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INTERNATIONAL RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT 
MILLENIUM YEAR

Celebration of the fiftieth anniversary 
of the Geneva Conventions

1. People on War, a worldwide consultation

To mark the 50th anniversary of the Geneva Conventions the ICRC, jointly with the National 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies of 17 countries, has carried out a wide-ranging 
opinion survey among people affected by war. The methods used, involving both 
quantitative (standardized questionnaires) and qualitative research (focus groups and 
individual interviews), were developed by Greenberg Research Inc., a Washington-based 
opinion-research firm.

The consultation was conducted in 12 countries affected, or previously affected, by armed 
conflict -- Afghanistan, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Cambodia, Colombia, El Salvador, 
Georgia/Abkhazia, Israel and the occupied and the autonomous territories, Lebanon, 
Nigeria, the Philippines, Somalia and South Africa -- and (using only the questionnaires) in 
five countries where the population has not had direct experience of war in recent decades 
-- France, the Russian Federation, Switzerland, the United Kingdom and the United States 
of America.

In all these countries thousands of people were asked to give their views on what basic 
rules should be implemented in war and why those rules are so often violated. They were 
also asked about their expectations of the future.

Country reports drawn up by Greenberg Research Inc. have been published by the ICRC in 
time for the 27th International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent. The overall 
results of the consultation will be presented at the Conference by Yves Sandoz, ICRC 
Director for International Law and Communication. A final report, covering major issues and 
prepared by Greenberg Research Inc., has also been issued.

The results of the consultation will enable the ICRC to work more effectively in promoting 
knowledge and acceptance of the rules of war. They should also give a new impetus to the 
worldwide debate on humanitarian action and contribute to the establishment of a 
humanitarian agenda for the 21st century. In this connection the ICRC has agreed to chair 
the task force set up by the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) 
within the framework of the UN Inter-Agency Standing Committee.

2. Even wars have limits", a public awareness-raising campaign

The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement has also launched a worldwide 
campaign on the theme "Even wars have limits" to raise public awareness of the Geneva 
Conventions.

The ICRC has produced TV and radio spots as well as posters (calling upon actresses such 
as Geraldine Chaplin and Isabella Rossellini, and on violinist Vanessa-Mae, for example) 
and a vast quantity of promotional material (handouts, brochures, and so forth) which has 
been translated into a variety of languages for use by National Societies in their own 
countries.
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The campaign began last spring and culminated in a series of events held to mark 12 
August 1999, the anniversary date of the signing of the Geneva Conventions. It will continue 
up to the opening of the 27th International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent.

3.12 August 1999

One of the major events of the campaign was a commemoration ceremony held on 12 
August in the presence of ICRC President Cornelio Sommaruga, Astrid Heiberg, President 
of the International Federation, and Princess Margriet of the Netherlands, Chairman of the 
Standing Commission. A solemn appeal for greater respect for the Geneva Conventions 
and the principles embodied in those treaties was issued during the ceremony. This appeal 
was signed by the following 14 leading figures from around the world: Prince Saddrudin Aga 
Khan; UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan; Indian actress Shabana Azmi; British actress 
Geraldine Chaplin; Prince El Hassan bin Talal of Jordan; Fayrouz, the Lebanese poet and 
singer; French historian Serge Klarsfeld; Chris Moon, the well-known British former 
mine-clearing expert; Jean Pictet, the ICRC's Honorary Vice-President; Russian journalist 
Vladimir Pozner; Mario Soares, the former President of Portugal; General Amadou Toumani 
Touré, the former President of Mali; Marian Wright Edelman, President of the Children's 
Defense Fund, USA; and Chinese film director Zhang Yuan.

4. Activities by National Societies

Around 120 National Societies, acting on their own, used the occasion to mobilize the media 
(press, radio and TV) in their countries and to publicize the Geneva Conventions and 
humanitarian law in general. Products and materials (both printed and audiovisual) provided 
by the ICRC's People on War unit were widely appreciated and used, especially for public 
campaigning and by the national media. The idea of producing "modules" which National 
Societies could translate and adapt to their own needs proved successful. Among the most 
popular ICRC products were two identical travelling exhibitions entitled "Fiftieth Anniversary 
of the Geneva Conventions". Two months after the anniversary date, both are still fully 
booked and others have been set up using a CD-ROM containing graphics and texts from 
the exhibition in various languages.

Two fairly bulky press files containing roughly 400 items about the 50th anniversary of the 
Geneva Conventions show that the event was very well covered internationally, thanks in 
particular to the efforts of National Societies. Editorials ready for translation and audiovisual 
material such as a TV-archive pack supplied by the ICRC's People on War unit to National 
Society information departments were used around the world.

National Societies in many countries carried out a broad range of other activities to mark the 
50th anniversary. Not surprisingly, these activities differed according to the context and the 
resources available, but they generally aimed to reach the following target audiences 
through the means indicated in brackets:

• Government and military representatives (seminars, round tables and conferences on 
IHL; translation of the Geneva Conventions into national languages, e.g. in Iceland and 
Laos);

• Students (IHL school packs, school books describing IHL dilemmas, lectures at 
universities and in high schools, youth group meetings to promote IHL, grants for IHL 
students);
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• Media representatives (background briefings, round tables, discussions, dialogue on the 
significant role the media can play in publicizing and encouraging implementation of 
IHL);

• The general public (exhibitions, concerts, sports events, commemorative stamps, 
consultation, competitions and rallies, tree plantings, emblem campaigns, film festivals);

• Consumers of media products (feeding the national media material supplied by the 
ICRC's People on War unit).

A more detailed but non-exhaustive list of activities is given below in order to provide an idea 
of the variety of projects carried out by National Societies.

• Opinion survey in addition to the official ICRC People on War consultation: Sweden 
(4,600 high-school pupils), Namibia (through newspaper ads), Bulgaria (among medical 
staff, military personnel and mothers), Hong Kong (via study tours), Netherlands 
(interviews of young people by each other ahead of the peace conference in The Hague, 
planned military survey), Croatia (interviews with women, journalists, former soldiers and 
students), Armenia and Greece (schoolchildren), Australia (military personnel, 
delegates, civilians).

• Seminar or symposium on IHL (Thailand, South Korea, Philippines, Japan, Lebanon, 
Mozambique, Nepal, Nordic countries, New Zealand, Slovenia, Uganda, United 
Kingdom, Bulgaria, Yemen, Iraq, Hungary, Egypt, Greece, Morocco, Hong Kong, 
Nigeria, United States, Ivory Coast, Brazil, Indonesia, Jamaica, Mexico, Peru, 
Cambodia).

• Emblem campaign (Philippines, Lebanon, Nepal).

• Photo and travelling exhibitions (Kyrgyzstan, Venezuela, Slovenia, Bolivia, Belarus, 
Peru, Norway, Russia, United States, Sri Lanka, South Africa, Brazil, Costa Rica, Cuba, 
Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Indonesia, Jamaica).

• School campaign (Turkmenistan, United Kingdom, Netherlands, France, Azerbaijan, 
Finland, Switzerland, Czech Republic, Georgia, Greece, Jordan).

• "Day for peace and non-violence" (on 19 August in all 10,000 public schools in Chile, 
distribution of IHL material produced for various age groups).

• Newspaper ads (Panama, Uganda, South Africa, Ecuador, Georgia).

• Commemorative stamps or pins (Bolivia, Switzerland, Japan, Lebanon, Nepal, Panama, 
Sri Lanka, Indonesia, France, Denmark, Egypt, Jordan, Ecuador, Jamaica).

• Poem competition (Armenia, Australia, Bulgaria, Ecuador, Nepal, Peru).

• "Even wars have limits" special leaflets (Norway, Denmark, Bulgaria, Israel, Sri Lanka).

• Special issues of Red Cross magazines (Austria, Iraq, Senegal, Nepal).

• Setting up of an IHL library (Cambodia).

• Introduction of IHL in university curricula (Kyrgyzstan).

• Establishment of a fund to provide grants for IHL students (Iceland).

• Youth camp on "Protection of the Red Cross and Red Crescent" (Kyrgyzstan).

• Activities to promote the adoption of the Conventions and the Protocols (Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, Philippines).
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• Activities to promote ratification of the Ottawa treaty banning anti-personnel landmines 
(Philippines).

• Translation of the Geneva Conventions (Laos, Iceland).

• Travelling bus distributing IHL information (Denmark).

• Production of 150,000 phonecards bearing IHL messages (Jordan).

• Meetings to stimulate the interest of national opinion-makers, statements, and the 
symbolic signing of an Armenian version of the Geneva Conventions (Armenia).

• Media campaigns (Austria, Dominica, Mozambique, Nepal, Denmark/Nordic countries, 
Saint Lucia, Uganda, United Kingdom, Philippines, Guatemala, Jordan, Lebanon, Cook 
Islands, South Africa, Jamaica, Pakistan, Sri Lanka).

• Courses on IHL and human rights law for the armed forces and the police (Bulgaria, 
Lebanon, Qatar, Egypt, Russia, Jamaica).

• IHL competition for law students (Nordic countries).

• IHL quiz (Malaysia - broadcast on TV, Croatia, Philippines, Cambodia).

• Plan of action for the dissemination of IHL and events to mark the 50th anniversary (El 
Salvador, Greece).

• Two books on IHL that apply its precepts to violence in schools (Austria).

• Public workshops to be run by the National Poets Organization on how to write poetry 
about Red Cross work and IHL (United Kingdom).

• Gala evenings (in Georgia, to mark 12 August, and in Bolivia, Finland, South Africa and 
Hong Kong, to mark the release of the movie The Thin Red Line).

• Cinema on War film festival (Russia, Ecuador).

• Young artist on War exhibition (Russia).

• Artists on WarTV spots with regional artists/celebrities (Brazil, India, Indonesia).

• Dignity in War competition in cooperation with The Times of India - for all print media, 
photojournalists and foreign correspondents (India).

• Distribution of a manual on Red Cross principles and IHL (Caribbean).

• Week of events to mark the 50th anniversary, including a parade attended by 
government representatives (Cook Islands).

• Production of golf balls and booklets bearing the 50th anniversary logo (Cambodia).

The People on War unit was in constant contact with some 120 National Societies, each 
having its own special coordinator. Fortnightly updates were issued to inform them about 
recent developments, activities of other Societies and available materials. Although a few 
small National Societies did not join in and others only did when ICRC delegations 
cooperated closely with them, overall there was a high level of participation among National 
Societies throughout the world.


