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Community Self-Protection Makes
Civilians Safer

Evidence shows that unarmed civilian-to-civilian protection works to create
safer spaces for civilians across the world | International support can help
scale out this localized, cost-effective form of protection

Key messages:

e Although protection policies have
developed in recent decades to enable
localization—that is, to better include
local voices, contexts, and needs—one
key group of actors remains largely
marginalized in the policymaking
process: self-protecting communities.

e Communities affected by violent
conflict have been developing their
own protection mechanisms based
on cultural and traditional practices,
but they struggle to be recognized by
national and international protection
actors and donors.

e Creating Safer Space research has
demonstrated that commmunity self-
protection efforts based on unarmed
civilian protection (UCP) strategies
and principles are effective and that
people engage in these unpaid efforts
because of a strong commitment to
their family, commmunity, place, and
natural environment.

e Helping to scale out locally-led UCP
by supporting, funding, and helping
to connect these community efforts
is a cost-effective way of addressing
violent conflict and displacement
across the world.

e The Creating Safer Space model,
based on principles of systematization
of existing knowledge and experiences,
co-production with communities,

and practices of care, offers ways of Detail of a collage by members of a peasant organization of El Bagre,
including community protection into Antioquia, Colombia. Photo by Bibiana Ramirez. Project
international policy processes. ‘The Social Process of Guarantees'.

Given the conflict in our ancestral territory... we decided to
strengthen the indigenous guard to protect our lives, the territory,
nature and survive, including through humanitarian dialogues.

(Almendros #2 indigenous community, El Bagre, Antioquia, Colombia.
Project ‘The Social Process of Guarantees’)
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What we know

Creating Safer Space research conducted by 26
project teams in eleven countries across three
continents has demonstrated that unarmed civilian-
to-civilian protection has emerged in a variety of
different conflict contexts. 100% of our projects have
provided evidence that local forms of protection
work to make civilians safer. This confirms previous
findings of qualitative and guantitative studies
regarding the effectiveness of UCP approaches in
protecting civilians from violence.

Our research shows that proactive nonviolent
startegies used by civilians save lives, create

safer spaces for communities, change the
behaviour of armed actors, reduce violence
levels, and interrupt cycles of violence, and it
also demonstrates how these strategies are carried
out. For example:

e |In South Sudan, UCP actors such as Nonviolent

Peaceforce, locally-led initiatives, and self-
protecting communities have drawn on local
relations, practices, and sources of authority

to develop community early warning—early
response (CEWER) systems, build community
mechanisms for protection from violence and
conflict resolution, break cycles of violence, and
create safer space for civilians.

e In Papua, Indonesia, where indigenous
Papuans have faced threats from the
state military and intense natural resource
exploitation, and where there is also inter-
communal conflict with migrants from
other parts of Indonesia, civilians have built
on networks of church and civil society
organizations, and on the social capital of
prominent leaders, to protect themselves
through fleeing, negotiations with the
conflicting parties, and advocacy.

e Colombia, which has seen decades of violent
political and social conflicts, has particularly
rich experiences with different locally-led
and spontaneous as well as nationally and
internationally supported UCP mechanisms,
showing the many ways in which safer space
for individuals and communities can be
achieved amidst different violent contexts,
including fighting between state and non-
state armed actors, narco-trafficking, natural
resource exploitation, and urban violence.

Going beyond the existing knowledge base, the
Creating Safer Space findings add new insights
into the motivations of civilians to take nonviolent
(self-)protective action. Not only do violence-
affected civilians want their families, cormmunities,
and places to be safer, but our research findings
also suggest that, far from resolving themselves to
being victims waiting to be saved by strangers or
for national authorities to step up to their protection
responsibilities, many violence-affected civilians use
their collective and individual agency to draw on

traditional mechanisms, learn new skills, develop
context-appropriate strategies, and take collective
action. Where local volunteers have been trained

by outside UCP organizations to enhance their
protection capacities, e.g. through civilian conflict
monitoring training in Myanmar or civilian ceasefire
monitoring in Mindanao, Philippines, research
participants did not experience this as a burden but
as a form of empowerment in the face of a lack of
alternatives.

Three further findings stand out:

e The centrality of land and nature: In many
communities across the world, practices
of protection and care for people and the
community are interwoven with practices of
protection and care for the land or ancestral
territory and for nature. Strategies include,
e.g., remaining on the land and opting out of
dominant political and economic logics, e.g.
by creating peace communities or working
towards food sovereignty. This finding was
particularly highlighted by research in
Colombia, Palestine (West Bank), Indonesia
(Papua), and the Philippines.

e The importance of cultural and traditional
practices: Many local unarmed civilian
protection practices are embedded in, and
emerge from, traditional and/or cultural
practices. These include indigenous and
religious forms of spirituality; traditional
practices of care for commmunity and nature;
community arts, art activism, sports, and other
cultural activities; and the use of rituals and
symbols. Our projects show that such practices
are essential to the context-specific forms and
effectiveness of community protection, yet
they are largely absent from protection policies
and programmes designed by international
agencies.

e Harnessing vulnerabilities for community
protection: The project findings also suggest
that communities can harness what is
usually seen as a source of vulnerability—

e.g. gender, age, indigeneity, economic
marginalization, etc.—for context-specific
community protection strategies based

on local relationships and knowledge. This
explains why ‘unlikely’ protection actors such
as women, youth, the elderly, or indigenous
spiritual guards can be found at the forefront
of somme community UCP. In South Sudan,

for example, Women Protection Teams have
formed which use the status of elder women
to solve and prevent conflicts. In Colombia,
many marginalized indigenous communities
affected by violent conflict have reactivated the
traditional indigenous guards, who use a range
of classic UCP strategies together with spiritual
rituals and social mobilization to protect their
communities and draw national attention to
their situation.
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Policy Recommendations

Policymakers should:

1.

Acknowledge the family, the community, and their place or environment
as crucial sites for protection and support people who undertake unpaid
protection work for their own communities and with a range of marginalized
groups.

Design new ways of building policies that begin from and value local
experience, drawing on the evidence from communities using local unarmed
civilian protection strategies to build good practice and support communities
to speak for themselves.

Support community UCP as a cost-effective and much-needed contribution
to meeting global protection needs by developing and resourcing local UCP
as well as special platforms and reporting mechanisms for local UCP actors.

Ensure that communities are included as decision-makers regarding how
to use funding, who is involved in high-level meetings, and what protection
approaches work in any given context.

Follow the Creating Safer Space model of giving people equitable voice,
respecting their knowledge and capacity, and creating learning opportunities
through collaboration, to generate experiential knowledge on community
protection from violence which can feed into this debate.

I am the community and the community
is me...we resolved to always put
Community first...to stay safe.

(From the poem ‘The Four Commandments of Unarmed
Civilian Protection’ by a research participant in Cameroon.
Project brochure ‘Resilient Voices'.)
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Creating Safer Space (CSS) is a 5-year, £2.25 million international research network, the biggest of its kind
so far. We support research on unarmed civilian protection and self-protection amidst violent conflict and
aim to strengthen civilian capacities for nonviolent protection and conflict transformation.
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