


The Sphere Project

What people are saying about the Humanitarian 
Charter and Minimum Standards
Training and dissemination on Sphere 
within the transit camps in Burundi 
has helped to reinforce the notion that 
populations affected by the conflict have 
rights. CNEB hopes to use Sphere in all 
phases of the project cycle in the future. 
Reverend Jean-Berchmans Rusimbi, 
Conseil National des Eglises du Burundi

The Humanitarian Charter is the most 
recent attempt to tackle one of the key 
challenges facing the humanitarian 
community: its accountability. The 
Charter and Minimum Standards gives all 
of us a basis upon which to improve our 
performance and to gain a better 
understanding from those with whom and 
for whom we work. The Charter and 
Minimum Standards is thus an ambitious 
project, and rightly so, for it seeks to open 
up the humanitarian community in a way 
not previously attempted.
Martin Griffiths, Director 
Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue 
Geneva, Switzerland

We must be successful as a humanitarian 
system in implementing Sphere - we 
cannot risk going back to Goma 
(Rwanda) days.
Paul Giannone, CARE-US

Sphere is a remarkable achievement- a 
credit to the professionalism of the Red 
Cross movement and participating NGOs. 
It offers a model set of minimum 
humanitarian standards for use in 
situations where the National Health 
Authorities are not ready to provide this 
guidance. Why didn’t we in the UN think

of it first?
Dr. Claude de Ville de Goyet, MD 
Director, Emergency Preparedness 
Program, Pan American Health 
Organization, PAHO/WHO, 
Washington D.C., USA

The Australian Council for Overseas Aid 
is focused on accountability to those in 
need. The Sphere standards are an 
essential component of an accountability 
framework. Additionally, it is useful in 
inter-agency coordination and it 
complements ACFOA’s own Code of 
Conduct.
]enny Wells, Program Coordinator, 
Australian Council for Overseas Aid* 
*ACFOA is an umbrella organization of 
Australian NGOs

The Humanitarian Charter, and its 
accompanying Minimum Standards, 
provide the humanitarian community with 
a practical tool for more effective and 
accountable inter-agency collaboration. 
It's one of the few tools we have which 
clearly and succinctly outline widely 
agreed-upon standards for common 
assessment and analysis, selection of 
vulnerable groups, progiamme design, and 
monitoring. As such, the Humanitarian 
Charter and Minimum Standards are 
excellent tools for the Inter-agency 
Consolidated Appeals 
Process (CAP), and we are encouraging 
greater linkages between the two.
Carolyn McAskie
Deputy Humanitarian Coordinator 
Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs, United Nations



Contents

What is the Sphere Project? 2

What is in the Sphere handbook? 3

What is the difference between Standards &c Indicators? 4

How can the handbook be used in Disaster Response? 6

What training material is available? 7

What is the Sphere Pilot Programme? 10

How is Sphere being used? 13

What key activities are taking place? 15

What information is on the web? 16

Other Frequently Asked Questions 19

How can I order a copy of the handbook? 22

How can I order a copy of the Sphere introductory video? 23

Sphere Management Committee / Project Funding 25

1



The Sphere Project

What is the Sphere project?
Basic human rights of those affected by calamity and conflict are 
frequently not upheld. Born out of this concern, the Sphere Project was 
launched in 1997 by a group of humanitarian NGOs and the Red Cross 
and Red Crescent movement. The project began by developing a 
handbook with two significant parts - a set of universal minimum 
standards in core areas of disaster response (water supply & sanitation, 
nutrition, food aid, shelter site planning, health services) and a 
Humanitarian Charter. The purpose of the Standards is to improve the 
quality of assistance provided to people affected by disasters, and to 
enhance the accountability of the humanitarian system in disaster 
response. The Humanitarian Charter, based on international treaties and 
conventions, emphasises the right of disaster-affected people to life with 
dignity. It identifies the protection of this right as a quality measure of 
humanitarian work and one for which humanitarian actors bear 
responsibilities.

The minimum standards represent the collective opinion of hundreds of 
experts in humanitarian practice from 228 organizations. The minimum 
standards seek to describe the level of disaster assistance to which all 
people have a right - regardless of political or ethnic or geographical 
specificity. The standards define the general requirements for life with 
dignity, while the indicators provide qualitative and quantitative 
measures to relevant standards. Together, the standards and indicators 
may usefully inform many aspects of humanitarian action, from 
assessment, analysis, program planning, monitoring and evaluation to 
advocacy and coordination.

The Sphere handbook may contribute to improved quality of services 
and increased accountability, and it has certainly received an enthusiastic 
response worldwide. However, it does not propose standards for the 
whole spectrum of humanitarian assistance. As such, it does not provide 
a complete guide for humanitarian action. What the handbook offers is 
a tool for humanitarian agencies to enhance the effectiveness and quality 
of certain aspects of their work and thus to make a significant difference 
in the lives of people affected by disaster.



What is in the Sphere Handbook?
The handbook is made up of two parts:

PART ONE is the Humanitarian Charter.
The cornerstone of the handbook is the Humanitarian Charter 
which expresses agencies’ commitment to fundamental 
humanitarian principles. This commitment is based on agencies’ 
appreciation of their own ethical obligations and reflects the 
rights and duties enshrined in international law including the:

■ Universal Declaration of Human Rights
■ Geneva Conventions / International Humanitarian Law
■ Refugee Law

Agencies recognize that their fundamental commitment must be to those they 
seek to serve.

PART TWO is based on the Humanitarian Charter and is made 
up of five technical chapters*

* The sectors reflect the areas upon which all agencies contributing to the first edition could fully agree. 
Future editions may include additional sectors.
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What is the difference between 
standards and indicators?

The Minimum Standards are meant to 
be universal and applicable in any 
operating environment. Qualitative in 
nature, the standards are general 
statements introducing the idea that 
populations affected by disaster have 
the right to life with dignity. The 
handbook itself defines minimum 
standards as "the minimum level to be 
attained in humanitarian assistance" 
and the indicators as "signals that 
show whether a standard has been 
attained. They provide a way of 
measuring and communicating the 
impact, or result, of programmes as 
well as the process, or methods used. 
The indicators may be qualitative or 
quantitative".

For example, 15 litres of water per 
day is an indicator rather than a 
standard. This numerical indicator is 
one way/measure of determining 
whether or not the standard is met. 
The corresponding standard actually 
reads: "People have safe access to 
sufficient water for drinking, cooking 
and personal and domestic hygiene."

One useful analogy is to imagine a 
thermometer: the standard is the 
normal range of temperature for a 
healthy body - it is 98.6 F or 36.5C 
degrees marked by the red line on the 
thermometer. The indicator is the 
mercury in the thermometer that 
shows the actual temperature. The 
thermometer indicates actual body 

temperature in relation to the norm or 
standard (the red line).

In the complex world of humanitarian 
assistance, no single indicator is 
sufficient as a signal of whether a 
standard has been attained. The 
indicators in the Sphere handbook are 
tools to determine if we are meeting 
our objectives - if they are not 
attained, it is likely that the standard 
is not being met. Without the 
indicators, the standards become mere 
statements of good intention, difficult 
to ground in practice.

How should the Standards and 
Indicators be used?

Assessments of the actual situation of 
a population affected by conflict or 
calamity are compared with the group 
of indicators related to each standard. 
In most cases, there is a significant 
gap between the actual situation and 
the indicators. Disaster response aims 
to reduce the gap.

The word reduce is used advisedly. In 
most cases, there are factors in the 
local context that constrain the 
capacity of humanitarian agencies to 
fill the gap. Most standards require a 
mix of indicators (quantitative and 
quantitative) to provide accurate 
measures of meeting the standard. But 
sometimes, some of the indicators 
listed may not be attainable. When 



the indicators cannot be fulfilled, 
humanitarian agencies need to explain 
the gap between the indicators listed 
in the handbook and actual practice. 
There are various ways of explaining 
the gap: length of time of the 
intervention, scope of resources, 
access, cultural differences and 

variance with national standards. 
Acceptable reasons for failing to meet 
the indicators vary according to 
context. However, there should 
always be a reason and such reasons 
should not be used lightly, nor should 
they license sub-standard work.
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The Sphere Project

How can the handbook be used in 
Disaster Response?

1. The Project cycle

This is a simplified diagramme 
of a project cycle.

Assessments in disasters often suffer from bias 
or inconsistency. Bias can be mitigated by 
using internationally agreed indicators as 
questions to be answered by assessment teams.

Often teams are under extreme pressure to 
balance the speed and the accuracy of their 
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 give 
specific guidance on the formulation of 
objectives for programme planning which 
should be based on assessment and analysis of 
immediate humanitarian need as well as the 
larger overall context.

Monitoring and Evaluation of projects enable 
strategic changes to be made and facilitate 
learning and improvements in future 
performance.

2. Disaster Preparedness
A good disaster response requires a good disaster preparedness plan. The 
Humanitarian Charter outlines the rights of disaster-affected populations and the 
Minimum Standards can help communities and agencies structure their disaster 
preparedness planning by identifying objectives for training and awareness 
raising, producing inventories of material resources required, and clarifying 
processes and roles.

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

4. Coordination
The common language presented by Sphere may facilitate coordination (i.e. if 
agencies use the same initial assessment questions and indicators, information 
can be easily shared and enable objective priority setting).
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The Sphere Project has developed four modules for training 
purposes. They can be used to conduct group trainings 
(inter-agency or within an agency), incorporated into 
academic curricula or used for individual scholarship.

The modules are relevant to most 
organisational cultures in the 
humanitarian system, useful to both 
large and small organisations, 
modular in structure so that selected 
sections may be taught depending on 
the needs of the user and are 
accompanied by comprehensive 
instructions and exercises. All this 
material is available on the website in 
English, French, Spanish and 
Portuguese.

Module 1
An introduction to Sphere

This module introduces participants 
to the Project and its handbook, the 
Humanitarian Charter, Minimum 
Standards and indicators. Using a 
mixture of presentations, plenary 
discussion and group work, 
participants explore the issues, 
applications, risks and opportunities 
presented by the Humanitarian 
Charter and Minimum Standards.

Topics covered include:
■ What is the Sphere Project?
■ The Sphere handbook and its 

application

■ What do Minimum Standards and 
Indicators mean?

■ How can you use the handbook in 
practice?

■ How do agencies move forward in 
using the Humanitarian Charter 
and Minimum Standards?

Module 2
The Humanitarian Charter in detail

This module explores the modern 
humanitarian identity. By posing 
questions, it encourages participants 
to think about the importance of 
principles, and make their own 
conclusions about the linkages 
between the Humanitarian Charter, 
rights and the Minimum Standards.

Topics covered include:
■ Terms and concepts
What is law? What are rights? What 
are duties? Who are duty holders? 
What are humanitarian principles? 
Who is a refugee? What is a civilian? 
What is an IDP? Common Law.

7
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■ The instruments and principles of 
humanitarianism

Survey of "humanitarian milestones" 
placing humanitarian action in a 
historical context.
Introduction to key instruments of a 
humanitarian framework including 
the Red Cross/NGO Code of 
Conduct, International Humanitarian 
Law; International Bill of Rights and 
its component laws; Refugee Law. 
Who has rights, who has duties and 
when do they apply.

■ Principles into action
Exploration of the Sphere Project’s 
contribution to the rights-based 
approach. A look at how principles 
aid in decision-making based on: a) 
organisational principles (b) IHL, 
Rights, Refugee Law (c) 
responsibilisation of state and non
state actors (d) what is in the best 
interest of the people affected by 
disasters.

■ The humanitarian complex 
What is the big picture. Who fits 
where? Review of the relevant 
elements of the UN system as well as 
NGO culture and evolution. Where 
are the mandates of humanitarian 
actors complementary? How do we 
work together? Exploration of co
ordination and negotiation in the 
humanitarian system.

■ Case studies
Case studies of dilemmas or situations 
that humanitarian aid organisations 
and workers face. Role plays and case 
studies explore possible actions to 
take given law, organisational 
mandate, context and principles.

Module 3
Sphere and the Project Cycle

This module is intended to improve 
the quality of humanitarian 
emergency assessment, analysis, 
project and programme design, 
implementation, monitoring, and 
evaluation.

Topics covered include:
■ Explore dynamics and forces that 

comprise the context of 
humanitarian work and influence 
the quality and accountability of 
humanitarian aid

■ Understand that humanitarian 
interventions are processes leading 
to impact on a dynamic 
environment

■ Understand the project cycle as a 
process comprised of different 
stages: assessment, analysis, 
programme planning, monitoring 
and evaluation of disaster response 
programmes

■ Understanding of the key principles 
and stages in the project cycle

■ Explore how the Sphere handbook 
can be used in assessments, 
analysis, programme planning, 
monitoring 8c evaluation

■ Identify a range of techniques, 
methods and tools that can be used 
with the Sphere indicators

■ Highlight the opportunities and 
constraints - in terms of quality - 
on humanitarian action that the use 
of the Sphere manual provides.
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Module 4
Sphere and disaster preparedness

This module provides the conceptual 
framework and rationale for 
prevention, mitigation and 
preparedness in disaster relief.

The following topics are covered:
■ Definitions of disasters, hazards, 

risk, human vulnerability
■ Types of disaster
■ Disaster prevention, mitigation and 

preparedness
■ Risk analysis, capacity-vulnerability 

analysis
■ Common preparedness activities
■ Application of the Sphere 

handbook in disaster preparedness
■ Creation of preparedness plan 

based on past disasters.

Each of the four modules follows the 
same structure:
> Contents page
> Executive Summary (a document 

which provides aims, objectives and 
main messages for both trainers and 
for those who commission trainings)

> Trainer’s instructions (tells how to 
run the module)

> Background document (as a handout 
to participants following the 
training, and to help trainers prepare 
in advance of a training session)

> Visual aids (an electronic 
PowerPoint file that can be used 
with data projectors or made into 
transparencies for overhead 
projectors)

> Session plans (all are 90 minutes 
and include instructions, exercises, 
handouts, discussion questions, case 
studies and answers)

EL SALVADOR / photo: SAENZ, Juan

> An optional toolkit for each module 
provides additional exercises to help 
the trainer meet the interests and 
needs of the audience.

> Checklists, forms and templates that 
trainers can use in organising a 
workshop.

The modules are introduced by a 
trainer’s guide. Designed for people 
with a limited degree of training or 
facilitation experience, it reviews basic 
issues such as planning for a training 
event, provides tips and techniques on 
training skills, explains how to use the 
Sphere training material, suggests 
adaptations for different audiences 
and illustrates how to evaluate 
training effectiveness.
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Twenty NGOs and umbrella agencies around the world are piloting 
the Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards. These 
organisations are systematically introducing Sphere into policies for 
disaster response, mainstreaming the Minimum Standards into tools 
and procedures and conducting internal training programmes in 
applying Sphere.
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Africa Africa Humanitarian Action, Ethiopia ♦ Christian Council of 
Burundi, Burundi ♦ Okutiuka, Angola

Australia Australian Council for Overseas Aid an umbrella organization 
supporting national and international NGO member agencies in 
implementing Sphere

Central 
America

Comisión Cristiana del Desarrollo, Honduras

Europe Cordaid, Holland ♦ International Federation of Red and Red 
Cross Societies, Switzerland ♦ Lutheran World Federation, 
Switzerland ♦ Oxfam-GB, United Kingdom ♦ Save the Children- 
UK, United Kingdom

Asia Consortium of Humanitarian Agencies - an umbrella organization 
supporting national and international NGO member agencies in 
implementing Sphere in Sri Lanka ♦ Sarvodaya, Sri Lanka 
Caritas, India ♦ Disaster Mitigation Institute, India

USA Adventist Development and Relief Agency ♦ CARE ♦ Catholic 
Relief Services ♦ International Rescue Committee ♦ Mercy Corps 
♦ World Vision
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Who are the pilot agencies?
They represent a broad cross-section 
of agencies: national and 
international, northern and southern, 
large and small. They are grouped 
according to where they are based, 
but many of them work worldwide.

What have the pilot agencies done to 
institutionalise Sphere? They 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 for staff and board 
members;

- Referencing Sphere in tools and 
procedures around the project 
cycle;

- Raising awareness of Sphere 
through human resource 
procedures: job interviews, terms 
of reference;

- Integrating Sphere into disaster 
preparedness planning.

■ applied Sphere in disaster, conflict 
and emergency situations around 
the world such as:
- 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

- In disaster preparedness in Central 
America, Turkey and the 
Caucasus.

The pilot agencies have reported that:

■ in the disasters mentioned above, 
the Sphere handbook has proved an 
effective and practical tool to 
enhance quality in conducting 
assessments and planning relief 
operations.

■ awareness of, and training in the 
Humanitarian Charter and 
Minimum Standards needs to take 
place before the disaster happens. 
When a crisis occurs, often there is 
little time to learn.

AFGHANISTAN / photo: PAGETTI, Franco



The Sphere Project

■ quality and accountability are 
definitely improved when multiple 
agencies join in adopting the 
Humanitarian Charter and 
Minimum Standards as a common 
operational framework for disaster 
response.

■ monitoring on selected indicators is 
still relatively weak, as the focus in 
disasters is on immediate action, 
rather than collecting data.

INDONESIA / EAST TIMOR / photo: KLEINER, Michael

■ the Humanitarian Charter, 
especially the principle of the right 
to life with dignity, has proven an 
effective tool in advocating that the 
funders provide resources that 
enable the Minimum Standards to 
be met in disaster relief work.

■ the context of disaster response 
programmes must be taken into 
account in programme planning; 
Sphere cannot be applied in a 
mechanistic way.

■ it takes a long time to 
institutionalise Sphere throughout 
an organization, especially a large 
one. NGOs are coping with 
institutionalising many initiatives 
simultaneously. Pilot agencies are 
still at the early stages of an 
ongoing process of mainstreaming.

■ it appears easier and faster to 
enhance quality than to improve 
accountability - especially towards 
beneficiaries.

The Sphere Project team is 
maintaining regular contact with these 
agencies and learning lessons from 
their experiences. Lessons learned 
will, in turn, help other NGOs aiming 
to use the Humanitarian Charter and 
Minimum Standards.
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Reports from the field
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1999
Southern Caucasus
Equally committed to establishing a 
disaster preparedness programme, but 
coming to it with distinct mandates 
and a history of non-cooperation, the 
Norwegian Refugee Council, the 
UNDP, a national NGO and the 
Government of Georgia were able to 
agree on the Sphere minimum 
standards as a basis for cooperative 
planning exercises.

2000
Thailand
After using the Sphere handbook to 
perform a food and nutrition 
programme evaluation, the Burmese 
Border Consortium was in a position 
to assess the handbook’s value as an 
evaluation tool. They found the 
overall number of indicators 
overwhelming and concluded that it 
might have been more useful to use a 
selection of relevant indicators. 
Furthermore, the evaluation revealed 
several concrete areas of need: 
awareness of gender issues, an increase 
in micro-nutrients and a more 
technical approach to nutritional 
issues.

Zimbabwe
In the emergency relief phase of the 
response to flooding, the Zimbabwe 
Red Cross Society (ZRCS) used 

shelter indicators from the handbook 
to design a relief package for people 
who had lost their homes. Standards 
and indicators from the health chapter 
were used to advocate for health 
education.

In the rehabilitation phase, the ZRCS 
used the indicators and guidance notes 
to plan their projects and, in particular, 
to offer supplementary feeding.

By evaluating their response against 
the minimum standards, the ZRCS 
identified several areas requiring 
improvement including disaster 
preparedness, coordination 
procedures, accountability and 
participation of affected populations.

Siena Leone
Oxfam used the handbook to lobby 
the local authorities for adequate 
space for displaced population camps. 
The organisation was successful in 
increasing land allocation for the 
camps.

Namibia/Zambia
National Societies of the Red Cross 
used the Sphere handbook to compare 
conditions in refugee camps with the 
standards and indicators. Gaps were 
identified and action plans drawn up 
to meet those gaps.
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Angola
Some of the Sphere indicators were 
incorporated into an inter-agency 
assessment prior to the UN 
Consolidated Appeal Process. The 
indicators helped to standardise 
information collection and to identify 
gaps in the prevailing situation in 
relation to the indicators. This informed 
priorities for the Consolidated Appeal.

2001
India
CARE, World Vision, Disaster 
Mitigation Institute, Caritas India, 
CRS and others used the checklists in 
the handbook for assessments as well 
as the standards and indicators for 
evaluations following the Gujarat 
earthquake.

In particular, these agencies found that 
the use of the quantitative indicators 
helped to speed up space calculations 
and decisions on the number of tents 
and other shelter equipment. WVI 
found that the handbook pointed out 
the need for mixed sex assessment 
teams in order to identify women’s 
particular needs in disasters. Following 
this advice led to the creation and 
supply of women’s hygiene kits.

Peru
ADRA worked with government 
agencies to compare Sphere standards 
and indicators to the local context 
and State codes. The analysis led to a 
reaffirmation that much of Peru’s 
work in disaster preparedness and 
response is within the parameters of 
minimum standards and indicators, 
while various action points were 
identified including recommendations 

for increased training for emergency 
health promoters.

Rwanda
African Humanitarian Action used the 
water and sanitation standards and 
indicators as the basis of a public 
health awareness-raising campaign 
with a camp population. Reference 
Committees of camp residents 
participated in assessing gaps between 
the standards and the local situation. 
This exercise helped to raise 
awareness of public health and led to 
the identification of specific resource 
shortages.

Pakistan
IRC used the standards and indicators 
to identify gaps in sanitation services 
and public health in the Jalozai and 
New Shamshatoo camps. Plans were 
drawn up to provide more latrines, 
washing facilities, solid waste disposal 
units and hygiene kits.

Macedonia
IRC, World Vision, CARE and Mercy 
Corps used Sphere standards and 
indicators in a joint shelter assessment 
in Macedonia. Potential shelters were 
graded according to Sphere, which led 
to the rejection of some and the 
upgrading of others.

Kenya
Comparing their programme results to 
the relevant food aid standards from 
the Sphere handbook, Oxfam 
concluded that replacing their 
traditional exit surveys with end-use 
surveys would provide a more 
accurate measurement of the 
programme’s impact.
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Handbook Revision
A second edition of the handbook will 
be published in late 2003. The Sphere 
office is developing systematic 
mechanisms to collect and review 
technical changes and evolving 
research that relate to the relevancy of 
the Humanitarian Charter and 
Minimum Standards. The revision 
process (focal point contact 
information, etc.) will be detailed on 
the website.

Meanwhile, the project is collecting 
feedback on the first edition through 
forms distributed during workshops 
and conferences. The feedback form is 
available on the website and has been 
included in recent re-prints of the 
handbook.

Video
A 50-minute video (available Summer 
2002), filmed in disaster-affected 
areas, is a tool for enhancing the 
understanding of the practical 
applications of the Humanitarian 
Charter and Minimum Standards in 
humanitarian efforts. It reflects the 
use and significance of common 
standards, the effectiveness of 
indicators, and the principles and 
legal instruments that inform 

humanitarian action, while delivering 
key lessons in the practical application 
of the Sphere handbook in disaster 
response. The video may be used for 
general orientations of humanitarian 
staff and as a supplement to training 
sessions and workshops. It is available 
in English with French and Spanish 
subtitles.

Evaluation
An independent evaluation will take 
place in 2002 - 2003 to assess the 
impact of the Sphere Project. 
Specifically, this will entail seeking to 
determine whether Sphere has resulted 
in any change in the impact, quality 
and accountability of humanitarian 
aid. The evaluation team terms of 
reference and progress reports will be 
posted on the website.

Consultants
Through its Training of Trainers, 
Sphere is developing a network of 
humanitarian professionals who are 
familiar with organizational learning 
and training around Sphere and are 
available to conduct group workshops 
(inter-agency or within an agency). 
See the Sphere website for further 
information and consultant 
biographies.
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Other Frequently Asked Questions

1. Aie the standards universal?

Yes - the Minimum Standards are an 
attempt to describe the level of 
disaster assistance to which all people 
have a right - regardless of political, 
ethnic or geographical specificity. The 
standards define the requirements for 
life with dignity in relatively general 
terms, while the indicators attach 
either qualitative or quantitative 
values to associated standards. 
Together, the standards and indicators 
may usefully inform any aspect of 
humanitarian action, from assessment 
to evaluation.

2. 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 certain level beyond 
provision of life-saving assistance, and 
is a powerfull 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 reflected 
throughout the handbook.

3. Where did Sphere originate? Is the 
project a Northern initiative?

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. Agencies and 
personnel from Africa, Asia and South 
America commented on the drafts of 
the handbook. Morevover eight out of 
twenty pilot agencies are from the 
south and personnel from local 
organizations always participate in 
inter-agency workshops. While the 
majority of the contributions .of the 
first edition of the handbook were 
from northern-based NGOs, Sphere is 
a process that is inclusive, 
transparant, and now, globally 
representative. Southern pilot agencies 
are making important contributions to 
thinking about how Sphere is applied, 
particularly at community level.
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4. How was the handbook written, 
who participated?

It was a significant process - never 
before has there been such extensive 
and broad-based consultation in the 
formation of one disaster response 
text. The people who participated in 
writing the handbook came from 
national and international NGOs, UN 
agencies, and academic institutions. 
The handbook contains a list of all 
the participants.

5. Is Sphere useful if my organisation 
has limited funds?

Yes - Sphere is useful in two ways for 
organizations with a limited budget. 
First, many aspects of the Standards 
define good practice without requiring 
additional expense. For example, 
many of the process standards 
covering assessments, analysis and 
participation do not require additional 
expenditure, rather a better 
understanding of good quality 
humanitarian work. Second, the 
Humanitarian Charter, together with 
the Standards, can be used to lobby 
for funding. They help to quantify 
what is needed to work towards life 
with dignity, making them a powerful 
advocacy tool.

6. We are just a small organization, 
what if we can only reach 50% of 
standards?

Standards require a mix of indicators 
(quantitative and qualitative) in order 
to be accurately measured. Some 
indicators may not be attainable by 
your organization in a given context. 
This does not necessarily mean that 
the organization is inefficient or

irresponsible; however, the 
organization should be able to explain 
the gap between the indicators listed 
in the handbook and the ones reached 
in actual practice. One aspect of 
accountability entails explaining this 
gap; working towards reaching the 
minimum standards implies working 
towards better quality in the programs 
a humanitarian actor is conducting.

1 9



■■i^Kæsœas

ANGOLA / photo: GASSMANN, Thierry

7. Out organization relies on 
government funding - will Sphere 
provide donors with means of 
control?

In a context where all NGOs depend 
on funding and where donors 
increasingly base funding on 
evaluations of agency’s performance, 
funding is fraught with political 
hazards. But the Sphere standards 
pose no greater opportunity for 
misuse by donors than any other 
funding criteria. Ideally the 

establishment of Sphere standards as a 
coherent and objective set of funding 
criteria would help displace 
idiosyncratic and/or politically 
motivated decisions. Additionally, 
agencies can use the Minimum 
Standards to advocate for increased 
funding.

8. 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).

9. What if the Sphere standards are 
higher than those of the local 
population?

In countries where the 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 everyday. 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.

Programmes must be designed with 
equality in mind and local conditions
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must be considered. Additionally, the 
Sphere Minimum Standards can 
usefully demonstrate the minimum 
level that should be available for all 
people at any time.

10. Why focus on standards when 
grave issues, such as lack of 
access to affected populations or 
gross violations of protection 
persist?

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 other problems in humanitarian 
response. Dedication to enhanced 
quality does not amount to a panacea. 
Attempting to protect people’s right to 
life with dignity through the use of 
standards alone is insufficient and 
erroneous. Sphere’s scope and 
limitations must be acknowledged and 
understood for it to be used to best 

effect. However, 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.

11. What is the future of Sphere?

The Sphere project office is scheduled 
to wind down at the end of 2003. At 
this time, a second edition of the 
handbook will be published, a set of 
training tools (book, CD-ROM and 
video) will be for sale (and available 
on the website) and there will be a 
dozen consultants familiar with all 
aspects of organisational learning and 
training around Sphere. At minimum, 
the Sphere Management Committee 
will maintain the website and 
undertake the publication of a third 
revision when required.
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How can I order a copy of the handbook?

To order the Sphere Handbook in English, French, Spanish, Portuguese and Russian:

In Europe, Africa, Middle East and Asia:

■ Mail or fax to: ■ Order by e-mail from Oxfam

Oxfam
Publishing quoting:

c/o BEBC Distribution title, edition, your name & address and
PO Box 1496 credit card details (type of card 1 number
Parkstone, Poole / expiry date / issue number). E-mail your
Dorset BH12 3YD order to: publish@oxfam.org.uk
United Kingdom

telephone: +44 (0)1202 712933
fax: +44 (0)1202 712930

Price £10.95 each, plus Postage & Packing (P&P)

In the US, Canada and Latin America :

■ Mail or fax to:

Stylus Publishing LLC 
PO Box 605, Herndon
VA 20172-0605
USA 

telephone: +1 (703) 661 1581 
fax: +1 (703) 661 1547

/

■ Order by e-mail from Stylus Publishing 
LLC quoting:

title, edition, your name & address and 
credit card details (type of card I number 
I expiry date I issue number). E-mail your 
order to: styluspub@aol.com

Price USD $17.95 each, plus Postage & Packing (P&P)

*Bulk orders
Special bulk purchase, available only to Sphere participating NGOs, INGOs and international 
agencies ordering 20 or more copies for delivery to one address on a single invoice: 
GBP£5.00/USD$8.00 per book, plus post and packing. (Mixed language orders accepted.)

Other languages

Arabic: Middle East based distributor, details on the web. 
Swahili: East Africa based distributor, details on the web.

www.sphereproject.org

Additionally, the Sphere handbook has been translated into: Albanian, Bahasa, Bengla, 
Chinese, Gujarati, Japanese, Serbian, Sinhala, Tamil, and Turkish. For details please contact 
the Sphere office: sphere@ifrc.org

mailto:publish@oxfam.org.uk
mailto:styluspub@aol.com
http://www.sphereproject.org
mailto:sphere@ifrc.org


How can I order a copy of the Introductory Video?

(PLEASE PRINT)
Name:

Organisation:

Postal address:

Country:..........

Phone:

Fax:„.......................................................................................................................

E-mail:.........................................................................................................................................

Web:

Purpose for ordering the video and how will you use it?: (e.g. workshops, staff 
meeting, training, personal use, Sphere info).

Please note that the video is free of charge and will be sent to you at no cost by 
regular mail. (DHL/express or Fedex will not be considered).

A limited amount of free copies are available. We will let you know within a few 
weeks whether or not your request can be fulfilled.

Languages/Number of VHS copies

English Pal
English NTSC
French Pal _________________
Spanish Pal
Spanish NTSC
Portuguese PAL
Portuguese NTSC

Send your order to the Sphere Office:
Fax: 41 22 730 4905
E-mail: spheTe@ifrc.OTg 
www.spheTeproject.OTg

Postal address: P.O. Box 372
1211 Geneva 19 Switzerland.
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The Sphere Project

SOMALIA / photo: NOSTEN, Anne

24



The Sphere Project Management Committee

The Sphere Project Management Committee* consists of four networks: Steering 
Committee for Humanitarian Response (SCHR) members and InterAction, in 
consultation with VOICE (Voluntary Organisations in Co-operation in 
Emergencies) and ICVA (International Council of Voluntary Agencies).

The members are:
■ Save the Children Fund, UK
■ Steering Committee for Humanitarian Response
■ Lutheran World Federation (ACT)
■ CARE International
■ International Committee of the Red Cross
■ World Council of Churches (ACT)
■ Oxfam, UK
■ International Federation of the Red Cross and Red Crescent
■ Caritas Internationalis
■ Mercy Corps
■ InterAction
■ VOICE (Voluntary Organisations in Cooperation in Emergencies)
■ ICVA (International Council of Voluntary Agencies)
*as of September 2001

Funding

In addition to contributions from the Management Committee agencies, the 
project receives support from the governments of Australia, Belgium, Canada, 
Denmark, England, Finland, Ireland, New Zealand, Norway, the Netherlands, 
Sweden, Switzerland, the United States and the European Union (ECHO). The 
Mellon Foundation is supporting the Sphere Project evaluation.

All of the photos in this publication are courtesy of the International Committee of the Red Cross
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The Sphere Project has shown that 
humanitarian professionals around 
the world can collaborate in a 
consistent, sustained, and effective 
manner when challenged to improve 
their practice in the field. The 
result—a book that is essential in 
operational and academic settings. 
The Charter calls out the best in us 
and the standards define what we 
must accomplish in even the hardest 
circumstances. Because this book 
exists, humanitarian workers can 
speak a common language. Those 
who stand to gain the most from this 
advance are people throughout the 
world who are trapped in 
emergencies and war.
Jennifer Leaning, M.D., S.M.H. 
Professor of International Health 
Harvard School of Public Health 
Massachussets, USA

Without standards how can we 
measure performance? Sphere has 
provided DMI with well-considered 
relief standards to use from 
preparedness to relief; in training and 
in programme implementation. 
Mihir R. Bhatt Honorary Director - 
Disaster Mitigation Institute 
Gujarat, India

The Sphere Project
P.O. Box 372

1211 Geneva 19 
Switzerland

Tel: 41 22 730 4501
Fax: 41 22 730 4905

E-mail: sphere@ifrc.org 
www.sphereproject.org
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