
G E N T I A N  Z Y B E R I  

N O R W E G I A N  C E N T E R  F O R  H U M A N  R I G H T S  

U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  O S L O  

International Humanitarian Law: 
Main Principles 



Structure 

GZ, UiO, 26/08/2013 

2 

 Intro: historical development of IHL 

Three scenarios (with thanks to A. 
Becker) 

 IHL principles 

Additional resources 



Scenario One 

 You are considering carrying out an attack on the main military 
barracks in Ysarkris. Destroying this base would substantially 
weaken Ysarkris’ capacity to continue its operations against 
Utanabuti. In addition to active military forces, this base is 
home to dozens of support staff. Some of these individuals have 
received basic military training, but on a daily basis do not 
engage in active military fighting or planning, and instead take 
care of the cooking, cleaning, administration and logistics of the 
base. Furthermore, it is likely that a school, located just outside 
the perimeter of the base, will be severely damaged in any 
attack. It is unclear whether this is a boarding school or whether 
children and teachers are only present during the day. 

   
 Do you undertake this operation? Would you make any changes 

to the battle plan? 

GZ, UiO, 26/08/2013 

3 



Scenario Two 

 In the course of a sustained battle between your unit and 
Ysarki forces, you have managed to surround the 
remaining enemy forces. Three Ysarki soldiers (including a 
top military commander) drop their weapons and declare 
that they are surrendering. Another surrenders but is badly 
wounded. You know that this unit in particular was directly 
responsible for carrying out the massacre of the Utanabuti 
civilians. You are, however, far from any of your own units 
and know that other Ysarki units are approaching.  

   

 You radio your commander, who instructs you to kill the 
remaining soldiers, and return to base as soon as possible. 
Do you follow these orders? 
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Scenario Three 

 You have received intelligence that the Ysarki forces 
stationed in a nearby town are planning an imminent 
attack against your Utanabuti civilians and power 
infrastructure. Their attack is likely to be launched the 
following morning. It is critical that you protect civilians 
and stop this attack from taking place. 

   
 Your top military planner advises sending in one of your 

soldiers disguised as a civilian. He would be able to 
infiltrate the Ysarki position and assassinate the Ysarki 
commander stationed there, with a concealed weapon. This 
would definitely stop their planned attack. 

   
 Do you approve this operation plan? 
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Main IHL Principles 
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 Military necessity (Art. 23(g), Hague Regulations IV 
1907) 

 Humanity (Common Article 3 of the GCs; Arts. 
12/12/13/27 of the GCs; Art. 40, AP I; Art. 4, AP II) 

 Distinction (Art. 48, AP I; Art. 52(2), AP I) 

 Proportionality (Arts. 51(5)(b) and 57(2)(b), AP I) 

 Prohibition of unnecessary suffering or 
superfluous injury (Art. 35, AP I) 

 Chivalry/ honorable conduct (Art. 37, AP I) 

 More? 



Additional Resources to the Textbooks 
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 ICRC databases on international humanitarian law: 

 http://www.icrc.org/eng/resources/ihl-
databases/index.jsp 

 International Review of the Red Cross: 

 http://www.icrc.org/eng/resources/international-
review/index.jsp 

 Other international legal journals (AJIL, EJIL, Journal of 
International Humanitarian Legal Studies) 

 International law blogs (International Law Observer, 
Opinio Juris, EJIL: Talk, Armed Groups and International 
Law, International Criminal Law Bureau, etc.) 

 ASIL Electronic Resource Guide: http://www.eisil.org/ 
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