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Background 

This conference was the first full-day IHL Conference organized in partnership between the 

Ontario International Humanitarian Law Unit of the Canadian Red Cross and the following partners: 

Balsillie School of International Affairs, Conrad Grebel University College, Wilfrid Laurier University 

and Project Ploughshares. This event was further made possible thanks to the contributions from the 

International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC).  

The organizing committee was assisted by the work of the International Humanitarian Law 

Working Group for Toronto (IHL WG – TOR) as well as some student volunteers from Balsillie School 

of International Affairs, who assisted with the pre-conference planning which included research, 

reading list and moderated question development, as well as event promotions and registration.  

Objective 

As part of the mandate of the Red Cross Red Crescent Movement and thus National Societies 

around the world, public engagement on humanitarian issues and International Humanitarian Law 

(IHL) is an important objective. Through academic conferences, the Canadian Red Cross Society 

upholds this strategic objective by providing a space to engage the academic community in impartial 

discussions on IHL as it relates to contemporary issues.  

The objective of the conference was not only to educate the public and bring awareness to the 

discussion surrounding IHL and the protection of people caught up in armed conflict, but also to 

engage academics and students alike in discussions on the application of IHL and the role of the Red 

Cross Red Crescent Movement in promoting and safe-guarding these laws.  

 

The speakers that participated in the panel discussions during the conference offered their 

expertise on IHL including issues of distinction, humanitarian disarmament and other contemporary 

issues which deepened the attendee’s understanding and also offered an opportunity to consider 

where we are today and things to consider as an international community moving forward.   

 

There were 93 people in the audience who were made up of students (undergraduate, 

masters and PhD candidates) from many programs including Global Studies, Political Science, Peace 

and Conflict Studies, International Affairs, Conflict Analysis and Education to name a few prominent 

ones and from multiple academic institutions: Balsillie School of International Affairs, Conrad Grebel 

University College and Laurier University.  The rest of the attendees were made up of professors and 

academics as well as professionals from other humanitarian organizations represented in the 

community.   
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The Conference 

The conference was opened by Professor John Ravenhill, Director of the Balsillie School of 

International Affairs.  Professor Ravenhill welcomed everyone and provided opening remarks linking 

the importance of the discussions that were to unfold throughout the day and their immediate 

relevance to what is happening in the world today.  He then introduced the first set of speakers which 

included of Mr. Jonathan Somer, Interim Senior Legal Advisor, IHL to the Canadian Red Cross; Ms. 

Sabrina Henry, Legal and Policy Officer for the Canadian Red Cross and International Committee of 

the Red Cross; and Mr. Andrew Carswell, Senior Delegate for Canada at the International Committee 

of the Red Cross, who jointly provided an introduction to IHL and the linkages to the issues that were 

to be discussed throughout the day. Prior to the conclusion of this presentation, the speakers fielded 

questions from the audience. This was followed by a 15 minute break at which point, coffee, tea water 

and snacks were available just outside of the conference room. 

Mr. Carswell as moderator introduced the first panel which was on “Distinction” and each of 

the speakers.  The presentation by Dr. Edmund Pries, Assistant Professor, Global Studies, Religion 

and Culture and Social Entrepreneurship, Wilfrid Laurier University, was titled, “Are all Combatants 

Equal?” Professor Pries outlined the recent debate about the doctrine on the Moral Equality of 

Combatants (MEC) including a resurgence of voices proposing for a Moral Inequality of Combatants 

position. According to Pries, the question on the issue hinges on whether IHL can be successfully 

applied if a differential moral status (as per jus ad bellum evaluation) is asserted followed by a 

differentiated legal status vis a vis jus in bello. He maintained that there was and is both an implicit 

and explicit assumption of symmetry between rights according to jus in bello and jus ad bellum. The 

independence of jus in bello (IHL) from jus ad bellum must be insisted upon in order to protect the 

effective functionality of IHL – especially from parties asserting the inequality of combatants according 

to jus ad bellum determinations. Professor Pries concluded that the refusal to accept MEC as the 

legally necessary depiction of combatant moral status by some legal theorists, political leaders and 

military personnel, especially since the post 9/11 global conflict landscape, posed an ongoing threat to 

IHL. Dr. Timothy Donais, Associate Professor, Wilfrid Laurier University was the next speaker to 

present on “UN Peace Operations and the Use of Force: Peacekeepers as Parties to the Conflict?”. In 

his presentation, Professor Donais discussed the increasingly ambiguous position of UN 

peacekeepers under IHL. Most contemporary peacekeeping missions, he pointed out, operate under 

Chapter VII mandates which provide greater latitude for peacekeepers to use force in the name of 

peace (protecting civilians on one hand and countering violent extremism on the other). These 

developments have raised questions about the point at which UN peacekeepers cross the line from 

being impartial facilitators to being active parties to the conflict. Professor Donais concluded his 

presentation by explaining that the shift towards enforcement peacekeeping not only puts into 

question the UN’s commitment to impartiality as a fundamental principle of peacekeeping but also 

raises a host of legal questions about the extent to which peacekeepers should now be considered 

lawful combatants (and thereby lawful targets) under IHL.  Dr. Sara Matthews, Associate Professor, 

Wilfrid Laurier University presented on “Drones Warfare: Extra-judicial targeted killings and IHL”.  With 

reference to contemporary case studies, including the creation of a new “Algorithmic Warfare Cross-
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Functional Team” (Project Maven) by the Trump Administration, Professor Matthews considered how 

the category of combatant vs. non-combatant is constituted via algorithmic technologies of killing and 

the practice of “pattern of life analysis” used to target terror suspects, in the context of IHL. 

Throughout the presentation, Professor Matthews drew on Achille Mbembe’s (2003) concept of 

necropolitics – the institutionalized right to kill and to allocate the lived status of non-life to certain 

social and political subjects.  At the conclusion of this panel, the moderator opened the floor to 

questions from the audience. This was followed by a 45 minute lunch break.  Lunch consisted of a 

choice of sandwiches or wraps as well as a choice of salads and desserts.  An assortment of non-

alcoholic beverages was also made available. 

Once lunch was over, Sabrina Henry welcomed everyone back from the break to introduce the 

second panel, “Humanitarian Disarmament” as moderator. Mr. Paul Hannon, Executive Director, 

Mines Action Canada, was the first to speak on this panel with his presentation entitled, “From 

Landmines to Nuclear Weapons: How Humanitarian Disarmament Contributes to IHL”. Mr. Hannon 

provided an overview of the evolution of the concept of humanitarian disarmament and the efforts to 

strengthen and add to existing IHL through treaties and conventions on landmines, cluster munitions, 

nuclear and autonomous weapons. He concluded by pointing out that these international legal 

developments have created new energy and attention on IHL.  The second speaker on this panel was 

Mr. Ken Epps, Senior Policy Advisor, Arms Trade Treaty, Project Ploughshares who presented on 

the, “Arms Trade Treaty: Controlling Arms Exports”.  Mr. Epps addressed the recent efforts to better 

control irresponsible and unscrupulous arms exports that continue to cause so much human suffering 

around the world. While there remains much work to be done to curb certain practices, he argued that 

the level of scrutiny over the end-use of arms exports has reached unprecedented levels in recent 

years and arms exporting countries have been facing increased scrutiny about instances in which 

there is a clear risk that arms exports might be misused. Mr. Epps concluded his presentation by 

explaining that while the adoption of the Arms Trade Treaty in December 2014 was a rare diplomatic 

victory for the international community that explicitly pointed to the reduction of human suffering as a 

core objective, that effective treaty implementation remains an urgent challenge.  Mr. Jonathan Somer 

was the last speaker to present on this panel with his discussion on the, “Anti-Personnel Landmine 

Ban and Non-State Armed Groups”. Pointing out the 20 year anniversary of the Ottawa Treaty to ban 

anti-personnel landmines, Mr. Somer spoke about it’s relevance to non-state armed groups. He 

explained how in spite of efforts to include Non-State Armed Groups (NSAGs) in the anti-personnel 

landmine ban treaty as ‘parties to conflict’, the treaty in the end only addressed states. He went on to 

describe an innovative approach towards including NSAGs in the anti-personnel landmine ban treaty, 

the Geneva Call Deed of Commitment (DoC). The DoC is a treaty-like instrument open for signature 

by NSAGs whereby they pledge to comply with the anti-personnel landmine ban treaty, agree to 

external monitoring and work towards its implementation. At the conclusion of the discussion, 

attendees were invited to pose questions to the speakers after which the conference paused for a 15 

minute break where light refreshments were provided. 

The last panel of the day was moderated by Ms. Rachel Reist, Undergraduate Officer & 

Internship Coordinator for Peace and Conflict Studies, Conrad Grebel University College.  Mr. Andrew 
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Carswell was the first to present on “Reconciling IHL with counter-terrorism”. Mr. Carswell examined 

disincentives for the IHL compliance of non-state armed groups created by the combination of an IHL 

framework that recognizes lawful acts of war in armed conflict, and a domestic legal framework that 

criminalizes those same acts. He then discussed the challenge of ensuring accountability for those 

groups in situations where the State mechanisms through which compliance is normally ensured are 

broken. As a possible remedy he examined the role that States may play in ensuring the respect of 

the armed groups they support, whether financially or militarily. He also raised the challenging issue of 

determining membership in an armed group for the purpose of targeting. Changing the lens of the 

discussion, Carswell then discussed the challenges of ensuring IHL compliance by States prosecuting 

armed conflicts against armed groups, including finding the appropriate balance between military 

necessity and humanitarian considerations in the conduct of hostilities, and reconciling differences 

between the language of military operations and the language of IHL. Lastly, he briefly examined the 

debate over the scope of the battlefield in armed conflict, and whether members of an armed group 

effectively take the battlefield with them when they leave the territory of a State on which an armed 

conflict is taking place. In ICRC's opinion they do not, but the issue remains contentious with some 

States.  This presentation was followed by Dr. Alexandra R. Harrington, Lead Counsel, Peace, Justice 

& Accountability Programme, Centre for International Sustainable Development Law. Dr. Harrington 

presented on the topic, “Recognizing the Child: the Rights of Children in Conflict and Violence”.  

Through this discussion she examined the collective rights of children in conflict/violence, rather than 

examining specific aspects of childhood (i.e. Education, family integrity), in order to fashion a 

methodology of conceiving children and childhood in law, that provides meaning for children, parents 

and society. Unfortunately, one of the speakers on the panel, Ms. Sarah Murray, PhD candidate at the 

Balsillie School of International Affairs and Wilfrid Laurier University, fell ill and was unable to present 

on her topic of, “Employing International Humanitarian Law: Disability Experiences in Syria and South 

Sudan”. This however, allowed for a longer question and answer period at the end of this panel and to 

end the conference at 5:00pm instead of 5:30pm.  Our last speaker on this panel was Professor 

Lowell Ewert, Associate Professor, Peace and Conflict Studies, Conrad Grebel University College and 

concluded the presentations for the conference with his paper, ”Why IHL Matters: A Peace Studies 

Perspective”.  Professor Ewert focused on the relationship of IHL to peace and discussed the notion 

of whether IHL makes peace more likely or simply functions as a legal tool to justify violence and 

destruction.  He went on to outline why traditional peace studies programs are often marked by a 

negative view of IHL and how this perspective inadvertently undermines one important, although 

insufficient by itself, tool of international law in creating and sustaining peace.   

The conference closed with final remarks from Ms. Svetlana Ageeva, Advisor IHL, Ontario, 

Canadian Red Cross. Ms. Ageeva highlighted some important key points from the conference and 

took this time to thank the guest speakers, partners and organizing committee. At this point the 

instructions for accessing Sli.do to complete the online feedback form, was presented and attention 

was paid to the hard copy in the attendee’s packages.  Lastly, everyone was invited to the informal 

reception held just outside of the conference room immediately following the conference. Many 

attendees joined the reception where light refreshments were served and took advantage of the time 

to network and engage with the speakers, organizing committee and one another. 
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Annex 6 – Photos 
 

 
Breakfast refreshments prior to the Conference 

 

 
Opening Remarks by John Ravenhill, Director, Balsillie School of International Affairs 
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Conference Attendees 

 

 
Conference Attendees 
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Overflow Room 

 
Overflow Room:  Dana Rushak, Program Associate (Intern), Ontario IHL Unit, Canadian Red Cross 

and Balsillie School Volunteers 

 
Balsillie School Volunteers and Canadian Red Cross Ontario IHL Unit Program Associate 
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International Humanitarian Law 101: Andrew Carswell, Senior Delegate, International Committee of 

the Red Cross 

 
International Humanitarian Law 101: Jonathan Somer, Interim Senior Legal Advisor, IHL, Canadian 

Red Cross 

 
International Humanitarian Law 101: Sabrina Henry, Legal and Policy Officer, Canadian Red Cross 

and International Committee of the Red Cross, Canadian Delegation 
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Questions from the Attendees 

 

 
Questions from the Attendees 
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Panel 1: Distinction 

(from left to right) Dr. Sara Matthews, Associate Professor, Wilfrid Laurier University; Dr. Timothy 

Donais, Associate Professor, Department of Global Studies, Wilfrid Laurier University; Dr. Edmund 

Pries, Assistant Professor, Global Studies, Religion and Culture and Social Entrepreneurship, Wilfrid 

Laurier University 

 

 

 
Panel 2: Humanitarian Disarmament 

(from left to right) Jonathan Somer, Canadian Red Cross, Ken Epps, Senior Policy Advisor, Arms 

Trade Treaty, Project Ploughshares; Paul Hannon, Executive Director, Mines Action Canada; 

Moderator: Sabrina Henry, Canadian Red Cross 
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Panel 3: Contemporary Issues 

(from left to right) Lowell Ewert, Associate Professor, Peace and Conflict Studies, Conrad Grebel 

University College, Waterloo University; Dr. Alexandra R. Harrington, Lead Counsel, Peace, Justice & 

Accountability Programme, Centre for International Sustainable Development Law; Andrew Carswell, 

International Committee of the Red Cross 

 

 
Closing Remarks by Svetlana Ageeva, Advisor IHL, Ontario, Canadian Red Cross 


