL. A political recommitment to respect these 
rules is of essential importance in order to reaffirm 
the basic humanitarian consensus inherent in the 
universally ratified 1949 Geneva Conventions. 

• In this context, we remind States of the resolu-
tions of the International Conference of the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent to which they have con-
sented, and we strongly encourage them to spare 
no efforts to implement them.
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• We call on all stakeholders to share positive ex-
periences, for example by humanitarian organiza-
tions, civil society and the media, to demonstrate 
instances where IHL is respected to show that, 
despite recurrent violations, this body of law does 
make a difference.

C. Protecting and assisting 
all vulnerable migrants and 
internally displaced persons

Migration is set to be one of the defining features of 
the 21st century. People migrate for many reasons, of-
ten in combination, ranging from armed conflicts, per-
secution and poverty to the hope for a better future or 
to be reunited with their family. Many people who are 
forced to flee their homes face significant danger and 
hardship and this is also sometimes the case for those 
who choose to leave. This is especially true for people 
with particular vulnerabilities, such as children, wom-
en, the elderly, and people with disabilities.

We are increasingly alarmed by the inadequacy of 
existing measures to address these humanitarian 
concerns, and practices that prevent people from 

travelling and reaching their destination. In many 
countries, heightened border control restrictions and 
poor reception conditions are gravely and unneces-
sarily affecting the security, well-being and dignity of 
migrants. Safe and effective legal avenues to access 
international protection are increasingly restricted, 
while the principle of non-refoulement is increas-
ingly flouted. Open stigmatization and xenophobia 
are feeding community violence against migrants in 
many countries. 

The Movement works along migratory routes around 
the world to support migrants in need. National Soci-
eties’ work to build resilience in vulnerable communi-
ties can help reduce pressures that may lead to forced 
migration. All along the routes, the International Fed-
eration of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC), 
the ICRC, and National Societies seek to provide es-
sential services, information and protection. When 
migrants reach their destinations, they provide them 
with news of their loved ones, help with integration, 
and support through messages to combat xenophobia. 

To provide this support, it is essential that we have 
access to migrants during all stages of their journey. 

International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement

Istanbul and beyond Perspectives and pledges
1. Protect the dignity of every human being and improve humanitarian access to those in need
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A commitment to guarantee and facilitate such access 
was affirmed by States at the 30th and 31st Internation-
al Conferences of the Red Cross and Red Crescent.

The Movement is committed to addressing the protec-
tion, safety and dignity of all migrants in need, irrespec-
tive of their legal status. At the same time, the various 
legal frameworks applicable to migrants (including ref-
ugees and asylum seekers) must remain an important 
consideration. Such frameworks play a crucial role in 
ensuring that migrants receive the protection they are 
entitled to under applicable international law and, ac-
cordingly, we promote their full implementation. In 
this respect, however, we recognize the uneven bur-
den among States in supporting and hosting refugees 
and asylum seekers and support the call of Mr. Ban Ki-
Moon for States to develop a more comprehensive and 
equitable system for sharing this responsibility.

We also support Mr. Ban Ki-Moon’s goal to substan-
tially reduce the ballooning numbers of internally dis-
placed persons (IDPs). However, care must be taken to 
avoid responses to internal displacement that impede 
the ability of persons to seek asylum abroad. Solutions 
primarily motivated by the goal of reducing migratory 
flows may lead to perverse consequences for the well-
being of the persons involved. In addition, the nexus 
between internal displacement and migration is not 
automatic. The specific predicament of IDPs should be 
recognized and addressed in its own right.

This goal must be met both through resolving the sit-
uation of people who are already displaced – which 
means providing them effective access to durable so-
lutions – as well as through preventing new displace-
ment. While long-term solutions in disaster settings 
often call for development-oriented approaches, hu-
manitarians can make a difference for people already 
displaced through a greater investment in shelter 
and settlement solutions. Since 2007, the Movement 
has assisted more than 22 million affected persons 
with shelter, settlement and shelter-related non-food 
items. We have also advanced enabling approaches 
such as participatory awareness of safe shelter and 
settlement, the provision of cash for shelter comple-
mented by local technical assistance, and promoting 
recognition of diverse forms of tenure.

With regard to prevention – a central aspect in the 
Movement’s approach to internal displacement – 
efforts to reduce or eliminate the causes of dis-
placement should be part of any effective strategic 

response. Promoting greater respect for IHL by all 
States and parties to armed conflict, as well as other 
important legal frameworks, is a key step to avoiding 
conflict-induced displacement. Assisting communi-
ties at risk by restoring essential services disrupted 
by the conflict and building their resilience can also 
help people to avoid displacement. In the context of 
disasters, prevention requires much more effective 
legal and institutional measures to implement real-
istic urban planning and building codes, as recom-
mended by the Checklist on Law and Disaster Risk 
Reduction adopted at the 32nd International Confer-
ence of the Red Cross and Red Crescent. 
 
What we pledge to do:

 î We pledge to continue our efforts to provide assis-
tance and protection to all vulnerable people who 
migrate, without discrimination. 

 î We pledge to continue to work to reduce commu-
nity-level violence, stigmatization, and xenopho-
bia against people who migrate. 

What we call for:

• We call on States to reaffirm their commitment 
to international refugee law, international hu-
man rights law IHL and other applicable legal 
frameworks as key to ensure safety and dignity 
for migrants and displaced people.

• We call on States, consistent with their obliga-
tions, to grant migrants appropriate international 
protection as well as necessary assistance and 
services (such as family reunification), including 
by allowing access to humanitarian organizations.

• We call on States to implement resettlement 
as a means for responsibility-sharing and as an 
expression of solidarity with countries that are 
hosting large numbers of refugees.

• We call on States to fulfil their primary respon-
sibility to prevent displacement, provide protec-
tion and assistance to IDPs within their jurisdic-
tion, and find durable solutions for them in their 
countries. 

• We call on States and parties to armed conflict 
to respect and ensure respect for IHL, including 
the rules aimed at sparing civilians from the ef-
fects of hostilities and the express prohibition of 
forced displacement in armed conflict.

International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement

Istanbul and beyond Perspectives and pledges
1. Protect the dignity of every human being and improve humanitarian access to those in need
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D. Accountability to those we serve
We recognize that we cannot be effective without the 
participation of those we serve and without being 
accountable to them. Sharing information, listening 
carefully to affected communities and involving them 
in decision-making improves the quality and effec-
tiveness of services delivered and ultimately contrib-
utes towards fostering more resilient communities. 
Providing people the opportunity to voice their opin-
ions enhances their sense of well-being, helps them 
adapt to the challenges they face, and better enables 
them to take an active role in their own recovery.

Humanitarian organizations have, in recent years, 
stepped up efforts to engage with communities that 
are affected by crisis. There are many examples of 
good practice to build on. But research shows that, as 
a sector, we consistently fall short of our aspirations. 
In fact, evaluations of major responses to date rou-
tinely identify lack of communication with affected 
communities as a key weakness.

The Movement is committed to improving its effec-
tiveness and building greater accountability in pro-
gramme delivery through a more systematic and 
coordinated approach towards engaging with com-

munities, and sustaining two-way communication 
and dialogue for the development of community-
driven solutions. We recognize that building safe and 
resilient communities requires better active listening 
skills and providing different groups of people with-
in communities, particularly the most vulnerable, 
with information to access services and resources, 
enabling them to participate in and ultimately lead 
their own recovery.

What we pledge to do:

 î We pledge to work in a more coordinated approach 
to establish and sustain two-way communication 
with people and communities, including setting up 
feedback loop mechanisms with a strong data and 
information analysis system.

 î We pledge to develop local capacity to process 
community feedback in ‘real-time’ and at scale, 
and feed the information back to interventions 
that are tailored to specific needs.

What we call for:

• We call on humanitarian actors to continue to 
share best practice in the participation of, and 
accountability to, affected communities in situa-
tions of humanitarian crisis.

International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement

Istanbul and beyond Perspectives and pledges
1. Protect the dignity of every human being and improve humanitarian access to those in need
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E. Including everyone in 
humanitarian response

Wars and disasters do not affect women, men, boys, 
girls, people of different ages, people with disabili-
ties and those with other diversity characteristics 
in the same way. For example, in conflicts, men are 
often those most frequently wounded, arrested or 
missing. These men’s families may be left without a 
breadwinner. During crises, women may be forced to 
take on new roles within their households; they may 
have to start working outside of the home and take 
responsibility for their household and its security. In 
families where the main breadwinner has been lost, 
children may be forced to work from a very young 
age. During the acute phase of a crisis, when peo-
ple may be forced to flee, children, the elderly and 
people with disabilities are particularly vulnerable 
to being left behind. 

The recognition that individuals are affected differ-
ently by crises according to their gender, age, disabil-
ity and other diversity characteristics means that, in 
order to reach all vulnerable people effectively and 
in a fair, non-discriminatory and equitable manner, 
a humanitarian response must be sensitive to these 
characteristics. In order to respond to needs effec-
tively, it is necessary to understand not who is most 
vulnerable, but who is vulnerable to which particular 
risks at which particular time. We also recognize that 
individuals are agents of their own protection and 
livelihood, and not only beneficiaries or victims. By 
considering the specific vulnerabilities of a person as 
well as his or her own capacity to cope with the ef-
fects of a conflict or disaster, we can ensure that our 
response achieves the greatest impact. 

The Movement ensures the integration of gender, age, 
disability and diversity into its humanitarian response 
through a framework of four areas of focus: dignity, 
access, participation, and do no harm. In 2015, the 
Movement adopted a new Strategic Framework on 
Disability Inclusion, through which we seek to: imple-
ment a disability inclusive approach; challenge the 
barriers that prevent people with disabilities from ac-
cessing our services and programmes; and endeavour 
to change mindsets and behaviours to those of accep-
tance and respect. Further to our own Strategic Frame-
work, we have engaged proactively in the drafting of 
the Charter on Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities in 
Humanitarian Action and welcome the launch of this 
initiative at the World Humanitarian Summit. 

What we pledge to do:

 î We pledge to mainstream gender, age, disability 
and diversity throughout our operational response, 
including by fully implementing our Minimum 
Standard Commitments on Gender and Diver-
sity in Emergency Programming, and will sign the 
Charter on Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities.

 î We pledge to reinforce National Societies’ capaci-
ties on gender, age, disability and diversity issues.

 î We pledge to undertake research on how disaster 
risk management law and policy addresses gender.

 î We pledge to work towards having all components 
of the Movement adopt a disability-inclusive ap-
proach.

What we call for:

• We call on all humanitarian actors to integrate 
gender, age, disability and diversity into their pro-
gramme design, implementation and monitoring.

International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement

Istanbul and beyond Perspectives and pledges
1. Protect the dignity of every human being and improve humanitarian access to those in need
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F. Preventing and reducing the 
risk of sexual and gender-based 
violence (SGBV) and addressing 
the needs of victims/survivors.

Sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) is univer-
sally present during crises as well as during peace-
time. However, during armed conflicts, disasters and 
other emergencies, the incidence of SGBV increases 
significantly. During armed conflict, rape and other 
forms of sexual violence have been used system-
atically, with extreme brutality. In addition, during 
armed conflict, disasters and other emergencies, 
factors such as the weakening of community and 
institutional protection mechanisms, disruption of 
services and community life, destruction of infra-
structure, separation of families or displacement, 
among others, as well as structural gender inequali-
ties, contribute to an increased risk and impact of 
SGBV. While women and girls are disproportionately 
affected, anyone – including men and boys – can be a 
victim/survivor of SGBV, and factors such as age, dis-
ability, deprivation of liberty, displacement, religion, 
ethnicity, race or nationality, among others, may in-
crease the risk. 

As recognized in a dedicated resolution of the 32nd 
International Conference, in order to adequately ad-
dress this humanitarian concern, approaches are re-
quired that effectively work to prevent and reduce 
the risk of SGBV and that respond to the needs of 
victims/survivors in a comprehensive and multidis-
ciplinary manner. In accordance with its mandate, 
the ICRC addresses a specific aspect of these issues 
by focusing on sexual violence in situations of armed 
conflict. The IFRC, and individual National Societies, 
take a broader approach to gender-based violence, 
and also engage in violence prevention in the context 
of natural disasters. 

What we pledge to do:

 î We pledge to scale up our efforts to contribute to 
the prevention of SGBV including by promoting in-
ternational humanitarian law and other relevant 
legal frameworks.

 î We pledge to support exposed communities to 
strengthen their resilience by reducing their risk 
of exposure to threats and to harmful coping 
strategies.

 î We pledge to respond to the needs of victims/sur-
vivors of SGBV in a comprehensive and multidis-
ciplinary way.

 î We pledge to continue conducting research on 
SGBV in disasters.

What we call for:

• We call on States in accordance with Resolution 3 
of the 32nd International Conference, and humani-
tarian actors to continue their efforts to prevent 
and respond to SGBV, to ensure that all victims/
survivors have safe access to services, and that 
any activities related to SGBV are conducted in 
line with the principle of ‘do no harm’.

G. Supporting volunteers and 
ensuring their safety 

Volunteers are the backbone of the Movement. Often 
themselves directly affected by the crises to which 
they are called upon to respond and facing danger 
and hardship, they embody the principle of humanity. 
They deliver diverse services, help strengthen com-
munity resilience, promote social cohesion, engage in 
civic processes and advocate fiercely on behalf of vul-
nerable people. They ensure that we remain rooted 
in the communities we serve, that we are informed, 
guided and governed by them. Voluntary service is 
one of our seven Fundamental Principles.

We are committed to supporting our volunteers and 
giving them the tools and resources they need to 
meet the high demands and expectations that we 
– and our supporters – place on them. This requires 
both appropriate volunteer management systems 
and a protective and enabling environment for vol-
unteering to function and grow. Volunteers are, how-
ever, too often under-valued and receive inadequate 
support and protection during and after their time 
volunteering. 

Recognizing some of these gaps, we are seeking to 
strengthen our ability to work in sensitive and in-
secure contexts and to increase the scale and scope 
of volunteer service delivery, both in today’s world 
and with a view towards the future. We are working 
with Governments and other partners to improve the 
safety and security of humanitarian volunteers, as 
set out by a Resolution of the 32nd International Con-
ference, and to ensure that National Societies include 
adequate provisions defining the status, as well as 
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the rights and duties, of volunteers in their policies. 
We are also working with Governments, private sec-
tor, academia and other humanitarian organizations 
to better research, share knowledge, good practices, 
training opportunities and approaches to collectively 
increase investment and support to volunteers.

We attach particular importance to promoting vol-
unteering by youth and ensuring that the voice of 
youth is represented in all levels of decision-making. 
Young people are a unique group with specific needs. 
They are often at the forefront of our service delivery 
and they often interact directly with the most vulner-
able people. They are the experts on what happens 
on the ground and humanitarian actors should make 
use of such knowledge more often. For this reason, 
we welcome the Compact for Young People in Humani-
tarian Action and look forward to working with our 
partners to ensure youth are meaningfully engaged 
in humanitarian action.

What we pledge to do: 

 î We pledge to work with States and partners to 
support the development of social policies, laws 
and practices that provide an enabling environ-
ment for volunteering.

 î We pledge to provide our volunteers with the best 
safety-related information, guidance, training, 
protective equipment, psychosocial support and 
insurance within our means. 

 î We pledge to promote public understanding and 
acceptance of the role of humanitarian volunteers 
and work with Governments to implement mea-
sures to protect volunteer safety and security. 

 î We pledge to ensure that the voice of youth is rep-
resented in all levels of decision-making, including 
by working with partners to implement the Com-
pact for Young People in Humanitarian Action. 

What we call for: 

• We call on States to review relevant national laws 
and policies to ensure that they are supportive of 
volunteering and adequate to promote the safety 
and protection of volunteers; 

• We call on all organizations deploying volunteers 
to take all necessary steps to promote their safety.

• We call on States to promote volunteering by 
adopting measures to encourage citizens’ engage-
ment and integrating volunteer capacity into do-
mestic emergency response plans at all levels.
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By leveraging the complementary roles and strengths of local, national, and inter-
national humanitarian actors, we extend our reach and the effectiveness of our col-
lective action. This complementarity is inherent in the Movement’s local to global 
network, its emphasis on global solidarity and its modes of action. While evidently 
easier to achieve within the confines of a single movement, we believe that this ap-
proach – which values distinct but reinforcing action by responders at different lev-
els – can also be beneficial for the humanitarian sector as a whole.

At the same time, we recognize that local actors have been oddly neglected in the 
humanitarian sector. While international support is required in some contexts (par-
ticularly where polarized contexts render principled humanitarian response danger-
ous for local actors), local responders are often in the strongest position to deliver 
rapid, culturally appropriate and sustainable humanitarian assistance to their com-
munities. Investment in their capacity and support for their leadership in humani-
tarian action has, however, been very limited. The WHS presents an opportunity to 
address both of these issues.

A. Realizing complementarity: the example 
of the Movement

From its origin, the Movement has involved a partnership among international and 
national actors. The Movement does not go in and out of crisis areas. It has a per-
manent presence, globally and locally. Only through cooperation and coordination 
among all Movement components, capitalizing on their combined strength, are we 
able to achieve our collective goals.

Mutually supportive mandates are the foundation of the Movement’s complementar-
ity: National Societies are auxiliaries of their Governments in the humanitarian field. 
They work to prevent the spread of disease and to promote health and social welfare. 
They provide emergency relief in armed conflict, natural disasters and other emergen-
cies. The ICRC, with its specific mandate set out in the Geneva Conventions, works to 
ensure protection and assistance for victims of armed conflict and internal strife, and 
facilitates the operational coordination of the Movement’s response. Through dialogue 
and training it promotes respect for international humanitarian law, often in partner-
ship with National Societies. The IFRC, as the membership organization of the Nation-
al Societies, works to strengthen the capacity of its members, facilitates their collective 
advocacy or humanitarian diplomacy, and ensures effective operational coordination 
in natural disasters and other non-conflict emergencies. 

It is not despite, but rather because of these separate but interlocking roles that we ex-
tend our reach and collective impact – as well as our agility to respond to increasingly 
complex and diverse humanitarian emergencies. Our shared history – more than 150 
years of Red Cross and Red Crescent action – and our Fundamental Principles further 
reinforce the combined strength of our Movement. But of course the Movement is 
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not immune to the tensions, misunderstandings and 
frictions that can hamper alignment among partners. 
We have found that this requires clear procedures as 
well as dialogue and practical measures, all of which 
must be regularly updated. Most recently, we adopted 
a two-year Plan of Action to strengthen coordination 
and cooperation within the Movement, to better lever-
age the complementarity of the different components 
for the benefit of affected communities. 

What we pledge to do:

 î We pledge to implement the Plan of Action ad-
opted to strengthen coordination and cooperation 
within the Movement to better leverage the com-
plementary strengths of the different Movement 
components.

What we call for:

• We call on all stakeholders to recognize and build 
the complementary roles of local, national and in-
ternational actors to meet the needs of affected 
people across the full range and diversity of hu-
manitarian emergencies. 

B. A strong role for national actors, 
in particular, National Societies

Local actors, National Societies among them, carry 
numerous advantages in humanitarian action. They 
(1) have a strong understanding of local risks, vulnera-
bilities, needs, culture and political realities; (2) deliver 
rapid response, in light of maximum proximity to their 
own communities; (3) benefit from significant accep-
tance, trust and access to affected people; (4) promote 
substantial consistency, learning and engagement of 
communities in coping with crises, over time, since 
they are with their communities before, during, and 
after crises hit them; and (5) are in an ideal position 
to link preparedness and response efforts with more 
holistic approaches to disaster risk reduction and re-
silience. As described in the 2015 World Disasters Re-
port, the intention to promote a strong role for local 
actors has been repeatedly voiced in international 
policy-making bodies, such as the Economic and So-
cial Council and the Inter-Agency Standing Commit-
tee. However, this is an area where the gap between 
rhetoric and reality is prominent. 

International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement

Istanbul and beyond Perspectives and pledges
2. Affirming the complementarity of local, national and international action

B
en

oi
t 

M
at

sh
a 

C
ar

pe
nt

ie
r/

IF
R

C



21

In practice, we often see international humanitarian 
actors holding dominant positions, even when it is 
evident that domestic actors would be well placed to 
play a central role in a humanitarian response. More-
over, only a negligible proportion of international hu-
manitarian funding is channelled to local actors on 
terms fully respecting their potential for leadership 
(rather than hiring them as subcontractors of inter-
national organizations). Redressing this will certainly 
not be without challenges, in light of widely varied 
capacities among local actors and pressures on do-
nors to monitor and ensure accountability for hu-
manitarian funding. Solutions will depend on long-
term investments to strengthen local capacity rather 
than quick fixes.

Along these lines, on the occasion of the World Hu-
manitarian Summit, the IFRC and ICRC together with 
interested Governments are seeking to jointly launch 
a new National Society investment Fund, that will 
couple material investment in operational and func-
tional capacity with tailor-made technical assistance, 
designed to enable each involved National Society to 
develop, innovate and grow along the path it has set 
for itself. 

In addition to sustained investment, there is a need 
for changing attitudes and expectations as to the role 
played by local actors in humanitarian operations. 
Like other domestic actors, National Societies often 
find themselves sidelined by the influx of foreign 
agencies in cases where there is an international re-
sponse. Many implementing partnership agreements 
continue to define domestic actors, including Nation-
al Societies, merely as sub-contractors. Instead of in-
vesting in these organizations prior to disasters and 
enabling them to build their organizations, much of 
current capacity-building support is focused on in-
creasing response capacity in the immediate term. 
The Movement fully endorses a central role for na-
tional actors in humanitarian action and efforts to 
support and build the capacity of national and local 
actors to assume this role. 

What we pledge to do:

 î We pledge to significantly scale up the efforts of 
National Societies to grow capacities, as required, 
in order to take a more central role in future re-
sponses and to be sustainable and relevant na-
tional organizations.

 î We pledge to support National Societies in their 
engagement with international partners external 

to the Movement, including in the context of in-
ternational coordination processes.

What we call for:

• We call on donors to support the new National So-
ciety investment Fund and other efforts targeted 
to strengthen and increase the long-term sustain-
ability of local actors.

• We call on donors to substantially increase the 
global proportion of international funding acces-
sible to local actors on terms that enable them to 
play central roles in humanitarian responses in 
their countries. 

• We call on all parties to enable principled local 
and national actors, including National Societies, 
to deliver principled humanitarian response with-
out hindrance, including in situations of armed 
conflict.
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As humanitarians, we are increasingly called to address long-term needs. Our ex-
perience shows that disasters and armed conflicts are long-term experiences for 
people and play out in vulnerabilities before, during, and after any major crisis. 
Protracted conflict, chronic crisis, extreme climate vulnerability and extended sit-
uations of displacement require a long view from affected States, humanitarian 
organizations and their donors. It is, therefore, important to prioritize forms of 
investment that meet humanitarian needs and protect development gains by in-
creasing individual, community and national resilience. This shift towards greater 
focus on resilience requires active support and investment that is predictable, sus-
tained and flexible. It will also require us to adapt to changing contexts, in par-
ticular urban settings, and be much more innovative in the way we seek to reduce, 
prepare for, and respond to disasters and crises. 

A. Strengthening community resilience
As rightly urged by Mr. Ban Ki-Moon, the humanitarian sector can no longer simply 
respond to crises but must also, within the limitations of humanitarian principles, 
contribute what it can to substantially reduce humanitarian need. Supporting com-
munities to become more resilient to future shocks is central to this approach. 

Resilience can and must be built at vari-
ous levels, from the individual to the com-
munity, from the locality to the nation. 
It is multi-faceted, drawing on social co-
hesion, a healthy natural environment, 
economy and community, knowledge and 
education, solid infrastructure and social 
services, as well as specific disaster risk 
management activities. It is more a pro-
cess than an end state, and one that must 
be owned and driven by communities 
themselves. 

As such, it is very clear that no one orga-
nization – or the humanitarian sector at 
large – acting alone can provide the full 
support necessary to ensure that all com-
munities reach their greatest potential for 
resilience. We must work in partnership 
and in a connected way. We must also 
work on a much more ambitious scale than we have in the past if we hope to address 
today’s trends towards uncontrollable and spiralling humanitarian need. 

As affirmed by the 32nd International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Cres-
cent, our central vehicle for building those partnerships and achieving that scale is 
the One Billion Coalition for Resilience (1BC) convened and facilitated by the IFRC. 

3. Taking the long view 
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The goal of the 1BC is that, by 2025, we will mobilize 
one billion people to take action to strengthen their 
resilience. The 1BC is based on the belief that, given 
the right support, vulnerable groups everywhere 
will work together and care for their own and for 
others. It is conceived as a network of coalitions 
and tools connecting individuals, communities, or-
ganizations, business and Governments to build on, 
strengthen and expand existing initiatives for com-
munity resilience. Individuals and institutions that 
are members of the 1BC will be supported by tools 
to connect to one another, to kick-start initiatives, 
and to benefit from the networks and expertise of 
others.

The 1BC is built upon five platforms: a digital eco-
system for public engagement; a business continuity 
platform; a civil society organizations partnership 
platform; an advocacy platform, and an operations 
platform. These platforms will facilitate the neces-
sary connections, information and tool sharing, and 
provide the foundation for us to collectively engage 
one billion people. By mobilizing the potential of our 
collective networks, our ability to work at scale, and 
coordinating our shared resources, we will work to-
wards a world where people are safer, healthier and 
can thrive, even in the face of adversity.

What we pledge to do:

 î We pledge to work with partners to build up the 
One Billion Coalition for Resilience with the goal 
of supporting one billion people to take action to 
strengthen their resilience by 2025.

What we call for: 

• We call on all actors working to support resilience 
to unite their efforts, connecting their networks 
and providing mutual support. 

• We call on all actors working to support resilience 
to engage communities and their local leaders to 
achieve lasting impact. At-risk communities and 
local actors must be key drivers of change and 
their voices must be at the core of decision-mak-
ing processes that draw on local knowledge, ca-
pacities and ongoing feedback mechanisms. 

• We call on States to build the legal and institu-
tional environment for risk-informed laws, poli-
cies and practices, and integrate disaster risk 
reduction into national poverty reduction strate-
gies, sustainable development plans and climate 
change adaptation plans. 

• We call on donors to achieve the goal for one per 
cent of overseas development aid to be allocated 
for disaster risk reduction and ensure that suffi-
cient funds are allocated to the most vulnerable 
countries and communities. 

B. Supporting people in protracted 
conflict

Many millions of people are experiencing armed con-
flict for large periods of their lives. We are assisting 
people in places where they have seen violence and 
conflict for 40 of the past 60 years. The increased du-
ration of conflict and other complex crises, and their 
far-reaching consequences, has long been challeng-
ing the assumption that humanitarian response to 
conflict and violence can ethically or effectively be 
short-term in nature. 

This is especially true for chronic or low-intensity 
conflict areas, where the context may change over-
night and violence may flare up, causing immediate 
suffering and creating new needs. These new needs 
often add to already fragile situations that see people 
impoverished and vulnerable, and where gains are 
quickly undone by new violence. Over time, the cu-
mulative impact of long-term conflicts and violence, 
which degrade essential services and make coping 
mechanisms less effective, can gravely exacerbate 
the humanitarian consequences of even low-intensi-
ty situations. Such situations present enormous chal-
lenges, and not only for humanitarian organizations. 
Heightened security risks drive away Government 
and development actors, which are indispensable in 
providing longer-term sustainable services.

As a consequence, humanitarian actors have had to 
adjust their approaches in order to carry out activi-
ties that combine life-saving assistance and longer-
term responses that support people’s livelihoods, 
rebuild essential infrastructure, and create safer 
environments. For example, in cities such as Aleppo 
or Kabul, in addition to the delivery of emergency 
medical care or food parcels, the ICRC has worked 
to keep sophisticated and inter-connected municipal 
and even national systems, such as energy, water, 
and sewage systems, running and meeting the needs 
of hundreds of thousands of people. By investing in 
critical infrastructure and skilled human resources, 
the ICRC helps to prevent reversal of development 
gains. In line with the Movement’s complementary 
approach, the ICRC often cooperates extensively with 
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the National Society whose volunteers are an indis-
pensable force for carrying out both immediate relief 
actions and long-term strategies for resilience.

There is no question that this combined approach to 
meeting both immediate and holistic needs is a more 
responsible and cost-effective way to work, but it is not 
without challenges. In particular, in many situations, 
we are confronted with competing needs and a lim-
ited budget. Further, it can be difficult to find the right 
partners where insecurity and the lack of predictable 
funding impede other humanitarian, development or 
investment organizations from ensuring their own 
presence and it is not always possible to work directly 
with them in a principled way. 

What we pledge to do:

 î We pledge to continue to mount context-specific 
responses in relation to protracted and chronic 
conflicts by addressing immediate needs from a 
long-term perspective, to the extent possible.

 î We pledge to adapt programme planning and im-
plementation processes to better reflect our com-
bined approach, notably by improving evaluation 
and reporting on the qualitative outcomes of our 
work rather than outputs.

What we call for: 

• We call on donors to offer multi-year financing 
in the context of protracted conflicts in order to 
match the long-term investment made by hu-
manitarian actors. 

• We welcome the efforts of international financial 
institutions and development actors to increase 
development investments in these contexts, as 
the continuation of basic services and infrastruc-
ture is a critical element of reducing the effects of 
conflict and mass displacement. We call on States 
and development actors to ensure that the most 
vulnerable have access to critical services and are 
appropriately targeted by these interventions. 

C. Ensuring health for all, especially 
in crises

Pandemics, epidemics and other global health 
threats are emerging at worrying levels and fre-
quency. The recent Ebola epidemic for example, with 
approximately 30,000 cases and more than 11,000 
deaths, highlighted the shortcomings of existing na-
tional and international systems for surveillance and 
response. It also, and most importantly, brought to 
the forefront the key role local health workers and 
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volunteers play in ensuring that households have ac-
cess to health services, referral and follow up within 
their own communities. They are well placed to as-
sist communities to identify local solutions to criti-
cal health problems in complex settings, contributing 
to local and community resilience. Such approaches 
cover the resilience continuum from preparedness, 
response, and recovery to long-term development.

Moreover, adequate access to basic health care and 
life-saving commodities and services is still distant 
for many individuals, households and communities. 

Although much progress was made in the past de-
cade in achieving health-related Millennium Devel-
opment Goals, far too many communities have been 
left behind and the health divide has widened in 
many parts of the world.

In many areas of armed conflict, access to health 
care is in danger as parties to conflict have trans-
formed hospitals and clinics into combat zones. 
In Afghanistan, for example, the ICRC registered 
in 2015 a 50 per cent increase of incidents against 
health staff and facilities, compared to the previ-
ous year. That means one incident every three days, 
without considering how many incidents go unre-
ported. In an effort to stop this phenomenon, since 

2011, the Movement and other international and 
national professional health organizations have 
worked, as part of the initiative entitled “health care 
in danger,” to raise awareness of the issue of violence 
against patients, health care workers, facilities and 
transport. This initiative aims to prevent violence, to 
ensure safe access to and for the delivery of health 
care through the implementation of practical mea-
sures and customized operational responses at na-
tional and local levels in armed conflict and other 
emergencies.

Beyond these security-related constraints, moreover, 
are self-imposed restraints by many donors that 
avoid the risks inherent in funding basic health care 
interventions, from vaccination to maternal care, in 
areas of protracted conflicts. In light of the stunning 
concentration of global mortality in these contexts, 
however, this approach fails to appreciate the signifi-
cant risk of inaction. 

There is no health without mental health – yet men-
tal health care and psychosocial support is often 
under-resourced, stigmatized and, where available, 
highly institutionalized and lacking community fo-
cus. We see a particular, growing need to address the 
psychological consequences of armed conflicts and 
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violence. The latter is linked to populations endur-
ing protracted conflicts, extreme violence, displace-
ment, disappearances of loved ones, etc. It is also 
a matter of supporting the helpers (volunteers and 
staff working in harsh environments).

What we pledge to do:

 î We pledge to continue our initiative to protect 
patients, health care workers, facilities and trans-
port, and ensure access for all to life-saving health 
interventions, as formulated in resolution 4 ad-
opted at the 32nd International Conference.

 î We pledge to strengthen the use of a variety of 
risk communication and health promotion ap-
proaches to reach, influence, enable and engage 
different segments of the affected communities 
as well as our partners to promote and sustain 
behaviour and social change actions and enable 
greater community ownership of any community 
health initiative.

 î We pledge to innovate using locally informed 
intelligence in our community-based health ap-
proaches to provide life-saving interventions and 
promote healthy skills and practices in places 
with acute or protracted crises.

 î We pledge to document, study and share effective 
delivery strategies in places of acute or protracted 
crises.

 î We pledge to develop capacities and ensure op-
portunities for financial and technical resources 
to strengthen the health care continuum – from 
community through to national level.

 î We pledge to strengthen community-based men-
tal health and psychosocial support programmes 
and take action to address discrimination and the 
protection needs of people with mental health 
disorders.

What we call for:

• As a matter of priority, we call on States and all 
relevant stakeholders to implement a range of 
measures that seek to protect wounded and sick 
persons and health care services in armed conflict 
and other emergency situations in accordance 
with IHL and national legislation.

• We call on donors to sustain risk communication 
and community engagement preparedness initia-
tives, including through the long-term empower-
ment and capacity development of local actors.

• We call on all relevant stakeholders to support the 
vital role of community health volunteers/work-
ers in ensuring that households have access to 

health services, referral and follow up, including 
in such support opportunities for training and in-
creased financial and technical resources.

• We call on all relevant stakeholders to link health 
services with community outreach, which is so 
crucial for saving lives and goes hand in hand with 
safety of volunteers, community health workers, 
staff and people.

• We call on all relevant stakeholders to strengthen 
health responses to respond to crisis, while main-
taining the provision of essential services to non-
affected populations.

• We call on donors and humanitarian organiza-
tions to increase investment in mental health and 
psychosocial support programmes, including re-
search into interventions that prove effective in 
challenging settings.

D. Helping people in urban settings
Currently, more than half of the world’s population 
lives in urban areas; by 2050, this number is expected to 
increase to 70 per cent. This rapid and often unplanned 
urbanization has led to a fundamental shift in chal-
lenges faced by humanitarian actors in responding to 
crisis in those contexts, whether in situations of armed 
conflict or natural disaster. Cities are complex systems 
that require humanitarian actors to adopt very differ-
ent approaches from those more traditionally used in 
urban areas. The interplay with other global challenges 
such as climate change and environmental degrada-
tion, and displacement and migration, further contrib-
ute to an increase in the scale, complexity, and impact 
of humanitarian crises in urban settings. 

Many contemporary armed conflicts are unconven-
tional internal and asymmetric conflicts, with war-
fare taking place in densely populated urban areas. 
Urban warfare puts large numbers of civilians at risk 
and has severe consequences for essential infra-
structure and services. The use of explosive weap-
ons having wide-area effects only compounds such 
consequences. Whether it results from conflict or 
natural disasters, the destruction of road and public 
transport networks, water and sanitation systems 
and marketplaces has the potential to affect many 
more people now that areas are becoming more 
densely populated. This means that traditional hu-
manitarian approaches with a primary focus on the 
provision of the most basic services, mostly imple-
mented in camps, are not appropriate in urban set-
tings. Humanitarian responders will have to develop 
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approaches that support or strengthen existing sys-
tems while continuing to respond to urgent needs.

As a Movement, we continue working towards in-
creasing our expertise in responding to crises in ur-
ban settings. We will continue to strengthen both 
our policy and operational understanding of what 
is needed in such contexts. Highlighting urban risks 
through the World Disasters Report in 2010, the IFRC 
and many National Societies have since been work-
ing on understanding the urban aspects of disas-
ter risk reduction and management. The ICRC has 
equally devoted resources to better understand how 
to provide services in these settings as summarized 
in its recent research report “Urban Services During 
Protracted Armed Conflict”. The report provides les-
sons learned that can help the Movement and other 
humanitarian actors to improve their operational 
practice in such contexts.

As the challenges that are seen in urban settings ex-
ceed the knowledge and capacity of any single actor 
or organization, the step to create an Urban Expert 
Group during the WHS preparations is seen as a wel-
come one in order to ensure that urban issues do get 
the attention they need at the Summit. These prepa-
rations initiated the Global Alliance for Urban Crises 
(the Alliance), which will be formally launched at a 

Special Session during the WHS. The Alliance brings 
together a diversity of entities comprising humani-
tarian agencies, built environment professional insti-
tutes and, critically, municipality representatives to 
work together on informing both policy and opera-
tional practices. The Alliance will have to prove itself 
to be a contributor in developing strategies and tools 
for more effective and appropriate responses in ur-
ban humanitarian crises. The aim is to work in part-
nership to achieve common outcomes, improving 
effectiveness and helping to break down traditional 
silos. 

What we pledge to do: 

 î We pledge to further develop and tailor our own 
risk reduction and emergency management ap-
proaches to take into account the particularities 
of urban settings, and continue to strengthen our 
logistical and technical capacity to meet the chal-
lenges of these complex environments.

 î We pledge to cooperate with others to support 
building urban preparedness and resilience in the 
face of crises, including through the Global Alli-
ance for Urban Crises and the Urban Crisis Char-
ter, to which the IFRC is a member and the ICRC 
an observer.

 î While maintaining our response to urgent needs, 
we pledge to support the maintenance, resilience 
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and continuity of large-scale water, sewerage and 
energy infrastructure and services in cities affect-
ed by armed conflict. 

What we call for: 

• We call on humanitarian and other partners to 
support the efforts of and coordinate with the 
Global Alliance for Urban Crisis and/or sign the 
Urban Crisis Charter.

• We call on parties to armed conflict to avoid the 
use of explosive weapons having wide-area effects 
in populated areas.

• We call on donors and international financial in-
stitutions to increase their own investments into 
urban areas affected by armed conflict and fragil-
ity to enable resilient services for all.

E. Needs-driven innovation
Our world is changing at an unprecedented speed 
and, along with it, the nature and scale of natural and 
technological disasters. Humanitarian challenges 
are set to further intensify, threatening hard-fought 
achievements in human development throughout 
the world. In this new interdependent, interconnect-
ed and fast-paced reality, we need to innovate to be 
relevant to the changing nature of conflict and natu-
ral disasters, and live up to the expectations of those 
affected by them. Innovation can help us be more ef-
fective, efficient and respond more appropriately to 
the needs of people we work to assist and protect.

The Movement fosters innovation driven by the needs 
of people affected by crises – we neither innovate 
for the sake of innovation, nor are we solely driven 
by the potential advantages of new technology. We 
identify and support the tremendous assets and ca-
pacities that exist within communities. We search for 
what is already working before designing new solu-
tions. We approach innovation as much as to enable 
those affected to respond to crises, as to improve our 
own efficiency and impact.

Every innovative initiative we foster is driven by our 
Fundamental Principles. This means we focus on hu-
man-centred solutions for those we assist and pro-
tect, regardless of gender, age, nationality, ethnicity, 
religious beliefs, class or political opinions. Innova-
tion should not, in the end, negatively affect humani-
tarian action nor do more harm than good.

Through the Global Humanitarian Lab, initiated by the 
ICRC and United Nations High Commissioner for Refu-
gees and joined by the IFRC, Médecins Sans Frontières 
and World Food Programme along with the Govern-
ments of Switzerland and Australia, we will mobilize 
and bring together the collaborative energies of in-
novators, whether refugee entrepreneurs, computer 
scientists, or digital volunteers, to ideate, design, test, 
and implement solutions – from 3D printer solutions 
to new operational models and ways of doing business.

What we pledge to do: 

 î We pledge to foster dialogue and participation of 
communities in grassroots innovation and to sup-
port community-led innovation.

 î We pledge to build an eco-system of value-driven 
partners to design and deliver all aspects of in-
novation, from assessing needs to final adoption. 

 î We pledge to find new approaches to make our 
own process of innovation more timely, cost effec-
tive and collaborative.

What we call for: 

• We call on all relevant stakeholders to increase col-
laboration across the sector in sharing successes 
and failures in innovation in humanitarian action

• We call on donors to provide funding that is flex-
ible enough to allow for innovation and failure.
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Calls have rightly been made to improve coordination and information sharing, re-
duce duplication and identify cost savings in the humanitarian sector. Progress can 
and must be made in these areas. In this regard, the Grand Bargain process, launched 
pursuant to the recommendations of the UN’s High Level Panel on Humanitarian 
Financing, and in which the ICRC and the IFRC are involved, seeks to make the fi-
nancial resources spent on humanitarian action more flexible, efficient, transparent, 
and effective. Moreover, cooperation in international humanitarian operations can 
be greatly improved through more effective laws, rules and mechanisms for manag-
ing international assistance. As we implement new solutions, however, it is impor-
tant not to lose sight of the diversity of the humanitarian sector and the important 
advantages it brings to its effectiveness. 

A. Working better together within a diverse 
humanitarian eco-system

From the Movement’s perspective, there is no single “humanitarian system”. Instead, 
there is a diverse eco-system in which numerous actors cohabit, each with their dis-
tinctiveness and modalities. In this context, top-down, one-size-fits-all approaches 
are bound to fail. As discussed above, the complementarity of the local, national 
and international components of the Movement has demonstrably been one of its 
strengths. Other aspects of our distinctiveness, such as our community-based vol-
unteers, the privileged auxiliary relationship of National Societies with their Gov-
ernments in the humanitarian field, our specific history and mandates and our 
Fundamental Principles, also present advantages in meeting humanitarian needs. 
However, we also face our own constraints and limitations where other response 
systems, such as the United Nations, NGO consortia or regional organizations, may 
present complementary advantages. 

This diversity and complementarity must be nurtured and respected. This means 
that solutions to some of the gaps in the sector should not rely on overly centralized 
approaches. We are concerned that some of the suggestions that have been aired in 
the lead up to the World Humanitarian Summit (for instance calling for “one leader-
ship” in the sector, or insisting that all needs assessments be undertaken jointly by 
all actors) lean in this direction.

This does not mean that humanitarian assistance should be chaotic and that coor-
dination and sharing cannot be improved. National Societies, the IFRC and ICRC will 
continue to engage with other humanitarian actors, including UN agencies, NGOs 
and other humanitarian actors, and coordinate with them. For instance, the ICRC 
and the IFRC have long been participating in the Inter-Agency Standing Commit-
tee as standing invitees and are determined to continue to do so. The IFRC plays an 
active role as Co-Convenor of the Global Shelter Cluster, together with the UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees. Components of the Movement are regularly engaging 
with UN-led coordination mechanisms at country-level, although the ICRC has de-
cided that it could not be a formal member of the cluster system as it could affect its 
independence and, in specific contexts, perceptions of its neutrality. 

4. Recognizing and enabling different 
humanitarian systems
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B. Accelerating progress in the 
facilitation and regulation of 
international disaster response

Another important way to improving cooperation 
while also respecting the advantages of diversity is 
ensuring a clear rulebook for international disaster 
response. The increased frequency and impact of nat-
ural disasters and their humanitarian consequences 
have set the stage for ever greater use of international 
support in response, including in countries with little 
prior experience of international assistance. There is 
ample evidence that a lack of clear rules for the fa-
cilitation and regulation of international disaster re-
sponse (“international disaster response law” or IDRL) 
often leads to unnecessary restrictions and delays in 
relief, as well as gaps in coordination and quality. It 
impedes the ability of domestic authorities to sit in 
the driver’s seat in response operations in their own 
countries. The absence of a legal framework is also 
one of the barriers to better trust and complemen-
tarity between international and national efforts in 
major relief operations.

For more than a decade, the IFRC and National Soci-
eties have been working with States to promote more 

effective rules and procedures for the management of 
international disaster assistance. Following extensive 
research and documentation, in 2007, the 30th Inter-
national Conference adopted the “Guidelines for the 
domestic facilitation and regulation of international 
disaster relief and initial recovery assistance” (also 
known as the IDRL Guidelines) as voluntary guid-
ance for the development of national laws and rules. 
Since that time, National Societies have carried out 
formal technical assistance projects in more than 
50 countries, resulting in new laws or regulations in 
more than 20 countries to date. Nevertheless, many 
countries still lack clear laws on this issue, including a 
number that have recently experienced major disas-
ters, and a global 2015 survey showed that regulatory 
issues remain an important barrier to effective relief. 

Given this reality, see the need for a number of steps. 
One of them to continue to support States at their re-
quest to analyse their existing laws in relation to all 
the elements that are relevant in disaster response. 
Another, as requested by the 32nd International Con-
ference, is to continue consultations on further op-
tions to accelerate progress, including the possibility 
of strengthening global and/or regional legal frame-
works. The importance of solid IDRL stood out clearly 
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in all of the regional consultations preparatory to the 
WHS, especially as it has emphasised the central role 
of disaster-affected States in the coordination, facili-
tation and oversight of international relief. The Move-
ment stands ready to provide support and advice, as 
needed and requested by States seeking to do this.

What we pledge to do:

 î We pledge to continue to offer advice and assis-
tance to States, as needed, to develop effectives 
rules and procedures for managing international 
disaster assistance (IDRL).

 î We pledge to foster dialogue on further options 
to accelerate progress in resolving regulatory 
problems in international disaster response op-
erations, including country-level efforts as well 
as the potential for further strengthening global 
and/or regional legal frameworks.

What we call for: 

• We call on States to ensure that they have the 
laws, rules, procedures and institutional arrange-
ments in place to facilitate and regulate interna-
tional disaster response.

• We call on States and humanitarian partners to 
also consider whether strengthening regional or 
global frameworks can improve cooperation in in-
ternational disaster response.

C. Improving humanitarian 
financing

There has never been a wider gap between the level 
of global humanitarian needs and resources available 
to meet them. In this context, reform of the current 
humanitarian financing architecture is gaining new 
momentum. It is not only the quantity but also the 
quality of existing financing that needs to improve 
in order to ensure greater effectiveness of humani-
tarian assistance and protection. Changes need to 
demonstrably lead to improved services and support 
for vulnerable communities and people.

Protracted humanitarian action in long-term conflict 
situations and/or because of seasonally recurrent 
disasters, presents challenges in current models of 
humanitarian financing. It requires greater synergies 
between humanitarian and development approach-
es, recognizing that what counts is that responses 
are adapted to people’s evolving needs and that fi-
nancing facilitates this. Clear visibility on future and 

multi-year funding is equally needed. Obstacles can 
also appear in the form of short-term fragmented 
funding, lack of harmonization in donor reporting re-
quirements, earmarking, high transaction costs and 
lack of access to financing for local actors. 

In the context of the Grand Bargain discussions, we 
have heard donors’ interest in seeing humanitarian 
organizations reduce management costs, reduce du-
plication of efforts and increase transparency in the 
use of humanitarian funds, as well as finding ways 
to pass additional funds to national and local actors. 
As a Movement, we have started developing more ef-
ficient and cost-saving practices and are willing to go 
further. For example, in favour of efforts to exchange 
information and lessons learned that can improve ef-
ficiency and lower costs, we are working to establish 
joint Red Cross and Red Crescent needs assessments. 
We are willing to explore the possibility of reporting 
to International Aid Transparency Initiative (IATI) 
standards, bearing in mind that it is likely to chal-
lenge the existing capacity of some members of the 
Movement. As discussed above, we are also ready to 
increase our efforts to promote investment in Na-
tional Societies’ capacities and leadership, including 
through the new National Society Investment Fund.

We believe that cash will almost always be less costly 
to deliver, provide greater choice and dignity to the 
affected communities, and create more opportuni-
ties for transparency. For the Movement, cash trans-
fers are a powerful means of covering the wide range 
of needs of the affected communities in emergency 

International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement

Istanbul and beyond Perspectives and pledges
4. Recognizing and enabling different humanitarian systems

Se
ba

st
ia

n 
N

oe
l N

ie
po

or
t/

IF
R

C



34

International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement

Istanbul and beyond Perspectives and pledges
4. Recognizing and enabling different humanitarian systems

situations or to support livelihoods and contribute to 
economic recovery.

What we pledge to do: 

 î We pledge to promote greater financial and tech-
nical support for the capacity of National Societ-
ies, including through the new National Society In-
vestment Fund (as described above in Section 2.B).

 î We pledge to rapidly scale up our use of forecast-
based financing by 1) facilitating the doubling the 
existing coverage of this mechanism within the 
Movement by 2018, and 2) exploring its integration 
in global disaster risk management funding tools.

 î We pledge to explore ways to further reduce du-
plication and management costs

 î We pledge to scale up the use of cash transfer pro-
grammes where appropriate, by developing a pre-
dictable cash response model that can guarantee 
global, regional and national capacity to deliver 
cash transfer programming where it is needed 
most.

 î We pledge to seek and dedicate resources in or-
der to actively explore the potential of the various 
components of the Movement to report to IATI 
standards.

What we call for: 

• We call on donors to ensure that money invested 
in humanitarian assistance is “quality money”, i.e. 
predictable, long-term, un-earmarked, and low 
on unnecessary conditions and reporting require-
ments.

• We call on donors to ensure that a much greater 
proportion of international humanitarian funding 
is accessible by local and national responders.

• We call on donors to increase efforts to provide 
anticipatory funding to humanitarian actors to 
allow for a more effective and efficient response, 
and scale up practices that work, such as forecast-
based financing. 

• We call on all relevant stakeholders to respect 
the diversity and independence of humanitarian 
financing structures, while promoting coherence 
where possible between humanitarian, develop-
ment and climate finance.
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Conclusion

The World Humanitarian Summit represents a significant moment of reflection for 
the humanitarian sector, and more importantly, an opportunity for change. The 
outcome of the Summit will be an important part of a broader conversation that 
started in the consultation process and must extend long after the Summit itself.

The far-reaching consultation process preceding the Summit built important mo-
mentum and an expectation that we could improve. This momentum was also fed 
by key milestones in the development and humanitarian sectors over the past year, 
including the Sendai Framework for Action, the Paris Agreement, the Sustainable 
Development Goals and the Resolutions of the 32nd International Conference of the 
Red Cross and Red Crescent. Through these processes, we have set new standards 
and agreed that we cannot tolerate the current level of unmet humanitarian need.

For the Movement, we recognize that we can do more and we can do better. This 
report has set out our pledges to strengthen our work in specific priority areas. 
Broadly, we pledge to make the most of our local, national, and international reach 
to reduce vulnerability and suffering. We pledge to listen to affected people and act 
on their concerns. And we pledge to act according to our Fundamental Principles 
to reach and assist those most vulnerable. We recognize, however, that we cannot 
meet today’s spiralling needs alone. We will need the support and collaboration of 
Governments and our partners and we, in turn, pledge our cooperation with them.

We have applauded the ambition, and joined a number of the calls for action issued 
by, Mr. Ban Ki-Moon. Moreover, we have made a number of calls of our own for action 
in favour of the most vulnerable people, for reaffirmation and implementation of key 
international norms, and for critical reforms in how we approach local humanitar-
ian action, volunteerism, gender, urban crises and protracted conflict, among others.

At the same time, we have also affirmed our strong belief in the advantages of 
diversity and complementarity in the humanitarian sector and in the critical and 
specific role of principled humanitarian action. As we embrace new approaches, 
these existing advantages must not be lost, and we call on all participants at the 
Summit to cherish and respect this diversity while making the best of our distinct 
comparative advantages.

By effectively working together within our evolving humanitarian eco-system, 
complementing each other’s strengths and weaknesses, we are confident that we 
will be ready to step up to the challenges today and in the future.
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Humanity The International Red Cross and Red Cres-
cent Movement, born of a desire to bring assistance 
without discrimination to the wounded on the battle-
field, endeavours, in its international and national 
capacity, to prevent and alleviate human suffering 
wherever it may be found. Its purpose is to protect 
life and health and to ensure respect for the human 
being. It promotes mutual understanding, friendship, 
cooperation and lasting peace amongst all peoples.

Impartiality It makes no discrimination as to nation-
ality, race, religious beliefs, class or political opinions. 
It endeavours to relieve the suffering of individuals, 
being guided solely by their needs, and to give prior-
ity to the most urgent cases of distress.

Neutrality In order to enjoy the confidence of all, the 
Movement may not take sides in hostilities or engage 
at any time in controversies of a political, racial, reli-
gious or ideological nature.

Independence The Movement is independent. The 
National Societies, while auxiliaries in the humani-
tarian services of their governments and subject to 
the laws of their respective countries, must always 
maintain their autonomy so that they may be able at 
all times to act in accordance with the principles of 
the Movement.

Voluntary service It is a voluntary relief movement 
not prompted in any manner by desire for gain.

Unity There can be only one Red Cross or Red Cres-
cent Society in any one country. It must be open to 
all. It must carry on its humanitarian work through-
out its territory.

Universality The International Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement, in which all societies have equal 
status and share equal responsibilities and duties in 
helping each other, is worldwide.

The Fundamental Principles of the International  
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement
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