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Preparatory Materials



1. Introduction



These preparatory materials are designed to help all of you who will be 
participating in the project to have a common foundation to start from. 
Working through the materials on your own will give you a head start with 
the project and help you get a better idea about what you will be doing in 
class.
One of the main things you’ll be focusing on are the four «Humanitarian 
Principles»: humanity, impartiality, neutrality and independence. These are 
the basis for all humanitarian action around the world.
What do these principles stand for?
What kind of help do people in need require?
Can humanity be learned?

Materials for preparation



You will have a total of about 2 hours 
to work through the preparatory 
materials. 
You’ll begin by thinking about the 
question: What do we mean when 
we talk about humanitarian aid?
After that you will be presented with 
an introduction to the Humanitarian 
Principles. 
In the final section you’ll be given 
two assignments to complete.

What is
humanitarian

aid?
approx. 30 min

What purpose do 
the humanitarian
principles serve? 
approx. 20 min

Complete two 
assignments

approx. 60 min

Introduce
preparatory work

approx. 10 min

Materials for preperation



2. What is humanitarian aid?



A definition

„Humanitarian aid is help that is provided to the victims of crises and 
disasters. Its purpose is to save lives and alleviate human suffering. It 
is provided without regard for the ethnic, political or religious identity 
of the victims.“ (Source: VENRO, 2003)



Humanitarian aid is… 

… a response to humanitarian emergencies, whether they are the result 
of natural disasters, epidemics, technological disasters or violent 
conflicts.

Natural disasters Epidemics Violent conflicts

Earthquake in Haiti, 2010
Photo: msf.ch

Ebola outbreak in West Africa, 2014
Photo: msf.ch

Ukraine conflict, 2014
Photo: n24.de

Technological disasters

Nuclear accident in Fukushima, 2011
Photo: fukushimawatch.com
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Humanitarian aid actors

Governments

International Organisations (IOs)

Non-governmental organisations (NGOs)

e.g. the Swiss government through the Swiss Agency for 
Development and Cooperation (SDC)

e.g. the United Nations (UN) and the organisations that belong 
to it, such as the UNHCR (UN High Commissioner for Refugees)

e.g. Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF Doctors Without Borders)



The year 1863: Founding of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) in Geneva and, with that, the 
commencement of Switzerland’s humanitarian tradition.

Today, Geneva is the headquarters of many UN organisations, such as the UN Human Rights Council, and other 
international organisations (IOs) and non-governmental organisations (NGOs).

The Swiss government …
• is active in providing, through the SDC, humanitarian aid and development cooperation and assistance,
• encourages peace efforts and actively promotes human rights 
• and has a tradition of providing protection for people suffering persecution.

Henry Dunant, 
founder of the
Red Cross

Humanitarian aid actors
Switzerland as an example



The SDC‘s Swiss Humanitarian Aid (1)

The SHA’s mission: through prevention and rescue measures, Swiss 
Humanitarian Aid seeks to contribute to safeguarding the lives of 
endangered people and to alleviating suffering.

Emergency relief Reconstruction and
rehabilitation

Disaster risk reduction

The three main tasks of SHA

Swiss Humanitarian Aid Unit (SHA)

Photo: admin.ch, DEZA, Humanitäre Hilfe



The SDC‘s Swiss Humanitarian Aid (2)

Emergency relief
With the help of experts from the SHA, the SDC provides emergency 
relief worldwide in response to crises, conflicts and disasters. The 
overriding objective is to save lives and alleviate suffering. For a swift 
and flexible response when crises occur, a rapid response team is 
available for deployment to supply the basic needs of the victims by 
providing emergency medical assistance, drinking water, food and 
other relief supplies. (Source: admin.ch)

Swiss Humanitarian Aid Unit (SHA)



The SDC‘s Swiss Humanitarian Aid (3)

Reconstruction and rehabilitation
Reconstruction and rehabilitation is chiefly concerned with restoring the 
living conditions of the stricken community. The aim is to help people 
deal with the consequences of war and natural disasters and to 
contribute to long-term improvements in the areas of housing, 
infrastructure, and income. (Source: admin.ch)

Swiss Humanitarian Aid Unit (SHA)



The SDC‘s Swiss Humanitarian Aid (4)

Disaster risk reduction
Natural disasters strike rich and poor countries alike. Their impact can 
be very different, however, depending on the level of development in 
the country in question. Earthquakes and floods can wipe out the 
accomplishments of decades of development efforts overnight. 
Reducing disaster risk is today an absolute prerequisite for sustainable 
development and strengthening the resilience of local populations. 
(Source: admin.ch)

Swiss Humanitarian Aid Unit (SHA)



The SDC‘s Swiss Humanitarian Aid (5)

Where does SHA work?

Swiss Humanitarian Aid Unit (SHA)

Photo: admin.ch, The SDC’s Swiss Humanitarian Aid

Near and Middle East
North Africa Sahel region
South Sudan
Central African Republic
Democratic Republic of Congo
Horn of Africa
Sri Lanka
Myanmar
North Korea
Colombia
Haiti
Liberia



Humanitarian Aid
An example – Haiti 2010: Swiss relief aid following the earthquake (natural disaster) 

The SDC's Humanitarian Aid department carried out the largest 
emergency relief operation in its history following the earthquake in 
Haiti on 12 January 2010. 150 experts from the Swiss Humanitarian Aid 
Unit (SHA) were deployed to provide relief assistance in the areas of 
water supply, hygiene, medical care, reconstruction, coordination and 
logistics.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zv42yKq6QFE&list=PLRDYxm6rWd6vrh455xoM3pZJH0Kfx4GsO&index=28


3. What do the „Humanitarian 
Principles“ stand for?



The „Humanitarian Principles“

How should humanitarian assistance be provided?

• The four «Humanitarian Principles» (humanity, neutrality, impartiality and 
independence) serve humanitarian actors as guiding principles for the 
conduct of humanitarian operations.

What purpose do the «Humanitarian Principles» serve?

• The principles play a central role in establishing and maintaining access to 
population groups stricken by natural disasters, epidemics, technological 
disasters, wars or other crises.

Four introductory questions



The „Humanitarian Principles“

Who invokes the «Humanitarian Principles»?

• The principles are central to the work of humanitarian actors, such as the 
UN, the organisations of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, and 
non-governmental organisations.

Why is it important to know the «Humanitarian Principles»?

• Promotion and respect of the Humanitarian Principles is extremely 
important in order for humanitarian organisations to provide the help that 
is needed. This is something everyone can contribute to.

Four introductory questions



Humanity

© redcross.ch



Humanity

«The Red Cross [and Red Crescent Movement], born of a desire to bring 
assistance without discrimination to the wounded on the battlefield, 
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, co-operation and lasting 
peace amongst all peoples.» (Source: The Fundamental Principles of the 
Red Cross, Commentary by Jean Pictet, 1979)



Impartiality

© redcross.ch



Impartiality

«The Red Cross [and Red Crescent Movement] makes no discrimination 
as to nationality, race, religious beliefs, class or political opinions. It 
endeavours only to relieve suffering, giving priority to the most urgent 
cases of distress.» (Source: The Fundamental Principles of the Red 
Cross, Commentary by Jean Pictet, 1979)



Neutrality

© redcross.ch



Neutrality

«In order to continue to enjoy the confidence of all, the Red Cross [and 
Red Crescent Movement] may not take sides in hostilities or engage at 
any time in controversies of a political, racial, religious or ideological 
nature.» (Source: The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross, 
Commentary by Jean Pictet, 1979)



Independence

© redcross.ch



Independence

«The Red Cross [and Red Crescent Movement] is independent. The 
National Societies, while auxiliaries in the humanitarian services of t 
heir 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 Red Cross principles.» (Source: The 
Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross, Commentary by Jean Pictet, 
1979)



4. Assignments



You have been given two articles to read: In the magazine ‘Humanité’, 
published by the SRC, there is a description of the refugee situation in 
Bulgaria. In the magazine ‘Reaktion’, a member of MSF describes the 
impact of the civil war in the Central African Republic on the civilian 
population.

Humanitarian Aid – a challange

Tasks:
For the article ‘Hiding is not a game’: In your opinion, what are the major challenges facing the Swiss Red 
Cross (SRC) in Bulgaria? Give the reasons for your answer.

For the article ‘Central Africa: last refuge for the Muslims in Carnot’: In your opinion, what are the main 
difficulties faced by the more than 2000 people who are compelled to survive months of waiting in a 
space no larger than half a soccer field? Give the reasons for your answer.

Group assignment A: Reading of two articles







For a better livelihood in Pakistan

Assignments:

Watch the film and then answer the 
following two questions:

What were the main consequences of 
the floods that are mentioned in the 
film?

The SDC joined with the ‘World Food 
Programme’ in responding to the 
floods. What were the main 
measures taken, and what was their 
purpose?

In 2010, in the north of Pakistan, unusually 
heavy monsoon rains led to major flooding.

Group assignment B: Video (1)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-wnYudbs4XM&list=PLRDYxm6rWd6vrh455xoM3pZJH0Kfx4GsO&index=4


Schools for Syrian Refugee Children 

Assignments:

Watch the film and then answer the 
following two questions:

What problems already existed at 
schools in Jordan even before the 
outbreak of the Syrian civil war, and 
how did the arrival of the refugee 
children from Syria make those 
problems an even greater challenge?

What measures did the SDC take in 
order to help overcome those 
challenges?

As a result of the civil war in Syria, families 
with children were compelled to leave their 
country. For that reason, the SDC supports 
schools for the children of Syrian refugees in 
the neighbouring country of Jordan.

Group assignment B:Video (2)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pX_r_r0p6NY&list=PLRDYxm6rWd6vrh455xoM3pZJH0Kfx4GsO&index=3


The ICRC in action

Tasks:
Go to the SRF website and find the documentation on the ICRC’s work in Colombia; then answer the 
following questions:
• What are the concerns of ICRC staff in the field?
• What is one of the main reasons for the conflict between the government of Colombia and the rebel 

groups?

Reporters from the Swiss radio and television network SRF 
accompanied ICRC staff members in Colombia, where a civil war had 
been raging between government troops, rebels, paramilitary groups, 
and criminal gangs for the past 50 years. Under these circumstances, 
the ICRC has, among other things, provided help to civilians and 
communities affected by the conflict.

Group assignment C: Internet research (1)

http://icrc.srf.ch/en/kolumbien#/introduction


MSF in the field

Tasks:
Go to the website of Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF). There you will see where MSF carries out 
humanitarian projects, what exactly the Médecins Sans Frontières there, and when MSF goes into action. 
Answer the following question:
• According to MSF, what disease poses one of the most serious threats to public health in the
• central Asian country of Kyrgyzstan?
• As you can see by looking at the different country profiles, MSF draws a distinction – as does the ICRC, for 

example – between local staff and international staff members. What arguments can be made in favour of 
maintaining such a distinction?

The MSF movement is active worldwide in many humanitarian 
contexts. It carries out projects for the reconstruction and 
commissioning of hospitals, provides medical care in refugee camps, 
and helps set up health care systems for particularly vulnerable groups 
such as street children and slum residents.

Group assignment C: Internet research (2)

http://www.doctorswithoutborders.org/our-work/countries


Autobiographical story

Task:
Write a short story with the following title: “A situation where I myself was able to help”

Pay special attention to the following points:
• Describe the situation as precisely as possible.
• Describe the situation from beginning to end (not just the part where you were able to help).
• Explain in greater detail why it was important to you to be able to help. What was the feeling you had at

the time?
• Write in the first person.
• You will be working with your story and the stories of your classmates when you do the classwork on the

project. Well-written stories will make the classwork much more interesting. In other words, it will be
well worth your while to take the time you need to complete this task.

Individual assignment
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