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CIVIL MILLITARY INTERACTION 
 
Pre-amble 
In Complex Humanitarian Emergencies (CHEs) and natural disasters, humanitarian agencies 
are increasingly finding themselves working in contexts where military forces are also 
present.  Military forces are increasingly intervening in countries in conflict, forcing a more 
direct engagement than ever before between the military, local population and humanitarian 
agencies.  Within this context, the military has, to varying degrees, become involved in 
humanitarian assistance.  This engagement ranges from the protection of humanitarian 
convoys to the direct implementation of relief aid distribution.  Military movement into 
what has traditionally been ‘humanitarian space’ raises significant issues of principle as well 
as policy and operational questions for humanitarian agencies.  
 
There are profound differences between the mandates and principles of formal military 
forces and humanitarian agencies.  The military has a core mandate to foster security and 
protect civilians by establishing and enforcing a safe stable environment.  Humanitarian 
agencies have a mandate to directly implement humanitarian aid programs based on clear 
humanitarian principles.  It is essential that these two roles – impartial humanitarian 
assistance as a response to an urgent and inalienable right, and peace operations with their 
inevitable partial and political mandates are distinguished. 
 
ACFOA has developed guiding principles for NGO interaction with the military in order to 
assist NGOs to maintain their organisational integrity and focus on the people in need in a 
humanitarian emergency.  These guiding principles seek to reflect global best practice in 
relation to the provision of humanitarian assistance.  
 
The attached guiding principles relate to interaction with military forces from all 
governments and national backgrounds and are not limited to the Australian Defence Forces 
(ADF). 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION 
 
That ACFOA Council adopts and commends to members the attached ACFOA 
Guiding Principles for Civil-Military Interaction. 
 
 
Moved:   Sheldon Rankin,World Vision Australia  
Seconded: Peter Schirmer, Australian Lutheran World Service  
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ACFOA GUIDING PRINCIPLES FOR CIVIL-MILITARY INTERACTION 
 

1. Background 
In both Complex Humanitarian Emergencies (CHEs) and natural disasters, humanitarian 
agencies are increasingly finding themselves working in contexts where military forces are 
also present.  As a result a number of trends, both positive and negative, have become 
apparent: 

 in recent conflicts some military forces have provided support and security for the 
activities of humanitarian agencies 

 however humanitarian workers are increasingly becoming a target in conflict settings as 
the distinction between humanitarian and military actors becomes blurred 

 military forces are increasingly engaging in the direct provision of assistance and 
protection by military forces in response to humanitarian needs. 

 the pursuit of ‘humanitarian’ objectives is increasingly being used as a justification for 
military intervention.  

 
This document aims to assist humanitarian agencies by setting out guiding principles for 
interaction with the military in order to assist them to maintain their organisational integrity 
and focus on the people in need in a humanitarian emergency.  
 
The development of these guiding principles is also consistent with a key focus area in the 
Australian Council For Overseas Aid (ACFOA) Strategic Plan for 2002-2003, namely ‘to co-
ordinate effective policy dialogue and advocacy for more equitable and participatory global 
development’.  As the context in which humanitarian agencies operate increasingly includes 
military forces, this policy dialogue must increasingly consider both humanitarian and 
military actors.  In addition, these guiding principles seek to reflect global best practise in 
relation to the provision of humanitarian assistance. 
 
2. Scope of Guiding Principles 
These guidelines are applicable to civil-military interaction in CHE settings and natural 
disasters. 
  
In this policy ‘military forces/actors’ include national forces, regional forces, UN 
peacekeeping forces; private military and security companies, and mercenaries.   
 
These guiding principles relate to interaction with military forces from all governments and 
national backgrounds, and are not limited to the Australian Defence Forces (ADF). 
  
3. Guiding Principles 
The Humanitarian Imperative Comes First 
ACFOA agencies are committed to the primacy of the ‘humanitarian imperative’ as outlined 
in the Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Disaster Response (Sphere).  By 
this is meant a belief that all possible steps should be taken to prevent or alleviate human 
suffering arising out of conflict or calamity, and that civilians so affected have a right to 
protection and assistance.  This distinguishes humanitarian action from military objectives.   
 
All legitimate civil-military interaction must serve this humanitarian imperative. 
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Respect for International Humanitarian Law and Instruments 
Humanitarian agencies and personnel must ensure that their activities maintain a clear 
distinction between combatants and non-combatants.  This distinction is reflected in the 
1949 Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols of 1977, and is a key feature of 
the Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Disaster Response (Sphere). 
 
In addition, military forces must respect other bodies of international law, in particular the 
1948 UN Universal Declaration on Human Rights, the 1951 UN Convention Relating to the 
Status of Refugees, and the 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, in all 
interactions with civilians, and ensure that they accord civilians all protection due to them 
according to international law and the Geneva Conventions.  This includes Peacekeeping 
Forces under UN authority. 
 
Impartiality and Neutrality 
Humanitarian agencies must ensure that any civil/military interaction does not compromise 
their ability to deliver assistance in an impartial manner – as highlighted in The Code of 
Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in 
Disaster Relief.  Impartiality is observed when humanitarian agencies deliver aid regardless 
of race, creed or nationality and without adverse distinction.   
 
It should be recognised that military forces reflect varying degrees of impartiality depending 
on their mandate, and this may have implications for determining appropriate levels of civil-
military interaction.  For example, a UN force operating under a mandate from the 
international community may be considered to possess a higher degree of impartiality than a 
local force directly engaged in combat. 
  
In addition to impartiality, a number of organisations also espouse ‘neutrality’ as a guiding 
principle – namely that humanitarian agencies should not act as instruments of government 
foreign policy.  The proximity of the military has the potential to impinge on this principle. 
 
Humanitarian Space 
 
Humanitarian space is that space where humanitarian assistance is provided on the basis of 
need and is delivered with impartiality.   Humanitarian space is ‘owned’ by humanitarian 
agencies and actors and extends from their inherent values of independence and impartiality.  
Military forces must minimise any movement into ‘humanitarian space’. Any such 
movement serves to blur the distinction between humanitarian and military actors, and 
increases the risk of introducing unsustainable and/or inappropriate humanitarian initiatives. 
 
There is debate within the international community as to whether assistance provided by the 
military can be considered as impartial due to the difficulty, if not inability, of military forces 
to provide assistance on a genuinely non-discriminatory basis. 
 
Additional complexity emerges when political intervention involving the use of military 
force is used to create humanitarian space. 
 
Humanitarian agencies will assert that humanitarian activities and their co-ordination should 
be led by civilian actors and agencies, to ensure the primacy of humanitarian principles. 
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Civil-Military Distinction 
At all times a clear distinction must be maintained between civilian and military 
agencies/actors.  Humanitarian workers must never present as military actors, and military 
personnel must never present as civilian humanitarian workers. 
 
Do No Harm 
Civil-Military interactions must be guided by a commitment to ‘do no harm’.  Humanitarian 
agencies must take care to ensure that any potential civil-military interactions do not 
themselves contribute to further conflict. 
 
Vulnerable Groups 
Vulnerable groups such as women, children, the elderly, people with disabilities and 
oppressed minorities, suffer most in conflict and therefore require security in the delivery of 
relief assistance.  Humanitarian agencies will ensure that gender considerations are a priority 
in the provision of security and protection.  
 
HIV/AIDS is a particular security and protection issue for vulnerable groups in a conflict 
and/or disaster setting.  The presence of military often leads directly and/or indirectly to the 
spread of HIV/AIDS.  Any civil-military interaction should serve to increase the security of 
vulnerable groups. 
 
Information 
Humanitarian workers and agencies must not engage in the gathering, or provision, of 
militarily sensitive information to military forces.  Information should not be shared if it 
could, in any way, endanger communities, risk staff security or compromise the neutrality of 
humanitarian agencies. 
 
Information sharing may be acceptable on the following issues: 

 Security conditions affecting the humanitarian situation 

 Conditions in shared space (transport, aid movements, common use airfields etc) 

 General assessments of the scope of the emergency 

 Protection issues for refugees and other vulnerable groups 

 Evacuation Planning 
 
The Use of Military Resources to Support Humanitarian Activities 
Decisions concerning the use of military resources – personnel and/or equipment – to 
support humanitarian activities must ensure that they protect both the perceived and real 
impartiality of humanitarian agencies.  Examples of potential military support which need to 
be evaluated include logistical support, convoy escorts, security for food storage/delivery, 
and the use of guards aligned with military forces. 
 
Where a decision is made to engage such military support of civilian humanitarian activities, 
humanitarian agencies must maintain transparency and honesty about such relations to all 
relevant parties in order to minimise any misunderstanding.  
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Transportation of Personnel 
In order to preserve the distinction between combatants and non-combatants, the 
transportation of armed personnel and/or the prisoners of military forces by humanitarian 
agencies and vehicles is actively discouraged.   
 
The transportation of humanitarian workers by military forces and vehicles is also actively 
discouraged. 
 
Training and Dialogue 
Humanitarian and military agencies/actors will benefit from an ongoing dialogue regarding 
respective mandates, roles and areas where interaction is and is not desirable.  Both parties 
can benefit from mutual exchange at joint training events and other fora.    
 
Further Information and Guidance 
For further guidance please refer to the following: 

 Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and 
Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) in Disaster Relief 

 Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Disaster Response (Sphere Project) 

 Steering Committee on Humanitarian Response (SCHR) Position Paper on the role of 
international peacekeeping forces in the provision of humanitarian assistance 

 People in Aid Code of Best Practice 

 ACFOA Code of Conduct 

 1948 UN Universal Declaration on Human Rights 

 1949 Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols of 1977 

 1951 UN Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees  

 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.  
 
 

 
 


