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Sustaining Protection Under Pressure: The Impact of Humanitarian 
Funding Cuts on Protection Programming in West and Central Africa 

Regional Protection Working Group – West and Central Africa 

OVERVIEW OF THE SITUATION  

West and Central Africa accounts for over 12 million forcibly displaced persons, 80% of whom are women and 
children. The Central Sahel (Burkina Faso, Mali, Western Niger) and the Lake Chad Basin (Chad, Nigeria, 
Niger, Cameroon) are experiencing complex humanitarian crises, with protection risks and related needs 
escalating due to conflict, increasing forced displacement and climate shocks. There are over 165,000 
refugees and asylum-seekers hosted in the northern parts of the coastal countries of the Gulf of Guinea due to 
spillover of the conflict in the Sahel. Sudan is grappling with the largest humanitarian crisis in the world which 
continues to drive displacement into Chad and the Central African Republic. Chad has received nearly one 
million new Sudanese refugees since April 2023; refugees now account for 1 in every 3 people in eastern Chad.  

The trend of reductions in humanitarian funding in recent years has been accelerated by sudden cuts by major 
donors in 2025, with devastating consequences for the delivery of core life-saving protection activities across 
conflict zones and displacement situations in the region. The suspension of case management and protection 
services, the closure of safe spaces for women and children, and the reduction in protection monitoring 
capacity and community-based protection interventions have left populations already affected by protection 
risks increasingly exposed to violence, exploitation, and neglect. Communities are losing the ability to prevent 
and respond to threats, eroding community-based systems that have been built over years of investment. 
National systems, local NGOs, and frontline workers are overwhelmed or dismantled.  

As responses become increasingly fragmented, protection actors risk losing their ability to engage with longer-
term efforts and the humanitarian-development-peace nexus. Without urgent investment to sustain them, the 
remaining protection services may eventually disappear across the region. The current funding crisis in West 
and Central Africa is not just a funding gap: it is the erosion of the entire humanitarian protection environment.  

KEY PROTECTION RISKS IN WEST AND  CENTRAL AFRICA  

In recent years, the Central Sahel and Lake Chad Basin regions experienced a marked escalation in protection 
incidents. In 2024, 1 in 3 communities surveyed by Project 21 in these two subregions continuously reported 
protection incidents every month. In 2025, there are over 16 million people in need of protection across Burkina 
Faso, Cameroon, CAR, Chad, Mali, Niger, and Nigeria according to the regional Humanitarian Needs and 
Response Plans (HNRP). Widespread conflict, insecurity, and forced displacement continue to expose civilians 
– particularly women, children, and other vulnerable groups – to severe protection risks.  

https://www.nrc.no/feature/2025/sudan-two-years-of-emergency-aid-in-the-worlds-largest-crisis
https://project21.info/
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Key priority risks identified by Protection Clusters in West and Central Africa include attacks on civilians, theft 
and evictions, forced displacement, and abductions. These risks are widespread and often interlinked, 
compounding the vulnerabilities of affected populations and increasing their severity. The prevalence of 
gender-based violence (GBV) across the region reflects a troubling intersection of insecurity, poverty, and 
gender inequality, further amplified by forced displacement and the breakdown of protective systems. Early 
marriage, along with psychosocial and emotional distress, are prevalent protection risks affecting 
communities, in particular women and girls.   

Children are at heightened risk, with all six grave violations of children’s rights being verified and reported by 
partners across the region. Recruitment and use of children in armed conflict is a critical concern particularly 
in areas where access to education is limited, social cohesion is deteriorating, and risks of abduction are 
heightened. Family separation is another persistent risk, driven by forced displacement, abduction, and the 
collapse of reunification systems – placing children and the elderly at elevated risk.   

The presence of explosive ordnance, including landmines and improvised explosive devices further 
endangers civilians and impedes humanitarian response. In addition, humanitarian access remains severely 
restricted in many areas, impacting affected communities’ access to essential social and protection services 
as well as multiplying protection risks due to negative coping mechanisms, increasing intercommunity 
tensions and food insecurity.  

Protection Risks Prioritized by the Protection Clusters through the Protection Analysis Updates 

 Priority Risk 1 Priority Risk 2 Priority Risk 3 Priority Risk 4 Priority Risk 5 

BURKINA FASO   ATTACKS ON CIVILIANS 
ABDUCTION & 

DETENTION 
MOV. RESTRIC. & 
DISPLACEMENT 

FORCED RECRUITMENT 
GENDER-BASED 

VIOLENCE 

CAMEROON 
GENDER-BASED 

VIOLENCE 
MOV. RESTRIC. & 
DISPLACEMENT 

FAMILY SEPARATION TORTURE 
ABDUCTION & 

DETENTION 

CAR 
GENDER-BASED 

VIOLENCE 
THEFT & EVICTION PRESENCE OF MINES 

ABDUCTION & 
DETENTION 

FORCED RECRUITMENT 

CHAD ATTACKS ON CIVILIANS 
GENDER-BASED 

VIOLENCE 
FAMILY SEPARATION THEFT & EVICTION DISCRIMINATION 

MALI ATTACKS ON CIVILIANS 
MOV. RESTRIC. & 
DISPLACEMENT 

GENDER-BASED 
VIOLENCE 

PRESENCE OF MINES 
ABDUCTION & 

DETENTION 

NIGER EARLY/FORCED 
MARRIAGE 

GENDER-BASED 
VIOLENCE 

ATTACKS ON CIVILIANS THEFT & EVICTION PSYCHOSOCIAL 

NIGERIA ATTACKS ON CIVILIANS 
GENDER-BASED 

VIOLENCE 
FORCED RECRUITMENT 

RETURNS & FORCED 
DISPLACEMENT 

-- 

 

Protection Risks 
Severity in Africa, 
Global Protection 
Cluster, March 2025 

https://globalprotectioncluster.org/emergencies/protection-analysis-updates
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The ongoing refugee influx into Chad and the spillover of the Sahel crisis into coastal countries places 
additional pressure on already overstretched protection responses and capacities in these countries and 
increases emergency protection needs for these vulnerable populations.  Approximately 72% of newly arrived 
Sudanese refugees in Chad have faced serious human rights violations including physical and gender-based 
violence, arbitrary detention and forced recruitment and need critical, life-saving interventions. 

Operational Protection Response 

Core protection programming focuses on mitigating harm, reducing risks, and ensuring the full enjoyment of 
human rights and safety of affected populations, particularly forcibly displaced persons, women and children.  
Across the region, protection programming is increasingly integrated with cash assistance, education, health 
and livelihoods initiatives to enhance resilience and self-reliance, all while maintaining a strong focus on 
accountability, conflict sensitivity, and the centrality of protection. A decrease in protection funding risks 
dismantling these integrated approaches that are critical to the regional response. This would not only 
undermine the centrality of protection but also have a direct negative impact on the ability of other sectors to 
effectively deliver dedicated humanitarian assistance. 

Community-based and localized approaches are the operational backbone of the humanitarian response 
in the region, enabling context-specific, sustainable solutions and strong partnerships with local and 
community-led organizations, especially in hard-to-reach areas. Discontinuing these initiatives weakens 
overstretched community resilience, disrupts essential protection mechanisms, and destabilizes a complex 
localization process, thus exacerbating protection risks in an already volatile regional context. 

In the Central Sahel and Lake Chad Basin, protection efforts are under severe financial strain and 
complicated by a volatile security environment characterized by widespread insecurity, mistrust between 
communities and authorities, and the politicization of aid. Protection actors face severe access constraints 
and must navigate complex social and political dynamics to avoid reinforcing power imbalances. Abrupt 
funding reductions threaten not only the continuity of context-specific, survivor-centred, and conflict-sensitive 
protection programming, but also the safety and security of frontline staff trying to stay and deliver in unstable 
and high-risk areas. 

IMPACT OF RECENT FUNDING REDUCTIONS ON PROTECTION   

For years, funding for protection in West and Central Africa has been insufficient to meet the scale of growing 
protection risks.   

In 2024, while the Protection Cluster globally faced a 51% funding gap, the average shortfall in the Central Sahel 
(Burkina Faso, Mali, Niger) and the Lake Chad Basin (Chad, Nigeria, Niger, Cameroon) was even higher, at 
52.6%. This shortfall is largely driven by the mismatch between escalating humanitarian needs and stagnant or 
declining funding. As a result, millions of vulnerable individuals have been left without vital assistance. 

GBV programming has been chronically underfunded between 2021 and 2024, with funding gaps ranging from 
56% to 78%. In Burkina Faso, this underinvestment has contributed to a 12% decline in the number of GBV 
survivors seeking help during the first half of 2024 compared to the same period in 2023. In Mali, the situation 
is equally concerning; in 2024, 35% of GBV survivors reported being unable to access essential medical care, 
while a staggering 81% had no access to safe shelter. 

Within the 2025 Humanitarian Needs and Response Plan (HNRP), the Protection Clusters in West and Central 
Africa requested $613.1 million. However, as of May 2025, only 14% ($88.5 million) of this amount has been 
received. Across both HNRP and non-HNRP channels, total funding for the protection sector stands at just 
$106.8 million. This marks a significant decline compared to the same period in 2024. Mali, the Central African 
Republic and Cameroon are the three countries receiving the least attention and funding. The situation has 
been further compounded by policy shifts from major donors, particularly the Government of the United States, 
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which in 2024 was the largest contributor to the protection sector – providing 32.9% of total funding. The U.S. 
was also the leading donor in Nigeria (52.8% of protection funding), Mali (34%), the Central African Republic 
(33.1%), and Niger (27.3%). 

Projections by the Global Protection Cluster show that reductions in protection funding may lead to 
significantly high losses in programmatic responses. For example, in Cameroon, a 30% funding cut could 
reduce activity levels by 37%, and a 50% cut could shrink operational activities by 69%. These estimates reflect 
potential reductions across a range of core protection interventions, including direct service delivery, 
protection monitoring, community engagement, and the provision of life-saving information, leaving affected 
populations at greater risk. 

The recent funding reductions have placed thousands of lives at heightened risk. 

Due to funding reductions, life-saving interventions such as protection case management, including targeted 
individual assistance to victims of protection incidents and legal support, including for civil documentation 
have been dramatically impacted. Emergency protection interventions provided under the Rapid Response 
Mechanim in 2024 for instance in Mali for over 1,000 victims of human rights violations including more than 
200 children, are no longer funded.  In the Central African Republic, a justice program for 300,000 people, 
including survivors of sexual violence, was cancelled before its launch, cutting off access to legal and 
psychological assistance. These gaps not only deepen survivors’ trauma and reinforce impunity but also 
discourage access to justice. Access to civil documentation, which has been a key protection gap especially 
in the Sahel region and Northeast Nigeria has become more prominent, leaving individuals exposed to arbitrary 
arrest, detention and taxation. In addition, more than 600,000 refugees and asylum-seekers in the region, 
mostly in Chad, Mali, Côte d’Ivoire and the Central African Republic who are left without documentation due to 
insufficient funding face risks of unlawful detention and refoulement.  In many countries effective initiatives 
such as cash-for-protection programs have also been severely curtailed, reducing the availability of crucial 
safety nets for those at heightened risk of violence and exploitation.  

Protection monitoring & protection emergency response for victims of violence and attacks have been 
disrupted, particularly in Cameroon, Mali, Niger and Nigeria, where critical data is no longer being collected. 
In Niger, protection monitoring coverage dropped by more than 50% with only 3 regions covered in 2025 
compared to 7 in 2024. Moreover, in many countries the breakdown of early warning systems, including rapid 
protection assessments, community-based support structures, and community-based protection initiatives 
severely undermines the ability to detect and respond to threats linked to forced recruitment, arbitrary 
detention, and movement restrictions.  

Simultaneously, community-based protection mechanisms are facing disruption and there is an increased 
pressure to fill gaps where humanitarian funding has reduced. This is a key concern in areas such as the North 
region in Burkina Faso at the border with Mali where community-based protection committees have lost 
material and logistical support to prevent risks towards children, including forced recruitment, child labour and 
exploitation. In Niger, as community-based protection networks lost support, awareness sessions and 
community campaigns on issues like child marriage, violence prevention, and social cohesion have sharply 
declined. Referral pathways of persons with specific needs collapsed in 5 regions, affecting at least 12,000 
IDPs and host community members relying on timely access to services.  

The reduction in housing, land and property programming significantly undermines tenure security, support 
for land rights, and the resolution of land disputes- particularly for displaced populations in fragile contexts. In 
the Sahel, the interruption of capacity-building and awareness-raising initiatives threatens to weaken 
community-based land governance and conflict resolution mechanisms, with adverse effects on 
intercommunal dialogue and social cohesion. 

https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiNGE3NGU5OWItNWIwYy00NGJlLWI5ZTUtNGJhYzBiYWVhNjlmIiwidCI6IjBmOWUzNWRiLTU0NGYtNGY2MC1iZGNjLTVlYTQxNmU2ZGM3MCIsImMiOjh9&pageName=ReportSection41093ce46c53210880ac&id=bi-fts-prod-onepager&cdxpageid=bi-fts-prod-onepager
https://globalprotectioncluster.org/publications/2208/reports/report/gpc-funding-analysis-and-protection-risks-understanding-link-and
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GBV prevention and response services have been particularly affected across the region. The closure of safe 
spaces, One Stop Centers and mobile clinics, and the interruption of case management services, including 
medical care and psychosocial support have left over 450,000 people in Mali (especially Menaka region) and 
more than 12,000 people in Burkina Faso without support and exposed to negative coping mechanisms. In 
Niger, GBVIMS data show a 48% decrease in reported GBV cases during the first quarter of 2025 compared to 
2024 mostly due to the sudden interruption of identification and response services, specifically in the regions 
of Diffa, Maradi, Tillabéri and Tahoua. In Chad, where more than 15% of GBV actors had to interrupt or suspend 
GBV programmes due to funding cuts, GBVIMS data show that 59% of identified GBV survivors were unable to 
access medical services in the first quarter of 2025. In the Central African Republic, only 21% of the 65 
localities identified as GBV intervention zones retained in the HNRP 2025 are covered by GBV services. In 
refugee hosting areas like Birao, Sam-Ouandja, Bambouti, where two clinics closed, tens of thousands of 
persons, mainly women and girls, lost access to essential sexual and reproductive health and critical GBV 
support, including rape management and psychosocial services. 

The impact on children is equally alarming. The disruption in child protection services, such as case 
management, mental health and psychosocial support as well as parenting programs exposes out-of-school 
children, unaccompanied and separated children and children who have experienced human right violations 
to heightened protection risks. In Cameroon, case management plans have ground to a halt after caseworkers 
were sent home leaving children survivors of harm without alternative care. In Nigeria, where integrated child 
protection programs related to nutrition or HIV response have collapsed, child protection responders fear being 
unable to address life threatening needs for children. With other sectors such as food security impacted, 
especially in Mali and the Central African Republic, children face increased risks of being withdrawn from 
school, sent to work, early married, and subjected to sexual violence. In addition, the current funding crisis 
hampers the provision of life-saving services for Sudanese refugees in Chad where a sharp increase in the 
number of unaccompanied and separated children, children-headed households and children survivors of war-
related, physical, sexual and psychological violence has been reported in 2025.   

The halt of mine action and explosive ordnance risk awareness and education programs across conflict-
affected areas has dramatically increased risks. In Mali, the significant reduction of mine action-related 
activities has left over 10,000 people especially farmers, herders, and displaced families without the tools to 
identify and respond to the threat of explosive hazards. As mine related risks have expanded towards the 
southern and western parts of Mali where there are no specialized partners available, the funding gap has 
become critical.  

Hindering the Localization Agenda  

Recent funding cuts have placed a double burden on local actors. First, they are often required to take over 
cases and implement entire programs where INGOs are no longer funded to support protection initiatives, 
covering service gaps where possible. In addition, local actors themselves are directly affected by funding cuts 
and their operational capacity is shrinking, in some cases forcing them to shut down entire operations. More 
than 50% of local & national NGOs involved in child protection programmes in the region have lost over 40% of 
their protection budgets. In Cameroon’s Northwest and Southwest regions Women and Girls’ Safe Spaces 
(WGSS) were prematurely handed over to local communities without sufficient resources or preparation, 
leading to closures of safe spaces in some locations as well as the termination of skills-building, and financial 
inclusion activities. In Niger, over 20 local NGOs who previously benefited from coordination, training, and 
protection tools received no technical support in 2025. Similarly, the viability of women-led community-based 
organizations and paralegal networks across the region is threatened, disrupting essential grassroots services 
and jeopardizing their sustainability. 

 

https://alliancecpha.org/sites/default/files/technical/attachments/Global%20impact%20of%20funding%20cuts%20on%20children%20and%20their%20protection%20in%20humanitarian%20contexts_English__0.pdf
https://alliancecpha.org/sites/default/files/technical/attachments/Global%20impact%20of%20funding%20cuts%20on%20children%20and%20their%20protection%20in%20humanitarian%20contexts_English__0.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/hunger-harm-and-hard-choices-cost-humanitarian-funding-crisis-children
https://new.ajala.app/
https://globalprotectioncluster.org/publications/2262/reports/protection-analysis-update/mali-protection-analysis-update
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Weakening the Capacity of Protection Inter-Agency Coordination in the Region  

Protection coordination and advocacy capacities have also deteriorated due to the loss of critical funding. Co-
coordination positions held by international or local NGOs are suspended or discontinued in Cameroon and 
Nigeria and information management capacities are severely diminished in Cameroon, Nigeria, Chad and 
Niger. Child protection, GBV, mine action and HLP AoR positions, both at national and sub-national levels, have 
also been substantially impacted. The leadership, ownership and participation of national and local partner 
organizations in inter-agency coordination forums is also jeopardized.  

Story from the Field 

In Cameroon’s Far North region, recent attacks by non-state armed groups (NSAGs) have left civilians dead, 
severely injured, and subjected to serious human rights violations. With protection programs in the area 
recently shut down, survivors were left without access to essential life-saving services, no emergency 
medical care, psychosocial support, shelter, or assistance to rebuild their homes and livelihoods. The 
absence of protection monitoring has made it impossible to fully assess the scale and severity of the 
protection incident, further delaying a targeted response. This situation underscores the critical importance 
of protection monitoring in enabling timely, evidence-based responses to protect civilians. It also highlights 
the need for protection actors to strengthen community-based protection initiatives, including support for 
community paralegals, particularly in remote and hard-to-reach areas where communities are the first in 
responding to protection risks. Moreover, given the widespread inaccessibility of many parts of the region, 
the deployment of emergency mobile teams is essential to respond rapidly to ongoing attacks and violations 
of International Humanitarian Law (IHL) in affected areas. 

RECOMMENDATIONS    

❖ Safeguard dedicated protection programming: Protection must be recognized and preserved as a 
distinct and essential humanitarian sector. While protection programming, protection mainstreaming, 
and the Centrality of Protection are complementary, conflating these approaches risks undermining the 
protection response. Dedicated protection programming can address the complex and urgent protection 
risks faced by affected populations in West and Central Africa which hosts the highest numbers of people 
affected by protection risks.  

❖ Prioritize and increase dedicated funding for protection programming: Humanitarian actors and 
donors must maintain, and where possible, increase, dedicated funding for specialized protection 
interventions in West and Central Africa. This includes life-saving interventions such as the identification 
of persons at risk and/or survivors of protection incidents, case management, specialized GBV and child 
protection services, legal assistance, mine action, and protection monitoring which cannot be replaced 
by protection mainstreaming alone. Securing long-term and reliable funding is essential to building 
inclusive, accountable, and effective protection programming and systems. 

❖ Invest in community initiatives and community-based protection: Protection funding should prioritize 
support to community-based protection initiatives in a manner which allows them to play a central role 
in preventing, mitigating and responding to protection risks and incidents. Overreliance on local actors 
and mechanisms only in times of crisis and when funding gaps happen, weakens the ability of affected 
communities to contribute to the preservation of their protection environment.  Sustained technical and 
financial support to build capacity is critical for timely, effective and long-lasting protection gains.  

❖ Ensure context-specific and locally anchored protection responses: While standardized protection 
responses may seem more cost-effective in times of crisis, they do not address the complex and diverse 
protection needs across West and Central Africa. Protection programming must remain tailored to 
national and local contexts and rooted in existing community structures, governance systems, and 

https://globalprotectioncluster.org/themes/protection_mainstreaming
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/sites/default/files/migrated/2020-11/The%20Centrality%20of%20Protection%20in%20Humanitarian%20Action%20%28English%29.pdf
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capacities. Context-specific responses, guided by reliable protection monitoring mechanisms are 
essential to ensure appropriate programming and service delivery, and to strengthen advocacy efforts.  

❖ Integrate protection as a priority and a critical enabler across humanitarian sectors: Deprioritizing 
protection based on the assumption that other sectors can achieve similar outcomes undermines the 
overall effectiveness and impact of humanitarian responses in increasingly protracted and complex 
crises in West and Central Africa. In addition to stand-alone protection programming, sectoral 
programming must actively integrate protection into the design and implementation of interventions. 
This requires moving beyond mainstreaming to ensure protection outcomes can be pursued across 
different sectors to achieve safe, meaningful, and sustainable outcomes for affected populations. 
Humanitarian leadership also plays a critical role in placing protection at the centre of the response and 
in driving collective efforts to address the most severe protection risks. 

❖ Strengthen collaboration between protection, humanitarian, and development actors: In West and 
Central Africa, where protracted crises persist alongside emergency situations, the dialogue between 
protection actors and humanitarian and development partners needs to take place more strategically.  
Supporting local communities and actors is essential to assist countries facing simultaneous 
development and crisis challenges. Development actors and donors must recognize that, on the one 
hand, protection crises often lie at the bedrock of unresolved structural development challenges; on the 
other hand, today’s protection issues are tomorrow’s development challenges—highlighting the need for 
coordinated approaches that bridge humanitarian and development efforts.  

This note is issued by the Regional Protection Working Group (RPWG) for West and Central Africa, in collaboration with the 
Global Protection Cluster (GPC), and with the contributions of protection partners and Clusters in the region.  

Front image:  Diffa, Niger | Apr 2023 © UNHCR/Colin Delfosse 
In Sayam Forage camp, displaced women earn income through soap-making with support from a local NGO. 

The Diffa region hosts over 265,500 displaced persons – more than 80% living in spontaneous settlements. 

Back image: Borno State, Nigeria | Oct 2024 © UNHCR/Colin Delfosse  
Residents of El-Miskin camp in Maiduguri carry on with daily life after severe flooding displaced thousands following the Alau Dam collapse in September 2024. 


