Ten years Code of Conduct: Principles in practice”
Ten years have passed since the Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief has been drafted. The Code of Conduct was launched a few months after the Rwanda crisis, but was in fact a response to the crisis in Somalia. The controversial American intervention in that country threw many humanitarians in a quest for identity and legitimisation. Hence the need for a statement like the Code of Conduct, which received broad constituency with at present 289 signatories. Ten years later, the crises in Afghanistan and Iraq prove for many that humanitarian principles, and thereby the Code of Conduct, are more relevant than ever before. 

A sleeping giant…

Yet, the Code has come under criticism. A question raised is how important the Code is or can be for everyday humanitarian practice. Some consider the Code as dormant, because little reference is made to it in, or as meaningless because there is no system for reporting or assessing if signatories act in accordance with the articles. The Code became also overshadowed by other quality initiatives it inspired, such as the Sphere standards, the Humanitarian Accountability Partnership, and a range of local Codes and co-ordination agreements.  

…or is it reviving?

Others point out that the interest in the Code is presently reviving. Organisations look upon the Code to help resolve some of the intensified concerns about the nature and legitimacy of humanitarian aid as a result of the crises in Afghanistan and Iraq. The Code has also gradually found its way in practices to improve the quality of aid, for instance as part of the Terms of Reference of evaluation. The renewed interest in the Code brings out questions about its usefulness too. How is the Code presently used? How to interpret some of the articles? How relevant is the Code in today’s conditions? How can we know that the Code is effective in bringing about aid in accordance to its intentions?

An International Conference 

The 10th anniversary of the Code is a good moment to address these questions. On the 20th of September 2004, an international conference in The Hague in the Netherlands brings together the signatories of the Code, implementing partners from signatories in emergency areas, donors, and support NGOs concerned with the quality of humanitarian aid. The conference will greatly benefit from the exchange of experiences among these different groups.

The conference aims to reinforce the Code as a living document, within various realities and in a changing environment. The conference will explore ideas and work out recommendations for practical applications of the Code that contribute to enhanced quality of humanitarian assistance. 
In the run up to the conference, Disaster Studies Wageningen carries out a study, which explores the perceptions about the Code, its practical use, and recommendations regarding the future of the Code. The study includes a survey among all the 289 signatories of the Code and various other humanitarian actors, which has been sent out in early June. If you would like to share your opinion, please send an email to arthurm@redcross.nl. The study will, together with the conference proceedings, result in a booklet that reflects on the experiences with the Code in the past and the road ahead. 

The conference is organised by a group of Netherlands based NGOs (Netherlands Red Cross, Care Netherlands, Cordaid, Novib/ Oxfam Netherlands, World Vision Netherlands, PSO and Disaster Studies Wageningen) and is one of several initiatives this year around the Code. In November, ICVA and SCHR hold an international workshop in Geneva that, informed by five field studies, will draft a commentary to explain and clarify the ten principles of the Code. The two initiatives work in tandem and build on each other's activities.

If you would like to read the articles of the Code, see http://www.ifrc.org/publicat/conduct/code.asp 

If you would like to receive our regular e-bulletins, receive information about the conference, or if you wish to participate in our survey, send an email to Arthur Molenaar, Arthurm@redcross.nl.

