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Introduction

The panel discussion webinar “The Global Future of Civilian Protection: Learning from the
Gaza Genocide” on 8™ April 2026, moderated by Sarah Khan, examined the significant failure
to protect civilians in the most recent conflict in Gaza and what has been labelled ‘rupture’
of the rules-based international order, demanding a critical assessment of the future of
Protection of Civilians as a legal and institutional commitment. This question took on added
urgency with the United States-Israel attack on Iran, the attacks on Lebanon, retaliation by
Iran and civilians being impacted in the wider region. The event took place a day after
comments from President Trump that threatened to destroy Iran’s civilization, with several
panellists identifying this as a genocidal threat.

Protection of Civilians, anchored in international humanitarian law, encompasses all
activities aimed at obtaining full respect for the rights of the individual in accordance with
relevant bodies of law (i.e. International Human Rights Law, International Humanitarian Law,
International Refugee Law, etc), as well as notions of military honour and other ethics.

Protection of Civilians can be achieved through multiple measures, including conflict
prevention, civilian and community-led self-protection, restraint measures in military
operations, international and domestic judicial processes, measures ensuring the physical
safety of civilians and establishing the conditions necessary for principled humanitarian
action.

The panel brought together a diverse group of scholars and practitioners to speak to the
future of civilian protection based on the lessons from Gaza and the emerging “Gaza
playbook” that has eroded the application and enforcement of laws, norms and institutions
that underpin civilian protection. The panellists spoke from a range of diverse of perspectives
including, international law; international peace and security; principled humanitarian
action; civil society engagement in political and public spaces (protests, boycotts,
legislative initiatives, etc.) and civilian self-protection, based on their academic and/or
practice expertise and their lived experiences.

The panellists were asked to address three questions in their presentations:

=  What lessons on Protection of Civilians emerge from the conflict in Gaza?

= Whatimpact do developments in Gaza have for protecting civilians in other conflicts
today and in the future?

= Inthese difficult times, where are the opportunities for hope, and where should those
committed to protecting civilians invest their efforts?



The first three speakers outlined the broader trends that are undermining global structures
responsible for protecting civilians and diminishing the responsibilities of duty bearers. The
last two speakers provided perspectives on emerging possibilities, focusing not on
institutions but on people and their agency in upholding civilian protection.



Panel Presentations

“International Humanitarian Law after Gaza” (Prof. Heidi Matthews)

Prof. Matthews began with defining the “Gaza Playbook” —a new phrase that has entered the
lexicon to describe the uniquely destructive nature of Israel’s military operations in Gaza
since October 2023, and how this level of civilian harm is being intentionally normalised for
replication in other so-called theatres of conflict, such as Lebanon, Iran and elsewhere. She
noted that this normalisation of civilian harm is facilitated in part by cultural shifts
encouraged by social media representations of violence including, for example, official
Whitehouse videos that depict bombing Iran as a videogame.

She described the elements of the Gaza Playbook as including: (i) deliberately undermining
the framework that regulates the legal resort to the use of force in the first place, (ii) the
normalization of indiscriminate and disproportionate attacks, (3) patterns of attacks
directed against specially protected civilian categories including schools and healthcare, (iv)
and the weaponization of humanitarian aid. Her presentation focused on a fifth element of
the Playbook, namely, the systematic and open use of genocidal discourse as part of
negotiation strategies, as a tactic to instil fear in civilian populations, and as a method for
normalizing widespread civilian harm.

She made a couple of core observations, first that this situation shows that public discourse
matters for protection of civilians, especially in contexts that are genocidal or at serious risk
of becoming genocidal. She cited historical examples of Nazi propaganda and the use of
radio to disseminate genocidal ideology in Rwanda, and well as the contemporary example
of Gaza where Prime Minister Netanyahu has described the conflict as a struggle between
“the children of light” and the “children of darkness”, while the Israeli Defence Minister
referred to fighting “human animals.” While acknowledging the critical point that focusing on
genocide can have the unintended consequence of backgrounding or even normalizing
civilian harm that is considered less spectacular, she stressed that the pattern of violation
of core International Humanitarian Law norms in Gaza has been and continues to be so
severe that it has effectively denied civilian protection to Palestinians as a group and that
these violations, combined with official rhetoric, are consistent with the dehumanization
that characterizes genocide.

Second, she observed that there is something qualitatively different in intensified rhetoric
today, particularly with Trump’s threats to destroy civilian infrastructure such as bridges,
power plants, and water systems, which serves to normalize widespread and systemic
violations of international law on Protection of Civilians. Such actions would not only cause



massive civilian death but would also cripple civilian life, amounting to collective
punishment and constituting serious war crimes.

Third, she observed the role of third states and how their lack of meaningful response to
earlier violations in Gaza has enabled more extreme rhetoric and actions in the Iran conflict.
She recalled the International Court of Justice’s preliminary measures orders against Israel
in 2024 in the context of South Africa’s genocide case and noted that these orders put all
third states on notice that their international legal obligation to prevent genocide had been
triggered, and that they were legally obligated to act. As such, third states including Canada
should have dramatically altered their foreign and domestic policy decisions with respect to
Israel and the United States, including by ending all trade in military goods and equipment
that could be used to facilitate civilian harm.

“Protection of civilians and international peace and security learnings post Gaza”
(Jane Kinninmont)

Jane spoke about a growing reductionist view of international law by many states who seem
to have forgotten its rationale and purpose. Yet populations around the world are speaking
out, horrified by the threats of civilizational annihilation by United States President Trump,
the deliberate attacks on infrastructure and humanitarians in Lebanon and Sudan as well as
in Gaza, and previously in Syria and Yemen.

International law and international humanitarian law have both been flouted in Russia’s
invasion and occupation of Ukraine, which has contributed to the increasing impunity that
we see. Russia has suffered negative consequences - many countries around the world have
condemned it and placed sanctions on it —and has not been able to achieve its original goal
of overthrowing the Ukrainian government. However, a nuclear-armed power, which is a
veto-wielding permanent member of the UN Security Council, has been able to invade its
neighbourand no one has been able to stopit. Inturn, a growing number of voices in Western
defence establishments have responded by portraying international legal obligations as
constraints or “handcuffs” that limit their ability to compete globally in a perceived contest
with Russia and China for global dominance. This is an overly simplistic argument, which
ignores the benefits of international law for the world, and which also conveniently glosses
over the fact that the United States has not always abided by international law itself, notably
in the 2003 invasion of Iraq but also in various “regime change” initiatives during the Cold
War.

She drew a few conclusions. One, there is a need to stand up for international law to protect
all of us at atime of growing conflict and an intensifying arms race, including debates around



Al in weapons systems to nuclear weapons. Two, the response to civilian harm, particularly
in Gaza, shows that in a world shaped by political polarization and disinformation, emotions
and fear can be used by states and militaries to persuade supporters to accept certain
justifications. Initially, when hospitals were attacked in Gaza, the Israeli military issued
extensive justifications and detailed accounts claiming that the attacks were intended to
target Hamas fighters. Today, Israel is carrying out double-tap and triple-tap strikes on
medics in Lebanon without even bothering to issue these justifications. Its strongest
supporters will simply assume that there must be a justification without even asking. Such
abuses are occurring in a context of rising impunity, and the normalization of such discourse,
including the extremely brutal and toxic rhetoric that gets amplified on social media, has a
deeply degrading effect on social and political life in all our countries. It shapes how people
think and respond to violence.

Two, while some people are prepared to deny or justify all manner of war crimes, there is
growing public revulsion with the large scale violence, including the US and Israeli wars in
Iran and Lebanon. Many people are trying to push back in different ways, from protestors to
faith leaders.

Three, we see a growing practice of attacks on civilian infrastructure. These also cost civilian
lives, for instance when people are deprived of healthcare. Moreover, the destruction of
infrastructure will make it more and more difficult and costly to undertake reconstruction
and refugee return.

Last, the UNis undertremendous pressure to not speak out against war crimes by the United
States and Israel. The UN has always been a space for political contestation, and it is under
political pressure including the large scale cuts to United States funding. The UN Security
Council tried several times to pass a resolution calling for a ceasefire in Gaza, but this was
vetoed by the United States, both under Biden and under Trump. Eventually it agreed to pass
a resolution which endorsed a ceasefire but also gave sweeping powers to the Board of
Peace, a problematic and unaccountable body which is clearly undergoing significant
mission creep. The defunding of UNWRA has had appalling effects on the humanitarian
situation and many UN humanitarians have been killed by Israel in the past three years.

While its political role has been sidelined, and its humanitarian role attacked, the UN is
bearing witness in important ways, including through the UN Commission of Inquiry on the
Occupied Palestinian Territory, which undertook legal analysis demonstrating that the State
of Israel is responsible for multiple genocidal acts in Gaza, acting with the specific intent to
destroy Palestinians as a group in Gaza. The International Court of Justice has also had an
important role from the outset. UN Special Rapporteur Francesca Albanese has been



another important voice bearing witness, although at significant personal cost as she is now
under United States sanctions herself.

She concluded by emphasising the need for civil society to speak up and stand up, noting
that “we the people”, as the UN charter begins with, need to push back and uphold
protecting civilians and international law.

“Re-making order: The Gaza Humanitarian Foundation and the Protection of Civilians”
(Amra Lee)

Focused on humanitarian assistance provision in Gaza and noted the following
developmentsinthe Gaza Playbook: First, the removal of the UN-led aid delivery mechanism
and replacement with the Israeli and United States-backed Gaza Humanitarian Foundation
during an imminent risk of famine; second, impunity for what has occurred in Gaza.

On the first development, she noted that the dismantling of the UN-led aid system began
with the dehumanisation of people, along with systematic political and physical attacks on
the UN, including UNRWA, an unprecedented contestation of UN/NGO data and the spread
of misinformation and disinformation. She cited the example of the siege and starvation in
Gaza, which led to the IPC issuing multiple famine warnings, where misinformation and
disinformation were spread, exploiting the wider public’s lack of understanding of the drivers
of modern famine. Moreover, responses included multiple countries engaging in
performative air drops, while the necessary aid and personnel sat an hour away at the border
denied entry.

She concluded by warning that the creation of the GHF and later Board of Peace are part of
the wider agenda to remake global order that is evident in the statement from the GHF
Executive director, John Acree, former USAID official “many positive aspects of our model
and operations should be considered to improve aid distribution in Gaza and other parts of
the world”.

On the second development, she noted there were many warnings issued by experts about
Gaza, trying to mobilize people and states to act to prevent genocide, and to respect and
ensure respect for International Humanitarian Law. Experts stressed that what is seen to be
allowed to take place in Gaza increases risks for civilians everywhere, from Sudan to
Lebanon and Iran, through normalising a “might-makes-right” world, and loosening the
guardrails on the resort to and use of force. This has incredibly concerning implications for
civilians and for wider international peace and security. The Gaza Playbook is extending,
expanding, and increasing threats across the region and weakening of laws, norms, and
institutions designed to protect civilians and preserve humanity in war. While international



justice has stepped up, in terms of lessons, more real-time pressure and accountability
remain a critical gap.

Lee concluded by noting that there is some hope to be found in ‘a little bit of courage’. There
are people stepping up and naming things clearly, calling out the conduct and proposing
solutions, even in the face of silencing tactics. In Australia, polling showed significant public
opinion against the denial of aid in Gaza, reinforcing public support for political action to
help protect civilians.

“Protection of Civilians and Global Civil Society: Refusing Silence - Solidarity and the
Politics of Protection” (Dalia El-Farra)

Dalia began by noting there is performative protection of civilians occurring by states and
institutions today and a hierarchy among lives worth of protection and those that are not,
which we can now see extending beyond Gaza to the current situation in Lebanon. However,
with the dismantling of traditional structures to protect civilians, something else has
emerged in the past few years: a demand by global civil society via mass mobilization to
enable an unprecedented scale of witnessing and solidarity. Social movements focused on
civilian protection have included mass protests, student encampments, labour actions,
cultural and institutional pressure and divestment calls. These are not singular one-off
occurrences but a movement of sustained and on-going pressure.

She then went onto to explain what this driving this upsurge in mobilization. While some of
this is due to long long-standing political solidarity, rooted in decades of organising around
the Palestinian movement, there is also today something different, a broader mobilization
driven by the visibility of harm to civilians, especially through social media. People who may
not have previously been engaged politically are now entering the conversation because of
what they are seeing: mass civilian deaths, starvation, denial of care, and basic humanrights
being eradicated. The distinction matters because it changes who is mobilizing, why they are
mobilizing, and how they are mobilizing.

She then goes on to note examples of this mobilization occurring in Canada, cutting across
differing social justice movements and expanding the space where protection of civilians is
contested. For example, the “Arms Embargo Now” campaign in Canada addressing the
export of weapons to Israel is re-framing of protection as prevention by cutting the source of
the violence. This conversation is also entering institutional and cultural spaces which have
historically claimed neutrality, like The Toronto Arts Council, which came under a lot of
pressure to cut ties with the state of Israel because of the on-going genocide in Gaza. This
brought to fore the question of complicity, because right now being neutral or balanced is
actually being complicit.


https://actionaid.org.au/resources/new-polling-reveals-most-australians-find-israels-denial-of-aid-to-palestinians-in-gaza-unjustifiable/

She next noted that civil society bearing witness has disrupted some fundamentals of the
application of violence. First, violence depends on fragmentation of attention and when
people refuse silence, they interrupt that fragmentation. Second, refusing silence is about
narrative building because to protect civilians, you must recognize them as humans and
insist on their humanity. This recognition remains uneven in various conflict contexts today,
with Palestinians, Iranians, and Lebanese having to audition their humanity to get protection.
The resistance of erasure and challenging of narrative is not secondary to protection, it is
actually central to it.

She warned that one cannot romanticise solidarity since it does not automatically stop
violence and there is also a real cost, with people losing jobs and being publicly targeted.
Nevertheless, there is something that has shifted — a re-distribution of who is responsible for
protection away from institutions only toward the public. Such engagement is challenging
notions of neutrality noted earlier and the necessity for so-called “balanced views”, the latter
beloved in academic spaces and a prerequisite for legitimacy. But in contexts where harm is
clearly visible and extensively documented, calls for balance can flatten those asymmetries
and obscure the power dynamics at play. The balance call can begin look like complicity.

She concluded by taking hope in action being taken by people who are refusing silence and
redrawing the parameters of engagement on protection of civilians.

“Care and Protection of Civilians at the Community Level” (Dr. Yipeng Ge)

Yipeng spoke on the critical role played by healthcare workers and the wider Palestinian
community in spotlighting the harm they experience under occupation by the Israeli
military. He began by describing the contents of a paper written by a group of health
researchers including members of Doctors Against Genocide, published in the Health and
Human Rights Journal in December 2025.

The paper studied the work of organizations and networks such as Doctors Against
Genocide, Healthcare Workers Watch, and the Freedom Flotilla Coalition. It examined their
work within the frames of International Human Rights Law, social accountability
scholarship, and decolonial and abolitionist critiques. It highlighted how these actors were
able to combine clinical documentation, survivor testimony, and direct action to monitor
human rights violations, generate medically literate records of the harm inflicted, and press
for remedies where state-centred mechanisms have failed to deliver, despite findings of war
crimes and genocide by United Nations bodies and human rights groups. It argues that these
actors treat people-centred accountability as part of their professional duty, and act on a
mandate to prevent mass atrocity crimes rather than being silent. It concluded by outlining
some practical implications for clinicians, professional associations, and health systems



seeking to align their global health practice with a people-centred approach to
accountability.

Dr. Ge then explained the concept of people-centred accountability as centring affected
persons through access to information, safely providing feedback and exposing human
rights violations, and active participation in designing, monitoring, and adapting aid and
other programs to meet people’s evolving needs and remedies. It is an approach that aims
to make aid relevant, appropriate, and effective, and to shift power dynamics from one-way
aid provision to bi-directional community partnerships. It is less dependent on state action,
and thus less easily immobilized by such sanctions. It shifts power structures, resisting the
premise that large institutions are the only path to justice, thus reducing dependence on
state mechanisms and centring needs and ideas as directed by affected communities.

Therefore, he pointed out that people-centred accountability holds that accountability for
genocide cannot be dictated by those enabling it, or by actors distant from affected
communities. Furthermore, the aim is not to replace one authority with another, but to
reorder who can speak about, verify, and decide what counts as harm and repair.

He further noted that these groups—Doctors Against Genocide, Healthcare Workers Watch,
and the Freedom Flotillas—all deploy documentation practices designed to meet
evidentiary thresholds familiar to international court standards and UN mechanisms, yet
none of them treat jurisdictional success as the endpoint of accountability. The application
of this approach is rooted in the clarity that even if states are unable or unwilling,
accountability from below will proceed by, for example, counting the dead because “people
will take care of people even when states fail”.

He nevertheless acknowledged that the key for impact is the timely responsiveness of the
targeted institutions, not just retrospective action and the ability of civic actors to sustain
independent power. For example, Doctors Against Genocide decided to pair their UN
submissions with clinician-facing actions and direct pressure on professional bodies. The
value of these actions lies in legitimizing survivor knowledge, truth-telling, setting out
standards of conduct for professions and institutions, and generating moral and political
pressure that accumulates over time.

He concluded by noting that clinicians and communities have shown that credible, clinically
grounded evidence can be produced under siege. Coalitions can bridge professions and
identities. However, the unfinished business is building effective institutional protective
arrangements, sustaining inside-outside accountabilities that resist co-optation, and
reorienting professional authority toward prevention rather than post hoc lament. He
remains hopeful in the action already being taken.


https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/thematic-reports/ahrc5948-health-and-care-workers-defenders-right-health-report-special
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/thematic-reports/ahrc5948-health-and-care-workers-defenders-right-health-report-special

Key Conclusions and Recommendations

For policymakers

There is no hierarchy of crimes against civilians and attention must be paid to all
forms of civilian harm. However, the complete annihilation of International
Humanitarian Law can both create the conditions for genocide and serve as evidence
of genocidal intent. (Heidi)

The governments of “middle powers”, e.g. Canada, the United Kingdom and Australia,
should denounce and retract their support for the Iran war. They should demand a
ceasefire, offer strong support for international judicial institutions, end any form of
material support for the war, for example by offering sovereign air space. (Heidi)
These governments should also take all available domestic policy measures to
prevent and punish genocide in Gaza, along with other serious violations of
International Humanitarian Law. For example, Canada should immediately withdraw
from its free trade agreement with Israel, impose sanctions on Israel (not just
individual ‘bad apples’), initiate investigations under the Crimes Against Humanity
and War Crimes Act, enforce a full and comprehensive two-way arms embargo, and
stripping charitable status from organizations found to be complicit in international
crimes. (Heidi)

Protection of civilians and international law is being undermined with
dehumanization rhetoric flowing from the top to the bottom at all levels, including our
daily diet of social media. (Jane)

International law is being viewed negatively by many, including western states, as a
constraint on their action in a time of geopolitical competition. They have forgotten
what we all gain from it. (Jane)

The large-scale destruction of infrastructure goes beyond immediate civilian survival
to a demise of capacity to resume life once the fighting ends. (Jane)

Replication of the aid delivery model and undermining of the UN through a board of
peace will not be confined to Gaza but is an attempt at re-making the world order.
(Amra)

Attention is protection and there is growing public opinion and courage to speak up
on harm to civilians in Australia, the United Kingdom and Canada. (Amra)

Civilian harm has propelled civil society mobilization and in refusing silence, there is
a questioning of concepts like neutrality and balanced views, which re-enforce
complicity and limited accountability for civilian harm. (Dalia)
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e People-centred accountability approach: Networks and organizations rooted in work
at the community level are able to gather credible data of harm and engage with
institutions and beyond to enable attention and action. There is a recognition that
protection of civilians does not rest only with institutional action. (Yipeng)

For the general public:

e How to engage on Protection of Civilians: identify and find your lane for activism.
(Dalia)

e How to engage on Protection of Civilians: Talk to people, understand the full story,
since mis and dis information is rampant. (Amra)

e How to engage on Protection of Civilians: Engage locally by writing to local members
of parliament in Canada, Australia and the United Kingdom. (Jane)

e The UN is under intense pressure but has been a valid check and witness to civilian
harm. The UN is imperfect but is still needed and it can only become stronger and
better if civil society stands up for the UN and its founding principles of international
law, peace and human rights. (Jane)

Author: Sarah Khan with support of Aishwarya Bhattacharya and Natalie Paterson.
Editorial contributions: Heidi Matthews, Jane Kinninmont, Amra Lee, Dalia Al-Farra and Yipeng Ge.

Event Organizing Committee: Syed Imran Ali, Kerry Scott, Dasantila Golemi-Kotra and Michelle
Millard.
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