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Pacific Island states have long demonstrated leadership in promoting peace, disarmament, and humanitarian values. From
traditional customs that reflect principles contained in contemporary international humanitarian law (IHL), to global advocacy for
nuclear disarmament and environmental protections during armed conflict, the region is uniquely equipped to contribute to
discussions on advancing IHL. This is particularly important in the context of contemporary challenges, including climate change, the
illicit trade of small arms, cyber operations, and the vulnerability of submarine data cables that affect Pacific livelihoods.

In this post, ICRC Legal Advisers Hannah Crothers and Catherine Thornton explore the importance of amplifying Pacific voices in the
conversation on IHL, including through the Global Initiative to Galvanize Political Commitment to IHL, which provides a platform for
states to contribute to the global discussion through sharing their experiences and insights.

In today’s interconnected world, no region is immune from the consequences of war: their effects ripple across global and regional markets, threaten international
peace and security and worsen humanitarian and environmental pressures.

Despite universal ratification of the Geneva Conventions, violations and permissive interpretations of IHL are widespread, undermining the protective purpose of the
law. The immense human suffering, destruction, and economic instability caused by armed conflict around the world demonstrates that upholding these protections is

urgent for all regions.

The Pacific region, whose very name derives from the Latin for “peaceful”, has a unique role to play in upholding and advancing IHL, with the Global Initiative to
Galvanize Political Commitment to IHL (Global IHL Initiative) providing a platform to champion humanitarian, environmental and security priorities.
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Pacific leadership on peace and disarmament

Pacific Island nations have long demonstrated leadership in promoting peace, disarmament, and humanitarian values — principles deeply rooted in Pacific cultures and
identities. For instance, elements of traditional Pacific Island customs during conflict reflect principles now enshrined in contemporary IHL. As explored in the ICRC’s
2009 study “Under the Protection of the Palm”, customs of traditional warfare across numerous Pacific cultures protected women, children, the elderly and captured
persons.

Humanitarian values are also reflected in contemporary regional frameworks, such as the Boe Declaration and the 2050 Strategy for the Blue Pacific Continent, which
promote peaceful, rules-based solutions to complex regional and global challenges. The principles underpinning these frameworks are not merely theoretical but are
deeply informed by the lived experiences of Pacific Island nations enduring some of the horrific consequences of war.

Since World War II, some Pacific states continue to live with the reality of forgotten landmines and unexploded bombs left behind after the fighting ended. For Pacific
Island states, this can have significant consequences, rendering land unusable for agriculture, development, or habitation, with studies demonstrating that the breakdown
of weapons releases toxic chemicals in the ecosystem. These harms are further exacerbated by the effects of climate change.

The region also bears the weight of historical nuclear testing, with French Polynesia, Kiribati and the Marshall Islands among the most affected. As an example,
between 1946-1958, the Marshall Islands were the site of 67 atmospheric and ground nuclear tests, with communities still grappling with the challenge of containing
radioactive soil and debris, amid increasing strains on nuclear containment infrastructure due to climate change.

Out of these experiences, the Pacific has emerged as a global leader in advocating for nuclear disarmament, linking the consequences of armed conflict to
environmental protection. In 1985, Pacific nations took the historic step of signing the South Pacific Nuclear Free Zone Treaty, also known as the Treaty of Rarotonga,
which established the Pacific as the world’s second nuclear-free zone, after the Treaty of Tlatelolco in Latin America and the Caribbean.

This commitment to disarmament has been complemented by efforts to integrate environmental considerations into the laws of armed conflict. For instance, during
the ICJ] Advisory Opinion on the Legality of the Threat or Use of Nuclear Weapons, Nauru, the Marshall Islands, Samoa and the Solomon Islands submitted written
observations arguing that nuclear weapons were incompatible with IHL. The submission of the Solomon Islands emphasized the applicability of environmental
protections and the law of armed conflict, which was reflected in the Advisory Opinion (at para 32) as the “general view [that] environmental considerations constitute
one of the elements to be taken into account in the implementation of the principles of the law applicable in armed conflict”.

More recently, at a time when humanitarian disarmament treaties are under increasing pressure, Vanuatu acceded to the Cluster Munition Convention in 2026, Kiribati to
the Biological Weapons Convention in 2025, and the Marshall Islands and Tonga acceded to the Anti-Personnel Mine Ban Convention in 2025. By doing so, the Pacific
sent a powerful message, with Tonga outlining: “[w]e may be a small nation, but we stand firm in our conviction that global treaties crowned in humanity require the
voice and support of all states regardless of size or circumstance”.[1]

Relevance of IHL to the Pacific

Beyond humanitarian disarmament, IHL provides important protections that affect the Pacific in unexpected ways. The Pacific is the largest ocean on the planet, and a
source of life. It sustains fragile ecosystems and rich biodiversity, powers global trade, provides vital energy resources and infrastructure, and supports the livelihoods
of millions of fishers who play a key role in ensuring reliable access to safe food. With the Pacific particularly vulnerable to climate change — and therefore rising sea levels,
increasingly frequent weather events, and disrupted food availability and production — this in turn increases susceptibilities to environmental as well as secondary
impacts of armed conflict.

Environmental protection in armed conflict

Armed conflicts continue to cause environmental degradation and destruction, affecting the well-being, health and survival of people across the globe. In an armed conflict at
sea, this could be caused by damage to vessels which result in spills of oil or other pollutants; underwater explosions and shipwrecks that threaten fragile eco-systems;
or incidents involving nuclear-powered vessels which carry risks of radioactive contamination to both human and marine life.

IHL includes provisions which protect the natural environment during warfare and seek to limit the damage caused to it. In the context of armed conflict at sea, these
protections require that due regard be given to the natural environment during military operations and expressly prohibit damage to or destruction of the natural
environment that is not justified by the military necessity applicable under the circumstances. Given the important equities in protecting the Pacific Ocean, and the
manner in which the combined impacts of environmental degradation, climate risks and conflict compound hardships, Pacific nations are well-positioned to raise
awareness of the need to protect the natural environment from the effects of armed conflict.

Civilian infrastructure at sea

Civilian infrastructure such as submarine data cables have changed our world and lives, with over 99 per cent of international internet traffic travelling through these
cables, facilitating connectivity and the digital economy. Submarine cables remain vulnerable in any large-scale conflict at sea, with a large-scale disturbance to such cables
likely to interrupt the operation of civilian infrastructure, affecting communication networks and financial flows. These vulnerabilities are particularly acute for small-island
nations that rely on a single cable, with several instances in recent years of states losing connectivity due to damage — including Tonga in 2022 following an undersea
volcanic eruption and subsequent tsunami.

At sea, just like on land, civilians and civilian objects cannot be targeted. Means and methods of warfare must be used in accordance with the principles of distinction,
proportionality and precaution. Ensuring that submarine data cables and other civilian infrastructure at sea are effectively protected from the effects of naval warfare
requires integrating THL protections into appropriate domestic frameworks. Given the vulnerabilities associated with damage to submarine cables, all states have a
vested interest in ensuring their protection. For Pacific Island nations, which rely heavily on these essential lifelines, upholding the laws and frameworks that
safeguard submarine data cables is a necessity.
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The use of information and communication technologies (ICTs) during armed conflict

Around the world, civilian and essential services increasingly depend on ICTs, with the increasing digitalization and interconnectivity of societies making cyber
security a growing concern for all nations, including Pacific Island states.

Today, the use of ICTs by states and non-state actors is a reality of armed conflict, and it may cause harm to the civilian population through their impact on civilian data
and civilian infrastructure, including essential services such as electricity, water, sanitation, food production and distribution, telecommunications, healthcare,
education, humanitarian and emergency services and financial services.

Whilst IHL sets limits on ICT activities during armed conflict just as any other means or method of warfare, the specificities of the ICT environment pose challenges to the
application of the law. Therefore, there is a need to reach a shared understanding of the legal constraints that apply to ICT activities during armed conflicts, with a view
to safeguarding civilians from harm. During these conversations and given the Pacific’s acknowledgement of its own cyber security vulnerabilities, it’s essential that
Pacific Island states are at the table to ensure IHL is interpreted and applied in a way that protects the ICT infrastructure and services that people rely on every day.

A platform for Pacific voices

Recognizing the need to strengthen respect for IHL in the face of contemporary challenges, the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), together with Brazil,
China, France, Jordan, Kazakhstan and South Africa launched the Global IHL Initiative to Galvanize Political Commitment to IHL. Open to all interested states, this
initiative seeks to make IHL a political priority and mobilize state leaders and all stakeholders to ensure IHL is part of every discussion on armed conflict and security.
Through a series of consultations across seven workstreams, the Global IHL Initiative is also in the process of developing outcome documents to uphold and strengthen
THL to address pressing humanitarian challenges in contemporary warfare, including many discussed above, and turn political commitment into concrete change on
the ground.

At the time of publication, 114 states have joined the Global THL Initiative, including Australia —co-chair of workstream one of the Initiative — Fiji, the Marshall Islands,
and New Zealand from the Pacific. Other Pacific Island states have participated in consultations.

The Pacific region’s history of resilience in the face of war and its leadership on disarmament and environmental protection underscore its critical role in advancing
international humanitarian law. Many Pacific Islands states and National Societies have already pledged to strengthen the implementation and dissemination of IHL across
its nations at the 34th International Conference of the Red Cross Red Crescent.

In a world where the rules of war are increasingly challenged, the Pacific’s commitment to IHL serves as a powerful reminder of the enduring importance of shared
values and collective action. Upholding IHL is not only about adhering to legal obligations — it’s about preserving humanity, protecting our planet, and building a more
peaceful future for all.

By joining and engaging with initiatives such as the Global IHL Initiative, Pacific Island nations can ensure their unique perspectives are understood, their experiences
are valued, and their voices are heard in the global conversation on peace, security, and humanity.
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