
PROTECTING PEOPLE 
DEPRIVED OF THEIR 
LIBERTY DURING 
INTERNATIONAL 
ARMED CONFLICT
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OUR DIRECT ACTION
The ICRC acts directly to meet the needs of those held in 
relation to international armed conflict. We work with the 
authorities to help them take the necessary steps to ensure 
humane treatment and decent detention conditions and to 
meet their obligations under international humanitarian 
law. We engage in bilateral and confidential dialogue 
with the detaining authorities, discussing our findings 
and reminding them of the national and international 
standards that apply. We also work with them to 
implement the actions and resources required to improve 
the situation of people deprived of their liberty.



PROTECTED PERSONS 
Since 1870, the International Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC) has endeavoured to improve the humanitarian 
situation of people deprived of their liberty.

Our work on behalf of people held in relation to international 
armed conflict is provided for under the Third and Fourth 
Geneva Conventions, as well as customary international 
humanitarian law. Under international humanitarian law, 
certain categories of persons interned may be afforded 
specific protection, including prisoners of war (POWs) and 
civilian internees. In these cases, their internment is not 
a punishment; POWs are primarily combatants who are 
interned to prevent them from participating in hostilities, 
while civilian internees are held as a preventive measure 
if the security of the detaining power makes it absolutely 
necessary.

OUR AIMS
The ICRC aims to secure humane treatment and decent 
conditions of internment and detention for all those 
held in relation to an armed conflict as required under 
international humanitarian law. 

In addition, our priorities are to prevent torture and 
other forms of ill-treatment and to prevent and resolve 
disappearances. We also work to ensure the detaining 
authorities respect legal safeguards. To alleviate the 
suffering of protected persons and their families, the 
ICRC also restores and maintains contact between those 
being held and their relatives.

OUR APPROACH
When we visit places of internment and detention, we 
help to ensure respect for the life and dignity of all 
those held in relation to an armed conflict by directly 
assessing their situation and providing humanitarian 
services. Under the Geneva Conventions, and in line with 
our working procedures, the detaining authority must 
give the ICRC:
• access to all persons held in relation to the conflict;
• access to all places of internment or detention and to 

all premises used by and for persons held in relation 
to the conflict;

• the right to interview protected persons of its choice, 
without witnesses, for an unlimited period of time;

• assurance that the authorities will provide the ICRC 
with a list of all persons held in relation to the 
conflict or authorize it to compile such a list;

• the possibility to restore or maintain family links 
between persons deprived of their liberty and their 
relatives;

• the right to repeat its visits as often as necessary.
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