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COOPI - Cooperazione Internazionale is a secular and 
independent humanitarian foundation established in 
1965. During 50 years of activity it has carried out more 
than 1,600 projects in 60 countries, involving thousands 
of local operators and providing a direct benefit to 
millions of people. Its mission consists of contributing, 
through the commitment, motivation, determination 
and professionalism of its human resources, to the 
process of poverty reduction and growth of the 
communities it cooperates with around the world. 
COOPI intervenes in emergency, reconstruction and 
development contexts in order to achieve a better 
balance between the North and South of the world, 
between developed and developing areas.

The Protection Policy1 is part of a series of documents 
which COOPI is adopting in order to position itself 
with respect to issues that are central to the work 
of the organization2. These documents outline the 
international theoretical framework that guides and 
underpins COOPI’s approach and that expands topics 

already developed within COOPI Gender Policy and 
Childhood Policy. In addition to this policy document, 
COOPI has developed a practical guidance document 
(COOPI’s Standard Operating Procedures - SOP - on 
Protection) which translates the theoretical level into 
the practical programs level, providing COOPI with an 
operational toolbox.

As an international humanitarian organization, COOPI 
includes protection among its key values and places 
it at the center of its actions on the ground. In the 
light of the complexity of the theoretical discourse on 
protection and its multiple translations at field level 
it is necessary to develop a more transparent and 
coherent approach to define COOPI’s specificity and 
its added value in this area. Its extensive experience 
in the field and its diversified expertise among 
different geographical areas have allowed COOPI 
to focus on these strengths and best practices to 
ensure the quality of its operations, the satisfaction 
of the people assisted, and the knowledge sharing.

1  The Protection Policy was approved by COOPI’s Board of Directors on the 17th of May, 2016.
2 At the time of drafting, the organization has already adopted the policy papers on Childhood, Environment and Disaster Risk Reduction, 

Food Security, Corporate Social Responsibility and Gender. They are expected to be joined, by the end of 2016, by a policy document on 
nutrition security.
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Protection interventions are undertaken to ensure 
full respect of the rights of all persons in conditions 
of equality, regardless of their age, gender, religion, 
ethnic or social origin or other, also during periods of 
conflict, humanitarian crisis, displacement, war and/or 
natural disasters. 

In particular, protection is defined as:
All activities aimed at obtaining full respect for 
the rights of the individual in accordance with the 
letter and the spirit of the relevant bodies of law3 
(i.e. human rights law, international humanitarian 
law, refugee law). 

• IASC 1999 • 

Theoretical framework
Key definitions

Table 1: 
interrelation of different aspects of protection, adapted from the United Nations high Commissioner 

for refugees (UNhCr) 2008 - COOPi 2016

3  Definition provided by the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC), the main inter-agency coordination mechanism for humanitarian inter-
vention (it includes representatives of the United Nations (UN), the Movement of the Red Cross and Red Crescent and NGOs), 1999.

PrOTeCTiON CAN Be CONSidered AS:

Protections is an objective 
which requires full and 
equal respect for the
right of all individuals, 
whitout discrimination, as 
provided for in national and 
international law.
Protection is not limited 
to survival and physical 
security but covers the full 
range of rights, including 
civil and political rights, 
such as the right to freedom 
of movement, the right to 
political participation, and 
economic, social and cultural 
rights, including the rights to 
education and health.

Protections is a legal
responsibility, principally of
the State and its agents.
In situations of armed 
conflict, that responsibility 
extends to all parties to the 
conflict under international 
humanitarian law, including 
armed opposition groups.
Humanitarian and human 
rights actors play an 
important role as well, in 
particular when States and 
other authorities are unable 
or unwilling to fulfil their 
protection obligations.

Protections is an activity
because action must be
taken to ensure the
enjoyment of rights.
There are three types of 
protection activities that can 
be carried out concurrently:
responsive - to prevent or 
stop violations of rights;
remedial - to ensure a
remedy to violations,
including through access to 
justice and reparations;
and
environment - building to
promote respect for rights 
and the rule of law.

An ActivityA legAl ReSPONSIBIlITYAn objective
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•  prevent human rights violations from occuring or re-occurring;

•  put an end to ongoing violations;

•  provide remedies through mechanisms of redress and/or rehabilitation for rights violations;

•  promote an environment conducive to the respect of the rights of women, men, girls and boys, through 
information and awareness-raising activities, the provision of specific services and assistance;

•  use advocacy to convince those in power to protect individuals;

•  strengthen the capacity of national authorities and civil society of a country or region to protect their 
populations;

•  provide direct services or assistance so that people can protect themselves from risks related to their 
vulnerable conditions.

iN Order TO eNSUre qUAliTY PrOTeCTiON PrOgrAMS iT iS eSSeNTiAl TO eNgAge All STAKehOlderS, iNClUdiNg VUlNerABle 
POPUlATiONS, lOCAl COMMUNiTieS ANd NATiONAl AUThOriTieS TO:
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International rights law 
as a legal basis for protection

Protection consists of ensuring that all women, girls, 
men and boys can enjoy their rights on equal terms, 
in safety and dignity, including in times of internal di-
splacement, wars, conflicts and/or natural disasters. 
National law is the main legal framework for protec-
tion activities. Protection activities must nonetheless 
be grounded in international law and be based on 
rights. States have the responsibility to ensure the full 
enjoyment, on equal terms, of rights of all individuals 
within their territory or under their jurisdiction4. When 
a State becomes party to a treaty, international law 
obliges it to respect, protect and implement human 
rights. Respecting human rights means that States 
must avoid hindering the exercise of human rights. 
Protecting means that States must protect individuals 
and groups against human rights violations. Imple-

menting means that States must take positive mea-
sures to facilitate the exercise of fundamental rights. 
However, the role of international actors is to enhan-
ce, not replace, national responsibility. The interna-
tional community has an important role to play when 
national authorities lack the capacity or are unwilling 
to ensure effective response to humanitarian crises. 
This constitutes an ethical dilemma and has program-
matic consequences for non-governmental organi-
zations working in protection: in many countries the 
State itself does not respect its obligations and/or 
perpetuates human rights violations. For this reason, 
humanitarian actors must always balance the respect 
for the nationl legal framework with the imperative to 
provide assistance to populations who are vulnera-
ble and/or affected by conflicts or natural disasters. 

4  For a more detailed discussion of the obligations of States under international human rights law, see General Comment No. 31 (1980) of the 
Human Rights Committee on the nature of the general legal obligation imposed on States parties to the Covenant, UN Doc. CCPR /C/21/
Rev.1/Add.13.

CeNTrAl AfriCAN rePUBliC
Photo: COOPi Archive
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5  For further details, please refer to: www2.ohchr.org/english/law/index.htm#core

Table 2: 
Key international human rights instruments, adapted from global Protection Cluster working group, 2010 handbook for the Protection of internally displaced Persons.

iNTerNATiONAl refereNCe dOCUMeNTS ANd TOOlS fOr hUMANiTAriAN ACTOrS:

NAMe deSCriPTiON

UNiVerSAl deClArATiON Of hUMAN righTS (Udhr), 1948 
Universal instrument setting out the fundamental rights of all individuals on the basis of equality and 
non-discrimination.

iNTerNATiONAl COVeNANT ON eCONOMiC, SOCiAl ANd CUlTUrAl 
righTS (iCeSCr),1966 

Sets out the economic, social and cultural guarantees, including the rights to food, clothing and 
housing, to health care, to an adequate standard of living, and guarantees concerning work, social 
protection, education and participation in cultural life.

iNTerNATiONAl COVeNANT ON CiVil ANd POliTiCAl righTS 
(iCCPr), 1966 

Sets forth a broad catalogue of civil and political rights, including the rights to life, to physical 
integrity, recognition before the law, political participation, freedom of movement and free choice of 
residence, and protection of the family.

CONVeNTiON AgAiNST TOrTUre ANd OTher CrUel, iNhUMAN Or 
degrAdiNg TreATMeNT Or PUNiShMeNT (CAT), 1984 

Defines and prohibits torture under all circumstances. Provides that States can not transfer a person to 
another State if there are reasons to believe that she will be tortured (non-refoulement).

iNTerNATiONAl CONVeNTiON ON The eliMiNATiON Of All fOrMS 
Of rACiAl diSCriMiNATiON (iCerd), 1965

Prohibits racial discrimination: when a person or group is treated differently because of race, color, 
descent, national or ethnic origin.

CONVeNTiON ON The PreVeNTiON ANd PUNiShMeNT Of The CriMe 
Of geNOCide, 1948

Defines genocide as acts committed with the intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethni-
cal, racial or religious group, and declares it as a crime, whether committed during peacetime or war.

CONVeNTiON ON The eliMiNATiON Of All fOrMS Of 
diSCriMiNATiON AgAiNST wOMeN (CedAw), 1979 

Sets a framework for national action for ensuring women enjoy, on an equal footing with men, their 
rights in all fields, including employment, education and administration of property, and for ensuring 
the protection of women, especially against threats to their physical safety and against rape and 
sexual exploitation.

CONVeNTiON ON The righTS Of The Child (CrC), 1989 
TOgeTher wiTh:

OPTiONAl PrOTOCOl ON The SAle Of ChildreN, Child 
PrOSTiTUTiON ANd Child POrNOgrAPhY, 2000

OPTiONAl PrOTOCOl ON The iNVOlVeMeNT Of ChildreN iN 
ArMed CONfliCT, 2000

A comprehensive code to protect the rights and best interests of children (below 18 years of age). 
It obliges States to take measures to ensure protection, care, psychological recovery and social 
reintegration of children affected by armed conflict, including unaccompanied or separated children. 
The Optional Protocol on the involvement of children in armed conflict prohibits compulsory 
recruitment and direct use in hostilities of persons under 18.

CONVeNTiON ON The righTS Of PerSONS wiTh
 diSABiliTieS (CPd), 2006 

Reaffirms human rights and emphasizes their particular importance to persons living with disabilities. 
Also provides guidance to States on ways to ensure that those with disabilities, including survivors of 
landmines and explosive remnants of war, can exercise their rights on a full and equal basis with others.

iNTerNATiONAl CONVeNTiON fOr The PrOTeCTiON Of All 
PerSONS AgAiNST eNfOrCed diSAPPeArANCeS (Ced), 2006

Defines and prohibits enforced disappearance under any circumstances and obliges States to prevent 
such acts, to prosecute and punish or extradite those responsible, and provide reparations for victims 
and their families.

CONVeNTiON CONCerNiNg The PrOhiBiTiON ANd iMMediATe 
ACTiON fOr The eliMiNATiON Of The wOrST fOrMS Of Child 
lABOUr (ilO CONVeNTiON NO. 182), 1999

Obliges States to take all necessary measures to eliminate the worst forms of child labour, such as 
slavery, trafficking, prostitution or forced labour, including recruitment of children (under 18 years) for 
use in armed conflict.

iNTerNATiONAl CONVeNTiON ON The
PrOTeCTiON Of All MigrANT wOrKerS (CMw), 1990 

Provides a framework for the protection of the human rights of migrant workers during all stages of 
the migration process; before departure, during transit and in the country of employment.

CONVeNTiON CONCerNiNg iNdigeNOUS ANd TriBAl PeOPleS
(ilO CONVeNTiON NO. 169), 1989 

Sets a framework for ensuring indigenous and tribal peoples enjoy their rights on an equal footing 
with other persons. Specifically addresses the issue of the relocation of peoples, establishing condi-
tions and guarantees to be fulfiled for this to be lawful5.
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Approaches and main conclusions on 
the implementation of a protection program

Table 3: 
Operationalizing protection, adapted by iASC 2010 - COOPi 2016

The MOST effeCTiVe PrOTeCTiON STrATegieS Are BUilT ArOUNd Three COMMON ANd iNTerrelATed APPrOACheS:

APPrOACh KeY CONCePTS iN OUr wOrK iT iS NeCeSSArY TO:

PrOTeCTiON iS ABOUT SeCUriNg 
hUMAN righTS 

(A righTS-BASed APPrOACh)

Because protection is about respect for rights, it requires an 
approach grounded upon and geared towards the full and 
equal enjoyment of rights.
This way of working requires that we recognize individuals 
as rights-holders with legal entitlements to protection and 
assistance. Unlike “needs”, rights generate responsibilities 
to ensure the protection and well-being of individuals. 
The State and other authorities are duty-bearers with 
responsibilities to respect and protect individuals’ rights.

•    be familiar with international legal standards;
•    use rights as the basis for our activities including 

situation analysis and participatory needs 
assessments, protection activities and programme 
planning, design, implementation, monitoring  
and evaluation;

•    analyse why individuals or groups cannot enjoy 
their rights;

•    ensure that our policies, programmes and activities 
aim to support internally displaced women, men, 
girls and boys in enjoying their rights;

•    strengthen the capacity and accountability of 
national and local authorities to meet their 
protection responsibilities.

iNdiVidUAlS ANd COMMUNiTieS Are 
eqUAl PArTNerS iN PrOTeCTiON

(A COMMUNiTY-BASed APPrOACh)

Experience has shown that for protection efforts to be 
effective and sustainable, they must be designed to 
recognize, support and strengthen the protection capacities 
of individuals and communities themselves. This is realized 
by ensuring that women, men, girls and boys of all ages 
and diverse backgrounds are regarded and engaged as 
active partners in all aspects of our work; recognizing their 
resilience, capacities and resources and mobilizing and 
building on the capacities of communities to enhance their 
own protection.

•    understand gender roles, power relations and 
community dynamics;

•    recognize the ways in which people enhance their own 
and work to reinforce these efforts; 

•    build an equal and active partnership with internally 
displaced women, men, girls and boys by ensuring 
that they participate in identifying and addressing 
protection risks and priorities.

PrOTeCTiON PrOMOTeS fUll ANd 
eqUAl reSPeCT fOr The hUMAN 
righTS Of All iNdiVidUAlS, 
wiThOUT diSCriMiNATiON Of 
ANY KiNd

(Age, geNder ANd
diVerSiTY MAiNSTreAMiNg)

Conflict and displacement can affect individuals in different 
ways depending on factors such as age, gender, and ethnic, 
social, religious and other backgrounds. Certain groups of 
persons, including women, children, older persons and mi-
norities, are often marginalized within communities and less 
represented in formal decision-making structures. 

•    understand how the crisis affects individuals of 
different ages, gender and backgrounds differently;

•    incorporate age, gender and diversity analysis 
into assessments, analysis, strategy development, 
design, implementation and monitoring of protection 
programmes and activities;

•    work in partnership with women, men, girls and 
boys to identify protection risks faced by different 
members of the community, and to prevent and 
address such risks through targeted action to empower 
disadvantaged groups to enjoy their rights;

•    work towards the elimination of violence in all forms, 
including gender-based violence, in close collaboration 
with local communities, civil society and the national 
government;

•    ensure that our strategies, programmes and 
activities do not inadvertently lead to, or reinforce, 
discrimination or the exclusion of different groups.
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COOPi ensures that its actions target the most vulnerable, enhance safety, 
dignity, and promote and protect  the human rights of the crisis-affected populations.
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COOPi’S approach on protection:
key concepts and good practices

1.  forced displacement
2.  Threat to life, 
 safety and security
3.  landmines and explosive
 remnants of war
4.  gender based violence
5.  Children associated with armed 

forces or armed groups
6.  Threat to liberty and to
 freedom of movement
7.  family separation
8.  human trafficking
9. loss of civil status and nationality

10.  Accomodation
11.  food aid and nutrition
12.  water and sanitation
13.  health
14.  Prevention and treatment of hiV
15.  education
16.  livelihoods
17.  land and property
18.  Justice
19.  Political partecipation 
 and right to vote
20.  disaster risk reduction

This section describes COOPI’s approach in the field 
of protection, delineating its added value and origi-
nality of action. Indeed, COOPI carries out its inter-
ventions in the field following two main approaches. 
Firstly, COOPI implements protection-focused pro-
grams with specific responsive activities (to prevent 
or stop violations of rights); remedial activities (to 
ensure a remedy to violations and reparation); and 
transformative activities (to promote respect for rights 
and rule of law). Secondly, COOPI mainstreams pro-
tection activities through all its interventions in emer-
gency and development contexts to ensure sustai-
nable and participative effectiveness of its programs. 

i) Implementing protection-focused programs 
Table 5 gives a representation of the various actions 
that might be globally carried out by COOPI in a pro-

tection-focused program according to the different 
settings. COOPI considers protection from a human 
rights perspective (top down arrow in Table 4), and 
as such promotes in the field remedial and respon-
sive measures to prevent further harm, limit dama-
ges, and eventually redress human rights violations. 
These programs can focus on providing international 
protection to refugees and internally displaced pe-
ople, and on restablishing the rights of indigenous 
and ethnic minorities. On the other side, protection 
for COOPI goes hand in hand with the provision of 
humanitarian assistance directed to the affected po-
pulation to increase/improve its access to basic ser-
vices, helping them meeting their needs, enhancing 
their resilience6 mechanisms to limit their vulnerability 
to violations and abuses. For instance, COOPI provi-
des access to food assistance and livelihood oppor-
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Table 4: 
rivelli, COOPi - 2015

6  Resilience refers to the capacity of a system, community or society potentially exposed to hazards to adapt, by resisting or changing in 
order to reach and maintain an acceptable level of functioning and structure (UN/ISDR 2004).
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tunities for the population in need; provides nutrition 
programs for children, and supports health facilities 
in providing care for people affected by conflict or 
natural disasters. 
Depending on the context, protection programs 
always take into consideration specific needs of the 
target groups. In fact, during situations of conflict 
and/or disasters, COOPI specifically deals with cer-
tain people/groups that are usually more affected by 
specific risks or protection issues, and hence need 
more specific assistance. For instance, COOPI imple-
ments dedicated programs with survivors of gender-
based violence (also referred as GBV programming), 
children associated with armed groups or armed for-
ces or separated and unaccompanied children (also 
referred as child protection). COOPI also takes into 
account the specific needs of elders and people with 
specific disabilities without family and community 
support. By way of example, consider the following 
interventions: monitoring international humanitarian 
law and human rights violations; registration and 
humanitarian assistance to refugees/returnees; IDP 
profiling, medical care, psychosocial support for GBV 
survivors; rehabilitation and reintegration of children 
associated with armed groups and forces; protection 
through presence and access to the rights.

ii) Protection mainstreaming                      
Moreover, COOPI focuses on protection mainstrea-
ming within all its actions by incorporating the princi-
ples of protection and promoting meaningful access 
to the rights, safety and dignity in humanitarian as-
sistance. For COOPI mainstreaming protection en-
sures that the protective impact of  programming is 
maximized. Through the incorporation of protection 
principles into all its interventions, COOPI ensures 
that its activities target the most vulnerable, enhance 
safety, dignity, and promote and protect the human 
rights of the populations without contributing to or 
perpetuating discrimination, abuse, violence, neglect 
and exploitation.

Examples: ensure the inclusion of women, 
boys, men and girls in a humanitarian assi-
stance program; ensure significative access to 
health care for women and girls in a conflict 
zone; implement measures to enhance the 
participation of young children in a humanita-
rian program, ensuring that people with speci-
fic needs are included in food distribution and 
other activities.

A more detailed description of good practices will 
help us translate COOPI’s approach at the field level 
and better understand the history/specific expertise 
of the organization.

In particular, aware of the importance of keeping pro-
tection at the centre of its actions, COOPI intervenes 
in different ways to ensure the respect of human 
rights and promoting quality access to services to all. 

Table 5: 
rivelli, COOPi - 2015

PriOriTize
SAfeTY ANd digNiTY 
ANd AVOid 
CAUSiNg hArM

PrOMOTe
MeANiNgfUl ACCeSS 
- iN PrOPOrTiON TO 
Need ANd wiThOUT 
ANY BArrierS

SUPPOrT
ACCOUNTABiliTY

eNCOUrAge
PArTeCiPATiON ANd 
eMPOwerMeNT

The fOUr KeY eleMeNTS fOr CrOSS-CUTTiNg PrOTeCTiON
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7 IASC, 2007, IASC Guidelines on Mental Health and Psychosocial Support in Emergency Settings.

Put the individual at the center of humanitarian response 
in order to develop his/her own coping mechanisms

With this vision COOPI implements international gui-
delines regarding mental health and psychosocial 
support program, by following the steps recommen-
ded by the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC), 
that is to say: integrate psychosocial services in other 
services and assistance activities; ensure a multisec-
toral response through referall mechanisms and case 
management; provide a non-specialized psychoso-
cial support to families and communities through cul-
tural and recreational activities; develop a network of 
social workers and community volunteers trained in 
providing emotional and psychological support, and 

refer more serious disorders cases to specialized 
medical services7.
In this sense, COOPI has developed a methodology 
based on the provision of mental health and psycho-
social services that identify individual action plans ac-
cording to the needs and resources of each person, 
in order to increase their wellbeing and re-activate 
the coping mechanisms of each individual. COOPI 
targets in particular specific groups such as children 
associated with armed forces and groups and survi-
vors of gender based violence. COOPI believes that 
every action must address the needs but also the ca-
pacity and the individual’s resources so that at the 
end of the pathways, he/she can recover and re-take 
charge of his/her life.

1

BOliViA 
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Since 2014, COOPI has developed psychosocial 
support mobile units in Niger, in response to men-
tal health and psychosocial problems caused by the 
population movements triggered by Boko Haram’s 
atrocities in the north of Nigeria. The units provide 
psychosocial assistance and mental health-related 
issues referral; it has also been preventing cases of 
family separation by transitionally taking care of unac-
companied and separated children through a pro-
cess of psychosocial rehabilitation, which involved 
22,739 children (comprising 11,470 girls) associated 
with armed forces and armed groups. Furthermore, 
COOPI has developed an assistance model focused 
on the needs of survivors of gender based violence 
(GBV). Similarly, from 2010 to 2012, COOPI had sup-
ported the survivors of GBV - inflicted during the civil 
war and afterwards - in the Ituri district and the Mani-
ema province in the DRC, through a specific care and 
psycho-social support and referrals to holistic health 
services for appropriate medical care. 
The approach used with both women and girls, and 
with children, was to holistically support the individual 

targeting specific needs in health and psychosocial 
well-being. The program ensured the rehabilitation of 
60 health centers and access to medical assistance 
for more than 10,000 survivors, including men and 
women. At the same time more than 25,000 GBV 
survivors received psychosocial assistance and more 
than 12,000 people were given support in the crea-
tion of income generating activities.
Each individual participated in the development of 
an individual action plan and received a counseling 
process, emotional support or psychosocial activities 
necessary for his/her psychosocial recovery by iden-
tifying his/her own specific needs and resources. 
The success of this program demonstrates the im-
portance of developing action plans and specific ac-
tions for each boy, girl, woman and man, taking into 
account their vulnerability context and family and/or 
community coping mechanisms. The aspect of com-
munity involvement in prevention and response to 
human rights violations and abuses proved to be a 
key element for the sustainability of the action.

Good practices

The centrality of the individual and his/her needs is clearly visibile in many of COOPI interventions in sup-
port to women exposed to or who have experienced violence, and children vulnerable and/or affected 
by armed conflicts in different countries, such as Colombia, Ethiopia, Niger, Nigeria, Uganda, Peru, Cen-
tral African Republic (CAR), Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Sierra Leone, Chad.

PSYCO-SOCiAl SUPPOrT iN Niger ANd drC

deMOCrATiC rePUBliC Of CONgO
Photo: eduardo Soteras Jalil
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Promote community mobilization and engagement for 
the promotion of local support networks and awareness 
raising of the population to support local resilience

COOPI places the community at the heart of all inter-
ventions. The community is regarded as the recipient 
of the action but also as a driver of change to improve 
living conditions and increase local resilience. For this 
reason COOPI organizes in a structured way awareness 
raising campaigns, and promotes local partnerships and 
capacity building activities to ensure ownership of the 
program by the community itself. COOPI considers that 
mobilization and community engagement are essential 

to ensure that wherever possible, the population is en-
couraged to take charge and to be the key element for 
promoting sustainability. Furthermore, COOPI sets up 
from the start of the programs a clear strategy for mo-
bilization to enable communities to respond appropria-
tely to their own protection needs, to strengthen their 
coping mechanisms and to manage positively conflicts, 
especially in the future. COOPI’s main approach con-
sists of facilitating the re-establishment of community 
structures and mechanisms, especially governance and 
representation structures, or organizations of women 
and young people so as to reconstruct, to the extent 
possible, previous community groups.

2

Good practices

This key concept is visible in several countries where COOPI operates, especially Ecuador, Guatemala, 
Kenya, Niger, DRC, CAR, Peru, Somalia and Chad. In particular, in the Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) sector 
COOPI had developed an expertise in community mobilization and engagement which from a programma-
tic perspective sees local actors as an engine of a program in which COOPI has developed in a structured 
and participatory way the engagement of the local community and its mobilization in disasters risk reduc-
tion, in which local actors are regarded in a programmatic perspective as the engine of the program itself. 

Since 2012, within the framework of a DIPECHO⁸ 
project, COOPI has developed a social audit model 
in Guatemala that identifies the key actions for com-
munity mobilization through the establishment of a 
participatory process, in which actors of the civil so-
ciety, local authorities and government officials were 
engaged in achieving the objectives of the program. 
Through this process of engagement and mobiliza-
tion COOPI has shown that the success of its ac-
tions is related to the structured capacity building of 
local stakeholders aimed at making them indepen-
dent and autonomous at the end of the program, 
recognizing the transformative roles of community 
in ensuring a human rights agenda, in protecting 
themselves and in being more resilient. The Gua-
temala experience has also created practical tools 
to develop community engagement as an oppor-

tunity to exercise its own rights and civic duties of 
political participation and to affirm its own abilities 
and opinions in the public sphere. Community mobi-
lization has thus become an exercise of democracy, 
in which the community identifies needs, develops 
the tools to address them in collaboration with other 
actors, and finally puts in place a public and transpa-
rent process of monitoring and validation to ensure 
participatory and democratic accountability.

eNhANCiNg SOCiAl AUdiTiNg PrOCeSSeS iN gUATeMAlA

gUATeMAlA
Photo: COOPi Archive

8 Disaster Preparadness programme of the European Commis-
sion’s Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection department.
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violations of human rights and support the enjoyment 
thereof by all layers of the population. 
COOPI’s approach aims to enhance the awareness 
and skills of the most vulnerable and discriminated 
groups, that are usually excluded by the political par-
ticipation, so to be able to address the socio-political 
problems they have to face in their own country. The 
community consciousness raising approach is inten-
ded to strengthen the political economic and social to-
ols of the above mentioned gropus, in order to impro-
ve their own living conditions and be recognized as 
part of the population and democratic life of a country.

Support with specific measures the participation and 
empowerment of the most vulnerable groups for a more 
equal society

Protection is not only made up of humanitarian assi-
stance but it also aims at supporting the active partici-
pation, empowerment and self-management of the tar-
get population in the life of a country to ensure that all 
citizens have equal access to services and have their 
rights fulfilled. The empowerment of certain groups 
excluded or discriminated against is particularly well 
seen as a factor of democratic development to reduce 

3

gUATeMAlA

Good practices

COOPI has developed a participatory approach in support of indigenous groups in different countries with 
different implementation modalities but always coherent with this approach, especially in Bolivia, Paraguay,  
Peru, Ecuador and CAR. 

CeNTrAl AfriCAN rePUBliC
Photo: COOPi Archive

From 2005 to 2015, COOPI has worked closely with 
minority populations of CAR and more specifically 
with the Aka Pygmies, in the Lobaye, Sangha-Mbaéré 
and Mambéré-Kadéï prefectures. It is possible to identify 
five macro-themes of success in this program in CAR:
i) the monitoring of violations and discrimination of 
human rights experienced by indigenous groups; 
ii) the promotion of the cultural and traditional, lingui-
stic and religious identity of indigenous groups - for 
instance through the rehabilitation of the Pygmy Hall 
and of the Documentation Room within the Bogan-
da National Museum and the creation of the Cultural 
Center for the Promotion of the Rights of the Aka 
in the city of Mbaïki; iii ) the grant of the act of birth 

for thousands of unregistered children; iv) the im-
provement of access to basic services, especially 
education and health, for women and children from 
indigenous groups; v) the advocacy activity that led 
to the ratification of the International Labour Organi-
zation (ILO) Convention 169 on Indigenous and Tri-
bal Peoples. 
The interrelationship between these dynamics has 
been well received by the pygmies, who began to 
exercise their civic rights and to recognize the impor-
tance of their community. This approach has fostered 
awareness, higher skills and knowledge and finally 
contributed to the advancement of the Aka Pygmies 
in the participation in the country’s public life.

10 YeArS TOgeTher wiTh The AKA PYgMieS iN CeNTrAl AfriCAN rePUBliC
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CeNTrAl AfriCAN rePUBliC
Photo: Andoni lubaki

by natural phenomena, to humanitarian activities is a 
key approach in the implementation of COOPI’s pro-
grams; this applies especially to those that are not di-
rectly focused on protection. Indeed, equal access to 
services, attention and analysis of the specific needs 
and adapting activities to the specific needs of the 
target population groups, for example, are visible ele-
ments in COOPI’s activities and in the design of its pro-
grams. Protection mainstreaming is a key aspect for 
the promotion of individual and community resilience 
of the populations affected by conflict and/or natural 
disaster in order to contribute to its participation in the 
process of recovery and development of the country.

Mainstream protection into humanitarian 
assistance programs 

Protection mainstreaming ensures that human rights 
and their promotion are central to each intervention, 
laying the foundations for reconstruction and a more 
equitable and sustainable development.

In line with the international developments within the 
theoretical framework, COOPI also ensures the full 
participation and involvement of women, men and 
children so to mainstream protection in all humanita-
rian assistance or development programs. The pro-
cess of mainstreaming protection principles to promo-
te a meaningful, safe and dignified access of people 
affected by humanitarian crises, or disasters caused 

4
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for the program design was based on the analysis of 
specific needs of the vulnerable groups, with parti-
cular emphasis on children and youth. Food security 
activities were implemented applying the principles 
of dignity and equal access to food distributions ta-
king into account the presence and characteristics 
of vulnerable groups so that anyone could benefit 
from the activities without discrimination. The pro-
gram monitoring also took into account the data by 
sex and age to assess the impact of an action on di-
stinct layers of the population. Finally, the success of 
such multisectoral program in an emergency phase 
was assured by an immediate integration of protec-
tion elements and the respect of its principles throu-
ghout the course of the design, implementation and 
evaluation of the program.

MUlTiSeCTOrAl reSPONSe TO CeNTrAl AfriCAN rePUBliC CriSiS

Since the outbreak of the humanitarian crisis in CAR 
in 2012, COOPI has supported a multisectoral re-
sponse focused on providing basic services to the 
population affected by the armed conflict. A search 
and identification system for direct and indirect vic-
tims was set up at the beginning of the intervention, 
allowing to identify 409 direct victims, who were 
granted a psychological support through a socio-
economic reintegration track. At the same time, 
about 5,000 people (out of which 45% were refuge-
es or displaced people) took part into food security 
activities, while about 17,000 people participated to  
community awareness building activities. The pro-
tection principles have been successfully integrated 
in all phases of the humanitarian program led by 
COOPI. Moreover, the needs assessment required 

CeNTrAl AfriCAN rePUBliC
Photo: Trinidad Bronte

Good practices

Ensuring the mainstreaming of the main principles of protection in each humanitarian program is an essen-
tial aspect of each of COOPI’s interventions, articulated in its operations in various countries such as DRC, 
Niger, Nigeria, Central African Republic, Sierra Leone, Chad. 
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ABUSe:
the misuse of power through which the perpetrator gains control or advantage of the abused, using and causing physical 
or psychological harm or inciting fear of that harm. Abuse prevents persons from making free decisions and forces them to 
behave against their will.
(UNHCR, Sexual and Gender-Based Violence against Refugees, Returnees and Internally Displaced Persons: Guidelines for 
Prevention and Response, 2003)

ACCOUNTABiliTY: 
the means through which power is used responsibly. It is a process of taking account of, and being held accountable by, 
different stakeholders, and primarily those who are affected by the exercise of power. Along with the process of writing 
reports or giving an account of decisions and actions, accountability comprises considering the needs, concerns, capacities 
and abilities of the affected parties, and explaining the meaning and the implications of actions and decisions, and their 
reasons. Accountability is therefore a measure of the quality of the relationship between an agent (an organ that provides 
a service or product) and a principal (the person or group the service or product is intended for).
(Humanitarian Accountability Partnership)

CAPACiTY BUildiNg: 
the process by which individuals, institutions and societies develop and strengthen, individually and collectively, their 
ability to perform functions, solve problems, and set and achieve objectives.

Child:
every human being below the age of eighteen years unless under the law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier.
(UN, Convention on the Rights of the Child, art. 1, 1989)

Child ASSOCiATed wiTh AN ArMed fOrCe Or ArMed grOUP: 
any person below 18 years of age who is or who has been recruited or used by an armed force or armed group in any 
capacity, including but not limited to children, boys and girls, used as fighters, cooks, porters, messengers, spies or for 
sexual purposes. It does not only refer to a child who is taking or has taken a direct part in hostilities. Child soldiers are 
also called combatant children.
(UNICEF, The Paris principles and guidelines on children associated with armed forces or armed groups, February 2007)

COMMUNiTY-BASed APPrOACh:
way of working that is based on an inclusive partnership with communities of persons of concern that recognizes their 
resilience, capacities and resources. It mobilizes and builds on these to deliver protection, assistance and solutions while 
supporting community processes and goals. 
(UNHCR Handbook for the Protection of Women and Girls, 2008)

eMPOwerMeNT: 
process or phenomenon that allows people to take greater control over the decisions, activities, policies, processes and 
institutions that affect their lives. 
(UNHCR Handbook for the Protection of Women and Girls, 2008)
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deMOBilizATiON: 
the formal and controlled discharge of active combatants from armed forces or other armed groups. The first stage of 
demobilization may extend from the processing of individual combatants in temporary centres to the massing of troops 
in camps designated for this purpose (cantonment sites, encampments, assembly areas or barracks). The second stage of 
demobilization encompasses the support package provided to the demobilized, which is called reinsertion.
(UN Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration Resource Centre) 

diSArMAMeNT: 
the collection, documentation, control and disposal of small arms, ammunition, explosives and light and heavy weapons 
of combatants and often also of the civilian population. Disarmament also includes the development of responsible arms 
management programmes.
(UN Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration Resource Centre) 

geNder-BASed ViOleNCe:
a generic term describing any harmful act perpetrated against a person’s will, and that is based on socially ascribed 
(gender) differences between males and females.
(IASC, Guidelines for gender-based violence interventions in humanitarian emergencies: focusing on prevention and response 
to sexual violence, 2005, Geneva)

hUMANiTAriAN ASSiSTANCe:
aid that seeks to save lives and alleviate suffering of a crisis-affected population. Humanitarian assistance must be provided 
in accordance with the basic humanitarian principles of humanity, impartiality and neutrality, as stated in General Assembly 
Resolution 46/182 (19 December 1991). In addition, the UN seeks to provide humanitarian assistance with full respect for the 
sovereignty of States. 
(Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs OCHA, Glossary of Humanitarian Terms in relation to the Protection of 
Civilians in Armed Conflict, 2003)

hUMAN righTS: 
concerted international norms that recognize and protect the inherent dignity of all people and their inalienable rights 
without distinction of any kind such as race, color, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social 
origin, wealth, birth or other status. These standards can be part of customary international law and/or set out in several 
legal instruments at national, regional and international level.
(Adapted from the Universal Delcaration of Human Rights, Art.2)

iNdigeNOUS PeOPleS:
indigenous peoples generally have a historical continuity with pre invasion and  pre colonial societies that developed on 
their territories. This continuity may be in the form of occupation of ancestral lands (at least in part), ancestry, language 
and/or cultural manifestations. These historical links are sometimes reflected in the term “first peoples”. As with minorities, 
indigenous communities tend to be non dominant compared with majorities. Indigenous peoples enjoy particular rights, 
including the right to practice customary law and the right to protect traditional knowledge, intellectual property and 
cultural heritage.
(UNHCR, Working with National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities and Indigenous Peoples in Forced Displacement, 2011)

MeNTAl heAlTh ANd PSYChOSOCiAl SUPPOrT: 
the composite expression describes any type of internal or outside support that aims to protect or promote psychosocial 
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well-being and/or prevent or treat mental disorder. Although the terms mental health and psychosocial support are closely 
related and overlap, for many aid workers they reflect different, yet complementary, approaches. 
Aid agencies outside the health sector tend to speak of supporting psychosocial well-being. Health sector agencies tend to 
speak of mental health, yet historically have also used the terms psychosocial rehabilitation and psychosocial treatment to 
describe non-biological interventions for people with mental disorders. 
(IASC Guidelines on Mental Health and Psychosocial Support in Emergency Settings, 2007)

MiNOriTY: 
an ethnic, religious or linguistic group, fewer in number than the rest of the population, whose members share a common 
identity. Minorities are usually non dominant in comparison with majorities in the economic and political spheres of their 
countries. Members of minorities also share ethnic, religious, linguistic or cultural characteristics that differentiate them 
from majorities, and they generally seek to maintain these distinguishing identities. At the same time, the characteristics 
defining minorities may vary from one context to another, for example; as regards whether a group’s minority identity is 
primarily ethnic, religious or both.
(UNHCR, Working with National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities and Indigenous Peoples in Forced Displacement, 2011)

MUlTi-SeCTOrAl APPrOACh:
framework for developing and implementing a plan to respond to the causes and consequences of a particular problem by 
comprehensively involving all sectors who have influence over that problem. 
(UNHCR Handbook for the Protection of Women and Girls, 2008)

PrOTeCTiON: 
the concept of protection encompasses all activities aimed at obtaining full respect for the rights of the individual in 
accordance with the letter and the spirit of the relevant bodies of law (i.e. Human Rights law, International Humanitarian 
Law, Refugee Law). Protection encompasses creating an environment conducive to full respect for the rights of individuals, 
preventing and/or alleviating the immediate effects of an established pattern of abuse and restoring dignified living 
conditions through rehabilitation, restitution, and reparation.  
(IASC, Protection of Internally Displaced Persons, 1999)

SePArATed ChildreN: 
children separated from both parents, or from their previous legal or customary primary care-giver, but not necessarily from 
other relatives. These may, therefore, include children accompanied by other adult family members.
(International Committee of the Red Cross - ICRC -, Inter-Agency Guiding Principles on Unaccompanied and Separated 
Children, 2004) 

UNACCOMPANied ChildreN: 
children who have been separated from both parents and other relatives and are not being cared for by an adult who, by 
law or custom, is responsible for doing so.
(International Committee of the Red Cross - ICRC -, Inter-Agency Guiding Principles on Unaccompanied and Separated 
Children, 2004) 
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