CHARTER

When creating MSF, in addition to the statutes of the associ-
ation, one of the founders, Philippe Bernier, wrote a Charter.
This Charter stated that the members of the MSF association
should be doctors or members of the medical profession only.
Their ‘social mission’ was to ‘bring relief to all the victims of
natural catastrophes, collective accidents, and conflict sit-
uations, without racial, political, religious, or philosophical
discrimination.’

The Charter stated that members should ‘work in the strictest
neutrality’ and not be ‘influenced by or associated with any
political, ideological, or religious power’. The members were
to refrain from ‘any interference in States’ internal affairs’
and abstain from ‘passing judgment or publicly expressing an
opinion—either positive or negative—regarding events, forces,
or leaders who accepted their assistance.

This Charter was also designed to be the common reference
for a future federation as it clearly mentioned the ‘interna-
tional vocation’ of MSF.

As the association statutes stated that MSF was supposed to
encourage the creation ‘in Europe and in all the countries
in the world’ of ‘similar associations with possibly separate
statutes,” and a ‘similar spirit.” These associations would
adhere to the principles of the Charter and form a federation.

‘MSF Charter,” December 1971 (in French).

Médecins Sans Frontiéres is a private, international association,
operating temporarily under French law. This association is made
up exclusively of doctors and other health care workers who, as
members, agree to abide by the following principles:

1. Médecins Sans Frontiéres provides assistance to all victims of
natural disasters, mass scale accidents, and armed conflict, ir-
respective of race, political convictions, religion or creed.

2. Operating under on a strictly neutral and independent basis,
refraining from any interference in the internal affairs of States,
governments, and [political] parties in the areas where they are
called to serve, the members of Médecins Sans Frontiéres demand,
in the name of the association’s universal mission, full and
unhindered freedom in the exercise of its medical functions.

3. The members do not accept and will not be subject to any
allegiance or influence by any authority, political, ideological,
or religious force whatsoever.

4. Members observe professional confidentiality and refrain from
judging or publicly expressing an opinion, positive or negative,
regarding events, forces, or leaders who have accepted their
assistance.

5. As volunteers who do not seek recognition as individuals,
they do not expect personal or collective benefits from performing
their activities. They understand the risks and dangers of the
missions they carry out and make no claim for themselves or
their dependents for any form of compensation other than that
which the association may be able to afford them.

In 1974, the MSF France Collegial Management Team (Comité
de direction collégiale/CDC) asked for the Charter to be trans-
lated in English, German, and Spanish. This was not done.

Minutes from the MSF France Collegial Management
Committee Meeting, 27 May 1974, (in French).

Extract:

Internationalisation of MSF:

First, translate the Charter and the bylaws in English, German,
and Spanish.

In 1985, when MSF France sued MSF Belgium for the rights to
the MSF name, the Charter version presented for the lawsuit
omitted ‘operating temporarily under French law.” At that
time, MSF Belgium, MSF Switzerland, and MSF Holland were
already created.

‘MSF Charter’ Presented by MSF France in the 1985 Law-
suit Against MSF Belgium (in French).

Médecins Sans Frontiéres is a private, international association.
This association is comprised exclusively of doctors and medical
professionals that respect and honor the following principles:

1. Médecins Sans Frontiéres provides assistance to all victims of
natural disasters, mass-scale accidents and armed conflict, ir-
respective of race, political convictions, religion or creed.

2. Operating under on a strictly neutral and independent basis,
refraining from any interference in the internal affairs of States,
governments, and [political] parties in the areas where they are
called to serve, the members of Médecins Sans Frontiéres demand,
in the name of the association’s universal mission, full and
unhindered freedom in the exercise of its medical functions.
3. The members do not accept and will not be subject to any
allegiance or influence by any authority, political, ideological,
or religious force whatsoever.

4. Members observe professional confidentiality and refrain from
judging or publicly expressing an opinion, positive or negative,
regarding events, forces, or leaders who have accepted their
assistance.
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5. As volunteers who do not seek recognition as individuals,
they do not expect personal or collective benefits from performing
their activities. They understand the risks and dangers of the
missions they carry out and make no claim for themselves or
their dependents for any form of compensation other than that
which the association may be able to afford them.

In November 1988, the MSF France General Assembly planned
to propose a new Charter to all the sections at a ‘European
General Assembly,’ to be organised in June 1989. The objec-
tive was to adapt the text of the Charter to current realities.

In the following months, during the sections’ board meetings
and the inter-section meetings, various possible amendments
to the Charter were discussed.

1\
Minutes from the Intersection Meeting of Médecins Sans
Frontieres, 14 February 1989, (in French).

Extract:

5. Charter

Several sections thought it was time to adapt the Charter’s text
to current realities. The objective was for clarity and to eliminate
contradictions, notably regarding interactions with the ‘white
helmets’ by new sections.

Rony Brauman proposes:

article 1: keep

article 2: delete

article 3: keep

article 4: keep only the ‘professional confidentiality’ clause.
article 5: delete ‘anonymous and benevolent’

For the next meeting, each section should draft a Charter ac-
cording to national sensibilities (and submit to their respective
Boards of Directors).

Report of MSF France’s Collegial Management Committee
Meeting, 24 March 1989, (in French).

Extract:

At the last MSF [France] General Assembly, the ‘Médecins Sans
Frontiéres and Europe’ Commission envisioned a European General
Assembly in Toulouse (June 3-4, 1989), at which, a new Charter
project would be proposed to all the sections. This work on a
new Charter, started already. Rony Brauman proposes Charter
modifications that will be submitted at the next European meeting
in Barcelona on April 21st.

Existing Charter Modification Project [..
new modifications were proposed.

.]. A debate ensued and

Introduction:

Modification a: Médecins Sans Frontiéres is a private international
association. This association is primarily composed of doctors
and medical professionals, but is also open to members of other

professions that help the association fulfill its mission. All sub-
scribe to the following principles:

Modification b: Médecins Sans Frontiéres is a private international
association. This association is composed of doctors and medical
professionals or professions useful to the mission of the asso-
ciation, who adhere to and honor the following principles:

For the first paragraph:

Modification a: Médecins Sans Frontiéres members provide as-
sistance to all populations in distress, to victims of natural di-
sasters, man-made disasters, and armed conflict irrespective of
race, politics, religion, or creed.

Question on the man-made disasters: a) is the term ‘population’
redundant ? b) what does it mean exactly?

For the second paragraph:

Modification a: Operating under strict neutrality and complete
independence, Médecins Sans Frontiéres demands, for—their
actions, in the name of universal medical ethics, full and un-
hindered freedom in the exercise of its medical functions.

Modification b: Operating under strict neutrality and complete
independence, Médecins Sans Frontiéres demands, in the name
of their humanitarian profession, full and unhindered freedom
in the exercise of its medical functions.

Modification c: Operating under strict neutrality and complete
independence, Médecins Sans Frontiéres demands, in the universal
nature of their profession, full and unhindered freedom in the
exercise of its medical functions.

For the 3rd paragraph:

Modification a: The members do not accept and will not be
subject to any allegiance or influence by any authority, power,
political, economic, ideological, or religious force whatsoever.

Modification b: The members do not accept and—wittnet-be

sttbjeet-to—any influence by or submission to any authority, po-
litical, ideological, or religious force whatseever.

For the 4th paragraph:

Modification a: Members do not seek recognition as individuals,
they do not expect personal or collective benefits from performing
their activities. They understand the risks and dangers of the
missions they carry out and make no claim for themselves or
their dependents for any form of compensation other than that
which the association may be able to afford them.

Modification b: Members do not seek material gain as individuals,
they do not expect personal or collective benefits from performing
their activities. They understand the risks and dangers of the
missions they carry out and make no claim for themselves or
their dependents for any form of compensation other than that
which the association may be able to afford them.

Modtﬁcatwn c Membefs—ée—nf%seelﬁeeegmhﬂﬁes—rﬁﬁwduats—

t-heﬁ—aret-mtres— They understand the r1sks and dangers of the
missions they carry out and make no claim for themselves or
their dependents for any form of compensation other than that
which the association may be able to afford them.
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Modification d: Members do not expect many personal or col-
lective benefits from performing their activities. They understand
the risks and dangers of the missions they carry out and make
no claim for themselves or their dependents for any form of

compensation ether-than—that-which—the—association—maybe
abte-to-afford-them:

Rony Brauman asked each person to continue thinking about
this and send all proposals and modifications to him before April
21, the date of the next European meeting in Barcelona.

Minutes from the international meeting of MSF, 21 April
1989 (in French).

Extract:

1. Charter

Each section presented its proposal to amend the Charter drawn
up in 1971, generally drawing on the conversations held by the
respective boards. The fundamental question is whether or not
to remove the principle of non-interference.

Since it is clear that the Charter often serves as a ‘business card’
for the authorities of the country where we want to begin work-
ing, we agreed that it needs to be somewhat open and, at the
very least, non-aggressive. This eliminates propositions such as
‘MSF reserves the right to condemn..! We also agreed that it
should be based on the principle of ‘right to humanitarian
assistance’.

MSF Netherlands defends the idea of keeping the principle of
non-interference in the Charter. The five other sections agreed
to remove it (i.e. take out point 4 completely and the related
part in point 2), on condition that we create:

® a code of good conduct defining the procedures to apply, in
the case of one of the sections interfering in the internal affairs
of a given country, to factor in the repercussions on other MSF
sections before action is taken,

® a set of internal rules to ‘control” personal desires to speak
out at any given moment.

Rony is in charge of the actual formulation of this agreement
and faxing it to the others, if possible in time to present the
final text to the respective boards, the first meeting in Brussels
the last weekend in May.

Minutes from the MSF France Management Team Com-
mittee Meeting, 26 May 1989 (in French).

Extract:

Several points have been added to the Charter that has been
given a new title to convey its European scope and is as
follows:

Draft Charter observed by the national sections of Médecins Sans
Frontiéres: France, Belgium, Switzerland. The Netherlands [Hol-
land] , Spain, Luxembourg.

Médecins Sans Frontiéres is a private, international association.
The association is made up mainly of doctors and health sector
workers and is also open to all other professions which might
help in achieving its aims. All of its members agree to honour
the following principles:

1. Médecins Sans Frontiéres provides assistance to populations
in distress, to victims of natural or man-made disasters and to

victims of armed conflict. They do so irrespective of race, religion,
creed or political convictions.

2. Médecins Sans Frontiéres observes neutrality and impartiality
in the name of universal medical ethics and the right to human-
itarian assistance and claims full and unhindered freedom in the
exercise of its functions.

3. Members undertake to respect their professional code of ethics
and maintain complete independence from all political, economic
or religious powers.

4. As volunteers, members understand the risks and dangers of
the missions they carry out and make no claim for themselves
or their assigns for any form of compensation other than that
which the association might be able to afford them.

InToulouse on 3 & 4 June 1989, the first European convention
of the ‘Médecins Sans Frontiéres” which brought together
associative and executive members of the various MSF sec-
tions, a group worked on the amendments of the Charter.
The debates focused on the appropriateness of keeping con-
cepts of refraining from public denunciation and non-interfer-
ence in the Charter, as policy regarding territories and states
where MSF operates. MSF France provoked the discussion with
a statement regarding the Khmer Rouge’s posing threat in
Cambodia. MSF Holland asserted that a MSF section should
not speak out on a country without permission of the other
MSF sections working in the same country. They asked for a
modification of the code of conduct to reflect this proposal.
MSF Holland also pleaded for the concept of non-interference
to remain in the Charter. MSF France disagreed, fearing that
it would give too much visibility to the issue.

Minutes from the Médecins Sans Frontiéres’ European
Convention, Toulouse, 3 and 4 June 1989 (in French).

Extract:

Amendments to the Charter: Three important points were dis-
cussed concerning articles 2 and 4 of the Charter: non-interfer-
ence in the internal affairs of states (article 2) and reporting of
human rights abuses (article 4) on the one hand, and the right
of intervention for humanitarian reasons on the other hand. This
last point, unanimously agreed in this group, should be added
to the Charter. Regarding the first point (non-interference),
there was not much discussion on the need to remove this article
given that it is no longer observed in practice. Regarding the
second point (public denunciation), there is a huge divide be-
tween Médecins Sans Frontiéres France on one side and Médecins
Sans Frontiéres Holland and Médecins Sans Frontiéres Belgium
on the other. While MSF France wants to remove this article,
which no longer reflects actual practice, the other two sections
were less inclined to do so. MSF Holland is totally against the
idea, along with some representatives of MSF Belgium. We dis-
cussed the idea of whether it would be acceptable by everybody
to delete this article on the understanding that it would be
replaced by a code of ‘témoignage’ on the denunciation of human
rights abuses. All the representatives agreed on the need to
have a Charter adopted by everyone that would serve as a com-
mon denominator.
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N Minutes from the MSF International Council' meeting, 5
October 1989 (in French).

Extract:

1 - Charter

J[ean]P[ierre]L[uxen] said that for internal reasons (other pri-
orities, in particular internal restructuring) this matter was not
addressed in Belgium. The revision of the Charter according to
the terms formulated in Barcelona has been added to the agenda
of the next extended board meeting of MSF Belgium taking place
on 8 October.

O[livier] S[trasser] said that the new Charter was voted at MSF
Switzerland’s last AGM with the reservation of adopting a code
of good conduct and internal requlations, in line with what was
said in Barcelona (see in the appendices the letter dated 26,/5/89
from Rony to Reginald Moreels on this matter).

R[oelf]P[adt] said that a consultation meeting was held in
Amsterdam: the principle of adopting this new Charter was agreed
upon with some regrets, since the Netherlands still stands by
the non-interference articles: in the interests of not hampering
MSF’s European development, the motion was carried.
R[oelf]P[adt] reminded us that the internal regulations on
speaking out and the international code of good conduct are an
integral part of the process, which was unanimously agreed by
all participants.

J[osep]V[argas] shared his regret that the European spirit of
MSF was not more clearly enshrined at MSF Spain’s AGM, during
which Europe wasn't represented, and said that a majority was
in favour of revising the Charter.

Discussions on several detailed amendments: J[osep]V[argas]
remarked to O[livier] S[trasser] that the latest version of the
Charter is slightly different from the version voted in by the
Swiss: in particular the addition of ‘political (so irrespective
of...) in 81 and ‘impartiality” after neutrality in §2. These few
isolated amends are not significant since they don't change the
general meaning of the new Charter, on the one hand, and be-
cause it [the Charter] needs to be made statutory, i.e. passed
through the Extraordinary General Meeting on the other hand.
R[ony] B[rauman] thinks that following repeated requests, it is
preferable to add the word “political’ to §1, even if the idea is
contained in the word philosophie (in the French version).
However, regarding the addition of ‘impartiality’, even though
the meaning is different from ‘neutrality’, the word just makes
the sentence longer without reinforcing the meaning. Agreement
in principle on these points.

R[oelf]P[adt] shared a question raised during an internal dis-
cussion at MSF Holland on §3: can we, when working on long-
term programmes in true cooperation with the country’s official
authorities, claim ‘complete independence from...all powers’.
R[ony] B[rauman] believes there is no fundamental contradiction
here. The notion of “political independence’ relates to control
over major decisions such as setting up missions, the main
principles of running them, the possibility of bringing them to
an end for ethical reasons. This is not incompatible with col-
laboration, even close, with regard to action.

Everyone acknowledged much to their satisfaction that, in this
area that was still quite sensitive until recently, we have made
great strides and are now at the verge of completion.

Next step: adoption of a common Charter by the national
sections.

In October 1989, the MSF Belgium board of Directors pro-
posed to replace ‘natural’ by ‘environmental’ disaster, and to
integrate a reference to ‘témoignage’ by adding ‘reserving the
right to speak out if they cannot carry out their operations.’

Report from the MSF Belgium Board of Directors, 9 Octo-
ber 1989 (in French).

Extract:

1. Discussion and votes on the original Charter, proposal from
MSF Switzerland, Luxembourg, and Spain, the proposal from
Reginald Moreels follows here, on the basis of the intersection
proposition of 26 May 1989:

Article 1: Consensus on the content with the following
additions:

® ecological disasters

® irrespective of any ... political ....

Article 2: Discussion of the notion ‘témoignage [speaking out]’,
absent from the text, and not reflecting the reality of actual
activities of the organisation. The Board of Directors votes (5
in favour/2 against) for the integration of the new text on the
notion of témoignage [witnessing], parallel to the Charter’s
annexed text, the internal usage and limits of the term should
be clearly explained.

Note: The advice of co-opted members present is largely against
what was adopted by management.

Article 3: General consensus.

Article 4: The phrase in article of the old ‘Charter’ about ano-
nymity and volunteering should be deleted. The Board of Directors
votes (6 in favour/1 against) for the new integrated ‘Charter’ to
include the notion of selflessness (over ‘volunteer’). The Board
of Directors votes (4 in favour/2 against/1 abstention) that the
new ‘Charter’ integrates the spirit of anonymity. A remark re-
garding the word ‘compensation’: the Board of Directors wishes
that this text be included in a by-law and signed by every person
going to the field.

2. New text proposed by MSF Belgium’s board:][...]
Reserving the right to speak out if they cannot carry out their
operations.

In October 1990, the proposals to replace ‘natural’ by ‘eco-
logical’ disaster as well as a proposal to include ‘gender
discrimination’ were rejected by the International Council..

Minutes from the MSF International Council Meeting,
11-12 October 1990 (in French).

Extract:
Charter and internal regulations [...]

1. Though the International Council was formally created in early 1991, the minutes of the intersection meetings were titled ‘International Council Meeting’ since 1989.
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B. Declaration of intent

MSF E [Spain]: Charter accepted at the General Assembly with
one small amend:

¢ Change: add ‘gender’: ... Irrespective of gender...

® Best practice code is important

¢ Fully agreed on direct advocacy

MSF S[witzerland]: Charter accepted at General Assembly

® An Extraordinary General Meeting is required to accept the
proposed amend

MSF Belgium: not yet officially accepted by the General
Assembly

MSF Holland: on the agenda for the General Assembly in November
1990

MSF Greece: first General Assembly for founding members to take
place on 13 November 1990 where they will decide on statutes
and the official legal status. Regarding the Charter, no problems
envisaged.

MSF F[rance]: proposed deleting ‘environmental disasters’.
Conclusion:

¢ ‘Gender” in: ‘Irrespective of gender... was not added to the
Charter. The IC accepts that MSF Spain is the exception.

¢ ‘Environmental disasters” has been deleted

The Charter will be distributed around the sections

Eventually, the final version of the MSF new Charter was
unanimously accepted by the MSF International Council in
February 1991.

Minutes from the MSF International Council Meeting, 31
January and 1 February 1991 (in French).

Extract:

Final version of the MSF Charter, unanimously accepted: [...]
Médecins Sans Frontieres Charter

Médecins Sans Frontiéres is a private, international association.
The association is made up mainly of doctors and health sector
workers and is also open to all other professions which might
help in achieving its aims. All of its members agree to honour
the following principles:

a. Médecins Sans Frontiéres provides assistance to populations
in distress, to victims of natural or man-made disasters and to
victims of armed conflict. They do so irrespective of race, religion,
creed or political convictions.

b. Médecins Sans Frontiéres observes neutrality and impartiality
in the name of universal medical ethics and the right to human-
itarian assistance and claims full and unhindered freedom in the
exercise of its functions.

c. Members undertake to respect their professional code of ethics
and maintain complete independence from all political, economic
or religious powers.

d. Volunteers understand the risks and dangers of the missions
they carry out and make no claim for themselves or their assigns
for any form of compensation other than that which the asso-
ciation might be able to afford them.

In 2001, the relevance of having the principle of neutrality
in the MSF Charter was one of the topics discussed during
the mini-GAs.

The IC ordered reflection papers to feed the debates. Some
authors argued that claiming being neutral should lead, for
consistency to give up speaking out which could be per-
ceived as taking sides. They highlighted that in its history
MSF had, according to some interpretations, already violated
the neutrality principle by choosing not to work on one side
of a conflict.

Others argued that speaking out to denounce abuses does
not mean taking sides and that not stating being neutral
might hamper operations in the field.

Eventually a majority of members of the general assemblies
and mini-GAs decided to keep the principle of neutrality in
the Charter, which was endorsed by the ICin November 2001.

The organisation of this debate also revealed that different
versions of the Charter were being used. A common inter-
national Charter, based on the French Charter, was approved
by the IC in January 2002 and legal translations into other
languages were instigated. This Charter would be now the
only one used in all international communications.

‘The principle of neutrality: is it relevant to MSF?’ Fiona
Terry in Messages no. 113, December 2000 (in English,

in French).

Conclusion

This paper has highlighted some of the issues that need to be
considered when debating whether neutrality is a relevant prin-
ciple for MSF, and should remain inscribed in the Charter. The
circumstances in which the idea evolved are no longer relevant
to contemporary contexts, resulting in many contradictions
between respecting neutrality and acting in the best interests
of victims. In certain cases, retaining a neutral position might
be morally reprehensible. In other cases, aid organisations might
intend to avoid taking part in hostilities, but the provision of
humanitarian assistance into the heart of conflicts makes this
very difficult in practice due to both the nature of conflict and
the nature of humanitarian action.

The most common argument in favour of respecting neutrality
is that it is a useful operational tool to facilitate access to
populations and to avoid giving belligerents a pretext for blocking
aid or attacking aid organisations. But neutrality does not only
need to be asserted, it needs to be proved by aid organisations,
and believed by parties to the conflict. Thus a claim of neutrality,
ifit has any sense, must be accompanied by a rigorous adherence
to the principle and its application to practices in the field. If
MSF decides to embrace neutrality, then it should logically re-
nounce speaking publicly about any issue that could be perceived
as engaging in controversies of a political, ideological, racial or
religious nature. It is not possible to be a little bit neutral, or
subscribe to a ‘spirit of neutrality’ Either MSF is neutral or it is
not. MSF has not been neutral throughout its

30-year history, so perhaps itis time that we assume this decision
and remove neutrality

from the MSF Charter.
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N ‘MSFand the concept of neutrality’ Eric Dachy in Messages
no. 113, December 2000 (in English, in French).
Extract:

We must take into account that international humanitarian law
has shown the limits of its potency on a number of occasions.
With little or no constraining power, it is often openly flouted
by parties to conflict and is also subject to interpretation (the
Jews that were deported by the Nazis during the Second World
War were considered political prisoners and therefore outside
the mandate).

Médecins Sans Frontiéres on the other hand has always been
wary of relying on a mandate and is more driven by ‘the right
to have rights” without referring to laws or by considering these
as non- limitative means. Historically, our organisation was born
in reaction to the Red Cross’s conception of assistance and
detached itself from the neutrality and confidentiality that it
imposed upon its members by opposing the (supposed) Biafran
genocide and by publicly advocating testimony

If neutrality does not apply to our actions why then have so
many of us partially recognised ourselves in this concept or
simply accepted it as such? Probably because the concept of
neutrality is often confused with impartiality which demands
non-discrimination in the distribution of aid and the suitability
of help to prioritised needs. Indeed our refusal to distinguish
‘good and bad victims’ is linked to impartiality and not to neu-
trality. And for this reason, and others, we do not see ourselves
as parties to the conflict and we do not want to be considered
as involved in the hostilities. This is explicit in our commitment
to assistance and in our invocation of the (highly subjective)
notion of medical ethics that we refer to in the text of our
Charter.

Minutes from the MSF International Council Meeting, 24
November 2001 (in English, edited).

Extract:

Neutrality & the MSF Charter

Neutrality was widely discussed during the mini-GAs and most
decided to keep ‘neutrality’ in the Charter - the same occurred
at this year’s AGs. Morten’s summary paper will be sent to the
field as feedback.

Re the Charter - various countries have been using slightly
different versions of the Charter, it was therefore decided to
reconfirm the Charter presently used in the International Activity
Report (and last Charter accepted by the IC) as the one to be
used across the movement and for all external communication.
The French version is the officially approved one and will be
legally translated by the International Office and sent forward
to the different sections.

Vote: Approved

NB. Neutrality is therefore also officially approved by the IC as
part of our Charter, as it is included in the Charter approved by
vote.

QO Summary of the 2001 Field assembly debates on neutral-
ity, January 2002 (in English, edited).

Extract:

The concept of neutrality was widely discussed at the mini-GAs
this year, as well as in most of the sections GAs. The discussion
was based on two papers by Fiona Terry and Eric Dachy. In May
a discussion paper from Nicolas de Torrente was sent to the
movement, but too late for the mini-GAs.

From the feedbackin the field there seemed to be some confusion
on this concept relating to the definition, the interpretation
and the perception, and clarification is needed in the movement.
Of the 19 mini-GAs which discussed the issue, 12 were in favour
of keeping neutrality in our Charter, four were against and three
did not take any clear position.

I will below briefly set out some of the issues discussed.

1) The definition of neutrality and humanitarian action. The
classical Red Cross definition of neutrality is ‘not taking part in
hostilities or engaging at any time in controversies of a political,
religious or ideological nature’ As such being neutral may be
considered a tool to get access to victims of conflicts and increase
security of the humanitarian teams. Neutrality may be seen as
anintentional principle, a guiding principle, but any humanitarian
action in a conflict context may have unintentional effects,
which can influence the course of the conflict. The same can be
said about non-action.

2) Neutrality vs. témoignage. One of the problems addressed was
a possible inconsistency between the principle of neutrality and
MSF's témoignage [speaking out]. Neutrality in an MSF context
does not necessarily mean indifference. It is possible to distin-
guish between taking sides in a conflict, i.e. address the political
content in conflicts, and denouncing actions by the parties.
Denouncing abuse is not to take part in a political dispute. As
Nicolas points out in his paper: [...] the trust of MSF's medical
action and outspokenness is fundamentally to further the interest
of the victims, not to take issue with the political cause of their
leaders’. This distinction was made very clear when MSF denounced
the bombing of civilians in Chechnya in 1999, but at the same
time we did not position ourselves against the Russians’ political
objectives or for the Chechen cause.

3) The perception of MSF. Another factor that seems to create
some confusion is that MSF due to its témoignage, may be per-
ceived by belligerents as not being neutral. In addition, the
principle of impartiality may also contribute to such a perception.
By aiding populations on one side more than the other because
the needs are different (thereby sticking to the principle of
impartiality), MSF may be perceived as choosing sides. However,
these obvious misperceptions do not justify that MSF remove
the principle of neutrality.

4) The past history of MSF. MSF has to some extent picked sides
in certain conflicts in the past. During the Soviet occupation in
Afghanistan in the 1980s Rony Brauman argues that MSF picked
sides, even though the impartiality principle could have justified
our actions. In Cambodia, as well, MSF chose to work with the
non-Khmer Rouge factions along the Thai border, rather than
inside Cambodia. In this situation there was no possibility to
work on both sides even though the needs were large. Thus,
even though we decide to keep neutrality in our Charter, we
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should realise that MSF in the past, according to some interpre-
tations, has violated this principle.

5) The consequences of removing neutrality from our Charter.
This should also be considered. Having neutrality in our Charter
may safeguard an evolution of MSF into a more political, soli-
darity-type movement in which humanitarian aid could become
a political instrument. Not stating that we are neutral could also
hamper our operations in the field as mentioned above.
Despite some confusion in the field and questions about previous
actions, there is a general consensus in the movement in favour
of keeping the principle of neutrality in our Charter. All GAs
discussing the issue supported this position and most of the
mini-GAs concluded likewise.

What happened?
This was first discussed at the International Council held in

June, not all AGs had been held by then, so a final decision was
taken at the International Council held in November. The decision
was intertwined with the reacceptance of the common MSF
International Charter (this was needed as slight changes had
been made from one section to the other, the original version
in French was hence reaffirmed with legal translations into other
languages to follow).

Decision:

The Charter presented for MSF International was accepted unan-
imously. This Charter is the Charter that will be used in all in-
ternational communication. The acceptance of this Charter
implicitly reasserts the need to maintain the word ‘neutrality’
in our Charter.



