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Research in Conflict Zones
1. Introduction

The Research Governance Steering Group (RCSG) considered, at its meetings of 29 September 2010 and 2 February 2011, papers that sought to address situations where members of academic or research staff, or students, may seek to undertake travel on University research business to an area of the world that the FCO has deemed to be unsafe. The paper that was discussed in September 2010 presented an outright prohibition as being the most robust approach to the matter but the Group noted that there were problems with the proposition of an outright prohibition on such travel and that a more considered approach would be required. The paper discussed in February 2011 set out an alternative, and the Research Governance Steering Group supported this approach and recommended that a slightly revised version should be brought to the University Operating Board for its consideration and approval.
2. Problems with Prohibition

Following on from the Research Governance Steering Group meeting of September 2010, senior members of academic staff working in the Schools that are most likely to be engaged in research on social and political conflict were consulted in an attempt to present a more considered approach to this issue. They made a number of objections to an outright prohibition for reasons such as the following:
2.1 Risk in social scientific research takes many forms, among which conducting fieldwork in conflict zones is only one.
2.2 Risk in research is inevitable whether it takes place in the UK or outside UK jurisdiction.
2.3 While institutions need to take seriously the responsibilities they have for the safety of staff and students as they conduct research, the approach must be one of managing the particular risks involved in a research project rather than seeking to avoid risk altogether. Research travel to conflict zones must be seen in this wider context of assessing risk in social scientific research.
2.4 It is widely accepted that productive fieldwork is possible even in situations that may be considered by the FCO to be less than safe. In many cases it may be necessary to travel to these countries in order to complete important research projects to an appropriate scholarly standard that will maximise both academic and social impact. It would, therefore, place an unwarranted constraint on the research process were the University automatically to prohibit travel to such countries.
2.5 The prevailing view across the academic sector and in comparator institutions is not to prohibit travel but rather to manage all research risks sensibly by establishing appropriately robust risk assessment processes. This should allow for the detailed and systematic assessment of the risks associated with a particular field trip. It requires that the risks involved in such travel be assessed as part of a sensitive and responsible consideration of the practical and methodological plans for the completion of specific research projects. The purpose of the risk assessment is to ensure that all reasonable precautions will be taken to manage risk and minimise danger while in the field.
2.6 There are important similarities with regard to this issue for academic researchers and for international journalists. Were the BBC and other media organisations to prohibit journalists from visiting conflict zones, they would be failing in their responsibility to disseminate objective information on matters of significant human interest. Journalists are covered by insurance under their contract of employment and some such arrangements should also be available for academic researchers who wish to engage in detailed scholarly investigations in conflict zones.

3. Current Practice in Related Risk Management of Research
All Schools where social scientific research is undertaken have established processes for managing risks in research, including those involved in travel to unsafe territories. These processes will typically involve features such as the following:

3.1 All undergraduate and PGT students who are conducting research for dissertation modules or related projects need to have their research proposal approved and signed off by a supervisor, and normally also by a colleague with overall responsibility for such research modules. Guidance is provided by the School to all students on relevant risk matters, and they are referred to appropriate frameworks of good research practice, such as those that have been developed by professional subject associations or in the ESRC’s ‘Framework for Research Ethics’ which was updated in 2010.
3.2 In some Schools students need formally to complete a ‘Risk Assessment’ form as part of this approval process. In some subject areas issues regarding research in conflict zones will be covered explicitly in documents like these. In each School all issues of risk are discussed with supervisors while preparing research proposals for the approval process. Travel to conflict zones remains rare at undergraduate and postgraduate taught levels, even for students undertaking the MA in Comparative Ethnic Conflict, but any such proposed travel is assessed in this process.
3.3 For PGR students an examination of the risks involved in any proposed travel to conflict zones is integrated into the assessment of the viability of the research project which is completed after 3 months of registration. Any such travel plans will be discussed with supervisors both before and after the completion of that process, and the plans will be informed by the guidelines produced by professional associations and the ESRC. Any such research travel plans should be discussed in detail again and considered by a panel of academic staff at the differentiation process (with a minimum of two staff reviewers, plus a senior colleague chairing the panel). All PGR students are informed that field research cannot begin until they have received confirmed approval from the School.
3.4 Members of academic staff are obliged to confirm, when applying for research funding with the approval of the Head of School, that they have conducted appropriate risk assessments. These will be informed by the ESRC’s ‘Framework for Research Ethics’ (which contains guidance on risk assessment), by subject association guidelines and in discussions at appraisal and with experienced colleagues working in the same research field at Queen’s and elsewhere.
4. An Alternative to Prohibition
Given that research on conflict is a distinctive and significant strength at Queen’s and a priority in the development of the institutional research strategy, it is important that the University should approve a clear policy on this issue that facilitates on-going field research in an appropriate context of risk management. In order to protect the integrity of the research process, and to facilitate staff and students in completing projects that support our research strategies, the University has an obligation to provide insurance for staff and students who need to travel to conflict zones, so long as the travel has been approved through an appropriately robust risk assessment process. Schools have already established procedures for managing risk through the research approval processes that are used for projects conducted by students and staff. In order to deal specifically with the issue of undertaking travel to countries that the FCO has deemed to be unsafe, it is recommended that the following additional procedures should be introduced:
4.1 Any proposed field trip that involves travel to a country that the FCO has deemed to be unsafe will need to be approved on a case by case basis.
4.2 The School will need to provide a statement setting out in detail the risk assessment process that has been undertaken and indicating clearly why approval has been granted through this process to proceed with this travel.
4.3 The statement from the School will be forwarded by colleagues in Finance to the insurance broker and they will respond indicating the conditions, normally an additional premium, under which insurance will be offered.
4.4 A decision will then be taken by the Head of School, in consultation as appropriate with the School Management Board and other academic colleagues and with advice on insurance considerations from colleagues in Finance, as to whether or not the proposed travel may proceed. While financial considerations should be taken into account, the quality and significance of the proposed research output will be an important consideration. The practicalities and implications of delaying any such research trip will also have to be considered.
4.5 Should approved travel of this kind be undertaken by a group of researchers, then lead investigators should be reminded explicitly by the Head of School of the duty of care they have for their research team.

4.6 In cases where the travel is approved to proceed, costs of additional insurance premiums for travel by staff and students will be borne by the School. 
4.7 If a decision is taken not to allow the travel to be undertaken, or if the insurance broker refuses to provide cover, then the researcher (and supervisor if the researcher is a student) will be informed in writing by the Head of School that the research trip cannot proceed. The Head of School should be explicit in stating that unapproved travel is not covered by the University’s insurance policies, that funding will not be provided by the University, and that the University will bear no responsibility in any way for such travel. Further, it should be made clear to each researcher involved that where they ignore the decision of the Head of School, and undertake unapproved travel that formal disciplinary action will be taken by the University against the individual concerned. 
4.8 In cases where the FCO deems a country unsafe while a researcher is already there, then the School should contact Finance to take advice on the position regarding insurance. It may be that the researcher, or each member of a team of researchers, will be asked to complete a new approval process to remain in the field, or that  they will be required to return to Belfast.
4.9 In addition to the travel insurance considerations discussed above, it should be noted that in certain circumstances the University has a financial risk associated with negligence claims from staff or students undertaking research in conflict zones. The University’s liability insurance policies have specific exclusions of cover for personal loss or damage arising from terrorist acts, or arising in respect of an individual who is outside the UK for periods of time exceeding 30 days. The risks arising from these policy exclusions can largely be mitigated through rigorous risk assessment (as noted at 4.2 above) with appropriate remedial action taken in response to the risks identified.
4.10 The operation of all of these procedures should be consistent with the University’s policy on ‘Prior Approval of Travel Arrangements’.
5. Recommendation
That the University Operating Board approve the proposed procedures that are set out in section 4 above, and that all Schools should be contacted by the PVC for Research and Postgraduates advising them of the need to implement this procedure as an additional feature of their processes of risk management in relation to research.

