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Chairman.

Excellencies.

Ladies and Gentlemen.


It is an honor for the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) to be invited to contribute to the preparatory efforts of this Working Group toward the First Meeting of Public Security Ministers of the Americas. 


On behalf of the ICRC, I would like to make a few general remarks about the mandate of the ICRC, which will introduce the activities that our institution carries out in the context of situations of violence other than armed conflict in the Americas.

The ICRC’s mission is to provide the victims of armed conflict with protection and assistance. To that end, the ICRC takes direct and immediate action in response to emergency situations, while at the same time promoting preventive measures, such as the dissemination and national implementation of IHL. This exclusively humanitarian mandate was entrusted to it by the States Party to the 1949 Geneva Conventions. Today, all States are bound by the four Geneva Conventions of 1949, which, in times of armed conflict, protect wounded, sick and shipwrecked members of the armed forces, prisoners of war and civilians.  

The mandate of the ICRC has been expanded to include other situations of violence notably internal disturbances and tensions, and any other situation that warrants humanitarian action.  In such situations, the ICRC enjoys a right of initiative, which is affirmed and recognized in the Statutes of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, adopted at International Conferences by the States Party. As a result, today, the ICRC maintains throughout the world, a close working relationship and a privileged dialogue with public authorities in order to support them in their fulfillment of obligations of a humanitarian nature in accordance with international law.

In Latin America and the Caribbean, the ICRC cannot help but be concerned about such diverse situations of violence as internal disturbances or the behavior of gangs and armed groups in urban centers. To maintain or restore public order, the use of force by the authorities becomes at times necessary. In these situations, the ICRC does not talk about international humanitarian law because this body of law only applies to armed conflict. Instead the ICRC must refer to other standards that protect persons, particularly those of international human rights law.  The ICRC may offer its services to governments without that offer constituting interference in the internal affairs of the State concerned.


In a number of contexts, the ICRC has noted a trend toward assigning to the armed forces duties of law enforcement. Such assignments must go hand in hand with changes in legislation, doctrine, operating procedures, education, equipment, and training, to bring these elements fully in line with international law and standards. Indeed, one cannot assume that militaries, on their own, are necessarily familiar with the concepts and techniques governing the use of non lethal force in maintaining or restoring public order. The armed forces are not necessarily trained nor do they have the resources for the purpose of law enforcement operations. Under such conditions, there may be the increased risk of death, injury and all types of arbitrary treatment, in violation of international laws protecting persons during operations by armed forces to establish order. 

Furthermore, the ICRC carries out police training in international human rights standards and humanitarian principles applicable to the use of force. Such police programs remain a priority in view of the challenges posed by situations of violence that result in serious humanitarian consequences. The ICRC’s goal is to contribute to prevent or minimize the human costs that such situations entail. In several countries of Latin America, the ICRC has a very productive cooperation with public security forces, including Bolivia, Brazil, Ecuador, Haiti, Mexico, and Peru.  The ICRC remains committed to extending its efforts in this area to minimize the humanitarian consequences of situations of violence. 


In addition to cooperation with public authorities, the ICRC is committed to continuing its humanitarian work, to the extent it is able to do so, in countries most affected by situations of violence. For example, the ICRC recently undertook a joint action with the Brazilian Red Cross to provide first aid training in some areas of Rio de Janeiro particularly affected by violence, thereby improving residents’ access to basic health care. The ICRC has implemented a program (EHL) targeted at secondary schools in vulnerable areas, selected by Rio de Janeiro’s Secretariat of Education.  The ICRC is also working with Brazilian authorities to undertake health care work in a few detention centers of the city of Rio.  


In Haiti, one of ICRC’s activities supports the efforts of the Haitian Red Cross’ rescue workers to respond to emergencies, providing first aid and transporting the wounded to suitable institutions and even assisting with the evacuation of corpses.  The ICRC has also sought to restore sources of water in Cité Soleil in Port-au-Prince so that the population has access to drinking water and does not have to expose itself to violence while searching for water in the surrounding areas. With its colleagues from the International Federation, it is providing emergency assistance to the victims of the recent hurricanes. These are only a few examples to show what our mission and concrete actions are in the region. 


Turning to another issue, the unregulated availability of small arms and light weapons and the devastating effects of such availability on civilians, notably in situations violence, constitute another humanitarian concern. Since the 1990s, the ICRC has been calling for the adoption of stricter norms in relation to international transfers of small arms and light weapons. In the past few years, important advances have been achieved, particularly at the regional level. In this regard, we salute the pioneering efforts of the OAS in adopting CIFTA, the Inter-American Convention Against the Illicit Manufacturing of and Trafficking in Firearms, Ammunition, Explosives and Other Related Materials back in 1997. It was the first ever legally binding regional agreement against illicit trafficking in small arms.


Moreover, the region has put forth model regulations or legislation, such as the OAS Model Regulation for the Control of the International Movement of Firearms, Their Parts and Components, and Ammunition, adopted in 1998 and amended in 2003, and the 2003 OAS Model Regulation for the Control of Brokers of Firearms, Their Parts, Components, and Ammunition.  These help States overcome potential inconsistencies or ambiguities in norms, which could easily lead to impunity for those engaging in the illicit trade of firearms. It is essential to strengthen and harmonize national laws seeking to impede such activities. 


Globally, criteria on the transfer of weapons vary, and not all regions of the world have adopted commitments in this subject matter.  At the national level, there is even greater disparity in the criteria upon which decisions on the transfer of firearms are based, rarely do such criteria fully reflect all of the obligations taken on by States under international law.  This situation spotlights the need to establish common worldwide norms in this field, so States apply consistent approaches when making decisions on the transfer of weapons. For this reason, the ICRC staunchly supports the drafting of a treaty in which common norms on the transfer of weapons are defined, based on the responsibility of the States under international law.   


In sum, as a contribution to reducing the human cost of armed violence in the region, there is an enormous task ahead in integrating human rights law, particularly regarding the use of force, and in strictly controlling the availability of firearms.  Undoubtedly, creating the conditions for respect for international law and standards is an obligation of States.  Such an endeavor represents a long-term investment in the area of public security. 


The ICRC has been supporting States in meeting their obligations and is pleased to be able to make its modest contribution to prevent persons in the Americas from suffering assaults on their lives and dignity. 


Thank you.
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