
Key terms in international humanitarian law1: this short glossary will 
familiarise you with humanitarian law, and show you its urgent necessity
and burning realities.
Humanitarian law is a branch of international law. It is primarily con-
cerned with the protection of the individual and is specially intended 
to be applied in times of armed conflict. Inspired by a sense of shared 
humanity, it constitutes a final rampart against horror and cruelty in situ-
ations of conflict, which, despite all possible efforts, cannot be prevented
or ended. Humanitarian law seeks to limit the effects of armed conflicts,
not only for wounded, detained, or sick combatants, but also for the civil-
ian populations of States involved in such conflicts.
Switzerland has been and continues to be a driving force in the develop-
ment, implementation, and monitoring of humanitarian law.

1 The standard expression is “international humanitarian law”». For the purpose of readability, this bro-
chure uses the abbreviated term “humanitarian law”.
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A Anti-personnel mines
Anti-personnel mines are designed to explode in response to the presence or
proximity of, or physical contact with, a person and are intended to render hors
de combat, injure, or kill one or more persons. In 1997, a Diplomatic Conference
met in Oslo to adopt the Convention on the Prohibition of the Use, Stockpiling,
Production, and Transfer of Anti-Personnel Mines and on their Destruction, also
known as the Ottawa Convention. For the first time, a widely-used weapon was
prohibited by humanitarian law. Certain large States have still not ratified this
convention.The Second Protocol to the 1980 Convention on Certain Conventional
Weapons, amended in 1996, provides minimum standards for the use and trans-
fer of these weapons.

Armed conflict
This term designates different types of combat involving the intervention of mem-
bers of armed forces or armed groups. Humanitarian law makes an important dis-
tinction between international and non-international armed conflicts. The former
include not only conflicts between States, but also those in which peoples are
fighting against colonial domination, against foreign occupation, and in the
exercise of their right to self-determination. Non-international armed conflicts
correspond to civil wars.

Biological weapons
These weapons, also called bacteriological weapons, aim to spread disease. They
can endanger the health of human beings and animals and affect crops. The use,
production, and stockpiling of weapons containing microbiological and bacterio-
logical agents and toxins, as well as of the devices used to deliver them, are
prohibited under international law.

Ceasefire 
A concept derived from military terminology, ceasefire designates the immediate
suspension or end of hostilities. It is an agreement reached between the parties
to a conflict, or even a unilateral act by a belligerent, to organise the cessation of
all military activity for a certain period of time or in a certain area.
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Additional Protocols
The two Protocols Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 1949 were signed in
Geneva on 8 June 1977. The first deals with the protection of victims of inter-
national armed conflicts, and the second deals with the protection of victims of
non-international armed conflicts. The Additional Protocols complement the
Geneva Conventions of 1949 and update The Hague Law by strengthening their
achievements.The Additional Protocols also take into account the increase in non-
international armed conflicts.

Ad hoc tribunal
In the wake of the conflicts in Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia, the United 
Nations Security Council established two ad hoc international criminal tribunals
to try war crimes, crimes of genocide, and crimes against humanity. The jurisdic-
tion of these tribunals is thus limited in time and scope, in contrast to the Inter-
national Criminal Court, whose Statute came into effect in July 2002, and which
exercises permanent jurisdiction complementary to the jurisdiction of States.

Aggression
Aggression is the use of armed force by one State against the sovereignty, terri-
torial integrity, or political independence of another State. International law gen-
erally aims to prohibit all acts of aggression. It nevertheless provides that recourse
to armed force remains lawful in two situations as a last resort: firstly, in the case
of legitimate self-defence under precisely defined conditions; secondly, when the
United Nations Security Council, acting in accordance with Chapter VII of the
Charter of the United Nations, decides to implement an action that is necessary
for the maintenance or restoration of international peace and security.
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recruiting persons under 18 or using them in hostilities. This Protocol improves the
protection of children and reinforces the provisions of the two Additional Proto-
cols of 1977, which prohibit the recruitment of children under 15 into armed
forces and their participation in hostilities.

Civilian objects 
Humanitarian law makes an important distinction between objects of a civilian
character, against which it is prohibited to engage in acts of violence, and military
objectives, to which attacks must be confined. In addition, it aims to provide more
specific protection to certain civilian objects, including medical vehicles and units,
places of worship, cultural property, civil protection bodies, objects indispensable
to the survival of the civilian population, works and installations containing dan-
gerous forces, and the natural environment. These must sometimes be marked
with distinctive signs.

Civilians
From 1864, the date of the first Geneva Convention, until 1949, the aim of hu-
manitarian law was essentially the protection of members of armed forces who
were wounded, sick, shipwrecked, or captured. The principal contribution of the
Geneva Conventions of 1949 was the granting of guarantees to the whole civil-
ian population in times of war. This protection was reinforced and extended in
1977 by the adoption of the Protocols Additional to the Geneva Conventions 
of 1949. These Protocols apply both to combatants and to civilians located in a
territory which is occupied by or under the control of a party to the conflict. In
addition, more specific rules of protection exist for certain categories of civilians:
women, children, and refugees.
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Central Tracing Agency
This agency is located in Geneva and is part of the ICRC. It is linked to official in-
formation bureaux, ICRC delegates, and other organisations working in the field.
It co-ordinates the tracing of missing persons, transmits information regarding
prisoners of war and other detained persons, carries out transfers and repatria-
tions, conveys messages, and facilitates the reunification of families.

Chemical weapons
Chemical weapons use the toxic properties of certain chemical substances to
cause various forms of harm to humans or animals, or to contaminate food,
drink, or materials. Their use, production, and stockpiling are prohibited by in-
ternational law.

Children
Humanitarian law grants children the benefit of special protection. In particular,
it specifies their preferential treatment with regard to food and medical assis-
tance. It provides special guarantees for detained children with regard to the
inviolability of their nationality and their civil status, as well as for family reunifi-
cation, etc.

Child soldiers
There are an estimated 300 000 child soldiers worldwide, recruited by force or
voluntarily driven by ideological fervour or simply the need to feed themselves. In
2000, in order to increase protection for child soldiers, the UN adopted an
Optional Protocol to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child of
1989. This Protocol sets out measures concerning the social reintegration of chil-
dren who have participated in combat, prohibits the compulsory recruitment and
direct participation in hostilities of persons under 18 years of age, and also the
voluntary recruitment into national armed forces of persons under 16. Addition-
ally, it requires States Parties to take all measures to prevent armed groups from
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jurisdiction has nevertheless turned out to be necessary. The statutes of the ad
hoc tribunals for Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia, as well as the statute
establishing the International Criminal Court provide the necessary organs and
formulate the rules of procedure and the fundamental rules to guarantee that
these jurisdictions function well.

Cultural property
In the event of armed conflict, objects constituting the cultural heritage of hu-
manity are specifically protected by international law. A distinctive sign must be
placed on such objects. The 1954 Hague Convention on the Protection of Cultural
Property in the Event of Armed Conflict specifically governs this area. A second
Protocol of 1999 specifies individual criminal responsibility and the applicable
provisions in the case of non-international armed conflicts.

Customary law
Customary law is the general, uniform, and extended repetition of certain be-
haviour, in the conviction that such behaviour is mandatory, even in the absence
of a written rule. In humanitarian law, customary rules and written rules coex-
ist. A large number of rules are nevertheless so fundamentally important for hu-
manity that they constitute binding principles of customary international law.All
States are bound by these rules, whether or not they have ratified the relevant
conventions.

Depositary
The Swiss Federal Council is the depositary of the four Geneva Conventions of
1949 and of the two Additional Protocols of 1977.The depositary carries out tasks
of a notarial nature, such as keeping custody of documents, establishing authentic
copies, and carefully and impartially registering the deposit and transmission of
notifications.

Discrimination
With regard to the treatment of persons not, or no longer, participating directly in
hostilities, humanitarian law prohibits any discrimination based on race, sex, lan-
guage, religion, political opinion, national and social origin, or other similar criteria.

Dissemination
A primary obligation of the States Parties to the Geneva Conventions is to respect,
and ensure respect for humanitarian law in all circumstances. States Parties must
also incorporate humanitarian law into their own national legislation and
disseminate it as widely as possible, in time of peace as well as during armed
conflicts.
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Civil war
Also called non-international armed conflict, civil wars take place on the territory
of a single State between its armed forces and dissenting forces or non-State
armed groups which are carrying out continuous and concerted military opera-
tions. Situations of internal tension and domestic unrest are not considered to be
armed conflict.

Combatants
During an international conflict, all members of the armed forces of a party to the
conflict, except for medical and religious personnel, are considered to be com-
batants. Combatants must be distinguished from the civilian population (e.g., by
uniforms, distinctive signs). The classification of combatant is also bestowed,
under certain conditions, upon persons who take part in spontaneous mass up-
risings to defend their territory, to children, and to guerrillas. On the other hand,
the classification is denied in principle to mercenaries and spies. If a combatant
comes under the control of the enemy, he/she benefits from the status of prisoner
of war.

Crimes against humanity
The following crimes are considered to be crimes against humanity, in particular
when they are committed in the context of a widespread or systematic attack against
any civilian population: murder, extermination, enslavement, deportation, imprison-
ment, torture, rape, sexual slavery, forced prostitution, and the crime of apartheid.

Criminal procedure
It is primarily incumbent upon individual States to prosecute and convict the
perpetrators of grave breaches of humanitarian law by adopting appropriate
criminal legislation and procedures. The development of international criminal
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Fundamental legal texts 
The Geneva Convention of 1864, amended in 1906 and 1929, and dealing with
the condition of the wounded and sick in armed forces in the field, as well as an-
other Convention of 1929 concerning the treatment of prisoners of war, must be
counted among the first and principal foundations of humanitarian law. However,
it is the four Geneva Conventions of 1949 and their two Additional Protocols of
1977 that constitute the basis of contemporary humanitarian law. In addition to
this body of humanitarian law, referred to as Geneva Law, numerous conventions,
concluded mainly in The Hague or more recently at the United Nations, constitute
more specific sources in this area.

Geneva Conventions
The city of Geneva, headquarters of the
ICRC, gave its name to the various conven-
tions that were drafted there. The first
Geneva Convention, relating to the improve-
ment of the condition of wounded members
of armed forces in the field, dates from 1864.
The cornerstones of contemporary humani-
tarian law were developed at a diplomatic
conference which took place in Geneva in
1949, at the invitation of the Swiss Federal
Council. These are the four Geneva Con-
ventions of 12 August 1949: the first con-
cerns the improvement of the condition of
wounded and sick members of armed forces
in the field, the second concerns the im-
provement of the condition of wounded, sick, and shipwrecked members of
armed forces at sea, the third concerns the treatment of prisoners of war, and the
fourth concerns the protection of civilians in times of war.

Geneva Law, Hague Law
These two terms, between them, designate all the legal instruments that were
drafted at the diplomatic conferences that took place in these two cities and that
are important for the codification of humanitarian law. In general, the instruments
drafted in Geneva emphasise the protection of victims of armed conflicts, while
the Hague Conventions aim more to regulate the conduct of hostilities in order to
limit the number of victims.

Distinctive and protective signs
In addition to the emblems provided for by the Geneva Conventions of 1949 and
their Additional Protocols of 1977, other protective signs, the misuse of which is pro-
hibited, enable the presence of persons or property which must not become objects
of violence to be indicated: a white flag for surrendering combatants and for nego-
tiators; a blue triangle on an square orange background for civilian protection; three
orange circles laid out on the same axis for installations containing dangerous forces;
a shield formed by a square and royal blue and white triangles for cultural property;
slanting red stripes on a white background for medical and safety zones, etc.

Dunant, Henry
Henry Dunant was a Swiss citizen who was shocked by the horrors of the battle
of Solferino in 1859. In 1862, in his work “A Memory of Solferino”, he proposed
the setting up of a society of voluntary relief services in each country to give
strong support to army medical services. In addition, States should be bound by a
treaty to ensure the protection of military hospitals and medical personnel and to
recognise their neutrality. His vision was rapidly made reality through the creation
in 1863 of what would become the ICRC, and through the adoption in 1864 of
the first International Convention for the amelioration of the situation of the
wounded in armed forces.

Emblems
Beginning in 1864, States adopted as a distinctive protective emblem – a red
cross on a white background – as a token of esteem for Switzerland. In the course
of subsequent conflicts, certain States saw this red cross as a religious symbol and
substituted another emblem; thus, Turkey chose a red crescent to create its own
banner. Similarly, Persia/Iran opted for a red lion and sun (abandoned in 1980). In
1929, the international community recognised these two additional emblems, but
adopted clauses to preserve the consistency of the emblems as far as possible.
Since 1949, the State of Israel has called for the recognition of the red Shield of
David. An Additional Protocol to regulate various aspects of the emblem was
drafted in 2000. However, following a preparatory meeting of the High Contract-
ing Parties to the Geneva Conventions, a diplomatic conference on this subject
was cancelled due to the conflict in the Middle East.

Environment
Attacks and methods of combat that can cause extensive, enduring, and serious
damage to the natural environment are prohibited by humanitarian law because
they compromise the survival or the health of the whole population.
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Humanity
Humanity is one of the seven principles of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Move-
ment. It is classified as an essential principle. Arising from a concern to render aid
without discrimination to all the wounded, it aims to protect, respect, and treat
humanely all persons in all circumstances. It is expressed in the prevention of
suffering, in the care given to victims, in the protection of life and health, and in
action that aims not only to save and defend persons, but also to help them and
offer them the minimum conditions for as dignified a life as possible.

Human Rights
These are the rights that relate to individuals in their essence as human beings,
such as the right to life, the prohibition of torture, and freedom of expression.
States must guarantee the human rights of every individual on their territory,
regardless of the individual’s nationality. In principle, human rights are applicable
in all circumstances. Nevertheless, during periods of armed conflict, international
human rights law allows States to derogate from some of their obligations but
not from the core human rights.

ICRC
This acronym stands for the International Committee of the Red Cross, whose
headquarters are in Geneva. The ICRC is more than a simple association under
Swiss private law. It is recognised as having a particular international legal per-
sonality. The ICRC is a driving force behind the codification of humanitarian law,
and is independent of governments. Its international existence as well as its
responsibilities are enshrined in the Geneva Conventions and their Additional
Protocols and include: its right to take the initiative in engaging in humanitarian
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Genocide
Any of the following acts committed with the intent to destroy, in whole or in part,
a national, ethnic, racial, or religious group is considered to be genocide: murder,
serious harm to physical or mental integrity, measures aimed at preventing births,
or bringing about the physical destruction of a group, or the forcible transfer of
children from one group to another group. The prevention and repression of the
crime of genocide are the object of a Convention adopted in 1948 by the United
Nations.

Good offices
Defined as the intervention of a third party offering its mediation to bring about
an end to a dispute, the institution of good offices takes on a particular dimen-
sion in humanitarian law. Through it, States, the ICRC, the International Humani-
tarian Fact-Finding Commission or, for example, the Office of the UN High Com-
missioner for Refugees can contribute to resolving conflicts.

Hague Conventions
The first codifications of the rules that belligerents must observe during hostilities
were adopted at diplomatic conferences in The Hague in 1899 and 1907. Among
the fifteen conventions that currently constitute Hague Law, the conventions
relating to the following topics should be particularly mentioned: the laws and
customs of war on land; the rights and duties of neutral powers and persons;
biological and chemical weapons; and the protection of cultural property in the
event of armed conflict.

Hostage taking
The taking of hostages is absolutely prohibited under humanitarian law. Like the
execution of hostages, it is considered a war crime.
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activities; its role as a protecting power; prison visits; monitoring the application
of humanitarian law; searching for missing persons, etc.

Impartiality
Impartiality is one of the seven principles guiding humanitarian action. The Red
Cross and the Red Crescent Movement makes no distinction on the basis of
nationality, race, religion, social condition, or political affiliation. Similarly, subjec-
tive discrimination, for example the distinction between a friend and an enemy, is
prohibited. The order in which care is given must likewise be solely determined on
the basis of medical urgency, and the priorities for aid must be determined on the
basis of the degree of distress.

Implementation
As a preventive measure, States are not only required to respect and ensure respect
for humanitarian law in all circumstances, in particular by incorporating it into their
own national legislation, but they must also disseminate it. Monitoring the appli-
cation of humanitarian law is essentially the task of military commanders, but it is
also carried out through inquiries. With regard to penalties in the event of viola-
tions, States have an absolute obligation to submit offenders to tribunals. The es-
tablishment of the International Criminal Court, whose jurisdiction complements
national jurisdictions, is a significant step in the fight against impunity.The ICC also
leaves open the possibility to set up ad hoc criminal tribunals.

Independence
Independence, one of the seven fundamental principles of the Red Cross and Red
Crescent Movement, makes it possible to guarantee that humanitarian action is
free of political, economic, denominational, military, and ideological influences.
The national societies of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent sometimes act as
auxiliaries to the public authorities in providing medical services to their armed
forces, and in giving help during time of peace to the victims of natural disasters,
but they must make sure that they retain all necessary independence.

Inquiry
An inquiry is one way of monitoring adherence to humanitarian law. It is provided
for in a general manner in the Geneva Conventions as well as, more specifically,
in their first Additional Protocol. An inquiry permits the investigation of any act
alleged to be a grave breach or violation of humanitarian law. The first Additional
Protocol provides for the establishment of an International Fact-Finding Commis-
sion for this purpose.

Internal disturbances
Internal disturbances, that is, confrontations of a certain seriousness and dura-
tion, and involving acts of violence, are not considered to be armed conflicts and
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therefore do not fall within the scope of humanitarian law. Human rights, how-
ever, remain fundamentally applicable in these situations.

Internal tensions
Like situations of domestic unrest, internal tensions are not considered to be armed
conflicts, and therefore the treaty instruments of humanitarian law do not apply.
Human rights, however, remain fundamentally applicable in these situations.

International Conference
The International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent is a meeting,
usually every four years, of the delegations of the national societies, the ICRC, the
International Federation, and the States Parties to the Geneva Conventions. The
first Conference took place in Paris in 1867. The Conference adopts resolutions
setting out its actions or its positions on any question of interest to the Inter-
national Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, for example, on the application
and development of humanitarian law, or on actions to support peace.

International Criminal Court
In the wake of the conflicts in Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia, the United 
Nations instituted two ad hoc criminal tribunals for the prosecution of suspected
perpetrators of the most serious violations of humanitarian law. Wishing to en-
dow itself with a comparable institution, but one that would be permanent and
have general jurisdiction, the international community adopted the Rome Statute
of the International Criminal Court on 17 July 1998. This Statute, ratified by
Switzerland in 2001, entered into force on 1 July 2002. The Statute provides for
the establishment of this Court, which has its headquarters in The Hague. The
Court’s jurisdiction, which is not retroactive, covers genocide, crimes against
humanity, war crimes, and criminal aggression. The International Criminal Court
complements national jurisdictions: it can only intervene when the State which
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A war correspondent who is captured has the right to the status of prisoner of
war. Other journalists, providing they abstain from all combat activities, benefit
from civilian status and the corresponding protection. The first Protocol Additional
to the Geneva Conventions provides a model identity card for journalists.

Lieber, Francis 
In 1863, during the American Civil War and at the request of Abraham Lincoln,
this New York professor prepared a set of guidelines for the United States armed
forces. The Lieber Code constitutes the first ever attempt to codify the laws and
customs of war.

Mercenaries
Mercenaries are foreign citizens recruited for combat in an armed conflict and
motivated by the desire for private gain. They do not have the right to the status
of combatant, nor to the status of prisoner of war if they are captured. An Inter-
national Convention drafted by the United Nations aims to prohibit the recruit-
ment, use, financing, and training of mercenaries.

Methods of combat
The sole legitimate objective of a war is to weaken the armed forces of the enemy.
Just as certain weapons are prohibited due to their tendency to cause excessive
injuries and their effects on the civilian population, certain methods of combat are
also prohibited. These include treachery, terror, famine, pillaging, hostage-taking,
reprisals against non-military objectives, deportation, the forced recruitment of
prisoners of war or of protected persons, the refusal to protect persons who are
hors de combat (refusal of quarter), indiscriminate attacks, terrorist acts, etc.

Military necessity
Military necessity expresses the idea that the use of force must be justified. It
must be provided for and recognised in law.The force used must take into account
the principle of proportionality. The main concern of humanitarian law is to find a
balance between military necessity and humanitarian demands.

Military objectives 
Humanitarian law makes an essential distinction between civilian objects and
military objectives. Military objectives are objects which, by their nature, their
location, their destination, or their use, make an effective contribution to military
action. Humanitarian law requires military personnel to verify the nature of the

has jurisdiction is unwilling or unable to undertake a criminal prosecution in the
appropriate manner.

International Fact-Finding Commission
An International Fact-Finding Commission was provided for by Article 90 of the
first Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 1949 in order to secure the
protection accorded to victims of armed conflict. Constituted in 1991, and calling
itself the International Humanitarian Fact-Finding Commission, it is a permanent
international body whose essential functions are to inquire into any acts alleged
to be a grave breach or serious violation of humanitarian law, and to lend its good
offices. It is an important mechanism for assisting States in ensuring the appli-
cation of and respect for humanitarian law in times of armed conflict. More than 
60 States have recognised the competence of this Commission. It is composed of
fifteen individuals all acting in a personal capacity. Its headquarters are in Berne;
Switzerland provides its secretariat.

International Federation
Since 1919, the national societies have been federated within the League of Red
Cross Societies in order to co-ordinate international assistance for victims out-
side zones of conflict. Since 1991, the League has been called the International
Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies. It promotes the creation and
development of national societies, and supports their humanitarian actions.

Internment
Numerous safety procedures govern the status of prisoners of war during periods
of armed conflict. Humanitarian law sets out rules that are sometimes very
detailed, in particular with relation to the place of internment, the physical and
mental well-being of the prisoner, the possibility of making the prisoner work, the
prisoner’s living conditions, and the ending of the prisoner’s captivity. Internment
may also, though always under very strict conditions, be imposed upon civilians.

Ius ad bellum, ius in bello
In a broad sense, humanitarian law covers ius ad bellum as well as ius in bello. Ius
ad bellum deals with the principle of resorting to war or to using force in general.
Ius in bello governs the conduct of belligerents during an armed conflict and also,
in an even broader sense, the rights and obligations of neutral States.
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Nuclear weapons
This term covers atomic bombs, hydrogen (thermonuclear) bombs, and neutron
bombs. Although nuclear weapons are not the object of a general ban under 
international law, but only of specific prohibitions (testing, production, storage,
etc.), they are unlawful under humanitarian law because of their effects. They
have only been used once: in Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945.

Neutrality
Neutrality, one of the seven principles guiding humanitarian action, prohibits the
Red Cross and the Red Crescent Movement from taking part in hostilities or, at
any time, in controversies of a political, racial, religious, or ideological nature. First
military neutrality: providing humanitarian assistance is not considered to be
interference in a conflict. Then ideological neutrality: the Movement must make
sure that it does not follow the ideology of any particular State and that it does
not enter the political arena.

Neutral territories and zones
Neutral territory is the territory of a State that is not party to a conflict and that
has chosen to remain neutral, either permanently or only in relation to a specific
conflict. It is important to distinguish neutral territory from zones that may be
delimited within the territory of belligerents: the latter may be a neutral zone
created by agreement of the parties to a conflict near the front in order to pro-
vide shelter for wounded and sick combatants, and civilians; a medical or safety
zone which serves as an exclusive refuge for specially protected persons; or a
demilitarized zone which is open to all non-combatants.

Occupied territory
Occupied territory is territory which is under the de facto control of an enemy
army. This is a temporary situation under which the authority of the government
of the occupied State is retained, although certainly diminished. Humanitarian
law sets out rules determining the rights of the population of such territory and
the obligations of the occupying forces, in particular to ensure public order and
security while respecting, unless this is absolutely not feasible, the existing laws.

Prisoners of war
All members of armed forces who take part in hostilities and who come under the
control of the enemy in the course of an international armed conflict are
presumed to be prisoners of war. If the status of prisoner of war is contested, the
person concerned has the right to claim it before a competent tribunal. Prisoners
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objects and to direct their attacks exclusively against targets that have been
determined to be military.

Mines
There have only been treaties covering mines since 1980. Mines are designed to
explode in response to the presence or proximity of, or physical contact with, a
person or a vehicle. They can be placed above, below, or near the ground or other
surface. The distinction is made between anti-personnel and anti-vehicle mines.
The Second Protocol to the 1980 Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons,
amended in 1996, specifically regulates the use and transfer of all landmines,
in particular anti-personnel mines.

National societies
There are national societies of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent in about 180
States. They offer health services, social assistance, and urgent aid. They are
grouped together within the framework of the International Federation.

NGOs
Non-governmental organisations are groups that are most often organised under
domestic private law and whose activity is not subordinate to a State agency.
NGOs have developed considerably in recent years. They may sometimes obtain
consultative status to international organisations, sign partnership contracts with
them, or be entrusted with aid and protection missions.
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of war may not renounce this status and have the right to be treated in the man-
ner set out in humanitarian law. They are protected, in particular, with regard to
the conditions of their detention, the work that may be imposed upon them, and
their right to be visited by the ICRC.

Protected persons
This term refers to those groups of persons who have the right to special protec-
tion under the provisions of the Geneva Conventions: persons – whether civilian
or military – who are wounded, sick, or shipwrecked, prisoners of war, civilians
who have fallen under the control of the enemy on his territory, and civilians in
occupied territories. Medical and religious personnel, persons mandated to
parley, aid and civil protection personnel, foreigners, refugees, and stateless per-
sons who are on the territory of a party to the conflict, as well as women and chil-
dren, are usually given equal status as protected persons.

Protecting power
Humanitarian law provides that every party to a conflict must designate a State
to safeguard its interests and those of its nationals located on enemy territory.
This is in order to monitor the application of humanitarian law, in particular the
treatment of persons who have fallen under the control of the enemy. Nowadays,
the ICRC is the only body that takes on the tasks of a protecting power.

Protection of civilians
Civil protection organisations provide organised aid in order to protect and assist
the civilian population, ensure its survival, and reduce damage to civilian objects
during conflicts and disasters. Identified by a distinctive sign (a blue triangle on
an square orange background), they may not be made the object of attacks.
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RRatification
By ratifying a treaty – or, in the absence of a signature within the specified time
period, through adherence to it – a State establishes its consent to be bound by
a treaty at the international level. Ratification of a treaty must be distinguished
from the simple signing which precedes it. In humanitarian law, as well as in other
areas of international law, a State is not fully bound by the obligations of a treaty
until it introduces an instrument of ratification or accession.

Red Cross
The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement comprises together the
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), the national societies of the Red
Cross and of the Red Crescent (which exist in about 180 States), and the Inter-
national Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies. The latter is the
umbrella organization of the national societies. Every four years (in principle) the
members of the International Red Cross and the Red Crescent Movement meet,
together with the States Parties to the Geneva Conventions, to form the Inter-
national Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent.
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Refugees
Refugees are persons who have fled from their State of nationality, due to per-
secution or threats against them. Refugees benefit from certain specified guar-
antees for the duration of a conflict.

Responsibility to protect
The responsibility to respect and ensure respect for humanitarian law, as well as
to protect its own population, is first of all incumbent upon each sovereign State.
If the population of a State suffers seriously from the effects of a civil war, from
repression exercised by the State, or from the failure of its policies, and if the State
in question is not prepared to end or is not capable of ending such suffering, the
international responsibility of other States to protect that population takes pre-
cedence over the principle of non-intervention. Their main responsibility is to
prevent such situations from developing, but they must also react by taking
appropriate measures (e.g., sanctions and prosecutions), and finally facilitate the
resumption of normal activities, reconstruction, and reconciliation.

Scope 
Humanitarian law applies to all armed conflicts, whether or not they are inter-
national. It aims above all to protect persons, that is, members of armed forces
(combatants), particularly if they are rendered hors de combat, and medical and
religious personnel, as well as the civilian population of the State in conflict.
Humanitarian law applies from the beginning of an armed conflict and, in prin-
ciple, until the general termination of military operations or of occupation.

Self-determination
The right of self-determination is enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations.
Recourse to armed force when exercising this right (as in a war of national liber-
ation) is considered to be an international armed conflict.

Seven fundamental principles
The International Red Cross and the Red Crescent Movement is inspired by seven
principles of conduct in humanitarian action. First, there are two substantive
principles: the principle of humanity, which aims to protect, respect, and treat all
persons humanely, and the principle of impartiality, which prohibits all forms of
discrimination. Second, there are the principles of neutrality (military, ideological,
and denominational) and independence (political, denominational, and eco-
nomic) which derive from the two substantive principles and make it possible for
them to become reality. Finally, there are three principles of an organisational
nature, which describe the form and functioning of the Movement: voluntary serv-
ice as a characteristic of benevolent action, unity of the national societies, and the
universality of the vocation of the organisation.

Signature
The act of signing a treaty shows that the text of that treaty is accepted in its
existing form. States Parties may specify that a treaty enters into force upon sig-
nature. In the case of humanitarian law, however, States often reach consent in
two stages, and international law does not, in principle, become fully binding
when the treaty is signed but only at the moment of ratification.

Solferino
On 24 June 1859, in this small place in northern Italy, the allied French and Ital-
ian armies launched themselves against the troops of the Imperial Austrian army.
The battle left about 40 000 people wounded and dying without any medical
help. The battle of Solferino and its aftermath, which was observed by Henry
Dunant, so shocked him that he was inspired to found the International Commit-
tee of the Red Cross.

Spy
A person who acts clandestinely in an attempt to collect military information
within the territory controlled by the enemy is classified as a spy. A spy in plain
clothes is excluded from the category of combatant and, if captured, is not con-
sidered a prisoner of war. On the other hand, if the spy is in uniform, he/she is
regarded as a combatant and must be given the status of prisoner of war.
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Unity
Unity is one of the seven principles of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement.
First of all, unity means that there can only be one national society of the Red
Cross or the Red Crescent in any State. It furthermore expresses the need for all
social, political, and religious backgrounds to be represented within the national
societies. Finally, it requires that national societies must be active throughout the
territory of the State. Unity does not, however, rule out the decentralisation of
activity within a country.

Universality
Universality is one of the seven principles of the Red Cross and Red Crescent
Movement. It expresses the vocation of the Red Cross, which is to be available to
everyone, everywhere. All the national societies enjoy equal rights within the
Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies; they also have a duty to
stand together.

Voluntary service
Voluntary service is one of the seven principles guiding humanitarian action. An
impartial organisation, the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement
pursues no interests of its own, but only the interests of victims. It must encourage
unpaid volunteers to carry out their tasks. Moreover, voluntary work service rein-
forces the ICRC’s fundamental principle of independence.

War crimes
Grave breaches against persons or property protected by the provisions of the
Geneva Conventions, as well as other serious violations of the law of armed
conflict are classified as war crimes: intentional homicide, torture, deportation,
inhuman treatment, unlawful detention, hostage-taking, massive destruction,
intentional attacks against protected civilians or property, recruiting children into
an army, pillaging, etc. War crimes are unpardonable.

War of liberation
Wars of liberation are a category of international armed conflict. Wars of national
liberation are no longer considered civil wars. They give expression to the fight of
peoples against colonial domination and foreign occupation, and against racist
regimes as part of their right to self-determination, and their power to decide on
their independence themselves.

International Humanitarian Law 2524 International Humanitarian Law

Terrorism
The concept of terrorism is not defined by international law. All acts that might be
classified as terrorism are already forbidden under human rights and humani-
tarian law. In armed conflicts, attacks against the civilian population and against
civilian objects are prohibited.

Torture
Torture is any grave and deliberate form of cruel, inhuman, or degrading treat-
ment or punishment. It is prohibited at all times and in all circumstances both
under customary law and by various international treaties, including the Con-
vention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman, or Degrading Treatment or
Punishment, which was adopted in 1984 by the UN and came into effect in 1987.
An Optional Protocol to this Convention providing international and national
mechanisms for the prevention of torture was adopted in 2002. In times of armed
conflict, torture is considered to be a war crime.

United Nations
A growing number of international treaties in the area of humanitarian law are
adopted within the framework of the United Nations. The Geneva Conventions
and their first Additional Protocol provide that, in the event of serious violations,
States Parties shall co-operate with the UN in accordance with the Charter of the
United Nations.
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Weapons
Humanitarian law prohibits the use, production, stockpiling, or transfer of certain
weapons. Many weapons whose effects go beyond the sole objective of weaken-
ing the enemy are forbidden because they cause excessive suffering and may
affect not only combatants but also the civilian population. International treaties
prohibit anti-personnel mines, blinding laser weapons, poisons, and dumdum
bullets (bullets which flatten in the human body). Biological and chemical
weapons are likewise prohibited. Nuclear weapons are not themselves the object
of an explicit international legal prohibition; however, as weapons of mass
destruction, their use would violate the principles of humanitarian law because of
their effects.

Weapons of mass destruction 
Nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons constitute the category of weapons of
mass destruction. They are distinguished from other weapons by the fact that they
harm human beings or destroy objects on a large scale; they hit both military
objectives and civilian objects without discrimination; and they cause excessive
injury and result in substantial and persistent damage.

Women
Humanitarian law provides for particular guarantees for civilian women: they are
protected against any attack against their honour as well as their physical in-
tegrity and, if they are pregnant or have young children, they may be given equal
status to the sick and wounded and received in safety zones where they benefit
from priority aid. Other special provisions protect women who are members of
armed forces, for example, as prisoners of war.

Wounded, sick, and shipwrecked persons
Military personnel or civilians who are in need of medical care and who refrain
from all acts of hostility are considered to be wounded or sick. A wounded soldier
who uses a weapon no longer falls under this definition, since the soldier is no
longer hors de combat. Humanitarian law imposes on all parties to a conflict the
obligation to search for, respect, protect, and treat such persons. It sets forth
similar obligations in relation to persons who have been shipwrecked.


