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1. Why protection is important when responding to a natural disaster

The objective of incorporating protection considerations into a disaster response is to meet humanitarian needs to the greatest extent possible. Experience demonstrates that not every person affected by disaster can access or benefit from humanitarian assistance equally. Older persons and persons with disabilities may not be able to queue for long periods to receive food rations; children may not be able to carry bulky or heavy non-food items; cultural norms may prevent women from accessing medical care. These vulnerable groups require assistance if they are to access and benefit from humanitarian aid and reconstruction programs on an equal basis with others. 
Disasters also often give rise to new protection concerns. Population displacement, weak law enforcement and the breakdown of social safety mechanisms can heighten the risks of looting, gender-based violence and child trafficking. When such issues are not addressed in the initial stages of a humanitarian response, violations are both more likely to occur and more likely to continue after the emergency is over. Responses include simple measures such as floodlighting and lockable shelter kits, and more technical programmes such as family tracing, training of such as border guards, and monitoring of vulnerable groups. 

Protection is therefore often delivered through practical and simple measures and involves a range of actors in addition to traditional protection actors. A ‘protection sensitive’ approach should not imply any change to the primary objective of saving lives: organisations simply need to mainstream protection concerns in their response to ensure that people with specific needs are not excluded.
The following tools consider several areas of protection in the context of disaster response: evacuations; children; women and girls; persons with disabilities; older persons; mental disorders and psychosocial stress; the rule of law; and housing, land and property. They have been written to help national and international protection workers to:

· Improve their understanding of the rights and vulnerabilities of different groups affected by disasters.
· Identify and respond to common protection threats.
· Support protection-sensitive approaches to post-disaster recovery and rehabilitation.

The tools may also be useful to other clusters, particularly early recovery, emergency shelter, and camp management, as well as those involved in data collection and overall humanitarian analysis and coordination. A central message is that small changes in the management and delivery of assistance can sharply reduce protection violations. In addition, mainstreaming protection improves the overall effectiveness and efficiency of all sectors, because it ensures that assistance reaches every disaster-affected person. Since they provide only a short introduction to the various topics, each includes a list of tools and further reading material. A matrix listing protection mainstreaming activities by sector can be found at the end of this document.

2. Overall principles to strengthen protection within humanitarian response 

Many protection concerns can be addressed by incorporating four key principles in humanitarian responses. These principles, among others, should form the basis of all disaster relief, including in the areas discussed in the guidance notes:
1. STATES have the primary responsibility to provide protection and assistance.

a. Many governments have developed strong national disaster preparedness and response mechanisms. Humanitarian agencies should seek to ensure that their activities link to and complement national efforts and build national capacity to respond to future disasters. 

b. Where national mechanisms are not in line with international standards, efforts should be made to strengthen them, rather than establish parallel processes.
2. DO NO HARM: Avoid exposing people to further harm as a result of your actions and protect people from physical and psychological harm.
3. EQUALITY: Ensure people’s access to impartial assistance – in proportion to need and without discrimination. Pay attention to persons who may be particularly vulnerable or have difficulty accessing services or distributions.
4. ACCOUNTABILITY TO BENEFICIARIES: mechanisms through which affected populations can measure the adequacy of interventions, or address concerns and complaints.
5. PARTICIPATION AND EMPOWERMENT: Assist people to claim their rights, including the right to shelter, food, water and the basics of life.
3. The specific needs of vulnerable groups when natural disasters occur
Vulnerable persons or groups of people who are exposed to a combination of, or more serious risks, than the rest of the population and who have limited capacity to cope with these risks.

Vulnerability is context specific and depends on the capacities and support networks of each individual.  Women, men, boys and girls of all ages may require special interventions or support depending on their circumstances and the threats their environment poses.  Vulnerability in relation to one situation does not necessarily indicate vulnerability in all situations and blanket classification of vulnerable groups should be avoided. 

For this reason it is useful to carry out a vulnerability assessment to understand the specific vulnerabilities of and within a population group to risks they face as well as the existing capacities to cope in the face of these risks.

Vulnerability is influenced by displacement, geographic location, specific cultural and social power dynamics, access to information and education, access to material and financial resources, access to services and infrastructure, social support networks and specific characteristics of the group, family, or individual.

Population displacement is a key factor impacting on vulnerability; displacement brings multiple risks, and reduces capacity to cope.
Specific groups are often more vulnerable and need special assistance in the aftermath of a disaster. Experience shows that these groups almost always include women, children, people with disabilities, and older persons. Other potentially vulnerable groups include: the poor, persons living with HIV/AIDS, indigenous groups, families hosting IDPs, renters, squatters and the landless, geographically isolated communities, individuals associated with a party to an armed conflict, and certain ethnic and cultural minority groups in given countries. Their vulnerability is a product of three factors.  

First, these groups are less able to protect themselves during a disaster and its immediate aftermath. People of smaller build, or who are frail or disabled, for example, may be unable to evacuate, reach a ‘safe haven’, or take other measures of physical protection. They are also less likely to be able to find adequate shelter or obtain essential food and non-food items following a disaster. They often have specific problems accessing and upholding rights to housing and land; their lack of size or strength may prevent them from queuing for long periods or transporting heavy or bulky items; and they usually have poorer access to information.

Second, these groups have existing vulnerabilities that are exacerbated in situations of disaster, leaving them at greater risk of exclusion, exploitation and abuse. Weak law and order, the breakdown of support and safety mechanisms, overstretched family resources, crowded and non-segregated living conditions, and unemployment, all increase vulnerability to sexual abuse, illegal adoption, child marriage, human trafficking, and violent criminality.
Third, vulnerable groups are less likely to be consulted or participate in relief planning and mobilization, with the result that their needs are often overlooked. This problem has several causes. Principally, needs assessments often fail to collect disaggregated data on the gender, age distribution and health status of affected populations. They tend to rely on broad samples, based on satellite imagery or beneficiary consultation that do not profile vulnerable groups and may unintentionally privilege the views of household heads or community leaders. In addition, vulnerable groups are more likely to be house-bound and, because of social norms or mobility constraints, are less likely to engage with the authorities responsible for planning or collecting information. The result is that the number and characteristics of people who have special needs remains unknown, which contributes to their exclusion in subsequent responses. 
It is therefore essential to consult vulnerable groups, and encourage their participation in the design of programmes, in order to ensure that their specific needs are met. Key tools include the collection of sex- and age-disaggregated data; and direct involvement of such groups in planning processes relating to recovery, economic and social planning, and reconstruction. Further measures include the recruitment of female staff to collect data and assess needs; and the organisation of focus group discussions, at times and locations that are convenient for those with special needs.   
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