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Concept Note on Humanitarian Notification in Support of Access and Protection in Syria 
April 2021 

This OCHA concept note outlines the purpose of and key considerations related to humanitarian notification in 
support of access and protection in Syria. It is tailored to the specific context and may not necessarily apply in 
other contexts.  

It complements Standard Operating Procedures (SOP) for humanitarian actors on the notification process in Syria: 
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/documents/files/
humanitarian_notification_-_syria_-_sop.pdf  

This note may be updated as required.  

Rationale for humanitarian notification 

Humanitarian notification in Syria is one of the ways in which OCHA actively supports the humanitarian 
community in facilitating humanitarian assistance and advocating for the protection of persons affected by the 
armed conflict. It is part of a range of tools that OCHA uses to engage with parties to the armed conflict.  

Humanitarian notification informs parties to the armed conflict of the location of a select category of civilian 
facilities, movements and infrastructure entitled to protection under international humanitarian law (IHL). In 
situations of active hostilities, and especially where the parties are using air power or long-range weaponry, 
facilitating the identification of such facilities, movements and infrastructure can maximize the opportunity for 
the parties to factor them into military operations with a view to avoiding harm or impediments to them. 
Humanitarian notification does not change the IHL obligations of the parties to the armed conflict, as described 
below. 

Scope of humanitarian notification  

In Syria, humanitarian notification covers: 
a) Static facilities that fulfill a humanitarian function, such as humanitarian organizations’ offices and warehouses.
b) The movements of humanitarian staff and supplies (e.g. convoys) as well as emergency evacuations / Medevacs
coordinated by humanitarian actors.
c) Critical civilian infrastructure on a case-by-case basis. This is typically reserved for civilian objects that are
indispensable for the survival of the civilian population, such as health facilities, water and electrical stations. In
reaching a decision to notify critical civilian infrastructure, partners are encouraged to assess against criteria of
criticality, including the foreseeable humanitarian impact if it is harmed, the risk of harm, the urgency of risk, and
whether notification is accompanied by other approaches to ensure parties to the armed conflict are aware of the
location and critical function of the civilian object.

The humanitarian notification system does not comprehensively cover all facilities, movements and infrastructure 
within these three categories. Humanitarian partners submit information for notification on a voluntary basis, 
based on their respective operational and risk assessments.  

Humanitarian notification and other forms of engagement with the parties to the conflict 

In certain circumstances, notification is carried out in parallel with direct negotiations for access, or by direct 
dialogue on the importance of protecting critical civilian infrastructure, with the parties to the armed conflict. For 
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instance, humanitarian actors may on short notice negotiate safe passage for civilians or evacuate its staff in an 
area with active hostilities. It is important to distinguish humanitarian notification from these other methods of 
engagement, even if they can often happen in parallel to support humanitarian access and the protection of 
civilians.  

This distinction is important in order to maintain the strictly informative character of humanitarian notification 
described above, and to prevent it from being misperceived or misused as a mechanism to approve humanitarian 
operations or to debate the civilian nature of notified infrastructure.  

Humanitarian notification and international humanitarian law 

Independent of any humanitarian notification system, all parties to the armed conflict are obliged under IHL not 
to direct attacks against civilians and civilian objects, including humanitarian staff, facilities and assets, as well as 
civilian infrastructure that is indispensable for the survival of the civilian population. They are also obliged to take 
constant care to spare them from harm.  

Humanitarian notification is therefore not a prerequisite for, and does not in itself confer, protection under IHL. 
Conversely, the absence of notification or the removal from the notification list of any given object or movement 
does not reflect any judgement as to its protection under IHL and does not in itself deprive it of such protection. 
Under IHL, protection against direct attack or incidental harm depends on the specific circumstances, including 
how an object is being used and the presence of any military objective in its vicinity. The onus always remains on 
the parties to the conflict to verify targets and take precautions to avoid and minimize civilian harm.    

Under IHL, each party to the conflict has the obligation to allow and facilitate rapid and unimpeded passage of 
humanitarian relief for civilians in need, and to ensure the freedom of movement of humanitarian relief 
personnel essential to the exercise of their functions. Even in the absence of humanitarian notification, the 
parties remain bound by these IHL obligations. 

There is no IHL requirement for a humanitarian organization to obtain the parties’ approval for each individual 
humanitarian facility, activity or movement. Humanitarian notification is not a mechanism for parties to the armed 
conflict to approve or deny specific humanitarian operations (is not for ‘negotiated deconfliction’).   

However, parties to the conflict may impose certain measures of control over humanitarian relief operations. For 
instance, routes can be prescribed at specific times so that relief convoys do not interfere with and are not 
endangered by military operations. Such arrangements must not infringe the obligation to allow and facilitate 
passage. In addition, the parties to the conflict may limit the activities of relief personnel or temporarily restrict 
their movement only in case of imperative military necessity, and such limitations should not exceed what military 
necessity demands. The parties typically communicate this type of limitation through established civil-military 
engagement channels, which are separate from humanitarian notification.  

A selection of key IHL rules is set out below. 

Incidents related to notified static facilities, movements or critical civilian infrastructure 

Whenever an incident affects a static facility, movement or critical infrastructure that OCHA has notified on behalf 
of a partner, the partner concerned is required to report the incident to OCHA. OCHA is not mandated to 
investigate possible violations of IHL, however OCHA will take appropriate follow-up actions including advocacy, 
in coordination with affected organizations and other stakeholders.  
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There may be instances in which a UN investigative body will request information that OCHA has recorded on 
attacks. OCHA will not share sensitive information it has received from humanitarian partners without their 
consent. OCHA and its humanitarian partners may also factor in certain operational considerations and 
protective measures whenever an investigative body requests information.  

The United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) coordinates the global emergency 
response to save lives and protect people in humanitarian crises. With its partners, OCHA contributes to principled 
and effective humanitarian response through coordination, advocacy, policy, information management and 
humanitarian financing tools and services. OCHA’s country and regional offices are responsible for delivering the 
core functions in the field by leveraging functional expertise throughout the organization. 

The Humanitarian Notification System (HNS) in Syria was established by OCHA in 2014. Since late 2019, the HNS 
has become centrally managed by a dedicated Humanitarian Notification Team (HNT). It is supported by a 
network of Civil-Military Coordination officers (CMCoords) in Amman, Damascus, and Gaziantep.  

Selection of key customary IHL obligations 

Distinction 

Rule 1. The parties to the conflict must at all times distinguish between civilians and combatants. 
Attacks may only be directed against combatants. Attacks must not be directed against civilians. 

Rule 7. The parties to the conflict must at all times distinguish between civilian objects and military 
objectives. Attacks may only be directed against military objectives. Attacks must not be directed 
against civilian objects. 

Rule 8. In so far as objects are concerned, military objectives are limited to those objects which by their 
nature, location, purpose or use make an effective contribution to military action and whose partial or 
total destruction, capture or neutralization, in the circumstances ruling at the time, offers a definite 
military advantage. 

Proportionality 

Rule 14. Launching an attack which may be expected to cause incidental loss of civilian life, injury to 
civilians, damage to civilian objects, or a combination thereof, which would be excessive in relation to 
the concrete and direct military advantage anticipated, is prohibited. 

Precautions in attack 

Rule 15. In the conduct of military operations, constant care must be taken to spare the civilian 
population, civilians and civilian objects. All feasible precautions must be taken to avoid, and in any 
event to minimize, incidental loss of civilian life, injury to civilians and damage to civilian objects. 

Rule 16. Each party to the conflict must do everything feasible to verify that targets are military 
objectives. 
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Humanitarian relief operations 

Rule 55. The parties to the conflict must allow and facilitate rapid and unimpeded passage of 
humanitarian relief for civilians in need, which is impartial in character and conducted without any 
adverse distinction, subject to their right of control. 

Freedom of movement of humanitarian relief personnel 
Rule 56. The parties to the conflict must ensure the freedom of movement of authorized humanitarian 
relief personnel essential to the exercise of their functions. Only in case of imperative military necessity 
may their movements be temporarily restricted. 

Protection of humanitarian relief personnel and assets 

Rule 31. Humanitarian relief personnel must be respected and protected. 

Rule 32. Objects used for humanitarian relief operations must be respected and protected. 

These customary IHL rules are available here. 

https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/v1_rul

