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What is military use of schools 
and universities? 
During armed conflicts, schools and universities are often used by armed forces and
non-state armed groups as bases, barracks and temporary shelters, defensive and
offensive positions or observation posts, weapons stores, and detention and interro-
gation centres. Classrooms, school grounds, and lecture halls are also used for military
training and to forcibly recruit children into armed groups. Sometimes schools and
universities are taken over entirely, and students are pushed out completely. At other
times education facilities are partially used for military purposes, with troops building a
firing position on a school’s roof, or using a few classrooms, or occupying a playground
while students continue to attend. Schools can be used for military purposes for a few
days, months, or even years, and may be used during school hours, or when schools are
not in session, over holidays, or in the evening. In all instances, military use of schools
and universities puts students, teachers, and academics at risk.

Where is military use of schools
and universities happening? 
According to the Global Coalition to Protect Education from Attack (GCPEA), between
2005 and 2015, national armed forces and non-state armed groups, multi-national
forces, and even peacekeepers have used schools and universities in at least 26
countries during armed conflict: Afghanistan, Central African Republic, Chad, Colombia,
Côte d’Ivoire, Democratic Republic of Congo, Georgia, India, Iraq, Israel/Palestine, Libya,
Mali, Myanmar, Nepal, Nigeria, Pakistan, Philippines, Somalia, South Sudan, Sri Lanka,
Sudan, Syria, Thailand, Uganda, Ukraine, and Yemen.

Why is military use of schools 
and universities a problem? 
The presence of troops and weapons inside a school can turn the school into a target for
attack by opposing forces. In addition to the risks of death or severe injury from attacks,
students may be exposed to recruitment or sexual violence perpetrated by soldiers, they
may witness violence, and their safety may be jeopardized by the presence of weapons
or unexploded ordnance. All of these risks can have a significant psychological impact
on students and teachers. The use of schools for military purposes can also result in
infrastructure being damaged or destroyed and education materials lost, impacting the
quality of education. According to the IASC Global Education Cluster, as of January  2015,
fighters were occupying at least 38 schools in South Sudan, interrupting the education
of tens of thousands of children. Previously, the Cluster estimated that the cost of
repairing damage to schools from military use in South Sudan was approximately
$67,000 per school. The military use of schools can lead to lower rates of enrolment and
transition to higher grades, and increased teacher absenteeism. Students may drop out
or experience interruptions to studies or may transfer to other schools, where they often
cause overcrowding. Girls can be disproportionally affected as parents are often particu-
larly wary of sending daughters to schools occupied by armed men.
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Former FARCA (Central African Republic Forces) soldiers
linked to Anti-Balaka Christian militiamen sitting in a
school set up as a camp in Bangui, Central African
Republic, on December 15, 2013.
© 2013 AP Photo/Jerome Delay
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What are the benefits of
education in conflict settings?
Safe schools provide life-saving information, mitigate the
psychosocial impact of war, and can protect children from trafficking,
sexual violence, and recruitment by armed groups. Disruptions in
education can reduce the likelihood of children returning to school,
even when they re-open, and in the long term can impact individual
earnings and a country’s ability to rebuild its national economy.
Perhaps more importantly for a child, access to a safe space to learn
offers a sense of normality, routine, and calm amid the chaos of war. 
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What can be done to protect 
schools and universities from military use? 
In 2012, GCPEA published Lessons in War, ground-breaking research on the nature, scope, and consequences of
the military use of schools and universities during armed conflicts around the world. A multi-year international
and multi-disciplinary expert consultative process was initiated to review the research and respond to its
findings in order to identify strategies to protect schools and universities from military use, including through
the development of international guidelines. Participants included representatives from governments,
militaries, United Nations (UN) agencies, and international humanitarian and human rights inter-governmental
and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), some of which had direct and indirect contact with non-state
armed groups. The Draft Lucens Guidelines for Protecting Schools and Universities from Military Use during
Armed Conflict, which were the outcome of this process, derived their title from the second expert consultation,
which was held in Lucens, Switzerland, in November 2012, and attended by representatives from countries in
Africa, the Americas, Asia, Europe, and the Middle East. 
The initial draft of the Guidelines was prepared by a professor of public international law who was a former
commander in the United Kingdom’s armed forces, and former chair of the editorial board of the United
Kingdom’s Joint Service Manual on the Law of Armed Conflict (2004). A drafting committee that included experts
from states that attended the November 2012 meeting further revised the Guidelines. The International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) supported the process of drafting the Guidelines, by contributing to the
substance of the document.
The Draft Lucens Guidelines were released in June 2013. In June 2014, Norway announced that it would lead the
process of finalizing the Guidelines and developing a means by which states could commit to implementing the
Guidelines.  The Guidelines for Protecting Schools and Universities from Military Use during Armed Conflict were
finalized through a state-led process headed by Norway and Argentina and unveiled in December, 2014. States
can endorse and commit to use the Guidelines by joining the Safe Schools Declaration which was opened for
state endorsement at the Oslo Conference on Safe Schools on May 29, 2015.



5

Members of a volunteer pro-Ukrainian militia
group stand in a school converted into a base,
on August 18, 2014, in the small eastern city
of Popasna, Lugansk region, eastern Ukraine. 
© 2014 ANATOLII STEPANOV/AFP/Getty Images

What do the 
Guidelines say?
The Guidelines for Protecting Schools and Universities from
Military Use during Armed Conflict urge parties to armed
conflict (both state armed forces and non-state armed groups)
not to use schools and universities for any purpose in
support of the military effort. While it is acknowledged that
certain uses would not be contrary to the law of armed
conflict, all parties should endeavor to avoid impinging on
students’ safety and education, using the Guidelines as a
guide to responsible practice.  
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What are the Guidelines aiming to achieve? 
The Guidelines are not intended to be legally binding, but they complement existing international humanitarian and human
rights law. The Guidelines do not change the law – they merely facilitate compliance with the existing law by effecting a change
in practice and behaviour. They are intended to be used as a tool to raise awareness of the military use of schools among parties
to armed conflict, and to facilitate discussions of the broader issues of protection and education in conflict between military
forces, governments, and NGOs. It is hoped that the Guidelines will encourage a change in mentality towards the military use of
schools and universities, through integration into military policies and doctrine, and application of good practice. The imple-
mentation of the Guidelines should be context-specific and tailored to individual states. 

Are there examples of existing domestic law,
guidance, and practice that protect schools 
and universities? 
There are a number of examples of good domestic law, guidance, and practice already being applied by some parties to armed
conflict for the protection of schools and universities during military operations. The Guidelines draw upon this good practice,
and examples can be found in GCPEA’s Commentary on the Guidelines, including legislation, guidance in military manuals and
doctrine, jurisprudence, governmental guidance, and practice of non-state parties to armed conflicts.

What is the relationship between 
the Guidelines and international humanitarian 
and human rights law? 
As noted, the Guidelines are not in themselves legally binding but do complement international law as it stands. Under
international humanitarian law, schools and universities are normally considered to be civilian objects, and a deliberate
attack on a school or university is a war crime. Civilian objects can, however, be converted into military objectives,
making them potentially lawful targets for attack by opposing forces. Military use may – but will not necessarily –
convert schools and universities into military objectives. At all times, all parties are required to take constant care and
all feasible precautions to protect civilians and civilian objects from the effects of attacks, and to consider the propor-
tionality of the military advantage anticipated in relation to the impact on civilians.
A core aim of the Guidelines is to protect against the risk of armed forces and groups converting schools and universities into
military objectives by way of military use and exposing them to the potentially devastating consequences of attack. 
Moreover, under international humanitarian law, each party to a conflict must remove, to the extent feasible, civilians under its
control from the vicinity of military objectives. Thus, it is unlawful to use a school simultaneously as a military base, barrack, or
firing position, and also as an educational center.
With regard to international human rights law, the Guidelines guarantee the right to education (under, in particular, the
International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights and the Convention on the Rights of the Child) and the
obligation on states to “ensure to the maximum extent possible the survival and the development of children” (Convention on
the Rights of the Child). They further implicate the rights of students, teachers, academics, and all education staff to life,
personal liberty, and security (International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights). 
Compliance with the Guidelines would ensure compliance with existing international legal obligations.
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How realistic is
 implementation of 
the Guidelines?
The Guidelines are based on what is practically achievable. They
acknowledge that parties to armed conflict are invariably faced
with difficult dilemmas requiring pragmatic solutions. The
Guidelines reflect evidence of good practice already applied by
some parties to armed conflict for the protection of schools and
universities during military operations. 

A mother awaits her child at the Jose Angel Ulloa School near
Tegucigalpa, Honduras, November 20, 2013. At the time of this
photograph, the school had been used for three weeks as a base
for the newly created military police.
© 2013 ORLANDO SIERRA/AFP/Getty Images
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When can the Guidelines be useful? 
While the Guidelines have been produced specifically for situations of armed conflict, they may also be useful and instructive for
post-conflict situations and other comparable situations, including those with the potential to turn into armed conflict. They may
also serve as a tool for inter-governmental organizations and NGOs engaged in monitoring, programming, and advocacy related to
the conduct of armed conflict.

Who will the Guidelines assist? 
The Guidelines have been produced for the use of all parties to armed conflict. They are intended, therefore, for wide dissemination
and implementation by both state and non-state parties to armed conflicts, who are invited to adopt the Guidelines in the spirit in
which they are promulgated. 
Among others, the Guidelines aim to assist:
• Officers and soldiers in decision-making during battlefield situations and other military operations.

• Commanders and military planners in preparing ahead to lessen the need to use and endanger schools.

• Governments and international and domestic organizations in: monitoring and assessing the conduct of national armed
forces and armed groups; negotiating with parties to a conflict using schools; and mitigating the harmful consequences when
parties to a conflict do use schools.

Soldiers from the 'Invisible Commandos' prepare an obstacle
course on April 19, 2011, at a middle school serving as a base
in the PK-18 area of the Abobo neighborhood, in Abidjan,
Côte d’Ivoire. 
© 2011 AP Photo/Rebecca Blackwell
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Why is it important to work with non-state 
armed groups? 
Although the Guidelines are obviously intended to be used by the armed forces of states, many armed conflicts today are non-international
(internal) and involve non-state armed groups. Consequently, it will be vital for non-state armed groups to be familiar with the Guidelines
and to integrate them into their military rules. Geneva Call, an organization that works with non-state armed groups to ensure their
compliance with international humanitarian law, is already training such parties, including members of opposition groups in Syria, on how
to implement the Guidelines. The Guidelines apply to all parties fighting in armed conflicts and not just the armed forces of states. 

Who is promoting the Guidelines? 
In June, 2014, Norway announced that it would lead the process of finalizing the Guidelines and developing a means by which states could
commit to implementing the Guidelines. Following consultation with additional states, the finalized version of the Guidelines for Protecting
Schools and Universities from Military Use during Armed Conflict was released publicly on December 16, 2014, at an event hosted by the
Permanent Missions of Norway and Argentina to the United Nations at the Palais des Nations, in Geneva, Switzerland. 
The Guidelines have also generated high levels of support at the UN. In her December 2013 annual report, the Special Representative of the
Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict, Leila Zerrougui, asked member states “to tackle this issue [of military use of schools] by
taking concrete and proactive initiatives to protect schools and promote their civilian status, through the inclusion of protection elements in
military training and doctrine and operational planning, as well as the incorporation of the recent Lucens Guidelines into national legis-
lation.” In her 2014 annual report to the UN Human Rights Council, the Special Representative welcomed the release of the Guidelines and
encouraged member states to adopt them.
Security Council Resolution 2143, passed in March 2014, encourages all member states “to consider concrete measures to deter the use of
schools by armed forces and armed non-State groups in contravention of applicable international law.” The UN Secretary-General stated: “I
am heartened that the resolution before you today seeks to encourage the development of voluntary guidelines to prevent the military use
of schools in conflict areas. I urge Member States to commit to greater protection for these essential facilities in conflict zones by all
parties.” The Security Council reiterated its call in Resolution 2225 (2015) by encouraging member states to actually “take concrete
measures to deter such use of schools by armed forces and armed groups”.
Many of the NGOs and UN agencies that are members of GCPEA are also actively encouraging endorsement of the Guidelines.

Rebel fighters are shown how to use an anti-aircraft gun
during training held at secondary school in Benghazi, Libya,
on March 1, 2011.
© 2011 Ed Ou / New York Times / Redux
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A Free Syrian Army fighter aims his weapon as he
takes up a defensive position inside a school in the
Sheikh Maksoud area of Aleppo, Syria, on July 9, 2013.
© 2013 REUTERS/Muzaffar Salman
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What is the Safe Schools Declaration? 
The Safe Schools Declaration sets out a political commitment by states to protect education from attack,
including by endorsing and committing to use the Guidelines for Protecting Schools and Universities
from Military Use during Armed Conflict. The Declaration was developed through consultations with
states. The process was led by Norway and Argentina in Geneva throughout the first half of 2015 and the
Declaration was opened for endorsement at the Oslo Conference on Safe Schools on May 29, 2015. That
day, 37 states joined the Declaration and the number of endorsing states has continued to grow since.
The Norwegian government is currently the depositary of endorsements. States can submit endorse-
ments at any time to the Norwegian  Ministry of Foreign Affairs via diplomatic missions or directly by
emailing a letter of endorsement to  ybh@mfa.no. 
By joining the Declaration, states formally endorse the Guidelines and commit to “bring them into
domestic policy and operational frameworks as far as possible and appropriate”. The Declaration also
contains a number of other commitments aiming to strengthen prevention of, and response to, attacks
on education during armed conflict, including: collecting reliable data on attacks and military use of
schools and universities; providing assistance to victims of attacks; investigating allegations of viola-
tions of national and international law and prosecuting perpetrators  where appropriate; developing and
promoting “conflict sensitive” approaches to education; seeking to continue education during armed
conflict; and supporting the UN’s work on the children and armed conflict agenda. Lastly, the Declaration
is a framework for collaboration and exchange, as endorsing states also agree to meet on a regular basis
to review implementation of the Declaration and use of the Guidelines.

What is the link between the Safe Schools
Declaration and the Guidelines? 
The Safe Schools Declaration is a political document through which states express broad political
support for the protection of education during armed conflict and formally endorse the Guidelines. The
Guidelines themselves, however, are a practical tool that is available to all. They can be implemented or
used by any interested actor outside the framework of the Safe Schools Declaration, for instance by non-
state armed groups. 
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Does the UN monitor 
military use of schools
and universities? 
Many UN agencies are involved in monitoring and reporting on
military use of schools. The UN Monitoring and Reporting
Mechanism (MRM) on Grave Violations against Children in
Situations of Armed Conflict was established in 2005 through
Security Council Resolution 1612 to end six grave violations,
including attacks against schools and hospitals. In Resolution
1998, issued in 2011, the UN Security Council made attacks
against schools and hospitals a trigger for parties to a conflict to
be listed in the annexes of the UN Secretary-General’s Annual
Report on Children and Armed Conflict. The Security Council can
take action against a listed party to urge it to change its conduct
to stop the violation, including by referring it to sanctions
committees or the International Criminal Court. 
Military use of schools is not a trigger for listing a party to the
conflict as it is not necessarily a violation of humanitarian law.
However, in Resolution 1998, the Security Council requested the
Secretary-General to continue to monitor and report on military
use of schools. 
The Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General
for Children and Armed Conflict released a Guidance Note on
Security Council Resolution 1998 in May 2014, which provides
important practical guidance to UN partners in the field on
monitoring and reporting attacks on education, including
military use of schools. 
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An armed Ranger walks through the schoolyard during
a break between classes at Ban Klong Chang
Elementary School, Pattani, Thailand in 2010. A camp
for 32 paramilitary Rangers had been established in the
school compound. 
© 2010 David Hogsholt/Reportage by Getty Images
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Global Coalition to 

Protect Education from Attack
GCPEA

www.protectingeducation.orgSecretariat
350 5th Avenue, 34th Floor, New York, New York 10118-3299
Phone: 1.212.377.9446  ·  Email: GCPEA@protectingeducation.org

Cover photo: A school in Jalula, Iraq, is used as a
base for Kurdish Peshmerga fighters battling
Islamic State (ISIS) militants, on June 21, 2014.  
© 2014 Sebastian Backhaus/NurPhoto/Sipa USA

Where can I get more information? 
A short video on military use of schools is available in a number of languages at 
http://protectingeducation.org/emus-video

The following pages on the GCPEA websiteprovide further information:
• GCPEA website

http://www.protectingeducation.org

• Protecting Schools and Universities from Military Use
http://www.protectingeducation.org/restricting-military-use-and-occupation 

• Commentary on the “Guidelines for Protecting Schools and Universities 
from Military Use during Armed Conflict”  (in English, Arabic, Spanish, and French)
http://www.protectingeducation.org/guidelines 

• Lessons in War 2015: Military Use of Schools and Universities during Armed Conflict
http://protectingeducation.org/lessons-in-war

• Education under Attack 2014
http://protectingeducation.org/education-under-attack-2014

What is GCPEA? 
The Global Coalition to Protect Education from Attack (GCPEA) was established in 2010 by organizations from the
fields of education in emergencies and conflict-affected fragile states, higher education, protection,
international human rights, and international humanitarian law who were concerned about on-going attacks on
educational institutions, their students, and staff in countries affected by conflict and insecurity.

GCPEA is comprised of international organizations that include:  CARA (Council for At-Risk Academics), Human
Rights Watch, Institute of International Education/IIE Scholar Rescue Fund, Norwegian Refugee Council, Protect
Education in Insecurity and Conflict, SAIH (the Norwegian Students’ and Academics’ International Assistance
Fund), Save the Children, Scholars at Risk Network, UNESCO, UNHCR, UNICEF, and War Child Holland. GCPEA is a
project of the Tides Center, a non-profit 501(c)(3) organization.


