
I N T E R N A T I O N A L C O M M I T T E E
O F T H E R E D C R O S S

CONFERENCE OF GOVERNMENT EXPERTS
ON WEAPONS WHICH MAY CAUSE UNNECESSARY SUFFERING

OR HAVE INDISCRIMINATE EFFECTS

The Conference of Government Experts on Weapons which may
cause Unnecessary Suffering or have Indiscriminate Effects opened on
Tuesday, 24 September, at Lucerne, under the auspices of the Inter-
national Committee of the Red Cross. The Conference, attended by more
than 150 experts from some 50 countries, will continue until 18 October.

The study of the use of the weapons in question had already been
the subject of a preliminary meeting in Geneva, in the context of work
directed towards the further development of international humanitarian
law.

The object of the Lucerne Conference of Government Experts is to
prepare a report for governments defining those weapons which cause
particular suffering, in order to restrict or forbid their use.

Dr. Eric Martin, President of the ICRC, opened the Conference
with an address, the text of which is reproduced below. Welcoming
speeches were made by representatives of the Lucerne authorities.

At each of the International Conferences of the Red Cross that
were held recently, in particular at Vienna (in 1965), Istanbul (in
1969) and Teheran (in 1973), resolutions were adopted on the
question of weapons, and the latest resolution included an invitation
to the International Committee of the Red Cross to call an Inter-
national Conference of Experts to study the question of prohibition
or restriction of the use of certain weapons which may cause un-
necessary suffering.
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In 1973, two preliminary meetings were held at the ICRC in
Geneva. The report on the work of the experts gathered at those
meetings, entitled " Weapons that may cause Unnecessary Suffering
or have Indiscriminate Effects", and issued by the ICRC, will
constitute the main working document at this Conference.

The ground having thus been laid, the ICRC declared at the
Diplomatic Conference on humanitarian law, in Geneva in March
and April of this year, that it was prepared to convene a conference
of international experts if financial support would be forthcoming
from governments. Invitations to the Lucerne Conference were sent
out on 17 May 1974.

As the Conference is being held under the auspices of the Inter-
national Committee of the Red Cross, it is appropriate that its
President should say a few words at this opening session.

It is for me a great privilege and an honour to welcome to
Lucerne so many eminent experts from different countries and to say
how much their presence and co-operation are esteemed.

I hope that this gathering of experts, who will have to deal with
essentially technical matters, will discuss those problems in the
spirit of the Red Cross, with the elimination of the unnecessary
suffering caused to victims of conflicts as their sole concern. Polit-
ical considerations therefore should be completely set aside. The
ICRC is aware that some of us here regret that it did not think it
ought to have invited, on its own initiative, experts nominated by
governments or other bodies not admitted to the first session of the
Diplomatic Conference on humanitarian law. The ICRC would like
however to state very firmly that this Lucerne Conference is not
empowered to re-examine such a question. Each government, when
it agreed to nominate experts to sit at this Conference, agreed at
the same time to respect the Conference rules of procedure, even
though it may not have approved of some of those rules; each
expert, of course, has the right to express disapproval or criticism,
but the composition of this Conference shall not be debated here.

The Red Cross spirit, which was crystallized by Henry Dunant
over a hundred years ago, has always been present in the world even
in the most ancient civilizations. But it is a tiny flame, barely
flickering in the hearts of men, and may well die if it is not constantly
kindled.
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The great thing that Henry Dunant did, after his harrowing
experience at Solferino, was to find suitable soil in which the seed
could sprout. Today, thanks to the efforts of the National Red
Cross Societies and to the work of the ICRC throughout the world,
we are beginning to harvest the fruit of that initial seed.

The task before this Conference is quite clear: it must draw
up for governments a report listing those conventional weapons
which may cause unnecessary suffering or have indiscriminate
effects. It will be up to those governments to decide how they
consider this report should be followed up and the measures they
are willing to take with a view to prohibiting or restricting the use
of such weapons. It is intentionally that the field of study, already
quite large enough, has been restricted; it does not comprise
nuclear weapons. Had we wished to study everything connected
with the problem, we might well have delayed initial positive
results. The ICRC appreciates the importance of that dark threat
hanging over mankind, the ever possible use of weapons of mass
destruction. But it is also conscious of the other problems that our
generation must face, problems less dramatic, perhaps, but un-
happily very real, caused by the use of certain weapons we call
conventional. It should not be forgotten that all the dead and
wounded in the conflicts that have occurred over the last thirty
years were the victims of conventional weapons and not of weap-
ons of mass destruction.

It would be indeed a source of great satisfaction, for the ICRC
and for the world, if men of goodwill, and at the same time experts
on weapons, would succeed in making war less cruel, without
political considerations, by the fruit of their deliberations.

What a resounding success it would be for the Lucerne Confer-
ence and what an example for the world !

Various circumstances militated in favour of Lucerne as the
venue for the Conference, and I take this opportunity to thank the
authorities of this lovely town and those of Emmen for their kind
welcome and hospitality.

Here, on the banks of the Lake of Lucerne, we are close to the
place where the Swiss Confederation was born. It is not far from
here, in a meadow, on the Griitli, that in 1291 the confederates of
the three original cantons of this country took an oath to form an
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alliance and to aid each other. It is in this way, all through the
centuries, that Switzerland grew, a land of contrast and variety,
seeking to act in mutual comprehension and tolerance. Its history
has been marked by intestine wars and struggles until the moment
when it chose to be neutral and to place its neutrality at the service
of humanity. You will find here, in the calm of Lucerne, set in
picturesque surroundings in the heart of Switzerland, ideal condi-
tions for work. To renounce the use of certain weapons will of
itself constitute a considerable advance on the path which I invite
you resolutely to tread, under the auspices of thelCRC. But peace,
which is the most cherished hope of all men and women, and espe-
cially of all Red Cross members, will only be made really secure the
day when States agree to forgo not only the use of some specific
weapons but also the manufacture, stockpiling and sale of all
material of war.

Ever since it was founded, the International Committee of the
Red Cross endeavoured to diminish the cruelty of wars which men
have not been able to ban as a means of resolving their disputes.
Today, it is no longer enough to proclaim that the right of belli-
gerents to adopt means of injuring the enemy is limited and that
they have to abstain from using weapons which are unnecessarily
cruel or which, by their very nature, are equally dangerous for
civilians and combatants. Over and above those general principles,
the international community demands that strict rules should be
laid down setting forth unequivocally what weapons are covered
by those principles. The task which this Conference has to carry
out is of a highly delicate nature, for the security of States is at
issue. May you accomplish your mission in a spirit of understanding
and goodwill consistent with the high ideals of the Red Cross, under
whose auspices the governments themselves have desired to discuss
those questions ! May your work especially be carried out with the
firm resolve to succeed !

That is the earnest wish which I, addressing you as President of
the ICRC, would formulate now that you are about to embark upon
your deliberations.
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