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Agenda for Protection
A common undertaking of the United Nations System on the
imperative to protect people in times of crisis —and beyond

The UN Protection Pledge

The United Nations stands for a world in which all human beings enjoy the full protection of
their human rights without discrimination. No one should be left unprotected.

This vision of protection through respect for human rights is enshrined in the United Nations
Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and established by international human
rights law, and international humanitarian and refugee law where applicable.

The United Nations System, on its own, cannot make this vision a reality: Member States bear
primary responsibility for protection. But we have a duty to use our mandates, resources, and
authority to encourage and support those responsible for protection to do what is required.

To this end, in this seventy-fifth anniversary year of the Universal Declaration, we, the depart-
ments, agencies, funds and programmes of the United Nations System, pledge to do everything
we can, in times of crisis and beyond, to ensure that people are protected through enjoyment
of their human rights, by working with those responsible for protection to prevent human
rights violations, to respond promptly and effectively when violations occur, and to mitigate
harm.

Geneva, 26 February 2024






Our Approach to implementing this Pledge [Executive Summary]

Protection is achieved in practice when we reduce the risks and harms threatening human life, liberty or
dignity. We work with multiple stakeholders to achieve concrete protection outcomes for people in
need of protection. Our approach to protection is based on the following:

*  Protection puts people, and their needs, at the centre of the work of the United Nations: We place
people at the centre of our protection response. We recognize that people have different experiences,
capacities and protection needs, shaped by age, gender and diversity, that must be understood and
addressed with sensitivity. People need to be heard and participate in shaping and delivering holistic
and durable solutions. When necessary, the UN must use its voice to amplify the voice of those in
need of protection, so that they are heard, and advocate for their rights. We must do no harm. We
engage with all duty-bearers to encourage them to abide by their international legal obligations and
we help people to claim their human rights.

*  People are protected through their human rights: Our concept of protection is grounded in interna-
tional human rights law and, where applicable, humanitarian and refugee law. Protection must be
universal: we recognize that protection comes from enjoying the full spectrum of universal human
rights: civil, cultural, economic, political, and social, without discrimination. We aim to ensure that
everyone is protected to the maximum extent possible through enjoyment of their human rights. We
recognize that human rights and dignity will never be realized until gender equality is realized, and
all women and girls fully enjoy their human rights. Protection in practice aims to achieve concrete
protection outcomes, the result of activities undertaken to address imminent risks and harms threat-
ening human life, liberty or dignity. We engage with all duty-bearers so that they abide by their in-
ternational legal obligations, and we help people to claim their human rights. We support local
solutions involving those most affected.

*  Protection underpins everything the United Nations does: As the UN system, we have a stake in
ensuring people are protected because this reinforces all UN mandates and ensures our actions are
effective and appropriate. We understand that when people are left unprotected, it undermines sus-
tainable peace and development and can exacerbate humanitarian need. We address risks and
threats comprehensively, leading to more durable solutions, contributing to better peace, develop-
ment and humanitarian outcomes, and ensuring that no one is left behind. We recognize that pro-
tection is intrinsic to the realization of the right to development and the right to a clean, healthy and
sustainable environment. We are nimble in times of crisis and emergency, mobilizing our resources
and capacities to ensure that protection is prioritized. Protection is central to the UN’s work, and
human rights are central to protection.

*  Prevention is the best form of protection: The best way to protect people is to avert the things that
threaten them in the first place and to address the root causes that perpetuate situations at risk. We
work as much as possible to prevent protection crises before they begin. We act early to identify and
address protection risks. We do not wait for the crisis to take hold before responding but we antici-
pate and prepare ourselves to meet protection challenges whenever and wherever they might occur.
We work, alongside the authorities, with communities and local actors to promote local initiatives to
mitigate risk and build resilience. And we promote accountability as a way to address what went
wrong and prevent it recurring in the future



*  Protection is a continuing responsibility: Protection must always be the priority for the United Na-
tions. Protection should be woven into the fabric of the UN, informing UN action before, during and
after crises. It requires all pillars of the United Nations to work together to ensure continuity of pro-
tection in all contexts at all times. Protection support needs to be sustained as we transition from
one mode of engagement to another, moving into crises as well as in post-crisis recovery and sus-
taining peace.

*  Protection is a collective responsibility: We work collectively towards the common objective of pro-
tecting people through their human rights. Protection requires every part of the United Nations Sys-
tem to play its part, working together, to support Member States as the primary duty-bearers and
other responsible parties.

This approach requires that, in each context, all parts of the United Nations System share a common vision
of what protection entails and of our protection responsibilities, and develop a common understanding
of protection risks and challenges in any context. Where such risks and challenges exist, it requires that
we respond practically and effectively, raising protection concerns with a coherent voice with those best
placed to ensure protection, and offering solutions through coherent action. Through engagement and
advocacy, the UN must amplify the voice to those most in need of protection.

Correspondingly, all parts of the United Nations System, at headquarters and the field, must proactively:

1. Exercise leadership for protection of people, ensuring that their protection remains a priority for all
actors at all times in all contexts in accordance with the common vision of protection;

2. Develop a shared analysis of the diverse protection risks and challenges — real or potential - that
people experience in any given context and the range of options to respond to them; and then, as
appropriate,

3. Advocate with and on behalf of those in need of protection, support their efforts to claim their
rights and engage with those responsible for protection to encourage them meet their obligations
through effective collective protection advocacy; and

4. Work together to deliver a full range of protection support services to those in need of protection,
informed by the priorities identified by the people affected.

The Agenda for Protection does not prescribe how each United Nations entity should put this approach
into operation — we all work in different contexts, to different mandates and with different capacities.
Colleagues in the field, when leading on protection, must be able to rely on the unequivocal support of
headquarters in this task. Colleagues at Headquarters have a clear role in exercising leadership, develop-
ing shared analysis, advocating for and delivering protection outcomes, alongside field colleagues.

We expect to be held to account for our plans and actions under this Pledge and the accompanying
Agenda for Protection. We learn from our mistakes and work continuously to strengthen our capacities
to offer protection wherever we can. Progress towards achieving this Pledge will be continuously reviewed
and supported through dedicated support capacity, under the overall guidance of the Secretary-General,
led by the High Commissioner for Human Rights and supported by all other United Nations entities.
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Strengthening the United Nations ability to help protect peo-

ple through their human rights

The imperative to protect people in times of crisis — and be-
yond: what the world expects from the United Nations

From its origins, the United Nations has been called upon to protect populations from different threats,
in times of conflict and times of peace. The UN stands for a world in which all human beings enjoy the
full protection of their human rights without discrimination. No one should be left unprotected. Mem-
ber States bear primary responsibility for protection and are accountable through intergovernmental
processes. But the United Nations System has a duty to use its mandates, resources, and authority to
encourage and support those responsible for protection to do what is required. Every United Nations
actor understands, and is committed, through this Agenda for Protection, to playing its part in meeting

the protection imperative.

People around the world expect the United Na-
tions to do everything possible to protect them
from harm. In 2020, as part of the UN75 Global
Listening Exercise, people in all 193 Member
States said that ensuring respect for human
rights was among their top three long-term pri-
orities and expectations for the UN. Protecting
children and young people, and protecting vul-
nerable groups in conflict settings, were consid-
ered particularly important.

“The peoples have to be at the centre of all
our efforts. Particular attention must be
given to people in vulnerable situations. Hu-
manitarian access to those in need of assis-
tance must be granted without obstacle or
delay and in line with the humanitarian prin-
ciples. We are guided by the Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights and international
human rights treaties and instruments and
will ensure the human rights and fundamen-
tal freedoms of everyone.”

UN75 Declaration (A/RES/75/1)

Protecting people through their human rights is
enshrined in the UN Charter and established by
international human rights law as well as inter-
national humanitarian and refugee law where
applicable. These norms underline the primary
responsibility of States to provide protection and
to be held accountable when protection fails.

Since its founding, an array of norms, tools and
capabilities have been developed to help States
to protect people and their rights in times of cri-
sis and beyond. From supporting peaceful con-
flict resolution, helping negotiate peace
agreements and ceasefires and deploying peace-
keeping missions, to coordinating comprehen-
sive humanitarian responses to disasters and
conflict, the world has come to expect the UN to
work proactively with States and other responsi-
ble actors to ensure people’s lives, dignity and
well-being are protected. The Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals, underpinned by human rights,
aim to ensure no-one is left behind and contrib-
ute more broadly to protection. Human rights
form a critical foundation for sustaining peace.



https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/2021/01/un75_final_report_shapingourfuturetogether.pdf
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/2021/01/un75_final_report_shapingourfuturetogether.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-and-mechanisms/international-human-rights-law#:~:text=International%20human%20rights%20law%20lays,and%20to%20fulfil%20human%20rights.
https://undocs.org/A/RES/70/1
https://undocs.org/A/RES/70/1
https://unitednations.sharepoint.com/sites/OHCHR-PROJ-C2A/A4P/Shared%20Documents/Final%20drafts/undocs.org/a/74/976
https://undocs.org/A/RES/75/1
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Yet we need to recognize that, in places like
Rwanda, Srebrenica, Sri Lanka and Myanmar, we
have not consistently been able to meet these
expectations and may not have done everything
possible to protect people, with disastrous con-
sequences for people’s lives. This has under-
mined the UN’s reputation and legitimacy.

The responsibility of Member States — and the
need for accountability when States fail to pro-
vide protection — is the cornerstone of the
United Nations protection system. It is for Mem-
ber States, working within the intergovernmen-
tal processes of the United Nations and other
regional organizations, to examine their record
and develop ways to strengthen their protection
capacities. Our Common Agenda provides a
timely opportunity for such a reflection.

However, this Agenda for Protection is not di-
rected towards Member States. Instead, under
the Secretary-General’s leadership, it seeks to
strengthen how the United Nations System,
working through the Secretariat and the agen-
cies, funds and programmes, internally responds
to the protection imperative. The Agenda seeks
to mark a sea change in the way that protection
is addressed collectively within the UN, building
on a series of initiatives in recent decades.

The “Petrie Report”, reviewing UN action in Sri
Lanka from 2007 to 2009, found cultural chal-
lenges hindered the willingness of UN staff to
stand up for the rights of the people they were
mandated to assist, and favoured UNHQ engage-
ment based on what staff perceived Member
States wanted to hear rather than what they
needed to know. The UN framework for field ac-
tion was designed around a development rather
than a conflict response, despite agreement
“that peace, development and the protection of
basic rights are deeply intertwined and mutually
reinforcing and [...] must be tackled together”. It
found a “systemic failure” to respond adequately
to early warnings and the evolving situation be-
cause there was no sense of shared responsibil-
ity for human rights violations, and other

weaknesses including incoherent internal crisis
management, coordination and oversight struc-
tures, and field staff with insufficient seniority,
experience or support to deal adequately with
the challenges. The Human Rights Up Front
(HRUF) initiative sought to address these chal-
lenges, both culturally and structurally within
the UN System’s internal response structures.

Since then, other changes in internal UN struc-
tures, including the advent of the Executive Com-
mittee (and Deputies Committee), the internal
Prevention Platform (incorporating the Regional
Monthly Reviews initiated under HRUF), and the
reform of the UN Development System with an
enhanced role for the Resident Coordinator and
a strengthened Common Country Analysis, have
put in place many elements required for a more
coherent protection response capability. Yet the
Rosenthal Report, reviewing UN action in Myan-
mar to 2018, reminded us that more needs to be
done if the UN is to meet expectations in its re-
sponse to human rights and protection crises.

In 2020, the Secretary-General launched his Call
to Action for Human Rights, promoting a trans-
formative solutions-orientated vision of human
rights. It says that human rights must be consid-
ered fully in all UN decision-making, operations
and institutional commitments. Underpinned by
gender equality, it aims to strengthen UN lead-
ership on human rights, to make the human
rights system responsive and innovative in con-
fronting global challenges, and to enhance syn-
ergies between human rights and all UN pillars.
It asserts that human rights are the responsibil-
ity of each and every United Nations actor and
that a culture of human rights must permeate
everything we do, at country, regional and
headquarters levels. It commits the UN to en-
hancing its organizational culture, building on
HRUF and the Rosenthal report, that emphasize
prevention, protection and human rights in our
awareness, decision-making and programming
at field, regional and headquarters levels. And it
pledges continued engagement with the Security



https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/737299/files/The_Internal_Review_Panel_report_on_Sri_Lanka.pdf
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/human-rights-front-initiative#:~:text=Human%20Rights%20up%20Front%20is,%2C%20development%2C%20and%20human%20rights.
https://www.un.int/sites/www.un.int/files/Permanent%20Missions/delegate/establishment_of_an_executive_committee.pdf
https://www.un.int/sites/www.un.int/files/Permanent%20Missions/delegate/establishment_of_an_executive_committee.pdf
https://www.un.int/sites/www.un.int/files/Permanent%20Missions/delegate/attachment_the_vision_of_the_sg_on_prevention.pdf
https://www.un.org/sg/sites/www.un.org.sg/files/atoms/files/Myanmar%20Report%20-%20May%202019.pdf
https://www.un.org/sg/sites/www.un.org.sg/files/atoms/files/The_Highest_Asperation_A_Call_To_Action_For_Human_Right_English.pdf
https://www.un.org/sg/sites/www.un.org.sg/files/atoms/files/The_Highest_Asperation_A_Call_To_Action_For_Human_Right_English.pdf
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Council and creatively use the full spectrum of
other tools and channels, including leverage with
others, to raise awareness, prevent crisis and
protect people effectively.

The United Nations needs to strengthen its ap-
proach to protection, in the face of traditional
threats of violence, conflict and disasters, but
also emerging threats such as growing inequali-
ties, digital transformation, and the existential
threat of climate change. We have yet to fully
comprehend the likely impact of these develop-
ments on protection.

This Agenda for Protection sets out the general
contours of a system-wide United Nations ap-
proach to protection: to deliver concrete inter-
ventions and impact for those most in need of
protection; and to focus on preserving human
dignity, preventing human rights violations and
responding promptly and effectively when such
violations occur. It is underpinned by a common
understanding of the centrality of protection,
based on full respect for international human
rights and, where applicable, humanitarian and
refugee law. As universal norms, human rights
should provide universal protection to all human
beings. The Agenda aims to ensure that every-
one is protected to the maximum extent possible
through enjoyment of their human rights every-
where, always, but especially in times of crisis.

The Agenda for Protection has three compo-
nents: a Protection Pledge, which sets out in con-
cise terms what the UN aims to achieve; the
present internal Policy Brief, which elaborates in
more detail how the UN intends to achieve its
aims; and a standing support capacity, or Protec-
tion Support Hub, designed to accompany imple-
mentation of the Agenda and ensure that the UN
works continuously together to meet its pledge.

The Agenda is built around six principles that un-
derpin a common UN vision of, and approach to,
protection:

A continuing

responsibility

1. Protection puts people at the centre of UN
action.

2. Protection derives from all human rights to-
gether, universally enjoyed.

3. Protection is inherent to the UN’s aims, for
sustainable peace and development.

4. The best form of protection is prevention.

5. Protection is a continuing responsibility of
the UN system.

6. Protection is a collective responsibility of
the UN system.

The universality of protection underpins each of
these principles, aiming to ensure that all human
beings are protected to the maximum extent
possible at all times in all contexts. All six princi-
ples are central to the Agenda, such that the or-
der in which they are discussed below should not
be taken as indicative of relative importance.

The recommendations of the recent independ-
ent review of the IASC Policy on Protection in Hu-
manitarian_Action are complementary to this
Agenda for Protection; their implementation
would strengthen its implementation.

Six principles underpinning the
Aaenda for Protection

Putting
people at the
centre

A collective
responsibility

Protection

7~
K() through all
human rights

Prevention is Protection
the best form | reinforces UN
of protection objectives



https://odi.org/en/publications/independent-review-of-the-implementation-of-the-iasc-protection-policy/
https://odi.org/en/publications/independent-review-of-the-implementation-of-the-iasc-protection-policy/
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Various conceptual frameworks used by the UN compared

Egg Model for Protection in
Humanitarian Action

Environment Building:
to foster an environment
that enables or encourages
the authorities to respect
the rights of individuals

Remedial Action:
to restore people's dignity
and ensure adequate living
conditions after a pattern of
abuse

Responsive Action:
to prevent, stop and/or
alleviate the immediate
effects of a pattern of
abuse

Protection Circle

This illustrates the different activities that the UN may
undertake fo protect civil society actors.
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Three-tier Model for Protection
of Civilians in peacekeeping

. eEstablishment of a
Tl er 3 protective environment

. *Provision of physical
Tler 2 protection

- eProtection through
TI er 1 dialogue and engagement

E.g., give visibility to the work of civil
society; support fo strengthen rights
systems and structures in-country;
coordinate UN responses when there are
signs of shrinking civic space, work closely
with and support protection networks

or civil society; identify protection risks
and needs via risk or needs assessments,
conduct monitoring and follow up on
cases, efc.

E.g., raise concerns with relevant
government entities, national protection
mechanisms, national human rights
institutions, UN human rights mechanisms
or regional mechanism, officials or
businesses; connect victim(s) with

rapid responses and emergency funds
providers; observe demonstrations and
trials; condemn human rights violations or
attacks, etc.

E.g., strategize support in strengthening
State responses; connect vetim(s) with
relevant service providers; support
vietim(s) in obtaining legal aid, redressor
compensation; support victim(s) in post-
trauma rehabilitation, efc.
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Protection puts people, their rights and their needs, at the

centre of the UN’s work

We place people at the centre of our protection response. We recognize that people have different
experiences, capacities and protection needs, shaped by age, gender and diversity, that must be under-
stood and addressed with sensitivity. People need to be heard and participate in shaping and delivering
holistic and durable solutions. When necessary, the UN must use its voice to amplify the voice of those
in need of protection, so that they are heard, and advocate for their rights. We must do no harm. We
engage with all duty-bearers to encourage them to abide by their international legal obligations and we

help people to claim their human rights.

People must be at the centre of our protection
response. People’s voices must be heard. The
Agenda for Protection puts people’s needs and
concerns, in their most acute and urgent form, at
the centre of the UN’s work. Protection leads us
to prioritize the situation of the most marginal-
ized people in society, ensuring that no one is left
behind. It requires us to have a more inclusive
understanding of the realities on the ground,
taking into account age, gender and other inter-
secting factors that shape differently the protec-
tion risks and needs of people and ensure that
our actions respond to these differences.

Putting people at the centre means that we need
to analyse power relations within the wider soci-
ocultural, economic, political, and environmen-
tal context to understand how these affect and
shape differently the experiences of women and
girls, men and boys, and people with diverse
gender identities. It means that we need to
deepen our understanding of the complex ways
in which social identities (age, disability, race,
ethnicity, etc.) overlap and create compounding
experiences of discrimination.

Putting people at the centre means that we must
ensure full and meaningful participation by all
those affected, including women, children, mi-
norities and indigenous peoples, refugees and
displaced persons, migrants, people with disabil-
ities, and others, in shaping and implementing
the UN’s protection work. The UN should pro-
mote and support locally-led approaches to

protection, including developing the capacity of
local actors. Protection solutions with strong
leadership from affected communities, local
front-line responders and other local actors en-
sures better protection. Accountability to af-
fected people (AAP) is widely used in the
humanitarian community to refer to the commit-
ments and mechanisms in place to ensure that
communities are meaningfully and continuously
involved in decisions that directly impact their
lives. APP should apply across the UN pillars.

During an active crisis, human rights protection
ensures the UN responds to the immediate
threats and harms faced by those caught up in
conflict or other disasters. But a preventive and
holistic approach to protection requires that we
also address longer-term structural risks and
root causes. And to identify and address these
we need a participatory and inclusive approach.
We need to learn to listen better to what people
have to say, involve people in shaping the pro-
tection response, and support local community-
led initiatives and solutions. Indeed, depending
on the situation and the threats encountered,
empowering people to claim their rights and pro-
tect themselves can be an effective and sustain-
able approach to protection.

Civic space, and the role of civil society in raising
and addressing human rights protection con-
cerns, needs to be part of the UN’s protection
approach. Free and meaningful participation is a
key enabler of sustainable peace and develop-
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ment, as envisioned by SDG 16. National human
rights institutions play a key role in this regard as
a bridge between government and civil society.
The UN has a responsibility to help to protect hu-
man rights defenders and other civil society ac-
tors when they are threatened.

This is even more so when those advocating for
human rights by engaging with the UN face re-
prisals and intimidation. The UN — and especially
its human rights bodies and mechanisms — relies
on the cooperation of individuals and groups
who provide on-the-ground information, alert
the UN system to evolving situations, and push
for appropriate action to be taken. When those
engaging with the UN face intimidation, threats,
imprisonment and worse for doing so, we all lose,
and the UN’s credibility is damaged. The Assis-
tant Secretary-General for Human Rights leads
efforts to combat such reprisals.

The Secretary-General has highlighted the spe-
cific gendered threats and challenges being
faced by women human rights defenders and

has asserted that their protection is a collective
moral responsibility for the UN. This Agenda for
Protection encompasses the Secretary-General’s
recommendations to the UN system to support
women human rights defenders in conflict set-
tings and beyond.

The principle of Do No Harm applies to this
Agenda for Protection. It is understood that
harm can result from inaction as well as from
misplaced action — and that actions can have un-
intended negative consequences. We must be
attentive to the consequences of our actions and
inaction. In this regard, a critical component is
safeguarding individuals from sexual exploita-
tion and abuse (SEA). This requires a strong pre-
vention and accountability framework for SEA,
encompassing a range of preventative and re-
sponsive measures to ensure the dignity, safety,
and well-being of all persons, we are mandated
to protect, especially the most vulnerable and
marginalized. The Secretary-General’s strict
zero tolerance policy on SEA is an inherent part
of this Agenda for Protection.



https://www.ohchr.org/en/reprisals/our-work-acts-intimidation-and-reprisals
https://www.ohchr.org/en/reprisals/our-work-acts-intimidation-and-reprisals
https://undocs.org/S/2022/740
https://undocs.org/S/2022/740
https://www.un.org/preventing-sexual-exploitation-and-abuse/content/policies-and-protocols
https://www.un.org/preventing-sexual-exploitation-and-abuse/content/policies-and-protocols
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People are protected through their human rights

Our concept of protection is grounded in international human rights law — and where applicable hu-
manitarian and refugee law. Protection must be universal: we recognize that protection comes from
enjoying the full spectrum of universal human rights: civil, cultural, economic, political, and social, with-
out discrimination. We aim to ensure that everyone is protected to the maximum extent possible
through enjoyment of their human rights. We recognize that human rights and dignity will never be
realized until gender equality is realized, and all women and girls fully enjoy their human rights. Protec-
tion in practice aims to achieve concrete protection outcomes, the result of activities undertaken to
address imminent risks and harms threatening human life, liberty or dignity. We engage with all duty-
bearers so that they abide by their international legal obligations, and we help people to claim their
human rights. We support local solutions involving those most affected.

The UN uses multiple existing protection defini-
tions and frameworks, tailored to the multiplicity
of protection mandates and actors and the var-
ied contexts in which we work. This is both a
strength and a weakness: it provides many re-
sources for addressing protection concerns but
with a risk that key concerns may get lost in the
complexity and fall through the cracks.

All existing definitions and frameworks remain
valid under this Agenda for Protection. The
Agenda sits at the apex of the UN’s protection
structures, serving to unify UN action and com-
plement existing protection frameworks such as
the IASC Protection Policy and the protection
policies that guide peacekeeping operations. It
does not propose to replace, or prescribe
changes to, existing structures but does aim to
ensure protection efforts are better aligned and
create a more conducive environment in which
existing protection mandates can operate more
effectively, supported by the whole UN system.

in the UN, protection as a term encompasses
many different concepts. This Agenda for Protec-
tion is framed by a concept of protection firmly
rooted in universal human rights and focused on
the protective outcome of UN actions in terms of
saving lives, protecting people from violence or
harm, and ensuring their integrity, liberty and
dignity as a person. We speak of “protecting
through human rights”, because human rights

are not abstract concepts to be protected in iso-
lation — and protecting a right in law does not
guarantee that people will enjoy its protective
effect in practice. The focus must be on the hu-
man being and the protective effect that derives
from that person enjoying all of their rights.

Human rights protection does not refer to a spe-
cific tool or approach but rather refers to a de-
sired outcome — where rights are acknowledged,
respected and fulfilled by those under a duty to
do so, and as a result of which human life and
integrity is protected, and dignity and freedom
enhanced. Human rights protection results
when, through specific actions, individuals who
otherwise would be at risk or subject to depri-
vation of their rights, are able to fully exercise
them. It is based on international law, and nec-
essarily focuses on both immediate responses
where people are threatened, and on longer
term work to build and strengthen laws, infra-
structures, capabilities and institutions that pro-
tect rights — within States and at the regional
and global levels. Protection understood in
terms of concrete outcomes for individuals en-
sures that the work carried out by the United Na-
tions is targeted at achieving real impact.

This understanding applies in any context, but
for the purposes of this Agenda for Protection,
the main focus is on situations of imminent risk
or threat. At the same time, where our analysis


https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-protection-priority-global-protection-cluster/iasc-policy-protection-humanitarian-action-2016
https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/guidance
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Protection Risk Equation

Reduced Risk

Reduce the
Threat

indicates a risk at an early stage, it is incumbent
on us to try to address it.

Protection action should focus on reducing risks
and monitoring should measure this reduction
so that protection is understood as an outcome.
The IASC Protection Policy states:

“A response or activity is considered to have
a protection outcome when the risk to af-
fected persons is reduced. The reduction of
risks, meanwhile, occurs when threats and
vulnerability are minimized and, at the same
time, the capacity of affected persons is en-
hanced. Protection outcomes are the result
of changes in behaviour, attitudes, policies,
knowledge and practices on the part of rele-
vant stakeholders.”

This approach can be applied in all contexts, in-
cluding development contexts, where protection
risks may not be imminent but where a preven-
tion focus requires risks to be addressed in line
with the Secretary-General’s prevention vision.

The Agenda for Protection asserts that protec-
tion must always be a UN priority, but it comes
into action most prominently when concrete
risks are identified, or actual threats materialize.
Whereas the Call to Action sensitizes all UN ac-
tors to the general need to integrate human
rights into their work, the Agenda for Protection
requires concrete action to be taken in re-
sponse to risks or threats to people.

The room for engagement with relevant actors is
largest, and the range of solutions greatest,
when the threats are not yet fully apparent. Early

x

Reduce
Vulnerability

Increase
Capacity

engagement is essential. Paradoxically, the im-
perative to protect is greatest as the crisis inten-
sifies — and less easy for responsible parties to
ignore — just when the room for engagement is
shrinking. This presents a dilemma for UN field
staff. The Agenda for Protection encourages
early engagement, in a preventive mode. Wait-
and-see is not an acceptable course of action.

We use applicable international law to assess
protection risks, including the threat of violence,
and to understand and address the most press-
ing needs and aspirations of all people. We rec-
ognize that protection comes from enjoying the

Figure 1: Act early: the imperative to act increases as
the space for engagement decreases. The dotted red
line shows where a crisis starts to become imminent,
and the Agenda for Protection becomes more active.


https://www.un.int/sites/www.un.int/files/Permanent%20Missions/delegate/attachment_the_vision_of_the_sg_on_prevention.pdf
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full spectrum of universal human rights — civil,
cultural, economic, political, and social — without
discrimination. Human rights are universal, indi-
visible, inter-related and interdependent, and
their protective effect is maximized when all
people have access to all of their rights. Whilst
international human rights law applies at all
times in all situations, other bodies of interna-
tional law, such as international humanitarian
and refugee law, may apply in certain situations,
strengthening legal protections.

Universal protection requires that full gender
equality be realized, and women and girls fully
enjoy their human rights. The Agenda for Protec-
tion compels the UN system to address the
power structures that perpetuate violence, in-
cluding systemic and inter-related discrimination
against women and girls and strive to eliminate
violence against women and girls in all spheres.
Manifestations of violence — physical, psycholog-
ical, and structural — whether in times of conflict
or at any time, are human rights violations. Seek-
ing to end all forms of violence is a core part of
the UN mandate and essential to achieve the
aims of the Agenda for Protection. The UN has a
proud history of confronting violence, including
violence against children, gender-based violence,
and conflict-related sexual violence, and has spe-
cialised mandates aimed at eliminating these.

Addressing discrimination in all its forms is cru-
cial to ensure the universality of protection,
guaranteeing that all human beings, including
those most marginalized or in vulnerable situa-
tions, are empowered to claim their rights. Pro-
tection requires us to look at intersectionality,
using an age, gender and diversity lens to under-
stand how people experience violations differ-
ently and how they can be protected. Women,
children, youth, older persons, persons with dis-
abilities, those belonging to national, ethnic, re-
ligious or linguistic minorities or indigenous
groups, persons impacted due to their actual or
perceived profile or social group, in addition to

migrants, refugees, displaced and stateless per-
sons, people in detention or institutionalized set-
tings, and civilians at large may be at greater risk
of targeted or indiscriminate attacks.

Analysing the full range of human rights, how
they inter-relate and how they link to the wider
risk of conflict or crisis is key to assessing protec-
tion risk from a wider prevention perspective.
Human rights violations are widely recognized as
indicators of the risk of wider conflict or crisis.
Discrimination, inequality and violations of women’s
human rights such as gender-based violence, are
powerful indicators of risk of violent conflict. So
are violations of the rights of children, minorities,
indigenous peoples, and other groups in vulner-
able or marginalized situations.

A distinction is sometimes drawn between civil
and political rights and economic, social and cul-
tural rights which disregards the indivisibility, in-
ter-dependence and inter-relatedness of rights.
Conflict is often viewed in terms of violations of
civil and political rights, in particular how the use
of force impacts on human life and liberty. Yet
violations of economic, social and cultural rights
(ESCRs), aggravated by inequalities and discrimi-
nation, can lead to an imminent threat to life or
risk of harm and can be important indicators of
people’s ability to withstand the disruption to
their lives caused by crisis. ESCRs can point to
deeper structural risk factors within society,
which if left unaddressed may lead to conflict
and violence. But equally, certain civil and politi-
cal rights, especially those related to participa-
tion and the maintenance of civic space, enable
people to raise their grievances and ensure that
their economic, social and cultural rights and
needs are being addressed.

A holistic human rights risk analysis, which looks
at the full spectrum of human rights and inte-
grates an intersectional age-gender-diversity
lens, is the best way to assess protection risk —
and indeed the risks of wider conflict or crisis.


https://www.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2022-01/Intersectionality-resource-guide-and-toolkit-en.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/media/policy-age-gender-and-diversity-accountability-2018
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/ESCR/EarlyWarning_ESCR_2016_en.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/CivicSpace/UN_Guidance_Note.pdf
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Protection underpins everything the United Nations does

As the UN system, we have a stake in ensuring people are protected because this reinforces all UN
mandates and ensures our actions are effective and appropriate. We understand that when people are
left unprotected, it undermines sustainable peace and development and can exacerbate humanitarian
need. We address risks and threats comprehensively, leading to more durable solutions, contributing
to better peace, development and humanitarian outcomes, and ensuring that no one is left behind. We
recognize that protection is intrinsic to the realization of the right to development and the right to a
clean, healthy and sustainable environment. We are nimble in times of crisis and emergency, mobilizing
our resources and capacities to ensure that protection is prioritized. Protection is central to the UN’s

work, and human rights are central to protection.

Successive secretaries-general have restated
that neither peace nor development are possible
without respect for human rights. Human rights-
based protection is an essential prerequisite for
the UN to achieve all of its mandated objectives
with a focus on improving people’s lives.

Human rights and protection inevitably pose
challenges for UN actors on the ground. Whilst
human rights themselves are not inherently con-
troversial — they after all represent the universal
aspirations of all human beings and their promo-
tion is a core purpose of the United Nations — vi-
olations of human rights, particularly where they
are widespread, systematic and a matter of de-
liberate policy, are amongst the most difficult
matters that UN personnel are required to ad-
dress. But they cannot be left unaddressed.

The task becomes even greater when part of a
preventive approach: it is hard to deny well-doc-
umented evidence of actual ongoing violations
of human rights, but hypothetic discussion of
protection “risks” may receive short shrift from
the relevant authorities if they do not agree with
our analysis.

As noted above, past reviews of UN action iden-
tified a cultural tendency amongst some UN staff,
when faced with human rights violations, to view
the need to raise them with the relevant author-
ities as a responsibility that is in tension with the
need to retain government support to deliver
humanitarian or development assistance. Yet, as
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the experience in Sri Lanka showed, failure to ad-
dress the core protection issues at play ulti-
mately undermines the broader assistance effort,
resulting in harm to people and a “systemic fail-
ure” to protect. A similar tension is often per-
ceived with regard to maintaining access for
political engagement, negotiation, and media-
tion, although practice has shown that engage-
ment on human rights can actually open up
space for dialogue and problem-solving.

This Agenda for Protection requires all parts of
the UN to work proactively to ensure people are
protected through their human rights. This re-
guirement is not in opposition to the UN’s other
mandates, but rather it is a prerequisite to
achieving those mandates. How many times has
the UN seen its long-term efforts to support de-
velopment swept away by a sudden but prevent-
able protection crisis? The deeper and more
destructive the crisis for people, the deeper the
wounds will be and the longer it will take to re-
cover in terms of both sustainable peace and de-
velopment. The cost of doing nothing may be
immeasurably greater than the difficulty of try-
ing to do something to help.

The same cost-benefit applies to Member States
who bear the primary responsibility for protec-
tion and are best placed to address protection is-
sues. It is in the interests of Member States to
address human rights protection concerns as
early as possible. There is a well-documented


https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/tools-and-resources/dppa-ohchr-practice-note-enhancing-qua
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correlation between a society’s enjoyment of
and commitment to human rights — including
non-discrimination and gender equality — and its
resilience to crisis. The Secretary-General has
challenged the false dichotomy between sover-
eignty and human rights:

“Human rights and sovereignty go hand-in-
hand. The promotion of human rights
strengthens states and societies, thereby re-
inforcing sovereignty. And the best defenders
of human rights are well-functioning sover-
eign states”.

We need to develop a more robust and forward-
leaning narrative for our human rights advocacy
which is not apologetic about core United Na-
tions Charter values. We need to engage crea-
tively with the Security Council, the General
Assembly and the Human Rights Council to forge
consensus for effective international responses
to protection crises. The Universal Periodic Re-
view (UPR) has proved a useful tool to open up
space for dialogue on protection risks and pro-
posing solutions.

Unaddressed grievances, including human rights
violations, have been shown to be a major cause
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of violent conflict (Pathways for Peace). There is
a direct link therefore between the Agenda for
Protection and the Secretary-General’s Preven-
tion Vision, which similarly requires all parts of
the UN to prioritize prevention to guarantee pro-
gress towards the SDGs. Avoiding violent conflict
and its frequent precursors — protest, social un-
rest and instability —is in the interests of all gov-
ernments and reinforces their commitments to
achieving sustainable peace and development.

But the primary reason to prioritize protection is
because people’s lives matter. All human beings
have the right to life, liberty and security of per-
son. They have a right to be free from discrimi-
nation and treated equally. Their development
and security needs are reflected in the full range
of human rights to which they are all entitled. A
focus on human rights, and especially protection
risks, is the best way to achieve the people-cen-
tred United Nations that Our Common Agenda
aspires to because human rights are all about
people. Human rights are not abstract notions —
they only make sense when attached to human
beings and a focus on them leads us directly to
the most pressing needs and concerns that peo-
ple have.


https://press.un.org/en/2018/sgsm19136.doc.htm
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The best form of protection is prevention

The best way to protect people is to avert the things that threaten them in the first place and to address
the root causes that perpetuate situations at risk. We work as much as possible to prevent protection
crises before they begin. We act early to identify and address protection risks. We do not wait for the
crisis to take hold before responding but we anticipate and prepare ourselves to meet protection chal-
lenges whenever and wherever they might occur. We work, alongside the authorities, with communi-
ties and local actors to promote local initiatives to mitigate risk and build resilience. And we promote
accountability as a way to address what went wrong and prevent it recurring in the future.

As mentioned, prevention and protection go
hand-in-hand. The best way to protect people is
to avert the things that threaten them in the first
place and tackle the root causes of protection
vulnerabilities and risk. Human rights provide a
means to identify and address root causes as
well as ensure immediate protection in crisis.

UN actors should assess protection risks and be
prepared, with the right tools in place, to work
with governments and other national actors to
address these before a crisis hits. If we wait to
respond, it may already be too late. In situations
where national authorities are unable or unwill-
ing to respond, protection concerns should be
brought to the attention of the appropriate UN
bodies or mechanisms.

During crises, prevention often means mitigating
the worst effects of the crisis on people and help-
ing to ensure that the crisis does not worsen. It
also means working to halt human rights viola-
tions where they are occurring or reoccurring
and helping to create the right conditions for
protection to be sustained and expanded: ac-
tions to foster a protective environment in which
rights are respected and individuals protected.

Prevention also applies during post-crisis recov-
ery. Learning the lessons from our past protec-
tion work and working to ensure that protection
risks and threats do not resurface in the future is
a core part of our protection approach, ensuring
that protection and peace are sustainable.
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UN protection frameworks place emphasis on
addressing the broader environmental aspects
of protection. The operational concept in the
DPO Protection of Civilians Policy for peacekeep-
ing operations includes a third tier aimed at es-
tablishing a protective environment. The IASC
Protection Policy similarly promotes remedial
and environment-building actions alongside im-
mediate responsive action. These broader con-
textual approaches need to unify the
development, humanitarian, peace and human
rights actors across all contexts. The Framework
for the Prevention of Conflict-Related Sexual Vi-

olence emphasizes the elimination of gender in-
equality as a fundamental crosscutting aspect of
prevention of conflict-related sexual violence.

5( Regional Monthly Reviews

The Regional Monthly Reviews — originally estab-
lished under HRUF — are a key mechanism in the
Secretary-General’s prevention platform
through which UNHQ can support field col-
leagues in assessing risks and gaps and designing
solutions through engagement across the differ-
ent levels of the UN. Where field colleagues face
difficulties in addressing protection risks on the
ground, the RMRs can help to bring wider politi-
cal engagement to bear as well as additional re-
sources and capacities. Multi-dimensional risk
analysis can align country-level analysis
(CCAs/HNOs) with the RMR risk analysis frame-
work. The RMR risk areas are already cross-ref-
erenced with SDGs and can be similarly cross-
referenced with human rights.


https://peacekeeping.un.org/sites/default/files/2023_protection_of_civilians_policy.pdf
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/2020-11/IASC%20Policy%20on%20Protection%20in%20Humanitarian%20Action%2C%202016.pdf
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/2020-11/IASC%20Policy%20on%20Protection%20in%20Humanitarian%20Action%2C%202016.pdf
https://www.un.org/sexualviolenceinconflict/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/auto-draft/202209-CRSV-Prevention-Framework.pdf
https://www.un.org/sexualviolenceinconflict/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/auto-draft/202209-CRSV-Prevention-Framework.pdf
https://www.un.org/sexualviolenceinconflict/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/auto-draft/202209-CRSV-Prevention-Framework.pdf
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Protection is a continuing responsibility

Protection must always be a priority for the United Nations. Protection should be woven into the fabric
of the UN, informing UN action before, during and after crises. It requires all pillars of the United Nations
to work together to ensure continuity of protection, in all contexts, at all times. Protection support
needs to be sustained as we transition from one mode of engagement to another, moving into crises as
well as in post-crisis recovery and sustaining peace.

Some of the UN’s protection frameworks and
mandates apply in specific contexts. The concept
of protection of civilians has arisen in situations
of armed conflict during which international hu-
manitarian law is applicable — although interna-
tional human rights standards continue to apply.
The centrality of protection in humanitarian ac-
tion applies principally in situations where hu-
manitarian assistance has been deployed, either
in situations of conflict or after disasters, both
natural and caused by human action. These man-
dates are often reactive, working to protect peo-
ple when a crisis has already begun.

In the vast majority of countries where the UN
has field operations, the UN footprint is designed
principally to deliver development cooperation.
At the time of writing, there are 132 UN Country
Teams deployed around the world, alongside 32
Humanitarian Country Teams and 12 peacekeep-
ing missions. Six peacekeeping missions operate
under a POC mandate from the Security Council.
In most cases therefore, protection risks and
challenges will need to be addressed, at least in
the early stages, by development actors, assisted
by human rights actors. Even where peace oper-
ations or humanitarians are deployed, develop-
ment actors have an important role to play.

In many countries, the UN has no operational
presence. Many serious protection concerns, in-
cluding people on the move, trafficking and
modern forms of slavery, are cross-border or
trans-regional issues requiring coordinated ac-
tion between multiple UN entities in different
countries. Universality of protection suggests
that the UN should be raising protection

13

concerns and seeking solutions even where we
are not the strongest actor. There are 41 special
political missions, some with regional mandates,
who can support political engagement and many
other UN entities maintain regional presences.
OHCHR maintains an expanding network of re-
gional presences which include capacity to ana-
lyse regional risk factors and engage in UNCTs as
non-resident members. UNDP’s regional hubs
similarly have a role of play at the regional level.

Protection risks and challenges can occur in any
country at any time. The COVID-19 pandemic
demonstrated how human rights and protection
crises can emerge rapidly and unexpectedly, af-
fect multiple countries and roll back hard-won
human rights gains, including gender equality. It
also showed how a public health crisis could
quickly escalate into a fully-blown human rights
crisis with wide-ranging protection implications.
The ongoing climate emergency is likely to see
the sudden onset of crises with protection impli-
cations becoming more frequent in coming years.

The imperative to protect applies at all times,
everywhere along the development, humanitar-
ian and peace nexus. We need to be prepared
and equipped to meet protection challenges
wherever and whenever they may arise. We can-
not afford for protection to fall between the
cracks when human lives are at stake.

Preparedness means that any UN actor in any sit-
uation should be sensitive to the risk that protec-
tion challenges may emerge and aware that the
UN may be expected to respond if necessary.
Everyone should be familiar with the UN toolbox
for protection and aware of where they can turn


https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-04/COVID-19-and-Human-Rights.pdf
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-04/COVID-19-and-Human-Rights.pdf
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to for assistance, including from the regional and
headquarters levels. We need to invest in our
protection, prevention and preparedness sys-
tems before we are called on to respond.

Where a protection crisis is active and deepening,
more response capacities may need to be de-
ployed, with in the mode of engagement shifting
between development, humanitarian, human
rights, and peacekeeping actors. The UN needs
to be nimbler in deploying human rights protec-
tion capacities in a timely manner, through
lighter, innovative forms of multidisciplinary de-
ployment including remote support. It is essen-
tial that those on the ground work in a
coordinated way: UNCTs, HCTs and peace oper-
ations, starting with the leadership, need to talk
to each other, analyse, plan and implement to-
gether. This requirement closely correlates to
the ‘humanitarian-development-peace nexus’,
which focuses on the need to address coherently
people’s vulnerability before, during and after
crises.

When a crisis appears to be easing, the interna-
tional footprint in a country can reduce rapidly,

sometimes prematurely, leaving a continuing
risk of a resumption of protection concerns. For
instance, the drawdown or withdrawal of a large
peacekeeping operation with a POC mandate, or
the deactivation of a Protection Cluster, may sig-
nificantly increase protection risks, especially if
underlying root causes have not been addressed.
Continuity of protection requires attention to be
paid to the need for sustained support on pro-
tection during any transition in the UN footprint
on the ground. Human rights should inform tran-
sition planning and human rights protection sup-
port should accompany any transition process,
shifting from protection response to preventive
protection actions or vice versa, as appropriate.

In contrast to some other bodies of law, the in-
ternational human rights legal framework al-
ways applies — both in situations of armed
conflict and in times of peace. Assessing protec-
tion risk through a human rights and gender lens,
as part of UN analytical and planning processes
reinforces continuity of protection, helping to
identify and respond to risks early on and to re-
duce the chances of recidivism.

Agenda for Protection
Common Vision, Common Understanding, Coherent Voice, Coherent Action

Universality: Protection applies always,
at all times, in all contexts. Even where
the UN has no operational presence, it
can work to support protection out-
comes.

The Agenda for Protection provides an
umbrella to encourage coordination and
coherence across all contexts.

International Human Rights Law — always applies.
International Humanitarian Law and International
Refugee Law apply in certain situations.
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Protection is a collective responsibility: everyone must play

their part

Member States clearly bear primary responsibility for protection. In certain circumstances, other non-
state actors may also bear responsibility. The United Nations has a duty to use its mandate, resources,
and authority to encourage and support those responsible for protection to play their part. Protection
requires every part of the United Nations, working together, to support Member States and other re-
sponsible parties, in the common objective of protecting people through human rights. Protection is a
collective responsibility of all United Nations actors.

All Member States have assumed international
legal obligations to protect and promote human
rights by choosing to become parties to human
rights treaties. In 2005, Member States, in Gen-
eral Assembly Resolution 60/1 affirmed “the re-
sponsibilities of all States, in conformity with the
Charter, to respect human rights and fundamen-
tal freedoms for all, without distinction of any
kind”. Non-state actors, notably non-state
armed groups parties to conflict, may also bear
protection responsibilities. The Agenda for Pro-
tection aims to strengthen the position of the
United Nations System to support Member
States and other responsible parties to ensure
that people are protected. The entire UN system
— in the field and at Headquarters — have a part
to play in this endeavour.

Some United Nations entities have clear protec-
tion mandates. Pre-eminent amongst these is
OHCHR, the UN Human Rights Office led by the
High Commissioner for Human Rights with a ro-
bust and wide-ranging global mandate to protect
and promote human rights.

The principle of international protection guaran-
tees protection by the international community
to individuals or groups who are outside their
own country, who are unable to return because
they would be at risk there, and whose own
country is unable or unwilling to protect them.
UNHCR, the UN Refugee Agency, is mandated to
protect asylum-seekers, refugees, returnees,
stateless persons, and, under certain circum-
stances, internally displaced persons. The
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Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement
identify rights and guarantees relevant for IDP
protection. The Secretary-General’s Action
Agenda on Internal Displacement aims to ensure
a coordinated and coherent UN response to bet-
ter protect and assist IDPs.

Entities, such as UN Women, UNICEF, IOM and
UNWRA, have mandates that support certain
protection priorities. The UN has created various
specific mandates, for example on prevention of
genocide, on children and armed conflict or pro-
tection of children from violence. The Women
Peace and Security Agenda includes a specific pil-
lar on protection of women’s and girls’ rights
during and after conflict, including the sexual vi-
olence in conflict mandate, and protection of
women human rights defenders. The Security
Council regularly mandates peacekeeping oper-
ations to undertake actions to protect civilians
from the imminent threat of physical violence
and has developed robust language on the pro-
tection of civilians in armed conflict. These man-
dates reinforce existing protections afforded by
UN standard-setting and promotion activities.

In humanitarian settings, the concept of the cen-
trality of protection has been a key driver of co-
ordinated action on protection. The IASC Policy
on Protection in Humanitarian Action seeks to
reinforce complementary roles, mandates, and
expertise of all relevant humanitarian actors, in-
cluding those outside the UN System, emphasis-
ing collective approaches to protection risks and
challenges to achieve collective outcomes.



https://undocs.org/A/RES/60/1
https://undocs.org/A/RES/60/1
https://www.unhcr.org/what-we-do/publications/note-international-protection-0
https://www.unhcr.org/media/guiding-principles-internal-displacement
https://www.un.org/en/content/action-agenda-on-internal-displacement/
https://www.un.org/en/content/action-agenda-on-internal-displacement/
https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/
https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/
https://childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/
https://violenceagainstchildren.un.org/
https://www.un.org/sexualviolenceinconflict/
https://www.un.org/sexualviolenceinconflict/
https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/protection-of-civilians-mandate
https://poc-aide-memoire.unocha.org/
https://poc-aide-memoire.unocha.org/
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/2020-11/The%20Centrality%20of%20Protection%20in%20Humanitarian%20Action%20%28English%29.pdf
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/2020-11/The%20Centrality%20of%20Protection%20in%20Humanitarian%20Action%20%28English%29.pdf
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-protection-priority-global-protection-cluster/iasc-policy-protection-humanitarian-action-2016
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-protection-priority-global-protection-cluster/iasc-policy-protection-humanitarian-action-2016
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Some UN specialized agencies, such as UNESCO
and WHO, have human rights goals embedded in
their mandates. Other UN entities, due to their
diverse mandates, offer particular, sometimes
over-looked, entry points that, as part of a col-
lective UN strategy, can move forward the UN’s
protection engagement. The Secretary-Gen-
eral’s Call to Action asserts that human rights are
the responsibility of every UN actor and must
permeate everything we do.

As part of this Agenda for Protection, every UN
entity should reflect on how protection relates
to their mandate and what they need to put in
place to respond to protection challenges arising

The High Commissioner for Human Rights has
the overarching responsibility, under the direc-
tion and authority of the Secretary-General, to
coordinate human rights activities throughout

the UN system (A/RES/48/141, para.4).

No part of the UN System, acting alone, can ade-
quately address the protection challenges that
arise when States and other responsible actors
are unable or unwilling to act. At the same time,
all parts of the System, without exemption, do
have a role to play. Protection is a collective sys-
tem-wide responsibility, working under the com-
mon vision and understanding of what
protection requires in practice on the ground.

in the context of their work. Some UN entities
have developed human rights or protection poli-
cies or standards for their organization, a good
practice that others may wish to emulate.
OHCHR can support entities in this regard. The
IASC Action Plan for Centrality of Protection sug-
gests complementary actions to strengthen ro-
bust and effective leadership and accountability.

This Agenda for Protection aims to provide an
overarching framework, under which UN devel-
opment, humanitarian, political and peace-
building actors, together with specialized
protection mandates, work in a coordinated
way under a shared strategy to deliver con-
sistent protection outcomes.

‘5( Dedicated protection support and advice

Human Rights Advisors (HRAs), deployed in both Resident Coordinator’s Offices and Humanitarian Coor-
dinator’s Offices, support the integration of human rights into UN field programming. HRAs can provide
local analysis and advice on protection risks and responses, including how to use human rights mecha-
nisms as part of a protection or advocacy strategy.

Child Protection Advisors are specialized staff deployed in certain UN field missions to help them fulfil
the child protection mandate. Women Protection Advisors similarly help missions and UNCTSs to prevent
and respond to conflict-related sexual violence. Gender Advisers are deployed to guide and assist field
staff in analysing the gendered dimensions of their work and designing gender-responsive intervention in
all substantive and operational areas, including protection responsibilities.

Protection of Civilians (POC) Advisors and POC focal points support Mission leadership in POC analysis,
planning and response and coordinate POC mandate implementation, including liaison and engagement
with the UNCT and humanitarian protection actors, including the protection cluster.

Protection Clusters support Humanitarian Country Teams with analysis and programming on protection,
while dedicated Senior Protection Advisors can be deployed under the inter-agency ProCap mechanism
to assist leadership with addressing critical protection concerns through high-level advocacy and opera-
tions. The Global Protection Cluster supports protection in humanitarian action.

Specialized support to UN field operations does not undermine the broader responsibility of all parts of
the UN presence to address protection concerns.
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https://undocs.org/A/RES/48/141
https://unsdg.un.org/resources/undg-strategy-deployment-human-rights-advisers-resident-coordinators-and-un-country-teams
https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/child-protection-advisers
https://www.un.org/sexualviolenceinconflict/our-work/womens-protection-advisers/
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/coordination/clusters/protection
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/deployment
https://www.globalprotectioncluster.org/about
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Operationalising the Agenda for Protection in practice:

Common vision, common understanding. Coherent voice, coherent response

All parts of the United Nations System need to share the common vision of protection set out in this
policy brief and develop a common understanding of protection risks and challenges in each context.
This requires leadership and a shared framework of analysis. Where protection risks and challenges
exist, the UN needs to respond practically and effectively. We need to voice protection concerns stra-
tegically and coherently with those best placed to ensure protection. And we need to offer solutions as
part of a coherent response. UN advocacy amplifies the voice of those most in need of protection.

Whilst Member States bear primary responsibil-
ity for human rights protection, the UN has the
authority and the standing to ensure that protec-
tion risks and challenges are being recognized
and addressed. The UN, both in the field and at
headquarters, needs to exercise leadership for
protection, ensuring that protection is priori-
tized in the UN’s engagement and activities.

Leadership starts internally. The Secretary-Gen-
eral, by launching his Call to Action and this
Agenda for Protection, has signalled that pro-
tecting people through their human rights must
be a top priority in UN action. This imposes a
weighty responsibility on UN staff on the ground
where action needs to translate into concrete
protection outcomes. But it also requires leader-
ship at headquarters, within the Secretariat and
within agencies, funds and programmes, to
demonstrate clear support for UN field staff in
responding to the protection risks and chal-
lenges. It also requires the political will to engage
to end the situation causing the protection risks.
The Agenda for Protection must provide a cast
iron guarantee from headquarters to the field
that “we have your back covered”, because ad-
dressing protection is implicit in the vision con-
tained in the Charter and inherent to all UN
mandates.

The Office of the High Commissioner for Human
Rights is the principal United Nations entity re-
sponsible for ensuring that human rights are pro-
moted and protected, including by playing an
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active role in preventing human rights violations,
engaging with Member States and coordinating
the human rights protection activities through-
out the United Nations system. OHCHR will take
a leading role in supporting this Agenda for Pro-
tection, in collaboration with other UN protec-
tion mandates. Yet all UN entities will have to
step up to ensure that protection is prioritized
throughout the UN’s work.

Leadership requires that the UN shares a com-
mon vision for the UN’s protection role, ensuring
that risks and threats are placed on the agenda
and are discussed with regularity. At country
level, the senior UN officials, whether the Resi-
dent Coordinator, Humanitarian Coordinator or
Special Representative, or a combination of
these, are empowered to take the lead in this ef-
fort, ensuring protection is always on the agenda.
Protection needs to be a standing agenda item
in the regular meetings of every Country Team,
even when protection risks seem minimal. Heads
of agencies, funds and programmes within coun-
try teams share the responsibility so that protec-
tion remains a collective and continuing
responsibility of the entire UN presence as part
of a common vision of protection.

A common understanding of protection risks,
threats and challenges requires that UN actors
have a shared analysis of the key protection risks
and challenges in any given context and what can
be done to respond to them. The UN needs to
document protection risks and challenges
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through reliable, coherent and disaggregated
data collecting and evidence gathering. Its
shared analysis should identify patterns and
trends and should consider the differentiated
protection risks and challenges facing various
rights-holders. UN personnel in the field are con-
fronted with a bewildering array of analytical
frameworks, including some which are directly
relevant to assessing protection risks. Whilst
some consolidation of the guidance would be in
order, UN actors should make use of the tools for
multi-dimensional risk assessment, conflict sen-
sitivity, gender-responsive conflict analysis, as-
sessing risk of atrocity crimes, and prevention of
sexual exploitation and abuse.

In the context of development cooperation, the
Common Country Analysis (CCA) includes multi-
dimensional risk analysis which should be identi-
fying protection risks, even if it may be hard to
address those risks directly in the Cooperation
Framework. The internal Regional Monthly Re-
view (RMR) Risk Framework provides a useful
way to seek headquarters support to develop
strategies to address protection risks through
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driven approach to assessing protection risks.
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https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-05/UNSDG%20Good%20Practice%20Note%20Conflict%20Sensitivity%20Peacebuilding%20Sustaining%20Peace.pdf
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-05/UNSDG%20Good%20Practice%20Note%20Conflict%20Sensitivity%20Peacebuilding%20Sustaining%20Peace.pdf
https://www.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2022-03/ap-UN-Women-AFG_Gender-responsive-conflict-analysis-en.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/documents/about-us/Doc.3_Framework%20of%20Analysis%20for%20Atrocity%20Crimes_EN.pdf
https://www.un.org/preventing-sexual-exploitation-and-abuse/sites/www.un.org.preventing-sexual-exploitation-and-abuse/files/policy_on_integrating_a_human_rights-based_approach_to_un_efforts_to_prevent_and_respond_to_sea.pdf
https://www.un.org/preventing-sexual-exploitation-and-abuse/sites/www.un.org.preventing-sexual-exploitation-and-abuse/files/policy_on_integrating_a_human_rights-based_approach_to_un_efforts_to_prevent_and_respond_to_sea.pdf
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/2022-05/Independent%20review%20of%20the%20implementation%20of%20the%20IASC%20Protection%20Policy.pdf
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/2022-05/Independent%20review%20of%20the%20implementation%20of%20the%20IASC%20Protection%20Policy.pdf
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comprehensive protection analysis, either at the
local or national level, has been a significant bar-
rier to taking collective action to address key
risks as envisaged under the Protection Policy.”
It is recommended that humanitarian responses
should be based on a comprehensive assess-
ment of risks of violence, coercion, deliberate
deprivation and other violations rather than on
responding to needs.

As protection requires a collective response, a
shared analysis across the full range of actors on
the ground — human rights, development, hu-
manitarian and peace and security — is the best
way to ensure the response is coherent. CCAs,
HNOs and mission planning documents should
share a common analysis of protection risks and
threats, alongside other risks and factors, prefer-
ably through a coherent framework of analysis,
so that joint, coordinated or complementary re-
sponses can be designed and implemented.

Where protection risks or threats are identified
at the field level, it is incumbent on senior UN of-
ficials to seek to address these as soon as possi-
ble coherently and strategically. In the first
instance, this means raising concerns directly
with those bearing primary protection responsi-
bility: government authorities or other responsi-
ble parties. Political engagement is mandatory,
based on a candid assessment of the protection
reality, if the objectives of this Agenda are to be
met. In some situations, the UN Country Team
can act on its own, while in other situations the
most appropriate response may be to channel
information to other parts of the UN system, no-
tably to the High Commissioner and the Secre-
tary-General himself, for further action.

Political engagement requires strong coordina-
tion between the field and headquarters levels
so that the UN has a coherent voice. The range
of UN and other human rights mechanisms can
provide useful entry points for engagement with
authorities, both to raise concerns and provide
technical assistance for solutions. Outcomes of
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the UPR can open up space for engagement. En-
gagement with regional organizations, and their
mechanisms, is important. If or when those bear-
ing primary responsibility for protection are un-
able or unwilling to respond, the UN should work
to overcome obstacles or seek solutions through
international cooperation with the active sup-
port of leadership at headquarters.

x C2A Country Dialogues

The Country Dialogues on human rights initiated
under the Call to Action can provide a valuable
forum through which the UN system at country
level can reach a common understanding and
analysis of the human rights situation in the
country, with the aim of identifying critical needs
and gaps, and potential protection risks and
threats. Based on this common understanding,
the dialogues are designed to identify a whole of
system strategic response, leveraging the differ-
ent mandates and capacities across the UN sys-
tem. These RC/HC/SRSG-led dialogues are
designed to be adaptable to the specific context
and provide an opportunity for a coherent and
coordinated response to critical human rights is-
sues. The regular dialogues can be a useful start-
ing point for the UN system in country to identify
protection risks and threats and if relevant de-
velop a UN system response in line with the vi-
sion of this Agenda of Protection.

Advocacy is the way in which the UN can amplify
the voice to those in need of protection. Advo-
cacy, in the first instance, does not automatically
mean speaking out publicly: discreet diplomacy,
good offices and political engagement with the
authorities may sometimes provide a better
chance to get issues addressed. But public advo-
cacy is part of the UN’s protection toolbox and
can be effective when used strategically and se-
guentially. We need to work in concert with all
influential actors to ensure that those best
placed to influence the situation are engaged.
Human rights mechanisms and mandates play a
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in drawing attention to protection concerns and
engaging with responsible authorities to address
them. We must continue to engage with the Se-
curity Council, the General Assembly and the Hu-
man Rights Council by regularly providing human
rights analysis and information on current and
potential human rights and humanitarian crises
and work to build international consensus to en-
sure that people are protected.

Advocacy goes hand-in-hand with response. In
some contexts, the UN may have considerable
capacity to provide direct protection assistance,
especially in the context of Security Council-
mandated peacekeeping missions. In others, it
may have limited room to deliver concrete pro-
tection outcomes on its own, necessitating strat-
egies in partnership with other actors, including
national and local actors. Making full use of the

human rights ecosystem, including the UPR, hu-
man rights bodies and mechanisms, is also key.

UN field presences may need to develop addi-
tional capacities to support the response to pro-
tection challenges, including the delivery of
protection services. The Agenda for Protection
does not prescribe how each United Nations en-
tity should put this approach into operation —we
all work in different contexts, under different
mandates and with different capacities.

While colleagues in the field have the lead in im-
plementing this Agenda in their own context,
they must be able to rely on the unequivocal sup-
port of headquarters in this task. Colleagues at
Headquarters have a clear role in exercising lead-
ership, developing shared analysis, advocating
for and delivering protection outcomes, along-
side field colleagues.

Minimum requirements for implementing the Agenda for Protection in the field

Protection must be a standing agenda item for all UNCTs, HCTs and mission leadership meet-
ings, with clear decision-making processes established and pursued.

Human rights protection risks and threats must jointly and regularly be assessed as part of the
UN’s country-level analysis on an ongoing basis, using the RMR Risk Framework to anchor a
multi-dimensional approach. UNCTs, HCTs and missions must use this analysis to articulate
shared protection priorities and commit to achieving desired protection outcomes, with related
monitoring and assessment frameworks in place to track progress.

Protection risks or threats identified must be pursued by the UN through a range of strategies,
including political engagement, advocacy, referral to HQ and/or international human rights
mechanisms, and partnership with local and national actors.

Development, humanitarian, peace and human rights actors must coordinate their protection
efforts at the field level under this common vision, preferably working to the same operational
plan with clear benchmarks and measurement frameworks in place.

Senior UN officials in the field and other senior-level positions should have clear performance
assessment linked to their leadership on protection.

Headquarters must follow protection risks and threats. It must ensure field colleagues are sup-
ported, politically and operationally, so that protection can be prioritized. Clear decision points
with accountability must be established in response to any protection risk, threat or challenge.
In contexts, where the UN has no significant operational presence, protection risk must be as-
sessed on a continual basis at headquarters/regional level and appropriate protection re-
sponses developed, including through engagement, advocacy and good offices.

Engage meaningfully with diverse groups in affected communities at all stages of the program-
ming cycle: needs assessment, planning, implementation, monitoring and review.
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We expect to be held to account for our protection work.

We expect to be held to account for our plans and actions under this Agenda for Protection. We learn
from our mistakes and work continuously to strengthen our capacities to offer protection wherever we
can. Progress in achieving this Agenda for Protection will be continuously reviewed and supported
through a dedicated support capacity: the Protection Support Hub.

This Agenda for Protection has no value if we are
not prepared to be held to account for what we
say we want to do in it. This is not the first initia-
tive aimed at strengthening the UN’s protection
work. As already noted, despite considerable im-
provements in recent years, the UN continues to
fall short in many situations where expectations
are high that the UN could and should do more
to help to protect people.

At the same time, we need to manage expecta-
tions and not promise more than we can realisti-
cally achieve. We need to be humble and
acknowledge that in many situations we are not
best placed to achieve the protection outcomes
we would desire. In many situations, the UN
does not have a substantial presence. We recog-
nize the primary protection responsibility of
States and we know that local, national and in-
ternational actors are often better able to effect
positive change on the ground.

Achieving the outcomes that this Agenda for Pro-
tection envisages requires UN leadership to step
up. Senior leadership sets the tone for UN en-
gagement and signals to all UN staff what is ex-
pected of them. Senior UN field staff are at the
forefront but must be able to rely on the backing
of leadership at their headquarters.

Dealing with protection challenges on the
ground is no easy task, especially for actors
whose primary responsibilities relate to other ar-
eas of expertise. It is recognised that field staff
may fall short of the mark not because of unwill-
ingness to act, but because they do not know
what to do in the face of difficult and unfamiliar
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challenges. Faced with other pressing priorities,
often imposed on them by headquarters, field
staff are overburdened and often cornered into
a reactive wait-and-see stance. The complexity
of the UN’s human rights and protection mecha-
nisms and approaches does not make the task
any easier. Nor does the plethora of wordy guid-
ance notes provide field colleagues with easy ac-
cess to practical advice. Political engagement on
difficult issues can be complex and requires
strong support from HQ-level decision-making.

A fresh approach is proposed based on ensuring
that field colleagues get the support they need in
real time and that leadership across the UN as-
sumes greater responsibility for protection. The
Agenda for Protection will therefore establish a
Protection Support Hub, designed to assist with
implementation of the Agenda before, during
and after crisis. It would provide a first-instance
resource to Resident Coordinators and other
senior UN officials on the ground seeking guid-
ance on protection challenges.

In a prevention mode, before a crisis, the Sup-
port Hub would direct field staff to or help to de-
velop training, early warning, preparedness and
risk analysis activities so that they are better able
to anticipate and prepare for potential and dif-
ferentiated protection challenges. It would refer
colleagues in need of advice or support to exist-
ing protection support capacities, as necessary,
and in the process develop a strong understand-
ing of what works and where gaps exist.

During a crisis, it would provide first-instance
guidance and advice, as well as referrals to
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relevant protection capacities and mandates to
assist in dealing with protection issues. This ca-
pacity would work in complement to, and with-
out prejudice to, existing support capacity
provided by the humanitarian system through
the Global Protection Cluster and ProCap, as well
as protection capacities linked to different UN
mandates.

The success of the Agenda for Protection re-
quires the UN to do a better job in gathering ex-
amples of what works in practice. It is time for
the UN to move away from the past practice of
initiating ad-hoc post-facto reviews of protection
shortcomings, such as the ones that focused on
UN action in Sri Lanka and Myanmar, and switch
to a more proactive, forward-looking commit-
ment to continuous monitoring and learning on
how to deliver protection effectively on the
ground. The support hub would therefore also
provide a dedicated structure for recording good
practice, through procedures to monitor imple-
mentation of the Agenda for Protection, identify

Agenda for
Protection
Support Hub

gaps and weak points, and undertake after-ac-
tion reviews, enabling a more systematic under-
standing of protection successes and challenges
to be built up over time.

OHCHR, under the overall guidance of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights, will develop
the Protection Support Hub concept, in close col-
laboration with other UN entities. Entities will be
encouraged to second specialised staff to the
Hub as appropriate. The Hub will be designed to
ensure strong and timely support to the field
through a regional structure as well as close co-
ordination with headquarters-level leadership
and decision-making.

The High Commissioner for Human Rights will re-
port to the Executive Committee on the status of
implementation of the Agenda for Protection on
an annual basis. UN entities will be encouraged
to report on steps taken to implement the
Agenda in accordance with their individual man-
dates.

Support implementation of the
Agenda for Protection

Support roll-out of the Agenda across the system
Support coherent protection risk analysis

Liaise with IASC/GPC and other protection support
functions to avoid duplication and promote coherence

Direct support to field staff
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Real time first-instance advice

Referral to specialized protection support
Identification and development of training, prepared-
ness, and analytical support needs

Review and Learning

After-action reviews

Repository of good practice
Recommendations to High Commissioner
and EC on strengthening the Agenda
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Examples of the Agenda for Protection in practice (not prescriptive)

Leadership
(Common
Vision)

Shared
Analysis
(Common
Understanding

Advocacy
(Coherent
Voice)

Delivery
(Coherent Re-
sponse)

Early Warning & Preparedness

RC/HC makes protection a standing agenda item in
UNCT/HCT meetings, proactively identifying in all con-
texts protection issues and responding. RC/HC assesses
preparedness for potential protection challenges, devel-
ops analytical and response capacity, staff training, etc.
UN engages regularly with local actors, including com-
munities and civil society, to develop partnerships to ad-
dress any protection issues that may arise.

UN presence develops a common protection risk and
opportunity analysis, anchored in the CCA, HNO and the
analytical framework of the ISF, identifying concrete
protection risks and threats to diverse groups and ways
to address them.

Assessment of risk is regular, multi-dimensional, data
driven and forward-looking, anticipating risks and taking
into account shifting factors. C2A Country Dialogues can
be used to discuss protection risks in the local context.
UN presence plans on how to raise risks with competent
authorities. Some risks may be able to be addressed
through country-level planning and programming tools,
such as the UNSDCF, HRP or ISF; others may require a
protection advocacy/political engagement strategy.
Strategic engagement with human rights mechanisms
can support the outcome.

Any risk must be addressed in some way.

Risks may be raised in UN inputs to UPR, treaty body re-
views and special procedures.

UN field programming, including development program-
ming, is designed/adjusted to respond to protection
risks and needs. RMR can be used to generate consen-
sus on risks and to discuss and agree preventive action.
UN presence engages with national authorities, and
with UN at regional and HQ levels (as required) on pre-
vention and preparedness, utilizing on the UN's protec-
tion toolkit.

Immediate Threat

RC/HC/DSRSG/SRSG brings vision and strategic di-
rection in support of protection, ensures that any
threat is recognized by all UN entities on the

ground and coordinates an appropriate response;
keeps UN HQ informed and requests assistance as

appropriate.

Rapid risk and opportunity analysis to identify op-
tions for engagement that could be incorporated
into a protection strategy, identifying clear roles

and responsibilities.

Additional analytical resources may be required in-
cluding remote monitoring capacities or capacity
and skills support from HQ to help the field en-

hance its analytical capabilities.

The UN on the ground:

e Alerts regional and HQ levels as appropriate
e Engages with national authorities and other

relevant actors.

e Engages with full range of relevant partners.
e Considers the full range of UN voices as part of

an advocacy strategy.

The UN at headquarters provides full backing to

field efforts.

HQ, through an emergency DC/EC discussion, can
offer additional support, including to identify (i)
relevant tools from the UN protection toolbox, (ii)
advocacy and (iii) potential capacities
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Actual Crisis

UN system leadership coordi-
nates the UN's protection re-
sponse on the ground and
manages expectations of what
the UN can and cannot do.

UN footprint on the ground is
assessed and adjusted as the
crisis develops.
RC/HC/DSRSG/SRSG leads the
continuing review of protection
risks and needs, potential

for escalation of the situation
and anticipation of future risks.

UN presence advocates with re-
sponsible parties to ensure criti-
cal protection needs are being
addressed, in coordination with
UNHQs. UNHQ robustly sup-
ports advocacy. Advocacy in-
cludes quiet diplomacy, taking
into account perceptions and
expectations.

Review protection gaps and
whether additional resources
(funding, capacities, surge ex-
pertise) are required. Use the
EC/DC to seek support.






