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GUIDELINES FOR PROTECTING SCHOOLS AND UNIVERSITIES

FROM MILITARY USE DURING ARMED CONFLICT
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Parties to armed conflict are urged not to use schools and universities for any purpose in support of
their military effort. While it is acknowledged that certain uses would not be contrary to the law of
armed conflict, all parties should endeavour to avoid impinging on students’ safety and education, using
the following as a guide to responsible practice:
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Guideline 1: Functioning schools and universities should not be used by the fighting forces of parties to
armed conflict in any way in support of the military effort.
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(a) This principle extends to schools and universities that are temporarily closed outside normal
class hours, during weekends and holidays, and during vacation periods.
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(b) Parties to armed conflict should neither use force nor offer incentives to education
administrators to evacuate schools and universities in order that they can be made available for
use in support of the military effort.
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Guideline 2: Schools and universities that have been abandoned or evacuated because of the dangers
presented by armed conflict should not be used by the fighting forces of parties to armed conflict for

any purpose in support of their military effort, except in extenuating circumstances when they are
presented with no viable alternative, and only for as long as no choice is possible between such use of
the school or university and another feasible method for obtaining a similar military advantage. Other
buildings should be regarded as better options and used in preference to school and university buildings,
even if they are not so conveniently placed or configured, except when such buildings are specially
protected under International Humanitarian Law (e.g. hospitals), and keeping in mind that parties to
armed conflict must always take all feasible precautions to protect all civilian objects from attack.
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(a) Any such use of abandoned or evacuated schools and universities should be for the minimum
time necessary.
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(b) Abandoned or evacuated schools and universities that are used by the fighting forces of parties
to armed conflict in support of the military effort should remain available to allow educational
authorities to re-open them as soon as practicable after fighting forces have withdrawn from
them, provided this would not risk endangering the security of students and staff.
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(c) Any traces or indication of militarisation or fortification should be completely removed following
the withdrawal of fighting forces, with every effort made to put right as soon as possible any
damage caused to the infrastructure of the institution. In particular, all weapons, munitions and
unexploded ordnance or remnants of war should be cleared from the site.
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Guideline 3: Schools and universities must never be destroyed as a measure intended to deprive the
opposing parties to the armed conflict of the ability to use them in the future. Schools and universities—
be they in session, closed for the day or for holidays, evacuated or abandoned—are ordinarily civilian
objects.
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Guideline 4: While the use of a school or university by the fighting forces of parties to armed conflict in
support of their military effort may, depending on the circumstances, have the effect of turning it into a
military objective subject to attack, parties to armed conflict should consider all feasible alternative
measures before attacking them, including, unless circumstances do not permit, warning the enemy in
advance that an attack will be forthcoming unless it ceases its use.
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(a) Prior to any attack on a school that has become a military objective, the parties to armed
conflict should take into consideration the fact that children are entitled to special respect and
protection. An additional important consideration is the potential long-term negative effect on a
community’s access to education posed by damage to or the destruction of a school.
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(b) The use of a school or university by the fighting forces of one party to a conflict in support of the
military effort should not serve as justification for an opposing party that captures it to continue
to use it in support of the military effort. As soon as feasible, any evidence or indication of
militarization or fortification should be removed and the facility returned to civilian authorities
for the purpose of its educational function.
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Guideline 5: The fighting forces of parties to armed conflict should not be employed to provide security
for schools and universities, except when alternative means of providing essential security are not
available. If possible, appropriately trained civilian personnel should be used to provide security for
schools and universities. If necessary, consideration should also be given to evacuating children,
students and staff to a safer location.
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(a) If fighting forces are engaged in security tasks related to schools and universities, their presence
within the grounds or buildings should be avoided if at all possible in order to avoid
compromising the establishment’s civilian status and disrupting the learning environment.
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Guideline 6: All parties to armed conflict should, as far as possible and as appropriate, incorporate these
Guidelines into, for example, their doctrine, military manuals, rules of engagement, operational orders,
and other means of dissemination, to encourage appropriate practice throughout the chain of command.
Parties to armed conflict should determine the most appropriate method of doing this.
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