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Mr. Chairman. Thank you very much for the opportunity to be here, which we appreciate enormously.

Your Excellencies. Ladies and Gentlemen.  


The International Committee of the Red Cross, or ICRC, acknowledges with great pleasure the opportunity to address the distinguished members of this Committee on our protection and assistance activities for communities affected by armed violence.

The ICRC is well known in the world for its humanitarian action in armed conflict, which it conducts to implement the mandate and tasks entrusted to it by the provisions of international humanitarian law that govern such situations. Less familiar are, however, the ICRC's activities in other situations, in favor of people affected by situations of violence, including armed violence that does not classify as armed conflict, and where consequently, international humanitarian law is not the relevant, appropriate, or binding legal framework. Thus, we particularly welcome this opportunity to present the lesser known, but increasingly important, humanitarian role the ICRC can play outside armed conflict situations. 


Various forms of internal violence observed worldwide, with sometimes serious humanitarian consequences, have become a growing cause of concern for the Red Cross in all its components. Violence can take many forms, including riots; isolated and sporadic acts of violence; acts of a similar nature leading to mass arrest of persons due to their behavior or due to their beliefs; clashes between security forces and demonstrators; between different factions inside the community — in urban centers or rural centers — and between security forces and groups that may be armed, or between such armed and unlawful entities themselves. 

What matters and preoccupies most the ICRC in all situations of violence are the nature and the level of the humanitarian consequences they entail. As an organization whose mission is to protect the lives of victims of armed conflict and other situations of violence and to provide them with assistance, the ICRC's interest in a given context and its motivation stem solely from the unique contribution it can make, through its exclusively humanitarian approach, its expertise, and its capabilities, to alleviate human suffering. 
Mr. Chairman. Excellencies. Ladies and Gentlemen.
The ICRC was entrusted with the specific mandate to uphold a minimum degree of humanity in situations of armed violence, to see to it that the effects of such violence on men and women are limited, and that they be afforded the protection and assistance they require. This mandate, conferred by the Geneva Conventions for cases of armed conflict, was extended to other forms of violence through the Statutes of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. These Statutes, adopted by the International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent — which brings all the Red Cross components together with the States signatories to the Geneva Conventions — recognize that the ICRC may conduct humanitarian work in situations of internal violence not covered by international humanitarian law; and I quote the relevant Statute that States and Governments have signed up to: the ICRC "may take any humanitarian initiative which comes within its role as a specifically neutral and independent institution and intermediary, and may consider any question requiring examination by such an institution.” 
It is based on its mandate and its mentioned and recognized right of humanitarian initiative that the ICRC today maintains a privileged dialogue with the public authorities in many countries around the world, to support them in the implementation of their humanitarian obligations in situations of violence. This dialogue is also extended to non-state actors who have civilian populations under their effective command or control. Hence, the ICRC has been working with armed and police forces, National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, and civil society organizations to address the humanitarian consequences of various forms of violence, including armed violence, and to ensure that these actors can respond in the best possible way to such situations.
But let me turn to the specific activities that the ICRC may undertake to address humanitarian needs in situations that fall what we would call below the threshold of armed conflict and therefore not governed by the Geneva Conventions. 
Mr. Chairman. Excellencies. Ladies and Gentlemen.
Confronted with the magnitude of humanitarian needs in situations of violence, the ICRC’s response to the needs observed and the programs it develops are therefore tailored to the concrete problems of the specific contexts, and based on the ICRC's capabilities and resources. Sometimes these efforts are modest, but they represent a humanitarian response based on both the needs and what access to these actual situations of violence the ICRC has been able to negotiate with the parties involved in that violence. They may include activities in the fields of prevention, protection and assistance and I will discuss them in this order.  
The ICRC concept of "preventive action" includes signaling the imminence or probability of an event or crisis; preparing for and anticipating possible events by undergoing training; and preventing violations of international human rights law. ICRC prevention activities imply long-term actions to reduce the risk, probability or potential destructiveness of disruptive events; and, very importantly, to influence those who are or could be involved in a crisis with a view to informing them, training them, and affecting their behavior. This is why, in its activities, the ICRC reaches out to different publics — the armed forces, the police and security forces, the public authorities, schools and universities, as well as other persons within civil society who have an influence on such violence in that society — to try to revise and adapt operational and pedagogical guidelines concerning the law and norms applicable to the use of force, and raise awareness of the violence and its consequences. 
In essence, the ICRC attempts to use its good offices and the recognition of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent in order to secure access to places where violence is occurring and to be able to ensure that humanitarian consequences can be addressed.

In particular contexts of violence, the ICRC works with the authorities responsible for public security such as the armed and police forces, on the rules applicable to the use of force in the maintenance of law and order. Hence, through a bilateral dialogue with national authorities in charge of the security sector, we endeavor to enhance their capacity to maintain and restore public order in the respect of relevant legal norms, contributing to building an environment that is conducive to the respect of the fundamental rights of all individuals. Moreover, through programs such as "To Serve and to Protect," the ICRC assists law enforcement forces in the integration of human rights and humanitarian principles into the doctrine, education and training of police officers. 
Additionally, the ICRC shares its views about the availability and proper use of equipment and the adoption of adequate disciplinary or penal sanction mechanisms in the event of misconduct or a violation of applicable norms.  
Youth, journalists and academic circles are other publics that the ICRC addresses to promote humanitarian principles and values with a view to limit violence and mitigate its humanitarian consequences.  
Secondly and similar to what it does in situations of armed conflict, the ICRC endeavors to afford protection to persons adversely affected by violence in different ways. 
Most prominently, it offers to visit persons deprived of their liberty in relation to a situation of violence. These visits aim to assess the detention conditions and the treatment afforded to detainees, to ensure that their life, physical and mental health, as well as their human dignity are respected, ill treatment and disappearance prevented, and links with their families upheld. Hence, the ICRC action in prisons usually includes the registration of the detainees; a review of all the facilities used by, or intended for, them; and a private talk with any or all of them to discuss any problems they may have over their treatment or conditions; as well as the possibility to repeat the visits. During its interactions with detainees, the ICRC may offer them the opportunity to write a brief message to their families. Its findings are then shared through confidential reports and dialogue with the relevant detention authorities. Wherever necessary and appropriate, the ICRC also offers to work with prison authorities to help them better manage places of detention and improve the conditions and treatment of detainees.
Worldwide, the ICRC visits today about 500,000 persons deprived of their liberty and the vast majority of those persons deprived of their liberty are visited for security or administrative reasons, as opposed to armed conflict.

Also, the ICRC helps to clarify the fate of persons that are unaccounted for in violence. It aims to restore contact between relatives, discover the whereabouts of people who are reported missing, support forensic teams in identifying mortal remains, and help States introduce legislative and administrative measures to prevent people disappearing, including in situations of internal violence. It coordinates its efforts with other non-governmental agencies whose work focuses on the same issues.
Thirdly and because violence is increasingly becoming part of daily life in urban environments, ICRC's assistance activities are designed to reduce the vulnerabilities in violence-prone areas and to increase local capacity, including that of the National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, to cope and resist the effects of such violence. ICRC, together with other bodies of the Red Cross movement, help affected communities to improve the coping mechanisms that they use to reduce their exposure to risk of violence by providing them with advice or material support for local solutions to prevent or end violence. Moreover, the ICRC can, for example, encourage and assist communities to adopt early warning systems and contingency plans for public emergencies. 

The ICRC can also organize the transfer or evacuation of persons at risk when no other option is available to protect their lives and integrity, and this requires dialogue with all parties involved in the violence. In some of these communities, the ICRC has launched a pilot education program to create awareness among young participants about violence and its consequences. To date, the lessons learned are that dialogue and respect for human rights or humanitarian principles can and does help change attitudes amongst young people.

Assistance activities, however, are also geared to preserve or restore acceptable living conditions for residents, and to enable them to maintain an adequate standard of living in their respective social and cultural context until their basic needs are met by the authorities, or through their own means. Hence, ICRC's assistance activities go beyond emergency assistance and take a broader approach that enhances the capacity of communities to cope and withstand situations of violence. A particular emphasis is placed on supporting livelihood programs, thereby enhancing the capacities of households to take responsibility for their own. Activities can also involve the distribution of seeds and agricultural and fishing equipment, and the establishment of veterinary programs, micro credit, and other community-based programs.
Before concluding, allow me to mention another very specific role that the ICRC can play. 

In its capacity as a neutral and independent humanitarian organization and intermediary, the ICRC may offer concerned parties and groups its good offices to facilitate agreements on humanitarian issues and to contribute to the implementation of agreements that will benefit communities affected by situations of violence. This role presupposes however that the concerned parties have reached an agreement; that is, that they agree to call upon the ICRC to facilitate implementation thereof, and that they have conferred the necessary guarantees for the safety of the operation and for ICRC staff. 

For the ICRC, neutrality is not an end in itself, but a means to an end.  It is understood as a deliberate decision to abstain from taking sides in any violence or controversy or conflict. Its independence is to be understood in terms of its decision-making power and action over which it has and continues to strive to keep independent control, as it does not take directions, nor is it accountable to any political entity. For the ICRC, projecting credible neutrality and independence requires the deliberate abstinence, at all times, from acting in any way or making any form of declaration that might be interpreted as taking sides or as being associated with a specific agenda.

Mr. Chairman. Excellencies. Ladies and Gentlemen. 

To summarize, ICRC's prevention efforts seek to ensure that all, State and non-state actors, respect their responsibilities and the rights of individuals, in order to preserve the lives, security, physical and moral integrity, and dignity of those affected by situations of violence. In tandem, ICRC's protection activities encompass efforts that strive to prevent or put a stop to violations of norms that protect human beings. Additionally, ICRC's assistance activities are aimed at both responding to immediate urgent needs, and strengthening and reinforcing the coping mechanisms available in the affected communities and reducing the threats they face and their exposure to risk arising from such situations. This is the modest contribution the ICRC can offer to help reduce the humanitarian cost of situations of violence.   
Thank you. 
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