
M I S C E L L A N E O U S

THE PROTECTION OF CIVILIAN POPULATIONS
IN TIMES OF CONFLICT

The International Peace Bureau, founded in 1892 and having
its headquarters in Geneva, held its annual international conference
at Jongny (Switzerland) from August 30 to September 3, 1965. The
general theme of the meeting was Requirements for a World at
Peace—Governmental and Individual Responsibilities' and Oppor-
tunities. The organizers had invited various guest speakers of repute
to talk on subjects relating to disarmament, collective security and
protection of the civilian population in times of conflict. This latter
subject was dealt with by Mr. Jean Pictet, Director for General
Affairs of the International Committee of the Red Cross ; his talk,
the gist of which is reproduced below, was well received by those
attending the conference and was widely covered by the press.

By way of introduction he gave a brief historical background to
the problem of war, showing that it was from the outset a question
of blood-stained victory to the strongest. Then little by little
progress began to be discernible. However, when war became total
at the beginning of the Eighteenth century, humanitarism received
a severe set-back and this tragic situation incited Henry Dunant to
launch an appeal which gave rise to the birth of the Red Cross
in 1863 and which, the year after, was followed by the First Geneva
Convention for the protection of military wounded.

Mr. Pictet said:

" This Convention had a decisive influence on the development
of international law, because States had collectively agreed to forgo
part of their sovereignty in favour of humanity. It was this break-
through which led to the signing of the other Geneva Conventions
and that of The Hague. It may even be said that all modern efforts
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to solve conflicts by peaceful means and to outlaw war also origi-
nated indirectly from this movement."

Distress was great among the civilians during the First World
War and it induced the ICRC to remedy the deficiencies of inter-
national law. Enormous difficulties were encountered, however,
and the Second World War took place without there being any
effective provisions for the protection of civilians. For this reason,
in 1946, the ICRC undertook, in keeping with its tradition, to revise
humanitarian law and to bring it up-to-date in the light of actual
experience. Plans drawn up by the ICRC with the help of inter-
national experts became the basis of the work of the 1949 Diplo-
matic Conference which resulted in the four Geneva Conventions.
These today are the most complete code of human rights in time
of war.

They include a revolutionary provision : article 3, which is
common to all the four Conventions. This provides that in conflicts
which are not international in character, all belligerents shall
observe essential humanitarian principles. The field of application
is widening and it is more and more held that the " function of law
is to ensure for all men the guarantee of at least a minimum
standard of humanity ". This development presupposes that the law
will be upheld by the judiciary and supervisory bodies. For the
moment, however, the period of gestation is not complete and the
Red Cross is obliged to intervene when the individual is threatened.

Mr. Pictet deprecated that attitude of resignation which we
call " fatality ". If this were to prevail all methods of warfare and
all manner of fighting would become permissible. He recalled the
" Draft Regulations " drawn up by the ICRC and based on the
respect which is due to the civilian population in times of conflict.
Even though this Draft has received only a lukewarm reception by
governments, the ICRC is nevertheless continuing its efforts in
defence of the human being. In this way, Mr. Pictet concluded, the
Red Cross is working for peace.

" Its struggle against suffering condemns those who inflict it ...
Although it has not the power to prevent war, it has, by obtaining
the conclusion of the Geneva Conventions, struck such a blow at
war as has hardly been equalled since the origin of man."
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