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Chemical weapons and the laws of war
It is likely that young people have heard chemical weapons being discussed in the news. This activity aims to provide answers to questions they may have, and clarify what chemical weapons are and how they fit within international humanitarian law (IHL). 

If educators feel they would like more background information on this topic, please download the short briefing here.

Suggested age range: 11–19
Curriculum links: PSHE

The facts
Ask the class to suggest some of the big international news stories recently. Can they think of any that our government has reacted to? Once they have suggested Syria or chemical weapons, show them this short video (30 seconds). After a second viewing, ask learners to consider:

· Which sets of laws prohibit chemical weapons? (international humanitarian law and international criminal law)
· What does it mean if a ban is absolute? (there are no exceptions)
· Which event influenced the decision to ban chemical weapons? (WW1)
· In a conflict, who needs to follow this rule? (everyone)

The text is: 
· The use of chemical weapons is a war crime prohibited under international humanitarian law. 
· 192 countries have signed the Chemical Weapons Convention. 
· The ban is absolute. 
· It includes chemical agents like chlorine, cyanide and sarin. 
· The use of mustard gas in WW1 sparked the move to ban chemical weapons. 
· Development, production, stockpiling and use of chemical weapons are all prohibited. 
· All parties to all armed conflicts must abide by the ban. 

Why do we need rules?
Ask learners to consider why we need rules like this during a conflict. (If they need encouragement, ask them to first consider rules at school or home.)

Here are five possible reasons why the ban on chemical weapons is absolute. Discuss in groups which reasons they find the most persuasive. (You can display these on a Powerpoint here.) 

· Because they are indiscriminate. Once used, they cannot be controlled and can affect anyone, including those who have nothing at all to do with the conflict. 
· Because they can cause death and horrific injuries, including permanent blindness or nerve damage. 
· Because they are often invisible and undetectable, causing fear and panic and giving people no chance to get away. 
· Because using weapons that stop people breathing, or affect the way their body functions, is inhumane.  
· Because you can’t always tell straightaway that someone’s symptoms are caused by chemical weapons and medical staff who help are also at risk.   
Discuss and compare the options. How important is reducing suffering in conflicts? 

Explain that all the above will have contributed to the decision to ban chemical weapons. All armed conflicts involve suffering, but international humanitarian law (also known as the law of armed conflict or the laws of war) aims to reduce suffering wherever possible.

Absolutely absolute
As the video says, the ban on chemical weapons is absolute. Discuss the meaning of absolute (there are no exceptions, whatever the circumstances). 

Ask learners to think of a rule that is not absolute. For example, a ban on dogs in a public building – the ban usually excludes guide or assistance dogs. The ban on chemical weapons is not like that. There are no exceptions.   

Six of the following are absolutely prohibited under international humanitarian law. Which are the absolute ones? 

1. The use of torture. 
2. The use of chemical or biological weapons. 
3. Disappearances (where people are detained or killed without notification and no records kept). 
4. A military attack that leads to the death of civilians.  
5. An attack against an ancient monument (like the Pyramids).
6. Stealing from civilians.
7. The use of prisoners of war for medical experiments.
8. An attack which damages the electricity grid.
9. The recruitment of individuals under the age of 18 for military service.
10. The use of human shields (forcing civilians to be close to military targets). 

Answer: All are absolute apart from 4, 5, 8 and 9.

4. Not absolute. 
Civilians should never be directly targeted, but sometimes combatants may still attack a military target, even if they know that nearby civilians could be hurt or killed. The value of the military target must justify the “collateral damage” (for example, it is not ok to destroy an entire town to stop one enemy sniper). This rule is called “proportionality”. 

5. Not absolute. 
If the enemy were using the ancient monument as a base, it may lose its protected status as important cultural property. However, the military value of attacking the base must justify any damage to the monument (for example, if it were possible to bypass the enemy base, or if there were only low-level fighters stationed there, it would not be considered worth destroying it). 

8. Not absolute. If the power grid is also being used to power an enemy radar system or a communications network, then a commander could order a strike against it. However, if the advantage of disabling the military equipment is small, but the civilian suffering is great (for example, causing a hospital to lose power), then the attack should be cancelled. If there is another way to do this without damaging the power grid, then the commander must do that instead. 

9. Not absolute. For most States, the minimum age for recruitment into the armed forces is 18. However, some countries, like the UK, recruit individuals as young as 16. Even then, they cannot be sent into combat until they are 18. Internationally, the absolute minimum age for recruitment into the armed forces is 15.

Extension activity: Under a green sea, I saw him drowning
Chlorine gas is a chemical weapon and it was used in World War I. Technically it was banned, but this ban was ignored, and its devastating effects led to stricter bans after the war. Chlorine gas may have been what Wilfred Owen describes in his poem “Dulce et decorum est”. (Display here.)
[bookmark: _GoBack]Gas! GAS! Quick, boys!  An ecstasy of fumbling,
Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time,
But someone still was yelling out and stumbling
And floundering like a man in fire or lime. 
Dim through the misty panes and thick green light
As under a green sea, I saw him drowning.  

How do learners think the soldiers might have felt during this attack? What might they have thought?

How might these feelings and thoughts be relevant today, a hundred years after they were written? 

What recent events in the UK, or around the world, might relate to some of Owen’s imagery and fears?

Should it make a difference if the person choking from the gas is a soldier or a civilian? 



For further information and activities on international humanitarian law, see this resource. 


This resource was written by P J White of Alt62 and published in April 2018.
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