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Background 

This was the first IHL Conference organized in partnership between the Ontario International 

Humanitarian Law Unit of the Canadian Red Cross and the Centre for International Defense and 

Policy (CIDP) at Queens University. This event was further made possible thanks to the contributions 

from Professor Daryl Robinson from the Faculty of Law at Queens University and the Strategic 

Partnership between the Canadian Red Cross and Global Affairs Canada (GAC).  

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

Working Group for Ottawa (IHL WG – OTT) as well as some student volunteers from the Faculty of 

Law at Queens University, who assisted with the development of moderated question, event 

promotions, registration and summary report writing.  

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, emphasising the facts surrounding the use of child soldiers and sexual violence as a 

weapon of war which deepened the attendee’s understanding and also offered an opportunity to 

consider where we are today and the way forward as an international community.   

There were 85 people in the audience who were made up of members of the Canadian Armed 

Forces representing different centres, professionals from Non-Governmental Organizations, academia 

and members of the Kingston area community.  Overall the conference was a big success with 

articulate and diverse speakers and a participatory audience. 
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The Conference1 

The conference was opened by Associate Professor Stéfanie von Hlatky, Director of the 

Centre for International Defense and Policy at Queens University. Professor von Hlatky welcomed 

everyone and provided opening remarks to set the stage for the conference that followed, pointing out 

the timeliness of our conference as attention has been shifted among the international community to 

the issues of child soldiers and Sexual and Gender-Based Violence (SGBV).  After her opening 

remarks, Professor von Hlatky introduced the keynote speaker, Major-General (ret’d) Blaise Cathcart. 

Major-General (ret’d) Cathcart began the conference as our keynote speaker by providing his 

views on both child soldiers and sexual violence, setting the stage for the discussions later on in the 

conference.  His address started with outlining the main bodies of law that provide protections for child 

soldiers and SGBV. The Major-General then identified some key issues that come up when 

addressing child soldiers: (1) whether child soldiers are combatants; (2) if they are, whether the rules 

are the same for them as they are for regular combatants; (3) the treatment of child soldiers when 

they are confronted in combat; and (4) the treatment of child soldiers when they are detained. He 

stated the answer was ‘yes’ to the first two and that The Joint Doctrine Notice was a good way 

address the legal requirements on child soldiers that the CAF should follow.  Major-General Cathcart 

then addressed the issue of Sexual and Gender-Based Violence (SGBV) by starting with view that the  

phrase “sex as a weapon of war” should be described as an strategy or tactic of warfare and that 

‘weapons’ should be limited to things as for former can undermine  the effort to reduce or eradicate 

SGBV.  He suggested two ways to promote the operationalization of laws that protect against SGBV 

by:  (1) ending impunity through the use of the military justice system; and (2) obtaining assistance 

from the United Nation’s Fact Finding Commission (IFFC) as SGBV is too broad for the military to 

deal with alone. To conclude, Major-General Cathcart expressed his wish to see a focus on the 

operationalization of the current laws on child soldiers and SGBV.  After he answered some questions 

from the audience, Professor von Hlatky came up to the podium to thank the Major-General and 

introduce the next speaker, Ms. Sabrina Henry, Legal and Policy Officer, CRCS and ICRC, Canadian 

Delegation.  

Ms. Henry provided an overview of the basics of International Humanitarian Law and drew the 

audience’s attention to numerous legal sources that were applicable to the protection of civilians and 

touched upon the definition of ‘sexual violence’.  After answering questions from the audience, 

Professor von Hlatky thanked Sabrina and invited the audience to take a 15min break in the area just 

outside of the conference room at which point refreshments were served and networking took place. 

The first panel on child soldiers commenced just after the break with the panel moderator, Mr. 

Jonathan Somer, Senior Legal Advisor to the Canadian Red Cross, introduced the panel and panel 

                                                           
1
 Some notes were taken from the Queen’s Student Summary Report written by:  Justin Bozzo, Joycna Kang, Sierra 

MacDonald, Marika Maksymec, Alyssa Moses, Rebecca Strain, Kent Williams; Edited by: Olivia Hamilton; 2018. 
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topic. He then spoke briefly to the varying standards, definitions and state obligations across the body 

of International Humanitarian Law and the confusion that these can have which contribute to non-

compliance of the laws.  Once Mr. Somer concluded his introductory remarks, he introduced the first 

panel member, Ms. Zama Neff, Director, Children’s Rights Division, Human Rights Watch.  Ms. Neff, 

drew on first hand interviews with girls and boys who have been recruited in conflicts around the world 

and how this has affected children in their own words.  She pointed to a lack of protection for children 

through statistics on child soldiers and children affected by armed conflict as well as addressed why, 

how and where children are being recruited.  Ms. Neff concluded by mentioning the targeting of 

schools for recruitment and efforts such as the Safe Schools Declaration, to ensure that children can 

learn safely even during war. At this time Mr. Somer also mentioned the work that the non-

governmental organization, Geneva Call, was engaged in with non-state armed groups in promoting 

compliance to IHL.  He then introduced the last panel member, Lt-Col Guy Marcoux, G7, Canadian 

Army Doctrine and Training Centre (CADTC).  Lt-Col Marcoux discussed the Canadian Armed Forces 

(CAF) Joint Doctrine Note (JDN) on Child Soldiers. In more detail, he highlighted the strategic context 

leading to the JDN, when it was published, its purpose, its main parts and key aspects that need to be 

considered, the requirements from the Chief of Defense Staff (CDS) for the CAF to adopt it and 

integrate it across doctrine and training. After Lt-Col Marcoux delivered his remarks, Mr. Somer 

opened the floor up to questions from the audience. This was followed by a 15 minute break at which 

point coffee, tea and water were provided. 

Upon returning from the break, Professor von Hlatky began the second part of the conference 

as the moderator on the panel on sexual violence, by introducing the panel members. First, Ms. Sara 

Wharton, Assistant Professor, Faculty of Law, Windsor University, spoke about the accountability for 

Sexual and Gender Based Violence (SGBV) at international courts.  Professor Wharton looked at the 

statutes and jurisprudence of the international criminal tribunals and the International Criminal Court, 

and the key advancements made in accountability for Sexual and Gender Based Violence (SGBV) in 

times of armed conflict, such as the Strategic Plans adopted from 2012-2015, and again in 2014 in 

which the ICC declared its commitment to identifying and prosecuting sexual crimes. She also 

discussed critiques and challenges that the courts have faced and strategies implemented to address 

such challenges. Lastly, Professor Wharton drew focus to the recent developments, upcoming cases, 

and current challenges and what this means for IHL. Next, Dr. Susan Bartels, Clinician-Scientist and 

Associate Professor, Departments of Emergency Medicine and Public Health Sciences, Queen’s 

University, spoke about the militarization of sexual violence in eastern Democratic Republic of Congo 

(DRC) from a scientific perspective by discussing data she had collected from her work in the Panzi 

hospital.  Her research was based on data collected between 2004 and 2008 from over 4,000 

interviewed survivors of rape and sexual violence. Dr. Bartels also discussed patterns of militarized 

violence against women and girls, perpetrators, motives behind the violence and the consequences 

for local communities.  She concluded with her hope for more projects on these issues in countries 

where rape and sexual violence are prevalent, citing three stages for successful approaches: 

assistance, protection, and prevention.  The last panel member to speak was Mr. Andrew Carswell, 

Sr. Delegate to Canada, from the ICRC who described the ICRC’s understanding of the humanitarian 
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problem of sexual violence in armed conflicts worldwide and examined the means by which the 

prohibition may be translated from treaties and customary law into battlefield practice. Rather then 

offering solutions, he proposed a different way of looking at the problem and ensuring the integration 

of the prohibition on sexual violence into operational practice of armed forces to change behaviors. He 

touched upon the pervasiveness of sexual violence and its use in armed conflict that dates back to the 

beginning of warfare.  Mr. Carswell went on to speak about the impacts on victims of sexual violence 

and one of the biggest reasons for under-reporting which is the stigma that sexual violence can have 

for victims.  He also noted that while women and children are vulnerable, so are men and boys and 

that this needs to be looked at as a whole.  While sexual violence is prohibited by IHL, IHRL and 

domestic laws, it is still used in armed conflict to instill fear and terror, based on opportunity, for 

tactical or strategic means of overwhelming and weakening the adversary, and/or to undermine the 

very fabric of society. If it is systematically carried out, sexual violence can also constitute torture, acts 

of genocide or crimes against humanity. Lastly, Mr. Carswell put forth his view that the problem rests 

in the implementation of the law and commitment of the party(ies) or state(s) involved.  At the 

conclusion of this panel, Professor von Hlatky as moderator opened the floor to questions from the 

audience during the question and answer period. 

The conference ended with Ms. Svetlana Ageeva, Advisor IHL, Ontario, Canadian Red Cross, 

delivering closing remarks.  Ms. Ageeva began by thanking everyone for attending the conference 

then touched upon the benefits of hearing from various perspectives (academic, military and aid 

organizations) in discussing these timely topics that exploit vulnerabilities within populations 

experiencing armed conflict. She recounted the key points that each speaker presented and 

reinforced the importance of IHL and promotion of compliance when addressing the issues of child 

soldiers and SGBV.  Ms. Ageeva then thanked the organizing committee, partners, funders and guest 

speakers for making the conference a success.  She concluded by asking the all those in attendance 

for feedback via the feedback forms contained in the conference packages and invited everyone to 

gather outside the conference room for an informal reception in which refreshments were served and 

opportunities for networking took place. 
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Annex 5 – Photos 
 

 
Conference audience. 

 

 
Associate Professor, Political Studies and Director of the Centre for International Defense and Policy 

at Queen’s University, Stéfanie von Hlatky delivering opening remarks. 
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Major-General (ret’d) Blaise Cathcart, QC, delivering the keynote address. 
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Ms. Sabrina Henry, Legal and Policy Officer, Canadian Red Cross and ICRC, Canadian Delegation, 

delivering IHL 101 presentation. 
 

 
Moderator for the panel on Child Soldiers, Mr. Jonathan Somer, Senior Legal Advisor, IHL, Canadian 

Red Cross, delivers opening remarks. 
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Panel 1: Child Soldiers(from left to right): Moderator, Mr. Jonathan Somer; Lt-Col. Guy Marcoux, G7 

Canadian Army Doctrine and Training Centre (CADTC); Ms. Zama Neff, Director, Children’s Rights 
Division, Human Rights Watch. 

 

 
Panel 2: Sexual Violence (from left to right): Mr. Andrew Carswell, Sr. Delegate to Canada, ICRC; Ms. 

Susan Bartels, Clinician-Scientist and Associate Professor, Departments of Emergency Medicine and 
Public Health Sciences, Queen’s University; Ms. Sara Wharton, Assistant Professor, Faculty of Law, 

University of Windsor; and Moderator, Ms. Stéfanie von Hlatky. 
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Ms. Svetlana Ageeva, Advisor, IHL, Ontario, Canadian Red Cross delivering closing remarks. 

 

 
 
 
 
 


