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The Centrality of Protection in Humanitarian Action

The centrality of protection means more than protection
mainstreaming. It includes ensuring that leadership,
coordination, and engagement in protection and all sectors
is more strategic, aligned and directed toward a stronger
response. While protection of the rights of people is
primarily the duty of member states and, in conflict, the
parties to a conflict, Humanitarian Coordinators and
Humanitarian Country Teams are responsible for ensuring
that protection is the purpose and intended outcome of
humanitarian response.
The Centrality of Protection in Humanitarian Action, Q&A, Global Protection Cluster 



CENTRALITY OF PROTECTION IN SOUTH SUDAN
BACKGROUND & RATIONALE
South Sudan remains a protection crisis with civilians subject
to widespread and grave violations of their rights and limited
access to life-saving services. The primary responsibility to
protect civilians within South Sudanese territory lies with the
Government of the Republic of South Sudan. In line with the IASC
statement on the Centrality of Protection in Humanitarian Action
(2013), all humanitarian action must be aimed at enhancing the
protection of affected and at-risk populations and ensuring that
humanitarian operations do no harm. Protection is a central,
shared responsibility of the senior leadership of the humanitarian
response, and a priority area for which all members of the HCT
are mutually accountable, as outlined in the 2018 HCT compact.
The Centrality of Protection recognizes the complementarity of
different mandates of humanitarian agencies and actors in
working toward improving protection for affected populations.

The HCT Protection Strategy provides the strategic guidance
necessary for addressing South Sudan’s humanitarian protection
concerns through a coordinated and coherent, multi-sectoral
approach to response and advocacy. The strategy incorporates
inputs from members of the HCT. Members of all sectors are
responsible for the implementation and monitoring of the HCT
Protection Strategy, and the Protection Cluster, with the GBV,
Child Protection and Mine Action Sub-Clusters, has the
responsibility to provide technical guidance for its operational
implementation.

The strategy covers the period of one year with the aim to reflect
the fluid and uncertain nature of the situation for early 2020. The
potential exists for highly disparate impacts on the protection
situation depending upon political and conflict developments
early in 2020. The one-year duration of the strategy will permit
an early stocktaking of the situation following these developments
and adjustment of the strategic priority areas of focus for
2020/2021 and beyond as needed. As such, the strategy will
be a working document to address existing protracted as well as
emerging and pressing protection concerns, requiring a multi-
sectoral response or high-level intervention by the HCT. A concise
implementation plan that details critical priorities, geographic
areas, and responsibilities as well as linkages and
complementarities with other actors and initiatives can be found
at Annex I.



KEY PROTECTION PRIORITIES
While recognizing the multitude of serious protection concerns in South Sudan, the
scope of this HCT Protection Strategy is narrowed to focus on a limited number of
key protection priorities in need of a comprehensive and system-wide response by
the HCT. Based on ongoing protection monitoring and an analysis of risks, threats
and needs, these key protection priorities for the HCT in South Sudan are as follows:

 Protection of civilians: Promoting respect for IHL, IHRL and refugee law by all
parties to the conflict through collective advocacy and prioritization of humanitarian
response activities which contribute to the protection of civilians.

 Vulnerable groups and persons with specific needs: Ensuring access to
protection and services for the most vulnerable and people with specific needs,
while mitigating the repercussions of risk of famine, disease outbreaks and
collapsing livelihoods on individual and community coping capacities and the
potential for violence, coercion or deliberate deprivation.

 Protection mainstreaming and integration: Ensuring that the response to the
protection needs of affected populations is systematically put in effect through
mainstreaming and integration of protection across the humanitarian response.



UNDERLYING PRINCIPLES

A number of principles underpin and guide the actions taken to achieve the protection objectives and ensure that the humanitarian response in South Sudan maintains protection at the centre
of its activities, respects and reflects the respective roles of the diverse community of humanitarian actors, and is driven by the humanitarian principles of humanity, neutrality, independence
and impartiality. The HCT commits to the following principles:

1. Protection-oriented planning and programming

For a humanitarian response to be protection-oriented, continuous analysis is required to understand and seek to prevent, mitigate or end actual and potential risks, including violations of
IHL and IHRL which produce the harm that affected persons experience during a conflict. This includes threats, vulnerabilities, and capacities of affected persons, the commitment and
capacities of duty bearers to address risk factors, and the identification of measures to reduce those risks, avoid exacerbating risk, including to stop and prevent violations, avoid reinforcing
existing patterns of violence, abuse, coercion or deprivation and restoring safety and dignity to people’s lives.

2. Accountability to affected populations (AAP)

Accountability to affected populations is an active commitment to use power responsibly by taking account of, giving account to, and being held to account by the people humanitarian
organizations seek to assist. Within their respective mandates, humanitarian actors demonstrate their commitment to this accountability by enforcing, institutionalizing and integrating AAP
approaches in the humanitarian program cycle and strategic planning and establishing appropriate management systems to solicit, hear and act upon the voices and priorities of affected
people, including women, older persons, adolescents and children as well as other persons with specific protection needs. This includes transparent communication about activities and
consultation with communities on decisions that affect them, while respecting the confidentiality of personal information.

3. Non-discrimination in the context of impartial humanitarian action

In line with the humanitarian principle of impartiality, humanitarian action must be carried out on the basis of need alone, giving priority to the most urgent cases of distress and making no
distinctions on the basis of nationality, race, gender, religious belief, class or political opinions. Humanitarian action must also not discriminate, reinforce or create inequalities among
affected civilians, while being inclusive of, for example, persons living with disabilities, and enhance ways to identify and address differential forms of exclusion, including those based on
societal discrimination, power structures, vulnerability, age, and gender and any other process or state that prevents individuals or groups from full participation in social, economic and
political life due to exclusionary relationships which result from social identity or social location.

4. Internal displacement and international refugee law

The Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement issued by the then-Representative of the Secretary General of the United Nations on Internal Displacement identify internationally
recognized rights and guarantees of persons who have been forcibly displaced from their homes. They provide guidance to all relevant actors regarding protection against displacement,
the framework for humanitarian assistance and protection during return, local integration in the locations where the persons have been displaced, and resettlement in another part of the
country. International refugee law (IRL), including the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees, international instruments and customary law, deals with the rights and protection of
refugees. As a mixed situation where both refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs) are affected by the crisis, the UNHCR-OCHA Joint Note on Mixed Situations and the Refugee
Coordination Model outline the accountability of UNHCR for ensuring international refugee protection and the mutual roles, responsibility and integrated humanitarian vision of the HCT.

5. Humanitarian access

Humanitarian access concerns humanitarian actors’ ability to reach populations affected by crisis, as well as an affected population’s ability to access humanitarian assistance and services. 
States bear the primary responsibility for ensuring that the basic needs of civilian populations under their control are met, and if unable or unwilling, humanitarian organizations may have 
the right to provide assistance, to ensure the affected population’s right to receive assistance, and to deliver assistance in accordance with IHL and humanitarian principles.

6. Human security and vulnerability

Human security, as defined in UNDP’s Human Development Report 1994, is a paradigm to understand vulnerability, and which includes economic security, food security, health security, 
environmental security, personal security, community security, and political security. Conflict and humanitarian emergencies pose multiple political, social, and environmental threats to human 
security, which separately and together, can affect human security and vulnerability.



CENTRALITY OF PROTECTION IN SOUTH SUDAN
PRIORITY AREAS

To ensure that protection is at the center of the humanitarian response, the HCT commits to prioritizing four key initiatives.  Each priority initiative has a 
number of strategic areas outlined in the following pages:

Priority 1

Safe & dignified access to 
life-saving assistance

The HCT will commit to ensuring 
that life saving assistance is 

prioritized based on needs and 
is delivered in a manner that is 
safe, dignified and accountable 

to those being served.

Prevention, mitigation, or 
end of grave violations.

The HCT will commit to ensuring 
strengthened advocacy and 

accountability for all violations 
of rights 

Prevention of protracted 
displacement

The HCT will commit to ensuring 
that all humanitarian activities 
are implemented through the 

lens of multi-dimensional early 
recovery. 

Prevention of sexual 
exploitation & abuse 

(PSEA)

The HCT will commit to ensuring 
that mechanisms in place to 

prevent and respond to SEA are 
strengthened and meet required 

minimum core humanitarian 
standards.

Priority 2 Priority 3 Priority 4



PRIORITY 1
PREVENTION OF SEXUAL EXPLOITATION & ABUSE 

CONTEXT & OBJECTIVE

Incidents of sexual exploitation and abuse (SEA) have grave impacts on affected individuals and communities, contravene humanitarian principles, and jeopardize the 
humanitarian response. Humanitarian actors – both UN and NGOs – must have mechanisms in place to prevent and respond to SEA and meet required minimum core 
humanitarian standards. Existing mechanisms for the prevention, reporting, and investigation of SEA need to establish stronger linkages between the UN and NGO 
communities. 

STRATEGIC AREAS ACCOUNTABILTY

1.1 Advocacy: Robust multi-lateral advocacy with key stakeholders such as national and local level actors, humanitarians, Heads 
of Agencies, private sector and peacekeeping mission. In particular national and local actors could be support in reporting 
mechanism and community sensitization. 

PSEA Task Force.

1.2 Accountability: 
- Strengthen accountability measures for all humanitarian actors through protocols, process, and concrete action plans for 

PSEA. 
- Ensure a common awareness strategy and reporting mechanism for all UN and non-UN entities. 
- Improved accountability of all relevant actors for the prevention of and response to sexual exploitation and abuse (SEA) and 

expansion of geographic coverage of SEA reporting mechanism.
- Ensure that the geographic coverage of PSEA measures is guarantee in all South Sudan, with capacity to receive SEA 

complaints, appropriately handling confidential and sensitive information, ensuring the safety of survivor.

PSEA Task Force, Head of 
Agencies, NGOs.

1.3 Services: Strengthen availability of services to survivors / encourage awareness raising and outreach on available services. 
Strengthen the report and response mechanism.

PSEA Task Force. 

1.4 Resources: Support national NGOs compliance in meeting minimum requirements to have internal mechanism in place or 
defined access to external, collective mechanisms to respond to allegations of SEA. 
Allocate adequate resources for community sensitization on SEA and awareness raising on reporting mechanisms. 

PSEA Task Force, UNCT, 
RCO.

1.5 Risk identification and management: 
- Increase numbers of SEA risk assessment conducted and risk mitigation plan developed. 
- Ensure PSEA mainstreaming at all cluster level.

PSEA Task Force, Clusters’ 
coordinators.



PRIORITY 2
SAFE & DIGNIFIED ACCESS TO LIFE-SAVING ASSISTANCE
CONTEXT & OBJECTIVE

The safety and dignity of affected populations is increasingly compromised as they are exposed to protection risks while moving to and remaining in areas where
assistance is available, including restricted freedom of movement and exposure to direct attacks, and heightened risk of GBV. In addition, the capability of humanitarians
to deliver life-saving assistance to affected populations is compromised by on-going insecurity, attacks on and killing of humanitarian workers, denial of humanitarian
access, facilitated or spontaneous population movements, and resource constraints. Persistent political instability and conflict contribute to a fragile humanitarian and
protection environment, which requires continuous analysis and deliberation for principled humanitarian action.

The HCT will commit to ensuring that life-saving assistance is prioritised based on needs identified by the affected populations and is delivered in a manner that is
safe, dignified and accountable to those being served.

STRATEGIC AREAS ACCOUNTABILTY

2.1 Advocacy: Develop and implement an HCT advocacy action plan to ensure that duty-bearers are accountable for their
responsibilities and that the HCT body take leadership on key humanitarian advocacy points as well as taking timely and decisive
advocacy actions on urgent issues affecting safe and dignified access to life saving assistance. HCT to engage with actors constraining
humanitarian access.

HCT

2.2 Needs-based response: Ensure that humanitarian assistance is prioritized based on needs, irrespective of status, gender, ethnicity or
other characteristics, or whether someone is an IDP, returnee, refugee or host community member by ensuring that the HRP, funding,
coordination and response is needs-based and that all inter-agency needs assessment tools are standardized across clusters and
agencies. In an environment with highly complex political and conflict dynamics, this also requires that assistance is informed at HCT level
by a nuanced understanding of local power dynamics, is conflict-sensitive, and prioritizes the most vulnerable and marginalized groups.

Strategic: HCT
Operational: ICWG

2.3 Protection analysis: Ensure that there is national and regional quarterly analysis of protection risks and trends through primary and
secondary monitoring and that protection analysis is communicated to the HCT and ICWG for prioritization of assistance. Protection
information sharing protocols should be established to ensure sensitive information is shared responsibly without putting anyone at risk.

Protection Cluster

2.4 Accountability: Ensure accountability to affected populations (AAP) by ensuring that data on needs and assistance is disaggregated,
that affected populations are active participants in the development of the HRP and programming and that there are regular
participatory after-action reviews completed for life-saving or emergency responses at ICWG level.

ICWG

2.5 Integrated services: Mainstream protection into existing service provision and promote scale up of specialized protection services
through enhanced funding for both static and mobile response assistance, including through scaled up funding in protection analysis and
response, ensuring evidence-informed programming SGBV prevention and response, child protection, MRE and child protection services.

HCT



PRIORITY 3
PREVENTION, MITIGATION, AND END OF GRAVE VIOLATIONS

CONTEXT & OBJECTIVE

The expertise, mandates and capacities of the HCT are mobilized to identify and respond to protection risks; to prevent and stop the recurrence of violations of IHL, IHRL, IRL, and 
grave violations committed against children in conflict; and to advocate for accountability for rights violations. The conflict in South Sudan has severely undermined the already weak rule of law  
creating a culture of impunity for armed groups and others, resulting in a cycle of violence continuing to pose threats to life, safety and freedom for civilians across South Sudan. Impunity for 
crimes and lack of redress or remedial assistance for victims of crime and human rights violations, whether politically-motivated or not, is reported to have a disproportionate impact on women, 
children, minorities, through intimidation or harassment, physical or other abuse, gender-based violence, and others.

STRATEGIC AREAS ACCOUNTABILTY

3.1 Reporting: Reinforce that all HCT members have a responsibility to ensure the centrality of protection through regular 
reporting on protection concerns, known violations of IHL, bringing critical protection concerns to the attention of the 
Protection Cluster or HCT, as appropriate. 

HCT / Protection Cluster/ OCHA

3.2 Protection, prevention, and mitigation: HCT to develop a strategic approach to advocacy on protection through: a) 
common messages on key protection concerns including the reaffirmation of the primary responsibility of national authorities 
for the security, safety, and wellbeing of civilians and displaced persons throughout the country; b) issuance of quarterly 
position paper on protection of civilians, IHL and IHRL, issues of grave violations against children, and protection of vital
civilian infrastructure or objects accorded specific protection; and c) advocacy plan to encourage parties to the conflict to
abide by IHL and reinforce national advocacy efforts through engagement with regional and international stakeholders, as 
well as with local authorities. 

HCT / Protection Cluster /
OHCHR (UNMISS HRD)

3.3 Accountability: HCT to establish a core group to guide proactive engagement with the parties to the conflict and/or 
duty-bearers on accountability for violations of IHL and IHRL, grave violations committed against children, and other 
relevant violations and abuses.  Engagement will focus on institutions’ and duty-bearers’ responsibility to address individual 
cases of violations and the importance of strengthening institutions and creating a culture of accountability and the rule of
law.

HCT /Protection Cluster / 
OHCHR (UNMISS HRD)

3.4 Engagement:  In conjunction with the Human Rights Up Front Initiative, HCT to initiate a strategic roadmap with parties to 
the conflict, taking into account political, security, human rights and humanitarian priorities, to end violence and human rights 
violations, including against women and children.  The need to address the root causes of conflict and displacement, along 
with the importance of social cohesion, will be considered at all relevant stages and accountability as highlighted in 
Strategic Area 3.3 will be a critical component. 

HCT / Protection Cluster



PRIORITY 4
PREVENTING PROTRACTED DISPLACEMENT AND SUPPORTING 
EARLY RECOVERY

CONTEXT & OBJECTIVE

While there have been positive developments on the road toward forming a Transitional Government of National Unity, neither the signing of the R-ARCSS nor the willingness of 
people to return should be taken as sufficient conditions for durable solutions. Securing truly durable solutions is a complex process involving multiple challenges that lie at the heart 
of the humanitarian development nexus, including human rights, economic stability, and peacebuilding, that might be realized only years after physical movement to the place of 
origin or settlement occurs. Uncertainties in the peace environment, deepening economic crisis, fracturing of social support networks, and cyclical natural disasters suggest movement 
towards solutions will be fragmented and subject to relapse. In this environment, it is essential that humanitarian and development actors coordinate to invest in principled early 
recovery at all levels of the on-going response to expedite the achievement of durable solutions and avoid further protracted displacement.
The HCT will commit to ensuring that all humanitarian activities are implemented through the lens of multidimensional early recovery such that the humanitarian response 
serves as a catalyst for self-sustaining, nationally-owned development opportunities. 

STRATEGIC AREAS ACCOUNTABILTY

4.1 Advocacy: The primary responsibility to provide for durable solutions and prevent protracted displacement rests with national authorities. The HCT will
therefor develop and implement an advocacy action plan to ensure that duty bearers are accountable for their responsibilities and that the HCT body take
leadership on key humanitarian advocacy points as well as taking timely and decisive advocacy actions on urgent issues affecting safe, dignified, informed,
and voluntary access to durable solutions.

HCT

4.2 Needs-based response: Uneven economic development and security environment across South Sudan risk shaping patterns of return and relocation, and
indeed the future of the country. Even as the HCT supports close collaboration between humanitarian and development actors, special care must be taken to
ensure that humanitarian assistance is prioritised based on needs and does not leave behind geographic areas and ethnic groups most acutely affected by the
crisis. This also requires that opportunities for early recovery are offered to all crisis-affected and displaced persons, regardless of displacement status. Any
early recovery assistance must be informed at HCT level by nuanced understanding of local power dynamics, be conflict-sensitive, and prioritise the most
vulnerable and marginalized groups.

Strategic: HCT
Operational:
ICWG

4.3 Protection analysis: Ensure that there is regular protection analysis produced at the national and local levels of protection risks and trends and conflict
dynamics. Analysis should consider both areas of return and settlement, as well as locations of displacement, and consider intentions of displaced persons and
receptivity of communities of return. Protection analysis is communicated to the HCT and ICWG for prioritization of assistance, including the necessity of
supporting early return for those facing acute protection risks.

Protection Cluster

4.4 Consultation and accountability: Build opportunities for public, open civil conversations about good governance, peacebuilding, and the path toward
durable solutions in all response to protracted displacement. All activities should be driven by the needs and wishes of displaced persons and affected
communities, both those hosting displaced persons and those likely to receive them.

ICWG

4.5 Protection services: Promote the scale up of specialized protection services through enhance funding and capacity for both static and mobile response
assistance, especially including information sharing with displaced and affected communities, as well as case management mechanisms for early return of
acute protection cases to areas that are not yet conducive for return.

HCT



MONITORING AND EVALUATION
The HCT Protection Strategy covers the period of two years in order to
ensure consistent and sustained approaches and mobilization of resources.

In light of the dynamic nature of the conflict and humanitarian emergency
in South Sudan, the strategy will be considered a working document to be
amended depending on developments which require high-level
intervention by the HCT.

An action plan will be drafted to monitor implementation of the collective
protection outcomes of the HCT Protection Strategy, including clarifying the
roles and responsibilities of all humanitarian actors in the actions and
outcomes of the strategy.

The HCT, through a designated task force on centrality of protection, will
monitor the implementation of the activities, and review the Action Plan
regularly, at least on a quarterly basis and update it as required.
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