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DRAFT STATEMENT BY MR KELT,ER - COMMISSION I

Mr Chairman,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

On behalf of the International Committee of the Red Cross, I should like first to congratulate 
the Chairman and the Vice-Chairman of our Commission on their election to those offices and 
to say how grateful I am that they have agreed to accept the attendant responsibilities.

Events since the 1993 International Conference for the Protection of War Victims, not to 
mention the last International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent in 1986, have 
shown us that the problems identified at the time are far from being solved. While substantial 
progress has, it is true, been made towards finding lasting solutions to some of the longest and 
most violent conflicts, the final years of the millennium continue to be characterized by 
conflicts of growing violence, horror and barbarity pursued in complete contempt for the most 
basic humanitarian rules, as well as a dramatic rise in the number of internal conflicts.

The first topic of substance before you today invites States to move from law to action. It is to 
be regarded as the starting point for a renewed commitment both to respect and to ensure 
respect for international humanitarian law in all circumstances. The Intergovernmental Group 
of Experts which met at the request of the Swiss government in January of this year has 
proposed a series of steps aimed at ensuring tangible and effective implementation of this 
body of law. The draft resolution takes account of those proposals.

The acceptance of international humanitarian law treaties, the adoption of national 
implementation measures, and the teaching and dissemination of the rules of law are steps 
which must be taken and which require urgent action on the part of all States if the erosion of 
humanitarian values is to be halted.

Considerable progress can still be made, and the international community must unite to fulfil 
our common objective: to prevent violations of international humanitarian law. Joint action 
against the intolerable has already sparked the interest of many States; but that is not enough, 
as events remind us from day to day. To stop the spiral of violence, we do not need discreet 
benevolence, but energetic, determined and unwavering commitment.

The ICRC for its part and, I am sure, all the components of the Movement stand ready to fulfil 
the mandates which have been or will be conferred on them.

♦ We shall substantially strengthen our advisory services with a view to helping the States 
implement international humanitarian law at the national level and to stimulating 
exchange and dialogue in this context.

♦ We shall step up our dissemination efforts, supported by the National Societies and their 
International Federation, in order to make international humanitarian law more familiar to 
both present and potential belligerents and to enhance awareness of the humanitarian 
values inherent to different cultures among the civilian population.

♦ We shall examine measures capable of ensuring full compliance with international 
humanitarian law, in particular in destructured conflicts, and complete protection 
especially for women, children, refugees and displaced persons.
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While the ICRC is willing to redouble its efforts in these and many other areas, it should be 
borne in mind that States and the parties to conflicts play a central role in moving from law to 
action.

In the face of the unspeakable suffering of conflict victims, the ICRC considers it of 
paramount importance to continue discussing measures designed to put an end to violations of 
international humanitarian law. It is in this spirit that it supports the organization of periodic 
meetings of the States party to the Geneva Conventions. Such meetings would be convened 
by the depositary State and their task would be to study general problems relative to 
application of the law. By thus breathing life into an instrument similar to that provided for in 
Additional Protocol I, it will be possible, we hope, to address the real concerns of victims. We 
are convinced that these meetings will both supplement and complete the efforts made by this 
and future Conferences with a view to enhancing respect, in practical terms, for international 
humanitarian law. It would also be advisable to make sure that an appropriate link is 
established between these two bodies, whose objectives are both similar and complementary.

The second topic to be considered by your Commission touches on the most burning issues 
faced by the ICRC in its daily activities for the victims of armed conflicts.

The considerable growth in the arms trade, the collapse of State structures, increasing 
impoverishment and the occurrence of arbitary treatment and banditry in times of armed 
conflict have led to a drastic deterioration in the situation of the civilian population in 
war-tom areas, causing the number of victims to soar. Unbridled hatred has swept across 
many parts of the world, where basic humanitarian principles are increasingly being flouted. 
Those who suffer the worst consequences of these tragic developments are generally the most 
vulnerable people, namely those who are not participating in the hostilities.

It is therefore of the utmost importance for our Conference to stress that international 
humanitarian law provides for the protection of the civilian population against acts of war and 
strongly to reaffirm that all those in need must be allowed to receive impartial humanitarian 
assistance. These are aims which the ICRC and the other components of the Movement are 
constantly striving to achieve.

It is particularly important that the protection afforded to women and children be strengthened 
and its implementation effectively ensured.

Indeed, women are frequently the helpless victims of atrocious treatment. In some situations 
they become the easy prey of armed men who seek, through sexual assault, to terrorize and 
humiliate entire communities. We therefore urge you not only firmly to condemn these 
unspeakable practices, but also to encourage States, the components of the Movement and 
other bodies concerned, to develop preventive measures and to set up adequate medical, 
psychological and social support services for rape victims.

As for children, the most vulnerable of all groups, they are all too often recruited as soldiers, 
regimented, exploited and incited to take part in hostilities at an increasingly young age. 
Dazed and disoriented by violence, their lives shattered, these children truly become armed 
slaves. The existence of child soldiers is a tragedy. We therefore ask you firmly to condemn 
the recruitment of children under the age of 15, an act which is a violation of international 
humanitarian law, and to demand that those responsible for such acts be brought to trial. The 
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parties to conflicts must also be urged to refrain from providing weapons to children under the 
age of 18 and to do everything possible to ensure that children do not participate in hostilities. 
The Movement, for its part, has undertaken to go a step further by seeking to obtain that 
children under the age of 18 are not recruited into the armed forces.

The family unit, which is the cornerstone of any society, has been seriously affected and 
jeopardized by the calamities that have befallen the civilian population. Family members are 
forcibly dispersed or separated by events and live in isolation, worry and fear. Drastic 
measures must be taken to facilitate the reunification of these families split apart by war. 
Particular attention must be paid to the tragic situation of unaccompanied children and every 
effort made to find their parents as quickly as possible and to provide them with the necessary 
psychological and social assistance.

Moreover, the increasingly frequent attempts by armed forces to cut off supplies of drinking 
water and food to the civilian population, and the disastrous impact of modem conflicts on the 
environment constitute formidable means of warfare that cannot be tolerated.

The parties to conflicts must maintain conditions enabling civilians to meet their own needs, 
in particular by refraining from any action designed to deprive them of their sources of 
supplies or to cut off their access to farming land.

Finally, the widespread use of anti-personnel landmines, whose victims are mainly civilians 
and which cause untold human, social and economic damage, is a scourge against which the 
ICRC wishes particularly to mobilize the entire international community. It therefore invites 
all the components of the Movement as well as governments to join in its commitment to 
bring about a total ban on these weapons. In particular, we urge all States party to the 1980 
Convention to redouble their efforts to ensure that next year's sessions of the United Nations 
Review Conference result in the adoption of energetic and effective measures to put an end to 
the indiscriminate use of landmines and ultimately to eliminate them altogether.

Mr Chairman,

Distinguished government representatives, Dear Red Cross and Red Crescent colleagues,

We cannot turn a deaf ear to the entreaties of war victims, in particular to those of civilians 
exposed to violence and arbitrary treatment in armed conflicts.

All of us who work in emergency situations, under the pressure of daily events, must therefore 
join forces in taking energetic and resolute action to prevent violations of international 
humanitarian law and to put an end to them when they occur.

The task is enormous, but may the work of your Commission contribute to restoring respect 
for international humanitarian law.

Thank you for your attention.
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