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From “Adoption” to “Wounded and Sick Persons,” Francoise Bouchet-Saulnier’s The Practical Guide to Humanitarian Law offers a compendium of information on the complex fields of human rights law, international humanitarian law and the law of war.  Her book offers one of the most user-friendly and readable reference guides in the field.  Bouchet-Saulnier has brought together a concise one-volume reference to the key legal concepts related to humanitarian assistance during international crises, whether the crisis is armed conflict, refugee displacement, or any number of other unfortunate scenarios.  As stated in her introduction, she wrote the book primarily for “those who may never read the Geneva Conventions . . . but who strive to defend spaces of humanity through concrete relief actions.”
  Her effort has created a down-to-earth tool, that is at the same time a rigorous exposition of the law in a field which for the most part lacks a definitive summary of the rules. 
In essence, The Guide is a dictionary, so the target audience is more appropriately described as “users” of the book rather than as “readers” of the book.  However, The Guide’s format offers substantially more than your typical academic reference.  The Guide not only gives narrative descriptions of key terms and concepts relating to this broad subfield of international law, but it also provides the user a source of other valuable information.  For example, the book includes contact information for numerous international relief organizations frequently present in a humanitarian crisis as well as the status of twenty-seven humanitarian law treaties for 190 countries.
  
The most obvious benefit to a user of The Guide is the accessibility of the dictionary itself – which comprises the largest section of the book.  The alphabetical listings combined with detailed cross referencing make it easy to find information on almost any topic within seconds.  The absence of legal jargon also makes the material easy to follow for the non-legally trained user.
  The book also effectively uses bold faced text, shading, and a variety of easily recognizable key symbols to highlight main points and summarize broader concepts.  Within each major topical entry, the subject material is further divided into subsections with clear bold faced headings and cross references to other relevant information within The Guide.  
Within specific topical entries, The Guide further highlights important legal documents such as treaties and even specifies the major elements of the documents related to the subject.  For instance, in the topical entry for “Genocide” The Guide recites the Article 2 definition from the Genocide Convention, gives a brief “legislative” history of the convention’s inception in the United Nations, and outlines the permissible enforcement mechanisms by treaty section.
  Other topical entries offer references to relevant international law even when not readily apparent from the subject matter.  For example, the topical entry for “Discrimination” distinguishes between discrimination in times of conflict and in times of peace.  Then, Bouchet-Saulnier follows these subheadings with an encapsulation of various treaties and gives specific references to the index of ratifying states located in the back of The Guide.
  


For many topical entries, The Guide also provides bibliographical references for further research.  While many of these references are to publications by humanitarian organizations such as the International Committee of the Red Cross, Bouchet-Saulnier also references at times law journals and learned treatises.  Some of these reference materials may be in excess of what an average relief worker would need, but they offer a starting point for further research helpful to both the lawyer and humanitarian.
 

The last section of The Guide is the treaty appendices.  Appendix A lists twenty-seven humanitarian treaties, including many regional agreements, and provides basic information on the number of parties to each agreement and the entry into force dates.  Appendix B offers an alphabetical list of 190 countries, with more explicit information about which treaties each country has ratified.  Unfortunately, Bouchet-Saulnier’s lists were last updated in October 2000, which makes them a bit out of date.
  However, this minor shortcoming is easily overlooked by the consistent quality and accessibility of the information provided.  Whether you are deploying to a bare base in Djibouti as part of a military force or conducting hurricane disaster relief for the Red Cross in Brazil, with a quick turn of the page you know with relative confidence the current status of international humanitarian law for almost every state.

The accessibility advantages of The Guide continue in the book’s two indexes.  The Term Index provides ample cross references to alternative terms and uses bold faced page numbers to differentiate between the main topical entry and other cites where the term receives lesser treatment.  The Thematic Index is keyed on major Humanitarian Law themes and identifies specific topical entries according to their relevant theme.  The detail in these indexes highlights the extra effort that was put into The Guide by Bouchet-Saulnier and her editorial assistants and serves as an example of what separates an outstanding reference text from an average one.  With all of these accessibility features, I am amazed that Bouchet-Saulnier or the publisher has not yet offered a CD ROM version of the book.  The text is ideally suited for the search engines that a computer version would offer.
“Law, unlike other treasures, fades and wastes away only when it is not used.”
  If Bouchet-Saulnier’s admonition is true, then The Guide offers a strong defense against the withering away of international humanitarian law.  Her book gives a thorough overview of the complex issues of the subject as well as an excellent discussion of many basic principals of international law.  For the novice in this field, this book is a great resource to have at arm’s length when one needs to jump-start research on a particular legal issue.  For the seasoned veteran, The Guide offers a quick, simple method of double checking a legal opinion.  It is a text I keep close to my desk and I find myself referring to it often.  Whether you are a civilian relief worker, military judge advocate, student, or professor, this book would be an excellent resource to add to your reference library. 
* Francoise Bouchet-Saulnier, The Practical Guide to Humanitarian Law (Laura Brav Ed. & Trans., Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2002).  xiii and 488 pp.  This book was originally published in French under the title Dictionnaire practique de droit humanitaire.
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Notes





� Francoise Bouchet-Saulnier, The Practical Guide to Humanitarian Law 1 (Laura Brav ed. & trans. Rowman & Littlefield, 2002). 


� The list is current as of October 2000.


� Considering this is a translation from the original French version, the work of Laura Brav, who edited and translated this edition, must be acknowledged.


� See Bouchet-Saulnier, supra note 1, at 116-17.


� See id. at 82-84.


� In addition to the bibliographic information, The Guide gives current contact information for the referenced international organizations.  This data includes current addresses, phone numbers, and web sites (when available).


� For example, The Convention on the International Criminal Court has now entered into force.  Also, East Timor is not listed in the country listing.


� Bouchet-Saulnier, supra note 1, at 9.





