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Overview 
In every emergency, some groups or individuals will face heightened protection risks because they 

have specific needs. If the consequences of their vulnerability are not recognized and addressed, it 

can sometimes have a significant impact on their well-being and ability to access food assistance. 

Women, unaccompanied children, person with disabilities and older persons are especially vulnerable 

and this requires additional protection considerations during registration and distributions. Persons 

with specific needs may not have access to appropriate communication channels to make their needs 

known. Likewise, they may be unable to speak out due to age, disease, disability, stigma or fear. They 

may be unable to voice a complaint when they do not have the assistance and protection that they 

require or are entitled to. Additionally, some of them might have significant weakness and may not 

be able to stand in long queues.  

Furthermore, mass registrations and distributions often effectively exclude vulnerable individuals 

largely because persons with specific needs, for example the elderly and those with disabilities, often 

face multiple mobility constraints and may need help accessing registration and distribution locations 

or may need assistance delivered to them. This may also be the case for child headed households. This 

situation can be compounded when information on food assistance and how to access it is not 

provided to all members of the community and does not reach persons with specific needs. 

Furthermore, persons with specific needs or marginalized groups may miss out on food assistance, 

particularly when they are not registered as principal household members, which leads to exclusion. 

Therefore, WFP shall promote protection sensitive practices during registration and distribution in 

which vulnerable persons are prioritized, as appropriate, throughout all processes. The creation of 

measures to ensure their equal access to services rather than the creation of separate special services 

should be the goal for prioritization of vulnerable individuals. 

To address their situation a two-fold approach is required. 

• Protection of people with specific needs is mainstreamed throughout the registration and 

distribution processes. It is important that all activities are designed in a way that takes into 

account the presence of groups with specific needs and integrates their concerns. 

• The community itself should be at the forefront to ensure protection in accordance with their 

vulnerabilities and needs.  

Goals and objectives of the SOP’s 
The purpose of the Standard Operating Procedures (SOP’s) for the prioritization of Persons with 

Specific Needs (PSN’s) is to ensure that WFP and its partners have the same understanding of the risk’s 

PSN’s face during registration and food distribution and to ensure that they receive adequate support 

in all situations when required. The use of the SOPs aims primarily to provide operational guidance to 

support prioritization of vulnerable individuals during registration and distribution. The guidance aims 

to provide practical suggestions and to enhance the understanding of WFP staff and Cooperating 

Partners (CPs) and other entities that WFP engages at field level. The guideline allows staff to reduce 

vulnerabilities by enhancing the self-protection strategies of communities assisted. 

Specifically, the SOP’s seek to: 

• Ensure that staff are familiar with processes on how to prioritize individuals and groups with 

specific needs during registration and food distribution.  



                                                                                                                                                                                  
• Define steps in the procedure for determining supporting PSN’s during registration and 

distribution. 

• To provide strategies on how to enable equal, safe and dignified access to lifesaving 

emergency food assistance for vulnerable individuals and marginalized groups in conflict 

affected areas in South Sudan.  

• Improve understanding of the particular protection risks faced by vulnerable individuals when 

receiving assistance.  

• To develop partnerships and referral mechanisms with other protection and assistance actors 

(including national partners) who have the expertise and capacity to support groups and 

individual with specific needs. 

Scope   
The scope of this SOP covers in general processes and procedures undertaken by the WFP focal 

persons or teams and partners. The SOP is to be followed by various teams during provision of 

assistance. Complementary SOPs addressing (1) Supporting PSNs to access registrations and 

distributions, and; (2) Programming for meaningful participation by PSNs, will also shortly be made 

available to provide holistic guidance for WFP and CP staff to achieve support for the actualization of 

the full rights of PSNs to WFP assistance and support.  

Humanitarian Principles 
The SOP’s are designed based on the following humanitarian elements: 

1) Prioritize safety & dignity and avoid causing harm: Prevent and minimize as much as possible 

any unintended negative effects of your intervention which can increase people’s vulnerability 

to both physical and psychosocial risks. 

2) Meaningful Access: Arrange for people’s access to assistance and services – in proportion to 

need and without any barriers (e.g. discrimination). Pay special attention to individuals and 

groups who may be particularly vulnerable or have difficulty accessing assistance and services. 

3) Accountability: Set-up appropriate mechanisms through which affected populations can 

measure the adequacy of interventions, and address concerns and complaints. 

4) Participation and empowerment: Support the development of self-protection capacities and 

assist people to claim their rights, including – not exclusively – the rights to food, shelter, 

water and sanitation, health, and education. 

What protection knowledge does WFP and its CP’s need? 
A specialist knowledge on the part of WFP and CP’s is not required to contribute to the prioritization 

of PSN’s. What you do need in order to prevent and respond to protection risks is: 

• a general understanding of the Humanitarian Principles.  

• an understanding that different members of the community are exposed to different 

protection risks: it is crucial to be aware of the fact that protection risks and needs often 

depend on age, gender, ethnicity and disabilities. 

• the right attitude and being in touch with beneficiaries. You need to be approachable by 

people we serve, open minded, active listeners, positive and proactive 

• understanding that your attitude may contribute to protection or lack of it for the people we 

serve 



                                                                                                                                                                                  

Understanding Persons with Specific Needs (PSN) 
PSN’s are groups / people who frequently have been shown to be at increased risk of various problems 

in diverse emergencies, including women, children, elderly people, persons experiencing severe social 

stigma, detainees, young men at risk of detention, abduction or being targets of violence, extremely 

poor people, refugees, internally displaced persons (IDPs) and migrants in irregular situations, people 

with preexisting, severe physical, neurological or mental disabilities or disorders, as well as persons 

suffering from chronic illness.1  A person is not vulnerable from birth but life circumstances (e.g. 

poverty, education) and/or discrimination may impact on the ability to enjoy equal access to human 

rights and some persons may be more vulnerable and/or marginalised. People are or become more 

vulnerable due to a combination of physical, social, environmental and political factors, and 

vulnerability is not a fixed category. Not everyone with the same characteristics will experience the 

same level of vulnerability, i.e. being a woman does not make a person vulnerable but a pregnant 

woman whose husband was killed and no longer has ownership of her home will have protection 

concerns. Responding to ‘special needs’ of the elderly, chronically ill, persons with disabilities, 

lactating or pregnant women means meeting their human rights to shelter, food, health and education 

and this sometimes requires the humanitarian actors to have a stronger focus on certain groups or 

individuals. 

Prioritization should only be targeted to individuals, who are assessed to be PSN’s according to the 

below criteria. The table is not in order of priority but highlights categories of vulnerability (to help 

you to prioritize). The individual should have at least one type of the below listed vulnerabilities. 

Individuals who have more than one type of vulnerability should be prioritized over individuals who 

have only one type.  Vulnerabilities are context specific but often consist of the following: 

Population Categories Groups with specific needs 

Boys and girls  Unaccompanied and separated children 

Children formerly associated with armed forces 

or groups 

Child headed households or child spouses 

Pregnant girls  

Child survivors of gender-based violence (GBV) 

Youth Out-of-school and unemployed youth (15 – 24 

years) 

Women 

Men 

Women headed households 

Women who are survivors of GBV 

Male survivors of sexual violence 

Widows (men and women) 

Older persons Older persons without family or community 

support 

                                                                 
1 IASC Guidelines on Mental Health and Psychosocial Support in Emergency Settings 



                                                                                                                                                                                  
Grandparent-headed households 

Persons with disability (PWD), affected by 

sickness or trauma 

Persons with physical disabilities 

Persons with mental disabilities 

Sick persons without family or community 

support 

Persons living with or at risk of HIV/AIDS 

Survivors of torture 

 

Prioritization of PSN’s should take into account the vulnerability and family situation of the individual 

within the local community context. It is important to however remember that not every individual in 

each of the mentioned categories will have specific needs, and that their needs may vary over time 

and according to context and nature of assistance. It is also important not to limit the scope of 

protection and assistance to the above-mentioned groups. All persons should receive appropriate 

protection and assistance according to their needs, with the urgency required, in consultation with 

the individuals and communities in question. 

WFP’s approach on protection and prioritization of vulnerable groups 
Experience has shown that for protection efforts to be effective and sustainable, they must be 

designed to recognize, support and strengthen the protection capacities of individuals and 

communities themselves. Our role as WFP is to build or rebuild and strengthen the community’s 

capacity to respond to its own concerns and to take decisions as to how best to address these 

concerns. We must recognize the temporary nature of our presence, our role as facilitators, and our 

limitations in capacities, resources and local knowledge. Therefore, WFP staff and its Cooperating 

Partners shall endeavor to support and strengthen community-based approaches to support the most 

vulnerable and marginalized community members during provision of assistance. This is also a more 

sustainable way, strengthening the capacity of the self-protection capacities of communities, to 

reduce the vulnerability by reducing risks and threats those vulnerable groups are exposed to. 

Community based approaches emphasize that individuals and communities are equal partners in 

protection. People are empowered when they are able to become informed and active agents in 

addressing their own situation. 

Procedure of Prioritization of PSN’s: Who does what, when and how? 

Self-reporting  
WFP and its Cooperating Partners should work to create a reception environment that encourages 

self-reporting of specific needs or risks, given that there are a wide range of serious or urgent needs 

that are not always visible, such as those of some women and girls at risk, and others. Beneficiaries 

and communities should be aware that all PSN’s should self-report for faster assistance.  Personnel 

situated at the entry/access point should be informed about expedited processes for persons with 

specific needs. Individuals who approach registration or distribution reception with any of the 

categories or vulnerabilities/specific needs listed may, be fast-tracked/ prioritized for registration or 

distribution. 



                                                                                                                                                                                  
Provide a ‘fast-track' queuing system for groups or individuals with specific needs, so that they are 

registered, and receive assistance promptly. Prioritize according to the gravity and urgency of the need 

in question. If long queuing is unavoidable, make sure that seating, shade, water and toilet facilities 

are provided. In addition to self-reporting of specific needs, referral pathways should be in place to 

allow for the prioritization of individuals who have specific needs that might otherwise need further 

follow up. 

Project Management Committees (PMC’s) and community leaders 
PMC’s should assist in the identification of persons with specific needs during registration and food 

distribution. However, it is important to keep in mind that PMC’s and community leaders may not 

always act in accordance with the common interests of their own community, and their impartiality 

needs to be objectively scrutinized to avoid disadvantaging persons with specific needs. The following 

procedures are to be followed:  

1) Train PMC’s to be able to identify and prioritize persons with specific needs as appropriate 

(training is conducted by CP’s). 

2) Prior to registration and distribution engage PMC’s and community leaders to monitor access 

to registration and distribution sites and processes. 

3) Have separate queues for PSN’s put in place. 

4) PMC’s to be aware and supportive of beneficiaries coming forward to self-report. 

5) PMC’s and community leaders to help with proactive identification of the most vulnerable 

during food distribution/ registration. 

6) PSN’s are identified during distribution and are fast tracked or granted safe passage at any 

stage of the distribution without separating them from household members specifically 

children. 

7) Assistance may be provided by WFP staff and its partners. 

8) Referral pathways to be utilized if cases are complex and Protection and Gender Unit to be 

notified.  

Humanitarian Partners 
When community support and PMC’ are not available to address prioritization needs, assistance must 

be sought by and coordinated with relevant agencies with community involvement. In instances 

where there are existing protection actors on the ground. Protection partners can be called upon to 

support with proactively identifying vulnerable individuals and bring them forward to be served 

without much wait. Knowing the key protection staff from these agencies or organizations will help in 

efficient coordination. 

1) Seek assistance from protection mandated organizations to help protection mainstreaming at 

the registration or distribution site. 

2) Self-reporting of specific needs should be put in place. 

3) Assign protection partners to monitor the overall reception area (and beyond) and to actively 

identify and assist persons with specific needs and bringing them forward. 

4) If required, separate waiting areas or priority queuing should be ensured for persons with 

reduced mobility requiring assistance (including elderly persons/ pregnant women close to 

term/ persons with disabilities), again ensuring that household units are maintained and not 

separated. 

5) Assist the persons brought forward by protection actors or those who self-report. 



                                                                                                                                                                                  
6) If staff encounter relevant protection matters during the food distribution these matters 

should be brought to the attention of protection lead agencies or mandated agencies 

responses and solutions are put in place. 

7) Prioritized processing and referral should occur based on pre-established criteria agreed by 

all parties participating in the referral system. Such criteria will vary depending on the gravity 

of risks faced by concerned individuals, service provider capacity to respond, and other 

context-specific factors, and should be developed by Protection colleagues and/or other 

specialists (e.g. medical, etc.).  

WFP assistance  
Only when support by communities, the authorities and other agencies is not available or suitable, 

should WFP or its partners intervene. The intervention should only take place as a last resort 

where/when community-based support and emergency or special assistance from other entities 

(humanitarian agencies/authorities) have not been made available within the required timeframe; 

and if the required assistance is not provided, the identified protection risk of the individual will 

deteriorate significantly. Referral pathways should be in place for emergencies and highly-sensitive 

cases. 

1) Individuals categorized as individuals should be advanced to the front of the queue during 

registration and distribution. 

2) Ensure that WFP personnel who work in Gender and Protection are informed of the cases and 

appropriate referral is done. 

General Considerations 
• The location for the registration and distribution is safe for everyone (think about where and 

how women and children can feel safe with consultation from the community. 

• PMC’s are given support and capacity building to take ownership of prioritization 

responsibilities. 

• Take steps to ensure that services and infrastructure are physically accessible to those with 

limited mobility. 

• Choose registration and distribution times, durations and sites by consulting with women, 

men & children; distributions during daylight hours allow safe travel home. 
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