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Law of war Summary for commanders

Introduction

Each state undertakes to respect and to ensure respect for the law of war 
in all circumstances.
within the armed forces, it is the duty of every commander to ensure the 
detailed execution of the law of war within his sphere of responsibility.
the Summary for commanders contains, without any reference to inter-
national treaties and conventions, what commanders who have tactical 
missions to fulfil should know and do. This Summary can be used both 
for training and in action.

1. Terms of reference

1 law of war the law of war consists of international pre-
scriptions on the conduct of combat and the 
protection of victims of combat.

2 combatants members of the armed forces (other than 
medical and religious personnel) are com-
batants.
they distinguish themselves by their uni-
form or by a fixed recognizable distinc-
tive sign or at least by carrying their arms  
openly.

3 prisoners of war combatants captured by the enemy are pris-
oners of war.
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4 military objectives military objectives include combatants,  
military establishments and transports, posi-
tions, tactically relevant points of terrain.

5 civilian persons civilian persons are those who do not belong 
to the armed forces.

6 civilian objects civilian objects are objects not used for  
military purposes.

7 Specifically 
protected persons  
and objects

the law of war grants a particular protec- 
tion to specific categories of persons and 
objects.
Distinctive signs render the specifically  
protected persons and objects recognizable.

military and civilian medical service
military religious personnel
civilian religious personnel: only of civil- 
ian medical service and civil defence

civil defence

marked cultural objects: general protection
personnel for protection of cultural objects

marked cultural objects:  
special protection

works and installations containing danger-
ous forces: dams, dykes, nuclear power 
plants

or or
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2.	 Control	of	armed	conflict
08 combatants combatants may participate directly in hos-

tilities.
combatants may be attacked.

09 military objectives military objectives may be attacked.
10 civilian persons civilian persons may not participate directly 

in hostilities.
civilian persons may not be attacked, unless 
they participate directly in hostilities.

11 civilian objects civilian objects may not be attacked, unless 
they become military objectives.

12 Specifically  
protected persons

Specifically protected persons may not par-
ticipate directly in hostilities and may not be 
attacked.
they shall be allowed to perform their task, 
when the tactical situation permits.

13 Specifically  
protected objects:  
rule

Specifically protected objects may not 
become military objectives and may not be 
attacked.

14 Specifically  
protected objects: 
marked cultural  
objects

the immunity of a marked cultural object 
may be withdrawn in case of imperative  
military necessity.
to withdraw immunity of a cultural object 
under special protection, unavoidable mili-
tary necessity is required, to be established 
at least by a division commander.

15 humane treatment civilian persons, prisoners of war and cap-
tured military medical and religious person-
nel must be respected and treated humanely.

16 wounded,  
shipwrecked

wounded and shipwrecked shall be cared  
for as required by their state of health.

17 hostages the taking of hostages is prohibited.
18 destructions,  

pillage
destructions not required by the mission and 
pillage are prohibited.



Law of war Summary for commanderS

4

3 Command responsibility
section 3.1. General responsibility
19 respect for the law 

of war
respect for the law of war is a matter of 
order and discipline.
the commander himself assures that his 
subordinates are aware of their obligations 
under the law of war and respect them.

20 violations of the  
law of war

the commander makes sure that violations 
of the law of war cease and assures that dis-
ciplinary or penal action is taken.

section 3.2. Law of war training
21 responsibility the commander is responsible for proper 

law of war training.
22 integration in  

normal activity
law of war training has to be integrated into 
normal military activity.

23 the law of war  
instructor

the superior is the normal instructor of his 
subordinates also for law of war training.

section 3.3. Organization
24 responsibility the commander establishes the competences 

and responsibilities of his subordinates with 
regard to the application of the law of war.

25 medical service The commander organizes and coordinates 
the use (including visibility, camouflage) of 
distinctive sign and signals of the medical 
service and the use of weapons by medical 
personnel.

26 cooperation with  
civilian authorities

The commander organizes cooperation with 
civilian authorities, in particular by estab-
lishing competences for cooperation and by 
stating priorities.

section 3.4. Specific circumstances
27 warfare between  

dissimilar forces
in the event of combat between dissimilar 
forces, the superior commander searches
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for the necessary information on the enemy 
to give appropriate instructions for action 
and behaviour to his subordinates.

28 unusual  
environment and  
distances

the commander issues appropriate instruc-
tions for units operating in isolation or very 
remotely from their logistic bases.

4. Exercice of command

section 4.1. The mission
29 normal command 

procedures
Exercise of command is initiated by the  
mission and follows the normal command 
procedures.

30 respect the mission has to be respected and ful- 
filled.

section 4.2. Elements for decision making
31 search for  

information
in his search for information, the com-
mander shall include the nature and loca- 
tion of medical establishments, cultural 
objects, dams, dykes and nuclear power 
plants, and concentrations of civilian per-
sons.
search for information in uniform or with-
out disguise concealing combatant status is 
legitimate.
spies may be used, but they do not have the 
right to prisoner-of-war status.

32 restricted search: 
enemy combatants

captured combatants may be questioned, but 
are only bound to give information for their 
personal identification.

33 restricted search: 
enemy civilians

Enemy civilian persons may not be com-
pelled to give information.

34 prohibited search: 
medical transports

medical transports may not be used to col-
lect or transmit intelligence data.
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35 precautions the commander shall consider all precau-
tions primarily to avoid and, at least, to  
minimize civilian casualties and damage.

36 tactical situation Specific action and activity can be subject  
to the tactical situation. they have to take 
place when, as soon or as far as the mission 
permits.

37 military necessity military necessity may be invoked only in 
so far as and to the extent that the law of  
war permits.
Military necessity justifies only those  
measures indispensable for the fulfilment of 
the mission.

section 4.3. Decision making
38 Estimate in his estimate the commander shall con-

sider the possible effects of his own and  
enemy action on civilian persons and 
objects in general and on specifically pro- 
tected persons and objects in particular.

39 decision the commander shall choose the solution 
that would cause the least civilian casualties 
and damage.

40 missions to  
subordinates

subordinates shall be given missions which 
they can fulfil in accordance with the law of 
war.

section 4.4. Control of execution

41 purpose through control, the commander shall  
make sure that his subordinates fulfil their 
mission while respecting and ensuring 
respect for the law of war.

42 adjustments control comprises adjustments made dur-
ing action to reduce civilian casualties and  
damage, when the mission permits.
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5. Conduct of operations

section 5.1. Conduct of operations in general
43 sparing of civilian 

persons and objects
constant care shall be taken to spare the  
civilian population, civilian persons and  
civilian objects.

44 information needed the commander shall keep himself in- 
formed on concentrations of civilian per- 
sons, important civilian objects and specifi-
cally protected establishments.

45 weapons weapons and means of combat shall be  
chosen and used so as to avoid any harm 
to civilian persons and damage to civilian 
objects which are not necessary to fulfil the 
mission given.
weapons causing unnecessary suffering may 
not be used.

46 deception Deception measures such as camouflage,  
decoys, mock operations and misinforma-
tion are permitted.
it is prohibited to feign a protected status by 
inviting the confidence of the enemy: mis-
use of distinctive signs , distinctive signals 
or flag of truce, feigning of surrender or of 
incapacitation by wounds or sickness, use  
of enemy uniform or flag, etc.

47 prohibition of shield it is prohibited to use civilian persons or 
inhabitated areas to shield military units, 
movements and positions.

48 Protected zones Where protected zones or localities (hospi-
tal zones, centres containing monuments, 
demilitarized zones, non-defended locali-
ties) have been agreed upon, the competent 
commanders shall issue instructions for 
action and behaviour near and towards such 
zones or localities
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49 cooperation with  
civilian authorities

for measures to be taken by civilian per- 
sons, the commander shall seek the cooper- 
ation of the appropriate civilian authorities.

section 5.2. Conduct of attack
50 choice of objective within tactically equivalent alternatives,  

the directions, objectives and targets of 
attack shall be chosen so as to cause the  
least civilian damage.

51 distinct objectives distinct objectives and targets within or in 
close vicinity to civilian objects shall be  
attacked separately.

52 Verification the military character of the objective or  
target shall be verified by reconnaissance 
and target identification.

53 weapons to restrict civilian casualties and damages, 
the means of combat and weapons shall be 
adapted to the target.

54 warning when the mission permits, appropriate 
warning shall be given to civilian popula-
tions endangered by the direction of attack 
or the objectives and targets assigned.

55 marked cultural  
objects

the immunity of a marked cultural object 
shall only be withdrawn when the fulfil- 
ment of the mission absolutely so requires.
advance warning shall give time for safe-
guard measures and information on with-
drawal of immunity.

56 control during 
attack

if in the course of an attack the target or the 
objective appears not to be military, the com-
mander shall deviate or cancel the attack.

section 5.3. Conduct of defence
57 choice of defence 

position
within tactically equivalent alternatives,  
the defence position shall be chosen so as
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to expose civilian persons and objects to the 
least danger.

58 weapons to restrict civilian casualties and damage, 
the means of combat and weapons shall be 
adapted to the environment of the defence 
position.

59 removal of  
civilians

Endangered civilian persons and objects 
shall be removed from military objectives.

60 Specifically  
protected objects

Specifically protected objects shall be 
marked with distinctive signs.

61 warning when the mission permits, appropriate in- 
formation and warning shall be given of 
defence measures endangering civilian per-
sons, so that they can behave accordingly in 
the event of combat action.

62 marked cultural 
objects

the immunity of a marked cultural object 
shall only be withdrawn when the fulfil- 
ment of the mission absolutely so requires.
the withdrawal shall only take place to 
the extent necessary. advance warning and 
removal of distinctive signs shall make the 
situation clear to the enemy.

section 5.4. Movements and locations
63 movements movement (and stay during movement) 

near civilian objects shall be restricted to  
the minimum duration possible.

64 location of units the location of combat units shall be cho- 
sen so as to avoid the close vicinity of  
military objectives and civilian persons and 
objects.

65 unavoidable  
vicinity

in case of the unavoidable close vicinity of 
military objectives and civilian persons and 
objects, the following principles shall guide 
the commander:
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a) in the vicinity of important concentrations 
of civilian persons and objects only smal- 
ler military objectives shall be placed;

b) larger military objectives are to be 
placed in the vicinity of less important 
concentrations of civilian persons and  
of smaller civilian objects.

6. Behaviour in action
section 6.1. Combat
66 objectives and  

targets
in combat action the military character of  
the objectives and targets shall be verified.
in order to avoid possible excessive civilian 
casualties and damage which would result 
from the combat action, alternative objec-
tives and targets shall be chosen whenever 
the mission given permits.

67 warnings,  
recommendations

ad hoc warnings and recommendations  
shall be given to the civilian population and 
to civilian persons for removal, shelter, etc.

68 Specifically  
protected persons, 
establishments and 
transports

The activity and/or genuine use of specifi-
cally protected persons, establishments and 
transports may be verified.

69 marked cultural  
objects

marked cultural objects whose immunity has 
been withdrawn shall still be respected to the 
extent the fulfilment of the mission permits.

70 Protected zones Protected zones shall be respected.
When a protected zone has to be abandoned 
to the enemy or to be taken over from him, 
locally competent commanders shall ensure 
that no combat takes place.

71 search for victims when the mission permits, the wounded, 
shipwrecked and dead in action shall be 
searched for and collected.
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72 Enemy out of  
combat, surrender

A combatant who is recognized (or should 
be recognized) as being out of combat may 
not be attacked (surrendering, wounded, 
shipwrecked in water, descending in para-
chute in distress).
the intent to surrender can be shown with a 
white flag.

73 cooperation with  
civilian authorities

cooperation with civilian authorities on the 
spot shall contribute to reduce the dangers 
incurred by civilian persons and objects.

section 6.2. Captured persons and objects
74 Enemy combatants captured enemy combatants shall be dis-

armed, treated humanely as prisoners of war, 
and evacuated to the rear.
prisoners awaiting evacuation shall be  
cared for.

75 wounded,  
shipwrecked

wounded and shipwrecked enemy combat-
ants shall be cared for and evacuated to the 
rear.

76 dead As a rule, the dead shall be identified and  
be buried, cremated or buried at sea indi-
vidually.
personal effects of the dead shall be col- 
lected and evacuated to the rear.

77 Enemy military  
medical service

captured enemy military medical per- 
sonnel, establishments and transports shall 
be kept in their assignment as long as  
needed for the care of the wounded and  
shipwrecked. armed personnel however 
shall be disarmed.
when no longer needed for the wounded  
and shipwrecked, such personnel, estab- 
lishments and transports shall be taken  
over. the medical personnel shall be  
evacuated to the near.



Law of war Summary for commanderS

12

78 Enemy military  
religious personnel

captured enemy military religious personnel 
shall be treate d similarily to captured enemy 
military medical personnel.

section 6.3. Non-hostile contacts with the enemy

79 information,  
warning, summons

information, warning or summons shall be 
addressed to the enemy to avoid or reduce 
danger for the civilian persons and objects or 
to enhance respect for the law of war.

80 interruption of  
combat

local interruptions of combat and other 
arrangements can be concluded between 
opposing forces.
at lower levels, such arrangements can be 
very simple and concluded orally: voice, 
radio, bearer of a white flag (flag of truce).
at higher levels and for longer lasting inter-
ruptions of combat, written agreements shall 
be concluded.

section 6.4. Measures after combat

81 restoring normal  
conditions

as soon as the mission permits, temporarily  
removed persons and objects shall return to 
their previous locations and combat areas 
shall be restored to their previous condition.

82 cooperation with  
civilian authorities

locally competent commanders shall offer 
their cooperation to civilian authorities, as 
soon as the mission permits

7. Transportation
section 7.1. Conduct of transportation

83 transportation  
principle

military, medical and civilian transporta- 
tion shall be kept separate to the extent the 
mission permits.
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84 impossible  
separation

when separate transportation is not pos- 
sible because of common routes and in 
unloading areas, the simultaneous presence 
of military, medical and civilian person-
nel, establishments and transports shall be 
restricted to the shortest duration.

section 7.2. Evacuation of captured persons and objects

85 Evacuation  
principle

as a rule, evacuation of captured enemy 
combatants shall be carried out rapidly and 
under similar conditions as the transporta-
tion of one’s own military personnel.

86 Evacuation of  
prisoners

prisoners shall be evacuated through the 
command chain or the logistics channel to 
a collecting place and from there to prisoner 
of war camps.

87 transit camps when prisoners have to pass through transit  
camps, their stay in such camps shall be 
brief.

88 Evacuation of  
wounded prisoners

wounded prisoners shall be evacuated 
through the medical evacuation or the logis-
tics channel to prisoner of war camps.

89 Evacuation of  
bodies

bodies not buried or cremated on the spot 
shall be evacuated to a route or place where 
they can be identified and buried.
bodies disembarked from ships shall be 
treated the same way.

90 Evacuation of  
captured medical  
personnel,  
transports and  
material

captured enemy military medical per- 
sonnel, transports and material which are 
no longer needed for the wounded shall be 
evacuated through the appropriate channel.

91 Evacuation of  
captured religious 
personnel

captured enemy military religious per- 
sonnel shall be evacuated similarily to cap- 
tured enemy military medical personnel.
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92 Questioning when questioned, prisoners of war (and  
captured military medical and religious per-
sonnel) are bound to reveal only their sur-
name, first names, rank, date of birth, per-
sonal or serial number or equivalent infor-
mation.

93 Establishment of 
identity

as soon as the mission permits, the identity  
of the prisoners of war (and of captured  
military medical and religious personnel) 
shall be established.

section 7.3. Supply
94 supply principles objects and goods other than medical sup-

plied to the armed forces constitute military 
objectives, independently from the per- 
sonnel and/or transports used to move  
them.

95 medical supply military medical supplies shall, as a rule, 
follow the medical supply channel and be 
moved by military medical personnel and 
transports.

section 7.4. Medical transportation
96 medical  

transportation  
principle

medical transportation follows medical  
routes and channels for supply and for  
evacuation. at lower levels they corre- 
spond to the command chain.

97 distance from  
military objectives

medical transportation shall be conducted 
and kept at sufficient distance from military 
objectives.

98 Identification the use of distinctive signs and signals 
should be adapted to the tactical situation:
a) in combat areas: it may be essential to  

use smaller signs, much camouflage, 
to make little or even no use at all of  
signals;
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b) towards the rear: one can use more and 
larger signs, less camouflage and have 
less restrictions for the use of signals.

8. Rear areas
99 prisoner of war  

camps
prisoner of war camps shall not be located  
in areas exposed to combat action.
whenever military considerations permit, 
the camps shall be marked by the letters 
“pw” or “pg”.*

100 civilian internment 
camps

camps of civilian internees shall not be 
located in areas exposed to combat action.
whenever military considerations permit, 
the camps shall be marked by the letters 
“ic”.

101 cooperation with  
civilian authorities

The commander organizes cooperation with 
civilian authorities to ensure protection and  
precautionary measures for the civilian  
population.

102 support to civilian 
authorities

the commander facilitates and supports, 
when the given mission permits, the fulfil-
ment of the tasks of the civilian medical 
service, of civil defence and of protection  
of cultural objects.

9. Occupation
103 occupation  

principle
the occupying power has to ensure public 
life, order and safety.
it may therefore compel inhabitants over 
eighteen years of age to work for public  
utility services.

* pw (or pow) = prisoner of war 
pg = prisonnier de guerre (french) and  
  prisionero de guerra (spanish)
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104 inhabitants the occupying power must treat the inhab-
itants humanely.
inhabitants shall not be deprived of their 
rights granted by the law of war by any 
change introduced by the occupying  
power.

105 security measures the occupying power may, for security  
reasons:
a) intern demobilized members of the 

armed forces of the occupied territory;
b) subject inhabitants, at the most, to 

assigned residence or to internment.
106 combat actions inhabitants of the occupied territory may 

organize themselves as resistance move-
ments. such movements have to meet the 
requirements of armed forces.
the rules on preparation and execution of 
operations and on consecutive measures  
also apply to combat actions in occupied  
territory.

10. Neutrality
107 inviolable neutral 

space
the national space (territory, territorial wa- 
ters, air space) of a neutral state is inviol- 
able.

108 duty of belligerent 
parties

belligerent parties may not penetrate into 
neutral space, except mere passage through 
neutral territorial waters or unless admitted 
by the neutral state.

109 duty of the neutral 
state

the neutral state must ensure respect for its 
neutrality.
if necessary, it shall oppose violations by use 
of its military forces. the action of neutral 
armed forces shall always be in proportion 
to the gravity of the violation
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110 internment of  
belligerent armed 
forces

members of belligerent armed forces ad- 
mitted onto neutral territory or captured 
in neutral space shall be interned until the 
end of hostilities. (Exceptions: particular 
rules for escaped prisoners of war and for  
passage of belligerent wounded and sick.)
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Law of war Rules for behaviour in action

(guide-line for training within the company; to be used by analogy for 
other units)

Combat rules
1. fight only combatants
2. attack only military targets
3. spare civilian persons and objects
4. restrict destructions to what your mission requires

Enemy combatants who surrender
1. spare them
2. disarm them
3. treat them humanely and protect them
4. hand them over to your superior

Wounded enemy combatants
1. collect them
2. care for them
3. hand them over to your superior...
4. ... or to the nearest medical personnel

Civilian persons
1. respect them
2. treat those in your power humanely
3. protect them against ill-treatment; vengeance and taking of hostages 

are prohibited
4. respect their property; do not damage or steal it
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Distinctive signs

medical service, religious personnel (military 
and civilian)

civil defence

cultural objects: monuments, important places  
of worship, museums

dams, dykes, nuclear power plants

White flag (flag of truce, used for negotiations 
and surrender)

1. respect persons bearing and objects marked with such signs
2. let these persons perform their tasks, unless ordered otherwise
3. leave these buildings, establishments, monuments untouched and do 

not enter them, unless ordered otherwise
4. let these vehicles, ships and aircraft move and do not enter them, un-

less ordered otherwise

or or
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Law of war Training programme

the use of training programme sheets is recommended to achieve an 
effective training of the law of war.
The instructor must first know, and if necessary define properly, whom 
he is to train.
taking into account the real needs of his trainees, he shall determine the 
precise purpose of the training, that is the final result to be reached.
The categorization of trainees and of their needs will lead to a general 
plan of training establishing who is responsible for that training, for the 
methods to be used, and where and when it is to take place.
based on his general plan, the instructor shall thereafter describe in detail 
his way of training.

hereafter follow:
— a blank training programme sheet;
— a training programme sheet filled out, by way of an example, for the 

training of an infantry squad.
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(blank sheet)

Training	programme	on	the	law	of	war	for	a	specific	category	
of military personnel

1. Personnel to be trained

2. Purpose of training (final result to be reached)

3. General plan of training
a) responsible for training:
b) method:
c) where?
d) when?

4. Detailed description of training
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(Sheet	filled	out	in	italics, as an example)
Training	programme	on	the	law	of	war	for	a	specific	category	
of military personnel
1. Personnel to be trained
Infantry squad
2. Purpose of training (final result to be reached)
Treatment of captured enemy combatants
3. General plan of training

a) responsible for training: platoon leader
b) method: exclusively practical
c) where? in the field, in various terrains
d) when? during every tactical movement and combat exercise of the 

squad
4. Detailed description of training

— attack of the squad resulting in combat (very brief)
— capture of one of the attackers
— disarming
— humane treatment and if needed protection
— care if wounded
— organization of evacuation

Alternatives:
Captured
— two or three captured instead of one
— wounded captured
— dead captured
—  healthy, wounded and dead captured together
Tactical situation
— squad in attack
— squad in defence
— squad on movement
— squad within the platoon
— squad in isolated situation
— squad without vehicles
— squad with vehicles

Note: in all cases the attackers will be represented by riflemen taken out 
of another squad of the platoon.



MISSION

the international committee of the red cross (icrc) is an impartial, 
neutral and independent organization whose exclusively humanitarian 
mission is to protect the lives and dignity of victims of armed conflict 
and other situations of violence and to provide them with assistance. the 
icrc also endeavours to prevent suffering by promoting and strengthen-
ing humanitarian law and universal humanitarian principles. Established 
in 1863, the icrc is at the origin of the geneva conventions and the 
international red cross and red crescent movement. it directs and coor-
dinates the international activities conducted by the movement in armed 
conflicts and other situations of violence.
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