
 

 

 
 

Domaine “La Pastorale”       
  106 Route de Ferney 1202 

 

info@frontline-negotiations.org 

 

@CCHN  

 

@FrontlineNegotiations 

 Geneva, Switzerland 
 

www.frontline-negotiations.org 

 

@frontline_nego 

 

@Frontline Negotiations 

 

Learn from Experience. 
Shape a Global Community. 

Negotiating the protection of civilians: what practice, evidence 

and frontline experience tells us – and what must change |  

A CCHN / GPC session (HNPW 2026) 

 

Concept Note and Key Takeaways 

Introduction 

The protection of civilians is shaped not only by the conduct of hostilities, legal frameworks and policy 

commitments, but also by daily negotiations conducted by humanitarian and community actors – often under 

conditions of extreme violence, power asymmetries, and uncertainty. While negotiations with armed actors 

have long been a long-standing component of humanitarian action, negotiations explicitly aimed at improving 

the protection of civilians remain uneven, inconsistently supported, and at times avoided, despite the 

centrality of protection in humanitarian action. 

Over recent years, the Centre of Competence on Humanitarian Negotiation (CCHN) has significantly expanded 

its practical engagement on negotiations for the protection of civilians as a critical enabler and complement 

to protection-focused humanitarian response efforts.  This engagement has included the development and 

delivery of dedicated workshops and facilitated peer exchanges across some of the world’s most complex 

operational environments, including Sudan, Myanmar, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Mali, Northwest 

Syria, and others. Since the end of 2023, these efforts have reached close to 400 humanitarian practitioners, 

including staff from international, national, and local organisations, operating at both frontline and decision-

making levels. Many of these initiatives have been undertaken in partnership with the Global Protection 

Cluster and UNHCR (CCHN’s strategic partner) reflecting a shared commitment to strengthening protection 

outcomes through negotiation practice.  

Beyond capacity-strengthening, these workshops and related accompaniment and peer exchange have 

functioned as ongoing listening and learning platforms. CCHN has been able to continuously capture how 

practitioners understand protection negotiations in practice, the dilemmas and constraints they face, and the 

strategies they are leveraging to help navigate risk, power asymmetries, and ethical tension. This sustained 

engagement has generated a rich, practice-based understanding of what enables – or inhibits – protection 

negotiations on the ground and at institutional levels, directly informing CCHN’s analytical work and effort with 

partners to reinforcing the idea that negotiating protection outcomes is not an exceptional act, but a core 

professional responsibility across the humanitarian system. Building on this accumulated practice-based 

learning, CCHN has also invested in structured analysis and collective knowledge production. This includes 

dedicated research on protection negotiations with armed actors, undertaken with ODI, which highlights 

recurring patterns, enablers, and structural barriers shaping protection negotiations across contexts.  

In parallel, CCHN has contributed to the Global Protection Cluster Field Coordination Toolkit, as well as to the 

Proactive Protection Toolkit (soon to be published), developed for the NORCAP, ODI, and NOHA consortium 

translating field experience into practical guidance. 
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Against this backdrop, this session proposes to take stock of what has been learned so far – from frontline 

practice, collective reflection, and applied research – and to look ahead. Centring the voices of practitioners 

while engaging organisational and coordination actors, the session aims to examine why protection 

negotiations remain uneven despite growing evidence and tools, and what must change at organisational and 

sectoral levels to enable more consistent, principled, and effective negotiations for the protection of civilians.   

Session Objectives 

1. Take stock of key insights from research and frontline practice on negotiating protection of civilians. 

2. Give space to humanitarian practitioners (frontline and decision-making) to reflect on real protection 

negotiation dilemmas and outcomes. 

3. Examine the gap between policy commitments and operational reality in protection negotiations. 

4. Identify concrete levers for change at organisational, coordination, and leadership levels. 

 

Speakers: 

Storytelling Panellists 

- Shahd Hammou, CIVIC, Head of Programmes, reflecting on negotiating mechanisms with duty 

bearers to mitigate civilian harm in Sudan.  

- Jean Nicolas Armstrong Dangetseler, Senior Operations Advisor, MSF Switzerland, reflecting on 

negotiating safe passage for medical evacuations with multiple armed actors in Central African 

Republic.  

- Anna Chiapello (ICRC), Protection of Civilians Advisor, reflecting on negotiating for large-scale 

humanitarian evacuation of civilians.  

Panellists 

- Grainne O’Hara, Former UNHCR Representative  

- Joshua J Niyo, IHL Centre – Diakonia, Head of Unit and Senior Legal Expert 

- Gemma Davies, ODI / HPG, Senior Research Fellow - Protection 

- Alison Kent, Global Protection Cluster, Policy & Advocacy Coordinator 

 

Key Insights and Take-Aways: 

 

Reclaiming agency through negotiation 

This panel explored how humanitarian practitioners can navigate the complexities of modern conflict by 

concentrating on what remains within their control: negotiating to reduce harm and protect civilians. By 

bringing together field practitioners, policymakers, and researchers, the discussion positioned negotiation 

as a central element of protection work, rather than a secondary or ad hoc activity. 
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From policy to practice 

A central theme was the persistent gap between policy commitments and operational realities. Effective 

protection requires combining contextual analysis with practical engagement—understanding armed 

actors, identifying leverage points, and translating humanitarian principles into actionable, context-

sensitive strategies. 

  

Adapting under pressure 

While preparation and tools are essential, frontline negotiations frequently occur in unpredictable, high-

risk environments. In these situations, credibility, human connection, and sound judgment are decisive. 

Negotiation is both a technical skill and a reflex honed through experience. 

  

Communities as protection actors 

The panel emphasised that communities are critical agents of protection. They often influence armed 

actors and can shape both access and outcomes. Effective engagement involves listening, understanding 

local dynamics, and supporting community-led initiatives. 

  

Engaging armed actors effectively 

Speakers highlighted the need for flexible, differentiated approaches when engaging armed actors. Diverse 

motivations, structures, and influences require tailored communication strategies. Humanitarian norms are 

most effective when internalised and translated into practical dialogue. 

  

Navigating ethical and operational tensions 

The discussion also addressed the dilemmas inherent in protection work, such as managing red lines, 

making trade-offs, and operating amid increasingly stringent legal and political constraints. Panellists 

stressed the importance of institutional support, ethical clarity, and continuous learning in navigating these 

challenges. 

 

A core humanitarian practice 

Overall, the panel reaffirmed that negotiation is central to humanitarian action—a professional skill set and 

mindset that enables practitioners to preserve human dignity and reduce suffering, even in the most 

complex environments. 

 

A recording of the event is available here: https://youtu.be/nckBWc33LS4.  
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