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Background
Humanitarian challenges of protracted fragility * and conflict-related crises, and the more 
recent unprecedented refugee movement around the globe underscore the need to break 
down the barriers between humanitarian and development work. This is essential if the human 
rights and the wellbeing of children and families everywhere are to be realised. 

Responsive long-term systems are needed to reach affected vulnerable populations con-
sistently. Acute and extended crises have contributed to population flows which also highlight 
the need for long-term solutions in countries of destination. Over 65 million individuals were 
estimated to have been forcibly displaced worldwide as a result of persecution, conflict, gen-
eralised violence, or other human rights violations in 2015, representing an increase of almost 
six million compared to the previous year. 1 

Over the last two decades, an increasing number of low- and middle-income countries worldwide 
have started to put social protection programmes in place, including cash transfers and linkages to 
access to basic goods and services. Extensive evidence demonstrates that social protection helps 
reduce poverty, inequality, and childhood deprivation and has long-term positive impacts on human 
capital development. 2, 3,4 The provision of direct income support to the poor and marginalised can, 
under certain circumstances, generate trust in the state and support for public institutions.5, 6 Social 
protection can also unlock the productive potential of the poorest, increase local economic growth 
and micro-economic activity 7, 8 and even stimulate aggregate growth. 9 When properly designed, 
social protection also has potential to decrease inequalities, for example, gender and geographic 
disparities. Social protection’s contribution to the reduction of poverty and income inequality can 
diminish the likelihood of social unrest and thus better assures social peace.10, 11,12 The combination 
of social and economic impacts is also seen as contributing to strengthening resilience: enhancing 
the capacity of poor households to cope, respond and withstand disasters better. 13 

As part of those commitments under Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 1, the global com-
munity pledges to expand the coverage of social protection measures for all, and to achieve 
substantial coverage of the poor and the vulnerable by 2030. This expansion must include scale 
up of social protection in contexts of fragility and forced displacement to ensure no one is left 
behind. Concomitantly, development actors recognised the importance of social protection 
at the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit (WHS), and committed through the Grand Bargain to 
‘increase social protection programmes and strengthen national and local systems and coping 
mechanisms in order to build resilience in fragile contexts.’ 14 

While establishing effective social protection in the context of protracted instability and displaced 
populations is more complex, experience suggests that it can and does play an important role both 
in humanitarian and developmental fronts – particularly in times of critical transitional junctures. 
Incremental adjustments to social protection provision have already helped countries such as Jor-
dan and Lebanon respond to large displaced populations, and may provide lessons and roadmaps 
for others to pursue. UNICEF and the European Commission (Directorate-General for European Civil 
Protection and Humanitarian Aid Operations – DG ECHO, and the Directorate-General for Interna-
tional Cooperation and Development – DG DEVCO), together with key partner UN agencies and 
governments including: FAO, Germany (BMZ/GIZ), Sweden (Sida), Finland, UK aid, UNHCR, the World 
Bank and WFP, are organising this conference to shed new light on the prospects of using social pro-
tection systems in these contexts. The intention is to have a clear focus on improving the living con-
ditions, livelihoods and social inclusion of affected populations, including children, refugees, 
internally displaced populations, which tend to be highly vulnerable and are often denied basic 
human rights. ** With a view to work towards a humanitarian-development continuum, the con-
ference will also aim to highlight the opportunity for humanitarian responses either to build on exist-
ing social protection systems or to help create them. 

*  Fragility refers here to contexts where long-term political instability and/or conflict, often combined with economic 
or climate risks, result in reduced capability of the state to interact with and provide needed services to communi-
ties. Forced displacement refers to all situations where a person has been forced to move from their home or 
country, often due to armed conflicts or natural disasters.

**  With respect to displaced populations, the conference will seek to adopt a life-cycle approach in which the role of 
social protection in all origin, transit and host countries is considered.
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Setting
2 Day conference ➔ 28th and 29th September 2017

Venue ➔ SQUARE Brussels Meeting Centre

Type of sessions ➔ High-level Panels, Plenaries, Thematic Parallel Sessions

Participants ➔ Approximately 200 participants: governments, regional, multilateral and inter-
national organisations, civil society, UN agencies and academia.

Please note that this conference is by invitation only. The access to the formal e-registration 
platform and invitation will be sent to participants by e-mail.

This conference brings together 30 priority countries, the international community and 
researchers to learn from existing evidence, share experience and consider new ways to utilise 
social protection systems in crises.

The programme is organised around two themes, namely: 

(i)  Effective social protection in fragile contexts; 

(ii)  The needs of forcibly displaced populations and host communities, and the role of social 
protection. 

Across both themes, there will be a strong focus on building synergies across the development 
and humanitarian divide, including lessons for governments, humanitarian and development 
actors, including donors. 

The two themes will first be discussed in three parallel sessions, each addressing key questions 
identified within the overarching theme. These parallel sessions will explore the guiding ques-
tions through presentations based on practitioners’ experiences and original research, and will 
be followed by discussion. The themes explored will then be examined further in plenary panel 
discussions, to draw out commonalities, lessons learned and conclusions. Over the course of 
the conference, an outcome document highlighting key lessons and learning emerging from 
the discussions will also be elaborated and agreed upon, serving future advocacy goals. 

A high-level panel comprising officials of national governments and international institutions 
will kick off the conference, setting the tone for the subsequent discussion. Towards the end 
of the conference, a high-calibre key note speaker will reflect on the role of evidence to better 
inform effective policy making during humanitarian calamities. Finally, the Speed Networking 
sessions which are intended to be lively and interactive forums where conference participants 
from any organisation can present and share their experiences, or projects at any stage of the 
project cycle. 

The format of the conference is expected to bring together lessons from high quality research 
with concrete policy responses while adding the operational dimension and challenges to the 
debate. This approach is consistent with the emphasis of the conference in reflecting how evi-
dence-based and learning from experience can be used to develop social protection solutions 
in contexts of crisis, be it caused by a sudden disaster or by protracted contexts of extreme fra-
gility. And it does so in a way that combines alternative ways to deliver knowledge sharing to 
a heterogeneous audience. 

http://www.squarebrussels.com/en/
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Outcomes
(a)  a rich and frank exchange of evidence and experience around social protection in fragile 

and humanitarian contexts;

(b)  a clear understanding of the existing gaps and possible avenues of work (both in terms of 
research and policy) needed to address them;

(c)  strengthened contact among stakeholders working on the same issues from different per-
spectives (research, policy and operations) and countries

(d)  (i) a conference proceedings volume; (ii) a book or special issue in a leading academic jour-
nal; (iii) a document summarising key operational guiding considerations in the humanitari-
an-development nexus which have been supported by the EU, and conference partners.

Contact/ further information
UNICEF – Brussels 
•  Sara Peres Dias ➔  speresdias@unicef.org ➔  +32 2 21 30 074

UNICEF – New York 
•  Ian Orton ➔  iorton@unicef.org ➔  +1 212 326 7775
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