The Citizen and the Law of Armed Conflict: 1-2 September, 2009: Friends House, London 
Report by Talyn Rahman and George Farebrother
This two day conference was organised by a coalition of organisations concerned with the need to develop better dialogue with MPs and decision makers on law and peace issues.  The first day consisted of talks from a wide range of lawyers, MPs, academics and activists while the second day enabled participants to discuss techniques on how to empower citizens. 

Day One

The conference began with a review of international and domestic Law, which was examined by Nick Grief (Professor of International Law at Bournemouth University) and Robbie Manson (solicitor and co-founder of the Institute for Law Accountability and Peace). As concerned citizens, we have the right to know how our country is governed and what decisions are being made. However there is cause for concern about domestic and international law in regards to defence and security issues.  For example, US forces based in the UK adhere to US law, even though their operations are conducted on British soil.  How is the Government and Parliament to be held accountable when laws appear to be violated?  Robbie Manson said that one of the problems is that definitions in international law are not concrete.  For example, there has not yet been a settled definition of the term “crime of aggression” and the International Criminal Court (ICC) is therefore not yet able to address this issue.  Without terminologies in international law fully defined in all countries, accountability is less likely to happen.  In addition, the relationship between the ICC and the UN Security Council has yet to be clarified.  Progress towards this is being hampered by the determination of the Permanent Members of the Council to retain control of the Court’s jurisdiction. 
While it is challenging to apply law to armed conflict, citizens are experiencing difficulties in relating to the Government.  Ann Feltham (Campaigns against Arms Trade) highlighted the lack of transparency shown by the Government.  Its annual report to the UN and EU bears little information on research conducted and is extremely vague due to commercial confidentiality. Liberal Democrat MP, Norman Baker urged that citizens make use of the Freedom of Information Act (2006) to our advantage. However, while the Act has enabled organisations like CAAT to retrieve commercial information on the arms trade, how to present this information publicly poses another question. 

Dr. Paul Dorfman (University of Warwick) questioned how far Government information and thinking on issues such as nuclear weapons policy should be shared with the public. The demand for a public inquiry into the invasion of Iraq is based on its questionable legality and also on opposition by a large section of the public. Dr. Andrew Blick (Senior Research Fellow for Democratic Audit) stated that the British Parliament is failing in its duty to hold the Government to account.  The Prime Minister can still declare war without the consent of the Parliament.  Citizens need to encourage politicians to monitor the Government’s adherence to the law. 
The decisions that the Government makes are rooted in history and can sometimes show little concern with legality. Dr. Nick Ritchie (University of Bradford) observed that the retention of nuclear arms may be based on a perception of national identity rather than on national security.  The possession of nuclear weapons is seen as a way of supporting Britain’s role as a “pivotal power”. There are fears that relinquishing them may damage the “special relationship” between the UK and the US. 
Labour Party MP Clare Short agreed that the renewal of the British nuclear system is just a cloak for perceived power.  We should encourage citizens to raise the debate on what Britain’s role should be. If our political system is inadequate then it falls to citizens to urge ministers to respect the law. 

A key approach to engaging with the Government is through opinion polls and campaigning.  However each method has its strong and weak points. Milan Rai (Justice Not Vengeance) pointed out that the attack on Iraq still went ahead despite large public demonstrations. Yet London Mayor Boris Johnson confirmed London’s membership of Mayors for Peace after an outcry when he appeared to renounce this. With accurate and regular information, an action or decision can proceed or be stopped. According to Jenny Jones (Green Group in the London Assembly), working with an organisation is a useful lobbying tool. By preparing letters and targeting specific councillors, a message is more likely to be accepted. Furthermore, it is easier to target the media through an organisation as the message is more widely supported. 

To round off the first day, case studies on Trident renewal, the “War on Terror”, and successful interactions between citizens and the Government were presented by Angie Zelter (Trident Ploughshares), Gareth Peirce (Solicitor), and Jackie Chase (Brighton activist for the Save Omar campaign).

DAY TWO

In the first plenary session networking approaches were outlined by Jenny Maxwell (West Midlands CND), Ashley Woods (Media Consultant), and George Farebrother (World Court Project).
Each member of the Conference took part in four discussion groups. These considered: 

· How best to approach MPs and decision makers.

· How we can develop a bank of useful responses based on the advice of lawyers.
· What we can learn from work carried out by other organisations and the relevance of public opinion.
· What systems we can set up (including Information Technology) to develop and monitor our work.
During an interval between Discussion Groups Martin Birdseye provided the Conference members with a thought-provoking presentation of a flow chart he has developed on the Morality of Nuclear Deterrence.  This is intended to guide people through a series of interlocking choices thus encouraging them to examine the ethical basis of their views. 
The group reports indicated the way forward.  Suggested future action for our network includes: 

· The consolidation of the way our continuing network operates.
· Development of work by local activists with their MPs, bearing in mind examples of successful contacts and the need to provide opportunities for interaction between Parliamentarians and concerned citizens.  We should provide a bank of briefings to inform constituency MPs, as well as the relevant cross-party Parliamentary committees, and maintain a record of results available to all the members of the network.  Further dialogue training has also been suggested. 
· A specific project.   There was enthusiasm for the issue of the relationship between the Security Council and the International Criminal Court.  
· We should prepare briefings for Parliament itself, try to work through All-Party Groups (APGs) offering our support, for example, by providing contacts, and easing lines of communication.  We should also identify key people in the Ministries, and perhaps set up an event in Parliament.  We should explore the use of Parliamentary Questions and identify MPs willing to table them. 

· We should try to encourage the formation of an independent lawyers’ group as a resource for MP's.
· Regarding other decision makers, including officials, we could investigate the advisory groups and their structure within the Government and approach officials directly.  One method is to establish a continuing relationship with a particular official.  To this end dialogue workshops are available.  In addition, the Freedom of Information Act would be of use to us.  
· Bill Rammell, Minister for the Armed Forces, spoke to us at the end of Conference.  This provided an opportunity for us to write to him asking for a meeting to discuss the need for improving responses to letters from officials.  A good outcome would be to explore the possibility of regular meetings with officials to review correspondence.  Failing that, we could produce a regular report to send to a well-chosen official. 

· We should investigate how to use media contacts, learning from the experience of other groups which have similar concerns and experience of unsatisfactory contacts with MPs and officials
· We can explore the NATO website where we can give our views.  We need to know more about the UK delegation to NATO.  There is also the NATO Parliamentary Assembly which has UK MPs represented on it.  Friendly MEPs would be of help here.   

· We need more information on public opinion and public-Government interaction.  If we could afford it, we could fund an Opinion poll on some of these questions. We should also find ways of reaching out to younger people. 
· We should find common platforms with other groups, including those with environmental and Human Rights concerns, and learn from their methods. 

We are now planning the way forward after the Conference.  We are now calling our network “NetLap (Network for Law and Peace). Information technology will play a part in all our initiatives.  There is already an IT working Group and its progress can be checked on our Wiki, “Netlap” on http://yourmpandwar.pbworks.com/.  A proposal has been made to mySociety entitled “Help Your MP Learn War Law” to develop dialogue with MPs and concerned citizens and to provide Parliamentarians with a reliable source of information about law and peace issues.   
