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The establishment of an independent committee to deal 
with humanitarian lay/ at a national and international level

Glancing back through history, few would deny that the suffering of civil
ians due to acts of warfare and armed conflicts have been tremendous. 
One may question why and how this still occurs, considering 185 nations 
have signed the Geneva Conventions, along with many other conventions 
and resolutions aimed at protecting the victims of armed conflicts.

Sufferings and armed conflicts are harsh realities for millions all over the 
world. The gap between the tremendous amount of knowledge possessed 
on how to protect individuals and groups, and the amount that is actually 
utilized and applied cannot be understated!

As we approach the turn of the century, we face an increase in politically 
motivated conflicts that are complex in nature not to mention weapons of 
war that are growing increasingly sophisticated and deadly.

Despite the intentions of conventions and resolutions aimed at protecting 
the innocent, respect for human life has not increased. The need for 
nations to implement humanitarian law and act upon the obligations 
agreed upon by the 1949 Geneva Conventions and other bodies, must be 
seen as a major task for all individuals and organisations.

An important cornerstone of the activities of the Red Cross and the Red 
Crescent Movement has always been to contribute to the development of 
international humanitarian law. Historically, the Movement has been the 
prime moving force in the advancement of international humanitarian 
law. However, one could argue that within the last decade, many initiatives, 
discussions, and decisions in the field of humanitarian law are now taking 
place in forums outside the auspices of the movement, (e.g. within the 
bodies of the UN and the OSCE).

The Danish Red Cross considers the commitment of promoting interna
tional humanitarian law to be extremely important to all national socie
ties. Pursuing this commitment will help to establish better lines of com
munication between national societies and politicians, as well as further
ing the goal of protecting vulnerable groups. Moreover, this commitment 
is in good keeping with the discussions and resolutions of the Movement.

By establishing a committee (The International Law Committee) strictly 
for the purposes of working on this topic, the Danish Red Cross has taken 
an important step towards regaining the initiative in the field of humani
tarian law.

It is our intention that the activities of The International Law Committee 
will lead to a strenghtened Danish Red Cross Society. Our goal is also to 
network with the other Nordic national societies, with EU International 
Humanitarian Law Network, and also with The international Red Cross 
Movement in regards to this very important field.

The following pages provide detailed information about the International 
Law Committee of the Danish Red Cross; its mandate, its structure as well 
as its future tasks and priorities.
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The international 
Humanitarian 

Law Committee 
of the Danish 

Red Cross

The mandate/ 
structure and 

members

T
he mandate.

Our mandate stipulates that 
the International Law Com

mittee should generate debate on a 
national and international level. Further
more, the Committee should propose 
concrete initiatives and projects to the 
Danish Red Cross in the form of refer
ence work done either by the Committee 
alone, or in cooperation with other 
entities within the Danish Red Cross.

The following headlines illustrate the 
adopted mandate:

The International Law 
Committee shall:
• Provide independent counselling 

and advice to the governing bodies 
of the Danish Red Cross;

• Prepare concrete proposals for the 
promotion of international 
humanitarian law and related rules;

• Represent the Danish Red Cross in 
relevant national and international 
bodies, meetings, seminars, etc.;

• Participate in public debate, with 
the purpose of increasing the 
visibility of the role of the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent in the area 
of humanitarian law;

• Promote cooperation and 
communication with the Danish 
Government, relevant authorities, 
related institutions, and universities;

• Develop and maintain contact with 
similar committees in other National 
Societies, the ICRC, and the 
Federation.

The mandate and composition of the 
International Law Committee is com
pletely supplementary to the Danish 
Government Committee responsible 
for the implementation of the 1949 
Geneva Conventions and the 1977 
Additional Protocols to these conven
tions. Thus, the creation of the Com
mittee was received very positively by 
the existing Government Committee.

The structure
One of the outcomes from the discus
sion on the establishment of the Inter
national Law Committee was that crucial 
importance should be attached to the 
fact that the Committee possessed full 
freedom and independence to form its 
own views on current issues.

Thus, the mandate states clearly that 
the International Law Committee is 
guaranteed independence and full 
integrity even vis-à-vis the Danish Red 
Cross, its parent body. The discussions 
within the Committee may take their 
own form, independent of outside 
agendas, and concrete initiatives may 
be elaborated, again in the absence of 
influences from outside of the group 
itself.

In order to give the International 
Law Committee assistance and inside 
knowledge of the Danish Red Cross, a 
so-called “Back-up Group” was estab
lished at the National Headquarters. 
The members of this group arè 
employees of the Danish Red Cross 
who come from departments with 
related areas of work. It is envisaged 
the International Law Committee and 
the Back-up Group will cooperate very 
closely both in regards to brainstorm
ing new ideas and in regards to the 
implementation of concrete projects.

Furthermore, it is envisaged that the 
International Law Committee establishes 
a permanent relationship with an all
party Danish Red Cross Parliamentary 
Contact Group. In regard to this, the 
Committee could assist in raising the 
awareness of the members of Parliament 
about important new developments in 
the field of international humanitarian 
law. An additional function may also 
be to draft proposals for presentation 
to Parliament.

The members
Given its mandate, tasks, and respon
sibilities, the membership of the Com
mittee reflects the need to have indivi
duals with different kinds of expertise, 
commitment and networking/commu- 
nication skills.

The number of members of the 
International Law Committee is limited 
for the time being to four persons, all 
jurists.

Throughout the years, all members 
have demonstrated their ability to pro
duce concrete results in the field of 
human rights and humanitarian issues 
on a national as well as international 
level. None had any prior affiliations 
with the Danish Red Cross. The mem
bers are in close contact with other 
individuals, groups, and organisations 
that are involved in the promotion of 
humanitarian standards and values.

The members of the Committee 
have been chosen on a purely profes
sional, non-partisan basis and do not 
represent any particular institutional 
views.
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The 
Copenhagen 

Seminar, 
6-7 May 

1995

The members of the Interna
tional Law Committee of the 
Danish Red Cross
- Lars Adam Rehof

Chairman of the Committee 
Associate Professor at the University 

of Copenhagen-Denmark
- Ole Stig Andersen

Secretary General of the Danish 
Parliament, Lawyer

- LiseLotte Leicht
Director of Human Rights Watch, 
Brussels Office, Lawyer

- Tyge Trier
Advocat, external lecturer in Law at 
the University of Copenhagen, 
Denmark

The secretariat:
- Preben Soegaard Hansen 

Director, Assistant Secretary 
General of the Danish Red Cross

The Secretariat may be reached by call
ing or faxing Preben Soegaard Hansen 
at the following address:
Danish Red Cross, Blegdamsvej 27, 
DK-2100 Copenhagen 0, Denmark, 
tel. +45 31 38 14 44 ext. 334 or 606/fax 
+45 31 38 56 90

uring May 6-7, 1995, the 
International Law Com
mittee of the Danish Red 

Cross held its first informal seminar. It 
was convened in order to discuss the 
ideas and rationales behind establishing 
international law committees in national 
societies, as well as to brainstorm ideas 
and suggestions in regards to defining 
the possible roles, tasks and responsibi
lities of such committees. The issue of 
possible practical cooperation between 
these committees and other structures 
was also discussed.

All Nordic societies were represented 
as well as the ICRC, the Federation and 
the Henry-Dunant Institute.

After the general introduction by the 
Secretary General of the Danish Red 
Cross, Mr. Jorgen Poulsen, the partici
pants approached the topic of the Red 
Cross movement as a lobby: The ques
tion raised was: what are the future 
avenues for activities of the Red Cross 
as seen from an NGO point of view? 
Despite many different views on how 
the Red Cross movement should pursue 
its outreach efforts, there was a general 
consensus on the need of the movement 
to be more frank regarding the real nature 
of conflicts (wars, civil wars, internal 
strife, etc.). There was also agreement 
concerning the need for using the know
ledge and abilities within the movement 
to lobby governments and decision
makers.

Next, the seminar dealt with the need 
to use legal arguments when developing 
a strategy on how to influence govern
ments and international bodies. It was 
emphasized by some that the ICRC, in 
a more proactive manner, should state 
what is right and what is wrong from a 
purely legal point of view. It was suggested 
that the ICRC should submit amicus 
curiae briefs to both national and inter
national courts, including the special 
tribunal dealing with crimes against 
humanitarian law in the Former Yugo
slavia and Rwanda. The movement 
should be wary of not defining its role 
too narrowly.

Implementation of interna
tional law into domestic law
In this context the seminar discussed 
the question of neutrality in Red Cross 
societies and the need for more effective 
application of international humanitarian 
law into domestic policy. It was agreed 
that more energy should be invested in 
convincing governments to take practical 
steps to amend penal codes and other 
relevant pieces of legislation. It was 
pointed out that some kind of clearing 
house mechanism should be set up 
which could exchange and distribute, 
on a regular basis, information about 
national legislation, and other implemen
tation measures, as well as information 
on prosecutions of war crimes, etc.

Independence of national 
societies
The independence and integrity of 
national societies was considered a crucial 
issue for the future development and 
profile of the Red Cross as a humanitarian 
law movement. In some states, national 
societies do not have an acceptable 
degree of independence from national 
governments (so-called “societies at 
risk”). It might be advisable to establish 
certain minimum requirements concer
ning the independence of national 
societies which countries should adhere 
to. An important first step has been taken 
by the Federation through the publication 
of the report entitled “Characteristics 
of a Well-Functioning National Society” 
(Geneva, May 1994).

Further developments might be gained 
through the adoption of an additional 
protocol or other measures. From a 
practical point of view, it was suggested 
that some national societies might 
adopt” one or more national “societies 
at risk” with the intention to assist 
them financially, legally and morally.

Many different ideas and suggestions 
were discussed. Generally, the participants 
agreed that it might be useful to establish 
international law committees at the 
national society level. The participants 
saw these committees as a useful avenue 
for further international cooperation 
within the area of rule-making and 
implementation of humanitarian policies 
agreed upon previously.
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War crimes 
prosecution in 

Denmark

Possible work assignments of 
international law committees:

International level
• Promote the establishment of similar 
International Law Committees (ILC) 
within the auspices of national soci
eties in order to invigorate the develop
ment of International Humanitarian 
Law (IHL) and possibly assist in 
strengthening the role of the Red Cross 
movement,
• Establish an informal forum for the 
exchange of views and development of 
new initiatives;
• Hold an international Red Cross 
meeting/seminar to discuss the pos
sible roles and functions of national 
ILCs;
• Draft reports on pertinent issues 
concerning the application of IHL and 
in cooperation with the ICRC, take 
initiatives to develop new legal instru
ments;
• Facilitate cooperation between the 
ILCs, the Federation, the ICRC, and 
the Henry-Dunant Institute;
• Host an international seminar on 
independence levels of national soci
eties (together with the Henry-Dunant 
Institute) and consider the possibility 
of adopting an additional protocol 
concerning the independence of 
national societies;
• Contribute to effective coordination 
of views within the EU, Nordic Coun
cil, UN, OSCE-, etc.

National and Nordic level
• Present views on current legal prob
lems which may influence IHL stan
dards and obligations (e.g. infant/ado- 
lescent asylum seekers, etc.);
• Develop common strategies for 
advocacy on legal issues vis-à-vis gov
ernments, (e.g. strategy for domestic 
implementation of IHL incorporation 
into domestic law and direct appli
cability of IHL before national courts);
• Develop common strategies on how 
to approach the press and armed forces 
(information concerning topical legal 
issues, background information on 
legal issues, training);
• Work on issues which merit legal 

measures (e.g. prohibition of land- 
mines/anti-personel mines, child sol
diers, protection of vulnerable groups, 
the inter-relationship between IHL and 
human rights, application of IHL in 
situations of civil strife);
• Undertake fact-finding missions in 
order to expose incidents which should 
merit international attention;
• Assist one or more national “soci
eties at risk” by entering into well- 
defined cooperation arrangements in 
order to enhance the independence of 

•such societies.

The work towards a total ban 
on landmines
During the summer, the Danish Inter
national Law Committee prepared a 
report regarding the landmines-issue: 
The Need for an International and 
National Ban on Anti-Personnel Land
mines, 63 pp.

In 6 chapters, the report deals with 
the landmines-issue; the definitions 
and charateristics of landmines, econo
mic consequences of the use of landmi
nes as well as the scale of the problem, 
The report reviews in detail internatio
nal law and applicable national 
(Danish) provisions. The report inclu
des a review of the global, regional and 
national attitude to the landmines- 
issue as well as it proposes a list of 
recommendations which were adopted 
and further elaborated by the Executive 
Council of the Danish Red Cross.

The report was sent in a draft versi
on to the Danish Minister of Foreign 
Affairs and the Minister of Defence in 
mid-september and although it was 
late in regard to the UN- Review Con
ference in Vienna, the report was very 
instrumental in moving the position of 
the Danish Government towards a 
total ban on anti-personnel landmines.

In conjunction with the publication 
of the above report, the International 
Law Committee of the Danish Red 
Cross will seek cooperation with other 
societies within the Nordic area and 
EU in order to develop a coordinated 
Nordic initiative against landmines as 
follow-up to the Vienna-conference.

I
n November 1994 the Danish 

High Court (Eastern Division) 
passed judgment in the case: 
Department of Public Prosecutions v. 

Mr. Refik Sarik. (judgement of 25 
November 1994 in case S-3396-94). 
The case concerns the conduct of Mr. 
Refik Sarik in the Croatian POW camp, 
Dretelj, Bosnia. The prosecution pro
ceeded on the basis of articles 129 and 
130 of the 3rd Geneva Convention and 
articles 146 and 147 of the 4th Geneva 
Convention in conjunction with Sec
tion 8, no. 5, of the Danish Penal Code. 
The Court sentenced Mr. X to 8 years 
in prison. Subsequently, The Supreme 
Court of Denmark confirmed this 
ruling.

As far as known, this is the first 
national judgement against perpetra
tors of criminal acts in The Former 
Yugoslavia since the establishment of 
the International Criminal Tribunal. 
We shall report on the final outcome of 
the case as soon as the judgment of the 
Supreme Court is published.

• • • •

’’The Danish Red Cross 
considers the commitment 
of promoting internation
al humanitarian law to be 
extremely important to all 

national societies.”


