A Brief Introduction to Sphere

What does Sphere mean?
Sphere is an English word meaning “perfectly round object”. We use the word Sphere because it is a worldwide project that includes all humanitarian agencies, and its principles apply to all people, wherever they are, whatever has happened. It is all inclusive and it is the same for everyone.

Why is Sphere needed?

· Sphere sets minimum standards for humanitarian assistance after a disaster.  

· Sphere aims to improve the quality of disaster response programs;

· Sphere aims to increase the accountability of NGOs working in emergencies.

· Sphere provides a common language. Taking the example of food aid, all NGOs can refer to Sphere to agree on the minimum amount of food a family requires.

What is it?

It is based on two core beliefs: 
· first, that those affected by disaster have a right to life with dignity and therefore a right to assistance.  

· second, that all possible steps should be taken to alleviate human suffering arising out of calamity and conflict;

Sphere is three things:

· a handbook;

· a broad process of collaboration 

· an expression of commitment to quality and accountability. 
When, How and Why was Sphere created?

· Sphere was created after the Rwanda genocide of 1994 when the multi agency evaluation stated that unnecessary lives had been lost.  So in 1997 a group of NGOs came together and discussed what they could do to improve their emergency response programs. 
· Sphere is a collaborative project between hundreds of humanitarian organizations worldwide (NGOs, Red Cross, UN, donors). 
· The Sphere project defines what “living in dignity” means in concrete terms for disaster affected people.

There are ten chapters in Sphere: 
· Introduction

· The Humanitarian Charter

· Protection Principles

· The Core Standards
· Water Supply, Sanitation and Hygiene Promotion 

· Food Security and Nutrition
· Shelter, Settlement and Non-Food Items

· Health Action
· Annexes (includes The Code of Conduct)
· Index

The Humanitarian Charter: 

· The Humanitarian Charter lays down a statement of humanitarian principles, rights, and duties, all based on international law.
· The Humanitarian Charter helps define roles and responsibilities.

· The Humanitarian Charter outlines a commitment to achieve the Minimum Standards consistently.

· The Humanitarian Charter acknowledges that our fundamental accountability is to those we want to help. 
When we commit to the Humanitarian Charter we reaffirm our belief that all possible steps should be taken to prevent or alleviate human suffering arising out of a disaster.  (This is sometimes called the humanitarian imperative). 

There are three fundamental principles for humanitarian work: 
· The right to life with dignity, 
· The right to receive humanitarian assistance;

· The right to protection and security. 

These principles are based on international law.  (See the list of international conventions on page 356 of the Sphere handbook.)
Roles and Responsibilities: (p. 20-21)
· We recognize that it is first through its own efforts that the basic needs of the people affected by disaster are met. 
· We acknowledge the primary responsibility of the state to provide assistance when people’s capacity to cope has been exceeded.

· As humanitarian agencies we define our role in relation to these primary roles and responsibilities.

These are important because in our response we must assess and support people’s own efforts to meet their basic needs (coping strategies) and the government’s response.
What is a standard, what is an indicator?

· Standards are universal, absolute goals or norms that we should aim to achieve.
· Actions are suggested activities and inputs to help meet these standards. 
· Indicators are signals or measuring units.  In Sphere they are used to measure whether and how much we have achieved the standard
· Guidance notes share experience and clarify the indicators.
Examples of Minimum Standards, Indicators and Guidance Notes
Shelter and settlement standard 3: covered living space
People have sufficient covered space providing thermal comfort, fresh air and protection from the climate ensuring their privacy, safety and health and enabling essential household and livelihood activities to be undertaken. 
Key Actions for Standard 3: covered living space (only the first two listed)
· Ensure that each affected household has adequate covered living space (see guidance notes 1-2)

· Enable safe separation and privacy as required between the sexes, between different age groups and between separate families within a given household as required (see guidance note 3)
Key Indicators for Standard 3 
 (to be read in conjunction with the guidance notes)

· All affected individuals have an initial minimum covered floor area of 3.5m squared per person (see guidance notes 1-2)
· All shelter solutions and materials meet agreed technical and performance standards and are culturally acceptable (see guidance notes 3-10)

Guidance Notes for Standard 3  (only the first is taken as an example)
1. Climate and context: in cold climates, household activities typically take place within the covered area and disaster-affected people may spend substantial time inside to ensure adequate thermal comfort. In urban settings, household activities typically occur within the covered area as there is usually less adjacent external space that can be used.  A covered floor area in excess of 3.5m squared per person will often be required to meet these considerations. The floor to ceiling height is also a key factor, with greater height being preferable in hot and humid climates to aid air circulation, while a lower height is preferable in cold climates to minimise the internal volume that requires heating. In warmer climates, adjacent shaded external space can be used for food preparation and cooking.
Challenges Related to the Application of Sphere
· It is recognized that in many cases not all of the indicators and standards will be met.  However, as Sphere signatories we should strive to meet them as well as we can. 

· There can be factors such as lack of access or insecurity, insufficient resources, the involvement of other actors, which make it difficult to meet any or all of the standards.   Sometimes it is difficult to respect Sphere standards due to chronic poverty or lack of resources.  Sometimes in the initial phase of a response, providing basic facilities for all the affected population maybe more important than reaching the Minimum Standards and indicators for just a few.  But as humanitarian organizations we are committed to the right of all people to live in dignity and therefore we have to search for possible ways to maintain the minimum standards in all situations.
· Remember that these are Minimum Standards – they are the lowest level of assistance required to ensure that people live with dignity in a disaster situation.  They can be exceeded if the resources are available and conditions are appropriate.
Each chapter includes Minimum Standards, Key Actions, Key Indicators and Guidance Notes.
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