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COMMISSION I - AUSTRALIA

The Australian Government approaches this Conference with a number of special 

concerns. Some stem from the humanitarian crisis facing the world today, but we 

also see this Conference as giving the opportunity to all governments to recommit 

themselves to the ideals of the Red Cross Movement and to begin to rebuild respect 

for fundamental principles of international humanitarian law.

It is time for all governments to condemn the violence, horror and brutality of armed 

conflict, particularly as it affects innocent civilians, and to work together without 

restraint to protect victims, wherever they are and from whatever kind of conflict 

they are threatened.

This is particularly important in the modem post-cold war world. No longer is 

armed conflict purely a function of state action. Nearly all the conflicts which have 

brought devastation to tens of millions of people in recent years are waged on a non- 

intemational basis. The norms which evolved to place law around the behaviour of 

regular armed forces now must be extended to control the participants all other 

conflicts. We must ensure that the law of the future recognises that civilian 

populations, and especially children and women, require full protection and that 

those who commit crimes against humanity do not go unpunished.

Australia welcomed the International Conference for the Protection of War Victims, 

convened by the Government of Switzerland in August 1993, as a particularly 

important step towards the development of the necessary new legal norms. My 

delegation is pleased that the Group of Experts has produced a number of useful 

recommendations for action. We do, however, believe that much more needs to be 



done, and we look to this Conference to provide the necessary motivation to 

Governments, the multilateral community, the Red Cross Movement and non

governmental organisations throughout the world to undertake this work

1 shall enumerate briefly the matters which Australia believes must receive priority 

attention in the Conference's outcomes and in the years ahead.

the Conference must oblige all States to reaffirm their commitment to the law 

which has stood since the completion of the Geneva Conventions of 1949. 

All States must take effective action to disseminate the law within their armed 

forces and, because of the growth of irregular conflict, to their general 

populations. States and relevant international organisations must work 

together to ensure that dissemination programs are given the highest priority 

in terms of funding and materials.

the Red Cross Movement must devote particular attention to the need for new 

standards of legal protection for innocent civilians, particularly children and 

women. If it is judged that new instruments are required, they must be no 

less rigorous than the 1949 Conventions, and must identify crimes against 

innocent civilians as crimes meriting prosecution in an appropriate 

international criminal tribunal.

this Conference must give renewed impetus to the work now being 

undertaken within the United Nations to draft a new instrument concerning 

land mines. Australia is disappointed that it has so far not proved possible to 

obtain a consensus on this question which would lead to the removal of the 



lasting threat that these weapons pose to innocent civilian populations in so 

many parts of the world.

on the other hand, Australia was pleased to see that agreement could be 

reached on a new Protocol to the Convention on Certain Conventional 

Weapons dealing with Blinding Weapons. It is our hope that one of the 

outcomes of this Conference will be encouragement to all States which have 

not yet done so, to become party to the Convention and its protocols, 

including this new one on Blinding Weapons.

the Conference should begin a process of active consideration of the best 

ways of achieving a continual oversight of the evolution and implementation 

of international humanitarian law. The need for such action was clear from 

debate during the 1993 War Victims Conference and its Expert Group 

meetings, and also during the processes of the Review Conference for the 

Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons. From these debates, we 

conclude that there is now a critical need for regular opportunities for States 

and concerned organisations to debate the way humanitarian law of armed 

conflict is evolving and being implemented.

In short, it is Australia's hope that the international community will be inspired by 

this Conference to condemn comprehensively and to reject absolutely the crimes 

and gross abuses which have come to seem so commonplace in recent years. We 

would hope that work towards the development of an international criminal court, 

now being considered by the UN General Assembly, will also be invigorated by our 

debate here, and that by the time the Movement has its next Conference the Court 



will be functioning. The events of recent years have shown that the Conventions, 

for all their value, are not enough - enforcement is now a stark necessity.


