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Foreword
I commend this report to officials currently reviewing the UK Government’s ‘Strategy on
the Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict’, as well as its authors for their presentation of
constructive policy options and contribution to wider public debate – the report is important
and innovative in equal measure.
Seventy years ago, the Geneva Conventions were conceived by nations brutalised from the
experiences of total war – industrial and nuclear warfare, deliberate and widespread targeting
of civilian populations, systemised mass-murder and genocide – and determined to safeguard
their blood-soaked peace for future generations.
They did so in recognition of a sinister evolution in the character of conflict and the growing
need to protect civilians from its worst excesses. Both are, regrettably, in evidence once again
today and combined with the fraying of that same post-war rules-based international order,
they dictate the importance of frequently reaffirming our humanitarian principles and the
strategies for their advancement.
This report does precisely that, proposing modest enhancements to the UK’s considerable efforts
to protect civilians, thereby building on existing structures and applying lessons from previous
UK government and civil society initiatives. Its significance, however, extends beyond the direct
impact on national policy formation to the potential influence of international standards and
actions, through the UK’s status as ‘pen holder’ for the Protection of Civilians agenda on the UN
Security Council.
The UK must always ensure that it remains, not just in line with humanitarian law, but leading
on the front line of international norm-setting, and this report’s 13 recommendations are
additionally important as a contribution to the strategy for doing so.
The project has also been innovative in its approach to the complexity of those issues it seeks to
address and the breadth of parties engaged in the process. The collaboration between RUSI and
Save the Children melds the expertise and perspectives of two very different organisations and
demonstrates the best of both – rigorous and independent research, aligned with passionate
advocacy and practitioner realism.
The result is a multi-disciplinary study drawing insights from across the policy and practitioner
communities, ensuring a healthy balance between the two and an emphasis on implementation,
cross-government working, civil–military dialogue and, crucially, the force-multiplying effect of
engagement with civil society.
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If the UK government can help reverse the current momentum towards disregard and deliberate
targeting of civilians, seen in so many of today’s armed conflicts, it will require contributions
from across the international community and throughout civil society. All security is ‘human
security’ and there must be agency for civilians in the protection of others. Those sentiments
are perfectly presented in the form and content of the following study.
Rt Hon William Hague
Chairman of RUSI
September 2019

Executive Summary

A

S THE UK reviews its 2010 Protection of Civilians (PoC) strategy,1 RUSI and Save the Children
have conducted research on how to strengthen the content and the implementation of
the new strategy, with the aim of contributing to critical thinking around the review. The
research included two roundtables and 15 semi-structured interviews and draws on the experiences
of experts that sit both within and outside government seeking to protect civilians in armed conflict.
This Whitehall Report sets out these reflections in three parts. The first outlines key challenges
for the creation of a new strategy, shining a spotlight on differing perspectives on definitions
and the format a strategy should take. The authors recommend the new strategy focuses on
ensuring a common understanding of protection and of the UK’s role in PoC, including providing
clear guidance to the various actors across government of their roles in achieving this goal.
Second, the report sets out the main factors for the success of a new strategy, arguing this needs
to raise awareness, to take into account specific protection needs of vulnerable groups, including
through meaningful engagement with communities to address their key protection concerns,
and to respond to emerging challenges which have appeared in conflicts over the past decade.
Third, the report explores the essential elements a strategy should include to translate
protection into policy and practice within the diplomatic, defence and aid sectors. To achieve
this goal, the UK government should adopt a cross-Whitehall approach, ensure processes and
frameworks effectively operationalise the strategy, include mechanisms to track civilian harm
and record civilian casualties, and strengthen key training on protection as well as frameworks for
civil–military cooperation.
All these measures are critical for the integrity of civilian protection objectives working from
policy to operations in conflict and for the UK to play a vital role in leading and shaping the
global agenda on the protection of civilians.2

1.

2.

Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO), ‘UK Government Strategy on the Protection of Civilians
in Armed Conflict’, 2010, <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/
uploads/attachment_data/file/32950/ukstrategy-protect-cvilians-arms-conflict.pdf>, accessed 8
August 2019.
John Allen, ‘Protecting Civilians Across the Globe’, statement at the Security Council Open Debate
on the Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict, New York, 24 May 2019.

Introduction

C

IVILIANS CONTINUE TO bear the impact of today’s conflicts. With wars lasting longer1 and
more likely to be fought in urban areas,2 the number of civilian deaths and injuries is worrying,
as is the laying waste to the infrastructure needed to guarantee access to vital necessities,
including food and water.3
This year marks the 20th anniversary of the ‘Protection of Civilians’ (PoC) agenda4 at the UN Security
Council, for which the UK is the pen holder. This makes it a crucial time to ‘develop national policy
frameworks that establish clear institutional authorities and responsibilities for the protection of
civilians in armed conflict’,5in line with recommendations by the UN Secretary-General.
The current review process of the 2010 UK PoC strategy provides further opportunity for the UK
to reflect on what an ambitious and strengthened strategy would look like in policy and practice.
The previous strategy, a 16-page document highlighting how protecting civilians is central to
achieving the UK government’s goal to prevent, manage and resolve conflict,6 is now nearly a
decade old. Its review, planned to coincide with the 20th anniversary of the Security Council taking
up the PoC agenda, thus provides a welcome opportunity to ensure the UK is not only fit for the
challenges of modern conflict, but also wary of the lessons learned through the implementation
of the previous document.7
1.

2.
3.

4.
5.
6.

7.

William Robert Avis, ‘Current Trends in Violent Conflict’, Literature Review K4D, 23 March 2019,
<https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5cf669ace5274a07692466db/565_Trends_in_
Violent_Conflict.pdf>, accessed 16 August 2019.
International Committee of the Red Cross, ‘War in Cities: Q and A on the Issue of Explosive Weapons
in Populated Areas’, International Review of the Red Cross (Vol. 98, No. 1, 2016), pp. 97–105.
Save the Children’s 2019 report ‘Stop the War on Children’ found that more children than ever – at
least 420 million globally – are now living in areas affected by conflict. See George Graham et al., ‘Stop
the War on Children: Protecting Children in 21st Century Conflict’, Save the Children, 2019, <https://
www.savethechildren.org.uk/content/dam/gb/reports/stop_the_war_on_children_report_2019.pdf>,
accessed 16 August 2019.
The UN Security Council’s first protection of civilians’ thematic resolution, Resolution 1265, was
passed in 1999. See UN Security Council Resolution 1265, 17 September 1999, S/RES/1265.
UN Secretary General, ‘Remarks to the Security Council on the Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict’,
23 May 2019.
These are: political engagement; protection by peace support operations; humanitarian action;
and building state capacity. See FCO, ‘UK Government Strategy on the Protection of Civilians in
Armed Conflict’, pp. 7–15.
Hansard, House of Commons, ‘International Humanitarian Law: Protecting Civilians in Conflict’,
18 June 2019, Column 28WH; Amanda Byron, Denisa Delić and Aniseh Bassiri Tabrizi, ‘Ensuring the
Protection of Civilians in Modern Conflict’, RUSI Conference Report, May 2018, p. 4.
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Methodology
To achieve this goal, the authors adopted a qualitative methodology. A scoping workshop was
first organised in May 2019. Participants were selected for their expertise or their involvement
in the implementation of PoC both as civil servants or implementers in the field. The goal
was to have a similar number of attendees from each of these groups to reflect the different
perspectives on the subject. The attendees, about 30, came from across the UK government,
research and multilateral institutions, as well as humanitarian organisations. They were invited
to examine the current context and discuss the key elements a new strategy should include to
ensure effective protection for civilians, in light of the previous strategy.
Fifteen semi-structured interviews were then conducted with 17 key informants. Four of these
were with policymakers – two with officials from the Foreign Office, one from the Department
for International Development (DFID) and one from the Ministry of Defence (MoD) – six with
implementers among former and current military personnel, and seven with experts (one
from a research institution, three with officials from multilateral institutions, and three from
humanitarian organisations). Questions for the interviews were identified from the themes that
emerged during the scoping workshop. Interviews were conducted in person, via telephone or
by email. The preliminary findings of the interviews, merged with those of the workshop, were
tested in a follow-up workshop on 16 July 2019, which included the same participants.

I. Challenges and Options for
Consideration

T

WO CENTRAL CHALLENGES stood out in the research as key when considering the drafting of
a new UK strategy on PoC in armed conflict: competing definitions of what the protection of
civilians encompasses, and the format and style the new strategy should take.

Defining the Protection of Civilians
PoC in armed conflict can be interpreted and understood in different ways, often dependent on
personal and organisational perspectives – with military personnel often having a different view
compared to those working in a humanitarian-focused position, for instance. This reflects the
multifaceted nature and breadth the concept has developed over the 20 years since it was first
adopted by the UN Security Council and nine years since the UK adopted its first PoC strategy.
At one end, the concept is viewed in a broad sense, in a way that includes efforts to meet
humanitarian needs within armed conflict settings as well as the human rights monitoring,
reporting and advocacy efforts to ensure accountability for violations of international law. The
2010 UK PoC strategy used this interpretation, adopting the Inter-Agency Standing Committee
(IASC) definition, which includes ‘all activities aimed at ensuring full respect for the rights of the
individual in accordance with the letter and the spirit of the relevant bodies of law, i.e. human
rights law, international humanitarian law and refugee law’.8
At the other end, the concept is viewed as primarily relating to physical protection from the
threat of imminent violence, relevant to the mandate specifically within peacekeeping and peace
operations rather than warfighting. NATO9 and the Center for Civilians in Conflict (CIVIC)10 apply
a slightly different lens, considering the protection of civilians from the actor’s perspective –
defining it in relation to efforts to avoid, minimise and mitigate the negative effects from their
own operations and from the actions of others, respectively.
8.

This definition was agreed in 1999 by a group of humanitarian and human rights’ agencies
regularly convened by the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) in Geneva. It was
subsequently adopted by the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC), the forum for coordination,
policy development and decision-making involving the key UN and non-UN humanitarian partners,
see FCO, ‘UK Government Strategy on the Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict’, p. 3.
9. NATO’s definition has been endorsed by its members, including the UK. See NATO, ‘Protection of
Civilians’, last updated 28 June 2018, <https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_135998.htm>,
accessed 5 July 2019.
10. Center for Civilians in Conflict (CIVIC), ‘Key Concepts’, <https://civiliansinconflict.org/keyconcepts/>, accessed 25 July 2019.
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Practically realising civilian protection objectives strongly depends on being able to secure
collective understanding of what PoC is and what its implementation entails.
If the new strategy will once again adopt a broad concept of PoC that is similar to the one
endorsed in the 2010 document, this needs to be clearly outlined and streamlined across
different government institutions. The risk is, otherwise, that different interpretations (and thus
levels of implementation) will continue to exist, thus not translating into a broad implementation
of PoC across all government institutions.
The MoD’s new vision for a human security agenda,11 and its directive JSP 1325 on Human
Security in Military Operations,12 provide an opportunity in this sense. Indeed, the JSP notes
that its focus is on the protective security strand of the broader human security approach. The
initiatives have many synergies with the concept of PoC, but little information exists on how they
will link into the strategy currently under review and the implementation of civilian protection
by the UK more broadly. A clear explanation of the interlink will be essential in ensuring these
initiatives are complementary and thus facilitate a common interpretation and subsequent
implementation of PoC across the UK government.

Choosing the Right Format for a New Strategy
As with the definition of PoC, there are also differing visions about what a strategy should look like.
Several workshop participants within government, particularly those with experience in
implementation across MoD, favoured a short strategy, which, unlike the previous document,
outlines clear roles, responsibilities and implementation targets for the various actors.
Policymakers, on the other hand, stressed the need for any text to be flexible given that ‘the
more you go into detail, the more it can tie up in knots’.13
In a challenge to simplicity, experts from research, humanitarian and multilateral institutions
referenced the many issues a new strategy should encompass, highlighting the need for it
to be relevant to the various pillars of government – diplomatic, humanitarian and military
operational. They also argued the text should cover UN-mandated peacekeeping coalitions
between UK and partner forces, such as the Global Coalition Against Daesh (also known as the
Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, ISIS) and multilateral stabilisation effort(s), including the UK’s
support for NATO in Afghanistan.

11. MoD, ‘MOD to Establish Centre of Excellence for Human Security’, press release, 4 April 2019.
12. MoD, ‘JSP 1325: Human Security in Military Operations’, 2019, <https://assets.publishing.
service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/770919/JSP_1325_
Part_1_2019_O.PDF>, accessed 16 August 2019.
13. Author interview with UK government official working in the humanitarian space, London,
12 June 2019.
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While these approaches might be perceived as not easily reconcilable, there was a consensus
among the workshop participants for a separation between the strategy itself and a detailed
implementation plan that can be developed for specific departments and contexts and also
be adapted as progress is made and contexts change. As part of that implementation plan,
clear indicators, milestones and targets that identify the actors responsible for different parts
were recognised by participants to the workshops as a core part of ensuring effectiveness.
Noting this fluid operating environment, it is essential for reviews of plans to be conducted
regularly, so adaptions can be made to keep the plans and the strategy relevant, reflecting the
challenges of the day.
Most policymakers interviewed, however, cautioned against onerous reporting.14

14. Author telephone interview with former UK government official, 11 June 2019; author interviews
with current UK and MoD government officials, London, 12 and 14 June 2019; author interview with
current Department of International Development (DFID) official, London, 12 June 2019. The 2010
PoC strategy was reported again in 2011 and 2012, but no further reporting has been conducted
since. According to the DFID participant, the discontinuation of annual reports on the last strategy
was due to the heavy lift required. See UK Government, ‘UK National Strategy on the Protection
of Civilians in Armed Conflict 2011 Annual Report’, <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32951/protectionofciviliansinconflict.
pdf>, accessed 16 August 2019; UK Government, ‘UK National Strategy on the Protection of Civilians
in Armed Conflict 2012 Annual Report’, <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/
uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/39404/HMG_strategy_on_the_protection_of_
civilians_2012_Annual_Report_Final.pdf>, accessed 16 August 2019.
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II. Principles Critical to Success

B

ASED ON REFLECTIONS on the previous PoC strategy, its successes and perceived failures, this
section identifies the key principles which emerged across the workshops and the interviews
as critical to success for the new strategy: raising awareness; meeting the protection needs
of specific groups; and responding to new challenges.

Raising Awareness
Despite having a strategy in place since 2010, not everyone is familiar with the content of the
document, or even aware it exists. This is the case even for some UK practitioners from the FCO
or the MoD, which, within the strategy, are listed as departments having joint responsibility for
the implementation of the targets.15 This means that PoC remains a concept not fully understood
nor fully implemented across the UK government.16
To avoid this problem arising again and to ensure its effective implementation, the new strategy
should create a deeper understanding and awareness of those in government and the public
of PoC and the role of the UK within it.17 The 2010 strategy only briefly mentioned why PoC
matters from a moral, legal and conflict perspective and what the UK role is.
A new strategy provides the opportunity to better outline the purpose of the document, why
PoC matters and what the UK’s role in PoC is in today’s world. This can facilitate a common
understanding and narrative, across the UK government, of the PoC agenda and of where
improvements can be made domestically and internationally.
The new strategy should thus clarify ‘how [it] will address [these] problems and challenges’
identified as priorities18 and clearly outline what the role of the UK will be. The UK should focus
in particular on strengthening its global influence on PoC, building on the country’s legitimacy
in global coalitions and forums, including the contribution of 0.7% of gross national income for
overseas development assistance,19 the UK’s role within NATO, bilateral trainings with allied
15. FCO, ‘UK Government Strategy on the Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict’, p. 2. Other
departments listed in the 2010 strategy as having joint responsibility for its implementation are
DFID and the Stabilisation Unit.
16. Author interview with current MoD official, London, 14 June 2019.
17. Input from a current UK official at the second RUSI/Save the Children roundtable, London,
16 July 2019. The Preventing Sexual Violence Initiative (PSVI) was cited as an example that has
been able to do this effectively.
18. Author interview with current UK official, London, 12 June 2019.
19. Arthur Baker et al., ‘How the UK Spends its Aid Budget’, Institute for Fiscal Studies, 2019,
<https://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/publications/budgets/gb2018/GB8.pdf>, accessed 16 August 2019.
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militaries, as well as its roles within the Commonwealth, and, last but not least, its position as
the pen holder for the PoC thematic track on the UN Security Council.
This common narrative will help to ensure that the PoC strategy is mainstreamed across the
various pillars and echelons of government, woven into the core of relevant government
departments, including the FCO, DFID, the MoD and the British armed forces. It will also provide
an opportunity for the new strategy ‘to address the significant challenges and govern the way
the UK conducts itself’.20
State-to-state peer learning on policy and practice was highlighted by participants in both
roundtables as often being useful not only to garner sustainable gains in better PoC in conflict,
but also to raise awareness and increase visibility on the issue. The implementation framework
around the Safe Schools Declaration is an example in this sense.21
The role of civil society was also pinpointed, especially by participants to the first roundtable, as
a useful way to continue raising awareness about PoC in the UK, both in the development of a
strategy and during its implementation. Humanitarian and casualty recording organisations, for
instance, can contribute to conversations regarding key protection challenges, early warnings,
rapid-response mechanisms and lessons learned from working at the coalface of conflicts.
Embedding this input may be possible through a variety of mechanisms at different levels,
including a cross-government working group, the Defence Board of the MoD responsible for
setting the defence vision,22 input into civilian casualty mitigation teams,23 and directly into any
review processes from UK interventions and operations.

Meeting the Protection Needs of Specific Groups
Within the PoC mandate, there is a risk that the protection needs of specific vulnerable
groups get lost in political discussions and are then missed in the implementation of activities
on the ground. The past two decades have seen significant progress in the development and
visibility of parallel agendas, championing the different experiences gender and age can have
for people in conflict through the Women, Peace and Security24 and the Children and Armed
20. Author email interview with expert from a multilateral institution, 24 June 2019.
21. UNESCO, ‘Third International Conference on Safe Schools’, 27 May 2019, <https://en.unesco.org/
events/third-international-conference-safe-schools>, accessed 30 August 2019.
22. MoD, ‘Our Governance’, <https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/ministry-of-defence/
about/our-governance>, accessed 30 August 2019.
23. Civilian casualty mitigation teams are mandated to monitor and analyse trends in civilian harm
that can be fed into military planning and tactical guidance as part of efforts to address and
minimise civilian harm. For an example of an implementation plan, see CIVIC, ‘Addressing Civilian
Casualties: An Implementation Plan for a Civilian Casualty Mitigation Team and Recommendations
for the Government of Afghanistan’, October 2015.
24. The Women, Peace and Security Agenda is guided by eight UN Security Council resolutions,
starting with Resolution 1325 reached in 2000. See UN Department of Political and Peacebuilding
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Conflict agendas.25 However, in a world where there are reductions in resources, rising pressure
against multilateralism and a streamlining of mandates, serious concerns were raised by several
interviewees of these agendas being subsumed into PoC and perceived solely as an annex of
the PoC agenda.
The specificity of these agendas has been fundamental in making real differences for these
groups in conflict and beneficial in garnering political will, airtime and the subsequent advance
of particular issues.26 However, the proliferation of themes also raises the risk of competition for
space, confused actors on the ground and the creation of silos in implementation. To avoid this
risk, the umbrella category of PoC should consider the specific protection needs of vulnerable
groups. Recommendations were also made by protection experts in multilateral institutions to
ensure these agendas interface cohesively and include indicators to reflect specific targets for
success across foreign policy, defence and aid agendas. These could translate, for instance, into
the inclusion of child protection focal points in all UK and UN Peace Operations and the creation
of specific training on gender and children and armed conflict for troops.
In addition, in order to meaningfully meet the protection needs of civilians on the ground, while
recognising that the responsibility for protection fundamentally lies with states, engagement
by actors needs to be centred around processes and tools that empower local communities
and specific groups, garnering meaningful participation from people and not treating them as
passively needing protection. In other words, the strategy must help enable civilians to protect
themselves. While this point was briefly mentioned in the 2010 PoC strategy, participants at the
workshops and interviewees highlighted how this remains a weak point in its implementation.27
Given that empowering approaches which consider the civilians’ needs and perceptions and
focus on engaging with them to understand what they need to feel protected are a core part

Affairs, ‘Women, Peace and Security’, <https://dppa.un.org/en/women-peace-and-security>,
accessed 16 August 2019.
25. The Children and Armed Conflict Agenda is underpinned by a variety of normative frameworks
across the UN and the international legal system, seeking to address the issues for children
affected by armed conflict. See UN Office of the Special Representative to the Secretary
General for Children and Armed Conflict, ‘Working with the United Nations’, <https://
childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/about-us/working-with-the-united-nations/>, accessed 16
August 2019.
26. An example of success in this realm has been the issuance of Action Plans to address
protection issues for children. These are written, signed commitments between the UN and
those parties who are listed as having committed grave violations against children in the
Secretary-General’s Annual Report on Children and Armed Conflict. See UN Office of the Special
Representative to the Secretary General for Children and Armed Conflict, ‘Action Plans’, <https://
childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/tools-for-action/action-plans/>, accessed 25 August 2019.
27. FCO, ‘UK Government Strategy on the Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict’, p. 6; author
interview with current DFID official, London, 12 June 2019; input from current UK government
official during the second RUSI/Save the Children roundtable, London, 16 July 2019.
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of ensuring sustainable and effective PoC, this point needs to be properly addressed in the
new strategy.28

Responding to New Challenges
One of the reasons why the UK is currently reviewing its 2010 PoC strategy is that during the past
decade conflict environments have changed.29 To ensure effective protection, the new strategy
must take into consideration current threats to protection and emerging challenges. Key issues
include: the increasing complexity in the number and nature of actors; second- and third-order
(reverberating) effects;30 increased reliance on remote warfare and partnered operations;
deliberate targeting of civilians; the regulation of private security contractors; and the impact
of new technologies, including cyber warfare.
In today’s battlefields, there has been a proliferation of non-state actors, with conflicts becoming
more protracted and increasingly fought in urban areas using explosive weapons that have
wide-area effects.31
Military operations taking place through coalitions, including the US-led coalition to defeat
Daesh, are being recognised as contributing to civilian protection challenges32 and reflect a
growing reluctance of actors to ‘put boots on the ground’.33 In such coalitions, local troops
often do the bulk of the front line fighting, while wider partners provide military support –
leading to a remote warfare that does not require the deployment of large numbers of own
ground troops.34 Depending on the form and significance of the partnership, as well as the

28. Input from current UK government official during the second RUSI/Save the Children roundtable,
London, 16 July 2019.
29. Brydon et al., ‘Ensuring the Protection of Civilians in Modern Conflict’; Hansard, House of
Commons, ‘International Humanitarian Law’, 18 June 2019, <https://hansard.parliament.
uk/commons/2019-06-18/debates/5C4FC6AD-EC73-4BC7-8943-C61E25BF332B/
InternationalHumanitarianLawProtectingCiviliansInConflict>, accessed 2 September 2019.
30. These include damage to infrastructure, and the distribution of food, water and health supplies.
31. Avis, ‘Current Trends in Violent Conflict’; Graham et al., ‘Stop the War on Children’.
32. Annie Shiel, ‘The Sum of all Parts: Reducing Civilian Harm in Multinational Coalition Operations’,
CIVIC, <https://civiliansinconflict.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/SumofAllParts_CIVICReport-2.
pdf>, accessed 16 August 2019.
33. Royal Institute of International Affairs, ‘European Approaches to Remote Warfare’, Chatham House
event, Brussels, 15 May 2019, <https://www.chathamhouse.org/event/european-approachesremote-warfare>, accessed 16 August 2019.
34. Emily Knowles and Abigail Watson, ‘Remote Warfare: Lessons Learned from Contemporary
Theatres’, Oxford Research Group Remote Warfare Programme, June 2018, pp. 1, 2, <https://
www.oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk/remote-warfare-lessons-learned-from-contemporary-theatres>,
accessed 8 August 2019.
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technical and political attributes of a partner, such coalitions can aggravate risks to civilians.35
Remote warfare, particularly, when using aerial targeting to support host nation troops advance
in populated areas, is a significant challenge to civilian protection.36
The new strategy should therefore seek to address the challenges posed by remote warfare and
partner operations and outline the responsibilities of the UK in this regard, particularly relating
to commitments to ensure allies respect international humanitarian law (IHL), as well as broader
efforts in policy and practice, including through PoC training with partners to ultimately reduce
the humanitarian consequences of armed conflict.37 A new strategy should also recognise the
increased threat to civilians being deliberately targeted and the challenges that arise as a result,
particularly as this does not abrogate a conflict party’s responsibilities to comply with IHL. The
new strategy needs to signpost measures the UK will take to support perpetrators being held to
account for violations of international law.
In addition, the new strategy should look holistically at the UK’s role with respect to PoC and
ensure that at the political level, diplomatic opportunities to complement humanitarian and
operational initiatives push for adherence to international obligations in policy and practice. As
such, the strategy should provide a framework for mechanisms that help navigate the alliances
the UK enters into38 and decisions on military cooperation and arms controls. In line with
UK obligations to the Arms Trade Treaty and relevant domestic law, it must contain a strong
component for ensuring that weapons, material or financial services from the UK are not
transferred to parties where they could be used to commit or facilitate serious violations of
international law, including deliberate, indiscriminate or disproportionate attacks on civilians.

35. Melissa Dalton et al., ‘The Protection of Civilians in U.S. Partnered Operations’, Center for Strategic
and International Studies (CSIS), October 2018, <https://civiliansinconflict.org/wp-content/
uploads/2018/10/USProgram_PartneredOperations.pdf>, accessed 26 August 2019.
36. When explosive weapons are used in populated areas, 90% of the casualties are civilians,
compared to 70% of civilian casualties from explosive weapons generally. See Action on Armed
Violence (AOAV), ‘Monitoring Explosive Violence in 2018’, <https://aoav.org.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2019/05/Explosive-Violence-Monitor-2018-v5.pdf>, accessed 16 August 2019.
37. Author email interview with expert from a multilateral institution, 26 June 2019.
38. See, for example, HM Government, ‘Overseas Security and Justice Assistance (OSJA) Human
Rights Guidance’, <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/583304/OSJA_Guidance_2017.pdf>, accessed 30 August 2019.

III. Ensuring Effective
Implementation

T

HIS SECTION SEEKS to outline the core factors that emerged in the research as crucial to ensure
a new UK PoC strategy creates a strong and continuous thread between policy and operations,
securing a more effective protection of civilians in conflict compared to that realised under
the previous strategy: a cross-Whitehall approach; operationalisation; civilian casualty recording;
training; and civilian–military cooperation.

A Cross-Whitehall Approach
A weakness identified in the 2010 PoC strategy was the lack of clarity on the connections to
and between complementary strands of PoC. Despite the range of different activities by the UK
contributing to achieving the wider protection mandate, the perception was that a cohesive
whole-of-government approach was missing.
In order to ensure accountability for PoC objectives and provide a structure so complementary
activities reinforce one another, a strategy must also seek to ensure that implementation does
not become siloed. The FCO was perceived by the majority of interviewees and participants of
the workshops to be still best suited to play the leadership role in the normative sense, given
its responsibilities for setting the UK’s foreign policy and direction in the diplomatic space, and
laying the foundation for the priorities within the humanitarian and operational space. The MoD,
on the other hand, is viewed as best suited to lead on short-term implementation measures.
Long-term approaches to emerging issues, such as partnered operations and wider plans for
security force training, are decisions for which a PoC strategy could provide the framework or
at least input for engagement.
A new strategy could also help with the coordination between departments and agendas,
highlighting the clear connections to build PoC into the broader architecture of the UK
government, while also signposting the key strands it will prioritise to work on collaboratively.
This will create a roadmap of the specific initiatives it is supporting. Given that it is a
cross-government issue, PoC ‘requires a system-wide approach, avoiding concentrating
responsibility and authority in one department only, but includ[ing] all relevant departments’.39
To ensure cross-government implementation, interviewees also identified a potential role for
the Cabinet Office or the National Security Council – bodies with significant political weight.
This included, for example, incorporating a PoC lens into the centre of Joint Analysis on Conflict

39. Author email interview with expert based at a London research institution, 18 June 2019.
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and Sensitivity (JACS),40 and embedding protection objectives into UK National Security Council
strategies.41 This, however, requires the allocation of both financial and human resources
to invest the time and energy into building the necessary cross-government relationships
and communication channels. Suggestions were also made for a potential working group led
by ministers or through senior officials coming together to discuss the implementation and
evaluation of the 2010 PoC strategy.42 A stand-alone unit, on the other hand, might lead to a
perception of sole ownership and responsibility which would challenge the goal of a strategy
that embeds PoC across relevant departments and roles.
Having senior leadership buy-in, both in the political and operational space, would ensure a
cross-government approach, as well as contribute to effective implementation. A specific
minister, potentially a minister of state, could have a more significant remit for leading on PoC
and being tasked to deliver and champion it.43 This would signal an elevation in the level of
political ambition for PoC and ensure there is a spokesperson to drive the agenda forward and
speak to parliamentary and civil society scrutiny. It should also contribute to improving political
accountability.

Operationalisation
The 2010 PoC strategy was perceived by some interviewees, especially those with a military
background, as failing to translate into a document with specific guidance for implementers
and MoD personnel working on the ground. Instead, it was perceived as a policy document with
too few elements on how it was to influence operational design.44 While the intent to protect
civilians exists within UK ethos, this often does not ‘get woven in over all stages from strategy
to delivery and back up’.45
To avoid the same outcome, the new strategy must entail the involvement by operational staff
in the strategic design and framing of the action plans to ensure that it is translated into policy,
guidance, and for the armed forces, doctrine, as well as training on the various scenarios troops
will face. The Safe Schools Declaration and guidelines, developed through state consultations

40. Stabilisation Unit, ‘Joint Analysis of Conflict and Stability (JACS) Guidance Note’, 1 June 2017,
<https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/joint-analysis-of-conflict-and-stability-jacsguidance-note>, accessed 31 August 2019.
41. Input from former military official at the second RUSI/Save the Children roundtable, 16 July 2019.
42. Input from expert on PoC working with the CIVIC at the second RUSI/Save the Children roundtable,
16 July 2019. The participant brought up the specific example of Ukraine, which, under the
guidance of CIVIC in the development and implementation of policies, tools and training on PoC, is
adopting these steps which could be replicated by the UK.
43. Input from senior government relations adviser from humanitarian organisation at the second
RUSI/Save the Children roundtable, London, 16 July 2019.
44. Author telephone interview with expert from humanitarian organisation, 6 June 2019.
45. Author telephone interview with former UK senior military official, 10 June 2019.
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led by Norway and Argentina,46 the Paris Principles47 and the Vancouver Principles48 were all
highlighted as helpful tools within the Children and Armed Conflict Agenda for this translation
of concepts into implementation.
The different levels of engagement and actors involved within the protection framework have
been critical to ensure effective implementation of the PoC agenda – including in the cooperation
between child protection focal points in the political and military aspects of missions, as well as
inter-agencies at the field level and higher, such as within the Cluster System and the Country
Task Force on Monitoring and Reporting (CTFMR) – a mechanism for monitoring and reporting
on grave violations committed against children in situations of armed conflict.49

Civilian Casualty Recording
Civilian casualty recording and the tracking of civilian harm also emerged in the research, both
in the roundtables as well as the interviews, as fundamental elements that did not feature in the
2010 strategy but should be included in the new document to facilitate effective implementation.
Better understanding of what is happening on the ground would help to modify engagement
accordingly and to better understand and thus minimise the likely impact of actions on civilian
protection before interventions are made. Such systems must be well resourced, and examples
of civilian casualty mitigation teams are increasing within states’ protection frameworks.50 It is
critical that within such monitoring, the data should be disaggregated by age, gender and by
ethnicity and religion, if appropriate, for the unique protection challenges of specific vulnerable
groups to be understood.

46. Government of Norway, ‘Safe Schools Declaration’, May 2015, <https://www.regjeringen.no/
globalassets/departementene/ud/vedlegg/utvikling/safe_schools_declaration.pdf>, accessed 26
August 2019; Global Coalition to Protect Education from Attack, ‘Guidelines to Protect Schools and
Universities from Military Use During Armed Conflict’, May 2015, <http://protectingeducation.org/
sites/default/files/documents/guidelines_en.pdf>, accessed 26 August 2019.
47. ‘The Paris Principles: The Principles and Guidelines on Children Associated With Armed Forces
or Armed Groups’, February 2007, <https://childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/publications/
ParisPrinciples_EN.pdf>, accessed 26 August 2019.
48. Government of Canada, Vancouver Principles on Peacekeeping and the Prevention of the
Recruitment and Use of Child Soldiers (Ottawa: Global Affairs Canada, November 2019).
49. The Country Task Force on Monitoring and Reporting (CTFMR), co-chaired by UNICEF and the
highest UN representative in-country, are mandated to manage the Monitoring and Reporting
Mechanism (MRM). Teams on the ground collect information, respond to grave violations and
engage in advocacy, notably to negotiate and implement Action Plans. See UN Office of the Special
Representative to the Secretary General for Children and Armed Conflict, ‘Six Grave Violations’,
<https://childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/six-grave-violations/>, accessed 16 August 2019.
50. See, for example, Federico Borello, ‘CIVIC Executive Director Addresses a High-Level Event on
the Protection of Civilians During the Opening of the UN General Assembly’, 26 September 2018,
<https://civiliansinconflict.org/remarks/federico-borello-unga/>, accessed 31 August 2019.

16

The UK Strategy on Protection of Civilians

State exchanges of good practices to mitigate civilian harm have been effective elements to
embed learning into standard operating procedures. The analysis and data provided by casualty
recording organisations and those expert in civilian protection are also important elements to
signpost action plans.51

Training
The 2010 strategy stressed the UK’s commitment to ensure the training of its troops serving
in a peace support capacity and highlighted the programme of capacity-building with
troop- and police-contributing countries around the world.52 Yet, the education and training at
all operational levels – UK government officials, military troops and UK military partners – still
emerged in interviewees and both roundtables as something that can better help achieve PoC
objectives. Specialised training for dealing with the needs of specific vulnerable groups emerged
as something of particular importance, including, for example, child-protection and childsafeguarding training at all levels and their incorporation into training exercises.
Connected to this, it also emerged there is still a gap in the broader understanding of PoC by
troop-contributing countries, and pre-deployment training on this continues to be a tick-box
exercise in some circumstances, with a significant gap in understanding the specifics, including
in relation to the protection needs of children.53
While it was noted that the UK currently has an approach to PoC that is focused on the Women
Peace and Security Agenda and a need to ensure guidelines represent all operational realities,
the UK does have an existing roadmap for training other militaries.54 It could thus be in a position
to ramp up training on PoC as well as gender and children and armed conflict to provide tangible
actions in policy and practice to reduce civilian casualties.

Civil–Military Cooperation
Civil–military cooperation, not mentioned in the 2010 PoC strategy, was emphasised strongly
by participants in the roundtables as an important factor for implementation and one that
could be improved.55
51. See, for example, EveryCasualty, ‘The Standards for Casualty Recording’, 2016, <https://www.
everycasualty.org/downloads/ec/pdf/StandardsforCasualtyRecording-Version1.0(2016).pdf>,
accessed 16 August 2019.
52. FCO, ‘UK Government Strategy on the Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict’, pp. 11–12.
53. Author telephone interview with former UK military official, 10 June 2019.
54. Defence Academy of the United Community, ‘Joint Services Command and Staff College’,
<https://www.da.mod.uk/colleges-and-schools/joint-services-command-and-staff-college>,
accessed 16 August 2019.
55. According to two serving military officials attending the second RUSI/Save the Children roundtable,
16 July 2019, the UK has fallen behind NATO in embedding civilian–military cooperation into key
operational structures.
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To strengthen cross-government communications and increase the ability of the MoD to work
more with DFID and FCO experts when analysing the context environment prior to, during and
after missions, better processes and tools need to be in place. This could include, for example,
civilian casualty mitigation teams as a mechanism for both civilian and military actors to share
information, gain a common understanding and take complementary actions to reduce civilian
harm. Within the Children and Armed Conflict Agenda, the civilian component of missions
and civilian–military cooperation was highlighted by participants as critical for an in-depth
understanding of the operating environment and for an effective implementation of PoC.56
Dialogue with civil society was also recognised as a useful part of civilian–military cooperation.
It was recommended that the new strategy strengthens mechanisms to better facilitate such
cross-sectorial and multi-level dialogue, reinforcing understanding of the unique roles each
actor plays within the wider protection architecture.57

56. Input by experts from CIVIC as well as former and current military officials at the second RUSI/Save
the Children roundtable, London, 16 July 2019.
57. Input by civil society and former military officials at second RUSI/Save the Children roundtable,
London, 16 July 2019.

Recommendations

I

N TODAY’S CONFLICTS, as protecting civilians continues to be a significant challenge, the review
of the 2010 PoC strategy presents a critical opportunity for Britain to reflect on the role it can
play in ensuring greater protection for civilians. While the last strategy reported on its progress in
2011 and 2012, UK efforts on PoC have since lacked a visible, cohesive cross-governmental approach
that brings a strong global vision and narrative of the UK’s contributions.
This report has sought to draw the latest thinking from experts, policymakers and implementers
on PoC to input into the critical thinking taking place around the review.
The following recommendations are made to ensure its successful design and effective
implementation, leading to real and tangible results.

Address Challenges
•
•

Create a common language and shared understanding of protection and the UK’s role in
PoC, recognising the shared objectives of actors.
Ensure the new strategy is short, broad and flexible to enable it to endure, but accompanied
by specific, actionable implementation plans that can adapt to changing needs.

Factors Critical for Success
•
•
•
•
•

Mainstream the awareness of key actors across government and through multiple
levels, including through incorporating a PoC lens into Joint Analysis of Conflict and
Stability assessments.
Recognise the importance of civil society engagement, both in the review and
implementation of the new strategy, and include mechanisms for doing so.
Recognise and respond to the protection needs of specific vulnerable groups, outlining
clearly how they complement parallel agendas such as gender, Women, Peace and
Security and Children and Armed Conflict.
Ensure an empowered approach to protection that facilitates meaningful civilian
engagement and better understanding of what is needed to feel protected and to
engender sustainable PoC.
Respond to emerging protection challenges. In particular:
ÊÊ
Outline the responsibilities of the UK regarding remote warfare and
partnered operations.
ÊÊ
Focus on the diplomatic opportunities to further adhere to international
obligations to protect civilians in policy and practice.
ÊÊ
Ensure that the perpetrators of attacks on civilians are not supplied with arms,
material or financial services by the UK, including provisions for UK accountability.

20

The UK Strategy on Protection of Civilians

ÊÊ

Ensure strengthened support for mechanisms enabling perpetrators to be
accountable for violations of international humanitarian and human rights law.

Ensure Effective Implementation
•
•
•
•
•
•

Establish a framework that facilitates integrated cross-government implementation and
where relevant, beyond the traditional three departments of the FCO, DFID and the MoD.
Embed civilian casualty recording and civilian harm-tracking mechanisms, including
disaggregation of data to ensure a stronger understanding of the impacts of conflict on
civilians and specific vulnerable groups.
Strengthen the protection training for UK armed forces and relevant officials, including
specialised training on specific vulnerable groups that can be used to build a body of
good practice for peer-to-peer engagement and training of other armed forces.
Ensure senior ministerial and political leadership buy-in and engagement on both
domestic and international levels.
Dedicate specific funding and resources to implementation frameworks, which include
regular reviews.
Strengthen civilian–military cooperation, setting up strong platforms and dialogues with
all relevant actors, including civil society.
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