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During the last three decades, the international community has 

become increasingly alarmed by natural disasters which have tended to 

be more destructive, as they affect a larger proportion of the population.

The response of the international community has primarily focussed 

on relief action, but experience indicates that the potential consequences 

of different kinds of disasters are becoming so serious and more and more 

global, that much greater emphasis will henceforth have to be placed on 

planning and prevention.

It is self-evident that the effect of natural phenomena must be 

analysed, not only in humanitarian and broad social terms, but also in 

economic and in legal protective terms.

In the formulation of a global relief policy, humanitarian assist

ance to and legal protection of the victims of natural disasters are very 

important factors which have not so far been the subject of regulations in 

international instruments which would be binding on governments.

In the context of universally recognized human rights and 

humanitarian conventions, respect for general humanitarian principles 

in disaster situations has taken on a new dimension. Over the last ten 

years, a special effort has been made in international organizations, 

foundations, academic and university research centres to identify more 

precisely the legal aspects of international assistance and of the 

protection of natural disaster victims.

A variety of developments has resulted,from this preoccupation, 

both within and outside the framework of the Red Cross, including the 

adoption of different important international instruments and recommen

dations on humanitarian questions.
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Concern for the victims of natural disaster has led to the mobil

isation of resources for relief actions on a bilateral level and by 

international, governmental and non-governmental organizations. Special 

attention has also been devoted to existing and potential humanitarian 

and legal factors in meeting the needs of victims in natural disaster 

situations.

The XXth International Conference of the Red Cross in 1965 requested 

the League and the ICRC to prepare a ’compendium of relief principles and 

rules” in collaboration with National Societies and to submit a proposal to 

the next International Conference (Res. XVIII]. A special League/ICRC 

Commission in collaboration with National Societies elaborated the 

compendium which was submitted to the XXIst International Conference of 

the Red Cross in 1969. The XXIst Conference approved the new compendium 

of principles and rules named ’’Principles and Rules for Red Cross Disaster 

Relief" and requested the League and the ICRC to publish and disseminate 

this instrument of great importance to the Red Cross movement (Res. XXIV].

The same XXIst Conference also adopted two important resolutions 

on relief which directly concern assistance to and protection of disaster

♦ victims. The first resolution (No. XXV] inter-alia "urges all governments 

- which have not already done so - to prepare and to pass the necessary 

legislation enabling immediate and adequate action to be taken, in 

conjuction with the Red Cross, along the lines of a pre-established plan 

based on the disaster relief rules adopted by this Conference”. In the 

second resolution (No. XXVI] the Conference adopted a Declaration of 

Principles for assistance to and protection of civilian populations in 

natural or other disaster situations. The same resolution noted "with 

satisfaction the improvements in the ability of the international community 

to provide various forms of humanitarian relief as a result of inter- 

national agreements and through the International Red Cross and other

impartial international humanitarian organizations".
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In the Tansley reportof 1975, entitled ”An Agenda for Red Cross", 

a prominent place was given to the legal approach to assistance to and 

protection of victims of natural disasters. Need for further study of 

this matter was clearly demonstrated in the Tansley report. The XXIIIrd 

International Conference of the Red Cross in 1977 urged the ICRC and the 

League of Red Cross Societies "to set up individually and jointly procedures 

to identify those aspects of the Study (Tansley report) which needed further, 

examination and to present them for consideration at appropriate Red Cross 

meetings" (Res. II).

Global humanitarian relief policy merits a systematic and compre

hensive study. It is encouraging that some important humanitarian and legal 

problems of international disaster relief have been under consideration in 

a variety of organizations and institutions, such as UNORO, UNITAR, the 

Council of Europe, OAU, the Henry Dunant Institute, the International 

Institute of Humanitarian Law and some, other university centres.

The Secretary General of the League has taken an initiative which 

has led to the development of a Study project entitled "Disaster Relief and 

International Law - protection of human beings in natural disaster 

situations". The Legal Adviser of the League, who proposed this project 

and elaborated its structure, has been appointed to direct the Study with 

the assistance of a small group of experts. The work on the Study project 

commenced in March 1981 and will be carried out, first of all in co-operation 

with the ICRC, as well as with the Henry Dunant Institute, the International 

Institute of Humanitarian Law and some other institutions specializing in 

the relief field. It is important to mention that the reaction of National 

Societies to this Study project was favourable and several National Societies 

expressed their wish to co-operate in the implementation of this project. 

At the last-meeting of the League’s Disaster Relief Advisory Committee held 

in May 1981, the Director of the Study presented a kind of Progress Report 

on the Study and several members of the Committee made very constructive 

suggestions and comments concerning the further work on the Study. .
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The main goal of the Study project is to codify the very large 

experience and practice of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, of 

the ICRC and in particular of the League, in disaster relief. The 

analysis which the Study will provide, based on this pragmatic experience, 

may make it possible to find the necessary humanitarian and legal solutions 

to the problems inherent in assistance to and protection of disaster 

victims.

It is recognised that today the global humanitarian policy merits' 

systematic and comprehensive research work and analysis. Ths Study project 

is intênded to determine the scope of the humanitarian legal factors within 

international relief policy. The Study will examine and analyse the 

relationship between international and national law and disaster relief 

and is designed to provide the necessary elements on which further re

affirmation, review or eventual reform of existing principles, rules and 

methods applicable to disaster relief could be based. Although many are 

concerned with the improvement of the framework of international humani

tarian action, it is not yet clear what solutions are required or are 

likely to be acceptable to governments.

The basic sources of relief law include conventions and customary 

law, together with the general principles of international law. The 

question of declarations and resolutions concerned with disaster relief 

adoptéd within the UN system and in other forums have been carefully 

considered. The relevance of Human Rights in disaster situations should 

be analysed. The important concepts of territorial soverignty and the 

duty of international co-operation will be given particular attention 

in the Study. The Disaster Relief Principles and Rules adopted by thé 

XXIst International Conference of the Red Cross in 1969 will be evaluated 

with regard to their contribution to the implementation and co-ordination 

of relief policy and programmes. Other solutions and approaches currently 

being pursued, e.g. at the regional governmental level, and by non

governmental organizations, will be examined.
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A section in the Study on national legislation will consider 

provisions relevant to relief actions contained in the constitutions, 

statutes, administrative rules and other legal texts of individual 

countries. Following the task of compilation, such material will be 

analysed with regard to its conformity with existing principles of inter

national humanitarian law as well as with accepted practice at the 

national and international levels. At all stages of the Study the 

pragmatic experience of the Red Cross, UNDRO and other organizations, 

will be emphasized. An important part of the Study project should, if 

possible, involve systematic interviews with those responsible for 

disaster relief actions.

The suitability of various types of international instruments 

in dealing with important questions of principle applicable to relief 

situations will be given detailed attention in the final sections of 

the Study. The codification of existing principles or the elaboration of 

new principles should arise naturally from a synthesis of practice and 

theory. The progressive development of international humanitarian law, 

on the one hand, and humanitarian assistance in practice, on the other 

hand, are complementary processes. The recommendations which are expected 

to result from the League’s Study project may help to focus the necessary 

interest in reforms as well as provide a basis for concrete action.

The link between Human Rights and humanitarian law and the natural 

disaster situations will be considered with special attention. This
'? ' • • • • •

approach can move the concern with assistance to and protection of 

disaster victims into'the main stream of the reaffirmation and 

elaboration of some general principles and afterwards into’ the further 

development of relief law, of which the fundamental rules can also be 

found in Human Rights instruments and international humanitarian law.

However, the global responsibility for and response to natural disasters 

could also benefit from the customary international law as well as the 

conventional law.
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It will be very useful to establish clearly the general principles 

□f assistance to and protection of disaster victims in order to build and 

develop relief rules which will make international response and responsi

bility operational and pragmatic. To elaborate the General Principles 

and a Code of relief rules, covering points where agreement can easily 

be reached and gradually to extrapolate the General Principles on which 

it is all based and constructed, will be one of the main objectives of 

the Study.

Governmental and Red Cross experience in disaster situations shows 

that the general international and national practice moves from the base 

to the more detailed solutions. There are many examples of this develop

ment of general international law. The international humanitarian law 

system started with the First Geneva Convention of 1864 which laid down 

basic principles for the protection of and assistance to war victims and 

continues with a number of specific conventions and instruments which 

have been codified by four Geneva Conventions in 1949. The Human Rights 

system started with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and con

tinues with a number of important specific covenants and agreements. Both 

legal systems can give strength to the global response to natural disaster 

situations.

The first analyses of the humanitarian and legal instruments on 

disaster situations and disaster victims as well as the analyses of the 

practical implementation of these instruments at national and international 

levels by national authorities and the international organizations concerned, 

in particular UN bodies and Red Cross institutions, clearly bring out some 

general relief principles for assistance to and protection of natural 

disaster victims.
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These principles could be formulated in the following way:

1. Disaster victims shall be given assistance and protection 

without any adverse distinction.

2. National authorities have the primary responsibility for 

the protection of and assistance to disaster victims within 

their respective territories.

3. The international community shall be responsible for ensuring 

that disaster victims are given assistance and protection; this 

is a part of its duty to achieve international co-operation in 

humanitarian relief.

4. International assistance to and support of disaster victims 

should be treated as a peaceful and humanitarian matter, as 

well as an expression of international solidarity and, therefore, 

should be sought and welcomed by the national authorities of 

the affected country.

5. The independence and sovereignty of the stricken country shall 

be respected when international assistance and support are 

provided for disaster victims.

*
♦ *



The proposed principles reaffirm in reality the flexibility 

and very pragmatical aspect of every disaster situation and relief policy. 

For this reason these principles could be applicable to all disaster 

situations. Their humanitarian and legal basis can be found in existing 

international and Red Cross conventions and other instruments. National 

and international relief practice in disaster situations also bears 

witness that these principles are applicable to natural disaster situations.

Finally, the proposed principles could be considered as guide

lines for the further work on and analyses of the Study.
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