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Background notes on SPHERE

Why is the Sphere Project important?

Humanitarian challenges today include the ever-increasing complexity of disaster response; an increasing number of disasters; and an increasing number of humanitarian actors that define success in different ways depending on who they are accountable to. For several years there has been concern amongst NGOs with regards to quality and accountability. Most would agree that the historic practice of humanitarian action is no longer sufficient, and change must occur.

What is the Sphere Project?

In response to this recognition that change must occur, the Sphere Project was created as an open and collaborative initiative to improve the quality and accountability of disaster response. It was conceived with the aim of helping people in disasters to achieve their rights in an effective and accountable way. The Sphere Project can be viewed as a process that has: argued for the universal right of all people to humanitarian assistance; achieved NGO agreement on core principles and actions; collected minimum programming standards for disasters from past lessons and experience; and achieved consensus on key technical indicators. The principle output of this process has been the Sphere handbook. The process has also contributed to the discourse within the humanitarian community on quality and accountability in humanitarian work.
Sphere is a significant process

The Sphere Project is a significant process - never before has there been such extensive and broad-based consultation in the humanitarian community. The people who participated in writing the Sphere handbook came from national and international NGOs, UN agencies, and academic institutions. Thousands of individuals from over 300 organisations representing 60 countries have participated in various aspects of the Sphere Project, from developing the handbook through to piloting and training. The Sphere process has endeavoured to be inclusive, transparent, and globally representative. 

Management and funding

The project is governed by a Management Committee consisting of broadly representative networks. They include each of the members of SCHR, two representatives of InterAction and one observer each from VOICE and ICVA. Donors were asked to participate to ensure the broadest possible participation from the various actors in the humanitarian world. Funds have been contributed so far from donor governments (Australia, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, EU, The Netherlands, Sweden, Switzerland, UK, USA) as well as the member agencies of SCHR and InterAction. 

The Project Office

The Sphere Project is managed through an office with a small staff team who work as implementers, managers and facilitators on several tracks of activity. Those tracks are: supporting the Management Committee; awareness raising and production of various awareness raising tools; managing the dissemination of the handbook and awareness raising tools in several languages; facilitating the technical revisions of the handbook; training on how to apply the handbook; piloting the handbook in 20 different agencies; and managing an evaluation of the entire project.

The Humanitarian Charter 

Within the Sphere handbook, there are six main sections, starting with the Humanitarian Charter this provides some critical reflection on the common values and principles of the humanitarian community. The Humanitarian Charter contains a commitment to promote the observance of fundamental humanitarian principles and an appreciation of the ethical obligations of humanitarians and their organisations. This reflects a belief in the principle of humanity; the primacy of the humanitarian imperative and the idea that our actions should be governed by that imperative. Key principles are stated, drawing on both the Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief and relevant parts of international law. There are three fundamental principles. The right to life with dignity is based on international human rights law, the distinction between combatants and non-combatants is based on the Geneva Conventions, and the principle of non-refoulement is based on international refugee law. The Humanitarian Charter also clarifies roles and responsibilities of various actors as described in international law. Furthermore, it outlines a commitment to achieving defined levels of service (i.e. the minimum standards) based on need alone and an individual’s right to life with dignity. Finally it acknowledges that the fundamental accountability of humanitarian actors is to those people we seek to assist.

The technical sectors

The remaining five sections of the Sphere handbook are technical chapters that offer tools to apply the values and principles of the Humanitarian Charter in the five basic life-sustaining sectors. Those sectors are: Water and Sanitation, Nutrition, Food Aid, Shelter and Site Selection and Health. It is important to note the sectoral standards and indicators in the Sphere handbook represent those where a consensus was reached. They do not represent the complete range of technical standards in existence. 

Each of the technical chapters starts with guidance on common processes around the project cycle such as initial assessment, analysis, monitoring and evaluation. Each chapter contains a section on participation. Each chapter concludes with a section on human resource capacity and training, outlining competence and support required, as well as information on building local capacities. The water and sanitation chapter contains information on: water supply, excreta disposal, vector control, solid waste management, drainage, and hygiene promotion. The nutrition chapter is divided into two main sections, the first is information on general nutritional support to the population and the second is nutritional support to those suffering from malnutrition. Similarly Food Aid: requirements, targeting, resource management, logistics, and distribution. Shelter and Site Selection: housing, clothing, household items and site selection. Finally the Health chapter contains information on measles control, control of communicable diseases and health care services.  
Minimum Standards and Key Indicators

In each technical chapter, tools are provided in the form of minimum standards and key indicators. Minimum standards are universal goals that represent some of the components of a life with dignity for all people. Key indicators help agencies measure whether or not a standard is being met in practical, observable ways. There are three types of indicator in the handbook: output (quantitative), process and participation (qualitative). 

Indicators are tools that we use to measure not just outputs but also the outcomes and impacts of our programmes, and the processes we use to deliver those programmes. Using measurable indicators to quantify and qualify results is a key element in determining what has been achieved in a disaster response operation. Indicators facilitate programme design, help to establish a clear record of the logic behind a programme, provide a means of measuring quality, and present opportunities for collaborative and transparent projects. When used appropriately, they can not only help in managing information, but also assist in protecting an individual’s right to quality services. Indicators are only one tool, but they can be useful in many ways.

Guidance Notes and critical issues 
Guidance notes provide the lessons learned from previous disasters. They help people determine appropriate indicators for a particular context. Further guidance and additional tools are available as appendices to each chapter.
How can I apply the Sphere handbook in my work?

A reference for every stage of the disaster response project cycle 

Standards and indicators can be used in two ways at each stage of the project cycle. First, there are minimum standards and key indicators for assessments, monitoring and evaluation. The key indicators can also be used as assessment questions, benchmarks for analysis, goals for planning, targets for monitoring and evaluation. The Sphere handbook can also be used throughout the disaster management cycle, through preparedness, response, reconstruction, rehabilitation to mitigation. In particular the goals and approach of disaster preparedness can be well-informed by the Sphere handbook and supported by a growing body of evidence from the piloting programme.

As a technical reference tool

The Sphere handbook can be used as a technical reference manual to measure the performance of a project or programme, to learn whether various standard processes are present or not. The quantitative key indicators can be used to check the level of services provided and to ensure that organisations working in the same sector are providing equivalent levels of services to the people affected by the disaster. The Sphere handbook integrates good practice in the following cross-cutting themes: gender, participation and protection, through the technical chapters.

The technical rationale 

One of the most significant issues in the quality of humanitarian work is that of bias. Assessments in disasters often suffer from bias or inconsistency. Bias can be mitigated by using internationally agreed indicators. A second issue is that assessment teams operate under pressure to balance the speed with the accuracy the information collected for assessment. Reference to the indicators and checklists in the Sphere handbook can ensure that key issues are not overlooked. The Sphere standards and indicators can provide specific guidance on the formulation of objectives for programme planning, which should be based on an assessment and analysis of immediate humanitarian need as well as the broader context. Monitoring and evaluation of projects enables strategic changes to be made and facilitates learning and improvements in future performance.

Opportunities for organisations 

For a humanitarian organisation, several opportunities to improve quality and performance arise from the Sphere handbook. The Sphere handbook can: assist with organisational self-assessment and improvement; provide tools for project screening and quality control; provide a component of human resource performance management; contributes to a curriculum for a capacity building or training programme; act as a useful tool for communicating with the public; help in building an organisational ethos; inform the design of programme support structures; be a tool for developing partnerships.
Opportunities for the humanitarian community

The Humanitarian Charter reminds us of the rights of people affected by disaster and the roles and responsibilities of different actors in the humanitarian arena. It can be used, together with the minimum standards and key indicators, as an advocacy tool to generate resources or access to disaster-affected populations.

The Sphere handbook represents the basis for a common language between humanitarian organisations. Humanitarian agencies have different goals (for example donor agencies are accountable to a political process and NGOs are accountable to a number of defined stakeholders). The common goals delineated in the Sphere handbook can help overcome systemic constraints to co-ordination. 

As of May 2002, the Sphere handbook is available in 17 different languages, and is becoming a credible and recognised international reference.
What are the consequences of applying the Sphere handbook?

The pilot programme

The IFRC along with 19 NGOs and NGO umbrella agencies around the world have systematically introduced Sphere into their policies for disaster response, incorporated the minimum standards into tools and procedures, and conducted internal training programmes in applying Sphere. The ‘pilot agencies’ represent a broad cross-section of national and international, northern and southern, large and small humanitarian agencies. The Sphere Project team maintains regular contact with the pilot agencies and gathers lessons learned from their experiences. 

What the pilot agencies have done

The pilot agencies have drawn up internal Plans of Action for Sphere implementation. These cover a variety of actions appropriate to each agency, including: introducing Sphere in agency policies and disaster response guidelines; training staff and board members; referencing Sphere in tools and procedures thorughout the project cycle; raising awareness of Sphere through human resource procedures such as job interviews and terms of reference and integrating Sphere into disaster preparedness planning. The agencies have also applied Sphere in disaster and complex emergencies around the world including: disasters in India (Orissa and Gujarat), El Salvador, Kenya, Honduras and Mozambique; with refugee and displaced populations in Angola, Kosovo, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Sri Lanka and Thailand; disaster preparedness in Central America, Turkey and the Caucuses. 

What the pilot agencies have learned

The pilot agencies have reported that the Sphere handbook has proved an effective and practical tool to enhance quality in conducting assessments and planning relief operations. It appears that quality and accountability have improved when multiple agencies adopt the Humanitarian Charter and minimum standards as a common operational framework. The Humanitarian Charter, particularly the principle of the right to life with dignity, has proved to be an effective tool when advocating for sufficient resources to enable the minimum standards to be met. However training on the Humanitarian Charter and minimum standards needs to take place before a disaster happens. It is clear that the use of Sphere should be flexible and responsive to different types of humanitarian context. 

Challenges 

Pilot agencies are still at the early stages of an ongoing process of mainstreaming Sphere, and it is apparent that it takes time to institutionalise Sphere throughout an organisation, especially a large one. This is due to the fact that NGOs are coping with institutionalising many initiatives simultaneously. In addition, monitoring on selected indicators is still relatively weak, as the focus in disasters tends to be on immediate action, rather than collection of data.  

Sphere – a challenge for us all

The existence of the Sphere Project and its experience to date presents some challenging issues, including:

· Countries and their citizens who are affected by disasters must be actively involved in all discussions on humanitarian accountability

· Humanitarian agencies, in the context of discussions on quality and accountability, must focus on their collective impact

· The Sphere process has emphasised that we must analyse and understand the humanitarian context thoroughly before making programmatic decisions

· The existence of minimum standards must encourage and foster capacity-building and participation 

· Time and energy are limited for new initiatives. Sphere must fit into current agency initiatives to mitigate the effects of additional work. The challenge is to place Sphere within individual agency systems so that it has a clear identity and is able to provide longer-term. This will require improvement in management practice and priority setting.

Sphere is a challenge to us all – NGOs, UN, donors, governments and academic institutions - to strive to meet the minimum standards and improve the quality and accountability of our work. If the humanitarian community begins to agree on the common elements in our disparate culture, we may be better able to serve those who need our help.
In conclusion, Sphere can be seen as:

· A declaration that populations affected by conflict and calamity have a right to assistance and protection

· A transparent and public commitment toward a defined and measurable level of competence and delivery

· A distillation of current global knowledge and experience into a practical tool for individuals, their organisations and the humanitarian community

· A challenge to all actors in the humanitarian community for increased accountability and quality 

You can download the Sphere Handbook for free on Sphere Project website
www.sphereproject.org
Frequently Asked Questions

What is meant by Sphere’s reference to dignity? 
The principle of the right to life with dignity in the Humanitarian Charter is drawn from the United Nations Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Life with dignity implies a level beyond provision of basic life-saving assistance, and is a powerful and important principle for the humanitarian system. Every person has a different perception of what dignity means. Consequently, participation is essential for people to define a programme that helps them achieve their right to life with dignity. The importance of participation of the women and men from the disaster-affected population is emphasised throughout the handbook.

Is the United Nations involved with the Sphere Project?

Many UN technical staff participated in the development of the Minimum Standards and the handbook contains frequent references to WHO, WFP, UNICEF, UNHCR and OCHA. Additionally, the UN’s Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) has endorsed the handbook and called upon all its members to use the handbook. Sphere Standards and Indicators are also used in the Inter-agency Consolidated Appeal Process (CAP).

Is Sphere useful if my organisation has limited funds? 

Yes – Sphere is useful in two ways for organisations with a limited budget. First, many aspects of the minimum standards define good practice without requiring additional expense. Second, the Humanitarian Charter and the minimum standards can be used to lobby for funding. They help to quantify what is needed to help people achieve a life with dignity, making them a powerful advocacy tool. 

We are just a small organisation, what if we can only reach 50% of Standards? 

Minimum standards require a range of indicators (quantitative and qualitative) in order to be accurately measured. Some indicators may not be attainable by an organisation in a given context. This does not necessarily mean the organisation is inefficient or irresponsible. The gap can should be justified by contextual factors, and used to lobby for additional resources.

Our organisation is government-funded. Will Sphere provide donors with means of control? 
In a context where all NGOs depend on funding and donors increasingly base funding on evaluations of agencies’ performance, funding is fraught with political hazard. But the Sphere minimum standards pose no greater opportunity for misuse by donors than any other funding criteria. Ideally the establishment of Sphere minimum standards as a coherent and objective set of funding criteria would help displace idiosyncratic or politically motivated decisions. 

What if the Sphere Standards are higher than those of the local population? 

In countries where vulnerability to disasters is high and/or where there is widespread poverty, humanitarian aid providers may find that local populations live below the minimum standards every day. However, the disaster-affected population may initially need more resources to survive as their coping strategies have been severely diminished and their health may be weakened through trauma and a lack of sufficient food or clean water.  Guidance notes throughout the Sphere handbook emphasise that local norms must be part of the analysis prior to deciding what the assistance levels are, and emphasise the protection issues that arise from discrepancies between disaster affected populations and host populations. 

Why focus on Standards when grave issues such as lack of access to affected populations exists? 

The Sphere Project was initiated for the specific purpose of improving the quality and accountability of humanitarian response. Contributors have never imagined that Sphere would address all the problems in humanitarian response. Dedication to enhanced quality does not amount to a panacea and to attempt to protect people’s right to life with dignity through the use of minimum standards alone is insufficient and erroneous. However, minimum standards are a key component of an accountability framework. Although Sphere was never intended to address problems of access to populations subject to political restrictions, it does provide a tool to raise awareness that all populations are entitled to the same services if they are affected by conflict or calamity. Ultimately the fact that all people in disasters do not have access to a life with dignity, irrespective of why, is the main reason for the existence of Sphere.
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