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Executive Summary

The changing nature of confl ict and humanitarian emergencies has created an increasing need to 
articulate and prioritize the case for protecting civilians. Civilians, mostly women and children, 
now comprise 90 percent of all casualties in contemporary armed confl ict. Protection is fi rst and 
foremost the responsibility of states, which, under international law, are obligated to protect those 
within their territorial boundaries. When a state is unable or unwilling to protect, the international 
community has a responsibility to step in until such time as the state can re-assume its obligation.  

Protection has traditionally been seen as the role of specialized agencies within the international 
community having a specifi c protection mandate, namely the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) and the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC). Given the 
growing awareness of the magnitude of protection gaps in confl ict situations, however, humanitarian 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) can play a complementary role in ensuring the dignity 
and rights of individuals by incorporating a “protection lens” in the provision of humanitarian 
assistance. 

This paper presents the concept of protection as a collective responsibility, while recognizing the 
mandates of the ICRC and UNHCR. As such, it highlights the ways in which different agencies can 
bring their diverse mandates, areas of geographic coverage, sources of infl uence, and tools to bear 
on protection issues through specifi c, practical examples of how this may be achieved in complex 
emergencies.

Building upon the ICRC defi nition of protection as “all activities aimed at obtaining full respect 
for the rights of the individual in accordance with the letter and the spirit of the relevant bodies of 
law,” this paper provides a holistic framework for responsive action, remedial action, and actions to 
create an environment that promotes respect for the rights of individuals.  

In confl ict situations, protection entails more than physical protection from attack since extensive 
harm often occurs when civilian populations lack access to adequate means of meeting basic 
needs. By helping to meet basic needs such as those for food, shelter, or basic health services, 
humanitarian intervention may be a fi rst step in mitigating and preventing further harm. Integrating 
protection into relief activities does not mean, however, that protection and humanitarian assistance 
are one and the same.  An integrated approach requires extensive attention to policy, threats, risks, 
community assets, practice, capacity building, and effective monitoring and reporting, among other 
considerations. Protection cannot be treated as an afterthought and must be included at the start of 
designing or implementing any assistance.  

Humanitarian assistance programs, when designed well and appropriately implemented, can serve 
to amplify protection.  Further, the integration of protection elements can enable humanitarian 
agencies to achieve their own organizational goals more effectively.



Six specifi c areas in which protection may be put into practice are identifi ed.

Multi-sectoral Integration: Protection concerns should be considered and inform the design of 
humanitarian services in sectors such as food, shelter, health, education, and water and sanitation. 
The way in which humanitarian assistance is provided is critical to increasing protection. For 
example, water/sanitation teams can consult with women to identify appropriate locations and 
lighting for latrines; safe access by women to water or cooking fuel can reduce the risk of sexual 
exploitation; and teachers can provide valuable information on ways to prevent underage military 
recruitment. 

Data Collection: Accurate statistics and monitoring of reports according to age and gender are 
critical to understanding trends, specifi c risks, and potential solutions. All humanitarian agencies 
can contribute to enhanced protection by collecting and disaggregating data by age and gender as 
part of any assessment and by sharing data with those agencies focusing on protection activities.   

Capacity Building: Humanitarian staff must be trained in the skills and tools needed to design 
programs that integrate protection and humanitarian services, prevent exploitation and abuse, 
identify risks and threats, and take appropriate steps to report violations. Building the capacity 
of governments and local authorities is also highly important, as they maintain the primary 
responsibility to protect people within their territory. Donors, too, can build capacity within the 
international community by identifying and bringing forward best practices, creating venues for 
the exchange of learning, and ensuring that their grantees pay specifi c attention to the protection 
implications of their planned activities as well as include such concerns in their documentation.  

Coordination: Protection is often enhanced simply through the presence of international staff.  
Sectoral and inter-agency coordination should ensure that regular monitoring visits are scheduled 
to all locations where protection is a priority concern. Agencies should designate protection focal 
points within their organizations, collect and present protection issues and concerns across sectors, 
participate in local protection meetings, and provide inputs to the lead protection agencies. 

Advocacy: Dialogue and discussion, as well as public statements, may be effective tools to bring 
about change and enhance protection in any given context. Such choices depend upon the mandate 
of the agency and the profi le of activities within the local environment. Agencies can serve as local 
voices for encouraging partners to deliver aid in a manner that assists the most vulnerable people. 

Through these and related activities, agencies may contribute to integrated approaches that help 
to fulfi ll a collective responsibility regarding protection and create systems of comprehensive 
protection that will make human rights a reality.
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Introduction

Protection is fi rst and foremost the responsibility of states, 
which, under international law, are obligated to protect those 
within their territorial boundaries. When a state is unable 
or unwilling to protect, the international humanitarian 
community, including United Nations agencies as well as 
intergovernmental and non-governmental organizations, has a 
responsibility to act. The task of the international humanitarian 
community is to provide protection on a temporary basis, 
while assisting the state to re-assume its obligation. 

In many contemporary humanitarian emergencies, states are 
unable or unwilling to fulfi ll their protection responsibilities. 
Nowhere are states’ obligations to provide protection more 
urgent than in situations of armed confl ict, which often result 
from ethno-political confl ict or state collapse. Contemporary 
armed confl icts are increasingly characterized by violence 
targeting civilians, which creates large numbers of vulnerable 
people, including refugees and internally displaced people, 
the majority of whom are women and children. Populations 
of concern face not only physical risks to their security, but 
also environments that threaten their rights and compromise 
their dignity. Often, the protection needs signifi cantly outstrip 
government capacities to respond. When this occurs, it is 
vital for international actors to help protect civilians. 

Humanitarian protection has historically been perceived as 
the sole responsibility of specialized agencies having specifi c 
mandates in this area. The International Committee of the 
Red Cross (ICRC) and the Offi ce of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) are the only agencies 
that have internationally recognized mandates and the 
operational capacity to uphold protection, be it of civilians 
in general or refugees in particular, in complex emergencies 
and confl icts. The ICRC is the guardian of the application 
of the Geneva Conventions, the foundation of international 
humanitarian law. UNHCR’s particular protection mandate 
derives from the 1951 Convention on the Status of Refugees 
and its 1967 Protocol.

Although the main responsibilities for the protection of 
civilians rest with states and, where appropriate, the ICRC 
and UNHCR, humanitarian agencies also have a part to play 
in protection. The thesis of this paper is that protection ought 
to be a collective priority and that all humanitarian agencies 

should contribute to the protection of confl ict-affected 
people through the integration of protection elements into 
multi-sectoral humanitarian service delivery. The nature and 
magnitude of recent humanitarian emergencies have led the 
international community to take a new look at protection, 
with a growing recognition that non-governmental 
organizations, community-based organizations, and others 
may help to ensure the dignity and rights of individuals 
while providing relief assistance. Amid the growing threat 
to civilian populations and the existing protection gaps, 
humanitarian agencies increasingly seek to complement the 
distinct mandates of the ICRC and UNHCR by integrating 
a “protection lens” into their work. Well-defi ned options 
are lacking, however, for those agencies that are committed 
to fully integrating a protection perspective into their 
operations.  

This paper focuses on non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) and other humanitarian agencies, not seeking to 
detract from the responsibilities of the nation state or the 
mandated protection agencies, but suggesting that other 
humanitarian agencies can play a complementary role that 
contributes to more comprehensive protection. It argues that 
by integrating protection into their work, humanitarian actors 
can improve the overall protection status and environment of 
populations at risk, and as a result agencies will be even more 
effective at reaching vulnerable populations most in need. 
Offering an expanded vision of protection that includes the 
reduction of emotional and social risks as well as the reduction 
of physical risks, it also provides practical suggestions about 
how to integrate protection into humanitarian assistance.

The ICRC’s defi nition of protection, which it developed in 
collaboration with 50 human rights and humanitarian NGOs, 
is a useful starting point for a discussion aimed at integrating 
protection and humanitarian assistance. Protection consists 
of “all activities aimed at obtaining full respect for the rights 
of the individual in accordance with the letter and the spirit 
of the relevant bodies of law.”2  The ICRC outlines a holistic 
framework that includes responsive action, remedial action, 
and actions to create an environment that promotes respect 
for the rights of individuals. This framework will be adopted 
here as the foundation for implementing an integrated 
approach to protection. It also provides practical examples 
of how protection may be integrated into the humanitarian 
operations of agencies in complex emergencies. 

1 This paper was produced by members of InterAction’s Protection Working Group whose aim is to enhance the capacity of humanitarian actors in the 
protection of refugees, internally displaced persons and civilians affected by confl ict. 
2 “Strengthening Protection in War:  A search for professional standards,” ICRC, May 2001, ed. Sylvie Giossi Caverzasio.
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Protection as a Collective Priority

An integrated approach to protection has growing support 
over a more limited agency-specifi c approach, largely 
because protection needs are too great to be met by a small 
handful of agencies. 

A specifi c advantage to conceptualizing protection as a 
collective response is that different agencies can bring their 
diverse mandates, areas of geographic coverage, sources of 
infl uence, and tools to bear on protection issues, creating 
complementarities that help to fi ll the protection gaps that 
exist currently. 

Contemporary armed confl icts, now fought in backyards 
and main streets, harm civilians on a new scale and create 
more pervasive threats. A century ago, nearly 90 percent of 
war-related casualties were soldiers; today approximately 
90 percent of confl ict casualties are civilians.3 Increasingly 
confl icts are waged within a state’s borders, and the majority 
of displaced populations will never cross an international 
boundary. The internally displaced remain in perilous 
conditions while denied the internationally recognized 
protections afforded to refugees. Although governments 
have the primary responsibility for protecting citizens, 
intra-state wars often shatter or overwhelm government 
capacities for protection, and governments may in fact be 
perpetrators of violence against their own citizens. The 
situation is compounded by an unclear international system 
of protection for internally displaced persons and frequent 
problems of access to populations in need.  

The majority of confl ict-affected populations are children, 
women and the elderly. Unless risks and assets are 
differentiated by age and gender, steps to strengthen protection 
may end up doing more damage despite good intentions. 
Women face specifi c risks of gender-based violence, while 
men face specifi c risks of marginalization and conscription. 
Girls may not have access to community services on an 
equitable basis and are at risk of sexual violence; boys 
and girls may be targeted for abduction into armed forces. 
Many children suffer enormous protection risks by virtue of 
having been separated from their parents or caretakers, or 
of suffering attack and loss of home, belongings and hope 
for the future. Without understanding the specifi c gender and 
social dynamics of the situation, protection interventions 
may provide only superfi cial or temporary improvements 
without addressing underlying threats.  

These and other human rights violations raise issues that 
go well beyond physical protection. For example, a woman 

who has been raped may continue to suffer by virtue of 
being marginalized and stigmatized. A man who is deprived 
of his livelihood may suffer depression or become abusive.  
Similarly, a child who has been abducted and forced to kill 
members of his own village or family may carry invisible 
emotional wounds and social stigma that make it diffi cult to 
access the full array of rights such as the right to education. 
Comprehensive protection requires attention to the social and 
emotional as well as the physical aspects of emergencies.

Protection is also necessary to strengthen the ability of 
individuals and communities to guard themselves and others 
from future threats, laying the framework for reconstruction 
and recovery.  Protection is not only a retroactive measure to 
be taken when violations have already occurred.  

Although the humanitarian community shows increased 
awareness of the need for a collective response to 
protection,4 a major obstacle is that few roadmaps exist for 
how humanitarian agencies can contribute. The culture of 
many agencies prevents involvement in or even a discussion 
of protection work, as this is seen to be a departure from 
perceived neutrality or a controversial issue that calls for 
special expertise. Further, many agencies view their relief 
expertise as their strategic contribution to the humanitarian 
effort and as the core of their comparative advantage. 
To get involved in protection is to risk drifting from the 
organization’s mandate and compromising its identity. This 
perceived division between protection and humanitarian 
assistance limits the construction of holistic approaches to 
protection. Field experience in this realm, however, argues 
that this division is artifi cial and shows that agencies with 
varying sectoral expertise can all contribute to protection 
without departing from their humanitarian mandate and 
typical operations. 

3   Sivard, R. World Military and Social Expenditures 1991, 14th ed. Washington: World Priorities, 1991. 
4   Minear, L. The Humanitarian Enterprise: Dilemmas & Discoveries. Bloomfi eld, CT: Kumarian, 2002.

“Protection and 
humanitarian assistance 
are inextricably 
connected by their 
common purpose of 
safeguarding and 
actualizing basic rights.”
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The Case for Integrating Protection and Humanitarian 
Assistance

Protection and humanitarian assistance are inextricably 
connected by their common purpose of safeguarding and 
actualizing basic rights. In confl ict situations, physical 
protection is crucial. It is limiting, however, to think of 
protection only or primarily in terms of stopping attacks 
or standing between civilians and the potential perpetrator 
who wields a gun. Further, the presence of strong systems 
for monitoring and preventing attacks, discrimination, and 
exploitation of civilians does not by itself constitute holistic 
protection. Extensive harm often occurs when civilian 
populations lack access to adequate means of meeting basic 
needs. By helping to meet basic needs such as those for food, 
shelter, or basic health services, humanitarian intervention 
helps to mitigate and prevent harm. 

Human rights standards and policies delineate the legal 
protections to which people are entitled, while humanitarian 
assistance is often one of the means through which essential 
protections are provided. Humanitarian assistance is a means 
of making rights a reality. If policy and practice are not fully 
integrated, then there is a risk that verbal commitments to 
protection will serve only as a moral salve and distract from 
the diffi cult challenge of providing assistance in ways that 
enhance protection.

Prevention is a vital component of protection. Protection exists 
in name only if human rights violations occur routinely but no 
one takes action until after they have occurred. Humanitarian 
assistance can help to prevent rights abuses by addressing the 
causes of abuse and by mitigating the conditions that enable 
human rights violations. Humanitarian assistance programs, 
when designed well and appropriately implemented, can 
serve to amplify protection. If, for example, sexual abuse 
against refugee women occurs as women walk long distances 
along unprotected paths to obtain water or cooking wood, an 
important step toward protection is to increase safe access to 
clean water or fuel. This can be accomplished through the 
use of participatory approaches in which women in the camp 
decide where to locate a water source and how to enable 
safe access. In addition to reducing the problems of physical 
assault, this participatory approach builds the self-reliance 
that helps people achieve a sense of dignity and deal with 
overwhelming experiences.

Humanitarian assistance can also promote protection by 
reducing sources of vulnerability. If unaccompanied minors 
are at risk of being recruited by armed groups, assistance 
can focus on family reunifi cation as a means of reducing 

children’s vulnerability and preventing child recruitment. 
More broadly, if it is designed with an eye toward protection, 
it can help to address the social injustices that spawn human 
rights abuses. In this respect, humanitarian assistance is an 
indispensable part of comprehensive protection systems.

The connection between protection and humanitarian assistance 
is visible also in what happens when assistance causes damage. 
Research has indicated consistently that assistance can 
inadvertently cause harm to civilian populations by creating 
dependency, making civilians targets for attack, or increasing 
the power of local groups, who then discriminate against or 
attack others.5 Humanitarian aid workers and organizations 
have a responsibility to minimize their negative impacts and 
to avoid creating or worsening risks to local people. However, 
humanitarian actors can do much more than “doing no harm.” 
A minimalist approach will not meet the challenges outlined 
above. A wider concept of protection is needed in order to 
integrate humanitarian assistance and protection.

Towards an Integrated Vision

Although understandings of protection are evolving, the 
ICRC’s defi nition of protection cited at the beginning of this 
paper provides a common framework and basis for discussion. 
The UN’s Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC), which 
includes NGO representation, recognizes this defi nition. By 
including “all activities aimed at obtaining full respect for 
rights of the individual” within the context of international 
humanitarian law, the ICRC approach serves as an excellent 
platform for integrating protection and humanitarian 
assistance.6 By highlighting that protection is rooted in 
internationally recognized laws, it provides a framework for 
intervention. By stressing the importance of respect, it also 
indicates the importance of addressing emotional and social 
risks. Its strong prevention emphasis resonates with the view 
that protection and prevention are interconnected. 

Assistance reaches across various categories of humanitarian 
action. For example, the provision of food to a minority 
group of people who previously had been denied access to 
appropriate food is an important response to a current abuse, 
and it is also a remedial action that restores dignity and 
adequate living conditions. Coupled with steps such as land 
reform and support for sustainable agriculture, assistance in 
achieving food security can be an integral part of creating an 
environment in which human rights, dignity and well-being 
are protected.

Individuals and communities play the most active role in 
providing their own protection. Protection is an ongoing 

5  Anderson, M. Do No Harm: How AID Can Support Peace—Or War. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 1999.
6  IASC. Growing the Sheltering Tree: Protecting Rights Through Humanitarian Action. New York, UNICEF, 2002.
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process by which people provide for the fullest realization 
of their own rights, their own potential, and that of their 
communities. The role of humanitarian actors is to build 
upon these ongoing activities, recognizing their strengths 
and constructing a comprehensive approach that meets 
prioritized needs. Protection is not something that is “done” 
to people, but is rather a concept that is developed and acted 
upon with individuals and communities.  

Integration does not mean that protection and humanitarian 
assistance are one and the same. The provision of 
humanitarian assistance in and of itself does not constitute 
protection, which requires extensive attention to policy, 
practice, capacity building, and effective monitoring and 
reporting, among others. Protection cannot be treated as 
an afterthought and must be integrated into the design and 
implementation of assistance programs deliberately and 
early in the process.  

The integrated approach outlined here is not a call to 
abandon the distinction between humanitarian assistance 
and protection but to recognize and strengthen the 
complementarities between them. Humanitarian aid agencies 
do not need to redefi ne themselves as protection agencies. 
Aid and protection agencies should continue their respective 
emphases but recognize their interrelations. To achieve 
integration, it is vital to implement protection and develop 
a strategy for strengthening the complementarities between 
protection and humanitarian assistance.

To succeed, the integrated vision must achieve clarity in regard 
to the roles and responsibilities of different humanitarian 
actors. The division of labor envisioned here maintains the 
primacy of the mandated protection agencies and also entails 
a supplementary but important role for other humanitarian 
actors, including NGOs. The ICRC and UNHCR will continue 
to play the lead role in protection in situations in which 
governments are unable to meet their protection obligations. 
To complement the work of the mandated protection agencies, 
the other humanitarian actors will deliver humanitarian 
assistance in a manner that strengthens protection. In addition, 
as outlined below, they will also complement the work of the 
ICRC and UNHCR through data collection, capacity building, 
coordination and advocacy.

Implementing Protection

The task of protecting vulnerable people is challenging for both 
practical and conceptual reasons. Practically, the promotion 
of protection approaches is usually done in an insecure and 

fl uid environment. Conceptually, the challenge is to ground 
protection in specifi c actions while recognizing that protection 
is a concept that cannot be encompassed by any particular 
list of activities. Since each situation poses new challenges 
that may require unique, creative responses, protection defi es 
the checklist approach of assuming that adequate protections 
exist once particular items such as a monitoring and reporting 
system have been established. In this respect, protection 
is as much an orientation and a way of approaching one’s 
humanitarian work as it is a set of particular activities. For 
those who engage in humanitarian assistance, this orientation 
is guided at every stage by questions such as the following: 
Who is most vulnerable in the situation? How does my work 
contribute to protection? In what ways could it place people at 
risk? What additional steps could I take to help strengthen the 
protection of local people? 

Practical steps for putting protection into practice are outlined 
below.7 They are offered not as a blueprint for how to protect 
vulnerable people but as illustrations of how humanitarian 
agencies can contribute practically to protection in their 
ongoing work.

Multi-Sectoral Integration: A fundamental step toward 
improved protection in humanitarian crises is to integrate 
protection concerns into humanitarian services in sectors such 
as food, shelter, health, education, and water and sanitation. 
The following examples from the fi eld illustrate only a few 
practical ways in which integration may be achieved.8

 In Pakistan, teachers worked with the community to 
identify, monitor, and report on violations such as 
abductions, forced recruitment, and other problems 
facing children.  

 In a refugee camp in Sierra Leone, sanitation experts 
consulted with women to map risks and develop a 
camp protection plan, including proper lighting and 
location of latrines as well as the construction of 
lockable latrines for girls and women.

 In an IDP camp in Northern Uganda, food aid was 
planned with the assistance of women, who typically 
manage household resources.  Women received the 
food and ensured that it was given to all the children 
in the household.

 Following the return by Afghan refugees to their 
demolished village, local communities planned 
infrastructure projects, which were then implemented 
by youth who gained valuable life skills, and who 
otherwise would have been idling and at risk of 
joining armed groups.

7  Additional discussion of practical steps may be found in: Paul, D. Protection in practice: Field –Level Strategies for Protecting Civilians from Deliberate 
Harm. Relief and Rehabilitation Network Paper No. 30. London: Overseas Development Institute, 1999.
8  Additional examples may be found in IASC, op. cit.
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 In Guinea, refugee camp managers, camp guards, 
and local military offi cers were trained in the rights 
of civilians, including specifi c risks to children, 
reducing abuse and re-recruitment of children. 

 In a settlement area in Angola, non-formal education 
activities were established to enhance children’s 
sense of safety, stability and predictability, to 
strengthen their life skills and coping mechanisms, 
and to support their intellectual, emotional, and 
social development. 

Two key points about multi-sectoral integration warrant 
attention. First, increased protection is achievable through 
the manner in which humanitarian aid is applied. Targeting 
vulnerable groups, enabling women’s participation, and 
making linkages across sectors are all ways in which 
protection can be strengthened in the context of ongoing 
humanitarian work. The practice of protection is something 
everyone can and should contribute to—it is not a matter to 
be left only to protection specialists. 

Second, the integration of protection elements enables 
humanitarian agencies to achieve their own goals, such as 
reducing infant mortality, more effectively. Actions that 
further protection also amplify the impact of humanitarian 
service delivery. For example, fi eld experience has shown 
that food delivery per se does not ensure the well-being of 
vulnerable children, who may receive inadequate portions or 
whose parents decide to use the food in other ways. In the 
Uganda example above, the modifi ed approach of delivering 
food aid to women ensured that children’s basic needs were 
met while also promoting empowerment. In this sense, 
protection is not an add-on to humanitarian work but is an 
indispensable part of working in the most effective manner.

Data Collection: A signifi cant impediment to protection 
in many emergencies is the lack of accurate data regarding 
vulnerable people, including women and children. A visitor 
to IDP and refugee camps often fi nds that no accurate 
count exists of at-risk people such as women or children 
in different age groups. This situation makes it diffi cult to 
assess accurately the kind and depth of the needs that exist 
and to plan for the provision of services. All humanitarian 
agencies could contribute to protection by collecting 
and disaggregating data by age and gender as part of any 
assessment. Through regular sharing of this data with 
mandated protection agencies, the humanitarian community 
could achieve a clearer picture of the protection situation.

Capacity Building: A holistic approach to protection requires 
building capacity within agencies, partner agencies and 

authorities on the ground, and communities themselves. A 
fundamental part of this capacity building is to ensure that all 
humanitarian workers have a basic understanding of human 
rights and international legal standards for protection.9 

Since problems of sexual exploitation can and do arise from the 
presence of humanitarian workers in crisis situations, it is vital 
that all humanitarian agencies train their workers to prevent 
abuse, identify risks and threats, and take appropriate steps to 
report violations. Development of an institutional culture that 
emphasizes respect of rights and protection of benefi ciaries is 
critical to effective programming. All staff should know the 
related IASC Code of Conduct10 and should have indicated in 
writing their willingness to abide by it. Training, however, is 
needed to prepare managers for developing effective systems 
of monitoring and reporting, taking appropriate measures to 
prevent sexual exploitation and other forms of abuse. Training 
is also needed to help workers follow appropriate procedures, 
take ownership of the Code and its implementation, and 
negotiate the maze of ethical and cultural issues that arise in 
regard to sexual harassment and exploitation. 

Signifi cant capacity building is also needed to achieve multi-
sectoral integration. Refugee and IDP camp managers would 
benefi t from training in how to collect and integrate protection 
data from sectors such as health, education, and water and 
sanitation.11 For NGOs, training is needed to help workers 
acquire the skills and tools needed to construct integrated 
programs. Training and awareness-raising dialogues are 
needed at multiple levels to stimulate the changed orientation 
that is needed. Chief executive offi cers and key program 
managers, for example, need to buy into the effort and to set 
and enforce new policies that support integration and create 
the expectation that protection is a priority. 

9  Darcy, J. Human Rights and International Legal Standards: What Do Relief Workers Need To Know? Relief and Rehabilitation Network Paper No. 19 
London: Overseas Development Institute, 1997.
10  IASC. Report of the IASC Task Force on Protection From Sexual Exploitation and Abuse in Humanitarian Crises. New York: Author, 2002.
11  NGO Consortium on the Care and Protection of Children. Sexual Exploitation Within a Wider Protection Context: An Assessment in the Mano River 
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Since protection in the context of humanitarian assistance 
is a rapidly evolving fi eld, standards for program quality 
and assessment of impact are needed. Donors as well as 
implementing partners have a role to play, for example, in 
helping to identify and bring forward best practices and to 
create venues for mutual learning about how to do protection 
work more effectively. Donors also have a key role to play 
in ensuring that their grantees do no harm in regard to 
protection and document effective ways of strengthening 
protection. Donors may also contribute by requiring that 
grantees submit a plan that outlines how their program will 
contribute to protection.

Capacity building is particularly important in regard to 
governments since they have the primary obligation to protect 
people within their territory. It is vital to build the capacity 
of national and local government offi cials by including them 
in planning dialogues, assessments, trainings, and policy 
discussions. Capacity building should be approached as a 
project of mutual learning in which both local people and 
outsiders contribute useful tools and perspectives and construct 
culturally appropriate, sustainable means of protection.

Coordination: A key to holistic protection is effective 
coordination among many partners such as local people, camp 
managers, district offi cials, national government agencies 
and offi cials, NGOs and intergovernmental agencies. In many 
cases, the presence of international staff can in itself decrease 
protection threats and violations, and this simple tool should 
be fully applied by ensuring that there are regular visits to 
all locations where protection is a priority concern. Another 
practical step that humanitarian agencies can take is to 
participate regularly in local protection meetings, exchanging 
protection information and views about how to strengthen 
local protection. Such meetings might be convened by the 
agencies having specifi c protection mandates, but in order to 
be most effective should include all organizations operating 
in a crisis. Using inputs from these meetings, the mandated 
protection agencies can respond effectively to rights abuses 
and suggest how NGOs and other humanitarian actors can 
help to fi ll protection gaps. In this system, coordination and 
accountable action are inextricably linked.

Too often, local information about protection is structured 
vertically by sectors. However, since health agencies do not 
meet regularly with education agencies or shelter agencies 
regarding protection, little exchange occurs across sectors, 
making it diffi cult to construct a holistic picture of local 
protection issues or comprehensive systems of achieving 
protection. Humanitarian organizations should designate 
protection focal points within their organizations to collect and 
present protection issues and concerns. Simple steps such as 
participating in protection meetings and, where no protection 
coordination meetings occur, helping to organize one can 
help to strengthen inter-sectoral means of protection. Senior 
managers need to recognize this as a priority and encourage 
involvement of their fi eld staff in such initiatives.

Advocacy: Many relief agencies regard policy advocacy as 
too political and removed from their mission of delivering 
urgently needed assistance to warrant their direct involvement. 
However, advocacy occurs also through other forms of 
infl uence such as dialogue and education, which may be 
well within the interests of any relief agency. Humanitarian 
agencies can contribute practically to stronger protection 
in multiple ways. For example, NGOs can serve as local 
voices for encouraging partners to deliver aid in a manner 
that assists the most vulnerable people. In meetings with 
other humanitarian partners, they can serve as protection 
champions who help to place protection on the agenda and 
make it a priority. Similarly, donor agencies can educate their 
respective governments about the value of taking integrated 
approaches to assistance, and they can make it a policy to 
ensure that their funded work will strengthen protection. 

As these practical steps indicate, there are many pathways 
through which agencies may contribute to holistic protection. 
Humanitarian agencies do not need to transform themselves 
into protection agencies but can do their part to strengthen 
protection by integrating protection approaches into their 
humanitarian work. Ultimately, integrated approaches help to 
close current protection gaps, fulfi ll collective responsibilities 
regarding protection, and create systems of comprehensive 
protection that will make human rights a reality.
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Additional Reading & Resources

Anderson, M.B., Do No Harm:  How Aid Can Support Peace—or War, (Boulder:  Lynne Rienner, 1999).
An examination of the impact that international humanitarian and development assistance programs have on war-torn societies, in particular the ways that 
assistance can inadvertently reinforce divisions within communities and further contribute to confl ict. Calling for a redesign of international aid programs in 
confl ict-affected societies, Anderson cites examples of creative approaches to the provision of international assistance that support the processes through which 
communities are able to disengage from war.   Do No Harm is published by Lynne Rienner Publishers and can be ordered at the following website:  http://www.
rienner.com/viewbook.cfm?BOOKID=88&search=do%20no%20harm

Darcy, J., “Human Rights and International Legal Standards:  What do Relief Workers Need to  Know?” Relief and Rehabilitation Network Paper 19, 
Overseas Development Institute, London, 1997.
This paper presents humanitarian action in the context of the international human rights framework and calls for the recognition of humanitarian protection 
and assistance as “humanitarian rights.” It concludes with a set of recommendations, including a call for the inclusion of an assessment of protection needs in 
all humanitarian needs assessments.  “Human Rights and International Legal Standards” is available online at: http://www.odi.org.uk/pppg/activities/concepts_
analysis/rightsinaction/Publications/networkpaperNo19.pdf

ICRC, Strengthening Protection in War:  A Search for Professional Standards, (Geneva:  International Committee of the Red Cross, 2001), ed. Sylvie 
Giossi Caverzasio.

Presenting the results of a series of ICRC workshops around the protection of civilians in armed confl ict and situations of internal violence, the book aims 
to promote the sharing of principles and practices around protection and to raise the professionalism and effi cacy of agencies engaged in activities around 
protection. Strengthening Protection in War is published by the ICRC and can be ordered at the following website:
http://www.icrc.org/Web/eng/siteeng0.nsf/iwpList125/C751BDF4EDB54F30C1256C5A0052C899

Inter-Agency Standing Committee, Growing the Sheltering Tree:  Protecting Rights Through Humanitarian Action, (Geneva: Inter-Agency Standing 
Committee, 2002.

Arguing that the protection of human rights is fundamental to the general effectiveness of humanitarian assistance, this publication provides a collection of 
fi eld practices that incorporate a rights-based approach to humanitarian assistance programs. Following a general discussion of protection, it presents a series 
of sample practices collected from a variety of national and international non-governmental organizations and government agencies from fi eld studies in 
Afghanistan, Kosovo, Sierra Leone, and Sudan.   Growing the Sheltering Tree is available online at: http://www.unicef.org/publications/index_4397.html

Inter-Agency Standing Committee, “Report of the Task Force on Protection from Sexual Exploitation and Abuse in Humanitarian Crises,” 2002.
This report identifi es factors in humanitarian crises that contribute to the occurrence of sexual exploitation and abuse and gaps within the existing international 
humanitarian system in the protection against sexual exploitation and abuse. It provides a plan of action that identifi es the “essential actions” for the international 
humanitarian community to take to more effectively prevent and respond to sexual exploitation and abuse in humanitarian crises. The “Report of the Task Force 
on Protection from Sexual Exploitation and Abuse in Humanitarian Crises” is available online at: http://www.unicef.org/emerg/IASCTFReport.pdf

Paul, D., “Protection in Practice:  Field Level Strategies for Protecting Civilians from Deliberate Harm,” Relief and Rehabilitation Network Paper 30, 
Overseas Development Institute, London, 1999.

This paper maintains that international organizations can enhance protection in areas where violations occur. The paper discusses the concept of protection and 
offers extensive examples of fi eld-level strategies and tactics that have been used to prevent or mitigate abuses. It suggests appointing a “focal point” agency in 
each emergency that will seek to coordinate the protection effort. “Protection in Practice” is available online at: http://www.odihpn.org/report.asp?ID=2118

Slim, Hugo and Louis Enrique Eguren, “Humanitarian Protection:  A Guidance Booklet,” ALNAP, 2004.
This booklet serves as a general guide for individuals managing any form of humanitarian response that includes protection. It describes the ideas behind 
humanitarian protection, identifi es the fundamentals of basic protection-focused programming and offers guidance on how to monitor and evaluate humanitarian 
action and its results in protection terms.  “Humanitarian Protection,” is available online at: http://www.alnap.org/pubs/pdfs/protectionbooklet3.pdf

UNHCR, Protecting Refugees:  A Field Guide for NGOs, (Geneva:  UNHCR, 1999).
Intended for use by NGO fi eld staff working with refugees and displaced persons, this guide offers practical steps as well as basic legal information regarding 
protection in all fi eld operations. The guide describes how NGOs can assist the displaced through various phases of their lives as refugees and pays specifi c 
attention to the unique needs of women, children, IDPs, older refugees and stateless persons. The checklists included in the guide provide recommendations for 
action and response.  Protecting Refugees:  A Field Guide for NGOs is available online at: http://www.unhcr.ch/

UNHCR, Sexual and Gender-Based Violence against Refugees, Returnees and Internally Displaced Persons:  Guidelines for Prevention and Response, 
(Geneva:  UNHCR, 2003).

This guide is intended for use by staff of UNHCR, UN agencies, inter-governmental organizations and host government agencies. It outlines the various types, 
causes and consequences of sexual and gender- based violence (SGBV) and introduces a framework for the prevention of and response to SGBV. The framework 
is based on a multi-sectoral and collaborative approach and requires full engagement and involvement of the refugee community. Sexual and Gender-Based 
Violence against Refugees, Returnees and Internally Displaced Persons:  Guidelines for Prevention and Response is available online at: http://www.unhcr.ch/

UNHCR, Refugee Children:  Guidelines on Protection and Care, (Geneva:  UNHCR, 1994).
Created for UNHCR staff and operational partners, the guidelines suggest various protection measures in such areas as health and nutrition, psychosocial well-
being, and the prevention and treatment of disabilities, and outline specifi c actions for the protection of refugee children from abuse, exploitation and military 
recruitment. The operational framework integrates assistance to children into regular protection and assistance activities for the wider population and outlines 
specifi c standards, policies and operational guidelines to ensure the protection and well-being of refugee children. Refugee Children:  Guidelines on Protection 
and Care is available online at: http://www.unhcr.ch/

UNHCR, Guidelines on the Protection of Refugee Women, (Geneva:  UNHCR, 1991).
This document outlines specifi c protection issues, problems and risks facing refugee women and suggests concrete examples for the improvement of protection 
activities and for the prevention of violations against women refugees.  Guidelines on the Protection of Refugee Women is available online at: http://www.unhcr.
ch/



1717 Massachusetts Ave., N.W.
Suite 701
Washington, D.C. 20036

E-mail: ia@interaction.org
Web: www.interaction.org
Phone: (202) 667-8227
Fax: (202) 667-8236


