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The Red Cross

The Red Cross is a non-political, non-religious, world-wide movement 
based on the fundamental principles of humanitarianism, neutrality and 
impartiality. The originator of the Red Cross was a Swiss businessman, Henry 
Dunant, who witnessed the carnage of the Battle of Solferino in the War of the 
Italian Succession in 1859. In a book describing his experiences, Dunant called 
for the formation of national relief societies to supplement the then inadequate 
army medical services and for an international convention to ensure the 
protection of the sick and wounded on the battlefield. In 1863, a five-man 
committee was set up in Geneva, with Dunant as one of its members, to give 
practical effect to his ideas.

Since that time, the Red Cross idea has spread across the world. The 
movement today assumes various organisational forms:

1. The International Committee of the Red Cross—an independent, Geneva- 
based body, composed of Swiss citizens, concerned mainly with victims of 
conflict. The Committee traces its origin to the 1863 Geneva committee.

2. The National Societies—which are found at present in 122 countries. These 
Societies share the principles and ideals of the Red Cross but conduct 
programmes and activities directed towards the particular humanitarian 
needs of their own countries. Many of the National Societies were initially 
concerned with war-wounded. Now their activities are, for the most part, in 
disaster relief, health, and welfare. While most of them are referred to as 
Red Cross Societies, those in some Moslem countries are referred to as Red 
Crescent Societies and, in Iran, as the Red Lion and Sun Society.

3. The League of Red Cross Societies—the federation of the 122 National 
Societies, with its secretariat in Geneva. Created after World War I, the 
League acts as the international spokesman of the National Societies, 
assists the Societies in their development, and coordinates such activities as 
international disaster relief.

These three action agencies of Red Cross are referred to collectively as the 
“ International Red Cross ”. They meet as a body every four years, together 
with the governments that are signatory to the Geneva Conventions, to form 
the International Conference of the Red Cross: the supreme deliberative body 
of the International Red Cross. Between sessions of the Conference, 
coordination and harmony between the League and the International 
Committee is the duty of the Standing Commission of the International Red 
Cross.



I. The Uses of Attitudes

From its very origins the Red Cross movement has had a vital stake in 
the extent to which its purposes and methods were known widely. Henry 
Dunant’s publicity efforts consumed at least as much of his time and energy 
as his conceptual and organisational work. Today Red Cross at all levels 
employs not only the pen and personal approaches to influence people but the 
whole panoply of modern mass dissemination techniques, including television, 
radio, and film. The concern for its image has grown as the movement has 
expanded and is likely to persist as Red Cross faces new challenges in a world 
of growing complexity. For while Red Cross is a private effort, its announced 
aim is to serve an altogether public purpose. In turn, its effectiveness depends 
on the cooperation, and often material support, of innumerable public insti
tutions, other private organisations, and the public at large.

The degree of cooperation and support from others depends greatly 
on the views they hold about Red Cross. Therefore it was appropriate and 
necessary in a re-appraisal of Red Cross to assess the attitudes of a variety 
of agencies and individuals who have had, or who might be expected to have 
had, relations with the movement. Furthermore it was believed that the views 
of leaders and others in various parts of the world might also be useful even 
if they had had no direct involvement with Red Cross. Finally, it hardly 
need be said, it was important to take some measure of the views of Red 
Cross people themselves around the world.

This paper presents a summary of these views. While the canvass did not 
pretend to be scientific or exhaustive, it was the most extensive survey of
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attitudes towards Red Cross ever conducted (see Appendix). The hope is that 
even such an imperfect measure will be useful enough to the leaders and workers 
of Red^Cross to suggest the importance of periodic and possibly more exten
sive surveys. The purposes of this paper, then, are,

1) to enable Red Cross leaders to see themselves as others see them 
(including other members of the movement);

2) to enable those concerned with Red Cross to know and understand any 
gaps that may exist between the impressions others have of various aspects of 
Red Cross and the reality as those responsible for Red Cross know it;

3) to record the suggestions of others for
— sustaining the strengths of Red Cross,
— remedying any weaknesses,
— meeting present and future needs to the extent that Red Cross is 

capable, and
— avoiding matters beyond the limits of Red Cross capability or appro

priateness.

The views summarised here come from a variety of individuals and 
institutions around the world.* These—the “ others ” referred to in the title 
of this paper—include Red Cross officials outside Geneva, for it is a fact of 
Red Cross life that officials of National Societies are outside the headquarters 
of the movement psychologically as well as geographically. So it was considered 
important by the Re-appraisal director that their views be gathered and 
published. By the same token the views of officials of the Geneva-based Red 
Cross organisations—the ICRC and the League—are not included. To record 
their views would be too much a case of institutions talking to themselves. 
And furthermore their views of Red Cross are often expressed and readily 
available in the International Review of the Red Cross, the quarterly publication 
of the ICRC; Panorama, the League’s periodical, and other publications of 
both organisations.

* The sources of views are discussed in detail in the Appendix. It will be noted that insti
tutions and people expressing views on their behalf are not identified, whereas individuals 
speaking in their own right are. Anonymity was offered to institutions and their spokesmen 
intentionally as a means of encouraging candour.



IL Views on Red Cross Philosophy

In an era of change—sometimes revolutionary—it is not surprising that 
all manner of things are questioned: ideas, movements, institutions. The 
older they are, the more they are questioned on grounds of irrelevance or 
inefficiency. Movements once relevant and efficient can lag behind the needs 
of the time, and agencies in a given field can become so preoccupied in com
petition with one another that they lose sight of their fundamental purposes 
and of the individuals and groups they exist to serve.

It is natural to start a survey of views on the Red Cross with Red 
Cross philosophy—the ideas and thinking associated with the Red Cross 
symbol. Does the Red Cross basic idea of help to fellowmen in need still 
seem relevant? Is it still seen as an effective motor to the Red Cross movement? 
And what is the importance of the principles derived from the basic Red Cross 
idea?

The Basic Red Cross Idea

The basic Red Cross idea of providing help to people in need, which is 
formally expressed by the Red Cross as the pre-eminent principle of“ humanity ”, 
was the focus of a number of views.

Cynics and optimists alike have little difficulty in supporting the idea of 
humanitarianism. The Red Cross should find even lip service to this idea
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encouraging in a century of terrible conflict, enormous suffering, and persisting 
uncertainty and anxiety. The continuing need for the Red Cross idea—stated 
in the classical humanitarian terms of man’s concern for his fellow man—was 
echoed from all quarters, crossing ideological boundaries and spanning 
extremes of wealth and poverty.

In virtually none of twenty-three countries in which the Re-appraisal 
staff made on-the-spot surveys was any strong opposition to the Red Cross 
basic idea voiced. Even in countries where the National Society was felt to 
be weak, the idea of help to suffering mankind appeared to clothe the movement 
with a good image.

The present climate is not hospitable to humanitarianism, said some 
respondents. “ The Red Cross’s sympathy for human suffering, the sense of 
purpose and the selflessness... are as apposite to the conditions of today 
throughout the world as they were [a century ago] ”, wrote an African senior 
civil servant on behalf of his government. Implementation of the Red Cross 
Principles seems more necessary than ever, said one European government 
official, “ in a period when technology is increasingly affecting the way of life, 
including, unfortunately, a certain decline in moral standards and ever new 
ways of resorting to violence ”.

“ At the national level ”, wrote the Vice-Minister of a Latin American 
ministry of health and welfare, “ the Red Cross has its own principles which 
give it unique strength in large-scale emergency situations, disasters, etc. ”

Within Red Cross a typical voice was that of the president of an Arab 
Red Crescent Society: “ Our exclusive and ever [continuing] concern is mankind 
and the preservation of his fate and dignity against all kinds of man-made and 
natural. . . sufferings and distress ”. And, wrote the head of the National 
Society of a large socialist country, “ the fundamental principle of bringing 
help to persons in distress has overcome the test of time and has remained 
unshaken ”.

Very much the exception was the dissenting voice of a Red Cross official 
from the Pacific, who said, “ While lip service is paid to Red Cross institutions 
and principles by nearly every country in the world, the movement’s effec
tiveness has been dissipated because many of the newer members have different 
sets of values from those of the older members who were responsible for the 
development of Red Cross ”.

An official of one of the largest UN agencies said, “ The Red Cross 
has responded to all kinds of situations with much more celerity than many 
other organisations. It is generally respected by ‘ the man in the street ’, as 
well as by governments, and its humanitarian reputation is well-deserved, 
not only because of its outstanding achievements as a relief agency but also 
because it is a non-political, non-sectarian, voluntary body. .. which the 
world needs very badly ”.

However several people from the less-developed countries and from other 
quarters suggested that lofty ideals were either difficult to inculcate or essen
tially a luxury in the face of unmet basic material needs. Thus the following 
comment of the director of a Red Cross Society in a poor Pacific nation 
often ravaged by hurricanes and cyclones, for whose people Red Cross means 
only direct assistance by way of food, shelter and other necessities: “ It seems 
a long step to the time when such people can afford to think in terms of the 
humanitarian spirit of Red Cross ”.
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Several respondents suggested that it was difficult to transfer the principles 
to many societies because of the Western, Christian origins of the Red 
Cross. At the same time, however, the view of several of these commentators, 
as well as others, was expressed in such terms as “ the Red Cross principles 
take man as their yardstick and not a given society or type of society And 
a UN official with long experience in newly independent, ex-colonial nations 
said he found no basic differences in outlook on Red Cross principles between 
the countries of Western Europe and North America and countries of Asia, 
Africa or Latin America. He added, “ The Red Cross has succeeded in giving 
an outlet to many persons in most of the regions of the world who wish to 
give help to others in need because of natural calamities or those caused by 
armed conflicts ”.

The appeal of Red Cross principles to youth was cited on more than 
one occasion as evidence of their current relevance. However, just as often, 
as noted in more detail later, it was said that Red Cross as an organisation 
was failing to attract the interest of younger people.

The Other Principles

Beyond the principle of “ humanity ”, there are six other official principles 
as adopted by the 1965 Red Cross Conference: impartiality, neutrality, 
independence, voluntary service, unity and universality.

It is illustrative of the current confusion over the meaning of these prin
ciples that many commentators linked one or more of them together. Many 
discussed impartiality and independence together, or impartiality and neu
trality, or independence and neutrality. And the idea of unity provoked little 
comment at all, perhaps because it was subsumed under the idea of either 
humanity or universality.

Representative of this coupling of ideas was this statement from a high- 
ranking North American diplomat:

It is of particular importance that the ICRC preserve its reputation for
independence and impartiality and that it refrain from involvement in political
issues which can only be settled by governments.

Neutrality

In contrast to impartiality, which provoked few separate views, neutrality 
was the focus of a number of comments. Neutrality was pictured by some 
as a valuable part of the Red Cross image. No other voluntary organisation, 
said an African Red Cross leader, has established its neutrality so as to be 
“ capable of keeping watch and ward over the actions which modern weapons 
call for, to reduce suffering and lessen man’s inhumanity to man, or maintain 
such a world-wide network to deal with the suffering caused by ‘ acts of God

Neutrality “ is crucial to the whole idea of Red Cross . . . the motivating 
force of the whole movement ”, said a Western government spokesman. 
Neutrality is usually seen as a sign of weakness, he observed, instead of “ a 
quality demanding the strength to control one’s emotions so as to be more 
effective in immediately relieving individual suffering It is a matter of
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urgency, he suggested, that the Red Cross define the principle in a way that 
can be understood and valued in today’s world.

But some respondents doubt that neutrality is tenable in the present world. 
“ Perhaps the greatest threat to the Red Cross at present is the emergence 

within the organisation of two powerful opposing political blocs ”, said the 
head of one small European National Society, adding, “ the relatively small 
neutral bloc is gradually losing its capacity to maintain a balance of power ”.

The Red Cross needs to examine the principle of neutrality so that the 
movement can take effective action before conflicts and crises, wrote the head 
of an East European Red Cross Society:

For the Red Cross neutrality does not mean indifference... but in order 
to give value to our fundamental principles we must contribute to measures 
that safeguard peace.

He proposed that the Red Cross take part in programmes that combat war 
propaganda and in national and international peace forums.

Another East European Society official called for revision of the traditional 
Red Cross position in particular cases in order, for example, that assistance 
reflect the degree of suffering of the recipients rather than a mechanical 
application of the principle of impartiality that would give assistance equally 
to invader and victim.

On the other hand, “ Recent decisions reached by the Board of Governors, 
and subsequently by the International Conference of the Red Cross, seemed 
to have been based upon political expediency, with little regard to the appli
cation of Red Cross principles ”, wrote the president of one European Society. 
The reference was partly to the demand for expulsion of one National Society 
because of alleged racial discrimination by one State “ while deliberately 
closing from the minds of those calling for expulsion the practice of racial 
and tribal discrimination in other states ”.

As to future prospects, a government official feared that Red Cross 
neutrality would be under unusual strain until what he terms “ the present 
chaotic state of international relations ” reaches a new level of equilibrium.

Independence

Many views underlined the idea of Red Cross independence—particularly 
from government—and expressed the belief that it was being maintained.

Red Cross independence from governments was sometimes seen as the 
very element that, when linked with neutrality and impartiality, made the 
Red Cross more useful at times than governments or inter-governmental 
organisations.

This judgement was articulated by Lord Caradon, former British Ambas
sador to the UN. He had often thought of various UN agencies progressively 
taking over some Red Cross tasks, he said, but he doubted if this would ever 
take place:

One of the principal merits of Red Cross activities has been that it is free 
from political pressure and affiliation, and I can think of many instances when 
it has been necessary to turn to the Red Cross when it would have been impossi
ble to make use of other international organisations.
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Inter-governmental organisation sources were equally outspoken about 
the need for Red Cross independence. A high ranking official of a specialised 
UN agency, for example, said :

While government contributions are of course very important, the National 
Society must not allow itself to become dependent on the national government 
to an extent that it may be considered as a vassal of state. This will affect its 
image adversely and reduce its effectiveness. If the Society has to maintain 
and advance its non-political humanitarian mission in the national setting, it 
must jealously guard its reputation as an autonomous body [serving] purely 
human purposes and irrespective of types of contributions received.

However, other observers believed that independence was much the excep
tion in the present climate. Future prospects, they feared, were towards 
increasing dependence upon government. Realistically a National Society 
could not be expected to dissent actively from the policies of its government, 
it was said. Even in cases where a National Society is not heavily dependent 
financially on the government, it would hardly espouse unpopular views or 
engage in activities that offended large segments of the public since in the long 
run it depended on public sanction, if not direct support.

Some respondents noted, for example, that National Societies in the past 
had refrained from assisting the ICRC in efforts to provide protection to 
detained members of guerilla or “ national liberation ” movements. More
over, they added, dissent from the government or the majority is in many 
cases unlikely simply because National Red Cross leadership is often drawn 
from established, if not élite, circles of society, including present or former 
government officials. In many instances, it was further pointed out, National 
Societies are virtually direct agencies of the government, in which case the 
question of contrary positions or activities was entirely moot.

A Foreign Minister noted :

It is understood well that all changes in a National Red Cross activity 
that touches upon programmes of the State should be preceded, with a view 
towards coordination, by consultation between Red Cross and those in the 
government competent in the circumstances.

And a National Society head said flatly :

Too many Societies ... can be described as ‘ Nationalised ’... in that 
they are headed by senior government officials, their wives or dependents and 
so can tend to become an instrument of national policy.

Only two responding Red Cross officials expressed criticism of their 
governments. In one case the country in question attained independence from 
colonial status more than twenty years ago, but, the Red Cross leader said, 
“ the government of... a newly formed independent country is naturally 
immature and must be given time for it to appreciate the requirements following 
its acceptance of the humanitarian principles of Red Cross ”. In the other case 
the National Society reported that while it worked effectively with its govern
ment, political figures were sometimes reluctant to give credit to the Red Cross 
or other voluntary organisations because of fear of diminishing the image of 
government as a leader in solving social problems.
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Red Cross officials themselves generally pointed to sympathetic support 
from, and coordination with, their governments. There were exceptions, 
however. The president of a large Latin American Society expressed the 
concern of several Red Cross officials over the consequences of excessive 
financial dependence on government:

To a large extent, the critical point for increasing [Red Cross] effectiveness 
stems from finance in all those countries in which the Red Cross is genuinely 
independent and is not a State body. [It] must not be dependent “ exclusively ” 
on State subsidies, for the very reason that it must keep its independence and 
because such dependence would result in its permanent financial instability, 
since the government could withdraw its recognition if the Red Cross did 
anything to displease it.

However, many commentators were careful to point out that dependence 
does not necessarily mean subservience. Fiscally dependent Societies may 
pursue programmes of their own choosing rather than activities dictated by 
the government, though ultimately within limits that are implied and inform
ally understood, if not prescribed. These limitations, they observed, are most 
evident in what a government may consider internal “ political ” matters 
—protection of prisoners, say, or even of minority groups—but may also 
apply to other sensitive subjects, such as birth control. As one National Society 
executive said :

While the Red Cross is non-political and does not engage in political 
activities, these are often closely bound up with social conditions which con
tribute to deprivation, and are often a key factor in disasters which ultimately 
involve Red Cross participation. The Red Cross is often reluctant to undertake 
activities related to social conditions for fear that its involvement would be 
misinterpreted or misrepresented as political interference.

Universality

That Red Cross is world-wide in the literal sense is not contested by 
people whose views of Red Cross were received. The secretary-general of 
one of the most active National Societies stated, for example, “ the most 
distinctive quality of Red Cross is its international character ”.

The principle of universality, while frequently not understood, is of 
“ inestimable value ”, said the head of a West European National Society. 
When West Germany had no relations with the Eastern countries after World 
War II, he noted,

a host of problems [return of hundreds of thousands of prisoners of war, the 
reunion of 600,000 families and the ascertainment of the fate of countless 
soldiers and civilians] was solved through the co-operation of the National 
Societies of Poland, the USSR, Czechoslovakia, Romania and Yugoslavia. 
In no other way could problems have been solved than under the Red Cross 
emblem and the universal co-operation that it implied.

A Red Cross official from a small Socialist nation said, “ The International 
Red Cross is ... a movement as well as an organisation [and] represents a 
considerable social force ”. “ The work of the Red Cross . .. transcends all 
national and political interests ”, the head of a small National Society in the 
Caribbean said, “ and its future international role is essential to a world
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that appears to be torn by strife through divergent ideologies and standards 
And the director of a UN specialised agency commented, “ No world organ
isation has, in my view, access to a constituency which is as broad and deep 
in reflecting the variety of interests existing in National Societies as does the 
Red Cross

The head of one long-established European Society objected to any 
division between national and international Red Cross. “ As far as we are 
concerned,” he said, “the Red Cross is an indissoluble whole: the Inter
national Red Cross. It is absurd to want to consider its constituent parts in 
isolation ”. It is, he added, a world-wide fraternity of men and women.

However, some respondents found the international character of the Red 
Cross ambiguous, especially with respect to the National Societies. The head 
of one National Society went so far as to suggest that the status of the National 
Societies might be more clearly defined by UN approval:

This would not only increase their autonomy and administrative inde
pendence but also provide a true link of unity between the peoples and National 
Societies of all countries, regardless of frontiers, races, colours, etc.

Judging by private and governmental opinion expressed in the 23 countries 
visited by the Profile Study staff", it appears that awareness of Red Cross 
universality is fairly high almost everywhere.* Awareness seems strongest in 
Europe, Asia and Africa (where membership in an international organisation 
is often seen as a major strength of National Societies) and lowest in Latin 
America. For the most part international affiliation was viewed as a source 
of strength. In a very few of the poorest countries, though, it was identified 
as a weakness in that it was said to foster a mentality of reliance on external 
resources and to discourage “ national solutions to national problems ”.

Because of the non-admission of the Red Shield of David, the Israeli 
equivalent of a National Red Cross Society, said Mayor Teddy Kollek of 
Jerusalem, “ the universality of the League... is incomplete In the present 
Middle East conflict, where one side employs its recognised symbol, the Red 
Crescent, and on the other side the Red Shield of David is not provided for 
by the Geneva Conventions, he said, the resulting situation is inequitable.

Some resentment was expressed towards allegedly non-universal appli
cation of humanitarian principles. Thus the head of one of the wealthier Latin 
American Societies said :

We must deplore the fact that [the] complete application of Red Cross 
principles is effective and real only in small and medium-sized countries, and 
that in big countries and great powers they are only applied when it suits the 
interested party, and that there has been no action or statement by the ICRC 
condemning such activities, which are contrary not only to the Basic Principles 
but also to the Geneva Conventions.

The comment of one African Red Cross leader to the effect that “ Red 
Cross is a gentleman’s agreement ” may then be understood to mean that for 
some the agreement exists among the more affluent gentlemen of the most 
developed countries, not universally.

* The field survey is described in the Appendix.
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Voluntary Service

One aspect of the principle of voluntary service—that Red Cross activities 
should not be conducted for profit—appears to be taken for granted, since it 
attracted no comment. But a second aspect—volunteer versus professional 
work—did arouse conflicting views.

One one side were arrayed voices that underlined voluntarism as the 
bedrock of the Red Cross idea. For example, the foreign minister of a 
Mediterranean country declared :

In our opinion, the Red Cross must above all be based on voluntarism 
for, to prove effective, it must be based on the ideals of workers who will not 
depend on salaries or the formalities of compensated work.

A somewhat opposing view is held by those who, while recognising 
the place of volunteers as a means of widening the base of Red Cross support, 
say that as Red Cross takes on tasks in complex fields the movement must, 
to be effective, depend increasingly upon specialists and professionals whose 
services normally cannot be obtained without compensation. “ The very 
strength of the Red Cross—the commitment of its membership—may point to 
an important weakness ”, said one country’s ambassador to the UN. “ In 
an age of advanced technology and specialisation in almost every field, the 
Red Cross risks losing professional expertise and programmes not available 
on a volunteer basis and very difficult to finance otherwise ”.

“ Discretion ”

Finally, some commentators discussed an aspect of Red Cross thinking 
and action which, while not one of the official principles, seems nevertheless 
to be widely viewed as a Red Cross principle; that is, discretion. The idea of 
discretion, implying cautious or unprecipitate action, was by some respondents 
linked with neutrality and considered apart by others.

Representative of views stressing the importance of discretion was this 
statement from a National Society official : “ Mutual confidence is the essential 
and irreplaceable basis for any universal institution ”. This confidence implies 
voluntary restrictions, such as self-imposed discretion, which explains, he said, 
“ why Red Cross refrains from taking certain stands, siding with some against 
others, or passing judgement or voicing any protest ”.

On the other hand, The New York Times editor, Harrison Salisbury, said:

I sometimes think Red Cross moves very gingerly because of fear of political 
repercussions. Might it not be better perhaps to have an occasional row to 
establish the supra-national status of Red Cross? The international civil servant 
would doubtless say no. But perhaps more dynamism would cut through the 
grey mass.

Red Cross Philosophy in the Future

From such views it seems clear that at a general level there is much 
support around the world for the Red Cross philosophy, both within the 
movement and outside. This does not mean, of course, that all agree on what
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neutrality or independence, for example, mean in day-to-day action. There is 
also some disagreement on whether Red Cross philosophy ought to be revised 
or reinterpreted.

Red Cross principles and ideals are so widely recognised and respected, 
said the director general of one of the oldest and strongest National Societies, 
that “ it is neither necessary nor desirable to investigate or subject them to 
critical or textual analysis in any study of the future of the Red Cross ”. 
Further interpretation is unnecessary also “ because [the principles] represent 
instinctive rather than intellectual, legal, or political aspirations ”.

At the other extreme, more than one National Society spokesman called 
for restatement of the principles. “ At present ”, the head of one Society said, 
the principles “ are stated in terms more relevant to the 19th century than to 
the second half of the 20th century ”. Given as an example was that part of the 
interpretation of the Principle of Humanity by Jean Pictet, a leading Red 
Cross conceptualiser, that assigns to the Red Cross the role of “ [trying] 
to prevent the ravages [of afflictions] and [working] to deliver the world from 
them ”. From various parts of his country, the director of this Society noted, 
comments were that Red Cross is “ not seen as having a significant role in 
the work of prevention of suffering ”.

Illustrating needs for more interpretation of the principles, the secretary 
general of a Scandinavian National Society noted a suggestion that a study 
be made of the understanding of Red Cross ideals in the light of other moral 
values in different cultures and civilisations. National Societies have, he said, 
a responsibility “ for keeping alive, in their own country, a knowledge of, and 
respect for, the mission and ethic of the Red Cross, and for protecting it against 
encroachment by political, ideological and other partial influences ”.

The extent to which Red Cross values of humanity, independence and 
concern for individuals are shared by the world’s governments was proposed 
as a subject for study by the spokesman of one government. “ To the extent 
that they were not shared ”, he continued, “ the Red Cross might consider 
ways of persuading the unconverted to its philosophy ”.

A European Red Cross official noted :

As far as the understanding of Red Cross principles is concerned, a serious 
effort is needed to break away [from] the ethnocentrism of Westem-Christian 
civilisation. One should insist on the fact that humanitarian ideas and principles 
are by no means confined to the Western world. One should on the contrary 
emphasise the importance of such values in other civilisations. Such a trend 
does exist already in Red Cross circles, but it must be strengthened considerably.

But, wrote the head of a National Society in the Pacific:

Substantive viewpoints and the interpretation of them are subject to almost 
irreconcilable differences so that the [Red Cross] movement is being buffeted 
by pressures that could prejudice its entire raison d'être. Red Cross ... must 
take the risk of forfeiting acceptance in countries motivated by sets of values 
which conflict with the Red Cross principles.



III. Views On Red Cross Activity

Red Cross philosophy and activity are not fully separable, and the preced
ing chapter has already touched upon some activities insofar as they implement 
the ideals and concepts of the movement.

The following section discusses views of Red Cross activity from the 
standpoint of need, relevance, efficacy, and institutional arrangements. First, 
how others see the primary functions of the Red Cross : protection, assistance, 
and community services. Then, views on a number of structural issues.

Functions

Protection

Views were expressed on the three main aspects of Red Cross protection:
1) help in the development of humanitarian law, through means that 

include drafting of protocols to the Geneva Conventions and the convening 
of conferences to consider expansion of the law;

2) application of humanitarian law, through such means as visits to 
prisoners of war and measures to ensure inculcation of humanitarian principles 
widely, and

3) ad hoc diplomacy without specific, legal authorisation, which ranges 
from attempts to gain access to political prisoners to supervision of agreements 
between parties to armed conflict.
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Traditionally these activities are the domain of the International Com
mittee of the Red Cross.*

A number of respondents spoke to certain general points concerning 
Red Cross protection as well as to the three major aspects, but none questioned 
that the need for humanitarian protection would exist in the future. Typical 
was the statement of one national Red Cross leader :

There has been little improvement in human nature during the past 111 years. 
Modern savagery is apparently little different and can, in some cases, be taken 
to be even worse than when Henry Dunant was moved to initiate Red Cross. 
Because of modern communications the world is becoming more aware of this 
savagery and taking propaganda into account. Points of view are being expressed 
on an ever-increasing scale. Such points of view have not, however, produced 
any will to reduce effectively the collective consequences.

Virtually no respondents questioned the primacy of the ICRC in the 
protection role, although some National Society heads expressed a wish to 
be involved. On the other hand, a few respondents within and outside Red 
Cross warned against any such role for the Societies. “ [They] have a far 
better chance of being regarded as disinterested in organising practical relief 
than of being regarded as neutral in situations of conflict ”, said the head of 
one National Society.

Judging from the twenty-three country field survey, the public is hardly 
aware of the international protection role of the Red Cross. Rather, the 
Red Cross is known either for health activities or for disaster relief. This 
contrasts somewhat with the views of governments in those countries, several 
of which are aware of the role of the Red Cross in the application and incul
cation of humanitarian law, if not so much with the development of law.

Development of Law. The leadership of the ICRC in the development of 
international humanitarian law was reaffirmed both as to past work and 
suggested future legal activity.

Important as its other activities are, wrote a senior official of an African 
foreign ministry, “ the ICRC’s most important contribution from a long- 
range point of view is its work relating to the extension and improvement of 
humanitarian law ”.

A consultative intergovernmental agency concerned with maritime 
affairs expressed gratitude for the ICRC’s cooperative work in bringing 
up-to-date Protocols dealing with those in distress at sea, protection of hospital 
ships, the International Code of Signals, and similar matters.

Not only was the position of the ICRC as a drafting secretariat and 
lobbyist endorsed but there was also widespread support for the current 
effort to supplement the Geneva Conventions of 1949.

The following drawbacks to the Conventions, thus necessitating legal 
change, were cited by one Red Cross leader in a Pacific nation:

1. They have not kept pace with modern communications.

* See Present Rote of the Red Cross in Protection, Background Paper No. 1 (Joint Committee 
for the Re-appraisal of the Role of the Red Cross: Geneva 1975).
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2. Amendment is a long and involved process for which no remedy can 
be foreseen.

3^ They lack any compulsion to ensure compliance.

However, the shortcomings and the lack of concern for humanitarian 
attitudes, said one Scandinavian Red Cross head, are but the surface of a 
deeper problem. “ There does not even exist a common vocabulary ”, he said, 
“ much less common ideas about common practical aims ”.

Moreover, the director of a UN agency, while pointing to the neglect of 
the provisions of many of the 1949 Conventions and calling for more adequate 
supervisory machinery, nonetheless felt that the current Diplomatic Conference 
was probably convened prematurely. Several widely-publicised recommen
dations of the UN Secretary General to improve the system, proposed over 
the last several years, remain valid today, he said.

The substance of current efforts to add additional protocols to the Geneva 
Conventions received special comment. Some of those expressing views urged 
expansion in legal coverage. Thus, one Red Cross Society leader called for 
expansion to provide for Red Cross intervention “ in the case of repressive 
legislation, denial of civil rights, imprisonment without trial, genocide and 
political assassinations on a widespread scale ”.

Expansion in civilian medical transport was urged by a North American 
government official. He said the Conventions do not provide sufficient pro
tection for civilian medical personnel and institutions. Medical air transport 
should be included, he added, and special protection should be granted to the 
new-born as well as infirm people, expectant mothers and maternity cases. 
Finally, he called for prohibition of any act endangering health unnecessarily, 
e.g. physical mutilation and medical and scientific experiments not justified 
by medical treatment.

Moreover, because the solicitation of views occurred shortly after the 
1974 session of the Diplomatic Conference on Humanitarian Law, where 
there was a lively debate on humanitarian law and the “ just war ” concept, 
many commentators expressed a view on this theme. The views revolved 
around whether the Red Cross and humanitarian law should pay more atten
tion to certain situations of violence not heretofore fully regulated by the law. 
Some Conference participants had seen expanded coverage to wars of national 
liberation as the interjection of “ just war ” thinking into humanitarian law, 
replacing or affecting humanitarian impartiality. According to an East 
European Red Cross leader, “ under modern conditions, Red Cross efforts 
for the protection of human rights [are of] special significance. The Red Cross 
should first of all take under its protection the members of forces of national 
liberation and the victims of repressions committed by fascist and racist 
regimes ”.

On the other hand, a Red Cross leader from one of the smallest European 
Societies called a related suggestion “ abhorrent ”. This, it was noted, was 
that humane treatment depend on whether a captured person were designated 
a “ terrorist ” or a “ freedom fighter ”. To rely on such a distinction would 
be an inconsistency based on political considerations, for “ it seemed that 
if such a person operated in one’s own territory he was designated a ‘ terrorist 
if, however, he operated within a State which did not belong to the power bloc, 
he became a “ (freedom fighter) ”.
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Several respondents said it was improper for the Red Cross to attempt to 
pass judgement on the “justness” of any armed conflict. Remarked the 
secretary-general of an East European National Society:

Whether a war is just or unjust is a matter independent of the Red Cross. The 
task of the Red Cross is [rather] to battle against war by the peaceful resolution 
of conflict and to interpose its humanitarian principles in situations of violence, 
racial discrimination, and violations of human rights.

The spokesman of an African government noted:

The Red Cross does not see, nor indeed care, so much for the rights and 
wrongs of a situation. It does not seek to find out who is right and who is wrong, 
why what happened should have happened. The Red Cross sees human suffering, 
the tragedy of human frailty, and the weakness of what men call national pride.

Another government official from Western Europe said that the concept 
of just and unjust wars, if enshrined in a legal instrument, would negate the 
Red Cross principle of impartiality.

The difficulty for the Red Cross—and the ICRC in particular—in future 
legislative efforts was thus clear.

Implementation. Regarding application of humanitarian law, responses 
covered the full range—from endorsement of the present level and style of 
ICRC efforts to proposals for more aggressive action in such matters as 
public exposure of violations and strong educational efforts in humanitarian 
law and principles.

Of course, as one respondent noted, the effectiveness of ICRC missions 
depends to a great extent “ on the sincerity and cooperation which are offered 
to it ” by the governments concerned. But such situations are “ governed by 
military and security considerations of the States involved, which often militate 
one against the other and prove hindrances to the ICRC’s forthright and 
honest operations ”.

Notwithstanding, suggestions were made to strengthen the ICRC role. 
For example, the Red Cross “ might usefully ... look to some expansion of 
its role as critic or public conscience in the international arena ”, said one 
government’s cabinet secretary:

. .. Until all States concede some restriction of certain sovereign rights and 
assume obligations towards their own subjects out of respect for universal 
human rights ... the ICRC ... might achieve greater overall effectiveness by 
occasionally capitalising on the respect in which it is held by adopting a more 
visible position regarding incidents where humanitarian law has been breached.

One Red Cross leader said a more modern approach to news media 
publicity may be needed. “ The news media do not like humanitarian news 
unless there is a morbid or horrific angle to be followed ”, he said. “ On many 
issues Red Cross can take a definite stand including condemnation, but 
doesn’t”.

In a similar vein, another government spokesman deplored a “ double 
standard ” whereby one side or the other fails to allow the ICRC to carry 
out its humanitarian missions:
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We would encourage the ICRC to get clear and objective standards for its 
humanitarian actions, for example insisting on full access to prisoners of war 
on both sides of an armed conflict. In the face of violations of such standards, 
the ICRC should consider speaking out publicly.

An official of a UN-related agency said violations of the Geneva Con
ventions should be brought to the UN Security Council. If this fails to ensure 
compliance the Security Council “ should be in a position to take remedial 
action ”.

The relations between ICRC and other parts of Red Cross in protection 
drew the following comment from the American international jurist, Philip 
C. Jessup:

In case of war—international or civil—I should suppose that the Inter
national Committee would need to disassociate itself from National Societies 
and from the League of Red Cross Societies. This would not prevent National 
Societies playing a part where they were acceptable to both belligerents. However 
if the total world Red Cross effort was better known, national contributors 
might be willing to have a small fraction of personal donations—say $1 out 
of S10—contributed to the International Committee.

But very few views touched on the actual or potential role of National 
Societies in protection. One exception was a European government spokesman, 
who foresaw the possibility of National Societies taking the impetus for 
adjustments in Red Cross operations to meet the threat of regional conflicts 
and “ the ever-increasing technical means for and possibilities of using force, 
such as air hijackings, the taking of hostages, street battles, and assassination 
attempts against ordinary people. National Societies have often given proof 
of excellent flexibility when approaching new problems ”, he said, “ and might, 
with the ICRC and possibly other international organisations, increase the 
usefulness of the Red Cross in these circumstances ”. But given the difficulties 
the ICRC faces in its work, said the head of a Scandinavian National Society, 
it has in almost every situation “ very good short-term reasons to avoid mixing 
with amateurish enthusiasts from National Societies entering the china shop ”. 
However, he noted “ a great change coming in the ICRC attitude ” with 
increasing efforts for the last several years “ to talk to and even listen to 
National Societies ”,

In sum, with regard to Red Cross protection according to legal rules, the 
over-all record of the Red Cross was generally viewed as good.

“ Despite the fact that the ICRC has from time to time been accused of 
a lack of impartiality in some of its operations ”, a Western government 
official said, “ the ICRC has by and large lived up to its ideals and has done 
impartial humanitarian work in meeting the needs of victims of armed con
flicts ”. One Middle Eastern Society, while alleging that the ICRC under 
pressure “ does not always succeed in preserving its absolute neutrality in 
relation to both sides ”, nonetheless said credit must be given to Red Cross 
representatives who do function successfully in disputes despite all obstacles.

The ICRC’s tracing service and its help in prisoner of war exchanges were 
singled out by several National Societies as useful activities.

Ad hoc Diplomacy. That Red Cross activity in protecting people outside 
the scope of the 1949 Geneva Conventions is not well known is demonstrated
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by the paucity of comments offered on ad hoc diplomacy. Very few commen
tators knew very much about Red Cross work with political prisoners, hostages, 
and others not covered by the 1949 law. A few exceptions proved the rule. 
One was the statement of a government official that the Red Cross is in fact 
highly pragmatic and that its operations in practice have developed “ far 
beyond the specific legal basis laid down in the Geneva Conventions ”. And 
one National Society official noted that constant attempts by Red Cross to 
act even in situations where a legal basis is lacking or very weak, have brought 
heavy sacrifices, including the death of several ICRC delegates.

But a leading British legal authority, Lord Gardiner, the former Lord 
Chancellor, speculated whether the ICRC could not go further : “ For example, 
being possibly the only organisation which knows the facts about the refugees 
in Cyprus, [whether] they could not suggest to both Greece and Turkey a 
plan which would enable the refugees on both sides to return to their homes ”. 
(This was, in fact, what the ICRC eventually did, along with the UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees).

The Dutch historian, Henrik Brugmans, calling attention to what he 
called “ the constant rise of torture, injustice and arbitrary rule in so many 
countries ”, questioned whether the Red Cross could not make the fight 
against that sort of suffering a more important part of its activities, given 
“ its undisputed prestige under so many different régimes ”.

National Societies that have had contacts with the ICRC about political 
detainees in their own countries expressed satisfaction with the role of the 
ICRC. All of them said that at a minimum they collaborated by making the 
necessary introductions to the government. Only one of twenty-three 
National Societies visited was recorded as opposing such visits. A few National 
Societies said they could substitute for the ICRC in visiting political detainees. 
(A few Societies do, in fact, perform protection tasks for the UNHCR.)

Some respondents urged the Red Cross to extend its protection activities 
to war-prevention efforts. The UN ambassador from an East European 
government said Red Cross should go beyond applying humanitarian principles 
in armed conflict to efforts to exclude war as a means of solving international 
legal problems. Therefore, he urged, it should engage actively in efforts to 
promote “ international peace, peaceful coexistence and friendly international 
cooperation ”, by such means as cooperation with the World Council of 
Peace.

A Red Cross head from another Socialist country said the League and 
the ICRC should actually call together the parties to impending conflicts 
to avoid recourse to violence. The Red Cross should develop more effective 
links with the United Nations in this role, he said.

Assistance

As one of the activities for which Red Cross is known the world over, 
assistance—particularly relief for the victims of earthquakes, hurricanes and 
other natural disasters, but also in conflict situations—attracted considerable 
comment, predominantly favourable.

The director of one UN agency, expressing admiration for “ an organis
ation entirely dedicated to the alleviation of human suffering ”, said its exchange 
of information with the Red Cross in emergency situations in which they were
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both engaged was timely and adequate. With respect to food supplies, for 
example, “ the Red Cross was normally able to meet immediate needs, 
whereas food from some other agencies, if it cannot be diverted from operation 
projects in the stricken country or neighbouring countries, normally takes 
several months to arrive from donor countries Another UN agency director 
noted that where disasters affect relatively small numbers of people, particu
larly in isolated rural areas, “ the humanitarian work of the Red Cross in 
relief and provision of bodily comforts cannot be replaced or surpassed 
Even where criticism was recorded (as from one UN agency head with reference 
to the work of the ICRC in Nigeria and the Middle East), it was couched in 
such terms as “ unfortunate allegations

In the twenty-three countries to which field visits were made, the govern
ments of several donor and recipient countries alike identified the Red Cross’s 
role as a channel of humanitarian assistance as one of the movement’s most 
important characteristics.

Because of the utility of Red Cross assistance, the UN frequently uses 
the Red Cross to provide assistance effectively to individuals or groups of 
refugees and, a UN agency spokesman reported, the local governments, in 
order not to get involved in refugees, not only do not object to but often urge 
this role on Red Cross.

This Red Cross activity, however, is not without its critics. Said some 
UN officials, the League was extremely effective in refugee operations in 
the 1950s and 1960s but only up to the point of providing them with housing: 
“ It has no idea of what is needed to weld refugees into a new community 
In any event there are so many true emergencies of increasing scope, these 
officials said, that the Red Cross could not hope to engage effectively in 
long-term operations.

Adequacy and Coordination. Some respondents also questioned whether 
the International Red Cross has the resources to deal adequately with disaster 
relief. “ Close perusal of donations towards relief actions clearly shows that 
the support of such action is governed by a proportion of National Societies 
only ”, said one Red Cross director. Therefore, he asked, is there not “ further 
need for coordination and development in the disaster relief role, funded by 
not only Red Cross but the United Nations on a more bi-lateral front than 
hitherto ? ”

The Red Cross as constituted at present, a Middle Eastern Red Crescent 
Society president said, “ is racing in vain to cope with and tackle ” the increas
ing waves of disasters. He called for world-wide pre-disaster planning and for a 
study of the feasibility of establishing regular regional warehouses for storage 
of relief supplies. The head of another Society said the time was ripe for 
cooperation with the UN to provide “ a real spearhead for disaster relief, 
including, for example, a guaranteed transport role for nations with adequate 
cargo-carrying aircraft in their Air Forces ”.

One UN agency head said, “ the size of disasters already suffered in recent 
years in various parts of the world has also clearly shown that relief through 
the Red Cross effort alone is not sufficient ”. It is therefore opportune, he 
noted, “ to take stock of the past and project... into the future before any 
major catastrophe should overtake world events and confront the Red Cross 
with a situation for which it may not find itself adequately prepared ”.
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Natural catastrophes have assumed such a scale “ that personal or even 
collective charity becomes more and more insufficient ”, as the Dutch 
historian Brugmans put it. Immediate help has to be institutionalised on a 
permanent basis, he added.

The largely uncoordinated and ad hoc nature of relief and the inadequacy 
of preventive action was reflected in the observation of Ignacy Sachs of the 
International Research Centre on Environment and Development, in Paris. 
He proposed measures to deal on an international scale with disasters and 
called upon the Red Cross, the UN and other non-governmental organis
ations to rationalise their efforts.

One international organisation noted that the United Nations Disaster 
Relief Office (UNDRO) grew out of a feeling among the international com
munity in the 1960s and early 1970s, following the experience of several 
major disasters of recent years, “ that uncoordinated assistance was not 
enough ”. Nearly five years later, however, “ the large proportion of agencies, 
governments and non-governmental organisations concerned with relief 
continue to operate without reference to UNDRO ”.

Despite UNDRO’s own recognition that its resources are still not adequate 
to its tasks, one UN agency spokesman urged the League and other inter
national bodies to “ rally round UNDRO and enable it to perform effectively 
its role as a central coordinator ”. He added:

Speed of communication and availability, close at hand, of experienced 
relief advisors, preferably from within designated geographical areas, and other 
material relief needs including various kinds of transportation being of paramount 
importance, it would appear prudent to establish disaster relief communication 
units and depots at focal points in the world, particularly in areas where natural 
disasters such as cyclones, typhoons and floods or earthquakes are of frequent 
occurrence.

An international relief convention was suggested by one responding 
diplomat. One of its purposes, he said, would be to move forward from the 
traditional practice whereby a state is in no way obligated to accept emergency 
aid even when its population is in extremely grave danger:

While not repudiating the ancient doctrine of national sovereignty and 
non-interference in the internal affairs of other states [an international relief 
convention] could nevertheless establish a set of reasonable criteria outlining 
when and through what administrative mechanism states would be expected 
to accept humanitarian aid on behalf of their populations.

The convention would also seek to curb attempts by donor states to 
use emergency aid for their own political purposes, which at times results 
in the donation of useless equipment and supplies and even in political inter
ference in the affairs of the recipient state. To do so, the convention would 
“ set down the terms under which donor states would make their gifts as 
well as stipulating that donor states give only those supplies which respond 
effectively to the assessed needs of the affected population ”.

Miscellaneous Assistance Issues. Beyond the subject of the basic adequacy of 
Red Cross assistance and the need for liaison if not integration with other 
actors in disaster relief, commentators expressed critical views on a variety 
of aspects of assistance.
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Types of Assistance. Questions were raised as to the stage at which Red 
Cross relief assistance was most effective. The consensus appeared to be that 
League-coordinated relief worked best in the initial stage of emergencies. 
One UN official said his agency had benefitted from the League’s ability “ to 
receive immediate information on the nature and extent of disasters ”.

Another UN official remarked that the League has been able to provide 
immediate assistance to victims of disaster by sending aid and manpower to 
strengthen a stricken country’s Red Cross Society more speedily than would 
have been possible through other channels, including his own agency. He 
added that in future situations where it is difficult for his agency to act directly, 
it would be prepared to provide funds and such facilities as warehouses and 
procurement channels to the Red Cross.

However, there is an increase in chronic, as against time-limited emerg
encies, noted one international agency official. He asked whether Red Cross 
should not expand its work beyond first-phase assistance in disasters. Chronic 
emergencies, he said, develop when a poor country that lacks the funds for 
essential imports is struck by a natural disaster. These situations “ rarely 
capture headlines and thus attract little external aid ”.

National Society Effectiveness. The League was urged to enhance the 
effectiveness of international relief efforts by helping to ensure that National 
Societies become integral parts of their countries, with broad and representative 
membership. As one respondent put it:

The capacity to channel relief will be directly proportional to links the local 
Society has formed with government and other special agencies in the country 
concerned as well as to the effectiveness and strength of the local organisation.

Furthermore, said more than one National Society head, the Red Cross 
should, independently of governments, make inventories of who needs assist
ance most. More so than government, remarked one official, the Red Cross 
must retain public confidence, one ingredient of which is an intelligently 
considered allocation of its resources.

And a distinguished journalist, while admiring Red Cross role in relief 
generally, said that nonetheless he has a feeling

that often Red Cross is not able quickly enough to cut through the diplomatic 
and institutional barriers and get the aid down to the people with the swiftness 
that catastrophe dictates ... [and that] in some of the less advanced countries 
aid is not always channelled to those who need it but remains in the hands of 
the bureaucrats, the more powerful people, the city rather than the country
side, etc.

Personnel. The quality of League personnel was the focus of several views. 
One UN official, expressing a desire for improved coordination with the 
Red Cross on exchanges of information, stated that such exchanges were not 
sufficient at the New York and Geneva levels. But even with increased contact, 
he noted, effective coordination depended upon the quality of Red Cross 
representatives in the field, and he said the quality was decidedly mixed.

As one remedy for personnel shortcomings, one government official pro
posed a more complete central inventory of the type of expertise available to
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National Societies. This, he said, “ would help the League in placing experts 
at the disposal of the National Societies [in disaster-prone countries] at short 
notice

In sum, while Red Cross assistance was viewed in a favourable light by 
most commentators at a general level, there was a great diversity of views 
as to what could and should be done to make present and future Red Cross 
relief efforts more effective.

Community Services

Beyond protection and assistance, the Red Cross is known for its com
munity services—a vast array of activities varying from country to country. 
Views were expressed on

1) community services and National Societies in general;
2) specific services performed at present;
3) directions in community services for the future.

In the twenty-three country field survey, governmental opinion held 
most National Society community services to be relatively important—useful, 
if not indispensable.* They were taken for granted on the national landscape, 
and, except for occasional requests for expansion of services, most govern
ments offered no basic suggestions for change.

Informed publics in the field survey regarded National Societies as trust
worthy, manned by dedicated leaders and members and dependable. The 
degree of regard as to competence varied—high in some countries, very low 
in others. More often than not, National Societies were scored for lack of 
innovation, dynamism, and cooperation with others, and several were criticised 
for conservatism and traditionalism.

Naturally enough, most leaders of National Societies praised the com
munity services being done and considered coordination and innovation 
adequate. One East European Society president pointed to the intimate involve
ment of physicians and other medical personnel in Red Cross at all levels. 
Equally important, he said, was close cooperation with government officials 
responsible for health policies. He claimed that practice would vary from 
Socialist to non-Socialist countries, however. In the former, he said, no division 
exists between “ state policy ” and “ community policy ” in health. As a partner 
of a state health service, for example, the Red Cross in his country has direct 
access to knowledge of the main health projects and policy trends. He also 
pointed to Red Cross links to unions with respect to safety in industry and 
to mass “ people’s solidarity ” organisations in such social welfare work as 
care of the elderly and isolated.

But a UN agency official expressed the view that most National Societies 
had not been in the vanguard in health, nutritional matters, and other fields. 
He singled out neglect of health education and family planning, especially 
in rural and marginal urban areas.

* Views of National Society activities, as well as descriptions and analysis of their work, 
are contained in Red Cross at National Level: A Profile, Background Paper No. 5 (Joint 
Committee for the Re-appraisal of the Role of the Red Cross: Geneva 1975).
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Current Services. Community services performed at present beyond disaster 
relief drew little comment. The few observations received focused on health 
or health-related fields.

Various Red Cross blood programmes drew special attention. The Red 
Cross role in providing blood for transfusion purposes from volunteer donors, 
available to the public free of charge, said one Western government, “ is 
virtually indispensable [in our] country”. A government official in the Caribbean 
said Red Cross was conducting ambulance activities on a scale no other non
governmental organisation could undertake.

The Red Cross also seemed to be well identified with health education. 
It could be a very suitable body in many countries for promoting public 
education on cancer, said one international health official. In developing 
countries where standards of sanitation are very low, he added, there is still 
a formidable task and ample room for Red Cross activity in reducing the 
incidence of communicable diseases.

Another international agency concerned with health commented on 
nursing education, for which Red Cross is responsible in many parts of the 
world. It urged Red Cross to make an examination in depth of what it would 
cost to make its activities in this field more effective.

Other health-related services in which Red Cross plays an important 
role, a Western government noted, include supervision of sick-room equipment, 
supply of dentures, hospital visiting, courses in home nursing, transport to 
clinics and home-maker services for convalescents. Several Red Cross and 
governmental leaders foresaw growing needs in safety, on the road, in boating 
and other recreational activities, and in industrial and agricultural work.

Future Community Services. The subject of possible changes in Red Cross 
community services in the future provoked much discussion. There was a 
minority feeling that Red Cross community services would be phased out in 
the future because of governmental welfare programmes. In one former colonial 
country where a National Society no longer exists, a Foreign Ministry official 
said that the need for Red Cross at the national level disappeared because 
“ most, if not all, of the services provided normally by a National Red Cross 
Society are .. . already covered by existing voluntary organisations ”. And 
one Western Society said it now found itself only on the periphery of activities 
concerned with the underprivileged, the handicapped, the aged, and those in 
need of care and rehabilitation. This was so not only because of “ the rapid 
development of government or government-supported agencies ”, but also 
because agencies organised specifically to meet these needs had been set up 
over the last decade.

But the trend of responses from within and outside Red Cross was clearly 
in the direction of new approaches to traditional fields or towards entirely 
new activities.

Government sources throughout the twenty-three country field survey 
called for Red Cross to expand or undertake new activities ... in health, 
social welfare, disaster relief, medico-social work, community development, 
and paramedical and basic health education. Governments cited no present 
activities which they wanted Red Cross to give up.

A few Societies indicated that they were actively reviewing the question 
of their own effectiveness and future roles. One small Society, for example,



28 AS OTHERS SEE US

said its study “ is examining the gaps in existing services [on the domestic 
welfare front] provided by the statutory agencies and the voluntary bodies in 
order to see if it is appropriate for the Society to fill them 

Another Society engaged in a self-study noted :

Present needs ... require more complex and accordingly more costly ser
vices ... It is no longer sufficient to run a hospital or a crèche with elementary 
installations.... It is no longer sufficient to maintain voluntary services based 
on “ goodwill ”. Volunteers must be trained in first aid techniques and social 
psychology.

Relations between the National Society and the government with regard 
to community services drew considerable comment. One small European 
Red Cross Society listed criteria for its involvement in welfare services at a 
time when government was increasingly engaged in welfare:

1) Instances of a primarily personal character, such as child welfare and baby 
care, where governmental standards limit its intervention in individual cases.

2) Where speedy action or an entirely new approach is called for and Red Cross 
is more flexible or ready to take risks than the government.

3) Work in which volunteers are needed, such as first aid and ambulance 
services.

Whether National Societies can continue to pioneer in functions that 
are later assumed by government may vary from country to country, it appeared 
from several responses. A European Red Cross leader said that National 
Societies in the developed countries must withdraw little by little from various 
activities now clearly under government control and turn to needs the state 
cannot best handle, such as “ the fracture of the family structure, the con
sequences of a consumer society, the increased resort to hospitalisation

Majority sentiment, however, saw an important benefit from continued 
Red Cross community services. One African government noted:

It would be impossible for a government to bear all the financial burden, 
particularly in developing countries, for providing all the health and social 
welfare needs of the people in rural areas. The Red Cross ... is able to step 
in and start [work on] a basic need which could then obtain government financial 
assistance or which could be taken over by government.

He cited the establishment of blood transfusion and child welfare clinic 
services in his own country.

A district chairman of one well-developed National Society said that 
public takeover of functions in which it had pioneered was a “ welcome devel
opment ”. This freed the Red Cross to look for new problem areas in which 
to break ground.

More attention to senior citizens, working mothers, and younger people, 
was suggested by a Western government official as “ projects that could draw 
on the great volunteer but largely unprofessional strength of the Red Cross 
without requiring large capital expenditures ”. Despite the growth of govern
mental roles in health throughout the world, said an international health 
official, the Red Cross could still fill gaps in such fields as continuing care, 
long-term care, geriatric nursing, and medico-social services for the elderly.
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According to several respondents, some newly-identified needs were still 
controversial—such as family planning, abortion, women’s health, prisoners’ 
health and social retraining, and the health and social needs of minorities and 
disadvantaged people. Some commentators questioned whether National 
Societies should become involved in these matters and whether such invol
vement would be viewed as “ political ” action contrary to the non-political 
nature of the Red Cross.

An opinion-shaping role for National Societies was endorsed by the head 
of a UN agency:

Even if all its traditional functions were to be completely taken over by 
governments, I would submit that the Red Cross could and should be maintained 
as one of the most effective means of undertaking the many other social tasks, 
consistent with its basic purposes, which depend on and require citizens’ support 
and involvement. An important part of its function is to use its constituency 
as a means of helping to identify and develop new issues, educate people con
cerning them and create the climate of public awareness and opinion which 
is required to support and induce governmental action. Here, the voice of the 
Red Cross can be a powerful promoter and supporter of social change.

A least one Red Cross leader agreed:

Areas of concern in the community are becoming increasingly subjected 
to political pressures. While Red Cross must necessarily avoid ever becoming 
a political pressure group, if it is to be positively involved in areas of contem
porary concern, such as the environment or nuclear testing, it must take a 
stand without fear of criticism on political grounds.

The danger that expansion of Red Cross community services might lead 
to proliferation of disparate tasks, and the related subject of coordination 
with other organisations, also were discussed by a number of respondents. 
Is there a tendency of some, perhaps many, National Societies to try to be 
all things to all men? One Red Cross national policy-maker said:

The basic philosophy of help to all seems to be the most beautiful charter 
that could inspire any organisation and this is what has kept me in the Red Cross. 
However, this very generality seems also to have been its downfall. Consider 
this—that service of any type, to anyone, is valid in Red Cross. So we have 
many people establishing their own pet forms, regardless of the fact that it 
may be capable of being handled by another organisation, or that it may be 
completely divorced from any current concept of the Red Cross role.

Yet, said the director of another Society, it is important to encourage 
local initiative and capitalise on the enthusiasm and special interests of indivi
duals and groups, “ so many Societies are faced with a dilemma in working 
to avoid spreading resources of money and personnel too thinly ”.

Related to the fears of sprawl is the issue of coordination with other 
agencies.

The pride of many Red Cross members in their own organisation often 
militates against cooperation as they are afraid of losing their identity, one 
National Society official said. While this is not a serious danger, he said actual 
identifications may have to be foregone on some occasions in the interests 
of the job in hand.
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But the Red Cross leader of a neighbouring country was skeptical. “ There 
is an increasing number of organisations in this country ”, he noted, “ many 
of whose activities overlap and there is a need for rationalisation which is 
unlikely to eventuate He attributed the establishment of some other organ
isations to the fact that in some areas “ the Red Cross had become stultified 
and is not prepared to change to suit the needs of the community Still, he 
encouraged cooperation with existing voluntary organisations.

f There was, thus, no evident resolution to the problems of proliferation of 
tasks and concomitant demand for more coordination. Indeed,$ some 
observers approved variety. “ There should be no attempt to impose a common 
pattern of activities on the National Societies ”, as one Western government 
official said.

In sum, respondents seemed to feel that Red Cross community services 
were in transition. As one East European Red Cross official said, “ The role 
of [National Societies] has to be intensified, in full harmony with... the 
achievements of the technical revolution and the problems of life environ
ment ”. Agreeing, the secretary of a West European Society nonetheless 
expressed a concern about the capacity for self-renewal ; while some Societies 
are trying to adapt themselves to the true needs of countries “ in the process 
of rapid evolution ”, he said, some individual members of Red Cross “ fail to 
recognise these changes quite clearly ”.

Structures

Red Cross was discussed not only in terms of its primary functions, but 
also in terms of how it organises itself for action and of such other structural 
characteristics as membership and finances.

It is not surprising that organisational questions gave rise to much com
ment, since Red Cross is a diverse movement that has not fully integrated its 
components, which are of different ages, interests, and capacities.

Organisation. Considerable concern was expressed about the complex and 
confusing nature of the organisation of the Red Cross movement. Many 
respondents thought the present state of affairs unsatisfactory; some saw it 
contributing to confusion on the part of the public. There was a wide variety 
of opinion as to what to do in terms of movement-wide re-organisation.

Widespread criticism of Red Cross’s basic organisation was voiced 
among the twenty-three National Societies in the field survey. Among them 
was a mood for the kind of change which could come only from a restructuring 
at the highest level.

A general plea for streamlining, if not wholesale re-organisation, was 
voiced by the president of one large National Society as follows :

The Red Cross should unify its structure and procedures... update its
patterns in relation to methods of deliberation, providing opportunities for
participative decision-making and avoiding ponderous protocol.

Dualism between the League and the ICRC, said the leader of a European 
Red Cross Society, “ never fails to raise critical amazement ” in discussions. 
Few members of his own Society “ can convincingly advocate or even explain 
the present system ”.
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Opinion was similar outside the Red Cross. “ For outsiders the structure 
of the Red Cross and the division of the spheres of competence... are 
unclear if not confusing ”, said an official of one small country. He called not 
only for greater informational activities to clarify the structure but also, 
where possible, actual simplification of the structure:

A possible lack of clarity regarding questions of responsibility, twin track 
approaches and overlapping spheres of competence in relief and other actions 
should be eliminated [if only] to improve the understanding of the parties to a 
conflict.

A distinguished North American international legal scholar said, “ I 
have no suggestion for the simplification of the present structure but it is 
confusing to many people. I am glad to note in your letter that you use the 
label ‘ Red Cross ’ to cover all the different groupings ”.

There was a variety of opinion as to how to improve the highest level of 
organisation of the movement.

A Scandinavian Red Cross leader said the ICRC seems to be in a position 
to provide “ determined global leadership of the Red Cross movement ”, 
which he said is lacking at present. An African government spokesman 
suggested fusion or merger of the League and the ICRC. He said the ICRC 
should act as the policy-making body for the International Red Cross, “ a 
sort of governing body in addition to its present activities ”, while the League 
should become “ the administrative [action-taking] organ for the day-to-day 
implementation of the policies of the ICRC ”, This would, he acknowledged, 
require a re-organisation of both bodies and probably constitutional changes 
as well, but, he added, “ No doubt these can be settled in the spirit of the Red 
Cross ”.

Most critics stopped short of merger, however, calling instead for greater 
coordination. One government official said:

It is essential that the “ Red Cross Geneva Family ” speak with greater 
unanimity and coherence especially on large international relief operations 
or matters of Red Cross policy. Consideration might be given to increasing 
the frequency of consultative meetings between the ICRC and the League and 
to establishing them in a common central headquarters.

A majority found the International Red Cross Conferences useful as 
constituted at present, especially for the contacts they afford between govern
ments and the Red Cross. But officials of several National Societies advocated 
that they be held more frequently—every two years instead of every four as at 
present. In general, views expressed about the Conferences were limited. Some 
Third World Societies considered them useful for contacts, while one described 
them as a form of tourism.

A few Red Cross respondents stressed the importance of the Standing 
Commission. One called it “ an organ in which the preoccupations of all 
parts of the Red Cross movement can be represented and reconciled ”. While 
agreeing, another Red Cross leader said the composition of the Standing 
Commission should be changed since it gives “ undue proportion to represen
tatives of National Societies, even though indirectly ”. He suggested that the 
Swiss Red Cross be an ex-officio member of the Commission rather than of
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the Board of Governors of the League, and that equal numbers should be 
elected by the ICRC, by the Board of Governors of the League and by 
the International Red Cross Conference.

Finally, some views suggested little or no need for organisational changes. 
One European government official said the solution to problems in Red Cross 
does not lie in changes in its structure. The difficulties of the ICRC, for example, 
derive not from its structure but from heightened international tensions. 
“ Changes in structure should be secondary and come as expressions of a 
will to act and be ”, a Red Cross leader himself said. “ The problem is essen
tially with the people and their attitude, and in a long-term perspective people 
with greater knowledge and motivation have to succeed a considerable number 
of the present representatives ”.

Specific Institutional Questions

ICRC Composition. The all-Swiss nature of the ICRC drew comment from 
all quarters.

Factors that may make it increasingly difficult for an all-Swiss ICRC to 
fulfil its work in respect to political detainees and the Geneva Conventions, 
said the spokesman of one Western government, include “ dramatic changes in 
international geopolitics, the emergence of new developing countries, con
tinuing problems in the international economy, and the ever-present danger of 
racial conflict ”.

The predominantly Swiss composition of the ICRC secretariat accounts 
for some of the problems that have arisen between the ICRC and national 
delegates, said the head of one Western UN Mission :

This makes the ICRC susceptible to the charge of being an agency of the 
Swiss government. Obviously no single society or culture can possess an exclusive 
comprehension... of what outlooks and aspirations are possessed by others.

There was also criticism of the absence of any machinery for bringing 
National Society influence to bear on the ICRC.

And a UN agency official said that while full advantage should be derived 
from the special position of Switzerland and of Geneva in relation to world 
humanitarian problems, “ an international body consisting of personalities 
from the various regions of the world should be established. There is no world
wide acceptance any more of the fact that some countries or individuals are 
specially equipped to understand and assist in humanitarian objectives to 
the exclusion of others ”.

Even among critics, however, very few views called for total inter
nationalisation of the ICRC.

Typical of arguments for maintenance of the all-Swiss composition of 
the ICRC was the comment:

It does not appear to me advisable to entrust [the protection role] to more 
than one nation [Switzerland] because the political ideologies and neutrality 
of one or the other additional participant in the ICRC work may, at some time 
or the other, be called into question by some nations. If that were to happen, 
the role of the ICRC would be placed in serious jeopardy and may even imperil 
its continued existence.
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The Norwegian diplomat Edvard Hambro said he did not find the ICRC 
provincial and national instead of being completely international :

The International Committee... is called upon to do still greater work if 
the world community and particularly Switzerland is willing to make the financial 
and other sacrifices necessary to keep up the organisation.

Similarly, Dean Rusk, the American diplomat and professor of inter
national law, said it was important that the ICRC be based in and staffed by 
distinguished Swiss citizens. “ Switzerland has established an internationally 
respected reputation for neutrality ”, he noted, adding:

It is not a great power reaching out to impinge upon the interests of other 
nations, and it has demonstrated in many cases its capacity to put itself at the 
service of those who are in dispute or conflict with each other. Even though 
there have been those who have not permitted the International Committee 
of the Red Cross to work effectively in a particular situation, it nevertheless 
has universal respect.

Several respondents suggested that while the ICRC itself remain all-Swiss 
the organisation should use international staff and experts. In this vein an 
official of a UN agency proposed the establishment of an advisory committee 
to the ICRC consisting of individuals from various parts of the world whose 
dedication to humanitarian causes, because of the tasks they have performed 
or because of their detachment from narrow national interests, is recognised.

Some within Red Cross obviously consider the all-Swiss composition 
of the ICRC an advantage for the movement. One National Society leader 
indeed suggested that the ICRC, which he termed “ the ultimate refuge of 
charity and humanity, enjoying a very special degree of confidence on account 
of its scrupulous neutrality ”, be given the clear authority to reject advice voted 
by International Red Cross Conferences.

ICRC-League Relations. Regardless of views on the ultimate disposition 
of general organisational questions, a wide range of respondents voiced 
concern over relations between the ICRC and the League, especially in the 
assistance function and particularly conflict assistance. According to Norwegian 
Ambassador Edvard Hambro, his own work with the Red Cross in the past 
had left him with the impression that ICRC-League relations were “ not of 
the very best ”. With respect to the traditional division of labour giving the 
ICRC responsibility for man-made disasters and the League for natural 
disasters, he said, “ it may well be in the future that it will be impossible to 
make any clear distinction between man-made catastrophes and natural 
catastrophes ”.

One government response outlined the reasons for new clarification of 
the League/Committee relief role as follows:

The ICRC has a vital role to play in a war situation in ensuring through 
observation, surveillance and moral persuasion that the terms of the Geneva 
Conventions are being applied. If at the same time the ICRC undertakes the 
coordination of extensive relief operations, a virtually certain result is the dis
traction of some of its attention and energy from the welfare of the war prisoners 
and political detainees whose only recourse may be to the ICRC.
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[And] the ICRC risks harming its impartial stature. Almost inevitably, 
controversy develops around organisations coordinating disaster relief oper
ations over questions such as administration of the programme, the equal 
treatment of all victims and what forms of help constitute legitimate humanitarian 
aid. In the Nigerian crisis, for example, the ICRC was accused of a lack of 
impartiality. This unfortunate development was due largely to the fact that the 
ICRC was in the position of coordinator of the relief operation and not to 
any overt actions on the Committee’s part, but it naturally detracted from the 
ICRC’s ability to ensure that the conduct of the war was consistent with the 
Geneva Conventions.

This observer advocated that disaster relief, including assistance to 
victims of man-made disasters, be centred in the League. For one thing, he 
said, the League is better able to enlist the services of the National Societies. 
For another, the League is generally more acceptable as a coordinator of relief 
because of its extensive membership whereas the ICRC can readily be identified 
with one developed West European country.

As to specifying targets and clarifying lines of authority, some Red Cross 
officials themselves pointed to dangers from overlapping or confusion of 
functions. Written agreements on jurisdiction in relief have not, said the leader 
of one National Society, resolved the problem of determining the precise 
division of responsibility between the ICRC and the League, particularly in 
disaster relief, which he called “ the principal bone of contention ”.

One government spokesman said that despite progress made (as in the 
Red Cross’s Indochina Operations Group and UNDRO’s coordination role), 
disaster relief coordination within Red Cross might be further improved by 
examining the possibility of adopting a common system of quantifying relief 
supplies and ensuring that the international community is fully informed 
about the relief efforts of the Red Cross in a given disaster situation. He 
was one of several outside and within Red Cross to propose a permanent 
Joint League-ICRC Relief Commission with strong links with UNDRO 
and the rest of the international relief machinery.

League Structure and National Society Relations. Beyond the issue of the 
League’s relations with the ICRC, there were a number of comments on the 
structure of the League itself, from the standpoint both of institutional 
efficiency and better relations with the National Societies.

With respect to particular elements of the League structure, one National 
Society official said there is “ a great amount of self-indulgence ” in the Board 
of Governors and among other representatives. He characterised Board 
meetings as “ cordial, often sincere, but also superficial ”. He added, “ The 
luxury of the meetings must be shocking to some participants and even destruc
tive to others ”. He also said the League spends too much energy, time and 
money on its internal cohesion and on “ efforts to keep leaders of some 
National Societies happy... to prevent them from causing trouble ”. To 
break what today is “ stagnation or worse ”, he advocated a change in the 
statutes, limiting terms of office, including re-election. A Middle-Eastern Red 
Crescent leader said the Executive Committee of the League was incapacitated 
by the nature of its composition and should be terminated.

Some National Societies in the field survey wanted more frequent meetings 
of the Board of Governors, and three Societies in the survey would like to
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see the present Executive Committee abolished and replaced by a body on 
the lines of the present Committee of Chairman and Vice-Chairmen (CCVC). 
Other Societies, however, complained that the CCVC is unrepresentative, 
and one suggested that it should consist of National Society representatives 
instead of people elected in a personal capacity. While one Society finds CCVC 
important as an informal decision-maker, another thinks that it decides too 
much without a legal basis. Still another Society regards both the Executive 
Committee and the CCVC as failures.

Among other structural changes suggested were a full-time chairman in 
Geneva or a secretary-general with more authority, and the creation of a 
“ coordination and re-appraisal centre ” which would commission evaluation 
research directed to future activities.

Among the National Societies surveyed in the field, there were proposals 
for régionalisation of the League. These seemed to originate mainly from 
Asia. One Asian National Society suggested that the desk officers move out 
from Geneva, leaving only an under secretary-general there for coordination. 
There was also some talk of the formation of a Latin American League.

Several comments dealt with structural improvements that would enable 
National Societies and the League to relate more effectively to one another. 
“ Under modern conditions ”, said the head of a National Society in a Socialist 
country, “ the international organs of the Red Cross cannot fulfil their missions 
without the support and active assistance of the National Societies ”.

But another commentator criticised National Societies for failing to 
provide “ inspiration, participation and contributions to the League, and in 
the circumstances the secretariat functions well above the level which could 
be justly demanded ”. The National Societies should use the League structure 
more in turning from traditional areas to assistance to the sick and the handi
capped, isolated people and health education and promotion of public health 
measures, said one National Society official.

Criticising the League for being “ merely an impersonal, anonymous 
body ”, one Red Cross leader called for the appointment of regional delegates 
to improve contacts with National Societies. The decision-making machinery 
of both the League’s statutory bodies and the secretariat are “ too cumbersome 
and complicated ”, he added.

But another National Society head said the nature of the League is often 
badly understood: “ Many needy National Societies regard the League as an 
independent unit with great resources, while wealthier countries see it as a 
unit on its own asking for their support A Western government official 
said the League represents “ a force of tremendous goodwill in the inter
national community ”. It is generally accepted as impartial, he said, and it is 
important that the League remain the effective focal point for the coordination 
of National Red Cross Societies.

A Middle Eastern Red Crescent leader expressed the hope that the 
Diplomatic Conference on Humanitarian Law would more clearly define the 
roles of National Societies and the League during conflicts.

Structural Questions

Imbalance in National Society Capacity. The evident imbalance in capacity 
among National Societies was reflected in expressions of concern by many
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respondents over a Red Cross development programme that was initiated in 
1962 to help the newer and weaker National Societies develop their capacity 
for action to a level commensurate with the stronger Societies. Most concerned, 
naturally enough, appeared to be commentators from Third World National 
Societies. The following themes emerged from their comments: they felt 
isolated and ignored ; they wanted help from other Red Cross agencies (specifi
cally, training and improved communications) ; and they had specific criticisms 
of the Geneva institutions, particularly the League.

On the theme of isolation, one Red Crescent Society head, alluding to 
“ insufficient cooperation between developed and developing countries ” 
generally, said that to achieve better Red Cross results “ a strict policy of 
coordination should be laid [down], and it is the responsibility of the League 
to arrange for such coordination

Similar was the response from a Red Cross leader who described his 
Society as “ rather isolated [and] insular ”. He asked that the League under
take “ an examination of the needs of smaller and less fortunate National 
Societies with a view to improving their efficiency, preferably with an accent 
on the provision of training personnel and training facilities overseas for local 
staff”.

A Society in the Caribbean said that it might call for advice and other 
help in the future. At present they receive sufficient information through 
literature from Geneva and from the British Red Cross. But a Red Cross 
leader from a Persian Gulf country called upon “ people specialised in certain 
fields to visit from time to time those National Societies which need their 
experience and ideas ” and upon the ICRC to hold training courses and semi
nars in Geneva for personnel of National Societies.

While the head of another Third World Society said that Red Cross 
Societies in developing countries need training (the basics of hygiene, public 
health and prevention of infectious diseases were singled out), he urged that 
“ the Red Cross must not become involved in areas where other international 
aid organisations function effectively ”. He called for creation of a special 
fund that would enable the ICRC to send groups of experts to train members 
of local Societies.

As for improved communication as an issue separate from training, some 
Societies surveyed felt that International Red Cross meetings should be re
organised so that poor Societies can attend more readily. Societies from two 
of the countries surveyed have never attended any.

Expanded communication in a somewhat different direction was advocated 
by a UN agency programme director, who is seeking Red Cross cooperation 
in the richer countries to stimulate interest and shape public opinion concerning 
conditions in the developing countries, particularly with respect to children 
and adolescents.

Other comments from Third World respondents about the Geneva insti
tutions included:

— In some cases League personnel were said to lack knowledge either 
of the country visited or the local language.

— Four developing Societies said they were never, or almost never, 
visited by the League.
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— Most of the developing Societies had a positive and respectful view 
of the ICRC and even those that criticised ICRC “ secretiveness ” have in 
fact had considerable contact with the ICRC in Geneva.

— While both government and Red Cross officials from the Third World 
wanted more attention and help from the League and the ICRC, they wanted 
to avoid total dependency and argued in favour of autonomy at the national 
level. One African government official, while calling for more assistance to the 
developing world from wealthier National Societies and the League secretariat, 
said that “ Red Cross Societies all over the world should be able to meet, as 
far as possible, their needs through their own material and personnel ”, even 
during catastrophes and disasters.

“ National Societies are at different levels of development ”, said another 
African leader, “ and each country requires some degree of autonomy to deal 
with problems peculiar to its own country ”.

Membership. Many respondents believed the membership base of the Red 
Cross movement to be too narrow (despite some success at mass recruiting), and 
politically conservative in leadership. Further, there was widespread agreement 
that there was a need to expand the recruitment of volunteers. This led to an 
exchange of views on the value of volunteers in a complex age, compared to 
use of paid and specialised professionals. Finally, the subject of Red Cross 
and youth preoccupied several officials inside and outside Red Cross.

Some commentators appeared satisfied, to say the least, with the present 
scope of the movement. The head of Red Cross in one European country 
called it “ a popular movement... a link between people of different profes
sions, classes and opinions ”. And a UN agency executive said that several 
local Red Cross Societies are, through community action programmes, assisting 
significantly in gaining popular support for community mobilisation in time 
of impending disasters.

But widely held impressions of Red Cross at the national level among 
people outside the movement in the twenty-three countries surveyed was of 
a governmental or quasi-governmental organisation, of an upperclass, aristo
cratic, élitist, establishment organisation and, accordingly, an organisation 
associated with power and prestige.

A UN executive called for National Societies “ to become truly popular 
rather than being clubs for a few persons belonging to the élite of the country 
Similarly, a Red Cross official himself said too many Societies are “ Nationa
lised ” rather than “ National ” in that “ they are headed by senior government 
officials, their wives or dependants and so can tend to become an instrument 
of national policy ”.

The leader of a large National Society outside the survey said, “ The Society 
in the past has tended towards becoming a club rather than a vital organisa
tion ”. He attributed this in part to the lack of a major activity capable of being 
carried out all over his country, such as a blood transfusion service.

Some commentators argued the leadership of Red Cross had been lethargic 
about recruitment, and fewer than half of the Societies surveyed reported 
attempts to recruit members aggressively.

This alleged lack of dynamism was seen by some as extending beyond 
recruitment to a general lagging behind current ideas. One government official 
asked whether the Red Cross might “ take more cognisance of ‘ radical ’



38 AS OTHERS SEE US

ideology and contemporary politics and accordingly expand its role in the 
developing world He said South-East Asia and Africa should be emphasised.

The importance of volunteers drawn from a broad spectrum within nations 
was emphasised, and the leader of Red Cross in a Socialist country stressed the 
necessity for mass membership. For example, Red Cross work on health and 
environmental questions requires wider membership in factories, he said. 
His Society mobilises “ the experience and preparedness of its hundreds and 
thousands of trained members ” to help to disseminate health awareness. 
He added, “ The decisive basis for the Red Cross Societies of Socialist countries 
is the fact that in all spheres of life the integration of the masses is a vital 
principle in making socialist democracy work ”.

The heads of two UN agencies stressed the importance of “ well-developed 
citizen constituencies ”. One of them observed that “ Modern societies based 
on a higher level of education and information will have to provide more 
and more opportunities for participation by its citizens in social processes ”. 
He said Red Cross gives an opportunity for non-professional people to con
tribute to a constructive social activity “ and can sometimes be much more 
flexible in changing public opinion or getting support from the public than 
other organisations ”.

A government spokesman tied community membership directly to Red 
Cross effectiveness in relief. He called on the League to ensure that National 
Societies, particularly in developing countries, “ become a truly integral part 
of their country, with a broad and representative membership ”. The capacity 
to channel relief, it said, will be directly proportional to such factors as the 
effectiveness and strength of the local organisation.

Another government official said, “ The great strength of each National 
Society “ is to be found in its broad-based membership and its primary reliance 
on voluntary service ”. And an East European UN ambassador said the bedrock 
of Red Cross activities should be voluntarism in order to conform to the 
fundamental principles which unify the movement. In his country, he said, 
for example, health and other social needs, while principal concerns of the State, 
also engage Red Cross, entirely through volunteer participation, at city and rural 
levels.

But questions were raised about whether expanded recruitment of volunteers 
could be achieved. One UN mission official said, “ Conflicting priorities and 
demands on time in an age of affluence and recreation may limit the Red Cross’s 
capacity for service to the community ”. The increasing difficulty of finding 
suitable volunteers is “ a constraint on the development of further Red Cross 
programmes ”, he added. A Red Cross official was gloomy about the ability 
of the movement to quickly recruit new members and to adapt the organisation 
to increasing urbanisation.

From newly-independent countries came expressions of concern about 
recruiting more indigenous members to replace expatriates—especially women 
who were the backbone of the Red Cross in colonial days. As opposed to 
members of affluent groups, said a Red Cross leader of one such nation, 
local members “ have not the financial means, the time or the inclination to 
involve themselves sufficiently to become satisfactory Red Cross workers ”.

Despite the criticism of Red Cross membership for being too narrowly 
based, and despite all of the comments urging more recruitment of volunteers 
in most of the twenty-three countries surveyed directly the Red Cross was
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viewed by outsiders as having the largest number of volunteers among voluntary 
agencies. In only one country was it viewed as weak relative to other voluntary 
organisations. In all the others it was regarded either as the strongest or one 
of the strongest voluntary organisations.

In addition to majority sentiment in favour of voluntary service, rather 
extensive reservations were expressed about the utility of voluntarism as 
against professionalism. One Red Cross Society that had just completed its 
own re-appraisal concluded that the desirability of voluntarism notwith
standing, “ inevitably more reliance will have to be placed on professional 
personnel ”.

A Red Cross official from a Socialist country asked, “ To what extent 
[can] a Red Cross organisation composed of non-professional volunteers deal 
with ... very complex scientific problems and contribute to the promotion of 
health? ” He cited as an example health needs characteristic of highly indus
trialised modern societies, to which, he said, Red Cross efforts, including 
research, must increasingly be addressed. Included were greater food con
sumption and psychic stress, increasing susceptibility to disorders of the 
respiratory and cardio-vascular system and metabolism, and the stress of 
progressive automation, resulting in fatigue and impaired blood circulation, 
metabolism, respiration and motor apparatus.

But there were equally strong opposing views on this issue. The African 
regional head of a United Nations unit said, “ The Red Cross should rely 
mostly on voluntary service rather than on international bureaucratic pro
fessionalism ”, and a warning against professionalism came from the head 
of a Latin American Red Cross Society which uses only volunteers:

If all Red Cross personnel were paid, there would be no funds left and 
the Society would be open to trade union activity and party politics. That 
would be the end of the Red Cross as an independent impartial institution.

“ Voluntary service should remain as a key feature of the Red Cross move
ment ”, said the secretary of one National Society, but “ it is essential to include 
an element of professionalism. It is the proportion of the mixture that is 
important ”.

The financial implications were noted by another Red Cross official:

The question then arises as to whether our semi-professional staffs should be 
employed to facilitate the work of the volunteers—including their training—or 
whether the volunteers should be used to assist the professionals. The question 
is especially important in the light of rising wage costs.

As to the role of youth in the Red Cross movement, a Middle Eastern 
Society official called for increased attention to school programmes that would 
recruit young volunteers. A Western Red Cross leader, speaking of his Society’s 
new youth programme, emphasised the need to build youth programmes on a 
base of information so that they “ not be permitted to widen the communi
cations gap ”.

A Socialist Red Cross official singled out the need to promote the “ edu
cation of Red Cross youth in the spirit of international solidarity ”, through
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such means as international youth gatherings and symposiums. But they should 
also be imbued with a “ sense of social responsibility for the future of their 
own nation ”, he added.

Some respondents were not fully optimistic about the role of youth in the 
Red Cross movement. A Scandinavian Red Cross official noted an increase in 
demands, especially among youth, “ for rational, complete (and sometimes 
almost totalitarian) solutions ” and growing criticism of “ charity ”. Attempts 
to alleviate suffering are said to make conflicts easier to accept and endure, 
he noted. Young people especially want to side with the “ good ” and, if they 
are Red Cross members, want Red Cross to do the same.

A UN agency official cautioned that the Red Cross’s capacity to influence 
change through involvement of young people can be used to resist as well 
as promote desirable changes. But he said his agency’s experience in the environ
mental field suggests that it operates very much on the positive side.

An African government official, declaring that youth in the developing 
countries seems ready “ to emulate whatever is done by contemporaries 
elsewhere, good or bad ”, called on Red Cross to join with other organisations 
to counteract alcoholism and drug abuse among youth. A colleague of 
his in another country said Red Cross should organise seminars “ to instil into 
the young the spirit of cooperation, of friendliness, and values to live by ... 
The young need to be taught... to shun all behaviour which could result in 
separativeness, create antagonisms, and disrupt right relationships between 
nations ”.

With respect to actual functioning of youth programmes, a UN official 
called upon Red Cross youth programmes to move beyond traditional Red 
Cross activities into such fields as health, nutrition, education, environmental 
sanitation and community development.

Finances. Although most views on the matter were not precise, there seemed 
to be widespread concern about financial problems. (The aspect of National 
Society financial dependence on government has been discussed in the section 
on Red Cross relations with governments.)

According to some Red Cross officials, problems of finance and member
ship plague National Societies in developing countries, in a vicious circle. 
As the head of a Middle Eastern Society said, “ With limited resources, it is an 
effort to be able to disseminate information about the activities of the National 
Society ”. This lack of information, coupled with the somewhat low level of 
education in the country, is an obstacle in recruiting volunteers.

Financing was singled out forcefully by the leader of another Third World 
Society, who said:

To cope with the new and future needs, the Red Cross requires highly 
trained and dedicated staff, both paid and volunteers, in order to perform 
and implement newly-shaped programmes. But none of that can be realised 
without the provision of adequate funds. The present system of financing the 
Red Cross Societies... will not finance even a small portion of the future tasks. 
New methods are to be found. A permanent and substantially increased State 
contribution should be obtained without affecting the independence and auto
nomy of the Societies.
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But in most developing countries, according to the field survey, fund
raising could produce very little, even if National Societies were orientated 
in that direction. And in only one such country was fund-raising seen as an 
indication of the degree of public support.

As to the role of wealthier Societies in financing Red Cross in the Third 
World, one government pointed to the possibility of completely consolidating 
developmental and emergency planning needs in the normal budget context 
of the League. “ If this were done ”, it said, “ the Societies from the affluent 
countries could be encouraged to make special annual contributions and at 
the same time urge their governments to follow suit ”. Supplementary appeals 
would be confined exclusively to emergency relief. Such an approach “ would 
bring all pursuits into proper perspective even over the long term and avoid 
the ‘ scatter gun ’ approach of the present ”.

Financial problems were also present for National Societies in more 
developed nations. A small European Society attributed to lack of finance its 
inability to play a leadership role. Without suggesting a specific change, one 
Red Cross leader said the division of National Societies into “ donors ” and 
“ beneficiaries ” conserves an attitude of division and “ materialism “ within 
Red Cross. He estimated that 80 per cent of the National Societies are in need 
of support, and only about 10 per cent give substantial support in cash, kind 
and services.

National Societies should maintain independent fund-raising sources in 
addition to any State aid or reimbursement, said the head of a long-established 
Western European Society. He suggested that full-time professional fund-raising 
staff might be necessary. Further, he stressed the importance of distinguishing 
between funds raised by Red Cross for overseas aid and government funds 
directed towards the same ends.

On the international level the head of one Red Cross Society in the Western 
Pacific said that provision of an adequate budget for the work of ICRC dele
gates around the world has become “ a marathon task ”. Government spokes
men from both North America and Africa called upon all signatories to the 
Geneva Conventions to grant substantial financial assistance to the Inter
national Red Cross on a regular as well as an ad hoc basis. Help in solving 
financial problems would be encouraged, said one UN agency head, by greater 
internationalisation of the ICRC and other Red Cross bodies. It would “ bring 
closer to their activities those who are in a position to make financial con
tributions ”.

A suggestion that better financing might enable personnel of the Interna
tional Red Cross to be released from routine work “ for research and develop
ment of further instruments for the betterment of mankind ” was made by 
the head of one National Society. The funding of both the ICRC and the 
League “ must be planned and administered on a sound and equable basis ”, 
the president of another Society noted, and a spokesman for his government 
urged “ A stronger financial base for the ICRC and for Red Cross institutions 
generally ”.



IV. Conclusions

Two strong impressions emerge from an analysis of views on the Red 
Cross movement:

— there is widespread ignorance of what Red Cross actually is and does ;
— notwithstanding, the general impression—or image—that Red Cross 

projects is favourable throughout the world.

Ignorance About Red Cross

Considering that the Red Cross symbol is, as one respondent put it, 
“ the most widely-known and respected ‘ trade mark ’ in the world ”, and the 
movement conveys so widespread an impression of humanitarian idealism, 
actual knowledge of Red Cross is remarkably thin.

Insofar as large masses of people are concerned, this is not unusual for 
even a large and venerable institution; research over the last several decades 
shows that large numbers of people pay surprisingly little attention to insti
tutions, political events, personalities and issues, even when these are promi
nently featured by mass media. Put another way, people are interested mainly 
in their own lives and in matters that affect them directly. But it is a cause 
for some concern when an institution is so little known among people who 
ought to know—informed élites, officials of governments and international 
organisations, opinion leaders in other walks of life, and even members of 
the Red Cross family.

The very structure of Red Cross is unknown to many such individuals. 
They are unaware of the existence of the ICRC and the League, much less
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the differences between them. Those who are aware that separate Red Cross 
institutions exist in Geneva have at best the dimmest ideas of their respective 
responsibilities. Even several people who have had direct contact with Red 
Cross responded with suggestions of activities in which Red Cross is already 
engaged.

Finally, as noted in the Appendix, most of the individuals and institutions 
from whom the Re-appraisal sought views did not respond. Some of this 
silence is no doubt due to preoccupation with other matters, but some must be 
attributed to ignorance of the movement.

Favourable Image

To the extent that Red Cross is known, it is in affirmative terms. In 
addition to the many generalised expressions of approval, the following 
particulars were evident:

Red Cross is unique, not just another voluntary agency. For example :

The relevance and importance of the Red Cross are by now hardly ques
tioned. I doubt that any responsible official would think of it as ‘ just another 
voluntary agency ’—Head of a UN body.

It would be virtually impossible to replace the International Red Cross 
by another international agency even if such an agency (e. g., the United Nations) 
were willing to assume all the present international functions of the Red Cross.— 
A National Society leader.

The Red Cross function of developing and implementing humanitarian 
law cannot be replaced or duplicated by any other organisation. Thus :

The Red Cross [is] the only organisation which has as its mission the reali
sation of the humanitarian task of the Geneva Conventions.—Permanent 
representative to the UN of an East European Socialist state.

The importance and unique role of the ICRC as a neutral intermediary 
carrying out its functions, particularly where governments are limited in their 
ability to act, cannot be overestimated in today’s world.—Red Cross official 
from a large Western power.

Red Cross has singular characteristics that enhance its ability to assist 
victims of conflicts and natural disasters. For example :

The Red Cross breaks down political barriers in providing relief services. 
Its role is of vital importance to the world since it is the only agency that is 
recognised to enter belligerent territories in order to provide assistance to the 
victims of war.—Asian government spokesman.

The essence of [Red Cross] catastrophe relief efforts is swiftness [and] 
efficiency in caring for the injured, the wounded, the starving, the human victims. 
—Harrison Salisbury, The New York Times.

Despite the growth of governmental activity in health and social welfare, 
Red Cross still provides valuable community services, especially in the Third 
World. For example:
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Its principles make it pre-eminently suitable to deal with situations in all 
countries which call for spontaneous action. In a range of activities from war 
relief to eradication of communicable diseases, the services of the Red Cross 
in a country like ours where there is an acute shortage of medical personnel 
and facilities are immense.—African government spokesman.

Criticism

Beneath the amiable surface, a number of criticisms of Red Cross were 
voiced, and many more questions raised. The closer a respondent’s familiarity 
with the movement, the more he tended to qualify his praise of the organisation 
with remarks about shortcomings. However, criticism was generally construc
tive; hostile or angry comments were exceedingly rare, and no one suggested 
that Red Cross had outlived its usefulness.

Red Cross does not coordinate sufficiently with other agencies.
The Red Cross, despite its excellent work, is only one of many organisations... 

Because of the proliferation of services and agencies, relief organisations some
times develop undue suspicions of one another, especially during critical relief 
operations. It is evident that greater attention will have to be paid by voluntary 
organisations to a more harmonious coordination of effort.—Official of a major 
government donor to relief efforts.

Red Cross does not innovate in community services.
While the Red Cross is involved in such work (health, nutrition, education, 

environmental sanitation and community development) it is only on the periph
ery. Rarely does it adopt a leading role.—European National Society leader.

Red Cross has not engaged in planning to define the proper extent and 
limitations of its activities.

The Red Cross should become involved in long-range planning that is 
guided by established principles and geared towards continuity of purpose 
and action. It should avoid fragmentation and involvement in special interests 
that dissipate its resources.—Head of a large Western National Society.

While the world community should be able to continue to rely on the 
unique character of the contribution of the Red Cross to the solution of 
humanitatian problems, a definite effort should be made to define with as 
much clarity as possible the scope and limits of Red Cross action.—UN agency 
head.

While those who are realistic in their appraisal. . . express their appreci
ation of results, however meagre they may be, others show keen disappoint
ment because they have assigned the Red Cross tasks and achievements far 
beyond its fields of activity.—European National Society official.

Implications

There is desire within Red Cross for better public knowledge of the 
movement. Thus, one Red Cross leader complained that despite his Society’s 
work in international affairs, it is not well understood by his country’s public
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because the League and ICRC generally cannot give enough momentum 
to their actions :

Weakness in planning, information, and public relations... creates a gap 
between the reality as [we] understand it and the picture which should be 
presented to the outside world in order to create the maximum support.

“ Modern ” approaches to “ image ” problems were proposed by several 
respondents. A Middle Eastern government official urged increased use of 
mass communications “ to inform the public at large of the commendable 
humanitarian goals of the Red Cross and to thereby encourage the maximum 
possible participation, financial as well as in personal voluntary work, in 
Red Cross activities ”. And a European Red Cross official asked whether it 
might not be necessary to engage a public relations agency to pursue “ con
tinually directed clarification and image promotion ”.

But in fact the Red Cross movement is not oblivious to the use of modern 
media of communication. Although National Society resources in public 
information range from nil to sophisticated, both the League and the ICRC 
have extensive information/public relations divisions. They use publications, 
television, radio and films, and maintain contact with journalists in Geneva 
and, occasionally, in media centres in Europe and North America. In com
parison with other voluntary organisations their budgets for these functions 
are ample—442,000 Swiss francs in the case of the League, or l/2 per cent 
of its total ordinary budget, and 800,000 Swiss francs, or 7 per cent of the 
total budget in the case of the ICRC. For the most part these departments 
are staffed by seasoned professionals.

The answer to better understanding of Red Cross may therefore lie in 
part in more focussed communications efforts and in more coordination 
among parts of Red Cross on the public information function, which is 
minimal. But public opinion is by no means shaped entirely by formal media. 
In fact, research indicated that direct personal experience is probably the 
most powerful of “ media ”. The Polish sociologist Jan Szcepanski, for 
example, while disclaiming any present knowledge of Red Cross, said he would 
never forget the assistance given to him and his wife by the Red Cross when 
they were forced labourers in Germany in World War II. Their four-year-old 
son had been lost, but after several months he was found with the help of the 
International Red Cross. “ I can only say ”, he added, “ that in the conscience 
of the people of our country the Red Cross is an institution without which 
the world cannot be imagined, which balances by its existence the cruelty and 
barbarism of technological civilisation ”.

Finally, public knowledge and understanding ultimately reflect an insti
tution’s own actions and sense of purpose. It is reasonable to expect that if 
Red Cross is successful in defining a meaningful role for itself in the future 
and in adjusting its methods and structures to that role, public awareness and 
clarity will grow. In the meantime, the movement has a solid base for these 
efforts in the foundation of goodwill with which it is regarded universally.





Appendix: Sources of Views

The views on Red Cross recorded in this paper represent both formal and informal 
responses to solicitations by the staff of the Re-appraisal.

Formal inquiries were sent to the 122 recognised National Red Cross Societies 
and to thirteen unrecognised Societies. Governments in the respective countries were 
also asked through these Societies for their views, as were sixteen governments in 
countries where no Red Cross Societies exist. All United Nations agencies were invited 
to submit views, and in one case a major UN organisation solicited the views of its 
branch and regional offices.

In addition to institutional views, the Study Director wrote to 180 eminent 
people throughout the world. These included not only officials but writers, journalists, 
historians and other social scientists, and distinguished representatives of other fields. 
Of those written to, fifty-one replied. More than half said they knew too little about 
the Red Cross to formulate a reply, although several of them made complimentary 
references to the movement.

Besides these formal views, the paper includes the informal expressions of 
opinion gathered by the field staff that visited twenty-three countries for periods of 
from one to two weeks each. In addition to interviews with Red Cross officials and 
workers, the teams talked to a variety of public and private figures from many walks 
of life, ranging from Ministers of Health to heads of voluntary agencies *

Regardless of the category of sources, Europe (East and West) and the developed 
part of the Pacific area were most heavily represented. Among the developing countries 
replies were received primarily from Africa, with Latin America represented little, 
and Asia hardly at all.

Government Replies

The formal replies from governments were signed by fairly high-ranking officials, 
in one case the Prime Minister of a Pacific power, in another by a Foreign Minister.

* See Red Cross at National Level: A Profile, Background Paper No. 5 (Joint Commit
tee for the Re-appraisal of the Role of the Red Cross: Geneva 1975).
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Three replies came from Ambassadors to the UN .The rest came from such sources as 
departments of foreign ministries concerned with international organisations or 
consular affairs, ministries of public health, and high-level officials in offices of the 
executive. Government replies also ran the gamut from perfunctory generalisations to 
lengthy, quite specific ones.

UN Views

More than half the UN agencies whose views were solicited replied that they 
lacked sufficient contact with or knowledge of Red Cross on which to base an answer. 
Among the international organisations which replied simply to say they had no 
comments or suggestions was one concerned with civil aviation, notwithstanding 
the fact that the ICRC was involved in a dozen hijacking incidents between 1968 
and 1973.

But some UN replies were quite detailed, and on the whole more candid than 
the replies from governments. One, incidentally, said any reassessment of the relation
ship between Red Cross and the United Nations “ would help considerably in en
hancing the effectiveness not only of the Red Cross but also of the UN as well

National Society Views

Replies were received from twenty-five National Societies, only four of which 
had been included in the twenty-three country field survey. The National Society 
views represented in this paper were, therefore, obtained directly from a total of 
forty-four Societies, or some one-third of the total. The sample is sufficiently large 
as to geographical situation and size and stage of Society development to constitute 
a fair representation of the whole. Nonetheless, the fact that two-thirds of the National 
Societies made no reply at all to an invitation to express themselves in the most 
extensive study ever conducted of the movement may be cause for concern in a 
movement which values unity as one of its major principles.

Considerable variation appeared among the National Society responses. Some 
consisted of one-page replies with unelaborated “ yes ” and “ no ” answers. Others ran 
to some twenty pages. Longer replies did not necessarily provide more insight than 
shorter ones, however, for some of the former contained a high quotient of generalities 
and rhetoric.

Most of the National Society replies represent the views of the head of the 
organisation. But in several instances respondents indicate that they went through 
a formal process to gather a representative cross-section of views. One Society, 
for example, sought comments on the Red Cross Principles both from long-standing 
Red Cross members, from newcomers, and from people outside Red Cross who know 
something of the organisation’s basic philosophy.

The district chairman of a Scandinavian Society said he hoped the results of the 
Re-appraisal would be presented to the national board of representatives of the Society 
and presented for discussion at district and local levels. This, he said, “ would serve 
the purpose of informing us about the society around us and at the same time point 
out new activities ”.

A Red Cross Society of a European Socialist country reported that in drafting 
its reply to the letter soliciting its views, it was able to draw on material prepared by a 
working party, established to coincide with the Re-appraisal. Other Societies said 
the letter had triggered their own self-evaluations.
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