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SCHR Position paper on Humanitarian-Military Relations in the 

Provision of Humanitarian Assistance. 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
In 2001 the SCHR1 issued a first position paper on ‘humanitarian-military 
relations in the provision of humanitarian assistance’ 2. At this time military 
forces were increasingly becoming involved in the delivery of aid. 
 
Since the paper was issued the operating environment for humanitarian 
agencies has become more complicated. Some military forces have expanded 
their civil-military capacity extensively, and include various forms of 

assistance to civilians, and are beginning to refer to this component of war 
fighting as key and integral3. The danger for humanitarian agencies is self-
evident – if the distinction between those giving assistance and those fighting 
a war becomes blurred then humanitarian staff and, even more importantly, 
the civilians they aim to serve are put in danger. Ultimately assistance might 
become more difficult to provide and therefore limited. 
 
SCHR agencies acknowledge that some nations or political/military actors 
may wish to provide assistance to affected civilians beyond their obligations 
required under IHL. The scale of resources that the military can bring to 
bear on relieving acute suffering of civilians in areas under military control 
can be vital. SCHR agencies also recognise that peace support forces may 
have a vital role to play in protecting civilians from (further) violence. 
However the SCHR is gravely concerned that there are some instances where 
the military are not taking sufficient care to distinguish themselves from 
humanitarian agencies, or are even encouraging the ‘blurring of the lines’. 
The key role humanitarian agencies can play is to work in all locations 
where there is need regardless of who controls them. This requires that 
reputable humanitarian agencies be given unhindered access to all affected 
civilian populations and that humanitarian agency work is seen as quite 
distinct from that of the military. 
 
This updated paper looks primarily at how SCHR agencies consider relations 
with armed forces in situations of armed conflict in the provision of 
humanitarian assistance. It is intended to be of practical use to 

humanitarian workers, and to help clarify the line between military and 
humanitarian activity. In addition it is hoped that military forces use this 
paper to understand the principles and will respect the positions adopted by 
SCHR. 

                                      
1
The Steering Committee on Humanitarian Response (SCHR) is a grouping of 9 independent humanitarian 

organisations: WCC, CARE, Caritas, IFRC, ICRC, LWF, MSF, Oxfam International and SC Alliance. 
2
 Jane Barry, 2001. 

3
 Whilst NATO forces are the most sophisticated, the positions laid out in this paper apply to all military forces and 

are consistent with earlier positions taken with regard to peacekeeping forces. 
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2. Principles and Mandate 

 
At the core of humanitarian action is a set of principles that determine how 
agencies should act. This paper uses these frameworks, and International 
Humanitarian Law to determine how SCHR agencies should conduct their 
relations with military actors in the provision of humanitarian assistance. All 
SCHR agencies are bound by the Code of Conduct for The International Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief, standards 
within International Law, their own codes of conduct & the IASC guiding 
principles on sexual exploitation and abuse. In addition each of the SCHR 
agencies has its own mandate and operational policies that they are 
beholden to use in decision-making. 
 

2.1 Common SCHR principles 
 

 Humanitarian agencies are first and foremost committed and 
accountable to the people they are mandated to serve. This commitment 
is central to all humanitarian policy debates and decisions. 

 

 SCHR members must deliver humanitarian assistance impartially. 
Humanitarian assistance is defined in this instance as essential to 
preserve life. The core principles of humanity and impartiality are 
common to all SCHR agencies. Independence is necessary to achieve 
these aims. Neutrality is often a necessary operating principle to achieve 
impartial aid delivery.  

 
2.2 Individual agency mandates 
 
Each member of the SCHR has its own mandate and operational policies, 
which must prevail in complex decisions about how best to ensure the 
impartial delivery of humanitarian assistance. In choosing how to interact 
with military, and other political actors, SCHR agencies will consider their 
individual mandates (which include common positions as set out above) and 
the mandate of those actors. 
 
3. Understanding the Military perspective 
 
Political and military decision makers have evolved increasingly 
sophisticated doctrine on how they should relate to civilians, or undertake 

tasks typically civilian in nature. In some environments, this engagement 
will also be driven by a desire to extract information of military value and to 
serve military objectives. Some NATO forces have evolved very sophisticated 
doctrine and practices. It is clear that other military forces may learn from 
and mimic parts of this ‘CIMIC/CA’ 4 doctrine. 
 
The support of the civilian population is seen as critical to achieving military 
goals. It is ‘force-protection’ and a ‘force-multiplier’. It can be achieved 
through a mixture of means including ‘psychological operations’, which 
includes the distribution of assistance. 

                                      
4
Civil-military liaison. Also called Civil Affairs. 
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The delivery of assistance is often seen as critical in the process of gaining 
the trust of local communities, leading to a crucial ‘stabilisation’ effect. 
Military forces are prepared to engage in this activity themselves, but are 
often happy for humanitarian, development and private sector actors to 
conduct this task for them, freeing capacity or filling the “humanitarian 
vacuum” as the military calls it. 
 
Persuading humanitarian agencies and like-minded civilian agencies to 
distribute assistance in areas under their control can be a useful tactic for 
military forces, especially if they can benefit from the publicity. Persuading 
public opinion of the legitimacy of their mission can help to create this 
‘enabling environment’. Media is important in this respect. Many western 
military planners see ‘winning the hearts and minds’ of local and 

international public opinion as an important part of the campaign. 
 
4. The SCHR perspective 
 
For humanitarian agencies one of the most influential factors in being able 
to work is that of acceptance. How an agency is perceived can affect its work 
on the ground. If the perception is that humanitarian assistance is 
associated with military activities, then the danger is that beneficiaries/local 
population will identify humanitarian agencies with military objectives and 
operations. 
 
If humanitarian agencies are perceived as being supportive of, as having 
taken sides with, or as being partisan to a certain military force or faction, 
their ability to work in all areas may be compromised. Agencies may become 
targets, limiting their ability to work even further. Those in need of 
assistance may suffer as basic service provision is forced to be withdrawn. 
 
One of the primary problems is the use of the word ‘humanitarian’. In recent 
years many politicians and military commanders involved in armed conflicts 
or peace support operations have taken to using the word ‘humanitarian’ for 
a range of activities. This even led to the inappropriate use of the word 
‘humanitarian’ to describe the bombing campaign in Kosovo. As MSF 
conclude in an article about the humanitarian language debate, we must 
‘agree to talk about: humanitarian intervention when referring to civilian 
action, military intervention when referring to military action, and to forget 
the fallacious slogans of military humanitarianism, and military-
humanitarian interventions.’5   
 
Humanitarian actors can only consider the use of military means (logistics, 
security etc) as a last resort. There might be situations where there is little 
access or where logistical challenges are beyond the capacity of civilian 
actors (as in Albania in 1999). The SCHR position on these is detailed below. 
The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) has 
developed guidelines for ‘Civil Military relations in Complex Emergencies’6 
and can be used to understand the UN agency position. However broadly 
speaking the SCHR guidelines and the OCHA guidelines  establish the 

                                      
5 Tanguy, Joelle, 'Intervention, Protection and Humanitarian Assistance at a Crossroads', Paper delivered by MSF at 
the World Affairs Council, San Francisco, 28 March 2000. (emphasis author’s) 
6 The guidelines on ‘civil-military relationship in complex emergencies’ cover a range wider range of interactions with 
military forces than this paper. This paper will be posted on the IASC website (available through www.reliefweb.int). 



Final version 18/10/04 (revision of the 2001 version) 4 

principles of ‘last resort’, and ‘under civilian control where possible’ and 
emphasise the need for clarification and separation of action and 
responsibilities.  
 
4.1 The previous paper 
 
In the previous paper the SCHR agencies agreed on four positions, which 
still hold: 

 It is never appropriate for the military to directly implement 
humanitarian activities in general circumstances. 

 Only in exceptional circumstances, and very rarely is it appropriate 
for the military to directly implement humanitarian activities, for 
which there must be specific criteria. 

 Humanitarian agencies will only use military armed protection as a 
last resort in extreme circumstances. 

 Only certain types of information can and should be shared between 
humanitarian agencies and the military. 

 
4.2 The updated paper 
 
This updated paper takes the positions previously agreed and attempts to 
build on them in the light of some of the newer situations in which 
humanitarian agencies have found themselves (such as the occupation of 
Iraq), as well as some of the more familiar situations. In determining how to 
interact with an armed forced, two assessments must be made in each 
situation – 1) whether or not there is an armed conflict, and 2) whether the 
force in question is a party to the conflict and what is its mandate. 
 
The first, and arguably the most important factor to determine is whether 
there is a situation of armed conflict. In this scenario International 
Humanitarian Law applies and imposes obligations on the warring parties 
with regard to the protection of civilians. It also obliges that they facilitate 
humanitarian agencies in their efforts to provide humanitarian assistance 
impartially. The armed conflict might be international, or internal (a ‘non-
international armed conflict’). 
 
The second determination that must be made concerns the status of the 
force. Is it a party to the conflict and what is its mandate? This will affect 
how forces organise themselves and will often impose another set of 
obligations on them. This paper looks at the common types of ‘mandate’ of 
forces and determines how humanitarians should engage with different 
forces in different situations. Five categories of forces are considered: 
 

 UN mandated forces chapter VI 

 UN mandated forces chapter VII 

 Occupying powers 

 National forces 

 Non-state armed groups or forces 
 
Each of these categories is examined in more depth below, and a matrix 
summarises SCHR agency positions at the end of this paper. 
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4.3 UN mandated forces. 

 
The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) can mandate a military 
intervention force under either Chapter VI of the charter or Chapter VII. 
Chapter VI allows military forces to defend themselves – this is the classic 
‘peacekeeping’ force deployed to observe or patrol a line of truce between 
opposing forces. Chapter VII allows a UN force to engage in combat. 
 
Regardless of whether a UN force is peacekeeping or peace enforcing, they 
should only become involved in the provision of humanitarian assistance as 
‘a last resort’ and overall control should remain ‘civilian in nature and 
character’7. These sorts of circumstances might be where humanitarian 
agencies have no access, or where massive logistics is needed and the 

military alone have the capacity. 
 
As all UN forces operate under a mandate, it is important for SCHR agencies 
to become involved at the drafting stage of Security Council resolutions. 
SCHR agencies should try to persuade the Security Council to direct military 
missions to tasks such as maintaining security rather than becoming 
directly involved in the provision of humanitarian assistance, for the reasons 
outlined above. 
 
4.3.1. Chapter VI 
 
It is less likely that a UN force under a chapter VI mandate will become a 
party to the conflict than one operating under chapter VII. Often these types 
of forces will have a mandate that includes facilitating humanitarian 
assistance. In these circumstances SCHR agencies should use the UN OCHA 
guidelines to help with decision-making about how to interact with these 
forces. These guidelines, and the SCHR position essentially state that the 
military should only become involved in assistance in exceptional 
circumstances, and that humanitarian organisations should not become 
reliant on military assets to deliver assistance. 
 
4.3.2. Chapter VII 
 
A UN force operating under a chapter VII mandate is likely to have a very 
different profile to one operating under chapter VI as it is much more likely 
that they will become a party to the conflict. The majority of UN forces are 
now being mandated under chapter VII. Thus there is a further problem: the 
distinction between those who constitute Peace Support Operations and 
those who are involved in combat is blurred. 
 
If a UN force becomes a party to the conflict, then it may be necessary to 
maintain a distance/separation from military forces to reduce chances of 
insecurity and to enhance the ability to reach all affected populations. It is 
important for SCHR agencies to not only be aware of when UN forces become 
a party to the conflict, but also to have this in mind at the beginning. As 

                                      
7 This is the spirit of the IASC guidelines ‘The Use of Military and Civil Defence Assets to support United Nations 
Humanitarian Activities in Complex Emergencies. March 2003’. It is also the position taken in a new IASC-WG draft 
on ‘Civil Military Relationship in Complex Emergencies’. The MCDA guidelines were developed in conjunction with 
NATO and the UN Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) and refer to relief personnel; equipment, 
supplies and services provided by foreign military and civil defence organizations for international humanitarian 
assistance. 
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things may change over time, and a force that is initially welcomed may 
become later involved in the conflict, it is sensible to strike a distinctly 
separate position from the outset. 
 
4.4 Occupying powers 
 
If a foreign power is exercising control over the territory of the enemy, then it 
is an occupying power. In practice this is often hotly disputed as the term 
confers many responsibilities. In the most straightforward cases however, 
the occupying powers will take it upon themselves to recognise their 
obligations under the 1907 Hague Regulations and the 4th Geneva 
Convention. 
 

The 4th Geneva Convention lays down the duties and responsibilities of an 
Occupying Power (OP): from ensuring that education facilities stay open to 
allowing religious freedoms. Articles 55 to 61 relate to assistance, obliging 
the OP to: 
  

 Ensure adequate food and medical supplies for the population (art. 
55); 

 Maintain hospitals, public health and hygiene (art. 56); 

 Agree to relief schemes where the population is inadequately supplied 
(art. 59). These relief schemes may be undertaken by states or by 
impartial humanitarian agencies such as the ICRC (art. 59). Such 
schemes cannot relieve the OP of its obligations under arts. 55, 56 
and 59 (art. 60). 

 
Although the Occupying Power has a duty to ensure that the civilian 
population is adequately supplied with food and medical supplies, it does 
not follow that their armed forces should be delivering the assistance. In fact 
situations of occupation are often resisted and the occupying power’s 
military forces the subject of attacks by those opponents. Requiring them to 
deliver assistance may put the civilian population in mortal danger. SCHR 
agencies should lobby Occupying Powers to use civilians for this task where 
possible, and to limit the military presence as much as is practicable both 
for the safety of civilians and in the interest of being able to access all 
peoples.  
 
It is important that humanitarian agencies are not co-opted (or perceived to 

have been co-opted) by the Occupying Power, as this will limit their ability to 
access disputed areas, or areas outside the control of the OP. 
 
4.5 National Forces. 
 
An armed conflict can be either international or non-international. In an 
international armed conflict the 4th Geneva Convention places certain 
obligations on the parties to the conflict: 
 

 To allow the free passage of medical items, foodstuffs and clothing 
(GC IV, art. 23) subject to certain conditions 

 To allow impartial humanitarian organisations such as the ICRC to 
undertake humanitarian activities to protect and relieve civilians 
subject to the consent of the parties involved (GC IV, art 10). 
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In addition, governments have moral and legal obligations to ensure the 
welfare of their people. The degree to which this is the case will depend on 
that country’s domestic law and international treaties it has signed. For 
instance all states bar two have signed the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child, article 27 of which states “States Parties, in accordance with national 
conditions and within their means…… shall in case of need provide material 
assistance and support programmes, particularly with regard to nutrition, 
clothing and housing.” 
 
According to the above legal and moral framework, SCHR agencies will look 
to those involved in the conflict to protect and assist civilians where they 
can, and when they cannot SCHR agencies will often intervene on behalf of 

the civilian population. SCHR agencies  may look to governments involved in 
providing humanitarian assistance to do so using civilians where possible. 
Using military forces to provide humanitarian assistance in an armed 
conflict can endanger civilians, and may in the long run limit assistance to 
populations if military forces have to withdraw and humanitarian agencies 
are compromised. 
 
Where SCHR agencies find themselves involved in the provision of assistance 
they should work hard to ensure they are distinguished from national 
governments and their allies, both for security reasons and to enable them 
to access all populations in need. 
 
4.6 Non-state armed groups or forces 

 
In situations of ‘non-international armed conflict’ there is less legal provision 
within the Geneva Conventions to protect civilians. Essentially the ‘common 
article 3’ applies which prohibits violence to life, torture and inhumane 
treatment towards those not taking part in the combat. It allows for the 
ICRC or other impartial humanitarian organisations to offer their services. 
The 2nd Additional Protocol to the Geneva Conventions offers more 
protection for civilians in a non-international armed conflict and also allows 
impartial humanitarian agencies access. This is less widely ratified. 
 
In reality these situations are often beyond immediate control and law 
enforcement. Certainly the spirit of the international legal framework around 
war, human rights and the rights of refugees would suggest a duty of care 
for civilian populations, and access for impartial humanitarian organisations 
to assist suffering civilians. 
 
In many such situations non-state armed groups or forces and civilian 
populations will be difficult to distinguish and assistance will be given both 
by civilian populations to the fighters and by non-state armed groups or 
forces to populations under their control (South Sudan is a good example of 
this dynamic). Often governments will use assistance either to attract or 
punish civilian populations in proximity to rebel areas of operation, while 
non-state armed groups will use it to attract or keep control of civilians. 
It is also the case that many of these situations throw up the most acute 
human suffering and humanitarian agencies are compelled to act. If 
humanitarian agencies are perceived to have taken sides it can make them 
targets, or affect their ability to work ‘across the lines’. They must avoid 
becoming part of one or another force’s military strategy and should 
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condemn egregious use of ‘humanitarian’ assistance for political means. 
They should also for that purpose be able to interact with all armed actors. 
 
5. Summary of positions 
 
The following table is intended as a synthesis of SCHR agencies’ positions on 
the involvement of military forces in the provision of assistance. It is derived 
from the preceding analysis and previous paper and looks at military forces 
delivering assistance and whether humanitarian agencies should use 
military assets (this term includes armed escorts) or share information 
linked to humanitarian problems. 
 
 

Mandate/ 

type of 

force 

Armed conflict & 

party to the conflict 

Armed conflict & not a 

party to the conflict 

No armed conflict 

UN 

Chapter 

VI 

Example: None to date 
Unlikely scenario, as UN 

chapter VI forces will 

only act in self-defence 

and have historically 

been lightly armed. 

(Most UN forces these 

days are given chapter 

VII mandates.) In this 

scenario humanitarian 

agencies would interact 

in the same way as with 

all other parties to 

conflict (see below). 

E.g. UNAMIR in Rwanda. 
This scenario is the norm for a 

UN chapter VI force. 

E.g. Cyprus. 
Cyprus is a situation of 

occupation In this scenario 

there are unlikely to be 

complications from forces 

delivering assistance. As with 

all of these categories the 

crucial question is one of 

acceptance. If a perceived 

collaboration with military 

forces impacts detrimentally 

on an agencies operations, or 

the operations of the 

community at large then 

interaction should be limited. 

Delivery of 

assistance by 

military 

 

Humanitarian 

organisations should 

carefully consider their 

interaction with the 

military and avoid any 

'blurring of lines'  

Whilst delivery of assistance 

by the military in this 

circumstance is the least 

problematic, it should still 

only be considered in 

exceptional circumstances. 

The UN OCHA guidelines 

apply.  

As with the previous category 

the military should only 

deliver assistance in 

exceptional circumstances. 

Use assets Should not be used. Refer to MCDA guidelines. Refer to MCDA guidelines.  

Sharing of 

information 

Only basic information 

for security reasons.  

Should share information on 

operations.  

Should share information on 

operations. 

UN 

Chapter 

VII 

E.g. UNAMSIL, Sierra 

Leone. 
Common and difficult 

scenario. UN has 

legitimacy; many 

humanitarian 

organisations often work 

closely with the UN. If 

agencies are too closely 

associated with a party to 

the conflict though, could 

hinder effectiveness. 

E.g. MONUC, DRC. 
The distinction between a UN 

force under chapter VII being 

a party to conflict and not 

being a party to conflict is 

difficult to make. The line is 

easily crossed. The 

consequence is that interaction 

should be carefully 

considered. 

E.g. UNMIL in Liberia 
Worth being cautious about 

whether this is a permanent 

state. Relations should be 

pragmatic but sensitive to the 

reality that if conflict breaks 

out again the UN could 

become a party to the conflict. 

Using the Liberia example; in 

1993 ECOMOG (a UN 

mandated regional force) was 

shelling Charles Taylor. 

Nations involved were 

targeted by Taylor 

subsequently. 
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Delivery of 

assistance by 

military 

Only in extremis, and 

consequences must be 

carefully considered. 

Only in exceptional 

circumstances. 

Only in exceptional 

circumstances. 

Use of assets Should not use assets. 

Perception will be of 

being involved. 

Refer to MCDA guidelines. Refer to MCDA guidelines. 

Sharing of 

information 

Should be limited. 

Danger of being seen as 

spies. 

Can share operational 

information cautiously. 

Can share operational 

information cautiously. 

 
 

Mandate/ 

type of force 

Occupation. 

Occupation 

Force 

E.g. US led coalition forces in Iraq 
4th

 Geneva Convention and Hague Regulations apply. OP has duties with regard to 

general welfare of the population. The 4th
 Geneva Convention  applies to all cases of 

partial or total occupation of territory, even if the occupation meets with no armed 

resistance. 

Delivery of 

assistance by 

military 

There are obligations placed on OPs under 4th
 Geneva Convention. They must provide 

basic medical care and welfare. This does not mean their military forces should be doing 

this. Civil agencies should do this so as not to endanger civilians. Only in extremis 

should military forces be used. Where the OP is unwilling or unable, humanitarian 

agencies may substitute. This is not a decision to be made lightly, as humanitarian 

agencies doing the job of the OP can often lend an ill-deserved legitimacy. If 

humanitarian agencies do decide to substitute (with the agreement of the OP), the OP 

must facilitate with all means possible.  

Use of assets Should not use the assets of the OP. Danger of being perceived as part of the machinery 

of occupation if using their vehicles, buildings, air assets and especially armed 

protection. Establishing independence from the OP is crucial to preserving humanitarian 

agencies' independence. 

Sharing of 

information 

Information gathering in the context of armed conflict or occupation is certainly akin to 

intelligence gathering. Any information sharing must be done in a transparent way to 

avoid general suspicion of spying. Information should limit itself to that which is relevant 

to humanitarian problems. 

Mandate/ 

type of force 

Armed Conflict & party to the conflict 

National 

Force 

E.g. Ethiopia and Eritrea 2000. 
If national forces are fighting each other then it is an international armed conflict and the  

Geneva Conventions apply. 

Delivery of 

assistance by 

military 

They have protection obligations as per 4th
 Geneva Convention. Also should facilitate 

work of humanitarian agencies. In addition a national government has legal obligations 

(according to international treaties it has signed) As with occupation, national 

governments should avoid using their military forces to deliver assistance in a conflict 

situation. It will be seen as part of a military strategy and may endanger civilians and 

compromise assistance in the long term. Civilian agencies should be used where possible. 

Humanitarian agencies should also be facilitated as per the 4th
 Geneva Convention. 

Use of assets Should not use the assets of parties to the conflict, especially armed escorts. Makes 

humanitarian agencies and their beneficiaries targets. 

Sharing of 

information 

Should only share the minimum necessary for operational effectiveness. Should be 

cautious about being proxy intelligence gatherers. 
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Non-state 

Armed 

Groups or 

Forces 

E.g. SPLA in Sudan. ‘Opposition’ in Afghanistan. FRODEBU in Burundi. 

Somalia.  
If a rebel force is fighting the government, or there is no government and non-state armed 

groups or forces are fighting then the situation is classified as a ‘non international armed 

conflict’. In this situation the common article 3 of the Geneva Convention applies. This 

guarantees some very basic protection against arbitrary execution, torture etc. If the state 

involved has ratified it, Additional Protocol II applies and customary law and IHL is 

applicable in non-international armed conflict. 

Under the common article 3 there are minimal protection obligations placed on non-state 

armed groups or forces. In practice these groups have often been the worst abusers of 

human rights international humanitarian law (as per RUF, UNITA etc), and there are 

even less mechanisms for holding them to account than for national governments. 

Humanitarian agencies need to establish dialogue with such groups as a matter of 

pragmatism, in exactly the same way as dealing with national forces. The dangers of 

being perceived as collaborating with such groups are often acute, however. Non-state 

armed groups or forces will often provide succour to ‘their people’. The context often 

makes the distinction between civilian and military more difficult. Humanitarian agencies 

whose mission becomes confused with ‘supporting the rebels’ traditionally suffer to the 

extent of not being able to work in ‘government’ territory. As always there are no easy 

answers to this dilemma and the humanitarian imperative, capacities and need will 

determine agency decision-making. 

Delivery of 

assistance by 

military 

Non-state armed groups or forces will often engage in assistance for areas under their 

control or key constituencies (as will governments they are fighting). Humanitarian 

agencies should independently assess need and  deliver assistance impartially in 

accordance with the NGO, Red Cross and Red Crescent Code of Conduct. 

Use of assets SCHR agencies should not use the assets of non-state armed groups or forces/ non-state 

actors. Where there is a humanitarian imperative, pragmatic solutions to access must be 

found. Agencies must remain sensitive to perceptions surrounding their actions and make 

calculations of need/ adverse reactions accordingly. 

Sharing of 

information 

 

Should only share the minimum necessary for operational effectiveness. Should be 

cautious about being proxy intelligence gatherers.  

 


