
 
Call for action to prevent environmental damage during military conflict 
 
 
The 1990s saw the emergence of calls for a Fifth Geneva Convention to safeguard the environment 
during armed conflicts in the aftermath of deliberate environmental damage in the first Gulf War1. 
But this war was not the only conflict to witness widespread environmental damage; other examples 
include large-scale use of defoliant agents during the Vietnam War and poisoning of water sources 
during the Darfur conflict2. A Fifth Geneva Convention would provide a multilateral treaty to reduce 
or mitigate such environmental destruction, including legal instruments for site-based protection of 
critical natural resources and areas of ecological importance2. Yet, over two decades later, we still 
lack such a Convention3 despite continued environmental damage due to a global increase in armed 
conflicts4. Recent articles covering conflicts demonstrate the continued role of conflict in 
environmental damage, including driving social disruption5; megafauna collapse6,7; and species 
extinction7. The uncontrolled circulation of arms resulting from conflicts8 exacerbates such negative 
impacts, including driving unsustainable hunting of wildlife7, and contributes to ongoing regional 
instability. The UN International Law Commission will meet shortly to move forward a program of 
work initiated in 2013 to protect the environment in relation to armed conflicts 
(http://legal.un.org/ilc/sessions/71/). We call on governments to accelerate the progress of this 
work; to ensure explicit safeguards for biodiversity protection are incorporated; and to use the 
resulting recommendations to finally deliver a Fifth Geneva Convention to uphold environmental 
protection during armed conflict. There is also an urgent need for better mechanisms to hold the 
military industry to account for the impacts of their activities, and companies and governments 
should work together to regulate arms transfer and minimize the illicit diversion of weapons 
(www.thearmstradetreaty.org). The establishment of robust international legal frameworks 
combined with improved regulation will provide better environmental protection and build a safer 
world9,10. 
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