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1. Introduction

When famine breaks out during an armed conflict, the 
natural, spontaneous reaction is to help the victims by 
dispatching and distributing food.
Over the past ten years, considerable efforts have been 
made to improve such relief operations. But despite 
marked progress, and irrespective of whatever 
improvements might still be made, it is now clear that 
food aid alone will never eliminate famines nor the 
suffering they cause. It still falls short of meeting the 
victims' needs and appears essentially inadequate to 
solve their problems.
It is therefore necessary to analyse the process by which 
famines occur during armed conflicts so as to have a 
better understanding of the real nature of the problems 
involved and to determine how to adapt humanitarian 
responses accordingly.
It might at first seem difficult to prevent certain armed 
conflicts from being the cause of disastrous famines. 
However, analysis of famine in situations of armed 
conflict shows that in most cases famine is linked to 
disrupted access to sources of food that are usually 
available, rather than to their absence. On that basis 
there are two approaches to humanitarian aid in 
situations of famine in armed conflicts, and in practice 
they are often complementary:

the first approach consists in tackling the causes 
of famine by analysing why access to food has become 
problematic and by proposing practical solutions to 
the problem;
the second approach considers that food assistance 
should be seen as the last means of helping famine 
victims, to be resorted to once it becomes clear 
that normal access to food cannot be restored.

To examine these two approaches, the ICRC organized a 
seminar in Annecy (France) from 21 to 23 March 1991 on 
the subject "Famine and War". The purpose was to collect 
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data to define more clearly the foundations of a global 
humanitarian policy for dealing with famine in armed 
conflicts.
The seminar was attended by some forty people invited in 
their personal capacity, on account of their experience 
of famine in armed conflicts from a particular viewpoint. 
Although their areas of experience varied, they were 
considered complementary, e.g.:

the phenomenon of famine;
the organization of information about famine, from 
the early warning stage to the event being reported 
in the media;
international humanitarian law (IHL) and famine in 
situations of armed conflict;
relief operations.

The meeting gave rise to many interesting points, mainly 
concerning the phenomenon of famine and international 
humanitarian law as it relates to famine during armed 
conflicts.

2. The phenomenon of famine

From what the experts had to say, it was clear that the 
term "famine", taken in its strict definition as epidemic 
death due to lack of food, conveys only the most 
spectacular aspect of the phenomenon, i.e. disaster. 
Moreover, if humanitarian action is governed by this 
definition, it arrives too late to be effective.
Famine has its own momentum, modulated by climatic and 
economic factors. It does not suddenly appear overnight, 
but develops gradually. Few famines are the immediate 
result of a single event. Hence the idea of an early 
warning system whereby a series of indicators are 
identified to detect impending famine as quickly as 
possible. Although this is a praiseworthy attempt at 
disaster prevention, it is undoubtedly in early 
detection, and in the measures it suggests, that the 
greatest number of problems are encountered.
What most humanitarian organizations try to prevent is 
widespread loss of life through lack of food. Therefore 
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objectives and remedies are very likely to be 
inappropriate because although not all famines lead to 
the deaths of large numbers of people, they do all imply 
an impoverishment of the population. It is this 
impoverishment which must be tackled well in advance.
Famine is a process which slowly renders ineffective the 
alternative plans that man develops to adapt to 
misfortunes. During the process, the community becomes 
more and more dangerously impoverished. Yet it is 
relatively rare that the final outcome of famine is 
absolute destitution and death. The causes of famine may 
very well disappear at one phase of adaptation or another 
and the problem is solved for the time being. This 
largely explains the poor performance of indicators.
The adaptation system is frequently complex and the 
potential of each of its component parts is variable. 
Furthermore, since situations differ, it is almost 
impossible to devise an early warning system which can be 
applied universally.
It is therefore not easy for any organization to detect 
that famine is on the way, and above all to assess 
whether it will resolve itself on its own or end in 
disaster. Nevertheless, from the viewpoint of providing 
humanitarian aid, the phenomenon of famine does have 
several distinct characteristics.
Adaptation to emergent famine can be detected by an 
economic analysis of the use of resources. This 
adaptation leads sooner or later to the impoverishment of 
the people concerned, which means they have less and less 
access to food. The final stage is total destitution, 
with the population reduced to begging.
Many famines go unnoticed because they do not end in 
disaster. Either the causes of famine have disappeared 
sufficiently early or the authorities have taken adequate 
steps to ensure sufficient access to food. It has been 
proved that effective action can be taken only in 
peacetime, with a government open to democracy.
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Most famines, especially those which kill, occur in 
countries affected by armed conflict. Apart from those 
climatic and economic factors which generally give rise 
to famine, the loss of access to food resources is 
primarily due to deliberate acts. These are mainly of two 
kinds:

acts such as population displacement, restrictions 
on production activities, the severance of lines of 
communication and the pillaging and destruction of 
resources, which directly or indirectly deprive the 
population of its own resources and its means to 
adapt
acts which prevent access to sources of food from 
being restored, such as those banning the provision 
of food aid, the transfer of resources and the 
creation of employment, etc.

In this way, the food system of seventeen countries with 
a combined population of 425 million people was severely 
disrupted in 1987 as a result of war.

3. International humanitarian law and famine in situations
of armed conflict

In situations of armed conflict, loss of access to 
resources and the destitution that follows are the result 
of deliberate acts. The question arises whether and to 
what extent these acts are prohibited by international 
humanitarian law.
International humanitarian law is very clear in this 
connection:

Article 14 of 1977 Protocol II additional to the 
1949 Geneva Conventions states that "starvation of 
civilians as a method of combat is prohibited" (see 
also Protocol I, Article 54, paragraph 1);

- Article 54, paragraph 2, of Protocol I stipulates 
that "it is prohibited to attack, destroy, remove or 
render useless objects indispensable to the survival 
of the civilian population, such as foodstuffs, 
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agricultural areas for the production of foodstuffs, 
crops, livestock, drinking water installations and 
supplies and irrigation works for the specific 
purpose of denying them for their sustenance value 
to the civilian population or to the adverse Party, 
whatever the motive, whether in order to starve out 
civilians, to cause them to move away, or for any 
other motive" (see also Protocol II, Article 14);
Article 17, paragraph 1, of Protocol II specifies 
that "the displacement of the civilian population 
shall not be ordered for reasons related to the 
conflict unless the security of the civilians 
involved or imperative military reasons so demand. 
Should such displacements have to be carried out, 
all possible measures shall be taken in order that 
the civilian population may be received under 
satisfactory conditions of shelter, hygiene, health, 
safety and nutrition";

Under Article 70 of Protocol I and Article 18, 
paragraph 2, of Protocol II, the High Contracting 
Parties have the duty to accept exclusively 
humanitarian and impartial relief operations on 
behalf of the civilian population when it lacks 
supplies essential for its survival.

These provisions, like all the others which in a general 
way protect civilians against the effects of hostilities, 
state the principle that belligerents may not use any 
means they choose to harm the enemy. As regards the 
civilian population, the basis for these rules is the 
distinction drawn between members of the armed forces and 
civilians. The necessity for drawing this distinction, 
which is repeated as a basic rule in Article 48, Protocol 
I, gave rise to the rule expressed in Article 51, 
Protocol I, and Article 13, Protocol II, which prohibits 
attacks on civilians.
While famine often does accompany war, the international 
community fortunately refuses to regard it as inevitable 
and has enshrined this refusal in international 
humanitarian law.
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Of course, this is a particularly sensitive area of 
international humanitarian law because limitations on the 
conduct of hostilities must take military requirements 
into account. Embargoes and blockades are still regarded 
as acceptable ways of weakening the enemy. However, the 
scope for humanitarian action is wider than it seems. 
Violence is tolerated only for military purposes. It is 
not simply a question of refraining from ill-treatment of 
the civilian population; belligerents must also, even 
when using "legitimate" violence, avoid causing 
"incidental" damage to civilians as far as possible. This 
means, in particular, refraining from using weapons with 
indiscriminate effects and, in relation to a specific 
military objective, choosing a method of attack which 
would cause the least incidental loss and damage to 
civilians. Moreover, the principle of proportionality, 
also recognized as obligatory, bans any attack on a 
military objective if the foreseeable incidental harm to 
civilians outweighs the military advantage anticipated.
The prohibition on the use of starvation of civilians as 
a method of warfare, stipulated in both Protocol I 
(Article 54) and Protocol II (Article 14), is backed up 
by numerous provisions which contribute to its 
implementation. It should be noted that this prohibition 
is more comprehensively stated in the 1977 Additional 
Protocols than in the 1949 Geneva Conventions, because 
when the latter were drafted the problems involved were 
not yet fully recognized. Thus in the Conventions the 
prohibition on starvation as a method of warfare mainly 
takes the form of a ban on certain types of behaviour and 
special protection afforded to objects indispensable to 
the survival of the civilian population. Finally, as is 
the case for civilian property, according to Article 54, 
Protocol I, objects indispensable to the survival of the 
civilian population must not be the object of reprisals.
According to the provisions of Protocol I, the fact that 
protected objects are used partially as sustenance for 
members of the armed forces does not lift the ban on 
behaviour amounting to the use of starvation as a method 
of warfare (Article 54, paragraph 3 a). Neither does the 
use of such objects in direct support of military action 
lift this ban, if the behaviour in question would reduce 
the civilian population to starvation or force it to move 
elsewhere (Article 54, paragraph 3 b, Protocol I).
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Thus the problems that might very well arise in practice 
were not overlooked when international humanitarian law 
was being drafted. Aware of the difficulty of ensuring 
that food aid went exclusively to civilians, the 
legislators opted to maintain the principle while 
limiting exceptions to a strict minimum. To allow more 
exceptions would soon have rendered the prohibition on 
the use of starvation of civilians as a method of warfare 
meaningless. Bearing in mind the difficulty of ensuring 
that food aid goes only to civilians, it may legitimately 
be asked whether a closer look should be taken at the 
inclusion of foodstuffs in blockades and at verification 
procedures.
As regards the dispatch of relief supplies, Protocol I 
also extends the provisions of the Geneva Conventions by 
adding the following:

the principle of undertaking a relief operation 
applies when the civilian population is not 
adequately provided with the supplies essential to 
its survival, such as food, medicine, clothing, 
bedding and means of shelter;
the entire civilian population, not only certain 
categories, must benefit from the supplies 
dispatched;
the parties to the conflict are required to "protect 
relief consignments" and "facilitate their rapid 
distribution" (Article 70, paragraph 4, Protocol I);
"effective international coordination" is encouraged 
(Art. 70, paragraph 5, Protocol I).

It would appear that the basic idea underlying the rules 
of international humanitarian law that govern relief 
operations is that the obvious way to prevent famine is 
to send food supplies to the starving population. 
Experience over the past twenty years has shown that this 
approach - although it is sometimes unavoidable - should 
only be used as a last resort, and with the greatest 
prudence.
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First of all, compliance with the other provisions of 
international humanitarian law must be required; this 
applies to the ban on forced displacements, the 
prohibition on attacking and pillaging property 
indispensable to the survival of the population, and the 
ban on methods of warfare which prevent land being 
cultivated (for instance, the indiscriminate laying of 
mines).
Everything possible must be done, even during armed 
conflicts, to maintain the civilian population's self- 
sufficiency, often synonymous with its dignity.
Of course food aid on a massive scale cannot be ruled out 
in desperate situations where people are literally dying 
of hunger. In such cases, emergency food aid must be 
supplied by true professionals who are not only capable 
of handling the logistic, nutritional and medical 
problems but are also familiar with and respect the 
social and cultural environment of the people they are 
helping. Even if these conditions are met (which 
unfortunately is not always the case), such relief 
operations leave indelible physical and mental traces on 
individuals and undermine the social structure, which is 
put under severe strain or even breaks down completely.

4. Summary

The above analysis has reflected the discussions and the 
ideas put forward at the seminar in Annecy. They led to a 
number of conclusions, which are summarized below.
As regards the phenomenon of famine in armed conflict 
situations, it can be said that:

war favours the emergence of famine and limits 
possible remedial action;
the warring parties sometimes have difficulty in 
perceiving the civilian population and humanitarian 
assistance as unrelated to any military interest;
all too frequently military operations tend to 
destroy the population’s livelihood, instead of 
being confined to attacks on military objectives; 
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destitution results from attacks on resources, 
social structures and the peoples’ cultural 
identity; these attacks accentuate the combined 
effects of famine and hostilities;
under the threat of famine and war, people fear 
destitution as much as starvation.

Consequently:
humanitarian assistance should endeavour to reverse 
the process leading to destitution in armed 
conflict;
the victims in need of assistance are those who are 
reduced to a state of destitution by the warring 
parties; in its most extreme form, this destitution 
is characterized by a high mortality rate;
the objective of humanitarian assistance is not only 
to keep people alive, but to keep them alive for a 
viable future, i.e. to secure for them a sustainable 
livelihood;
owing to the reality of warfare, protection and 
assistance are inevitably and inextricably linked;
warring parties' attitudes towards humanitarian 
assistance are changing; humanitarian agencies must 
consequently reassess the way in which they conduct 
their activities;
access to the victims remains the main problem of 
any humanitarian operation;
to implement policies geared to the reality of each 
situation, it is essential to identify needs and to 
take practical action to address those needs.

The following points should be borne in mind as regards 
international humanitarian law:

compliance with the rules of international 
humanitarian law is a central means of preventing 
famine in situations of armed conflict; food aid 
should be considered as the last resort after every 
possible attempt has been made to persuade the 
belligerents to abide by international humanitarian 
law;
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respect for the rules of international humanitarian 
law diminishes the risk of famine; however, this 
alone cannot completely eliminate such risk, nor can 
it supply all the means required for effective 
assistance;
the displacement of persons is a factor which 
engenders or aggravates famine; respect for the 
rules of international humanitarian law could in 
many cases prevent such displacements;
the starvation of military personnel as a method of 
combat is not prohibited; however, it may incite 
them to steal food and use any possible means to 
obtain it; this point should be considered for the 
future development of international humanitarian 
law; nevertheless, it should be borne in mind that 
starvation continues to be prohibited, even if 
foodstuffs do not go exclusively to civilians (see 
Protocol I, Article 54, paragraph 3 a);
donors should not make food aid conditional on 
greater compliance by the authorities with 
international humanitarian law, because the civilian 
population would be the first victim of such a 
measure; furthermore, donors should be urged not to 
wait until civilians are dying of starvation before 
taking appropriate action;
emphasis should be placed on the dissemination of 
international humanitarian law in peacetime, and a 
system for dissemination among non-governmental 
organizations working in war situations should be 
set up;
in the field of dissemination, the dialogue between 
the ICRC, other organizations and the armed forces 
should be intensified with reference to the problem 
of famine during armed conflicts; it is also 
essential to convince the military that respect for 
the rules of international humanitarian law is in no 
way contrary to their military interests.
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5. Conclusion

The discussions at the Annecy seminar focused on 
identifying the limits of food aid and defining the needs 
engendered by famine in situations of armed conflict. It 
had to be demonstrated that keeping people alive is not 
enough and that it was essential to assume responsibility 
for their future by guaranteeing, directly or indirectly, 
adequate living conditions for the years to come. The 
relationship between respect for international 
humanitarian law and the prevention of famine needs to be 
stressed and one also needs courage to admit that popular 
and readily acceptable relief operations are in fact 
nothing more than failures when they serve to palliate 
violations of the rules of international humanitarian 
law.
All this work requires follow-up to ensure that the 
conclusions reached have a practical impact. The 26th 
International Conference of the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent is therefore invited to adopt a resolution 
reminding the authorities concerned and the armed forces 
of their obligation to comply with the relevant rules of 
international humanitarian law, emphasizing the necessity 
of maintaining conditions that enable civilians to 
provide for their own needs and noting the importance of 
dissemination of international humanitarian law.

*****************


