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Mr Chairman,

First I wish to address item 2 of the agenda, the follow-up to the International Conference 

for the Protection of War Victims.

During the meeting of the International Group of Experts for the Protection of War 

Victims ways have been discussed for the creation of a system of periodical reports. In the 

field of human rights such reports have over the years proven to be valuable assets, both 

in the fora established for supervision purposes and as a basis for confidential as well as 

public debate. Periodical reports could well be equally valuable in furthering the 

implementation of international humanitarian law.

Several questions need to be addressed. The first regards the contents of such reports. Here 

the Geneva Conventions themselves provide a starting point. The Conventions contain 

obligations for the State parties:

- to disseminate the text of the Conventions;

- to ensure their use in education in both civil and military environments;

- to enact any legislation necessary to ensure the effective implementation and observation 

of the provisions of the Conventions;
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- to search for persons suspected of committing grave breaches and to bring such persons 

to trial; and

- to take measures to suppress all acts which are contrary to the provisions of the 

Convention.

These obligations have been embodied in the Conventions for good reason. They should, 

therefore, be the focus of national implementation reports.

Another question is whether the reports should be mandatory or voluntary. Given the 

paramount importance of international humanitarian law in armed conflict and the duty of 

the States parties to implement its provisions, the Netherlands government believes that a 

system of mandatory reports is what we should seek.

The frequency of reporting and the forum for discussion also need to be decided. In these 

matters the suggestions put forward by the Swiss authorities are highly useful and 

welcome. The periodical meetings they have proposed would create the opportunity for a 

discussion of implementation reports and also make it possible to draw up a world-wide 

implementation inventory. The crucial role of international humanitarian law and, at the 

same time, the lack of respect too often shown for it, fully warrant this increased attention 

for its implementation.

Mr Chairman,

Under item 3 of the agenda I should like to deal with the protection of women under 

international humanitarian law.

Recent conflicts have drawn attention to the plight of women more than ever before. The 

lack of respect for the obligation not to attack the civil population bears grave 

consequences especially for women. They also become victims because they are women, 
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suffering the violation of their physical integrity including rape and forced prostitution, 

sometimes done deliberately to further an ulterior goal of war. They may also be more 

vulnerable because they have children to protect and provide for under the most difficult 

circumstances, namely armed conflict.

The growing attention for the role and position of women in armed conflict has led to 

much more documentation on their plight. In our view adequate protection of victims of 

armed conflict, according to their needs and circumstances, is at the heart of international 

humanitarian law. International humanitarian law, and its application in practice, should 

take better account of the different situations of the victims to be protected.

The fact that rape, forced prostitution and indecent assault have not been labelled grave 

breaches of the laws of war, cannot mean, and has in fact never meant, that they are not 

prohibited or merely morally wrong. The fact is that rape is a crime, and indeed often a 

breach of the laws of war where-ever and whenever it occurs, and should always be 

prosecuted, under national or international humanitarian law.

Mr Chairman,

The World Conference on Women in Beijing has both illustrated and increased the 

awareness of and sensitivity to the position of women as members of society in their own 

right entitled to make their own decisions. This awareness and sensitivity cannot stop in 

times of war. International humanitarian law must take this into account if it is to provide 

adequate protection and if its implementation is to be effective.

Thank you, Mr Chairman.
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