Open Briefing
Training and consultancy for non-profits
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About Open Briefing
We believe in creating a more resilient civil society that can protect vulnerable communities and a
fragile environment within an increasingly restricted civic space.
We support at-risk organisations and activists around the world by ensuring their physical, digital
and emotional security and resilience. We do this by providing high-impact capacity-building and
technical assistance in the form of:
•

Audits and consultancy

•

Training and capacity building

•

Tools, advice and signposting

We focus our resources on supporting high-risk, low-capacity organisations and campaigners
working in violent or repressive environments, but also work extensively with the senior
management teams of international funders and NGOs.
By working with us:
•

human rights defenders, humanitarians and others on the frontlines of civil society can
properly understand and manage the threats to them and their work; and

•

charities and other NGOs can meet their duty of care and safeguarding obligations to staff,
local partners and beneficiaries and demonstrate this commitment to donors and other
stakeholders.

Open Briefing is a groundbreaking not-for-profit social enterprise pursuing charitable objectives.
We are a unique international collective of humanitarians, human rights defenders, peacebuilders
and environmentalists working alongside civil society and private sector partners. We are
supported by volunteers and funded by charitable grants, public donations and service contracts.
Launched in 2011, Open Briefing was the first non-profit to provide professional security, risk and
intelligence services to NGOs and other social change agents. With the addition of digital security,
safeguarding and psychosocial support to our portfolio of programmes, we continue to be
pioneers in the field of ‘holistic security’.
We are a member of the International NGO Safety & Security Association (INSSA), the Charities Security Forum and BOND;
a certified member of Social Enterprise UK; and a signatory of signatory of the Code of Conduct of the International Red
Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief.
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Our programmes
!

Safety and security programme
Human rights defenders and humanitarians are regularly killed, injured, kidnapped or
otherwise targeted while protecting others and challenging powerful interests. Our
safety and security programme focusses on keeping civil society actors safe from harm.
This is our flagship programme. Formally launched in 2016 after a period completing
security assignments behind the scenes, our safety and security programme continues to
expand in scope and scale and has built a reputation for the highest quality training and
consultancy. Our approach is to work with beneficiaries to assess their current approach;
develop the policies, procedures and resources that they need; embed these new tools
and a security culture within the organisation; and then slowly step back into a support
role as we build up their capacity.
Activities: Security management and duty of care audits; security risk management frameworks;
crisis management plans and simulations; security and first aid training; safety and security
equipment, including GPS trackers, sat phones, first aid kits and body armour.

"

Digital security programme
Civil society is almost entirely reliant on information and technology to operate. Our
digital security programme focusses on protecting the communications and information
assets that organisations and activists need to achieve their mission. We launched this
programme in October 2017 in response to the growing recognition that robust
information security is as important as physical security. Our digital security team based
in Europe and the United States is supplemented by agreements with a number of civil
society and private sector providers around the world. Unlike many organisations
working in this field, we adopt an information-driven approach rather than a narrow
device- or digital-first model.
Activities: Information security audits; information security policies; website vulnerability
assessments; digital security incident investigation; workshops and trainings.

#

Wellbeing and resilience programme
Trauma and chronic stress are very real risks for those working in violent or repressive
environments. In any context, resilient staff are essential for the healthy functioning of
an organisation. Our wellbeing and resilience programme focusses on protecting the
emotional and psychological wellbeing of individuals and teams. This is the newest
programme in Open Briefing. Launched on Time to Talk Day in February 2018, this
programme seeks to challenge the taboo around stress, trauma and mental illness
among human rights defenders and humanitarians and provide support to those
affected by the work. It also addresses safeguarding, which is a related, but often
overlooked, element of duty of care.
Activities: Wellbeing and resilience audits; retained counselling support; safeguarding audits;
Psychological First Aid training; family liaison officer training and supervision.
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In 2018, we estimate that we directly strengthened the safety and
resilience of 350 human rights defenders and humanitarians in more
than 20 countries. That year, we also:

Acted on 35 requests for support
from 18 at-risk organisations
Trained 175 human rights defenders
during 16 workshops and courses
Produced 15 reports, tools and other
resources for the NGO community
The organisations that we worked with in 2018 rated our support
EXCELLENT ⋆⋆⋆⋆% (4.75)

The activists that we trained in 2018 rated our training
EXCELLENT ⋆⋆⋆⋆% (4.55)

In 2018, we supported organisations protecting human rights, civilians in
conflict, the environment, LGBTI rights and the right to privacy and others
standing against corruption and genocide. We helped keep human rights
defenders and humanitarians safe in Yemen, Afghanistan, Nigeria, Mali,
Central African Republic, Ukraine and a dozen other countries. We also
worked with several funders and their grantees around the world.
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Case study 1.

Human rights | International | Audits and security plans

We produced risk assessments, security plans and crisis management plans for the
Nigeria, Mali, Iraq, Afghanistan, Yemen, Jordan and Ukraine offices of a US human
rights organisation. We are currently the organisation’s retained security and risk
advisory consultancy, and have previously completed travel threat assessments,
Security Focal Point training and management consultancy for them. We are
currently undertaking a security management and duty of care audit and developing
a security risk management framework for the organisation.

%

Case study 2.

Civilians in conflict | International | Briefings and training

For the last five years, we have worked with an international coalition of well-known
humanitarian agencies and human rights organisations working together to protect
civilians from armed conflict. We have supported the coalition with intelligence
briefings, security risk management training and global security policy advice and
development work. We will shortly be producing the organisation’s crisis
management plan and putting their senior management team through a crisis
management simulation and workshop.

&

Case study 3.

LGBTI | Africa | Workshops and risk assessments

We ran a scenario planning workshop for an LGBTI coalition in southern Africa and
produced an innovative report on possible futures and security concerns for the
coalition members as they move forward with litigation against their government.
The workshop was initiated by a British charity that we had previously completed
security risk management training for and have subsequently provided digital
security incident response in the aftermath of an attack. Next year, we will be
completing risk assessments and running a ‘holistic security’ workshop for another of
their local partner coalitions in southern Africa.

'

Case study 4.

Privacy | Europe | Comprehensive consultancy and training

We completed a digital security audit and created an information security policy for a
European organisation working to defend privacy and challenge overreaching
surveillance around the world. We also completed an in-depth security management
and duty of care audit for the organisation and developed a bespoke security risk
management framework for them. We have previously completed security risk
management training, first aid training and travel risk assessments for the
organisation. We are also their retained psychological support provider.
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Our values
1. We believe that civil society is a fundamental pillar of democracy. Human rights defenders
and other activists are essential watchdogs of the state. As such, we will help defend our staff,
partners and beneficiaries against criminal, corporate or government interests that attempt to
cause them harm or injury because of their work.
2. We are human rights defenders and humanitarians. We offer our services on the basis of
the principle of humanity and the humanitarian imperative, recognising the rights of all people.
Specifically, we believe in:
•

the right to life with dignity;

•

the right to receive humanitarian assistance; and

•

the right to protection and security.

3. We will walk the walk. Our own physical, digital and psychosocial security policies and
procedures will be the best that they can be in order to both protect our staff, partners and
beneficiaries and demonstrate and spread good practice throughout the NGO community.
4. We will do no harm. Through a strict code of conduct and vetting procedure and effective
safeguarding, whistleblowing, ethical and ‘no weapons’ policies, we will ensure that no one who
comes into contact with our staff or services is harmed by them.
5. We will speak truth to power. We will never change what we know to be right in order to
appease a powerful actor who may do us harm or grant us favour. Likewise, we will serve as a
‘critical friend’ to our clients and not temper our advice solely to retain their business.
6. We are an ethical employer. We will respect the work-life balance of our staff and support
their personal and professional wellbeing. We also recognise the positive benefits that
marginalised groups can bring to us as an organisation, and take steps to support their
recruitment and continued employment.
7. We are a trusted provider. We only promise what we can deliver, and we always deliver what
we promise. We also demystify security and remove the ‘smoke and mirrors’ that leave many
organisations reliant on outside experts for their safety and security.
Our values are shaped by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Code of Conduct of the
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief,
the Humanitarian Charter, and the Code of Conduct for Members of the International NGO
Safety and Security Association. We are also a signatory of the Charter for Employers who are
Positive about Mental Health and the Armed Forces Covenant and a member of the UK
government’s Disability Confident scheme.
These standards are articulated in our code of conduct and our ethical, environmental and equal
opportunities policies.
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Key personnel
Chris Abbott is the founder and executive director of Open Briefing. Chris
has spent his career protecting others. He worked with frontline
environmental defenders in the late 1990s, and then spent a decade working
at the policy level to protect civilians in conflict during the ‘war on terror’. He
now helps NGOs and other social change agents understand and manage their
security risks. He was previously the deputy director of the Oxford Research
Group peace and security think tank and an honorary research fellow in the
Centre for Governance and International Affairs at the University of Bristol and
in the School of Social and International Studies at the University of Bradford.
Dan Williamson leads our safety and security work. Until 2016, he was the
global security manager for Marie Stopes International, where he previously
served as the South Sudan country director. Dan has also worked as interim
head of mission, project coordinator and operations manager in Zimbabwe,
Darfur and Iraq for Médecins Sans Frontières and as a project manager in
Swaziland for a non-profit global health organisation. In the last three years,
Dan has completed over 25 security management system audits, developed
over 20 security risk management frameworks and been retained as a
strategic security risk advisor to 10 major international NGOs.
Richard Tynan leads our digital security work. Richie is a technologist and
penetration tester who has been building and evaluating secure systems for
over a decade. He is passionate about using technology to help civil society
organisations flourish and well known for providing clear and concise
explanations of complex legal and technology issues and the interplay
between them. Richie was previously a penetration tester at Guardian News &
Media, where he served for a period as the most-senior member of their
information security team. Prior to that, he was the head of technology and
the data exploitation programme lead at Privacy International.
Karen Abbs leads our wellbeing and safeguarding work. Karen has been a
practising therapist specialising in trauma for 20 years, and has worked in the
humanitarian sector for the last decade. She was previously the mental health
adviser to Médecins Sans Frontières and the Centre for Victims of Torture and
the global training manager for InterHealth. Karen has 20 years of
safeguarding experience spanning Canada, the United Kingdom, Kashmir,
Central African Republic, Darfur, Swaziland, Iraq, Jordan, South Sudan and
Kenya and has spent the last decade creating and managing mental health and
psychosocial programmes in international contexts.

Board of advisers: Chris Cushing (Global Alliance for Humanitarian Innovation), Neil Elliot (CARE International),
Dr Nick Mabey (E3G), Professor Paul Rogers (Oxford Research Group) and Dr John Sloboda (Every Casualty).
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The Workbox, Unit 1, Wharf Road, Penzance, Cornwall, TR18 4FG, United Kingdom
Tel. +44 (0)1736 800 767 | info@openbriefing.org | www.openbriefing.org

Company No. 07649656. Registered in England and Wales. VAT Reg. No. 247 9028 83.
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