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What are the strategic challenges faced by 
Norway in the years to come?
by Jørgen Kosmo, President of the Norwegian Parliament

Ladies and gentlemen.
It is an honour for me to address such a distinguished audience at the 
opening of the annual Leangkollen conference.

This year Norway will celebrate the peaceful dissolution of the union with 
Sweden in 1905. The centennial anniversary gives us an opportunity to 
take a fresh look at the history, values, possibilities and challenges of our 
country. Even though there is only a hundred years since Norway regained 
full sovereignty, we are part of a kingdom that can shake hands with the 
days of the Saga Kings. We share common bonds from the time when our 
Viking ancestors explored the high seas of the North and the West. This is 
the legacy of traditions deeply rooted in the soil of Norway - and in the 
heart of its people. This is the badge of our ancient liberty.

I say this to underline that even though the dissolution of the union was 
one important milestone, it is only one in a long history. There have been 
– and will be - many other important milestones in the development of 
Norway.

We live in a dramatic World. The global issues are enormous, the chal-
lenges at hand so overwhelming that they seem insurmountable. Poverty, 
famine, AIDS, natural disasters, terrorism, refugees, torture, abuse, geno-
cide … Deadly and painful words that describe the lives of so many of our 
fellow human beings. Challenges so big that they demand joint efforts 
from the World community. Consequences so fearful that they need to be 
addressed by mankind’s combined powers of concentration.

I let these global challenges act as a foil to the somewhat more narrow 
topic of Norway’s strategic challenges.
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. As the World has undergone fundamental changes, so has Norway. Yet, 

some things have not changed. Norway is still a small country at the 
edge of the Arctic and at the brim of the Atlantic Ocean. Norway is still 
tied with neighbouring Russia. United States is still our major ally - in-
ternational cooperation is still our primary foreign policy strategy. From 
our vast territories of ocean, we collect fortunes being a major supplier 
of energy and proteins. In terms of oil, gas and fish Norway is a European 
power. Norway is already one of the richest countries in the world, and 
billions keep pouring in from the exploitation of natural resources.

Also in the longer run our future looks bright. Only a few days ago Russia 
reported huge, new estimates of natural gas in the Barents Sea, much of 
it in disputed areas between our two countries. How much there is to be 
found in Norwegian undisputed waters still remains to see.

Closer to our shores looms another major source of wealth - now reaped 
not only from fishing in open waters but increasingly produced in fish 
farms along the coast. The value from this industry varies, but demand for 
its products in the export markets seems insatiable.

As I see it we have reason to hold a considerable amount of confidence 
in our country’s future. But there are many challenges to be dealt with, 
many questions to be answered. Many of which are related to Russia. 
There is indeed a strong necessity for further developing and expanding 
our bilateral relations with Russia, and a need to strengthen ties and un-
derstanding between Russia and Norway. By thus we are also contributing 
actively to peace and security in the entire Euro-Atlantic region.

Because of our joint roles as stewards of the North, Norway must have a 
political vision, with a long-term commitment and co-operation. So the 
question is: What developments are in the best long term interest for Nor-
way - and for Russia - and for the wider international community? There 
are many options and strategic choices. They can not be restrained to 
military aspects alone, as they imply a wide range of major issues. Among 
them petroleum and maritime transport, fisheries, marine mammals as 
well as the climate scenarios.
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Crucial to all developments are those of jurisdiction. North of us are two main 
issues: The boundary on the continental shelf between Russia and Norway, 
and what jurisdiction applies around Svalbard? 

The Russia-Norway disputed area equals 150 000 square kilometres, almost 
half the area of mainland Norway – and at the same time predicted among 
the richest stretches of square kilometres in the World. I am sorry to state that 
many years of negotiations have not yet led to any conclusive results.

The issue of the continental shelf around Svalbard is one of applying the Sval-
bard treaty. Svalbard is undisputed Norwegian, but the Treaty binds Norway 
in many cases to treat equally citizens and companies of the nations that are 
signatory to the Treaty.

The water depths are relatively shallow between mainland Norway and Sval-
bard. The Norwegian position is therefore that the mainland continental shelf 
extends all the way to and beyond Svalbard, that the continental shelf associ-
ated with Svalbard is limited to the territorial sea extension. Outside this lim-
ited extension Norwegian ordinary law – in this case particular the Petroleum 
law - applies.

Most Svalbard treaty nations have not expressed an opinion on this issue, 
although some have reserved the right to take a different view. There is no 
doubt that fixed boundaries and a predictable, fair management of resources 
are in the best interest of the international community.

To sustain the Norwegian position there is need for adequate civilian pres-
ence at Svalbard and military presence at sea. The Norwegian off shore area is 
almost seven times larger than continental Norway, so maintaining presence 
and control here is a long- term challenge. In the Norwegian Economic Zone 
industrial development, naval control, Coast Guard, reporting of all fishing 
vessels’ and other observations, will help to achieve this.

For several decades, the military tasks involved in the High North were obvi-
ous: to deter and if necessary defend Western Europe against possible aggres-
sion from the East. With the dissolution of the Soviet Union there were those 
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. who predicted that the military cornerstone – NATO - would turn into a roll-

ing stone. But without stretching the metaphor too far, NATO still upholds our 
common security. NATO remains the vital instrument for political consulta-
tions and military cooperation. More than the other European NATO member 
states, however, we had good reasons for seeing that the end of the Cold War 
was not “the end of history”. We lived for 45 years with the Soviet superpower 
as our next-door neighbour. During that time we saw the Soviet North-west-
ern Military District develop from a desolate outpost to become the area of 
the highest concentration of military and especially naval hardware in the 
world. The Kola Peninsula, with its ice-free inlets and ports, had become the 
home of the Northern Fleet, which since 1960 contained the major part of 
the Soviet Union’s powerful nuclear missile submarines – the greatest single 
threat to NATO’s Atlantic lines of communication and to North America.

The end of the Cold War caused dramatic changes in the security architec-
ture, with new political and strategic arrangements. Norway is today militar-
ily much less exposed than during the Cold War, but is still important from 
a strategic point of view. Our enormous ocean areas with their rich natural 
resources underscore that situation. The situation will still be such that we can 
be subjected to political or military pressure, and it is not given that NATO’s 
military backing will be relevant in all such eventualities. There is a danger for 
Norway of being marginalized through US-Russian bilateral business in the 
developing of Russian areas in the North. There is also a danger for ending up 
out of focus for the European nations through keeping out of the European 
Union.

Whatever the speculation on future developments within and with Russia, 
they are of critical importance to Norway’s own developments in the area. 
Russia and Norway are the only two countries on the European continent 
that face the Arctic Ocean, our future in the High North is fatefully linked. 
There are also few national borders where the difference in standard of living 
is as high as when crossing our joint border in the north. 

It is in Norway’s best interest if the difference is reduced. This will contrib-
ute to increased stability in the region. And, let there be no doubt that we 
need to strengthen ties and understanding between Russia and Norway.
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Now to another arena. Norway strongly supports the development of a 
common European security and defence policy, which will enable Europe 
to take greater responsibility for peace and security on its own continent 
in the future. Allow me to say: it is strange being a vivid supporter of 
common EU defence, and at the same time view the prospect of Norway 
remaining outside the European Union for the foreseeable future while 
one country after the other claims membership. We seem somehow to 
lack confidence in Norway’s ability to influence our close political envi-
ronment, but continue to harbour strong convictions about our country’s 
“natural role” and special mission as a global influence for peacemaking.

This is the dilemma: If Norway remains outside the European Union we 
may – and I say may – feel that we retain more of our internal self-gov-
ernment, but we will have little influence on the external parameters for 
our country’s integrity and prosperity. Concern about ‘self-determination’ 
has kept Norway outside the Union while NATO membership has enabled 
an active participation in power politics. NATO – with the United States 
– remains the principal pillar of our security, but we have to determine 
our relationship with the EU. This - I believe - will be one of greatest stra-
tegic challenges in the years to come.

The further development of this European Security and Defence Iden-
tity lies in the future. There are many uncertainties but it is important to 
have a clear understanding of the motivation behind the new European 
initiatives. The desire for a strong European pillar as a counterweight to 
American strength is as old as NATO itself. The aim has consistently proved 
elusive, even after Europe became rich enough to bear comparison with 
the United States, and therefore presumably rich enough to support a 
more independent conventional military capability. Europe lags behind 
the United States: For precision bombs, for intelligence capability, for 
electronic warfare, for the ability to transport forces and equipment on a 
large scale and at short notice. In all those fields the Americans proved to 
be miles ahead of the Europeans. It will take time for Europe to close that 
gap. If ever. Personally I see no reason to close it.
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. The American challenge to Norway is not only technological, but definite-

ly political. True, there is no denying the uneasiness felt in most European 
countries about recent trends in US foreign and security policy. Greater 
independence for Europe may be desirable for many reasons, but as an 
“outside country” it is in our interest to keep the Americans in. Ideally, 
therefore, NATO and the European Union should work out arrangements 
whereby Europe, with the understanding of NATO and with assistance as 
required from NATO’s well-established facilities, could handle crises in its 
own back yard.

The defence of Norway continues to depend on NATO. With a population 
of only 4,5 million we have to defend an area larger than Italy. The dis-
tances are enormous: Southern Europeans wishing to visit the North Cape 
are always surprised to discover that when they get to Oslo they have 
covered only half the distance. From North Cape there’s another double in 
distance to the northernmost tip of Svalbard.

Norway has responsibility for economic zones at sea that cover an area 
almost seven times that of her mainland territory. There we have to con-
sider how to protect and defend installations at sea which provide an 
increasing share of Europe’s resources of petroleum and natural gas. For 
all this Norway needs cooperation and assistance from allied countries. 
We look to NATO as the principal forum for trans-Atlantic consultations 
in all matters affecting the security of the Euro-Atlantic area. Norway 
therefore has to hope that the development of a European Security and 
Defence Identity will proceed in close cooperation with NATO and the 
United States, avoiding unnecessary duplication of effort.

NATO has moved from being a key player in European security to become 
a “key pillar of international security.” Norway needs both an Atlantic and 
a European framework for its security policy. It is not a question of ‘either-
or’, but of ‘both-and’. If the states of the European Union will have to take 
on more of the responsibilities and burdens of the defence of Europe, it is 
important that Norway preserves that double anchor. 
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The Balkan conflicts and the terror of Nine Eleven helped us recognize 
that our national security could no longer be defended only at our own 
borders. It helped us see that this also have to be done in more distant 
places – by confronting direct and indirect threats to our common secu-
rity. It helped us see that together we must do our utmost to prevent new 
conflicts from erupting, and existing conflicts from spreading. Changing 
NATO’s conceptual thinking in such a radical way was no trivial matter. 
It involves a deeply felt historical legacy, and it involves broad-based re-
structuring and change. Our defence structure is still going through those 
painful changes, but hopefully coming out of the process with a capable 
and deployable force structure adapted to the security challenges of a 
post-cold war world.

I worry, however, about to which degree we retain our ability to defend Nor-
wegian territory at sea and land, not only our ability to participate in inter-
national crisis operations. Both are vital to us as a trustworthy ally and an 
active and contributing partner in safeguarding our common security.

Norway’s strategic position in Europe confronts us with the double chal-
lenge of supporting efforts to build a common European security and 
defence policy, while at the same time maintaining close transatlantic 
ties and strengthening NATO. European security cannot be safeguarded 
without strong transatlantic ties. Norway is contributing in terms of both 
personnel and resources.

Let there be no doubt that robust and efficient national defence struc-
tures well prepared for the tasks assigned to them are essential in order to 
safeguard our own national security, as well as in regard to our participa-
tion in international crisis operations. International military operations 
should be kept in the overall framework of the United Nations, even when 
operated by NATO or EU. One last remark: Good soldiers at home provide 
good soldiers abroad.

Thank you.
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. In the new types of conflict we face, how to 

define and defend humanitarian space?  
By Jonas Gahr Støre, Secretary General, Norwegian Red Cross 

Mr Speaker,
Excellencies,
Ladies and Gentlemen, 

One year ago I stood exactly here, addressing the audience of the Leang-
kollen Conference on a very similar topic: The importance of defending 
humanitarian space.  

Here I am again. A cynic might observe that a possible reason for this near 
repetition is that I failed to get my points across last year. A more friendly 
interpretation would be that the Norwegian Atlantic Committee has truly 
recognized the critical notion of the humanitarian space in the ongoing 
discussions about strategic challenges. 

Either way - I am honoured by this opportunity and your willingness to 
include this perspective in your discussions. 

My consistent message is that the Geneva Conventions and the humani-
tarian space which they allow for, is a benign legacy of the brutal century 
we have just put behind us. They stand out as a true global public good in 
the age of globalization.  
The Geneva Conventions protect people who do not take part in hostilities. 
In armed conflict civilians, wounded soldiers and prisoners of war have the 
right to be assisted and protected, regardless of which party in the conflict 
they belong to.  

191 states have signed the Geneva Conventions. Thus, this is a commitment 
which the states cannot put aside just because they have new contextual 
challenges. Our right as individuals to humanitarian assistance and protec-
tion cannot be taken hostage by changing strategic perspectives. It is meant 
to last. 
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The scope for humanitarian action was originally created by the founding fa-
thers of the Geneva Conventions by making a deal between humanitarianism 
and the states. According to this deal, humanitarian workers were accepted 
on the battlefield and given access to the wounded on the very condition that 
they were not linked to any parties involved in warfare or politics. No belliger-
ent in his right mind would afford us access to his prisoners of war or civilians 
under his control if he cannot trust that we do not have ulterior political 
motives of our own, or that we are not a Trojan horse for his enemy’s political 
agenda. Humanitarian action must be distinct - and perceived as such - from 
any political or military interests. 

It is this scope we refer to as the humanitarian space. It is an area in the midst 
of, but separate from the political and military space. Inside the humanitarian 
space exists the very opportunity to bring help and protection to the vulner-
able. Inside this space warring parties accept that the agenda is humanitar-
ian and only humanitarian. And the humanitarian actors working here know 
neither friend, nor enemy, only victims.  

The lessons learned from battlefields of nearly every nature have taught 
us the following: The only humanitarian action which can ever be truly 
efficient in the long term, is the one which is carried out in accordance 
with the following principles: humanity, impartiality and independence. In 
simpler terms; only the actual humanitarian needs should be allowed to 
decide what kind of help should be given when, where and to whom. No 
victim should be deprived of assistance and protection because of who he 
or she is or believes in. 

In the Red Cross we also work according to the principle of neutrality, because 
it is a tool to keep channels open for concrete action in all situations. 

Humanitarian action should not be affected by political and strategic 
interests, and should not be manipulated to influence the course of a 
conflict. This would lead to an unacceptable distinction between “good” 
or “deserving” and “bad” or “undeserving” victims. And that would run 
against the very purpose of the Geneva Conventions.
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. The objective of real humanitarian action is not to settle conflicts but to 

protect human dignity and save lives. Thus humanitarian actors cannot 
choose sides. We must not forget that the Geneva Conventions were writ-
ten in acknowledgement of this very fact.

Since I was here one year ago I have had the opportunity to discuss po-
litical-humanitarian relations with military representatives on many oc-
casions in Norway and abroad. I prefer to call it political-humanitarian 
relations rather than civil-military relations. Humanitarian organizations 
are but one of many civilian elements, and the military is indeed only one 
among several political instruments.
  
This is important. Our reservations regarding political-humanitarian relations 
are often interpreted by military audiences as if we are against soldiers doing 
good deeds. At a recent discussion at the British Defence Academy in Swindon 
a British senior officer said to me: “I will never stand passively by and watch 
people suffering - at least not when the cameras are on.” My answer is simple: 
You should indeed not be passive - regardless of any camera. 

What we are warning against is the use of humanitarian efforts to build sup-
port for military and political motives. Because in the long run, such actions 
will reduce the number of people that are helped and protected, rather than 
increase it. 

As I see it, that officer should add his voice to our warning, because not 
only civilians need humanitarian help and protection. So do wounded 
and ill soldiers, and captured soldiers. After all, three of the four Geneva 
Conventions concern the rights of soldiers. Only the fourth Convention 
applies to civilians. In armed conflicts, soldiers on all sides may easily find 
themselves in a situation where only a truly impartial and independent 
humanitarian organization is able to get access to them and give them 
the help they so desperately need.
 
Our purpose is to speak out for this added value. It is this added value 
which, for instance, enabled delegates from the International Committee 
of the Red Cross (ICRC) to visit three American prisoners of war in Bel-
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grade during the bombing of Serbia and establish contact between them 
and their families.

And our challenge is to explain the price we may be paying if we allow 
the sacrificing of the very idea of the humanitarian space to continue 
unchallenged.

How then do the new types of conflict affect the way we defend and 
influence the humanitarian space? Let me slip away to the field for some 
topical illustrations of the challenging interface between military efforts 
and humanitarian action: 

Last year, in Kunduz, Afghanistan, a Provincial Reconstruction Team belong-
ing to ISAF chose to support a hospital that had been part of ICRC’s ongoing 
medical programme. To avoid a duplication of efforts and reduce the risk of 
being confused with military forces, the ICRC chose to withdraw. When the 
next rotation of ISAF forces decided that the programme no longer fitted in 
with its objectives or financing, the ICRC had to resume its support.  

We have to ask: What implications does this have for ICRC’s credibility 
among the local population and those who oppose the mission of the 
foreign forces in Afghanistan? How did the short ISAF interface influence 
on the ICRC’s long effort to maintain neutrality and impartiality? 

Also in Afghanistan last year, in Zabul, Coalition forces distributed leaflets 
telling the population that providing information about the Taliban and al-
Qaeda was necessary if they wanted the delivery of aid to continue. We have 
to ask: In such settings, what will be the medium and long term consequenc-
es for the possibility of offering humanitarian help to all people in need? 

One could argue that these are extreme examples. But it would be a 
mistake to leave the analysis at that. Coalition forces have consistently 
sought to use humanitarian aid to increase the legitimacy of its military 
and political ambitions in Afghanistan. The short version is provided by 
quotes from US generals in Afghanistan: “Our presence is humanitarian.” 
Or “Humanitarian action will win the war for us.” 
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. Or let us move the political level up and quote Colin Powell’s appeal to 

NGOs in Iraq to act as a “force multiplier for us”... and naming them “an 
important part of our combat team”.  And let us select but one quote from 
the aftermath of the Fallluja battle where US officials told the BBC that 
the time had now come to move in with humanitarian assistance to win 
the famous “hearts and minds” of the local population.

We in the Red Cross and other organizations are experiencing a massive 
pull from political and military leaders towards integration and instru-
mentalization of humanitarian efforts. In practice, this pull is a require-
ment that humanitarian organizations should only cooperate with one 
side in a conflict. Our objective on the other hand, is to gain the trust of 
all parties in a conflict - whoever they may be. In order to get access to 
people in need, we will in fact speak to the devil if we have to.

One recent example of this pull is to be found in Denmark: Last March, the 
Danish Ministers of Defence and Foreign Affairs laid out their vision for an 
overall coordination of all civil and military Danish efforts in cases of Dan-
ish international military contributions: Their goal, and I quote the Danish 
Ministers, is to secure that “stability takes over, where chaos prevails. That 
prosperity sets in, where poverty looms. And that democracy rises, where 
dictators fall.”  It should be noted that the major humanitarian organiza-
tions in Denmark turned down the invitation precisely with the argument 
of protecting the integrity of their mission. 

I admit that these are not obvious cases for many, and I can understand 
why. At a meeting of international high ranking officers I was asked by a 
senior military official from Norway: “Why cannot we join forces when we 
share the same goal - peace, democracy and human rights?”

It is not automatically understood when we answer: No, we do not share 
your goal. We favour peace, democracy and human rights, but we decline 
your invitation to be a part of your mission, a part of your mandate and 
a part of your objective as long as there is a conflict going on with other 
parties - and as long as there may be people on the other side in need of 
help and protection.
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Quite often it is a challenge to present this distinction, not least here in 
my own country Norway. In our own public debate it is often argued as 
if whatever we Norwegians do, our intentions and actions are and will be 
perceived as good. There is a belief that all of our military interventions 
are about being “in the middle”, siding with the ultimate good.

But this is a dangerous illusion. Because whether they are UN-mandated 
or not, the multinational operations that we contribute troops to are 
rarely considered as good and valid by all parties. In most situations, un-
less they are true post-conflict situations, some groups will perceive even 
Norwegian soldiers as the enemy. 

Let us reflect on the following question: When humanitarian action is 
portrayed as part and parcel of political and military projects, what hap-
pens if those projects fail? What happens if or when Coalition forces with-
draw from Afghanistan or from Iraq? Who will then be present and able to 
assist and protect people in need? The modern history of Afghanistan is 
one of regularly changing sides. It has happened before, and it may hap-
pen again. Who will then be there to help? 

If the humanitarian mission is absorbed by the political mission, then its 
fate is sealed - because political winds may shift, military missions may 
fail, the just defeated may rise to become tomorrow’s winners. And then 
the impartiality of humanitarian action may have been critically dam-
aged. The population will rightly have associated humanitarian services 
as being part of one side’s efforts. 

What I am saying is that humanitarian action does not necessarily be-
come more efficient if it becomes one of the components in a complex 
political coordination. Ultimately, it may even become inefficient. 

The integrated vision is politically attractive. But to the degree that it 
involves humanitarian action, it is a strategy with high stakes - because it 
infringes on the essential values laid down in the Geneva Conventions.
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. We must secure the ability to assist and protect victims of conflict also 

if political projects fail. The future of the humanitarian space must be 
brought on to key global agendas. What is up for discussion is this: Are we 
as an international community, where 191 states have signed the Geneva 
Conventions, really prepared to accept the consequences of the strategic 
choices which we are now seeing implemented?

Something is indeed worrying. In Iraq and Afghanistan, humanitarian ac-
tion and integrity is severely challenged. Many places in these countries 
we in fact no longer dare to mark our vehicles with the Red Cross - the 
emblem which for decades has made us feel secure. We have a big job to 
do in these countries: We have to convince those who for some reason 
label us as targets that we are neutral, impartial and independent. We 
have to regain their trust and acceptance, on which our security depends. 
But this effort is severely hampered if humanitarian action is portrayed as 
part of western political projects. 

Unfortunately, we do not experience that the concerns we have voiced 
over the past two-three years about “hearts and minds” activities and 
integration and instrumentalization of humanitarian efforts, are being 
sufficiently taken into account. On the contrary, the trend towards inte-
gration and instrumentalization is increasing.

In Afghanistan the security situation for the civilian population and hu-
manitarian organizations has deteriorated considerably since early 2003. I 
do not have the updated figures. But in June 2004 21 aid workers had so far 
been killed. For all of 2003, the number was 13. In 2002, there were none. 

I cannot prove the causal links. But what we do know is that the mandates 
of western forces in Afghanistan are to fight terrorism, secure the politi-
cal vision in the Bonn agreement and widen the authority of the central 
government. And what we do know is that there are armed groups in 
Afghanistan whose goal it is to sabotage this. 

To me, this means that humanitarian organizations must be utterly cau-
tious about being integrated or associated with for instance the PRTs. If 
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we can agree on this, then it must have consequences for the standpoint 
that we take on humanitarian and political-military roles. Because a lack 
of security for humanitarian organizations, means that people in need of 
help are not able to get that help. 

When five 5 MSF employees were killed in Badghis in Afghanistan, media 
first quoted a self-declared representative of Taliban who said: “We killed 
them because they worked for the Americans against us using the cover 
of aid work. We will kill more foreign aid workers.” 
 
Later it has become clear that the Taliban were not responsible, and MSF has 
indicated that local commanders were responsible for the executions. But the 
quote does shed light on the degree to which groups in the population now 
associate aid workers with armed forces.  

We do need good coordination. But we also need a clearer division of roles 
and mandates. The challenge goes to political and military decision makers. 
But it also goes to humanitarian organizations themselves. It is our own ac-
tions, attitudes and values which either serve to uphold and strengthen the 
humanitarian space - or create confusion and blur the lines between humani-
tarian goals and political-military goals.  

When a number of NGOs called for NATO to expand its role in Afghanistan 
because of the need to improve the security situation, it was in my opinion a 
call for one side in an armed conflict to be advanced. Organizations like ICRC, 
MSF and Action Against Hunger did not sign the letter, arguing that this type 
of NGO lobbying undermines the independent character of humanitarian or-
ganizations. The NGOs which did sign the letter claim that NGOs must face 
the real world, take a “pragmatic approach” and make the decisions on a case 
by case basis. On the contrary, I believe there is a case to be made about taking 
a principled, long-term approach. 
 
The principled approach to humanitarian action carried out by ICRC bears 
witness of its effectiveness. ICRC has more than 11.000 staff members work-
ing in 79 conflict related contexts worldwide. At every moment of the day 
they travel to areas where fighting occurs. They cross front lines to reach 
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. the people they are mandated to protect and assist. They meet, negotiate or 

conclude agreements with the whole range of arms carriers present in these 
conflicts, from members of the military to the police, from paramilitary units 
to rebel movements, from child soldiers to mercenaries. 

But then we face another critical question: When ICRC pulls out its perma-
nent international staff from Baghdad and several organisations follow on its 
trails, who should then care for those in need? Are you serious in calling for a 
monopoly to deliver humanitarian action? 

To put it short: It would be senseless to claim a monopoly. Military execution 
of humanitarian tasks is appropriate and important when there is a critical 
and urgent need which civilian resources are not able to meet. Such situations 
are not frequent, but the security situation in parts of Afghanistan and Iraq 
tell all about it. So do the immense needs in the aftermath of the Tsunami 
on 26 December, which outstrip any civilian organization’s logistical capacity. 
But military resources should only be used for humanitarian purposes as a 
last resort. Today, what we often see, is planned, strategic use of humanitarian 
efforts as a first resort. 

In Afghanistan, it has been a cause for frustration among civilian organiza-
tions that PRTs continue to carry out assistance activities in areas where hu-
manitarian agencies are present and capable of addressing the needs. Civilian 
organizations have presented the PRTs with lists of areas where there are criti-
cal vacuums because they for security reasons are not able to go there, but in 
these areas the population’s needs remain unaddressed also by the PRTs.  

The “last resort” approach must be strictly applied by political and military 
leaders. Furthermore, the principle of civilian leadership of humanitarian ac-
tion should be held up high. 

Not long ago, BBC published an article about civilian organization’s concern 
over instrumentalization of humanitarian action in Afghanistan. In the inter-
view, a US colonel says: “Would you have us stop doing all reconstruction and 
just leave it to the NGOs which are wholly under-funded?” 
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This is a poor argument for military execution of humanitarian tasks. It boils 
down to a question of comparative advantages and how we chose to channel 
the available resources for a given country. If donor governments channel 
their funds for humanitarian action and development through the military, 
then civilian organizations will cease to have the logistics, capacity and com-
petency which are required to cover the needs. A proper division of tasks is 
the best way to prevent critical vacuums which armed forces must fill, from 
occurring. 

What is really the logic when a PRT contacts a local branch of Afghanistan 
Red Crescent and offers to build a health clinic for them? If the concern is 
the humanitarian needs, is it not more appropriate to channel those available 
funds from governments via the International Red Cross system? It is ex-
tremely difficult for that local Afghanistan Red Crescent branch to say thanks, 
but no thanks, to that PRT. But accepting the offer would jeopardize their 
integrity and security. And such approaches put humanitarian organizations 
in a very difficult situation.

Therefore, when political and military leaders consider using military assets 
for humanitarian tasks - be it through the UN, the new EU battle groups, 
NATO or a coalition of the willing - they should ask themselves whether it 
is really necessary and the best use of resources. They should also ask: What 
consequences will this have on the humanitarian space and the continuing 
fulfilment of humanitarian tasks? 
And they must remember that humanitarian action includes so much more 
than visible assistance activities like provision of food and rehabilitation of 
schools. The protection of individuals is also at stake, including complex oper-
ations like the visiting of prisoners of war or dissemination of knowledge and 
respect for the rules of war to guerrilla soldiers. These activities can at times 
be far more valuable than large numbers of trucks, helicopters and engineers. 

Europe, with the European Union at the helm, has the ambition to become a 
soft power focusing on among other things humanitarian action. I support 
this ambition. But I sincerely hope that it is not mixed up with politics, and 
that humanitarian efforts are not used as a military tool to win military and 
political battles.  
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. To sum up: We strongly warn against the integration of humanitarian action 

into political strategies. We say no to military execution of humanitarian ac-
tion if it serves as an entrance strategy. 

The greatest contribution which the military can make to humanitarian ac-
tion is to restore order and security. We will continue to advocate that in cases 
of conflict, what is required and most efficient is a parallel approach, with two 
principal objectives: 

The first objective is to deal with the root causes of the crisis; in other words 
to search for a political and military settlement. The second is to alleviate the 
people’s suffering because of the crisis, i.e. the humanitarian action. 

Are we calling for the use of old recipes for a new world? On the contrary we 
are advocating hard won experience and a strong belief that humanitarian 
space is not something outdated. 

In today’s new polarized world with asymmetric warfare, terrorism and indis-
criminate violence, the need is greater than ever for impartial and indepen-
dent humanitarian action which is able to reach victims of conflict. 

Whoever they are. And wherever they are. 
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