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THE ICRC AS GUARDIAN OF INTERNATIONAL 
HUMANITARIAN LAW 
IHL requires that the use of force in achieving mili- 
tary objectives be proportionate and that those not 
taking part in hostilities, under no circumstances, 
become the object of attack: they must be protected.

Despite this, civilians often endure terrible suffer-
ing in armed conflicts and, in some cases, are even 
directly targeted. They may be the victims of mas- 
sacres, hostage-taking, sexual violence, harass-
ment, deportation, forcible transfer or pillaging. Or 
they may be deliberately prevented from obtaining 
water, food and medical care. 

That is why the ICRC maintains a presence in areas 
where civilians are most at risk. Our delegates regu- 
larly engage in dialogue with all weapon bearers, 
including members of the armed forces and rebel 
movements, police and paramilitary forces, and any 
other armed group taking part in the fighting to 
make them aware of their legal obligations. 

When a violation of IHL becomes known to the ICRC, 
we make confidential representations to the party 
concerned. If violations are major, repeated and 

proven, we reserve the right to make a public state-
ment. However, we will only do this when bilateral 
confidential representations have failed and when 
we believe that publicity is in the interests of those 
affected or at risk. It is therefore an exceptional 
measure. 

PROMOTING INTERNATIONAL HUMANITARIAN LAW 
Both the armed forces and armed opposition groups 
(guerrilla and paramilitary groups) must respect 
IHL and apply it during armed conflict. 

When a State ratifies the Geneva Conventions, it 
commits itself to promoting IHL, not only among 
soldiers, but also among the civilian population. 

To help governments assume their responsibilities, 
ICRC specialists provide support for national train-
ing programmes in IHL. In addition, they help train 
the police and security forces, and armed groups, 
who must also comply with IHL. 

ICRC programmes for raising awareness of IHL 
therefore focus on people and groups whose actions 
have a direct impact on the victims of an armed 
conflict, or who may hinder or facilitate our work. 

This includes the armed forces, the police, the secur- 
ity forces, other weapon bearers, and politicians and 
leaders. 

With an eye to the future, there are also pro-
grammes aimed at young people and students. IHL 
is promoted through education and training by 
incorporating it in official law, teacher training and 
operational training courses. 

In the field, the ICRC distributes booklets called 
Rules for Behaviour in Combat, which are pocket- 
sized so that combatants can carry them easily, 
thus enabling them to act advisedly and to avoid 
making mistakes which might have very serious 
consequences. 

NON-DEROGABLE HUMAN RIGHTS 
International human rights treaties contain clauses 
allowing States to derogate from them and suspend 
rights during a serious public emergency, with the 
exception of certain fundamental rights that must 
be respected at all times – the inalienable rights. 
Hence, the following rights may not be derogated: 

the right to life, the freedom from torture and in- 
human treatment or punishment, the freedom from 
slavery and servitude, and the non-retroactivity of 
criminal laws. States must uphold them at all times. 

FIGHTING IMPUNITY 
Individuals are criminally responsible for war crimes. 

Those suspected of having committed or ordered the 
commission of grave breaches of the Geneva Con-
ventions, whatever their nationality, can be pros- 
ecuted by national courts anywhere in the world. 

In some cases, an international judicial body may 
be created. For example, the International Criminal 
Tribunal for Rwanda was set up on 8 November 1994 
by the United Nations Security Council. Its mission 
is to contribute to the restoration and maintenance 
of peace and to the process of national reconcili- 
ation by trying people alleged to be responsible for  

genocide, crimes against humanity, and war crimes 
committed in Rwanda, and Rwandan citizens 
alleged to be responsible for such acts or violations 
committed in the territory of neighbouring States 
between 1 January and 31 December 1994. Similarly, 
the International Criminal Tribunal for the former 
Yugoslavia has jurisdiction over international crimes 
committed in the Balkans since 1991. 

The International Criminal Court, based in The 
Hague, is a permanent court that tries people 
accused of the most serious crimes, such as geno-
cide, crimes against humanity and war crimes.

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN 
INTERNATIONAL HUMANITARIAN LAW  
AND HUMAN RIGHTS LAW?
IHL and human rights law are complementary. Both 
aim to protect human life, health and dignity, albeit 
from different angles. 

Human rights law protects people in general, while 
IHL applies specifically to armed conflict. 

In exceptional circumstances, such as a public emer-
gency, some rules may be derogated under human 

rights law. However, no derogations of IHL are per-
mitted, since the law was conceived for emergency 
situations, in other words, for armed conflict. 

Human rights law aims above all to protect people 
against arbitrary treatment by their own govern-
ments. IHL aims to protect people against the effects 
of war. All parties to a conflict must respect the rules 
of IHL. 

The year 2019 will mark the 70th anniversary of the four Geneva 
Conventions, which were signed on 12 August 1949. They have been 
ratified by every State in the world. The year 2017 marked the 40th 
anniversary of the Protocols additional to the Geneva Conventions, 
which were signed on 8 June 1977.

Wars have been fought since time immemorial. When 
an armed conflict breaks out, humanity gives way 
to savagery and the law of the jungle. Brutality and 
chaos become the norm. Houses, people and familiar 
landmarks are destroyed. And civilians always pay 
the highest price. 

Theft, rape, deportation, massacres and violence 
represent the blood-soaked and ugly face of war. Yet 
war has limits – fundamental limits established by 
the rules of international humanitarian law (IHL), 
also known as the law of armed conflict. 

Inspired by ethical and religious sources such as the 
Bible and the Koran, the very first laws of war were 
based on custom and shaped by ancient civilizations.

In more recent times, Henry Dunant, one of the 
founding fathers of the International Committee of 
the Red Cross (ICRC), was the driving force behind 
modern international humanitarian law, which was 
reinforced by the signing of the original Geneva Con-
vention in 1864. 

The basic concept of IHL is simple: to protect peo-
ple who are not or are no longer participating in 
hostilities. 

As the guardian of IHL, the ICRC’s mission is to raise 
awareness of and ensure respect for the rules of IHL 
by all parties of armed conflicts. If respected, these 
rules protect everyone. 

It is therefore very important that all parties to armed 
conflicts take note of these rules and apply them. 

In the field, the ICRC distributes booklets called 
Rules for Behaviour in Combat, which are pocket-
sized so that combatants can carry them easily, 
thus enabling them to act advisedly and to avoid 
making mistakes which might have very serious 
consequences.

Near Wakheim, Sudan. 
An ICRC delegate talks to weapon bearers about 
international humanitarian law. 
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“As soon as circumstances permit, and at the latest from the end of active hostilities, each Party  
to the conflict shall search for the persons who have been reported missing by an adverse Party.” 
Article 33(1) of Additional Protocol I 

Pristina, Kosovo. Pictures of people who went missing during the war, which ended in 1999, hang on  
a fence outside a public building. Relatives attach fresh flowers in remembrance of their loved ones. 



PROTECTION OF WOMEN
“Women shall be the object of special respect and shall be 
protected in particular against rape, forced prostitution and 
any other form of indecent assault.” 
Article 76(1) of Additional Protocol I 

“[T]he following acts are and shall remain prohibited at any 
time and in any place whatsoever: … outrages upon personal 
dignity, in particular humiliating and degrading treatment, 
rape, enforced prostitution and any form of indecent assault.” 
Article 75(2) of Additional Protocol I 

RESPECT FOR PEOPLE 
“Protected persons are entitled, in all circumstances, to respect 
for their persons, their honour, their family rights, their 
religious convictions and practices, and their manners and 
customs. They shall at all times be humanely treated, and shall 
be protected especially against all acts of violence or threats 
thereof and against insults and public curiosity.” 
Article 27 of the Fourth Geneva Convention

PROTECTION OF CIVILIAN OBJECTS 
In the conduct of military operations, constant care shall be 
taken to spare the civilian population, civilians and civilian 
objects.”
Article 57(1) of Additional Protocol I

“Civilian objects shall not be the object of attack or of 
reprisals.”
Article 52(1) of Additional Protocol I

PROTECTION OF THE CIVILIAN POPULATION 
“The civilian population as such, as well as individual civilians, 
shall not be the object of attack. Acts or threats of violence the 
primary purpose of which is to spread terror among the civilian 
population are prohibited.” 
Article 51(2) of Additional Protocol I

PROTECTION OF OBJECTS INDISPENSABLE TO  
THE SURVIVAL OF THE CIVILIAN POPULATION 
“It is prohibited to attack, destroy, remove or render useless 
objects indispensable to the survival of the civilian population, 
such as foodstuffs, agricultural areas for the production of 
foodstuffs, crops, livestock, drinking water installations and 
supplies.” 
Article 54(2) of Additional Protocol I

DISSEMINATION OF IHL
“The High Contracting Parties undertake, in time of peace as 
in time of armed conflict, to disseminate the Conventions and 
this Protocol as widely as possible.” 
Article 83(1) of Additional Protocol I

“This Protocol shall be disseminated as widely as possible.” 
Article 19 of Additional Protocol II

PROTECTION OF PRISONERS OF WAR 
“Prisoners of war must at all times be humanely treated. Any 
unlawful act or omission by the Detaining Power causing 
death or seriously endangering the health of a prisoner of war 
in its custody is prohibited, and will be regarded as a serious 
breach of the present Convention. In particular, no prisoner 
of war may be subjected to physical mutilation or to medical 
or scientific experiments of any kind which are not justified 
by the medical, dental or hospital treatment of the prisoner 
concerned and carried out in his interest.” 
Article 13 of the Third Geneva Convention

REUNION OF FAMILIES 
“The High Contracting Parties and the Parties to the conflict 
shall facilitate in every possible way the reunion of families 
dispersed as a result of armed conflicts.” 
Article 74 of Additional Protocol I

“[A]ll appropriate steps shall be taken to facilitate the reunion 
of families temporarily separated.” 
Article 4(3)(b) of Additional Protocol II

ACTIVITIES OF THE RED CROSS AND OTHER 
HUMANITARIAN ORGANIZATIONS 
“The Parties to the conflict shall grant to the International 
Committee of the Red Cross all facilities within their power so 
as to enable it to carry out the humanitarian functions assigned 
to it by the Conventions and this Protocol in order to ensure 
protection and assistance to the victims of conflicts.” 
Article 81(1) of Additional Protocol I

PROTECTION OF THE WOUNDED 
“All the wounded, sick and shipwrecked, to whichever Party 
they belong, shall be respected and protected.” 
Article 10(1) of Additional Protocol I

“In all circumstances they shall be treated humanely and shall 
receive, to the fullest extent practicable and with the least 
possible delay, the medical care and attention required by their 
condition. There shall be no distinction among them founded 
on any grounds other than medical ones.” 
Article 10(2) of Additional Protocol I

PROTECTION OF THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT 
“It is prohibited to employ methods or means of warfare which 
are intended, or may be expected, to cause widespread, long-
term and severe damage to the natural environment.” 
Article 35(3) of Additional Protocol I

“Care shall be taken in warfare to protect the natural 
environment against widespread, long-term and severe 
damage.” 
Article 55(1) of Additional Protocol I

DISTINCTION BETWEEN CIVILIANS AND 
COMBATANTS 
“[T]he Parties to the conflict shall at all times distinguish 
between the civilian population and combatants and between 
civilian objects and military objectives and accordingly shall 
direct their operations only against military objectives.” 
Article 48 of Additional Protocol I

MISSING PERSONS 
“As soon as circumstances permit, and at the latest from the end 
of active hostilities, each Party to the conflict shall search for the 
persons who have been reported missing by an adverse Party.” 
Article 33(1) of Additional Protocol I

STARVATION 
“Starvation of civilians as a method of warfare is prohibited.” 
Article 54(1) of Additional Protocol I

PROTECTION OF CHILDREN 
“Children shall be the object of special respect and shall be 
protected against any form of indecent assault. The Parties 
to the conflict shall provide them with the care and aid they 
require, whether because of their age or for any other reason.” 
Article 77(1) of Additional Protocol I

CHILD SOLDIERS 
“The Parties to the conflict shall take all feasible measures in 
order that children who have not attained the age of fifteen 
years do not take a direct part in hostilities and, in particular, 
they shall refrain from recruiting them into their armed forces.” 
Article 77(2) of Additional Protocol I

“[C]hildren who have not attained the age of fifteen years shall 
neither be recruited in the armed forces or groups nor allowed 
to take part in hostilities.” 
Article 4(3)(c) of Additional Protocol II

“States Parties shall take all feasible measures to ensure that 
members of their armed forces who have not attained the age 
of 18 years do not take a direct part in hostilities.”
“States Parties shall ensure that persons who have not attained 
the age of 18 years are not compulsorily recruited into their 
armed forces.” 
“States Parties shall raise in years the minimum age for the 
voluntary recruitment of persons into their national armed 
forces from [15 years].” 
“Armed groups that are distinct from the armed forces of a 
State should not, under any circumstances, recruit or use in 
hostilities persons under the age of 18 years.”
“States Parties shall take all feasible measures to prevent such 
recruitment and use, including the adoption of legal measures 
necessary to prohibit and criminalize such practices.”
Articles 1, 2, 3(1), 4(1-2) of the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights 

of the Child on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict

PROTECTION OF MEDICAL PERSONNEL 
“Medical and religious personnel shall be respected and 
protected and shall be granted all available help for the 
performance of their duties. They shall not be compelled 
to carry out tasks which are not compatible with their 
humanitarian mission.” 
Article 9(1) of Additional Protocol II

RULES TO LIMIT SUFFERING IN WAR
Civilians often pay the highest price in conflicts. And it’s becoming increasingly common wherever we look. The Geneva Conventions 
and their Additional Protocols aim to impose limits during armed conflict so that victims, in particular civilians, are better protected. 

INTERNATIONAL HUMANITARIAN LAW

We help people around the world affected by armed conflict and other violence, doing 
everything we can to protect their dignity and relieve their suffering, often with our Red Cross 
and Red Crescent partners. We also seek to prevent hardship by promoting and strengthening 
humanitarian law and championing universal humanitarian principles.

www.icrc.org/en/war-and-law
https://ihl-in-action.icrc.org
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