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PREFACE

This work of M. Djurovic is of importance. It fills a void in our knowledge of 
the action undertaken for over a century to relieve the suffering in mind and 
spirit of victims of war. The recounting of the activities of the Information 
Bureau of the International Agency for help to sick and wounded military per
sonnel at Basle (1870-1871), the International Agency at Belgrade (1912-1913), 
the International Prisoners of War Agency (1914-1918), and the Central 
Prisoners of War Agency which followed, together with the Central Tracing 
Agency which is still working at the present time, brings into focus certain 
aspects of the work of the International Committee of the Red Cross.

Other publications have certainly provided information on the activities of 
the Agency at various periods of its history. For instance the two volumes of the 
history of the International Committee of the Red Cross by Pierre Boissier and 
André Durand, the study made by Jacques Moreillon on the International 
Committee and political detainees, and the report published by the ICRC in 
1948 on its work during the Second World War (Vol. II). But until now there was 
no systematic study of the Agencies which succeeded each other from 1870 on
wards, nor of the conditions in which they were created, nor of their statutes and 
organization and the evolution of their activities. The work ofM. Djurovic pro
vides precise and detailed information thanks to which it is possible to under
stand how the Agencies functioned and the role they played and which the Cen
tral Agency plays to the present day in putting humanitarian policies into prac
tice.

In reading this book one becomes aware very quickly that it is not sufficient 
to assist the wounded and assure material help to prisoners, but that it is neces
sary to relieve what the ICRC in 1870 termed “mental suffering ”, that which 
results from the isolation ofprisoners, cut offfrom theirfamilies, and the anxie
ty of relatives concerning the fate of those taken captive.

M. Djurovic is right in saying that at that time armies worried very little about 
their combatants and a great deal less regarding those of their adversary. After a 
big battle the mortal remains of the soldiers were thrown into communal graves 
and the number of missing often exceeded that of the identified dead.



The objective of an Information Agency was therefore to re-establish com
munication between those separated by the war. The Agency became the inter
mediary between the parties engaged in conflict. Their cooperation was needed. 
They had to be convinced that it was in their interest to participate and, through 
relentless negotiation, be encouraged to continue to adhere to certain principles 
and rules of behaviour. It required an unceasing struggle to adapt to changing 
circumstances brought about by the evolution of armaments, the growth of the 
international system to embrace the entire world, together with the increase of 
armed conflicts of a non-international character and internal troubles. To these 
were added the appearance of ever more destructive weapons and the involve
ment of civilians in war, creating fresh obstacles to humanitarian action and giv
ing rise to new diplomatic complications.

There cannot be a re-establishment of communications between prisoners 
and their families until the prisoners have been identified. It is essential to know 
where they are and, in the first place, whether those supposed to be prisoners are 
still alive. In the chaos of war men disappear. It was necessary to persuade ar
mies not only to count their dead and wounded but to search for the missing 
which meant then as it does to this day undertaking prolonged enquiries.

M. Djurovic’s work shows, through many examples, how the Central Agency 
had benefited from the experience of the organisations which preceded it, and 
how the Agency itself improved its methods of search, changed its structure, and 
created bureaux or tracing services in areas of conflict. This has taken place on a 
worldwide scale. The Indo-Pakistan conflict, and the conflicts in Cyprus and 
Chili are examples.

I hope for my part that M. Djurovic’s work will have many readers, not only 
among those who feel concerned about humanitarian action, but also among 
those circles who are responsible for the humanitarian policies of governments, 
and within national liberation movements, and among those who for various 
reasons are against the ‘established order’. For at least as they read attentively 
they will appreciate the extent to which the experience gained by the Agency can 
be useful in the current period of armed conflicts not of an international charac
ter and internal troubles. They will find particularly matter for reflection 
regarding the solution of the burning problem ofpeople missing as the result of 
internal troubles. They will understand, I hope, that the Central Agency and the 
institutions which preceded it have never endangered national sovereignty and 
that all governments which may be considered as enlightened have understood 
that it was in their best interest to cooperate with the Agency.

Jacques Freymond

Honorary Director of the Graduate Institute 
of International Studies,

Former Vice-President of the International Committee 
of the Red Cross
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INTRODUCTION

A) The subject matter defined

The subject to be studied is immense. It covers pratically the whole history 
of the Red Cross, with the exception of the first seven years after its founda
tion, and even exceeds the limits placed on it by the title given to this book.

The intention is to examine all the Information Agencies created by the 
ICRC from 1870 to the present day. Strictly, the name “ Central Tracing Agen
cy ” designates the present day Information Agency, that is to say a special 
department of the ICRC which has been functioning under this title since 
1960.

The reason why this title has been retained is because a certain continuity is 
evident in the activities of the various Information Agencies created by the 
ICRC. This in spite of the wide variations which separate them, as much in 
their legal status, as in the way each was organized, and even in their range of 
activities.

In studying the successive Agencies, it becomes clear that in fact the Central 
Prisoners of War Agency, which was organized in 1939, was largely inspired by 
the experience of the International Prisoners of War Agency, created at the 
time of the First World War. And the latter would not perhaps have been 
founded if the ICRC had not previously instituted the Agencies of Basle 
(1870-1871) and of Belgrade (1912-1913).

It will be seen that a part of the activity of the present Central Tracing Agen
cy continues the work of the Central Prisoners of War Agency. It could even be 
maintained that the latter never ceased to exist. Although its activities are 
reduced and the name is different, it is still today the same administrative body, 
responsible as always for replying to requests for information relating not only 
to the Second World War but to the First World War as well'.

1 See The Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949. Commentary published under the general 
editorship of Jean S. Pictet. III. The Convention relative to the treatment ofprisoners of war, 
Geneva, ICRC, 1958, p. 584.



According to the Geneva Convention of 1949 (Art. 123 of the Convention 
relative to the treatment of prisoners of war and Art. 140 of the Convention 
relative to the protection of civilians in time of war), in the event of a conflict a 
Central Information Agency can be set up in a neutral territory other than 
Switzerland and without the participation of the ICRC. In this respect the bel
ligerents are free to turn down the offer of the ICRC, but they are still bound to 
come to an understanding and set up a Central Information Agency (using 
perhaps another humanitarian organization as an intermediary) because the 
creation of such an Agency is obligatory. However, it is a fact that during the 
international conflicts which have arisen since the end of the Second World 
War, it has always been the ICRC which has undertaken the role of Central In
formation Agency as foreseen by the Geneva Conventions, and no other Agen
cy has ever been organized. There seems no doubt this happened because the 
experience and competence of the ICRC in this field of humanitarian work 
was universally recognized and because it was the only international organiza
tion possessing a permanent administrative body ready to intervene to assist 
the victims of war. The permanent status of the Central Tracing Agency was fi
nally given official recognition in 1977 by Art. 33 of Protocol I additional to 
the Geneva Conventions.

But, as will be seen, the Agency of the International Committee of the Red 
Cross also held, and continues to play, an important role in conflictual situa
tions such as internal troubles and tensions, to which the Geneva Conventions 
and their additional Protocols were not or are not applicable.

The Red Cross was founded in 1863 with the aim of relieving the physical 
suffering of war victims. But the aim of the first Information Agency of the 
ICRC, organized at Basle in 1870, was to alleviate mental distress. Taking this 
into account the sub-title of the book, “ Activities of the ICRC for the allevia
tions of the mental suffering of war victims ”, seems justified, although it, too, 
does not entirely encompass the subject under review.

The Agency is able to relieve much anxiety through its various services, 
perhaps by tracing a missing person or by providing news of a prisoner of war 
whom close relatives feared wounded or killed. It can also transmit messages 
to members of families separated by war, compensating in this way for inter
rupted postal communications.

The alleviation of mental suffering of war victims remains to this day the es
sential task of the Central Agency; but the latter does not set limits to its activi
ty any more than did the first Agency of the International Committee. In fact, 
although the aim of the Agency at Basle was to relieve mental distress, it was 
able, by sending parcels and money, to provide material help to prisoners of 
war.

The Information Agencies of the ICRC have provided, during and after two 
world wars, other practical services which have had important legal repercus
sions. These included the provision of certificates attesting to the periods of 
captivity of former prisoners of war, the transmission of powers of attorney, 
marriage certificates and other official documents.

The intervention of the Agency in endeavouring to reunite families separat
ed as a result of armed conflicts, which became of such importance after the 
Second World War, also went well beyond the limits of relief of mental distress.
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In conclusion, not only the work of the ICRC in alleviating the mental 
suffering of war victims will be examined, but also the functions and working 
methods of its successive Information Agencies, from both historical and 
legal viewpoints.

B) The limitations of the subject matter

The study of the Central Tracing Agency will be divided into three parts 
covering its important historical, legal and technical aspects. The historical 
outline depends greatly on the legal aspect, but the technical side is of lesser 
importance and, as the legal structures governing the activities and methods of 
work of the Agency have developed over the years, it seemed preferable to exa
mine these different aspects simultaneously, observing at the same time the 
chronological development of the Agency.

The three parts, which are not necessarily of the same importance, cor
respond to the principal developments in the legal bases which govern the exis
tence and activity of the Agency.

The first part covers the period extending from the Franco-Prussian War of 
1870-1871 to the end of the First World War. At this time no legal basis existed 
for the intervention of the Information Agencies of the ICRC. It could be said 
that the Agency passed through three phases of development during this peri
od: birth (the Agency at Basle, 1870-1871), adolescence (the Agency at Bel
grade, 1912-1913) and maturity (the International Prisoners of War Agency, 
1914-1918). The absence of a legal basis did not prevent these three agencies 
from rendering great service to war victims.

Taking into account the enormous amount of work accomplished by the In
ternational Prisoners of War Agency, not only where military personnel was 
concerned, but also in respect of civilians, it became evident after the First 
World War, that in the event of a new armed conflict the belligerents could not 
do without a Central Information Agency. As will be seen, the work of the In
ternational Agency was recognized by Article 79 of the Geneva Convention of 
1929 relative to the treatment of prisoners of war.

The second part deals with the period from the end of the First World War to 
the signing of the Third and Fourth Geneva Conventions (the Convention rela
tive to the treatment of prisoners of war and the Convention relative to the pro
tection of civilian persons in time of war).

For this period the study is limited to the two must important conflicts: the 
Spanish Civil War and the Second World War. The Agency had no formal right 
to intervene during the Spanish Civil War, as the 1929 Convention was not ap
plicable to internal conflicts. During the Second World War, the Central Agen
cy again exceeded the terms of this Convention, as it not only looked after mili
tary personnel but also brought help to innumerable civilian war victims.

The third part is an analysis of the work of the Agency from 1949 to the 
present day. In 1949 the legal powers of the Agency were considerably in
creased by the Fourth Geneva Convention relative to the protection of civilian 
persons in time of war. This period will permit the study of the activities of the 
Agency not only in situations covered by the Geneva Conventions, but also in 
those outside the terms of the Conventions. However, in order to avoid un
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necessary repetition the study is limited to the Algerian War, the Near-East 
conflict, the Indo-Pakistan conflict, the conflict in Cyprus and the troubles in' 
Chile. In the third part an effort will be made to determine how the authors of 
the Protocols additional to the Geneva Conventions approached the problems 
which beset the Central Tracing Agency.

Finally, reproduced in the annexes are some examples of documents and 
forms which the Agency uses in the course of its work, including a capture 
card, a certificate of captivity, a civilian message form, etc..

C) Terminology and sources of information

The terminology used by the Agency is relatively simple and readers will 
quickly become familiar with the current expressions used to indicate methods 
of work or agreed procedures, like, for instance, “regimental enquiries”, “tal
lies” in the card index or “capture cards”.

As far as is known no work exists which is specially devoted to the activities 
of the Information Agencies created by the ICRC between 1970 and the 
present time. The bibliography comprises many books concerning the Red 
Cross and the ICRC. The two which are of particular interest are: “ From Sol
ferino to Tsushima ” by Mr. Pierre Boissier2 and “ From Sarajevo to Hiroshi
ma ” by Mr. André Durand3. However, the greater part of this book is based on 
reports regarding the work of the different Information Agencies of the ICRC, 
together with other documentation from the archives of the ICRC, some of 
which has never been published but which was made accessible for the purpose 
of preparing this book. Thousands of unpublished reports were read, particu
larly those concerning the beginnings of the Agency and the First World War. 
However, very little material could be found in the archives regarding either the 
Agency at Basle or the Agency at Belgrade. To this day the ICRC does not pos
sess any documentation concerning the Belgrade Agency and the reports pub
lished in the ICRC Bulletin of the period are the only source of information.

On the other hand, the ICRC possesses a great number of documents con
cerning the work of the International Prisoners of War Agency, making it easy 
to piece together its history.

Much important information regarding the Spanish Civil War and the Se
cond World War was obtained, not only from the complete ICRC reports, but 
also from unpublished ones, and particularly from individual case files, of 
which the most interesting have been selected.

Reports by ICRC delegates on recent conflicts (particularly internal ones) 
were not usually made public. Although these were fully researched reference 
has not been made to them in the footnotes. It was a great privilege to be al
lowed to consult the archives of the ICRC and it was wished to respect the rule 
of confidentiality.

2 BOISSIER, Pierre, From Solferino to Tsushima: History of the International Committee of 
the Red Cross, Geneva, Henry Dunant Institute, 1985, 391 p.

3 DURAND, André, From Sarajevo to Hiroshima: History of the International Committee of 
the Red Cross, Geneva, Henry Dunant Institute, 1984,675 p.
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Every endeavour was made to speak personally to the people in charge of 
each theatre of operation. This was an important source of up-to-date infor
mation. Often these conversations helped to provide a better understanding of 
the practical work of the Agency, which would not have been gained from just 
reading reports, which tend to be dry and too concise.
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PART ONE

FROM THE FRANCO-PRUSSIAN WAR
OF 1870-1871 TO THE END OF THE FIRST WORLD WAR
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CHAPTER I

BUREAU OF INFORMATION OF THE INTERNATIONAL 
AGENCY FOR AID TO SICK AND WOUNDED MILITARY 

PERSONNEL IN BASLE (1870-1871)

§ Origins

Three days after the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian War, on 18 July 1870, 
the International Committee for Aid to Wounded Military Personnel1 created 
at Basle an agency for information and assistance for the sick and wounded of 
the two armies at war.

In order to set up the Basle Agency the International Committee based itself 
on a resolution passed by the International Conference of National Aid Socie
ties for the Nursing of the War Wounded which had met in Berlin in 1869. The 
Berlin conference had entrusted the International Committee with the task of 
ensuring that “ a liaison and information office be set up, in case of war, in a 
conveniently chosen place, which would facilitate in every way relief action and 
the exchange of communications between the various societies ”2.

The Agency at Basle was given this task. Nevertheless, on 31 July 1870, the 
International Committee took an entirely new initiative neither based on the 
Geneva Convention nor on any precise text emanating from the resolutions of 
the International Conferences of National Aid Societies (in Paris in 1867 and 
in Berlin in 1869). It concerned an offer of help sent to the relief committees of 
the belligerent Parties. The International Committee offered to organize the 
exchange of correspondence between prisoners of war and their families. This 
meant going beyond the framework of the established exchange of informa
tion and assistance between the relief committees:

...Besides the physical pain, there is moral suffering, which is no less and which 
we believe we could help to alleviate. We refer above all to the correspondence 
between the wounded fallen into enemy hands, as well as unwounded prisoners, 
and their families. In the absence of direct channels for correspondence the

' As from now “ International Committee ” to distinguish it from the ICRC which it took as its 
title only in 1875, and was officially recognized as such in 1882.

2 20th circular to the Central Committees, Actes du Comité International de secours aux 
militaires blessés, Geneva, Imprimerie Soulier & Wirth, 1871, p. 171. 



families of these soldiers are without news from them, sometimes for long peri
ods. One can easily imagine the anguish this causes, particularly after major 
battles. And on their side, the wounded and the prisoners are deprived of the 
consolation that a letter from home would bring.

Making an exchange of messages possible in both directions would be a wel
come act of charity which we are confident that the relief societies of the bel
ligerent Powers would be willing to undertake.

Accordingly, we encourage them to join with us to organize this aspect of 
their work. We request that they take all measures deemed appropriate either to 
facilitate the sending of letters by enemy soldiers retained on their territory, or 
to ensure that such letters to families and friends may be sent in bulk to our 
Basle Agency which could then open the packet and mail each sealed letter and 
other form of communication separately from a neutral country...3

It was felt necessary to quote in length the letter from the International 
Committee as it proclaims the first agency concerned with correspondence 
and information, that of Basle, to have functioned under the auspices of the 
Red Cross.

How did the Committee come to propose such an Agency to the Relief Com
mittees of the belligerent Parties ? Was it a spontaneous act born of pressing 
and immediate need or a planned initiative based on precedent ? Both of these 
premises are plausible.

None of the following refer to precedents: the letter of Gustave Moynier, 
President of the International Committee, the reports from the Agency at 
Basle or any other documents which were consulted (proceedings of the meet
ings of the International Committee, etc.). If one follows the development of 
the activities of the department for correspondence and information of the 
Basle Agency one is tempted to believe that all was done spontaneously. First, 
the forwarding of correspondence and money to prisoners whether wounded 
or not, then, since the Agency handled reply messages to prisoners of war from 
their families, it became involved in the tracing of prisoners of whom no news 
had been received. Finally it became involved in the issuing of lists of sick 
and wounded prisoners in order to facilitate the search for missing military 
personnel.

The precedents for such activities, however, went back to the Crimean War, 
eleven years before the creation of the Red Cross, and the International Com
mittee was aware of these. During the first International Conference at Geneva 
in 1863 which had met to study the lack of medical services in the battle zones, 
Henry Dunant had brought to the attention of the delegates the work of the 
advisor and chamberlain to the Tsar, Prince Demidoff, which was concerned 
with the prisoners of the Crimean War.

Prince Demidoff, who was then a member of the Russian diplomatic mis
sion in Vienna, had set up in 1863, entirely with his own means, an authentic 
agency for aid and information concerning the prisoners of war of the Crime
an War. And “ he had devoted himself equally, probably without precedent, to 
the prisoners of both sides... ”4.

3 Letter from the International Committee to the Relief Committees of Paris, Berlin, Karlsruhe, 
Stuttgart, Munich and Darmstadt, op. cit., pp. 179-180.

4 Les prisonniers de guerre des puissances belligérentes pendant la campagne de Crimée (extracts 
from correspondence of Prince Anatole Demidoff), Paris: E. Dentu (Librairie-Editeur), 1870, 
p. 10 (Foreword).
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Gustave Moynier in his study: “Besides the physical pain, there is moral 
suffering, which is no less and which we believe we could help to alleviate.”



Demidoff had volunteers in Paris, London, Moscow and Contantinople 
where there existed an important correspondence bureau for prisoners of war. 
His associates were all well known and well thought of by the military authori
ties concerned. They were able to send money and letters to the prisoners and 
obtain news of them. They sent the families money and different objects found 
on dead prisoners and death certificates concerning a certain number of 
officers deceased in captivity. These men had even been successful in obtaining 
permission to visit and distribute aid in the camps. It was during these visits 
that lists of prisoners were drawn up and then sent by Demidoff to the govern
ments concerned. In Annex 1 is reproduced an extract from a list of Russian 
military personnel captured by the French forces5. It is interesting to note that 
already such lists provided essential information concerning the identity of 
each prisoner.

A lengthy study concerning Demidoff and what inspired his activity cannot 
be undertaken here. It would lead us too far back in the past6 * and would divert 
attention from the purpose of this book which is to examine the role of the Red 
Cross in this particular field.

We wished, however, to pay tribute to Prince Demidoff as it is hard to im
agine that his work did not inspire the International Committee. The text of 
the circular of 31 July 1870, written by Gustave Moynier, bears a certain resem
blance to the letter written by Demidoff and read to the 1867 Paris Internation
al Conference of National Aid Societies for the Nursing of the War Wounded 
by Henry Dunant.

The circular from the International Committee, in effect contains the fol
lowing passage:

...on their side, the wounded and the prisoners are deprived of the consolation1 
of receiving letters from home, letters which frequently would calm their 
misery

while Demidoff’s letter to Dunant reads as follows:

...today there is no country which cannot be reached by correspondence: it is the 
consolation of the prisoner, it is his courage, his resignation...8

5 This list was reproduced in the correspondence quoted above, note 4.
6 As a matter of fact, according to an article published in the Revue international de la Croix- 

Rouge, October 1968, pp 484-485, a department of enquiries for missing military personnel 
of Napoleon’s Grande Armee in Russia was set up in 1817 by Lieut. Hans Meyer of the Hanover 
Battalion. The Article points out that Meyer: “ had had a forerunner in the IVth century 
by the name of Flavius Claudius Julianus. Following enquiries, he had had a list compiled 
of the names of both the military personnel and the civilian population held in captivity by 
the Alemans ”,

' Author’s italics.
* International Conference of National Aid Societies for the Nursing of the War Wounded on 

both land and sea held in Paris in 1867, Summary record, 1st part, Report of H. Dunant, p. 340 
(author’s italics).
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Moreover the circular of 31 July did not distinguish between the forwarding 
of correspondence to sick, wounded or able-bodied prisoners. The Geneva 
Convention of 1864 did not protect able-bodied prisoners of war. How then 
did the International Committee suggest to the Relief Committees of the bel
ligerent Parties that it should handle correspondence for the benefit of all 
prisoners ?

This circular was without legal basis and contrary to Moynier’s personal 
opinion which was that the Red Cross should only care for the sick and 
wounded.

It seems certain that Demidoff’s work and Henry Dunant’s report to the 
1867 Paris Conference9 were influential in making Moynier concede that cor
respondence and monies relating to all prisoners should be sent through the 
Basle Agency. But he still refused to accept that prisoners who were neither 
sick nor wounded should be given the protection of the Red Cross.

The International Committee was able to use yet another “ precedent ” 
when it decided to create the Basle Agency. This stemmed from a purely private 
initiative taken during the 1864 war between Denmark and Prussia which had 
been the first armed conflict since the creation of the Red Cross.

Dr. Appia and Captain Van de Velde had been sent by the International 
Committee as observers to Prussia and Denmark respectively. In front of the 
Danish fort of Diippel besieged by the Prussians, Captain Van de Velde wit
nessed the following moving scene: a Danish woman, who had been told that 
her husband had been killed, had come to inspect the bodies of seventy Danish 
officers which had been returned by the Prussians. Three of these bodies re
mained unidentified. The coffins were opened but none of the bodies was that 
of her husband.

Van de Velde, in his report to the International Committee, wrote:

This is the suffering of one person but how many families have had to go 
through days of suffering even more cruel than death, in the uncertainty of the 
fate of a husband, a father or a brother!10

Profoundly touched by this suffering Captain Van de Velde proposed to the 
Danish military chiefs that he and a member of parliament should go to the 
Prussian camps in order to gather detailed information concerning each Dan
ish prisoner of war. Unfortunately this noble initiative failed as the Danes 
could not envisage “ such communication with the enemy ”1 '.

Van de Velde’s initiative shows that a neutral third party intervening to facili
tate the gathering of information on prisoners of war can take on the aspect of 
an entirely spontaneous charitable act by which Gustave Moynier might 
well have been influenced when he wrote the following in his circular of 
31 July 1870:

’ Ibid., report of Henry Dunant, pp 338-348.
10 Communication from the International Committee following the summary record of the 

International Conference at Geneva, Rapport du capitaine Van de Velde sur sa mission 
auprès de l’armée danoise, Geneva: Imprimerie de Jules-Guillaume Fick, 1864. pp 165-166.

" ZZttrf., p 166.
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...families of soldiers often remain without news. One can easily imagine the 
anguish this causes, particularly after major battles...

Up to 31 July 1870, there had not as yet been any battles of great importance. 
Therefore if the Committee had by that date already proposed the intervention 
of the Basle Agency regarding the transmission of correspondence, this was 
not only due to the fear of conflict on a large scale, which would result in great 
number of wounded and prisoners, but also because the Committee had based 
its activities on precedents.

Besides, even though this initiative was not based on any rule of internation
al law, it was closely allied to the ideas put forward during the Paris (1867) and 
Berlin (1869) conferences.

In addition to Henry Dunant’s report on prisoners of war which has already 
been mentioned, the Austrian delegate to the Conference of National Aid So
cieties for the Nursing of the War Wounded, had also proposed a resolution in 
favour of relief of mental anguish suffered by the victims of war.

Eight months after the Austro-Prussian war of 1866,

...84 officers and 12,277 non-commissioned military personnel of the Austrian 
army had been listed as missing...12

For this reason the Austrian government, through its delegate, proposed 
that there should be introduced into the Geneva Convention an obligation for 
the belligerents to give to each soldier a sign by which his identity would 
be easily recognizable.

At that time armies had little concern for their fighting men and even less for 
those of their adversaries. After an important battle, the dead were thrown into 
a common grave and the number of unidentified bodies often outnumbered 
the identifiable ones.

One can imagine the double misery that families must feel because of the un
certainty into which they are thrown regarding the fate of their loved ones and 
the distressing legal consequences which this uncertainty leads to13.

In order to remedy this state of affairs, the Conference approved the ideas 
of the Austrian representative and proposed to Governments the adoption 
of an additional article to the Geneva Convention of 1864 which is quoted 
hereunder:

Article 8

To the extent that circumstances permit, it is the duty of the victorious army 
to guard soldiers wounded on the battlefield in order to protect them from 
pillaging and from ill-treatment and to bury the dead in strict conformity with 
sanitary regulations.

12 International Conference of National Aid Societies for the Nursing of the War Wounded, 
Paris, 1867, Procès-verbaux des séances, p.90.

13 ZWrf., p. 91.

14



The Contracting Parties will see to it that in time of war all soldiers bear 
standardized and obligatory insignia for identification purposes. Such insignia 
will indicate the individual’s name, place of birth, as well as the army, regiment 
and company in which he serves. In the event of death, this identification is to 
be removed from the body before burial and handed over to the civil or military 
authorities of the place of birth of the deceased.

Lists of the dead, the wounded, the sick and prisoners will, as far as possible, 
be communicated immediately after the fighting, through diplomatic or mili
tary channels, to the commander of the enemy forces.

To the extent that the detail of this article is applicable to, and can be carried 
out by the navy, it will be respected by victorious naval forces14.

Unfortunately this article remained a dead letter and during the 1870-1871 
war the International Committee was not able to invoke, as a source of obliga
tion to the belligerent States, the text of the article which had been approved by 
the representatives of private relief societies.

And yet in following the activity of the Committee and of the Information 
bureau of the Basle Agency one is able to see clearly the influence of the recom
mendations of the Paris Conference. Even though these did not constitute an 
international obligation the recommendations were, nevertheless, a source of 
inspiration to the Committee and the Agency.

The proposals of the Paris Conference were taken up at the Berlin Confer
ence of 1869 but were not accepted by the Governments.

However, even though Gustave Moynier never expressly referred in his per
sonal letters the deliberations of these two conferences, and neither did the 
Committee mention them in its official papers, it is certain that the members 
of the Committee, and especially Moynier, had them in mind when they decid
ed to create at Basle a bureau for correspondence and information.

It is for this reason that the resolutions of these two Conferences of the Red 
Cross Societies are considered as “ para-legal ” bases for the subsequent 
activities of the International Committee.

§ 2. Relationship between the Basle Agency and the International 
Committee for Aid to Wounded Military Personnel

The International Committee for Aid to Wounded Military Personnel not 
only created the Basle Agency but insisted on participating actively in the work 
of the Agency.

Right from the creation of the Agency, the Committee expressed the desire 
“ that all that is done at Basle be known in Geneva ”15.

The Agency only acted on the instructions of the Committee; the latter 
often having to study and resolve questions of principle relating not only to the 
application of the Geneva Convention or the assignment of aid but also to the 
organization and operation of the bureau.

14/Wrf.,p. 141.
15 Minutes of the meeting of the Committee of 23 August 1870 (archives of the ICRC known 

as “ ancien fonds ”).
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Gustave Moynier, President of the Committee, who had personally chosen 
the members of the Agency from among well-known Basle philantropists, 
wrote nearly every day to the Agency. He also maintained a steady correspon
dence with the Paris and Berlin Central relief committees. He not only dis
cussed with them the problems arising from the relief distributed by the Agen
cy but also questions of a more general nature concerning the information 
bureau. He also forwarded to the committees requests for specific information 
or letters and money destined for prisoners of war.

Many individual cases were directly dealt with in that manner by the Com
mittee and not through the intermediary of the Agency, either because the cor
respondents knew the Geneva Committee better than they did the Basle Agen
cy or because it was easier to write to Geneva than to Basle (particularly after 
the Prussian occupation of a part of France).

A bureau of information consisting of five employees was established in the 
offices of the International Committee in Geneva and rendered the same serv
ices as the bureau of the Basle Agency.

But if the International Committee at times looked after individual cases 
which were in reality the province of the Agency, the members of the Agency 
were not lacking in initiative and were often concerned with questions of a 
general nature which were more within the competence of the Committee. 
Their daily work brought them into contact with practical questions, and the 
members of the Agency informed the International Committee of events tak
ing place in the battle zones. They suggested the introduction of new methods 
to improve the distribution of relief or the operation of the bureau of informa
tion and asked for advice or help from the Committee regarding steps to be 
taken in dealing with the Central relief committees of the belligerent Parties.

In view of the close cooperation between the Geneva Committee and the 
Basle Agency, a study of the activities of the bureau of correspondence and in
formation of the Agency is not possible without a simultaneous review of all 
that went into the creation and development of this bureau by the Committee.

§ 3. Centralization of Information Concerning Prisoners of War

Postal communications between France and Germany were not interrupted 
at the outset of hostilities. For a few days it was possible for the Paris and Ber
lin committees to correspond directly and a certain number of letters from 
French prisoners of war were transmitted to families through normal postal 
channels.

Besides, the British Ambassador to Berlin had offered to act as intermediary 
in transmitting money to French prisoners of war. For this reason the Paris and 
Berlin committtees felt, at the start of the conflict, that the intervention of the 
Basle Agency, proposed by the International Committee on 31 July 1870, was 
not really necessary.

However, following several major battles, postal communications between 
the two countries were completely severed. At the beginning of August 1870, 
the Karlsruhe committee for relief to wounded military personnel asked the
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Request for news, sent by the Basle Agency to a French prisoner of war 
in Germany.

The prisoner replies to the Agency using the same form.



Basle Agency to forward to France the first parcel of letters from French 
prisoners and from then on the Agency dispatched regularly two to three 
hundred letters daily as well as sixty remittances of money.

In order to inform the public of the possibility of corresponding with 
prisoners through its intermediary, the Agency had the following labels stuck 
onto the letters: “ The International Agency at Basle for Aid to Sick and 
Wounded Military Personnel undertakes to forward replies to the given ad
dresses Thus, thanks to the Basle Agency, many families received a first sign 
of life, a first letter from a son, father or husband.

However, there were many families who were without news and they contact
ed the Basle Agency or the International Committee in Geneva in the hope of 
receiving information.

After the battles of Wissenburg (3 August 1870) and Froeschwiller (6 August 
1870), a large number of French wounded were taken prisoner by the Prussi
ans. The International Committee, which had been approached by the Paris 
committee, decided to ask the belligerent Parties to make information availa
ble concerning the wounded held in captivity. Gustave Moynier wrote to Von 
Sydow, President of the Berlin committee :

...we envisage information on the names of prisoners to forward to the families 
of wounded soldiers. The information should be sent to the International 
Committee in Geneva...16.

On 19 August 1870 the Berlin committee sent to Geneva a first list of French 
wounded who were being cared for in German hospitals. It undertook to send 
similar lists to the International Committee as it received them from the War 
Office.

The Basle Agency had also on its own account asked the Berlin and Karlsru
he committees for lists of French wounded . A certain rivalry developed be
tween Geneva and Basle as the Berlin committee sent a number of lists directly 
to the Agency without sending copies to the International Committee. Be
sides, other lists were sent directly to Paris without going through either Basle 
or Geneva. However, the Berlin committee was responsive to the requests of 
Gustave Moynier and, subsequently, most of the lists were sent to the Interna
tional Committee.

There was, nevertheless, a certain inconvenience in sending lists to Geneva. 
The employees of the Basle Agency complained that they had to write to the 
Berlin committee in order to obtain information concerning wounded soldiers 
who already figured on the lists received by the International Committee. To 
set matters right the Committee quickly made copies of the lists sent by Berlin 
and sent them on to Basle.

Meanwhile, since the families were contacting the Basle Agency more fre
quently, the Committee concluded that it would be preferable to centralize 
the correspondence and information service there. Gustave Moynier went even 
further. Notwithstanding the value of lists of wounded prisoners, he realized 

16 Anciensfonds archives, correspondence between the International Committee and the Relief 
Committees in Germany; Letter of Moynier of 13 August 1870.
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that the only way to calm the anxiety of all families would be to provide infor
mation concerning able-bodied French soldiers taken prisoner or those listed 
as missing in combat.

Without any legal basis, the Committee took the bold initiative of seeking to 
extend the information service of the Basle Agency. Moynier wrote to Von 
Sydow :

...in order to complete the information service, it seems essential that lists of 
prisoners who are able-bodied as well as lists of the dead be added to the lists of 
the wounded. Will your bureau be able to obtain these for us ? 17

Unfortunately the Berlin Committee could not comply. The number of 
French prisoners in Germany was so great (more than 100,000 at the beginning 
of September 1870 in camps and fortresses in Prussia) that the War Office in 
Berlin refused to compile the lists for transmission to the International Com
mittee. Besides, Von Sydow explained to Moynier, it was impossible to draw up 
lists of French military personnel killed in combat because they were provided 
with no means of identification. France had not followed the recommenda
tions of the Paris (1867) and Berlin (1869) International Conferences of Na
tional Aid Societies for the Nursing of the War Wounded concerning the iden
tification of its troops. German troops, on the other hand, were obliged to 
wear a small disk on which was written the family name, first name, as well as 
the regiment, battalion and company to which each man belonged.

The only lists of deceased that the Berlin committee was able to transmit to 
the International Committee were those of French prisoners who had died 
while in German prisoner of war camps. In addition to these incomplete lists, 
the Basle Agency had another, albeit sporadic, source of information: letters 
addressed to prisoners which had been returned stamped “ gestorben ” (de
ceased). The Agency had also been informed of the deaths of a certain number 
of French soldiers in German hospitals. Given the overwhelming superiority 
of the German army, there were few German prisoners in France. The agency 
was only able to obtain a list of these names towards the end of the war.

The centralization of information concerning prisoners of war remained in
complete throughout most of the war and concerned only wounded French 
soldiers in enemy hands.

The lists of wounded soldiers were practically the only source of informa
tion available to the Basle Agency and imposed serious limits on its work. For 
every name which did not appear on these lists the Agency had to initiate in
dividual enquiries in France or in Germany, often resulting in a lengthy ex
change of correspondence.

This situation brings us to study the organization and functioning of the 
bureau of information and its relationship with its correspondents.

17 Ibid., Letter from Moynier of 27 August 1870.
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§ 4. Organization and functioning of the information bureau

At the start of hostilities nobody could have anticipated the extent of the 
work which would have to be undertaken by the bureau of correspondence and 
information. The number of French prisoners, already high after the first few 
weeks of fighting, significantly increased following several German victories. 
The Agency had not been prepared for this situation and had to improvise the 
organization of its bureau of correspondence and information.

At the beginning the bureau’s activities were limited to the forwarding of let
ters to prisoners of war. But within a short time families were asking the Agen
cy to transmit money as well. No distinction was made between able-bodied, 
sick or wounded soldiers even though the Committee’s and the Agency’s con
cern, in principle, was only for the sick and the wounded. In most cases it was 
impossible to make such a distinction since the families had no idea of the state 
of health of the prisoners concerned.

A mere two or three employees were needed at the beginning to handle the 
forwarding of correspondence and money. But in the wake of several impor
tant battles the Agency received such a large number of letters to forward, as 
well as a large quantity of money to be transferred that it was obliged to triple 
its personnel and to move its correspondence and information bureau to the 
Basle Casino.

In October 1870, when France had virtually lost the war, the activity of the 
bureau was especially intensive. A dozen employees worked in the three 
departments.

The Department for the transmission of letters forwarded around one thou
sand letters a day. Letters were sorted according to their destination and ad
dresses, often incorrect, were rectified. They were then franked as being free of 
postal charges (as from 17 August 1870 Germany had accepted the exchange of 
letters between prisoners of war and their families without postal charges).

The Department for money transfers was concerned with the funds (cash, 
postal orders, etc.) destined for prisoners of war. This work demanded ex
tremely thorough accounting and punctuality. The names and addresses of 
each sender and payee were noted in account books. From the beginning of 
August 1870 to 31 March 1871 the bureau sent 18,411 money tranfers to Ger
man and French prisoners, amounting to Francs 506,486 and 14 centimes.18

The Department of information undertook to obtain news concerning the 
fate of missing military personnel. The principal means used by this depart
ment was the alphabetical register in which were transcribed the lists of 
wounded as they were received. The names of military personnel being sought 
were listed, also alphabetically, in a special register together with the names 
and addresses of the enquirers. Most of the enquiries were for French military 
personnel. These names were looked for to begin with on the lists of wounded. 
If the names did not appear on these lists the Agency had to contact the central 
bureau of information in Berlin (or the various information bureaux in other 
German towns) or the War Office in Berlin.

18 Rapports de ¡’Agence de Bâle, 1870-1871 (20th report), Geneva: Imprimerie Soulier & Wirth, 
1872, p. 458.
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Where German military personnel were concerned, the enquiries varied 
from case to case. At the beginning of the war the Agency used to contact the 
central information committee in Paris. Later, after the siege of Paris, en
quiries were directed to the various relief committees operating in other non
occupied French towns as well as to non-official bodies (more often than not to 
priests who had access to prisoner of war camps).

The principal body with which the Agency corresponded was the central in
formation bureau in Berlin. This bureau, which had been set up by the Berlin 
central committee for relief to wounded military personnel on 19 August 1870, 
gathered all information concerning German military personnel killed, 
wounded or taken prisoner. It also collected lists of French wounded from Ger
man hospitals.

Statistics provide an indication of the enormous task accomplished by this 
bureau. More than 350,000 names of sick and wounded military personnel 
were recorded in its registers, of which 60,000 were French. Even though these 
registers had been set up in alphabetical order it was often difficult to find the 
name of a wounded man in the 75 volumes. The registering of new names also 
caused complications. In order to avoid confusion the system of individual in
dex cards was introduced towards the end of 1870. The 150,000 cards were clas
sified by regiments and this new system considerably facilitated the enquiries.

The Paris central committee had also established a central information 
bureau from the start of hostilities. This bureau, which had alphabetical 
registers containing about 10,000 names of wounded French prisoners being 
cared for in Germany, had also adopted the card-index system and 59,500 in
dividual cards were compiled. The bureau had also agreed to handle German 
wounded in France, based on information provided by the War Ministry.

However, after Paris had been encircled by the Prussian army, the work of 
this bureau came practically to a standstill as it could not communicate with 
the rest of France. The Basle Agency then wrote to the aid committees in Bor
deaux, Lyons, Tours and other French towns as well as to the Brussels delega
tion of the Paris central committee.

It is fitting to mention also the central bureau of information, organized by 
the Belgian Aid Society for the Nursing of the War Wounded in Brussels, fol
lowing the fall of Sedan. This bureau forwarded more than 20,000 letters to 
French prisoners in Germany and sent 1,500 answers to families in France in
forming them of the place of captivity of their relatives.

It is difficult to evaluate the number of enquiries received or the number of 
answers sent to families by the information bureau of the Basle Agency. No 
statistics are available and the Agency never replaced its alphabetical registers 
with a card-index. Extremely large registers and thousands of letters, which are 
still to be found in the archives of the ICRC, testify to the Basle Agency’s 
activity.

§ 5. Publication of lists of wounded

In October 1870, the International Committee adopted two important 
measures which profoundly affected the work of the Basle information 
bureau.
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First, the Committee sent a circular letter to all the Prefects and sub-Prefects 
of France informing them that:

...in order to ensure that letters are forwarded to prisoners of war and to servi
cemen wounded by the enemy, it is sufficient to address them stamped to the 
information bureau of the International Agency for Aid to Wounded Military 
Personnel at Basle (Switzerland). Money transfers may be sent by international 
postal order in the name of the bureau, which undertakes to make enquiries 
concerning the fate of servicemen of whom no news has been received...19

This circular, as well as the terrible French defeats at Sedan and Metz, 
caused a veritable deluge of enquiries.

In order to reduce the number of enquiries addressed to the Basle Agency, 
the International Committee took the decision to publish in all the depart
ments of France lists of French wounded prisoners of war being held in Ger
many. This decision was also prompted by the fact that the French central 
bureau of information, to whom both the Basle Agency and the Berlin com
mittee had sent lists before the siege of Paris, could no longer receive these nor 
communicate any information to the families concerned.

The Committee succeeded in publishing about 2,000 copies of these lists 
containing more than 7,000 names of French wounded servicemen.

The Berlin committee supported this initiative and even offered to distribute 
50 copies of lists to German camps where French prisoners were held as well as 
in the occupied departments of France.

A letter of thanks from the mayor of Nancy to the Berlin committee (still 
preserved in the archives of the Basle Agency) bears witness to the gratitude 
felt by French families living in occupied territories for the publication and dis
tribution of these lists of wounded.

The distribution of lists to the French prisoner of war camps was found to be 
extremely useful. General Plombin, himself a prisoner at Danzig, found that 
not all the names of French officers in captivity with him appeared on the lists 
published by the International Committee. Many wounded officers were not 
cared for in hospitals but in private homes. General Plombin hastened to have 
these lists amended and notified the Committee of those names which had not 
been registered.

The publication of lists enabled families to know the whereabouts of 
wounded servicemen but enquiries for able-bodied prisoners were much more 
complex. In most cases negative answers were sent by the German authorities 
which led the Agency and the Committee to become more and more concerned 
about the fate of these prisoners.

§ 6. The search for able-bodied prisoners of war: the Green Cross

As the Berlin central information bureau did not have lists of able-bodied 
French prisoners, results of enquiries concerning them were often disap
pointing.

19 Actes du Comité international de secours aux militaires blessés, Geneva : Imprimerie Soulier 
&Wirth, 1871, p. 191.
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In a letter of 25 October 1870, Mr. Krayer-Foster, a member of the board 
of the Basle Agency, wrote to Gustave Moynier:

...requests are arriving by the hundreds, and we are bombarded with all kinds of 
questions - so much so that it would need several special correspondence clerks 
to provide replies ... . Requests concerning prisoners of war appear to be value
less since Berlin has never yet replied. ... You must help us either by setting up a 
special information bureau for prisoners or by sending us lots of people and lots 
of money to pay them...20

Gustave Moynier was not easily discouraged. He proposed to the Berlin 
committee that a new information system be established which would, in his 
opinion, replace the information bureau of the Basle Agency:

In seeking ways to improve this area of our activity, it occurred to us that the 
present organization could be advantageously replaced by another, capable of 
producing better results. This would depend essentially on pre-empting re
quests for information by the rapid communication of news of prisoners to the 
families concerned. In order to do this we would supply the correspondence 
cards, addressed to the Basle Agency, and we would ask you to send an ap
propriate number to each prison camp. These should be addressed to the local 
aid committee or, failing this, to some qualified person with the request that 
they take the necessary steps to ensure that the name of each prisoner is written 
on one of the cards (with his full name, grade, regiment, place of detention, state 
of health, information that he may find important to send to his family and, 
above all, the correct address to which this information should be addressed). 
Through a division of labour, in which men and women could participate, this 
form of census could be undertaken very rapidly. Once filled out the cards 
would be put together in a packet and sent to the Basle Agency, which would 
then send them on. These instructions could be made up in a circular to be sent 
with the cards to the persons or the committees who are asked to help. Once 
operational on a regular basis this service would render superfluous the infor
mation bureau for prisoners (we are not referring here to the wounded), since in
dividuals about whom we learn nothing through this method must be assumed 
to have died on the battlefield. Our cards should also be of use in rapidly in
forming families of deaths in the prison camps. If the Berlin Central committee 
approves our idea and is willing to help, in order to gain time we would ask you 
to have cards printed in Berlin at our expense and distribute them as quickly as 
possible.21

For its part the Basle Agency also wrote to the Berlin central information 
bureau submitting the same proposal.

Unfortunately, the German authorities refused to distribute correspondence 
cards in the prison camps. Berlin felt that the French prisoners enjoyed every 
possible facility for correspondence which had since the beginning of their 
captivity cost more than 360,000 francs in postage. The German authorities, 
accordingly decided that the introduction of correspondence cards would be 

20 Basle Agency Archives. Correspondence between the Agency and the International Com
mittee for Aid to Wounded Military Personnel

21 Archives of the ICRC (ancien fonds) Letter of 31 October 1870 from Moynier to Von Sydow.
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superfluous. On the other hand, the Berlin bureau was snowed under with 
work. Its sixty employees worked night and day merely to attend to wounded 
and missing German servicemen. The bureau informed the Basle Agency that 
it did not have the personnel necessary for the distribution of correspondence 
cards and could not therefore undertake this new task.

The negative attitude of the German authorities was easy to understand 
taking into consideration that the number of French prisoners in Germany was 
nearly one hundred times greater than the number of Germans held in France. 
There were only 4,000 German prisoners and, given this fact, the International 
Committee could not invoke reciprocity.

In addition, Germany, in refusing to organize the registration of prisoners 
of war by means of correspondence cards, was not acting contrary of the rules 
of international law. No international convention provided for communica
tion of lists of prisoners of war or any other information concerning them.

However, the rejection of the proposal of the International Committee had 
negative repercussions on the work of the information bureau of the Basle 
Agency. The information bureau of the Berlin central committee never an
swered enquiries concerning non-commissioned servicemen. On the other 
hand, the Berlin War Office had set up its own bureau which regularly sent in
formation concerning French officers held in captivity. Consequently, every 
time an enquiry was made concerning a non-commissioned, able-bodied sold
ier, the Agency answered that the person sought did not figure on its lists and 
that, although he was probably a prisoner of war, the Agency could not insti
tute further enquiries as it did not have lists of able-bodied prisoners of war.

The great number of French prisoners in Germany and the difficult condi
tions under which they were held inspired extensive humanitarian action on an 
international scale. The members of the Basle Agency were best placed to 
evaluate the needs of able-bodied prisoners of war. Dr. Christ-Socin, a mem
ber of the Agency, took the initiative of organizing the first “ International 
Committee for Aid to Prisoners of War ”,

Dr. Christ-Socin felt that this charitable institution assisting able-bodied 
prisoners of war could act like a department of the Basle Agency and come un
der the protection of the Red Cross. Even though the Agency had been created 
to help sick and wounded prisoners, Dr. Christ-Socin felt that it had already 
gone beyond this limit in acting as an intermediary for correspondence be
tween able-bodied prisoners and their families. In a letter to Gustave Moynier 
he even brought up the question of using the resources of the Agency to ensure 
that aid be given to able-bodied prisoners of war22.

However many members of the Basle Agency did not share Dr. Christ- 
Socin’s ideas and Gustave Moynier himself was extremely cautious:

We see this operation for prisoners of war to some extent linked to our own 
efforts, but we do not wish to assume either the responsibility for nor the 
management thereof. It is preferable that it remain distinct from our own opera
tion ...23

22 Archives of the Basle Agency: letter of 12 November 1870 from Dr. Christ-Socin to Gustave 
Moynier.

23Archives of the Basle Agency: letter of 11 November 1870 from G. Moynier to 
Dr. Christ-Socin.
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In addition, Moynier felt that the Committee which Dr. Christ-Socin 
wanted to establish would have to take care of not only French prisoners but 
German ones as well and that the information bureau of the Basle Agency 
would need to maintain the correspondence services including the remittance 
of money to able-bodied prisoners in spite of the creation of the new commit
tee. With regard to the relationship between the International Committee and 
the work concerning prisoners, Moynier specified that:

...the initiative would come from us but we would let it move ahead under its 
own steam. This operation must be quite distinct since it does not come within 
our mandate and the Red Cross cannot be used by it as a distinctive sign. We 
would like to see it make use of a green cross on a white background ...24

A circular from the International Committee, dated 22 November 1870, an
nounced the creation of the “ Committee for Aid to Prisoners of War ” and 
many such committees were soon formed in France and Germany, as well as an 
“ International Society for Aid to Prisoners of War ” which was established in 
Brussels.

The distribution of aid to able-bodied prisoners became the exclusive 
prerogative of the Committee of the Green Cross while individual money 
transfers, transmission of letters and enquiries about prisoners whose fate was 
unknown to their families remained in the hands of the information bureau of 
the Basle Agency, the work of which from then on came under the protection 
of the Red Cross and the Green Cross.

In order to show its interest in the activity of the information and correspon
dence bureau of the Basle Agency, the International Committee for Aid to 
Prisoners of War granted the Agency a subsidy of 500 francs per month in 
respect of the expenses incurred relative to services rendered to able-bodied 
prisoner of war.

On the other hand, thanks to the contacts between the International Com
mittee for Aid to Prisoners and prisoner of war camps in France, the Agency 
was able to obtain a nearly complete list of German prisoners. This list had 
been compiled by official representatives of the Green Cross, for the most part 
priests, who were allowed to visit the prison camps.

The International Committee in Geneva and the Basle Agency were able to 
obtain other lists of German prisoners thanks to the cooperation between the 
Bordeaux committee for aid to wounded military personnel and the Swiss 
committee for aid to wounded military personnel established at Lyons. These 
lists were reproduced and addressed to the Berlin Central information bureau 
enabling the families of prisoners to receive information.

§ 7. Central Agency for aid to military personnel interned in Switzerland. 
Winding up of the Basle Agency

On 1 February 1871, 85,000 men of the French Eastern army, under the com
mand of General Bourbaki, took refuge in Switzerland where they remained 
interned until after peace had been restored.

24 Ibid, letter of 17 November 1870, from G. Moynier to the Agency.
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The number of enquiries received by the Basle Agency concerning these men 
was enormous. Nevertheless the Agency was able to inform most of the fami
lies thanks to the publication of lists of internees by the Swiss Federal Govern
ment which had set up a central information bureau in Bern.

The Bourbaki army had more than 5,000 sick and wounded soldiers. The In
ternational Committee of Geneva was responsive to the suffering of these men 
and, on 10 February 1871, set up a Central agency for aid to military personnel 
interned in Switzerland. The purpose of this Agency was to centralize all the 
gifts received for the internees and to distribute them among the various 
camps. At the same time it undertook the forwarding of letters and parcels and 
provided information on the places of detention of the internees. It worked in 
close cooperation with the Central information bureau for internees in Bern.

The Central agency for aid to military personnel interned in Switzerland 
only functioned for a short time as the internees were repatriated after the 
restoration of peace.

The end of the war saw the restoration of postal communications between 
France and Germany. The International Committee and the Basle Agency 
took the decision to terminate the forwarding of letters and money as well as 
the information service concerning missing servicemen. On 4 March 1871, the 
public was informed of this decision by the Committee.

However, due to money transfers which had remained in arrears, closing the 
Agency was not accomplished as quickly as the Committee would have 
wished. In effect, a large number of money transfers were returned to the 
Agency: these had been addressed to prisoners who had died or could not be 
found. Also a considerable number of transfers which had not originally gone 
through the Agency were also returned to Basle. In most cases the senders 
were unknown.

In order to resolve this problem the Agency published, in newspapers of 
different French departments, a list of money transfers which had been 
returned together with the names of the soldiers to whom they had been sent. 
In addition, a special delegate was given the task of visiting camps in Germany 
in order to distribute the transfers entrusted to the Agency. Work concerning 
money transfers continued for many months after the winding up of the Basle 
Agency and the transfer of its records to Geneva.

*
* *

The study of the origin and the activity of the first Agency for relief and in
formation organized by the International Committee, inspires a number of 
comments.

The Basle Agency never functioned as a totally independent body. Direc
tives always emanated from Geneva whether these concerned the distribution 
of aid or the information bureau. Members of the Basle Agency requested 
advice daily from the International Committee or informed the Committee of 
difficulties encountered in the day to day work.
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The Committee was interested particularly in the information bureau of the 
Agency. It collaborated actively in the work of this bureau by establishing a 
similar bureau in Geneva. In addition, the Committee suggested to members 
of the Basle Agency improved working methods and kept up regular cor
respondence with the Berlin committee in which it suggested ways of improv
ing the operation of the Basle Agency (such as correspondence cards for able- 
bodied prisoners).

The Basle Agency can be considered as a department of the International 
Committee although it enjoyed a certain degree of financial autonomy and as
sumed its own responsibility with respect to third parties although remaining 
dependent on the Committee in every area of its activities.

The Agency was founded by virtue of a resolution taken by the Berlin Con
ference of 1869 but in reality its existence and activities were not based on any 
rule of international law. In effect, everything sprang from the initiative of the 
International Committee which was held in high esteem by the Paris and Ber
lin central committees for aid to wounded military personnel.

Even though most of the initiatives of the International Committee con
cerned with the work of the correspondence and information bureau of the 
Basle Agency were without legal basis they were welcomed by the aid commit
tees of the belligerents.

The Basle Agency, therefore, succeeded in establishing its presence and 
proving its usefulness although it was not based on any specific rule of interna
tional law.

Besides, the aid committees of the Parties to the conflict frequently upheld 
the action of the International Committee and its Agency and this de facto 
recognition opened up new paths in international law.

Strengthened by the experience gained through the work of the information 
bureau of the Basle Agency, the International Committee was in a position to 
create similar correspondence and information services in time of war, 
without fear of being disclaimed by the belligerent Parties.
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CHAPTER II

THE BELGRADE INTERNATIONAL AGENCY (1912-1913)

§ Legal framework and “ para-legal ” bases

Many wars took place between 1871 and 1912 but the International Com- 
mitte was never able to organize a correspondence and information bureau 
such as that of the Basle Agency.

In 1887, during the Russian-Turkish war, the Committee took the initiative 
of establishing an agency at Trieste which, however, was only concerned with 
the forwarding of aid to the belligerents. The Russian Red Cross had informed 
the International Committee that lists of Turkish prisoners were regularly sent 
to the British embassy at St. Petersburg which was taking care of Turkish in
terests. The Committee then attempted to create in Geneva a central informa
tion bureau for the two armies. In order to better explain the function of such 
a bureau, the Committee sent the Turkish Red Crescent an example of the Ger
man and French lists published between 1870 and 1871. But this initiative 
failed as the Turks refused to furnish lists of Russian prisoners as they had 
received no lists of Turkish prisoners held in Russia.

Different problems concerned with the communication of information on 
prisoners of war and the forwarding of aid were discussed during many inter
national congresses and conferences.

The Third International Conference of Red Cross Societies of 1884 tackled 
the question of identifying men killed in action. Referring to the Paris Confer
ence of 1867 and the Berlin conference of 1869, many delegates were convinced 
that some form of identification should be adopted by all armies. It was 
agreed, however, that this decision should be taken on a national basis by each 
country.

In 1887, the Fourth International Conference of Red Cross Societies adopt
ed a resolution specifying the role of the International Committee. In addition 
to its other duties, the Committee was directed to continue :

...as in the past... to set up in times of war, one or several international informa
tion agencies, through whose good offices the National Societies will be able to 
send aid, in cash or in kind, to the wounded of the belligerent armies...1

1 Fourth International Conference of Red Cross Societies held at Karlsruhe 
from 22-27 September 1887, Summary record, p. 90.



The resolution mentioned only aid given to wounded military personnel and 
did not raise the possibility of the agency intervening to help able-bodied 
prisoners of war who were not protected by the Geneva Convention of 1864.

In 1889 a congress concerned with aid in times of war met in Paris. Mr. Rom
berg, delegate of the International Society for Aid to Prisoners of War in Brus
sels submitted an interesting report raising the question of national informa
tion bureaux being required to furnish, in time of war, all information con
cerning prisoners of war whether they were sick, wounded or able-bodied.

The same issue was brought up at the Peace Conference of 1889 and became 
the object of a rule of law for the first time in the Annex to the Hague Conven
tion of 1889 concerning the laws and customs of war on land. This annex 
provided for the creation of “ inquiry offices for prisoners of war ” and facili
ties for the activities of “ Relief societies for prisoners of war ” .

Article 14.
A inquiry office for prisoners of war is instituted on the commencement of 

hostilities in each of the belligerent States, and, when necessary, in neutral 
countries which have received belligerents in their territory. It is the function of 
this office to reply to all inquiries about the prisoners. It receives from the vari
ous services concerned full information respecting internments and transfers, 
releases on parole, exchanges, escapes, admissions into hospital, deaths, as well 
as other information necessary to enable it to make out and keep up to date an 
individual return for each prisoner of war. The individual return shall be sent to 
the Government of the other belligerent after the conclusion of peace.

It is likewise the function of the inquiry office to receive and collect all objects 
of personal use, valuables, letters, etc., found on the field of battle or left by 
prisoners who have been released on parole, or exchanged, or who have es
caped, or died in hospitals or ambulances, and to forward them to those con
cerned.

Article 15.
Relief societies for prisoners of war, which are properly constituted in accor

dance with the laws of their country and with the object of serving as the chan
nel for charitable effort shall receive from the belligerents, for themselves and 
their duly accredited agents every facility for the efficient performance of their 
humane task within the bounds imposed by military necessity and administra
tive regulations. Agents of these societies may be admitted to the places of in
ternment for the purpose of distributing relief, as also to the halting places of 
repatriated prisoners, if furnished with a personal permit by the military 
authorities, and on giving an undertaking in writing to comply with all meas
ures of order and police which the latter may issue.

Article 16
Inquiry offices enjoy the privilege of free postage. Letters, money orders, and 

valuables, as well as parcels by post, intended for prisoners of war, or dis
patched by them, shall be exempt from all postal duties in the countries of origin 
and destination, as well as in the countries they pass through.

Presents and relief in kind for prisoners of war shall be admitted free of all 
import or other duties, as well as of transport charges for carriage by the State 
railways.
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The Regulations established a clearly delimited judicial framework for en
quiries, for transmission of information and for distribution of aid relating to 
prisoners of war.

However, the Hague Regulations contained two important gaps.
Firstly, these Regulations did not state clearly who was to be in charge of or

ganizing the enquiry offices and the relief societies for prisoners of war.
Secondly there was no provision for contacts between the different national 

information bureaux. It was supposed, apparently, that it would be easy for 
them to establish direct contact.

In 1902 the Vllth Conference of Red Cross Societies tried to rectify these 
gaps. It decided that the Red Cross Societies would take charge of the relief so
cieties and the information bureaux concerned with prisoners of war. The 
Conference considered as well the creation of an international information 
bureau which would act as intermediary between the information bureaux of 
the belligerents. This question, however, was only studied five years later dur
ing the next Conference of Red Cross Societies.

The Hague Regulations exercised an undeniable influence on the drafting of 
the Geneva Convention of 1906 for the Amelioration of the Condition of the 
Wounded and Sick in Armies in the Field, Article 4 of which reads:

Each belligerent shall communicate, as soon as possible, all military identity 
marks or documents found upon the dead, and a nominal roll of the wounded 
or sick collected, to their civil or military authorities.

Belligerents shall keep each other informed of all internments, transfers, ad
missions to hospital and deaths of the wounded and sick in their hands. They 
shall collect all articles of a personal nature, valuables, letters etc., found on the 
battlefield or left by the wounded or sick who die in medical establishments or 
units, for transmission to those concerned by the authorities of their country.

The question of the creation of an international information bureau was 
brought up again at the VUIth International Conference of the Red Cross held 
in London in 1907.

Based on the experience of the Russian-Japanese war of 1905, during which 
there was a direct exchange of news concerning prisoners of war, Martens, the 
Russian jurist, believed that an international information bureau would not be 
essential. However, the French delegate, Hussenot de Senonges, felt that one 
could not hope that in future things could be settled as smoothly between the 
belligerents and that a neutral body would be extremely useful in transmitting 
lists, news and aid from one country to another. This bureau might even be able 
to send delegates to prisoner of war camps who could see with their own eyes 
the conditions under which prisoners were being held. Hussenot de Senonges 
believed that these were functions that the International Committee in Geneva 
should undertake.

Gustave Ador, President of the International Committee stated that:
The International Committee is entirely at the disposal of the Central com

mittees of all countries and of all governments to organize, if deemed necessary, 
... the forwarding of information and aid to prisoners of the various coun
tries...2

2 VUIth International Conference of the Red Cross held at London from 10-15 June 1907, Sum
mary record, pp. 76-77.
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A resolution was then voted which was to become the “ para-legal ” base 
for the activities of the National Societies of the Red Cross and the Interna
tional Committee with respect to the handling of prisoner of war information 
and relief.

The VUIth International Red Cross Conference took note of the statement of 
the International Committee offering to act as intermediary, where necessary, 
between Central committees, and expressed the desire that Red Cross Societies 
recognize their obligation to provide relief to prisoners of war, in conformity 
with the stipulations of the Hague Conference and within the limits set by the 
laws and customs of their countries.3

With the outbreak of the first Balkan war, in November 1912, the Interna
tional Committee did not hesitate to act as intermediary for the transmission 
of aid and information relating to prisoners, whether they were sick, 
wounded or able-bodied.

§ 2. Activity of the Belgrade Agency

In November 1912, at the beginning of the first Balkan war, the Internation
al Committee sent Dr. de Marval as a delegate to the five belligerent States to 
propose the organization of an international relief and enquiry agency.

Belgrade seemed the ideal place for the creation of the Agency which began 
its work on 15 November 1912 under the management of the Swiss consul, Mr. 
Charles Voegeli.

The principal duties of the Belgrade Agency were:

1. The distribution of donations in kind and in cash;
2. The forwarding of correspondence between wounded military personnel 

and their families;
3. The forwarding of letters, money, personal effects and food parcels to 

prisoners of war. The Agency was also the intermediary between able- 
bodied prisoners and their families.

The Agency began by printing forms which had the following headings: 
number, name, rank, place, regiment, department, weapon, room number, ar
rival, departure, observations. These forms were sent to the Red Cross Socie
ties of each belligerent in the hope of obtaining uniform information. The in
formation contained on each form, which had been filled in and returned, was 
transcribed onto printed registration forms, grouped by nationality and then 
classified in alphabetical order. When an enquiry arrived it was immediately 
possible to find in the card-index the name of a soldier provided that his name 
had appeared on the lists.

The Belgrade Agency received many thousands of enquiries and acted as a 
veritable international information bureau.

3 Ibid., p. 167.
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The Croatian Red Cross proved to be the one most ready to collaborate with 
the Agency. In a circular sent to all its branches, the Central committee of the 
Croatian Red Cross asked that all forms should be returned duly filled in. The 
Agency was soon in possession of a list of 10,500 Turkish prisoners of war, 
sick, wounded and able-bodied, being held in Serbia.

From Bulgaria the Agency received incomplete lists. It was only after the 
end of the war that the Agency received a list of 70,360 Turkish prisoners of 
war held in Bulgaria.

Greece had only given the Agency the names of 725 Turkish officers, Mon
tenegro, 92 names of Turkish officers and Turkey, 11 names of Serbian 
prisoners.

The Turkish Red Crescent had meanwhile sent the Agency thousands of en
quiries, only a small number of which were answered satisfactorily. These en
quiries often concerned civilians, in particular Turkish families living in oc
cupied territories. The Agency sent many money transfers to these civilians, 
military or civilian civil servants in the Turkish army, who had been deprived 
of their means of support. The Serbian authorities waived duties on all parcels 
and allowed letters and money transfers to be sent free of postage.

The variety of languages and alphabets of the belligerent states was a cons
tant source of difficulty in the work of the Agency. It was necessary to distin
guish between Serbian, Greek, Bulgarian and Turkish characters and at times 
some of these different languages appeared in the same letter. Another 
difficulty arose from the names of similar origin, such as “ Mohammed Ali ” 
and “ Ali Mustafa ”, especially with Turkish prisoners. It was necessary to 
write many letters asking for additional information concerning the age or the 
names of the parents of the person in question.

The Serbian population was fully conscious of the usefulness of the Agency 
and during the second Balkan war the bureau was besieged by people asking 
for news of members of their families.

...Outbursts of joy alternated with scenes of despair and desolation. To many we 
were unable to give replies. With admirable perseverance and supported by their 
unshakable hope, mothers bent with age or old men weathered by the years 
returned time and again asking for news of their sons ...4.

At times the Agency was able to render unexpected help :

Another scene: a father whose only son has been killed in the war. Friends who 
fought with the son have told him this. There can be no doubt since one of his 
officers was present at the burial. There is no reason to come back for news, and 
yet the unfortunate father turns up at the International agency of the Red Cross. 
He gives his son’s name, knowing the bad news he will be given again. But there 
is something new. The card shows that the son whose death was announced is, in 
fact, a prisoner in a provincial garrison. It is as if the sky had suddenly opened. 
The old man is beaming. He raises himself a little and then falls back into his 
chair and a torrent of tears floods from his eyes...5.

4 Report given by Mr. Charles Voegeli on the Belgrade Agency, Bulletin international de la Croix- 
Rouge, No. 177, 45th year, January 1914, p.185.

5 Ibid., p. 186.
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The Belgrade Agency officially ceased its activity on 30 November 1913. 
However, for a long time after, requests for information continued to arrive at 
the Agency. As had been the case for the Basle Agency, work involved with ac
counts of money transfers and reforwarding of undelivered transfers con
tinued until the spring of 1914.

*
* *

During the two Balkan wars the Agency was able to set up a card-index com
prising 87,778 names, but out of that number 70,360 names of Turkish 
prisoners in Bulgaria were only given after the end of hostilities. And, as the 
head of the Agency, Mr. Voegeli, rightly pointed out in his report, a list com
piled after the war was of no use to the Red Cross:

...There should be international agreements to oblige States at war immediately 
to record all those who are sick, wounded or prisoners of war in their hands, and 
to send lists to the bureau of the International Red Cross, in order to permit the 
latter to fulfil its mandate...6 7.

In the absence of such international agreements, the Belgrade Agency was 
only able to fulfill its role with respect to Turkish prisoners in Serbia as a com
plete list had been received from the Serbian Red Cross.

Mr. Voegeli calculated that there had been a total of 250,000 prisoners, able- 
bodied, sick or wounded, during the two Balkan wars and that in his opinion 
“ ...it is almost impossible to prepare lists for such large numbers in a short 
time... . For this reason he recommended, in his report on the Belgrade 
Agency, the setting up of branches of the Agency wherever there was a concen
tration of able-bodied, sick or wounded prisoners. These branches could help 
to compile lists and in so doing would greatly help the often overworked na
tional Red Cross societies.

Even though the Belgrade Agency did not dispose of all lists of prisoners of 
war, it made enormous efforts to alleviate the moral suffering of thousands of 
families and its work constituted an important precedent for future action by 
the International Committeee. It was, in a manner of speaking, a dress rehear
sal before the setting up of the International Prisoners of War Agency, the 
work of which was much more extensive due to the global nature of the 
conflict.

6 Ibid., p. 187.
7 Ibid.
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CHAPTER III

THE INTERNATIONAL PRISONERS OF WAR AGENCY 
AND ITS DEPARTMENTS (1914-1918)

§ Creation of the International Prisoners of War Agency

The Basle and Belgrade Agencies were a source of great help to thousands of 
prisoners of war and to their families and yet the experience gained was never 
used to produce any international convention.

Accordingly, when the International Committee took the decision, in Au
gust 1914, to create the International Prisoners of War Agency, the legal basis 
used was the same as for the setting up of the Belgrade Agency in 1912: the 
regulations annexed to the Hague Convention of 1889, revised in 1907, con
cerning laws and customs of war together with the Geneva Convention of 1906 
for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded and Sick in Armies in 
the Field.

The “ para-legal ” basis was the same for the International Prisoners of War 
Agency as it had been for the Belgrade Agency, namely the work of the Vllth 
and Vlllth International Conferences of Red Cross Societies. These “ para
legal ” foundations were further enlarged by the IXth International Confer
ence of the Red Cross, held in Washington D.C. in 1912. The resolutions of this 
conference already existed but had not been applied during the Balkan wars.

The Washington Conference had studied again the question of aid to 
prisoners of war and had voted the following resolution:

The IXth International Red Cross Conference, considering that Red Cross So
cieties are naturally called upon to assist prisoners of war ... recommends that 
these Societies should organize, in peacetime, “ special commissions ” which, 
in wartime, would collect and forward to the International Committee of Gene
va relief for distribution to servicemen in captivity.

The International Committee, through the intermediary of neutral delegates 
accredited to the governments concerned, will undertake the distribution of 
relief intended for individual prisoners and will distribute other gifts to the vari
ous prison camps taking into consideration the wishes of the donors, the needs 
of the prisoners and the instructions of the military authorities. Related expen
ditures incurred by the International Committee will be covered by the Red 
Cross Societies concerned.1

' Aid to prisoners of war, Vlth resolution of the IXth International Conference of the Red 
Cross, held in Washington D.C. from 7-17 May 1912, Summary record, p. 318.



Thanks to the resolution of the Washington Conference, the International 
Committee of the Red Cross was able to go even further than it had at Belgrade 
in 1912. While in the first Balkan war Dr. de Marval had been sent by the Com
mittee as delegate to the Red Cross Societies of the belligerent States, in order 
to consult them on the possibility of opening an international agency for aid 
and information, in August 1914 the Committee found it sufficient to an
nounce the opening of the International Prisoners of War Agency by simply 
sending two circulars to the central committees of the Red Cross Societies con
cerned.

The first ICRC circular expressly set forth the text adopted by the Washing
ton Conference while the second confirmed the first and specified the role of 
the ICRC in organizing international aid to prisoners:

Following our circular No. 159 of 15 August 1914, we hereby confirm the open
ing of the International Agency for assistance to and information concerning 
prisoners of war.

Every request received will be filed and forwarded to the Red Cross of the 
country in which the prisoner is interned with the request that we be informed as 
to his exact whereabouts. Upon receipt of a reply we will inform the prisoner’s 
family or his commune of origin. In order to ensure that this information is sup
plied as soon as possible it is essential that prisoner committees in each country 
manage to obtain all lists of prisoners from their respective Governments with 
precise information on names, military status and place of detention.

Correspondence, gifts and other items mailed to us for the prisoners and ad
dressed individually will be forwarded by us to the Central Committee of the 
Red Cross of the country in which the prisoners is interned or, in all cases in 
which non-negligible amounts of money are concerned, handed directly to the 
addressee by our delegates.

The information bureaux that each of the belligerent States must set up ac
cording to Article 14 of the Regulation annexed to the Hague Convention of 
1907 will facilitate the exchange of news between prisoners and their families.

You are requested to provide us with the precise address of the information 
bureau set up in your country...2

From the start of hostilities the ICRC relied on two government sources for 
obtaining lists of prisoners of war. However many difficulties had to be sur
mounted during the first months of the war as not all the belligerents sent lists.

The first list of French prisoners in Germany was brought to Geneva on 7 
September 1914 by the President of the Freiburg im Breisgau Red Cross.

The second list, sent by the Central Committee of the German Red Cross, 
arrived from Berlin but the Germans threatened to suspend all lists if the 
French did not produce theirs.

The ICRC then had to write several letters to the French authorities asking 
for lists of German prisoners. However it was only after the President of the 
ICRC, Gustave Ador, went to Bordeaux, that the first lists of German 
prisoners were sent to Geneva. On 26 September 1914 the Committee was able 
to transmit to the German Red Cross the first list of German prisoners held in 
France.

2 Organisation for aid to prisoners, 160th circular to the Central Committees, Bulletin interna
tional de la Croix-Rouge, No. 177,45th year, January 1914, pp. 228-229.
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The belligerents transmitted lists to each other through diplomatic chan
nels, particularly through the embassies of the United States of America. But 
diplomatic channels were much slower and the ICRC had to use all its authori
ty to be recognized as the mandatory intermediary for the transmission of lists 
between the Red Cross Societies of the belligerent States.

At the beginning of October 1914 the London prisoners of war information 
bureau informed the ICRC that all lists of prisoners were being sent through 
diplomatic channels to the German and Austro-Hungarian Governments and 
that they did not deem it necessary to send these same lists to the International 
Committee. The ICRC immediately answered :

...we take the liberty of insisting that you also send us a copy of lists of German 
prisoners interned in England. This is absolutely essential to enable us to 
respond to the many requests for information we receive...3.

The ICRC then explained that it would have to abandon its information serv
ice for German prisoners if the British prisoners of war information bureau re
fused to send them these lists. This would automatically put an end to the same 
service concerning British prisoners as Germany would stop sending their lists.

The belligerents finally understood that it was in their own interest to fur
nish lists to the International Prisoners of War Agency in order to benefit, by 
reciprocity, in the transmission of lists of their own fighting forces captured by 
the enemy.

As far as the Eastern theatre of war was concerned, Russia and Germany ex
changed lists of prisoners through the intermediary of the Danish Red Cross 
whom the ICRC had put in charge of answering enquiries relating to the 
Eastern front.

Between Italy and Austria-Hungary the exchange of lists was direct.
The beginnings of the International Agency were extremely modest. Prior to 

the arrival of massive lists of prisoners the eight members of the Committee 
sorted the mail in a small apartment in the rue de l’Athenee in Geneva. 
However, by September 1914 there were already two hundred members of the 
Agency and some months later this figure had increased to 1,200. On 12 Oc
tober 1914, the Agency moved to the Rath Museum and also occupied two ad
jacent premises. After the battles of Lorraine and Belgium the post grew to 
30,000 letters daily.

At the beginning no one knew how to cope with such a mass of enquiries, on 
the one hand, and, on the other, with so many lists of prisoners of war. The 
members of the International Prisoners of War Agency were forced to impro
vise everything. In order for the work of the Agency to be efficient a scientific 
method of work was indispensable. This method was developed slowly on the 
basis of trial and error but already in October 1914 the Agency had established 
its principal departments based on the division of work.

3 Archives of the International Prisoners of War Agency, letter from the Agency to the British 
Prisoners of War Information Bureau, 9 October 1914.
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§ 2. Functioning of the International Prisoners of War Agency

The work of the International Prisoners of War Agency is described on the 
basis of the departments existing at the time when its work was already fully 
developed.

The following departments were in operation at the Agency:

1. Department for incoming and sorting of mail;
2. Department for typing and copying;
3. Department for enquiries;
4. Department for transmission of correspondence, parcels and money to 

prisoners of war;
5. Civilian Department;
6. Department for the repatriation and hospitalization to neutral countries;
7. Department for funds and administration.

1. Mail room and sorting

The work of this department was to forward as quickly as possible the mass 
of letters from different countries to the relevant departments. They were writ
ten in a variety of languages and concerned all kinds of requests.

A reception service in charge of verbal enquiries completed this department.
The International Prisoners of War Agency received on average three thou

sand letters a day. For a short time after the battles of the Marne, of the Aisne 
and of Verdun this figure went up to between 15 and 30 thousand. In order to 
cope with forwarding this amount of correspondence three successive steps in 
sorting were necessary:

a) Sorting according to the exterior aspect of letters

Sorting took place solely by looking at the exterior signs on the envelopes. 
None were opened. The Agency had devised a double sticker; half of which 
correspondents were asked to stick onto the envelopes when replying (replies 
giving either extra information or answering a general or individual enquiry).

The stickers were of different colours depending on the department they 
originated from: wine coloured for enquiries of a general nature coming from 
the Committee, green for the Entente departments, pink for the Central Pow
ers departments and yellow for civilians.

Letters on which there were no stickers were sorted according to the stamps 
or post marks indicating their origin: Germany, France, England, occupied 
territories, etc.

b) Sorting according to content

After the first sorting, the post was examined. This work was done by people 
chosen for their knowledge of languages who carried out the sorting of the let
ters according to very strict rules. As in other departments, any individu-
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al initiative was forbidden. The work of these “ sorters ” was limited to sending 
acknowledgments and to preparing the work for typists in charge of making 
out enquiry forms, and to classifying letters under one of the following main 
categories:

— First enquiry for information concerning a missing serviceman;
— Enquiry concerning a civilian;
— Repatriation and internment;
— Transmission of correspondence;
— Finance;
— Miscellaneous.

All letters classified under the last heading were specially sorted for a third 
time.

c) Specialized Sorting

This specialized sorting differentiated between the various kinds of en
quiries, such as those concerning prisoners, airmen, men missing at sea and 
the dead, and letters bearing a file number which indicated that correspon
dence had already taken place between the Agency and the enquirer. Also sepa
rated from the rest were enquiries concerning the possibility of corresponding 
or sending parcels to prisoners, questions concerning health conditions in pri
son camps and the treatment of prisoners, etc..

The enquiries were then passed to the departments concerned and special
ized personnel, in each category, answered either by letter or by means of spe
cial forms.

The International Prisoners of War Agency used a great number of forms as 
there was generally great repetition in the various questions which were asked.

From 1914 to 1918, some 120,000 people came in person to Geneva rather 
than write to the Agency. These verbal enquiries were immediately registered 
on a card which was then sent to the central card index. When possible an an
swer was given to the enquirer on the spot. If the enquiry necessitated a special 
investigation, the card was sent to the department concerned and the enquiry 
then followed the same procedure as a written one. In both cases, the reception 
service kept a copy of the card so that if at any time the enquiry was renewed it 
was possible to know immediately what action had been taken.

2. Copying and typing department

The work of this department was as follows :

— copying lists providing information which were to be sent to the official 
bureaux and to the Red Cross Societies ;

— making up “ enquiry cards ” and “ information cards ” ;
— reproducing all forms, circulars and reports ;
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— checking all copies made of lists, cards, etc. ;
— preparing for the final classification of the cards in the various indexes by a 

preliminary sorting procedure.

As the post arrived, the lists providing information were passed to the 
department concerned by the sorting department. Each department marked 
these documents with special numbers according to the following :

a) information from official bureaux indicating captivity ;
b) information from official bureaux indicating death or place of burial ;
c) unofficial information given by camp commandants, Red Cross Societies, 

private persons etc..

The information itself was not written up on the card, as the number on the 
document indicated straight away the nature and relative importance of the in
formation.

The copying department had to type page after page of lists making 
scrupulously sure that every description and every abbreviation was correct. 
The duty of the copyists was to reproduce as perfectly as possible the manner 
in which the lists were set out as well as the information they contained, even if 
this information seemed wrong, abridged or misspelled.

A department was in charge of collating and checking all copies made in 
Geneva. Transcribing and verifying a list of many hundred pages, each com
prising at least twenty items of information, was done on the same day it was 
received by the Agency. In this way the list was despatched from Geneva also on 
the same day or, at the latest, the day following to the Red Cross Societies or to 
the official information bureaux. The original list remained in Geneva.

After having informed governments and Red Cross Societies, the duty of the 
Agency was to inform the families of prisoners or those of men killed in action. 
When the address of the latter appeared on these lists, the information was im
mediately transmitted without waiting for an enquiry. The date and the refer
ence of the communication was written on the original list and then copied 
onto the information card which was filed in the card index. However, the ad
dress of the family only appeared on American and British lists. No family ad
dresses appeared on any other lists. The Agency was forced to wait for an en
quiry before it could send the information. It was necessary, therefore, for the 
work of the Agency to be organized in such a way that this information could 
be transmitted, with as little delay as possible, following receipt of the enquiry. 
The procedure was as follows: different coloured cards were used according to 
the war alliances of the belligerent Powers (green for the Entente, pink for the 
Central Powers, and yellow for civilians). All details concerning the service
man were noted: his name, whether he was held in captivity or wounded or de
ceased. However neither the place of captivity nor the state of health were in
cluded. Only the page number of the list on which the information appeared 
was mentioned. Therefore the information cards were, in a manner of speak
ing, an alphabetical index of all lists and not as such repositories of informa
tion. The reason for not including all the information on these cards was to ob
lige the searcher to continuously refer to the original list. It was felt that this 
method was surer and less liable to mistakes. As a matter of fact only three or
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four specialized persons were allowed to use these lists which were often ex
tremely difficult to interpret. However abbreviated these information cards 
were, they still had to contain the exact details mentioned on the original list. 
Even if the first name seemed distorted, it still had to be written as it appeared. 
Possible or probable errors were corrected as much as possible during the work 
of classification.

Letters of enquiry sent by the “ sorters ” to the copying department were 
classified chronologically in files of one hundred letters each. All enquiry 
cards - which had the same format as the information ones - were made of 
white cardboard. In order to make filing easier, the first three letters of the fa
mily name were written in capitals at the top in the centre and the number of 
the file or of the original enquiry letter was written in small letters in the top 
right hand corner. The family name and first name or names of the person 
sought was written in capitals and underlined. Then followed the information 
supplied concerning the rank and general service details of the person who was 
reported missing together with the date and place. Finally the name and ad
dress of the enquirer were inscribed. This sequence, once established, was used 
in all departments concerned with enquiries (Entente, Central Powers, 
Civilians and Finance).

Like the lists, enquiry and information cards were carefully compared with 
the originals by the copying department whose job it was to check daily all 
cards which had just been drawn up. These cards which were intended eventu
ally to be inserted in the alphabetical-phonetic indexes were a mixture of en
quiry and information cards and they were first of all sorted in strict alphabeti
cal order into piles according to the nationality of each group of missing per
sons and prisoners and sent to the appropriate card-index (German, French, 
British, Romanian, Serbian, etc.).

The preliminary sorting having been completed, the cards were usually in 
place in the relevant indexes within two days of the list or the enquiry letter hav
ing been received by the International Prisoners of War Agency. The accuracy 
of the transcription was not affected by the rapidity with which the work was 
accomplished as this was ensured by the checking procedure applied to all co
pies of both lists and cards.

3. Tracing services

The International Prisoners of War Agency had three tracing departments: 
Central Powers, Entente and Civilian. These were then subdivided into sec
tions according to the nationality of prisoners and missing personnel and ac
cording to the methods used for these enquiries.

This section will deal with the tracing departments concerning military per
sonnel (Central Powers and Entente). The department concerned with 
civilians will be dealt with in a later section of this chapter. In order to under
stand the work of these tracing departments, it is necessary first to concentrate 
on their main instrument of work, the index where all cards were centralized. 
These were both information and enquiry cards concerning military personnel 
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of this or that nationality or group of belligerents. The efficiency of these 
departments depended above all on the organization and use of this index.

a) The card-index

In principle the International Prisoners of War Agency had an index for 
each of the belligerent States but certain ones, such as the French and Belgian, 
and the German and Austrian indexes, were amalgamated. Successful tracing 
enquiries depended on the correct filing of cards in the index.

If the enquiry and information cards had been made out without any spell
ing mistakes, it was sufficient to file them alphabetically in order to find the 
coloured information card concerning a prisoner or a man who had died next 
to the white enquiry card concerning the same person. Given the very large 
number of cards, variations in spelling, however trivial, could prevent the two 
cards meeting in the index. Original lists which were often hurriedly copied or 
compiled in camps or in national information bureaux, by people who neither 
spoke the language of the prisoners nor the language of the country, were not 
always accurate. Foreign names were often grossly misspelled by these people 
who did not speak the language and important errors were made especially in 
cases of deceased, as the persons concerned could no longer insist on the mis
spelling being rectified.

Below is reproduced an example of two names misspelled.

Capdeven Joseph Res. 249 Inf. Reg. I7Kp. verst 26/9/14 im Feldlaz 5,15 A.K. 
Festieux Beerdigt zu Festieux

Capderon Joseph 249 Inf. Regt. 17Kp. verst 26/9/14 im Feldlaz 5, XV A.K. 
Kopfschuss. Beerdigt zu Festieux

Capderon Joseph 249 I.R. 17K. verst 26/9.14 Gem. Festieux Sold. Fdh.
S. Grab 3

Filiol Elois 123 I.R. 10 K. Md. 1911 Bordeaux 511. verst I/X/14 im Feld
laz & XV Beerdigt zu Festieux (Aisne)

Filivel Eloi Sergt.123. I.R. lOKp. verst I/X/14 im Feldlaz 5,15 A.K. Fes
tieux, r. Oberschenkelsch. Beerdg. zu Festieux

Filial Eloy Sergt. 123 I.R. lOKp. Beerd. Gemd. Festieux. Sold. Frdhf. S. Grab 
3 Verst. 1/10.144.

Mistakes in transcription on information cards were also found on enquiry 
cards. It was not unusual for there to be several enquiries for the same missing 
person, each one spelled differently. At times the enquirer, as well, only gave 
one part of a double name. The Agency even received letters in which the en
quirer’s name was spelled differently at the beginning and the end.

In order to eliminate these drawbacks it was necessary to file these cards in a 
completely different way from the one usually used in libraries. Names which 
were loosely linked either phonetically or visually related were grouped into 
one same family name. For example, for French names no difference was 

4 Rapport général du CICR sur son activité de 1912 à 1920, p.55.
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made between “ n ” and “ u ”. Audibert and Andibert were filed as if the se
cond letter was the same in both cases, the same applied to “ 1 ” and “ b ” and 
“ k ” and Allier and Abbier were filed together.

In the German index names beginning with “ Sz ”, “ Z ”, “ Ch ”, “ Sch ”, 
were amalgamated as were Lefevre, Lefaivre and Lefebvre in the French one. 
Phonetically, double letters were not taken into consideration when filed in the 
same groups of names spelled differently but of similar sound.

This amalgamation may have seemed slightly audacious but was fully justi
fied by the efficient system it established. Several official information bureaux 
adopted this graphic and phonetic method.

In so far as index filing was concerned, the general rule was to file in alpha
betical order under family names as a first subdivision and under a second sub
division by first given names. When there were several first names a card was 
made for each of these referring back to the first name used on the main card 
in the index. For a name as common as Martin, the eight to ten thousand cards 
filed at the International Prisoners of War Agency for this name were filed al
phabetically in as many subdivisions as were needed : Martin Abel, Martin Al
bert, etc. There were about eight hundred cards for the name Martin Jean and 
in order to differentiate between them, in the case of military personnel, the 
regiment was used as a third filing factor.

However the difficulties created by the numerous cases of similar names and 
the vast quantity of mistakes on lists could not be rectified by using phonetic or 
any other form of amalgamation (for example, in the camp at Darmstadt, 
there were, during a certain period of the war, 40 prisoners by the name of Mar
tin, several from the same regiment, of which 15 had the same first name5.

For this reason, apart from the alphabetical-phonetical index, the Interna
tional Prisoners of War Agency had to devise other forms of indexes.

The Topographical index was therefore created. Information relative to 
deaths, graves, identity discs mentioned on lists, were written up on the existing 
cards and these were then filed not under the sought person’s name but under 
the name of his place of death or burial, or the name of the camp, field hospi
tal, or battlefield etc. It was possible with this index to see, at a glance, the num
ber of deaths in camps and it proved to be of immense use for enquiries on 
missing personnel. An example of the topographical index is given by R.M. 
Frick-Cramer.

...a soldier is reported missing on 22 August 1914 at the battle of Charleroi near 
to Farciennes, Roselies, etc. (Belgian localities). Through a consultation of 
cards under the heading Farciennes, Roselies, etc. in the topographical index 
containing a listing of all the identity tags, inscriptions on tombs, service book
lets, etc. drawn up by the local authorities of these two villages, it was possible to 
determine the fate of the missing person whose name had been misspelled in the 
official notification of death with the result that a tally had not been estab
lished 6.

5 Cf. op. cit., p. 57.
6 FRICK-CRAMER, Renée-Marguerite, Organisation d’un bureau central de renseignements, 

Geneva, ICRC, 1932,95 p„ pp. 40-42.
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The Regimental index could also be used for a vast number of collective en
quiries. Large cards measuring 35cm. by 25cm. were made up for each military 
unit and on these were registered the names of prisoners. These cards, made of 
strong cardboard, were divided lengthwise into two sections which were then 
subdivided into 5 columns. In very fine but perfectly legible handwriting the 
following information was recorded concerning prisoners: name, rank and, 
whenever possible, first name, place and date of capture, the coded informa
tion reference, and place of internment. Each one of these cards could hold 220 
names. They were classified according to corps and regiment number (infan
try, cavalry, artillery, engineering etc.).

Chronological cards completed the regimental index.
The person in charge of making out the regimental cards was also in charge 

of the chronological ones.
On these cards was recorded very clearly the date of the principal battles. As 

the names of prisoners, captured on these dates, appeared on lists, the number 
of the regiment was also registered. By consulting the information grouped on 
these two indexes it was possible to see for example, that on 9 November 1917, 
the French 13th, 60th, 133rd, 152nd, 202nd, 225th, 229th, 433rd and the 2nd 
colonial infantry regiments had fought at Bois des Chaumes near Verdun and 
had lost 18 officers and 176 non-commissioned servicemen. The official Ger
man communique stated that eight officers and 280 non-commissioned men 
had lost their lives7.

Thanks to these four indexes, alphabetical-phonetical, topographical, 
regimental and chronological, the International Prisoners of War Agency was 
able to use information from lists in several ways. The different filing methods 
also helped, whenever possible, to rectify mistakes and fill in gaps which only 
one filing method would have precluded. These indexes greatly facilitated in
dividual and collective enquiries.

b) Enquiries

The International Prisoners of War Agency did not only deal with lists and 
index cards, or with enquiries received on the basis of information already 
available. The International Prisoners of War Agency also sought information 
- as opposed to only receiving it officially. This much more active work was 
done by the Tracing Department.

There were several different kinds of enquiries: enquiries for missing mili
tary personnel, enquiries for prisoners whose capture had been authenticated 
but from whom there had been no news for some months; and finally enquiries 
for those deceased whose place of burial or circumstances of death were 
unknown or for whom it was necessary to obtain an official death certificate.

Missing military personnel should have been the exception as governments 
had undertaken to inform each other of the names of men they held as well as 
the names of the enemy killed on their own battle fronts. But in reality many 
prisoners, some of whom were illiterate, did not give news immediately after 
being captured and for families this period of uncertainty lasted between

7 Cf. FRICK-CRAMER, Op. tit., pp. 41-42.
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one and eight months and, where the Eastern front was concerned, it was even 
longer: postal services were inadequate and certain prisoners were held in cap
tivity in very distant places in Russia or Siberia. In addition many prisoners 
were held in battle zones instead of in the interior of the country where cor
respondence and receipt of parcels and money was more easily guaranteed.

Unidentifiable bodies were also found on battlefields, killed either by a 
trench collapsing or by a shell exploding.

The International Prisoners of War Agency found it best therefore to get in 
touch with members of the same regiment as the missing servicemen. En
quiries were then initiated by displaying notices in the camps. But this method 
did not give satisfactory results and the Agency then organised regimental en
quiries. Members of the same regiment who had fought in the same battle as 
the missing person were interviewed. Lists of missing military personnel were 
drawn up for each regiment based on enquiries to which there had been no an
swers, official and private bureaux having been unable to furnish any informa
tion within the normal period of time. These enquiries became the basis on 
which lists of missing personnel were established. Names of those missing were 
grouped by place and date of disappearance; opposite each name enough 
space was left for any later information. At the bottom of each list a space was 
provided for the signatures and addresses of witnesses. These lists were 
reproduced in 20, 50,100 or 200 copies. They were then addressed individually 
to each prisoner, belonging to the same regiment, whose name was known 
(these details were taken from the regimental index). The authorities in charge 
of prisoners facilitated this exchange of information.

This system produced much more information than the method of putting 
up notices in camps. For instance, 90,000 extra items of information were ob
tained regarding missing French military personnel.

Lists on which witnesses had written comments had coded references and 
were classified and bound in volumes so that they could be referred to at any 
time. This also ensured their preservation. Three copies were made of all tes
timonies: one for the family, one for the war office and one which was kept by 
the Agency. A coloured information card was also made and sent on to the 
alphabetic-phonetic index where it was filed and might produce an immediate 
tally with the enquiry card.

Based on the same principle, the International Prisoners of War Agency 
conducted whenever possible individual enquiries based on the family’s 
knowledge of names of any members of the same company or unit as the miss
ing serviceman and who had been taken prisoner at the same time. A reply card 
to which a questionnaire was attached was sent to witnesses who were asked to 
complete the questionnaire as best as they could.

The Agency also carried out special enquiries concerning the crews of torpe
doed ships, tanks and aircraft. The crew of a ship was dealt with in the same 
way as a military regiment and survivors were interviewed concerning com
rades who had disappeared.

Reports on battles in the air which appeared in the press were carefully 
studied and compared with the official communiques released by the two op
posing forces. Following this study a questionnaire was sent to the military 
authority nearest to the fighting area or to the special air services.
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The International Prisoners of War Agency was often approached by fami
lies wanting answers to various questions concerning the treatment and state 
of health of prisoners.

Enquiries concerning prisoners were initiated based on the following:

— information on lists was often not sufficient to establish the identity of a 
prisoner, especially where very usual surnames were concerned such as 
Muller and Schultze in Germany, Durant and Lefebvre in France and 
Smith, Jones and Brown in England;

— prisoners could be lost track of during transfer from either a hospital to a 
camp or from one camp to another;

— during the war official lists only reached the Agency many weeks after they 
had been transcribed. The information on the pink or green cards was 
therefore already outdated when confronted with the white enquiry card 
concerned.

In the case of complicated enquiries the Agency did not restrict itself to 
transmitting information in the form it was received but entered into cor
respondence with the families, with the camp authorities and with prisoners 
themselves. This work was done by a specialized section in each department, 
where the persons employed knew the language of the particular correspon
dent and were familiar with the thousands of details concerning the treatment 
of prisoners, their internment and sanitary conditions and the regulations 
governing correspondence.

Families could ask for enquiries to be made telegraphically, if they had the 
means, but these enquiries were not as complete nor as reliable especially 
where there were doubts as to the identity of the prisoner.

In order to avoid any abuse of the system the rule of the Agency was that a 
case could only be re-opened if the family had been without news of a prisoner 
for two months.

Enquiries on dead military personnel were made either spontaneously or at 
the family’s request. Families, as a rule, wanted details concerning the dead 
serviceman’s last moments. They endeavoured to get in touch with the people 
who had cared for him, to find his place of burial, to have his personal effects 
returned as well as a death certificate delivered. Certain families wanted a pho
tograph of the grave and information concerning repatriation of the body.

Enquiries on the death of prisoners were officially made to the camp medi
cal authorities - provided the prisoner had died in the camp hospital - and the 
Agency did not wait for requests from families to initiate these enquiries. Spe
cial forms were printed both in the language of the country of captivity and in 
the language of the prisoner. These forms, signed by a doctor and two witness
es, either enabled families to acquire a death certificate or to use the forms in 
place of certificates.
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4. General Information.

In addition to individual information on missing military personnel, and on 
prisoners and dead servicemen, the International Prisoners of War Agency 
centralized all general documentation concerning prisoners of war. This ena
bled the Agency to give information to private individuals, bureaux for aid, 
Red Cross Societies or governments about the state of prison camps, the treat
ment of prisoners and the possibility of corresponding and sending parcels. 
The Agency was also able to provide the International Committee with the 
necessary information needed for handling a variety of problems as well as in
forming the Committee regarding various courses of action which it wished to 
undertake and demands which it would have to make in order to ensure com
pliance with the Geneva Conventions.

Special records were compiled in the departments handling the Entente and 
the Central Powers where documents of every kind and from whatever source 
were collected.

The Agency had numerous sources for its general documentation. Articles, 
in particular those on escaped prisoners, were collected from both the national 
and local newspapers.

On the other hand, each time that lists, answers to enquiries or enquiries 
from families contained information of a general nature on such subjects as, 
for instance, correspondence, sanitary conditions, the diet of prisoners, their 
punishments, the organization of camps etc., the section heads had the infor
mation copied and sent on to the department heads.

A valuable part of this documentation was made up of confidential reports 
written up by delegates of the protecting Powers in charge of visiting prisoner 
of war camps. Added to these were reports, on different camps worldwide, 
from delegates of both the ICRC and the Young Mens’ Christian Associa
tions. In addition reports from the International Committee based on infor
mation from internees in Switzerland were another source of documentation.

Finally the Agency drew information from the various complaints sent by 
families and prisoners and from reports by ex-prisoners on their captivity.

Information, in each department, was filed by subject matter and the same 
headings, concerning correspondence, treatment of prisoners, camp hygiene 
etc., existed in each department. This allowed the Agency to compare the treat
ment of prisoners held in the countries of the different belligerents. Reciproci
ty was of great importance to the belligerents. More than any other organiza
tion, delegates from the ICRC who were allowed by all States involved in the 
conflict to visit camps were better able to judge the treatment of prisoners of 
war.

In addition to these general files the Agency had established a list of camps 
which facilitated access to information on the many places of internment. 
Given the confidential nature of reports from the protecting Powers, these 
were not available to normal Agency staff. But in order that families be given 
as much information as possible, extracts from the reports were transcribed 
onto cards which were filed in topographical order.
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The ICRC gave the public and interested organizations general information 
by publishing certain reports of their delegates and printing a weekly pamphlet 
entitled “ News from the International Prisoners of War Agency ” . This publi
cation contained general information received by the Agency concerning 
prisoners of war: explicit memos on the standard of treatment of prisoners, or
ganization of camps, agreements between different Governments, the ex
change of sick or wounded prisoners etc.. In addition false or exaggerated 
reports in newspapers of the belligerent States, published for the sake of 
propaganda, and which alarmed the families of prisoners, were rectified in this 
publication.

5. Department for transmission of correspondence, parcels and money 
to prisoners of war

a) Correspondence

Letters between families and prisoners of war were often handled by the 
Agency. At the start of hostilities this department functioned for every country 
but later it only served as an intermediary for regions not easily accessible.

The postal services of both the belligerent and neutral States had organized 
special departments in charge of the correspondence of prisoners. For the 
Western front, transmission of letters was done by the Main Post Office in 
Berne and for the Eastern front letters were sent from Denmark and Sweden.

Letters sent to prisoners by their families often contained rash and insulting 
statements concerning the enemy which would not have passed the censor. 
Members of the Agency therefore read them and removed any offending words 
and even at times returned letters to the senders, sending only a resume to the 
prisoners.

Many letters had incorrect or insufficient addresses. When this occurred, 
the letter was put into a Red Cross envelope on which the address of the 
prisoner was either corrected or completed. In order to obtain the exact ad
dress the letter was checked in the main index. If the address could not be com
pleted the letter was sent to competent bureaux such as the Information 
Bureau of the War Office in Paris, the Main Post Office in Berne, the Danish 
Red Cross in Copenhagen or the Official Information Bureau in London.

Persons in charge of transmitting correspondence had to make sure that let
ters or postcards conformed to the rules governing correspondence established 
by the different places of detention. These conditions varied from one country 
to another and even from one camp to another especially at the beginning of 
the war. For instance, in certain camps prisoners were only allowed to receive 
postcards while in other camps letters were limited to a certain number of 
pages or lines. Each camp set out, in a circular, the rules governing correspon
dence. If a letter did not conform to the rule it was returned with the circular to 
the sender so that it could be rewritten.

Letters or postcards from prisoners to their families had been passed by the 
camp censor and therefore needed less checking. In most cases the Agency for
warded them after having taken note of any general information they 
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contained especially where this information applied to the rules relating to 
correspondence.

Letters from prisoners to their families living in enemy-occupied territories 
were sent to the Civilian Department of the Agency (which assured their 
retransmission whenever possible).

A special department for “ express messages ” had been organized by the 
Agency for prisoners who had been without news of their families for a certain 
length of time. Committees for aid which had been set up in each camp dis
tributed duplicate forms in postcard format to prisoners on which they could 
send a twenty-word message to their families. A space was left, also restricted 
to twenty words, on which the family could answer. These messages were sent 
to the addressee as quickly as possible.

b) Parcels

From the start of hostilities the Agency received a large number of parcels 
addressed to prisoners especially those held in Germany. The forwarding 
agent, Natural Le Coultre & Cie, based in Geneva, offered its services to the 
ICRC free of charge. This firm set up two departments in charge of receiving 
and forwarding parcels: one on its own premises, for parcels from Geneva and 
Switzerland, and, for parcels from abroad, another in the building of the Swiss 
postal services at the Cornavin station in Geneva. The latter was soon inundat
ed with work so that all administrative formalities concerning registration and 
control were dispensed with. In spite of this, 90 employees had to be recruited, 
76 of whom were volunteers.

In conformity with the Hague Convention of 1907, the Committee was 
granted, by several countries, an exemption of all customs charges for parcels 
to prisoners of war. The Agency was also able to obtain a waiver on customs 
declarations and only way-bills had to be filled out.

In addition to individual parcels, in December 1914 a special service was 
created for the transportation by rail of gifts in bulk.

From September 1914 to November 1918, 1,884,914 individual parcels were 
sent through the Agency and 1813 rail wagons containing goods in bulk were 
sent to destinations in the different countries at war8.

c) Money

At the beginning the Committee treasurer was the only person in charge of 
money for prisoners of war. However, this department expanded very quickly 
as more and more funds were received by the Agency for the benefit of 
prisoners held in the different countries at war.

In order fully to respond to its responsibilities, it was essential for the Agen
cy always to be able to trace the funds it had received and forwarded. Accord
ingly a system of cards was also adopted in this department.

Each amount received or each letter received concerning money was record
ed on a card. These cards were written up in the sender’s name and filed in al

8 Cf. Rapport général du CICR sur son activité de 1912 à 1920, p. 67.
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phabetical order. The cards also recorded the name of the payee as well as any 
instructions given by the sender. The Department for the transmission of 
funds was divided as follows:

a) registered letters;
b) current correspondence;
c) postal orders;
d) telegraphic money orders;
e) exchange.

As of 1915 the Main Post Office in Bern took charge of sending most of the 
money orders to prisoners held in Western Europe. From 1914 to 1918 the total 
sum of money forwarded by the Agency amounted to Swiss francs 
18,131,498.45’.

6. Department for repatriation and hospitalization in neutral territory

A special department of the International Prisoners of War Agency was 
concerned with the repatriation or internment, in a neutral country, of serious
ly sick or wounded military personnel.

a) Medical personnel

Given the fact that Articles 9 and 12 of the Geneva Convention of 1906 had 
provided for the repatriation of medical personnel, it should not have been 
necessary for the Agency to have a special department to deal with this matter.

However, the belligerents did not adhere to the provisions of the Conven
tion. From the beginning of hostilities thousands of doctors, male nurses, 
stretcher bearers, as well as a great number of male and female employees of 
the different Red Cross Societies and hundreds of military chaplains were 
taken prisoner and interned in camps and fortresses.

Governments justified their action by stating that the care needed for 
prisoners in cases of illness or epidemics necessitated the presence in camps of 
doctors or nurses proportionate to the number of prisoners. Moreover, it was 
argued, due to the state of war, local military or civilian doctors were seldom 
available9 10.

Given the very great number of prisoners this reasoning was not without 
justification. But in fact most of the medical personnel in the camps found 
themselves with very little to do and in certain cases were even forbidden to 
practice.

9 Cf. op. cit., p. 69.
10 In 1916, contrary to Article 12 of the Geneva Convention of 1906, Russia and Germany signed 

an agreement on the exchange of medical personnel which provided that one doctor and ten 
members of the medical staff would be held in captivity for every 2,500 prisoners (Cf. Rapport 
général du CICR sur son activité de 1912 à 1920, p. 97).
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In December 1914, the ICRC clearly informed the belligerents of what was 
intended by Article 9 and Article 12 of the Geneva Convention of 1906: in com
pliance with the spirit of the Convention, the belligerents were to return, as 
quickly as possible, all medical personnel to their country and army of origin. 
By April 1915 this had been accepted by all the belligerents. However, many 
countries continued to hold medical personnel in captivity, essentially as me
ans of reprisal.

Neither the medical staff nor their families were willing to accept the lack of 
interest shown by the Governments concerned and from the beginning of 
hostilities applied for help to the International Prisoners of War Agency.

Thanks to the persistence of the medical section of the Agency in pressing 
the matter with Red Cross Societies and the military authorities, thousands of 
medical personnel were repatriated. However, there were many unsuccessful 
cases as the repatriation of medical staff was basically dependent on agree
ments between the different belligerent countries.

In spite of the relatively large number of agreements entered into regarding 
the exchange of medical personnel, this question continued to pose difficulties 
until the final days of the war. Contrary to Article 9 of the Geneva Convention 
of 1906, medical personnel did not benefit, in comparison with other 
prisoners, from any form of special treatment, neither at the time of capture or 
transportation nor during imprisonment in the camps. The Agency received 
many complaints concerning, in particular, the correspondence of medical 
personnel which was governed by the same restrictions which the belligerent 
States had imposed on prisoners of war. On capture, identity papers, arm
bands, and service records were often confiscated from the medical personnel. 
It also happened that personal papers could not be produced as they had been 
lost and without proof of their identity medical personnel could not prove 
their rights and so could not benefit from their entitlement to the protection of 
the Geneva Convention. They therefore asked the International Prisoners of 
War Agency to issue them with credentials certifying their medical status.

The Agency therefore received enquiries about repatriation together with re
quests for attestations as to the status of medical personnel and also various 
complaints concerning the treatment in captivity of medical staff. Individual 
cards and files were established for each case.

b) The seriously sick and wounded; able-bodied prisoners having undergone 
prolonged captivity

From the beginning of the war the International Committee felt it necessary 
to create a special section at the Agency to take charge of compiling the names 
of the seriously sick and wounded, whose repatriation or internment in a neu
tral country had been requested.

All basic steps concerning repatriation of this category of prisoner came wi
thin the competence of the Committee. The Agency, however, was in charge of 
individual cases concerning the seriously sick and wounded and sought the 
opinion of the doctors treating each case.

Several Swiss doctors who had visited camps reported numerous cases of 
neurasthenia and “ barbed-wire phobia ” among prisoners who had been in 
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captivity longer than 18 months to two years. These reports prompted the 
ICRC to suggest to the belligerent States, as a first step, the equal exchange af
ter two years of men with three children, to be followed later by an exchange of 
as many prisoners as possible starting with those who had been held in captivi
ty the longest. Negotiations between France and Germany, initiated by the 
ICRC, were finally concluded on 26 April 1918. About 100,000 prisoners from 
both sides were to benefit from this agreement.

In this action it was again the Committee that was in charge of all proceed
ings of a general nature, in conjunction with the relevant Governments, while 
the Agency recorded individual enquiries for repatriation of prisoners and 
transmitted them to the authorities concerned.

7. Civilian Section of the International Prisoners of War Agency.

a) Generalities

Neither the Washington D.C. Conference of 1912, which had entrusted the 
case of prisoners of war to the Red Cross Societies and to the International 
Committee of the Red Cross, nor the Hague Conference of 1907, which had 
brought about an agreement between the Governments concerned regarding 
the treatment of prisoners of war, had ever broached the subject of civilian in
ternees. The Hague Convention had only broadly foreseen measures for the 
protection of civilians living in enemy-occupied territories.

During the first world war a great number of civilians holding enemy na
tionality were interned in the territories of the different belligerent States.

From the beginning of hostilities, in addition to enquiries concerning mili
tary personnel, the Agency began to receive requests for news of civilians. The 
ICRC could not remain indifferent to the ever growing flow of these requests 
and a special section for civilians was soon created at the Agency under the 
direction of Dr. Ferrière.

On 17 October 1914, the ICRC sent telegrams to the Central Committees of 
the Red Cross Societies of the belligerent countries asking them if they would 
agree to class interned civilians as military prisoners of war. Austria, Great Bri
tain and Russia agreed but the other belligerent States refused or omitted to 
answer. This was possibly due either to the fact that they believed such an 
agreement would lead to important obligations or that this solution did not 
have a sufficient legal basis.

The first list of civilian prisoners was sent by the British Red Cross. The Aus
trian Red Cross also sent complete lists, the German Red Cross, however, only 
began sending theirs towards the end of 1914.

However, the work of the civilian section of the Agency was extremely com
plicated as lists of interned civilians were too few and usually only concerned 
civilians who could be mobilized. On the other hand, the sections of the Agen
cy concerned with military personnel regularly received lists of prisoners sent 
by the belligerents.

It was probably for this reason that the civilian section of the International 
Prisoners of War Agency decided from the start of its activity to deal only 

54



with those civilians able to take up arms. But it was soon evident that in so do
ing the most needy civilians - women, children and old people - would be ig
nored. It was therefore decided to create a section in charge of all interned 
civilians whether they were “ mobilizable ” or not.

During this period refugees and those confined to enemy occupied territo
ries were also in great need of the services of the Agency. It became obvious 
that no distinction could be made between the different categories of civilian 
victims of war and that the Agency would have to treat all civilians equally.

The civilian section of the Agency therefore took charge of:

1. civilians, mobilizable and non-mobilizable, interned in enemy countries and 
in countries and areas overseas not directly at war such as Australia, Cana
da, India, Africa, etc.;

2. civilians in enemy-occupied territories separated from their fellow- 
countrymen (Belgians, French, Russians, Romanians, Italians, Serbs, Ger
mans living in their colonies, etc.):

3. civilian refugees in allied or neutral countries (Belgians in England, Hol
land, France and Switzerland; Serbs in Greece, Italy, France, Switzerland 
etc.); and lastly,

4. to a lesser extent, civilians who had sought refuge in non-occupied territo
ries of their own homeland or who had been evacuated to these areas and 
who were without a known domicile (notably in France).

The civilian section of the Agency, having agreed to help all civilian victims 
of war, found that its services were often used as a quasi-official body for 
transmission of news or for various other activities. This resulted in many 
abuses by individuals and by administrative bodies etc.. The Agency was also 
called upon to intervene in many different kinds of problems; it was taken for 
granted that it had the means to find all persons who had disappeared and to 
overcome all obstacles.

However, in principle, the civilian section could follow up the following en
quiries :

— Transmission of correspondence from and to mobilizable and non- 
mobilizable interned civilians as well as that of common law prisoners held 
in enemy territory.

— Steps for obtaining official papers necessary for regularizing civilian status 
(Alsatians, Poles, Italians, etc.).

— Enquiries for the following:

— internees;
— civilians in enemy countries, both free and imprisoned;
— nationals in their own country sought by relatives in enemy countries as 

well as aliens in neutral countries unable to communicate with their 
country of origin (Germans in Spain, etc.);

— all forms of actions concerning civilians in enemy countries, interned and 
non-interned, especially where the repatriation of the sick and disabled and 
internment of women and the elderly were concerned.
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— Action to arrange hospitalization of the sick in neutral territory.
— Evacuation of civilians held in occupied territories.
— Petitions for reprieve and alleviation of the lot of political and common law 

prisoners.
— Repatriation of children separated from their families, stranded in enemy 

countries or occupied territories.

Finally, hundreds of letters with international reply coupons to cover 
postage were received daily by the Agency and all these had to be forwarded. 
And even though the Agency was not an organization geared to tackle any 
task, it undertook to take charge of the transmission of this correspondence.

The ever increasing influx of every kind of enquiry emanating from all parts 
of the world obliged the Agency to improvise the organization of the civilian 
section. Lengthy and tentative steps preceded the organization of the various 
services of this section finally established in 1917. It was only in 1920 that the 
civilian section was able to close the major part of its activities. As a matter of 
fact it was not until after 1920 that the transmission of messages between 
Romania and Hungary came to an end.

The following is a brief description of the principal activities of the civilian 
section, divided into various services as were the military departments of the 
Agency.

b) Enquiries and procedure

A special service of the civilian section was in charge of all contacts concern
ing civilians with various authorities (ministries, prefectures, town halls, pri
son camp commandants), national Red Cross Societies and aid committees.

The steps to be taken were many and varied. The civilian section received 
numerous requests for official documents for the regularization of civilian sta
tus (birth certificates, marriage certificates, death certificates, etc.), for 
authentication of signatures on insurance policies or payments, for marriages 
by proxy, paternity claims, etc.

Even more numerous were enquiries for the missing and for deceased per
sons, involving also the transmission of death certificates, together with en
quiries as to why the exchange of correspondence had been interrupted. There 
were also enquiries concerning the sending of parcels, changes of place of resi
dence, transmission of identity documents, etc.

Given the fact that for civilians there were no registration numbers like those 
for the military, enquiries concerning them were often much more difficult. 
The Agency had to know both the family and given names, dates of birth, 
places of origin, last known addresses and, for male civilians, their profession. 
Lists sent by the Red Cross Societies only gave, for the most part, the family 
and given names and as the complete details needed for identification were 
missing the work was often extremely arduous.

Yet another difficulty for the enquiry service in its procedure was the many 
and varied authorities in the different countries which the Agency could con
tact in order to obtain information.
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Towards the end of the war the French Government created at the Ministry 
of Home Affairs a special service in charge of all enquiries concerning 
civilians. From then on no camp commandant nor any other person, official 
or not, was allowed to answer enquiries of this nature. However, centralizing 
enquiries did not necessarily produce positive results. In fact it caused addi
tional delays in answering these enquiries.

On the other hand, as the French Government had not classified interned 
civilians in the same category as military prisoners, the former were often sub
jected by certain camp commandants to arbitrary measures. For the same rea
son the humanitarian activity of the Agency concerning interned civilians in 
France had only limited results.

In Germany, civilian internees were subject to the same rules as military 
prisoners and were therefore able to benefit from the measures adopted by the 
Hague Convention especially from those concerning correspondence, as
sistance and requests for enquiries, etc.. The Agency would contact the camp 
commandants who answered telegraphic enquiries. The Red Cross Societies 
and other sources in Germany answered requests concerning civilians relative
ly quickly and correctly. In Austria and England, camp commandants were 
not authorized to answer these enquiries. In England they were answered by 
the official information bureau (“ Prisoner of War Information Bureau ”), 
which sent the Agency a circular indicating that the persons concerned could 
send enquiries direct to camp commandants or through diplomatic channels.

The task of the enquiry department therefore proved to be a thankless one 
much of the time.

In many cases, the Agency had recourse to church or to charitable institu
tions in order to obtain information concerning civilian internees and these en
quiries were often successful.

The Agency was also instrumental in obtaining reduced prison sentences or 
remissions, and in petitioning for reprieve and suspension of death sentences. 
The Agency was very often successful when mediating with judicial authori
ties or prison governors.

c) Repatriation

Each time the belligerents entered into agreements concerning repatriation, 
the Agency received a great number of enquiries.

Many concerned the repatriation of men either disabled, chronically ill or 
unfit for work.

The repatriation service was also called on to organize the repatriation of 
women who were often interned as suspects, hostages or political detainees.

The Agency also endeavoured to obtain the evacuation of persons living in 
occupied territory who were anxious to join their families living in non
occupied territories. In order to reassure families as quickly as possible, the 
repatriation service registered the names of the evacuees in transit through 
Switzerland.

Particularly numerous were the requests for evacuation made by the inhabi
tants of the occupied northern French departments (more than 80,000 in 1917).
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Repatriation of children often proved to be extremely difficult. It was not 
only a question of obtaining an exit permit for the child, but also a question of 
ensuring that the authorities in the child’s own country would allow it to 
return. Then again it was necessary to find these children and have them es
corted by delegates especially in the occupied parts of France and Belgium.

d) Correspondence

The problem of exchange of news for families who had been separated was 
prevalent in the following regions and countries:

— during the hostilities, Belgium, France, Serbia, Russia, Italy, Romania, Al
sace and the German colonies in Africa;

— after the armistice, territories taken from Austria, territories taken from 
Hungary, Alsace-Lorraine, Turkey, etc.

There was also a problem between the United States of America and the 
Central Powers as well as in the territories occupied by them, since the State 
Department had ordered the suspension of postal communications the mo
ment the United States had entered the war.

Most of the population in Belgium was deprived of any news whatsoever by 
the German authorities. In spite of numerous efforts it was only in 1916 that 
the Agency was able to forward correspondence from Switzerland to certain 
parts of Belgium. A Belgian service, set up at St.-Adresse, was also able on its 
own initiative to forward correspondence to certain parts of Belgium. “ The 
Belgian Information Agency for Prisoners of War and Internees ” and “ The 
Medical Committee of the Belgian Red Cross ”, both in Brussels, were some
times able to answer enquiries from the Agency.

For Alsace, the Agency received requests for transmission of correspon
dence between Germany and the French-occupied territories in Alsace. 
However, the German authorities had forbidden German soldiers to write to 
their families who had remained in the occupied territories. The French 
authorities, on the other hand, had not stopped families from corresponding 
through the intermediary of the Agency.

A great number of letters were received by the Agency for the German- 
occupied northern departments of France. Millions of inhabitants of these 
regions had been cut off from the rest of the world. It was forbidden in Germa
ny to ask for or to give any information whatsoever concerning the inhabitants 
of these departments.

From the beginning of 1915 the Agency sent to commanding officers of the 
occupied territories lists containing requests for news. By the end of 1915 very 
few answers had been received (about 15 %).

In January 1916 the German Ministry for War forbade this kind of cor
respondence. However, a new service was created for the transmission of in
direct news which was forwarded by the Frankfurt Red Cross. The ICRC 
devoted a great deal of time to this important service and after lengthy negotia
tions even obtained a direct exchange of correspondence between the French 
Ministry for Home Affairs and the Frankfurt Red Cross.



In spite of this direct exchange, the Agency transmitted a great number of 
messages. By the end of 1917 the “ Correspondence with occupied French ter
ritories ” index contained more than one hundred thousand cards.

Between Italy and Austria, thanks to the direct contact established by the 
respective Red Cross Societies, the services of the International Agency in 
Geneva were not called on for exchange of news concerning prisoners of war, 
civilian internees or inhabitants of occupied regions.

For Serbia, the presence in Geneva of a delegation from the Serbian Red 
Cross facilitated the work of the “ Serbian ” desk in the civilian section of the 
Agency. Correspondence on Swiss postcards with occupied territories in Ser
bia was sent to and forwarded by the Austro-Hungarian military government 
of Belgrade. The inhabitants of occupied Serbian territories corresponded on 
Austro-Hungarian postcards which the Serbian Red Cross in Geneva then for
warded.

An agreement was signed between the Serbian and Bulgarian delegates fol
lowing their 1917 conference held in Geneva and presided over by the ICRC, 
which reestablished, through Bulgaria, correspondence between free and oc
cupied Serbia. However, in spite of this agreement and the repeated interven
tion of the ICRC, the majority of the population of these occupied territories 
was kept without news until the end of hostilities.

In so far as Romania was concerned, after arduous negotiations with the 
German and Austrian authorities, the civilian section of the Agency was able 
to organize a correspondence service with the occupied territories. Transmis
sion of news was done through the Frankfurt Red Cross and was transcribed 
and translated onto forms. However, forwarding these to free Romania 
presented major difficulties and the percentage of answers was extremely low.

Requests from occupied Russia which were also transcribed onto forms were 
sent in series to the Agency through the intermediary of the German Red Cross 
in Berlin. Each request led to an enquiry, the result of which was again tran
scribed onto a form and returned through the Red Cross in Berlin.

By virtue of an agreement with the ICRC, the Danish Red Cross took charge 
of most of the correspondence and enquiries concerning communications be
tween Russia, Germany and Austria-Hungary.

From the end of 1915 all correspondence from the German protectorate of 
South West Africa had been suspended by the British occupying forces. Owing 
to this fact there was a very active exchange of letters and telegrams between 
the Agency and the administration of the protectorate in Windhoek. Requests 
from Windhoek were usually answered promptly. In 1916 and 1917 the Agency 
received many thousands of letters for forwarding. In 1917 transmission of 
correspondence was once again suspended and the Agency was unable to get it 
reestablished or even to have the system of form letters accepted.

Correspondence from German East Africa was suspended immediately 
these territories were occupied. Steps taken by the Agency to have it reinstated 
were in vain. In October 1918 the British Red Cross informed the ICRC that the 
British Government could not furnish any information concerning German 
civilians. The decision had been taken that no correspondence would be al
lowed with German nationals living in former German colonies as long as 
the German Government did not revise its attitude concerning correspondence 
with the inhabitants of Belgium.
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From the moment the United States entered the war, all correspondence 
with the Central Powers and territories occupied by them had been forbidden. 
It was only after lengthy negotiations that the Agency was able to obtain the 
acceptance of the system of brief and summarized news, transcribed and 
translated in Geneva. In 1918 the Agency forwarded 21,000 messages from Eu
rope, 53,000 messages from the United States, 17,000 answers from the Central 
Powers and 1,000 from the United States.

After the armistice the Agency was influential in re-establishing normal cor
respondence between the different countries. However, for more than a year 
after the armistice the Agency was in charge of the transmission of mail be
tween Turkey and the Central Powers. The Agency was also forced to intervene, 
for a more or less prolonged period, due to the occupation or annexation of 
certain regions of Germany, Austria and Hungary. The situation in Hungary 
concerning correspondence was extremely difficult. For a very long time there 
was no direct communication with the territories annexed by Romania, 
Czechoslovakia and Serbia (Yugoslavia).

e) Different categories of civilians dealt with by the Agency

The conception of civilian internees, hostages or political prisoners was not 
understood everywhere in the same way. Hostages and political prisoners were 
sometimes mistakenly confused with deportees. It was, however, important to 
make a distinction between these different categories of civilians as the ad
ministrative rules they came under were different and governed not only the 
possibility of intervention by the Agency, but also its course of action.

Civilian internees formed, without doubt, the largest category. From the be
ginning of hostilities, the hunt for enemy civilians by the belligerent countries 
was more or less universal. All civilians, whether able to take up arms or not, 
were arrested indiscriminately.

Certain governments of the countries at war only interned civilians suspect
ed of spying and left others free but under police surveillance (notably Austria- 
Hungary and the United States).

The regime for civilian internees was basically the same as that for prisoners 
of war. The belligerent States, however, greatly delayed taking into account the 
many resolutions taken by the ICRC in favour of civilian internees. The ICRC 
was only able to impose its authority slowly and progressively in this field of 
action as it had no legal basis on which to justify its intervention.

In enemy-occupied territories life for “ repatriated ” civilian internees was 
extremely arduous. They were not free and were subject to forced labour. They 
did not benefit, as prisoners retained in enemy-occupied countries, from the 
advantages of the Hague Convention concerning correspondence, assistance 
from their home country or from the various enquiries and efforts made to 
help them.

In March 1916 the German Government informed the ICRC that civilians 
who had been interned in camps in Germany and then sent to occupied territo
ries in France would no longer be considered as civilian internees but as ordi
nary inhabitants of these territories.
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All correspondence between these people and their families therefore 
ceased. They could not even benefit from the system of correspondence for in
habitants of occupied territories organized by the Frankfurt Red Cross. It was 
only in 1918, after relentless efforts by the ICRC and the French Government, 
through the intermediary of the Spanish Embassy in Berlin, that the German 
Ministry of War authorized the Frankfurt Red Cross to furnish the addresses 
of civilian internees liberated in enemy-held territories. However, this authori
zation did not produce the results anticipated as the Agency continued to 
receive a great number of complaints.

The civilian section had registered many enquiries dealing with deported 
persons. However, the Agency was able to intervene only exceptionally as no 
proper organization empowered to receive such enquiries or complaints exist
ed nor was the Agency given lists of deported civilians. There were about one 
hundred thousand Belgian and French deportees in Germany, nearly one 
hundred thousand Germans in Russia and more than one hundred thousand 
Serbian deportees in Austria, Hungary and Bulgaria" .

In November 1917, after the conclusion of the Serbo-Bulgarian agreement, 
the Agency was in possession of lists of fifteen thousand Serbian internees and 
deportees in Bulgarian hands.

However, deportees failed almost totally to benefit from the humanitarian 
action of the ICRC. This in spite of every effort to arrange for them to benefit 
from the same measures adopted for civilians internees regarding correspon
dence, food parcels from abroad, right to repatriation, etc..

The civilian section was often asked to intervene on behalf of hostages either 
imprisoned, interned or deported whose circumstances were worse than those 
of prisoners of war. The Agency was assisted in this work by the Basle Com
mission for hostages under the patronage of the ICRC. Hostages and political 
prisoners were able, more or less directly, to enter into contact with the Agency. 
The Hostage Service was especially concerned with the Alsatian hostages 
taken to Germany. The Agency was therefore able to follow up more than two 
thousand cases of men, women and children who had remained interned until 
the end of hostilities. The Agency was not concerned with the political aspects 
of the problem but only with the fate of families who had been separated, espe
cially children, at times abandoned, whom the Agency had reunited with their 
parents.

The number of political detainees was even greater than the number of 
hostages. Most of them were held in Germany. They had been found guilty of 
various crimes, in particular, of hiding either arms or enemies, of helping eva
sions or giving information to the enemy. At the end of 1917, the official Ger
man lists alone contained more than twelve thousand political detainees of 
whom more than five thousand were women. All action taken by the Agency to 
assist political detainees only succeeded after great difficulty. It was forbidden 
for prison superintendents in Germany to correspond with the Agency and all 
enquiries had to go through the Red Cross in Berlin.

11 Cf. Rapport général du CICR sur son activité de 1912 à 1920, p. 165.
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In 1917 the German authorities issued a general ruling that political de
tainees originating from occupied countries, who were condemned to prison, 
would serve their prison sentences in the occupied territory. This ruling offered 
a slight amelioration to the fate of these detainees and allowed hope for early 
freedom, but it also did away with the right to correspondence and to receive 
food parcels in the same way as the interned (“ repatriated ”) deportees in oc
cupied territories. Detainees in German prisons had the right to write two let
ters or two postcards a month and the number of letters they were allowed to 
receive was unlimited. They were also allowed to receive two parcels a month 
each weighing 5 kilos. Repatriation to prisons in occupied territories in effect 
only worsened their situation.

During and after the war, the civilian section of the Agency was often called 
upon to intervene in the different European countries in cases concerning sus
pension of sentences or pardons for political prisoners. In many cases the 
Agency was able to obtain the compassion of the courts.

8) Service for funds and administration

This service was in charge of all monetary questions. Its principal depart
ments were the following:

— budget and accounting department for the International Prisoners of War 
Agency;

— department for transmission to prisoners of funds and registered letters.

The budget department was in charge of all expenses (offices, salaries, cost 
of publishing, printing and various types of forms, etc.) as well as all funds 
received by the Agency.

The Agency was a charitable body but although its services were free, all 
gifts, however small, were welcome. These were made up from the following 
sources: governments, Red Cross Societies and private individuals. During the 
war, the ICRC launched many appeals for funds for the Agency which were ex
tremely successful, both from the public sector and from different govern
ments.

The accounting department worked according to the general rules applica
ble to accounting.

In so far as transmission of funds to prisoners is concerned, this has already 
been described above (5. c).

§ 3. The armistice and the winding up of the International Prisoners of War 
Agency.

After the conclusion of the armistice, the Agency began gradually to reduce 
its activity, especially the Services for the Entente.

On the other hand the work of the Services for the Central Powers increased 
substantially. Around 400,000 German troops and a few thousand Austrian 

62



troops had been taken prisoner following the allied offensive in July 1918. By 
the time of the armistice the Agency still had not been informed of the exis
tence of about 100,000 prisoners.

The armistice provided for the repatriation of all allied prisoners but 
without reciprocity. Therefore, while the Services for the Central Powers con
tinued to receive a great number of enquiries and functioned as before, the 
Services for the Entente were soon able to end all enquiries except for those 
concerning the sick and the wounded who were in hospitals or camps as well as 
enquiries concerning the deceased (cause of death, last words of the deceased, 
place of burial).

The Services for the Entente were also able to reduce their activity in respect 
of communications with families but a considerable amount of work, request
ed by governments, still remained to be done. For example, the French Govern
ment asked the Agency to list topographically from its indexes all references to 
deaths and to places of burial. The Agency had for a long period filed in 
topographical order official information received on lists from Germany as 
well as non-official information received from the many people the Agency 
corresponded with. These lists of 20,000 pages were to help the French military 
authorities to find graves in the French departments recently liberated as well 
as in the reconquered provinces.

On the 20 April 1919 the Agency wound up its activity concerning Ameri
can, English, Belgian, French, Greek, Italian, Japanese, Portuguese, Romani
an and Serbian prisoners of war.

The Services for the Central Powers and the Russian section of the Agency 
continued their work for quite a time after the armistice - until all prisoners 
had been repatriated.

In the civilian section the flow of letters became even greater after the ar
mistice. The Agency received from Luxembourg letters dating back to 1915, 
1916 and 1917.

On the other hand, a new category of enquiries appeared. This concerned 
the inhabitants of territories recently occupied or reconquered by the authori
ties of the Entente (notably Alsace-Lorraine). These requests were extremely 
numerous and varied: requests for news, letters for forwarding, enquiries for 
the sick, petitions for repatriation to or departure from a country, search for 
missing persons, demands for personal effects left behind by fugitives or 
deportees, etc..

The section in charge of communications with the previously occupied 
departments of France had filed, from 1914 onwards, all letters received and 
destined for families in these regions. In many cases these letters, which dated 
back three or four years and which could now be forwarded, proved to be of 
great interest. They often contained a last souvenir, a last thought of a soldier 
killed the next day on the battlefield or of a missing person whose fate had 
never been established.

For Belgium and Romania, also previously occupied, the Agency provided 
the same service.

It can therefore be concluded that the result of the armistice was a reduc
tion in the work of certain services of the Agency (notably those for the En
tente) but that other services (the services for the Central Powers and the 
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civilian section) continued to operate for a comparatively lengthy period of 
time after the armistice.

The International Prisoner of War Agency officially closed in 1923. 
However between the two world wars a special service (the tracing and in
dividual case service of the ICRC) continued to receive and to deal with en
quiries concerning the First World War. This service will be described in a later 
chapter12.

*
* *

The work of the International Prisoners of War Agency was immense (by 
the end of its activity the index contained more than 7 million cards).

At the beginning of the war no one could have foreseen that the work of the 
Agency would reach such proportions. For a few days, the eight members of 
the ICRC worked alone in a small apartment. However, the conflict having 
spread worldwide soon engendered not only a spectacular amount of cases for 
the Agency and its paid or voluntary staff but an extraordinary expansion of 
its activity. From the simple organization it was at the beginning, transmitting 
lists and correspondence concerning prisoners of war, it became a centre to 
which people and organizations in all parts of the world wrote for information 
of every kind concerning military or civilian victims of the war.

This transformation is, indeed, remarkable if one considers that the Agency 
was not founded on the basis of an international convention.

Although the Basle and Belgrade precedents were too limited and did not es
tablish a firm precedent, at least these two agencies contributed to a tradition: 
on the eve of the First World War the reputation of ICRC as the organizing 
body of these two central information agencies had been established. No op
position, therefore, could be voiced when the ICRC offered the belligerents the 
services of a new agency, more especially as its neutral role had been recog
nized many times in the resolutions of the International Conferences of the 
Red Cross Societies.

Besides, the national Red Cross Societies and the national information 
bureaux were not in a position to reassure anxious families without delay. The 
intermediary of a neutral central information agency was therefore necessary; 
transmission of lists of prisoners of war by diplomatic channels having proved 
to be too slow.

The creation of the International Prisoners of War Agency was therefore a 
necessity; it provided an answer to the desperate appeals of thousands of fami
lies who wrote to Geneva from the very first days of the war.

The need for a central information agency had also proved necessary for 
civilian victims of the war. In this area, however, there were no precedents 
and, therefore, activity was based on the initiative of the ICRC and the per
severance of the staff of the civilian section of the Agency. Thanks to this 
perseverance and to the many diplomatic negotiations, the ICRC succeeded 
in imposing its moral authority on the belligerents. They finally understood 
that it was in their interest to allow the Agency to act on behalf of enemies

12 Cf. Chapter V, p. 85.
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on both sides as all belligerents would benefit. This reciprocity to which the 
belligerents were so fiercely attached should have facilitated the intervention 
of the International Prisoner of War Agency; unfortunately this was not al
ways the case.

Besides, particularly towards the end of the war, certain governments did 
not hesitate to turn directly to the Agency when they needed to make use of its 
services, thus implicitly recognizing both its utility and its status.

Faced with a huge task, it was up to the organizers of the Agency to develop 
a new approach to work of this kind.

The staff of the International Prisoner of War Agency were able not only to 
handle the very large number of requests for information in record time, but 
also to reduce the risk of error, thanks to a very high degree of division of 
labour with respect to the routine work, with the more complicated assign
ments being turned over to specialist employees. The development of its own 
working methods also made it possible for the Agency to make better use of 
the material it was dealing with (for instance the elimination of errors in list
ing, thanks to the filing system) and to produce results in certain complicated 
and apparently hopeless situations (such as regimental enquiries).

The working methods developed by the Agency proved to be so well thought 
out that they served as a model for the staff of the Central Prisoner of War 
Agency in 1939.

Working conditions were difficult, even after the International Prisoner of 
War Agency moved to larger quarters in the Rath Museum :

Plank walls hastily built, huts instead of offices, rough wooden tables without 
drawers, unornamented hanging lamps, cheap straw chairs, indeed everything 
as cheap and as simple as could be had and so tightly packed into the cramped 
quarters that one could hardly move around...13

Despite these conditions the staff of the Agency worked day and night. The 
large majority were Swiss, but there were also French, Germans, Serbians and 
Bulgarians, etc., all working under the same roof and going about their duties 
in a spirit of brotherly solidarity. The enthusiasm of these men so impressed 
Stefan Zweig when he visited the Agency in December 1917 that he wrote:

You can feel the heart of Europe beating here14.

Thanks to their patience and enthusiasm, the staff of the International 
Prisoner of War Agency frequently managed to overcome the indifference of 
the competent government authorities and, even when this was not possible, 
they nevertheless managed to get what they wanted by turning to different offi
cial and semi-official administrative bodies, to benevolent relief organizations 
(other than the Red Cross Societies), to camp commanders, the prisoners 
themselves and to private individuals.

ZWEIG, Stefan : Le coeur de l’Europe, une visite à la Croix-Rouge internationale de Genève, 
Paris, Editions du “ Carmel ”, 1918, p. 21.

14 Op. cit., p. 18.
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The experience of the International Prisoner of War Agency showed that in 
the event of war a central information agency on neutral territory was in
dispensable and that the ICRC was the most competent international organi
zation to set up such an agency.

The role effectively played by the Agency was recognized in Article 79 of the 
Geneva Convention of 1929 relative to the treatment of prisoners of war which 
was to mark a new stage in the humanitarian activities of the ICRC.
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CHAPTER IV

THE PROVISION OF A CONVENTIONAL LEGAL BASIS 
FOR THE WORK OF THE AGENCY (1921-1938).

The ICRC’s experience during the First World War, and the many conflicts 
between the two world wars, demonstrated the inadequacy of international 
agreements for the protection of war victims. The Geneva Convention of 1906, 
for the amelioration of the condition of the wounded and sick in armies in the 
field, and the Fourth Hague Convention of 1907 relating to the laws and cus
toms of war on land, were both outdated. Already in 1917 and 1918 many of the 
belligerent States had entered into special agreements concerning prisoners of 
war and civilian internees. However, these agreements were only valid for the 
duration of hostilities and lapsed at the signing of the armistice. Moreover, 
both the Russian revolution of 1917 and the Hungarian revolution of 1919 had 
raised the question of the intervention of the ICRC in cases of internal con
flicts.

Therefore, from the end of the First World War three problems, concerning 
victims of various conflicts, became apparent :

— revision and improvement of international conventions concerning mili
tary personnel (sick and wounded, prisoners of war) ;

— eventual adoption of a new international convention for the protection of 
civilians ;

— intervention by the Red Cross in non-international conflicts.

These three problems are of importance in so far as they relate to the crea
tion of a conventional legal framework governing the activity of the Central 
Information Agency of the ICRC.

For the sake of convenience and clarity it was felt that it would be preferable 
to combine the first two questions - revision of the existing conventions for the 
protection of military personnel and the extension of this protection to civilian 
victims of international conflicts. These two problems had often and simul
taneously been an object of concern to the International Committee and to In
ternational Conferences of the Red Cross. How these two bodies dealt with the 
question of Red Cross action in cases of internal conflicts and pertinent texts 
of the Geneva Convention of 1929 concerning, directly or indirectly, the or
ganization and role of the Central Information Agency, will also be examined.



§ 1 Preparatory work of the ICRC and the International Conferences 
of the Red Cross

1. International conflicts

In 1921, the Xth International Conference of the Red Cross gave considera
tion to numerous questions dealing with the protection of war victims. For the 
ICRC the most pressing problems were to review the Geneva Convention of 
1906 and to work out a new convention pertaining to the treatment of 
prisoners of war. In a report submitted to the Conference in Geneva, the ICRC 
proposed to both the representatives of governments and the Red Cross Socie
ties certain general principles which could serve as a basis for establishing a 
code for prisoners of war. The Conference adopted all of the ICRC’s proposals 
but deemed it necessary, as well, to formulate the general principles of a code 
which concerned not only prisoners of war but also civilians, deportees, and 
evacuees or refugees.

Among the proposals of the ICRC re-stated in the “ Code for prisoners of 
war, deportees, evacuees and refugees ” (Resolution 15 of the Xth 
Conference), the ones of particular importance to the organization of a 
Central Information Agency in time of war are brought out in the following 
quotation:

A Central Agency shall be set up independent of the information and relief 
bureaux created by the belligerents in their own countries. All official and un
official information concerning the places in which prisoners are held, their 
state of health, the conditions of their detention and their needs will be central
ized in this Agency. Belligerent governments will communicate on a regular ba
sis and as quickly as possible all information concerning prisoners, including 
names, places of detention, transfers, state of health, deaths, etc.. This informa
tion will be transmitted as rapidly as possible to the States on which the 
prisoners depend, to Red Cross Societies and to next-of-kin. It is the task of the 
International Committee of the Red Cross to organize this Central Agency in a 
non-belligerent country. The Committee will seek the assistance of those na
tional Red Cross Societies in a position to expedite the transmission and distri
bution of information and the operation of information services to gather in
formation, transmit messages and coordinate relief distribution.

Three general principles of this same code applied to civilian war victims :

...9. Deportation of civilians can be undertaken only with respect to individuals 
and on the basis of a judicial verdict and for clearly identified illegal activity. 
Mass deportation, applied to groups of inhabitants, is proscribed.
10. The taking of civilian hostages is forbidden.
11. Inhabitants of a region who have fled from invasion or been evacuated for 
military reasons must be permitted to return to their homes as soon as the local 
circumstances which caused them to flee or which required their evacuation no 
longer obtain.

Correspondence between occupied and non-occupied regions, as well as the 
transfer of money and the sending of relief supplies, must be immediately autho
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rized. It is understood that the application of these rules does not exclude such 
control procedures as are deemed necessary. Regulations will be issued concern
ing the operational details of such controls.

The evacuees will be assimilated with the rest of the population of the oc
cupied country; if it becomes necessary to group them in centers, their condi
tions shall in no circumstances be inferior to the conditions of prisoners of war. 
The same conditions will be applied to deportees.

Medical personnel coming under the Geneva Convention of 1906, as well as 
the relief societies provided for in the Regulations annexed to Article 15 of the 
IVth Hague Convention of 1907 will provide assistance to refugees and evacuees 
among the civilian population.

The Xth Conference instructed the ICRC to entrust a commission to work 
out a project for a code based on these proposals, to submit to governments the 
wishes of the Conference and, when appropriate, to propose that the Swiss 
Federal Government should convene an international conference for the pur
pose of concluding a convention along the lines indicated'.

The “ Diplomatic Commission ” appointed by the ICRC decided, however, 
to separate the question concerning the treatment of prisoners of war from the 
one concerning the protection of civilians. The Commission restricted its work 
to redrafting a preliminary project for a Convention relative to the treatment 
of prisoners of war and advised that the problem concerning the protection of 
civilian war victims should be the object of a special international convention.

This “ Preliminary project for a convention concerning the treatment of 
prisoners of war ”1 2, as well as the project for an international convention 
governing the situation of civilians killed in war by the enemy, was presented by 
the ICRC to the Xlth Conference of 19233.

In 1925 another International Committee report dedicated to the fate of 
civilians in time of war, the “ Situation of non-military personnel in enemy 
hands ”4, was discussed by the Xllth International Conference of the Red 
Cross. Resolution 12 of this conference sets out certain general principles 
which were to become the basis for the development of an international con
vention concerning the protection of civilian detainees. This convention 
provided in particular that the State holding the detainees will transmit to the 
ICRC and to the Protecting Power, as quickly as possible, the list of civilian de
tainees in its custody. Moreover, “ Civilians whom the enemy state had decided 
to hold will benefit, at the very least, from the provisions in force concerning 
prisoners of war... ”

The ICRC was entrusted with taking all necessary steps to carry out the 
wishes of the Xllth Conference. However, between 1925 and 1929 internation
al relations were dominated by over-optimistic ideas. “ One was hypnotized by 
the idea of disarmament ”, according to R.M. Frick-Cramer, who amplifies : 

1 15 th Resolution of the Xth International Red Cross Conference: Compte rendu de la 
conférence, p. 221.

2 Document 25 of the Xlth International Red Cross Conference.
3 Document 15 of the Xlth International Red Cross Conference.
4 Document 15 of the Xllth International Red Cross Conference.
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Various officials gave the International Committee of the Red Cross to under
stand that the time was particularly badly chosen to propose that Governments 
draw up statutes for civilians in wartime; in international circles such an initia
tive would be interpreted as being almost tantamount to a transgression by the 
Red Cross of the cause of universal peace espoused in Geneva by the League of 
Nations.5.

The 1929 Diplomatic Conference convened in Geneva by the Swiss Federal 
Council was only concerned with the fate of prisoners of war: it adopted a new 
convention concerning the treatment of prisoners and revised the 1906 conven
tion for the improvement of the lot of sick and wounded military personnel. 
The International Committee insisted, however, that the following text be in
cluded in the conclusions of the Conference:

The Conference, supporting the unanimous resolutions of its two commissions, 
desires that in-depth studies be undertaken with a view to the conclusion of an 
international Convention relative to the condition and the protection of alien 
civilians in the territory of a belligerent or in a territory occupied by a 
belligerent.

But it was only in 1934 during the XVth International Conference of the Red 
Cross held in Tokyo that the ICRC was able to submit a project concerning 
such a convention6.

“ The Tokyo Draft ” did not mention specifically the role of the Central In
formation Agency of the ICRC. However, it contained two provisions from 
which it could be deduced that the ICRC would be enabled to extend to civilian 
victims of war the same help as it gave prisoners of war. In effect, according to 
Article 17 of the Tokyo Draft, the Geneva Convention of 1929 relative to the 
treatment of prisoners of war is applicable, by analogy, to civilian internees 
and article 25 provides that “ The above provisions do not constitute an obsta
cle to the humanitarian activity which the International Committee ... may ex
ercise for the protection of enemy civilians, with the approval of the belliger
ents concerned

Two other articles of the Tokyo Draft (Articles 7 and 19c) grant enemy 
civilians, subject to the measures applied to the population in general, the pos
sibility of giving and receiving news of a strictly personal nature as well as the 
possibility of receiving relief.

The XVth Conference entrusted the ICRC with a mandate to contact, as 
soon as possible, the Swiss government in order to convene a diplomatic con
ference in Geneva to work on an international convention for the protection of 
civilians in wartime. The Swiss government was contacted by the ICRC but, 
due to the outbreak of the Second World War in September 1939, it was not 
able to convene the conference which was to have been held at the beginning 
of 1940.

' FRICK-CRAMER, Renée-Marguerite, “ Le Comité international de la Croix-Rouge et les Con
ventions internationales pour les prisonniers de guerre et les civils ”, RICR, July 1943, p. 574. 

Projet de Convention concernant la condition et la protection des civils de nationalité en
nemie qui se trouvent sur le territoire d’un belligérant ou sur un territoire occupé par lui. ”, 
Document 16 of the XVth International Red Cross Conference.
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As a result hundreds of thousands of civilians in enemy territory were left 
without any international legal protection. On 2 September 1939, the ICRC 
proposed to the governments at war one of two solutions for the protection of 
civilians :

— to adopt, under conditions of reciprocity and for the duration of the war, 
the Tokyo text;
or

— to declare that civilian internees would benefit from the 1929 prisoners of 
war convention7.
Most of the belligerents accepted the second proposition. However, even if 

the provisions of the 1929 convention were applied by analogy to civilians in 
enemy territory (and notably civilian internees), the circumstances of a total 
and generalized war meant that the humanitarian provisions with respect to 
civilians in enemy occupied territories were virtually ignored.

Accordingly, the question of the protection of civilians which had been 
brought up time and time again between 1921 and 1939 remained unsolved. Le
gal agreements covered only a part of the Agency’s activity: its intervention on 
behalf of prisoners of war. It was not until 1949 that an international conven
tion covered the work of the Agency relative to civilian war victims. However, 
the lack of such agreements and the fact that the “ Tokyo Draft ” had not spe
cifically mentioned the Agency did not prevent the International Committee 
from putting the Agency at the disposition of all war victims, military or 
civilian. As has been seen, this determination had already given rise, during the 
First World War, to the creation of an important civilian section of the Interna
tional Prisoners of War Agency. The same determination was to be seen again, 
albeit in a different context, during the Spanish Civil War.

2. Internal conflicts

The role of the Red Cross in the case of internal conflicts was first discussed 
at the IXth International Conference of the Red Cross held in Washington 
D.C. in 1912.

At a meeting of a preliminary commission of the conference, Mr. Joshua 
Clark, the representative of the American Red Cross, outlined a draft interna
tional agreement governing the assistance of foreign Red Cross Societies in 
cases of “ civil disorder ”. Mr. Clark had prepared his report, entitled: “ The 
Role of the Red Cross in cases of civil war or insurrection ”, not for the confer
ence, but for the American Red Cross which had set up a commission to study 
the question.

The delegate of the Russian Government, General Yermolov, felt that the 
Red Cross Societies had no duty to fulfill where bands of insurgents or revolu

7 FRICK-CRAMER, Renée-Marguerite, “ Le Comité international de la Croix-Rouge et les 
Conventions internationales pour les prisonniers de guerre et les civils”, RICR, July 1943, 
pp. 577-578.
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tionaries were concerned. He even went as far as stating that he would not 
be able to take part in a discussion of such a political nature8 *.

During the course of debates there was never any question of the ICRC’s 
role in internal conflicts and the representatives of this body abstained from 
comment. The majority of the members of the Conference’s general assembly 
finally decided that the Conference was not to discuss this subject. Neverthe
less Gustave Ador, the chairman of the Conference, in his concluding remarks, 
stated that the problem of Red Cross intervention in cases of internal conflict 
would remain “ on the agenda ” for governments as well as for Red Cross 
Societies’.

In 1921 the Xth International Conference of the Red Cross once again exa
mined this question which had become even more topical in view of the Russi
an revolution10. Many Red Cross Societies presented reports to the Conference 
in which they all agreed that the Red Cross and the ICRC should play an im
portant role in case of civil war.

Resolution 14 of the Xth Conference entrusted the International Committee 
with a mandate to undertake relief work in the event of civil war11. Even 
though the resolution did not specify what constituted “ relief work ”, the 
ICRC later interpreted this expression in the broadest possible sense in order 
not to include only its relief work, but all its other humanitarian activities as 
well, including the organization of a central information bureau. However, 
this resolution only allowed the ICRC to intervene after obtaining the consent 
of the government of the country ravaged by civil war and on invitation from 
the national Red Cross Society of that country.

In addition, the resolution likened civil war to international wars by 
proclaiming that the state of civil war cannot justify the violation of hu
manitarian law and that this law must be safeguarded at all cost12. Moreover 
Resolution 14 tried to establish a general principle governing the treatment of 
political detainees:

The Xth Conference deplores the limitless suffering to which prisoners and in
ternees are sometimes subjected in countries where civil war rages, and believes 
that in times of civil war, political detainees must be considered and treated ac
cording to the principles which inspired the drafting of the Hague Convention 
of 1907...13

It will be seen later that the ICRC invoked Resolution 14 of the Xth Interna
tional Conference when it offered its services to the Franco Government and to 
the Republican Government at the beginning of the Spanish Civil war in 1936.

8 IXth International Red Cross Conference, Washington D.C., 1912, Compte rendu, p. 45.
’ Ibid. p. 208.

10 For a detailed analyses of debates during the Xth Conference on the role of the Red Cross in 
internal conflicts, see MOREILLON, Jacques, Le Comité international de la Croix-Rouge et 
les détenus politiques, Lausanne, Editions l’Age d’Homme, 1973, pp. 52-63.

11 Xth International Red Cross Conference, Geneva, 1921, Compterendu, p. 218.
'2 Ibid.
13 Ibid.
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The experience gained by the ICRC during this conflict allowed it to prepare 
an important document on the role of the Red Cross in times of civil war which 
was submitted to the XVIth International Conference held in London in 1938. 
This document contained a project divided into four sections. The first part 
dealt with the sick and wounded, the second with prisoners of war and politi
cal detainees, the third with the non-combatant population and the fourth 
with the activities of the Red Cross in general and the ICRC in particular.

The presence of both Spanish Red Cross Societies at the XVIth Conference 
made it difficult, however, to adopt the ICRC’s project in its entirety. Certain 
delegates even proposed that examination of this question be postponed to the 
next international conference. The representatives of the ICRC were firmly op
posed to this proposal. They felt that the Conference could not disregard the 
effort which the International Committee had made since 1921 on behalf of 
victims of internal conflicts and that it should provide the International Com
mittee with an even stronger moral basis for its future activity14.

Finally a compromise was found based on a proposal by the representative 
of the French Red Cross. This called for adoption of a broader resolution 
rather than the one proposed by the International Committee while insisting 
on the necessity of giving the International Committee the unanimous sup
port of the national Red Cross Societies in expectation of future activities 
which the International Committee might consider opportune in the event of 
internal conflicts.

The text of Resolution 14 adopted by the XVIth Conference reads as fol
lows :

The XVIth International Red Cross Conference, having taken cognizance with 
keen interest of the report presented by the International Red Cross Committee 
on the role and activity of the Red Cross in time of civil war,

recalling the resolution relating to civil war adopted by the Xth Conference 
in 1921,

pays tribute to the work spontaneously undertaken by the International Red 
Cross Committee in hostilities of the nature of civil war and relies upon the 
Committee to continue its activity in this connection with the cooperation of 
the national Societies, with a view to ensuring on such occasions respect for the 
high principles which are at the basis of the Red Cross movement, 
requests the International Committee and the national Red Cross Societies to 
endeavour to obtain:

(a) the application of the humanitarian principles which were formulated in 
the Geneva Convention of 1929 and the Xth Hague Convention of 1907, 
especially as regards the treatment of the wounded, the sick and prisoners 
of war, and the safety of medical personnel and medical stores,

(b) humane treatment for all political prisoners, their exchange and, so far as 
possible, their release,

(c) respect of the life and liberty of non-combatants,
(d) facilities for the transmission of news of a personal nature and for the 

reunion of families,
(e) effective measures for the protection of children.

14 Cf. MORE1LLON, op. cit. p. 99.
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The Conference requests the International Committee, making use of its 
practical experience, to continue the general study of the problems raised by 
civil war as regards the Red Cross, and to submit the results of its study to the 
next International Red Cross Conference.

Compared with the resolution proposed by the 1CRC this text is more gener
al yet more detailed than the Resolution 14 of the 1921 Conference. The 1938 
resolution takes into account the activities of the International Committee on 
behalf of victims of the Spanish Civil war, which was still in progress at that 
date. It underlines, as has been seen, the areas in which the efforts of the Inter
national Committee should be concentrated. These included most of the ob
jectives which the International Committee and by extension the Agency had 
pursued during the Spanish Civil War. Worthy of note is the question of:“ Fa
cilities for the transmission of information of a personal nature, and for the re
union of families ”'5.

Like the other resolutions of International Red Cross Conferences, those of 
1921 and 1938 did not, as yet, constitute a legal basis for the activities of the 
Agency but they were an important step in the development of legal rules 
governing the operations of the Agency: added to the expertise of the ICRC, 
these rules facilitated, as R.M. Frick-Cramer notes, “ the progressive adoption 
of a customary law ”15 16.

§ 2. The Agency and the Geneva Conventions of 1929

As has been stated, the 1929 Diplomatic Conference had adopted a new 
Convention relative to the treatment of prisoners of war based on the work of 
the various International Red Cross Conferences and had revised the 1906 
Convention for the improvement of the lot of sick and wounded military per
sonnel. It is the provisions of these two Conventions which will be studied in so 
far as, directly or indirectly, they concern the Central Information Agency 
of the ICRC.

The Convention of 27 July 1929 for the Amelioration of the Condition of 
the Wounded and Sick in Armies in the Field contained two articles which in
directly were of interest to the Central Agency :

Article 3

After each engagement the occupant of the field of battle shall take measures 
to search for the wounded and dead, and to protect them against pillage and 
maltreatment.

Whenever circumstances permit, a local armistice or a suspension of fire 
shall be arranged to permit the removal of the wounded remaining between 
the lines.

15 Author’s italics.
16 FRICK-CRAMER, Renée-Marguerite, “ Le Comité international de la Croix-Rouge et les 

Conventions internationales pour les prisonniers de guerre et les civils ”, RICR, July 1943, 
p. 579.
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Article 4

Belligerents shall communicate to each other reciprocally, as soon as possi
ble, the names of the wounded, sick and dead, collected or discovered, together 
with any indications which may assist in their identification.

They shall establish and transmit to each other the certificates of death.
They shall likewise collect and transmit to each other all articles of a personal 

nature found on the field of battle or on the dead, especially one half of their 
identity discs, the other half to remain attached to the body.

They shall ensure that the burial or cremation of the dead is preceded by a 
careful, and if possible medical, examination of the bodies, with a view to con
firming death, establishing identity and enabling a report to be made.

They shall further ensure that the dead are honourably interred, that their 
graves are respected and marked so that they may always be found.

To this end, at the commencement of hostilities, they shall organize officially 
a graves registration service, to render eventual exhumations possible and to en
sure the identification of bodies whatever may be the subsequent site of the 
grave.

After the cessation of hostilities they shall exchange the list of graves and of 
dead interred in their cemeteries and elsewhere.

it was through the Agency that the belligerents would send information con
cerning the sick, wounded or deceased and at times even forward their per
sonal effects.

The roles of both the Central Agency and the national information bureaux 
having been defined by articles 77 and 79 of the Geneva Convention of 1929 
relative to the treatment of prisoners of war, it would seem appropriate to 
reproduce these in extenso:

Article 77

At the commencement of hostilities, each of the belligerent Powers and the 
neutral Powers who have belligerents in their care, shall institute an official 
bureau to give information about the prisoners of war in their territory.

Each of the belligerent Powers shall inform its Information Bureau as soon as 
possible of all captures of prisoners effected by its armed forces, furnishing 
them with all particulars of identity at its disposal to enable the families con
cerned to be quickly notified, and stating the official addresses to which fami
lies may write to the prisoners.

The Information Bureau shall transmit all such information immediately to 
the Powers concerned, on the one hand through the intermediary of the protect
ing Powers and on the other through the Central Agency contemplated in 
Article 79.

The Information Bureau, being charged with replying to all enquiries relative 
to prisoners of war, shall receive from the various services concerned all particu
lars respecting internments and transfers, releases on parole, repatriations, es
capes, stays in hospitals, and deaths, together with all other particulars neces
sary for establishing and keeping up to date an individual record for each 
prisoner of war.

The Bureau shall note in this record, as far as possible, and subject to the 
provisions of Article 5, the regimental number, names and surnames, date and 
place of birth, rank and unit of the prisoner, the name of the father and of 
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the mother, the address of the person to be notified in case of accident, wounds, 
dates and places of capture, of internment, of wounds, of death, together with 
all other important particulars.

Weekly lists containing all additional particulars capable of facilitating the 
identification of each prisoner shall be transmitted to the interested Powers.

The individual record of a prisoner of war shall be sent after the conclusion 
of peace to the Power in whose service he was.

The Information Bureau shall also be required to collect all personal effects, 
valuables, correspondence, pay-books, identity tokens, etc. which have been left 
by prisoners of war who have been repatriated or released on parole, or who 
have escaped or died, and to transmit them to the countries concerned.

Article 79

A Central Agency of information regarding prisoners of war shall be estab
lished in a neutral country. The International Red Cross Committee shall, if 
they consider it necessary, propose to the Powers concerned the organization of 
such an agency.

This agency shall be charged with the duty of collecting all information 
regarding prisoners which they may be able to obtain through official or private 
channels, and the agency shall transmit the information as rapidly as possible to 
the prisoners’ own country or the Power in whose service they have been.

These provisions shall not be interpreted as restricting the humanitarian 
work of the International Red Cross Committee..

Article 77 re-states the provisions of Article 14 of the regulations annexed to 
the Hague Convention of 1907 concerning the laws governing war on land, ad
ding new provisions particularly concerning means of identification which in
formation bureaux were instructed to communicate to one another. Whereas 
the Hague regulations had not foreseen an intermediary for the transmission 
of this information, the 1929 Convention stipulated that this should be done 
through the protecting Power and the central information agency.

In so far as Article 79 is concerned it recognizes the experience of the Inter
national Committee during the First World War in entrusting it with a man
date to organize a central agency which will have two principal tasks: one, to 
gather all information on prisoners of war and two, regularly to forward this 
information to the Powers concerned.

It was thought necessary, for various reasons, to have a central information 
agency based in a neutral country where there would be the least risk of losing, 
through bombings or other incidents of war, documents collected by national 
bureaux. Elementary prudence demanded that copies of these documents be 
assembled and kept in a neutral country, and centralizing them enabled un
avoidable mistakes to be corrected. Experience had shown that direct commu
nication between the national bureaux of the belligerents was usually impossi
ble. The intervention of the Agency proved therefore to be indispensable. 
Although Article 77 also provided for the intervention of the protecting Power, 
the latter did not have an organization comparable to that of the central agency 
of the ICRC (technical services, qualified staff, etc.) and was too often en
grossed with other tasks so that transmission of information, in general, was 
slower.
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Although influenced by Paragraph 12 of the “ Code for prisoners of war, 
deportees and refugees ” of 1921, (Resolution 15 of the Xth International Con
ference of the Red Cross) which entrusts the ICRC with establishing a central 
information agency, those concerned with drafting the Convention of 1929 did 
not restate this text in order not to impose on the International Committee the 
obligation of creating an agency. Article 79 stipulates merely that the ICRC 
will propose to the Powers concerned the organization of such an agency if it 
deems it necessary.

The Committee would itself decide in the case of each individual conflict 
whether or not a central information agency would be necessary. It could as 
well entrust the organization of this agency to another neutral humanitarian 
body or to a national Red Cross Society as had been done during the First 
World War when the Danish Red Cross had been put in charge of handling the 
work of an information agency for the Eastern front.

The belligerents were left with the right to refuse the services of the central 
agency organized by the ICRC. However, they were then obliged to create such 
an agency by other means1’.

Apart from stating the role of the ICRC in organizing a central information 
agency and its right to undertake humanitarian initiatives, formulated in 
general terms in Article 88, the Convention of 1929 does not expressly mention 
any of the ICRC’s other humanitarian activities.

In the last paragraph of Article 79 it is stated that the work of the agency 
must not be considered as the ICRC’s only humanitarian activity in time of 
war: “ These provisions shall not be interpreted as restricting the humanitarian 
work of the International Red Cross Committee. ”

Articles 77 and 79 are the only articles of the Convention of 1929 in which 
the central information agency is specifically mentioned. However, many 
other articles which lay down certain obligations to which the belligerents 
must adhere or certain rights concerning prisoners of war relate indirectly to 
the agency18.

Article 8 imposes on the belligerents the obligation to notify reciprocally, in 
the shortest possible time through the intermediary of information bureaux 
provided by article 'll, the capture of prisoners as well as the official addresses 
to which families can correspond with men in captivity and also pertains in
directly to the agency.

According to Article 36 each prisoner has the right, no later than one week 
after his arrival in a camp, to write one card informing his family of his cap
ture and of his state of health. The same applies in cases of illness. This arti
cle also stipulates that each belligerent will periodically establish the number 
of letters and postcards which prisoners are allowed to send monthly and will 
notify other belligerents of this number. These letters and postcards must be 
sent by the quickest postal service available and must not be held up as a

' ’ Article 79 of the Convention of 1929 must be interpreted in the same manner as Article 123 of 
the Convention of 1949 (Cf. Commentary on thelllrd Geneva Convention, published under 
the general editorship of Mr. J. Pictet, Geneva, 1958, p. 164). There has been no case of a 
refusal to accept the services of the Agency of the ICRC on the part of a belligerent bound by 
the Convention of 1929.

18 The texts of all these articles was reproduced, with certain modifications, in various articles of 
the Illrd Geneva Convention of 1949 in which the Agency is specifically mentioned. 
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disciplinary measure. During the Second World War the Central Agency for 
Prisoners of War adopted a similar system of “ cards notifying capture ” ad
dressed to families when it instituted “ capture cards ” which prisoners filled 
in and then sent to Geneva.

Article 40 concerns the Agency as well in so far as complaints from prisoners 
regarding correspondence are received at the Agency. This article provides that 
censorship of correspondence must be effected in the shortest possible time 
and that the prohibition of correspondence by the belligerents, for military 
and political reasons, must only be as brief and temporary as possible.

It has been seen that the International Prisoners of War Agency was often 
the intermediary for the transmission of various documents between prisoners 
and their families. Without mentioning the role of the Agency in this field, Ar
ticle 41 of the Convention of 1929 stipulates that the belligerents must ensure 
that deeds, documents or papers destined for prisoners of war or signed by 
them, in particular procurations or wills, will be forwarded without impedi
ment. When required, the belligerents must also take the necessary measures to 
authenticate prisoners’ signatures.

Given the role of the Agency in the transmission of wills or prisoners’ death 
certificates, it is necessary to mention Article 76 which states that these wills 
will be received and drawn up under the same conditions as for soldiers of the 
national armed forces. The same rules apply to documents relative to the cer
tification of death.

Finally it should be pointed out that Article 80 stipulates that information 
bureaux will benefit from free postage and from all exemptions provided in 
Article 38 which states that prisoners will benefit from free postage for all let
ters, money orders or parcels which are sent to them or by them either directly 
or through the intermediary of information bureaux. Free postage is applica
ble to countries of origin and destination as well as to transit countries. All 
gifts and assistance in kind are free of customs duties as well as transport 
charges on State railways. In cases of emergency prisoners have the right to 
send telegrams provided they pay the customary charges. Article 80 does not 
mention the Agency as such as it is understood to be included in the concept of 
“ information bureaux ”,

It can be concluded that the Convention of 1929 relative to the treatment of 
prisoners of war established a solid legal basis for the intervention of the Agen
cy. However these provisions were, in principle, only applicable to prisoners of 
war and only in cases of international conflicts.

In 1949, the year the new Geneva Conventions were signed, the Central In
formation Agency of the ICRC was in the following position :

1. Its activity in favour of victims of international conflicts could be based on:
a) international conventions (only with respect to prisoners of war);
b) customary law and “para-legal” texts adopted by International Confer

ences of the Red Cross (in so far as civilians were concerned);
2. its activity concerning victims of non-international conflicts (Spanish civil 

war) could be based on the right of initiative of the ICRC and on the resolu
tions of the 1921 and 1938 International Conferences of the Red Cross (con
cerning prisoners of war, political detainees and non-combatant civilians).
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However the work of the Agency and of the ICRC in general, during the 
Spanish civil war, was made to some extent easier by the fact that the two sides 
had stated that, by analogy, they were prepared to apply the Geneva Conven
tion of 1929 relative to the treatment of prisoners of war.
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CHAPTER V

THE AGENCY BETWEEN THE TWO WORLD WARS 
(1918-1939)

§ 1. The Tracing and Individual Cases Service

After the end of the First World War a tracing service for individual cases 
continued to operate in Geneva, in continuation of the work of the Interna
tional Prisoners of War Agency. The conditions which followed the armistice 
and the subsequent events both in Upper Silesia and in Russia and the Near 
East, together with the war between Greece and Turkey, called for the perma
nent existence of such a central information service within the International 
Committee of the Red Cross, although the latter had not received any special 
mandate from either the Governments or the national Red Cross Societies 
concerned.

The Tracing and Individual Cases Service dealt with military and civilian 
victims of the First World War and various other conflicts which occured be
tween the two wars. The Service made enquiries in various countries about 
prisoners of war and civilian prisoners as well as with respect to Russian refu
gees abroad. It also took action regarding the repatriation of foreigners strand
ed in Russia and the Ukraine and assisted with the reuniting of dispersed fami
lies. The Service also assumed the task of collecting and transmitting docu
ments relating to former prisoners of war and internees (such as certificates 
concerning illness, captivity or death), and it acted as an intermediary for the 
forwarding of mail from military and civilian prisoners in Russia, the Ukraine 
and Turkey.

When necessary, the Tracing Service passed on requests for help to ap
propriate charitable organizations asking them to reply to the applicants in
dicating to which institutions and administrative services they should apply. 
The Service also gathered information about what relief supplies were need for 
Russia and the Ukraine. It also offered its services during the Ethiopian con
flict in 1935, and undertook enquiries for legionnaires particularly in France 
and Spain.

The Tracing and Individual Cases Service functioned until 1953, at which 
date its activities were taken over by the National Sections at the Central 
Prisoners of War Aeencv.

This Service therefore acted as a sort of intermediate agency between the the 
International Prisoners of War Agency (1914-1918) and the Central Prisoner of 
War Agency (1939-1960), and this is a testimony to the continuity of the hu
manitarian work of the International Committee of the Red Cross in this field.



§ 2. The Spanish section (1936-1939)

The Spanish civil war broke out on 18 July 1936, and the country became 
divided into two parts. Nearly half of Spain fell into the hands of the followers 
of General Franco, while the other half remained under the control of the 
Republican Government. At the beginning of the war, the Tracing and In
dividual Cases Service looked after the first requests for information. But the 
ICRC soon created a special section for the victims of the Spanish conflict.

1. The formation and functioning of the section

As early as 25 July 1936, the International Committee sent a telegram to the 
republican Red Cross in Madrid to ask whether assistance from other national 
Red Cross Societies was desired. And on 12 August the Committee sent letters 
to the republican Red Cross and to the Nationalist General, Cabanellas, draw
ing attention to the resolution of the Xth International Red Cross Conference 
relative to the intervention of the Red Cross in times of civil war. These letters 
contained the complete text of the resolution.

The national Red Cross Societies of a number of countries approached the 
International Committee to enquire what attitude they should adopt in the 
face of the Spanish conflict. The Committee accordingly sent on 21 August to 
all the National Societies whose States had been signatories to the Geneva 
Conventions, a circular (No. 329) announcing that an ICRC delegate would be 
going to Spain, and asking for their cooperation. The text of Resolution 14 of 
the Xth International Conference was annexed to the circular. The Committee 
counted on this resolution to justify its intervention in Spain.

A “ Commission for Spain ” composed of five to seven members of the 
ICRC was immediately set up in Geneva. It met for the first time on 26 August 
1936, and had sessions nearly every day throughout the duration of the con
flict. Without waiting for a specific invitation from the Spanish Red Cross the 
Commission decided to send a delegate to Spain to propose the services of the 
ICRC to the parties to the conflict.

The Committee delegate, Dr. Marcel Junod, arrived in Barcelona towards 
the end of August. Later, he went to Madrid and, after passing through Gene
va, he travelled to the Nationalist part of Spain. In September of the same year, 
Dr. Junod succeeded in obtaining from the Red Cross organizations, and the 
Governments in Madrid and Burgos, declarations that the principles laid 
down in the Geneva Conventions of 1929 relative to the treatment of prisoners 
of war, whether wounded, sick or in good health, would be respected. This un
dertaking was given implicitly by the Republican authorities, and explicitly by 
the Nationalists. The two Governments authorized the ICRC to set up, under 
the control of its delegates in Spain, information services concerning prisoners 
of war and civilian prisoners1.

‘The texts of the Madrid and Burgos agreements are reproduced in RICR, September 1936, 
pp. 757-760.
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A number of delegations were soon installed in the two zones. At the begin
ning of the conflict they were four in number, two for the Republican side, in 
Madrid and Barcelona, and two for the Nationalist side, in Burgos and Seville. 
By the end of 1936, ten delegations had been set up in Spain, and one in France 
at Saint-Jean-de-Luz.

The division of the country into two parts, had caused the separation of a 
large number of families. The war had broken out in midsummer, at a time 
when many fathers of families were working in Madrid or in other towns, while 
their wives and children were on holiday in an area which had fallen into the 
hands of the Nationalists. A large number of children were also unable to 
return from holiday camps in one zone or the other.

As soon as hostilities began, postal communication between the two zones 
was interrupted, as were communications with other countries. In addition, in 
both zones letters were subjected to very severe censorship, which considerably 
slowed their transmission. Communication abroad by telephone was possible 
from the Republican zone, but was completely forbidden by the Nationalists 
during the entire period of the civil war.

Towards the end of July 1936, the French Red Cross sent the ICRC the first 
enquiries made by Spaniards in France who had no news of their relatives in 
Spain. These were followed by many others which were sent to Geneva, while 
the delegations of the ICRC in Spain were assailed by thousands of people 
who came to obtain information regarding the fate of their relatives or to re
quest the delegates to transmit letters to the enemy zone.

The creation of a special Spanish section within the Tracing and Individual 
Cases Service, which, as already mentioned, had carried on much of the work 
of the International Prisoner of War Agency, had become indispensable. The 
Commission for Spain put one of its members in charge of the organization 
and direction of this new Section which began to function completely indepen
dently from the Tracing and Individual Cases Service from 1 October.

Throughout the Civil War, the principal task of the Spanish Section in 
Geneva and the ICRC delegates in Spain was the exchange of news between 
members of separated families. Paradoxically this “ family news service ” , 
destined originally to make communication possible between civilians living 
free, but separated by the division of the country into two parts had not been 
foreseen in the Madrid and Burgos agreements. It was, however, carried along 
by its own momentum and developed in an extraordinary way.

Because of censorship, the transmission of letters, although controlled with 
the utmost care and being sent via Geneva, very soon began to cause insur
mountable difficulties for the ICRC delegations. In any case the dispatch of 
letters from the enemy zone was very quickly forbidden by both sides. From 
then on the delegates began to turn the letters into 25-word messages tran
scribed onto improvised forms and restricted to personal and family news 
only. But this work was very time consuming and the ICRC delegates soon 
decided to abandon letters and to use message forms only. A large number of 
these were printed in Geneva and in Spain and distributed to the public2.

2 See Annex 2 (message form used during the Spanish civil war).
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The operation of this system of transmitting news was relatively simple. The 
local committees of the Spanish Red Cross in the two zones were responsible 
for collecting the message forms which had been filled in by the families and 
for sending them to the nearest ICRC delegation. The latter (for example the 
Barcelona delegation for the Republican side) forwarded these forms in sorted 
packages to Geneva, where the staff of the Spanish Section sent them on to the 
Nationalist side (for instance through the intermediary of the delegation es
tablished in Burgos, or later through the one in San Sebastian). The reply from 
the recipient, written on the back of the form, followed the same route in 
reverse.

Very soon the ICRC was granted free postal services in both zones for all its 
correspondence within Spain. The number of messages dispatched under the 
care of the ICRC during the entire civil war was more than five million (this in
cluded the initial requests for news and the replies).

This system of messages was not new. The International Prisoners of War 
Agency had already made use of messages, particularly for the transmission of 
news to non-interned civilians living in territories occupied by Germany 
(through the intermediary of the Red Cross in Frankfurt). At the time of the 
Spanish war, the ICRC still had a number of staff members who had played an 
active part in the running of the International Prisoners of War Agency3, and 
the introduction of the family message was almost certainly due to their initia
tive. However, the precedent established during the First World War had, taken 
as a whole, been a fairly limited experience (only some thousands of messages 
having been transmitted). The use of the family message during the Spanish 
civil war was much more important and developed in an unforeseen manner.

For instance, messages were often addressed to civilians who were no longer 
at their last known address, because they had been arrested. Neighbours, or the 
ICRC delegate himself (after having made enquiries), filled in the reply side of 
the message form, indicating that the addressee had been arrested, and stating 
the place of detention if known. By this means it was possible to get messages 
to prisoners, who were allowed to send a reply and sign the message. As the 
ICRC delegates had been allowed to visit a certain number of camps in both 
zones4, they took the opportunity of providing blank message forms, not only 
to political detainees, but also to prisoners of war. They even obtained permis
sion in some of the camps and prisons to put up a notice giving information 
about the working of the family news service, and to distribute Red Cross mes
sage forms to the prisoners on a regular basis.

But the message forms did not only serve for the transmission of news. 
Spanish families and the prisoners also used them to ask the ICRC to search 
for missing persons, to request evacuation, repatriation or liberation, and for 
other requests of all kinds. Depending on their content, these “ messages ” 
were sorted by the Spanish Section in Geneva and treated with the necessary 
precaution when the nature of the enquiry demanded this. (It might be danger
ous for the person to be sought if the name of the enquirer was disclosed, 

3 Particularly Mrs. Frick-Cramer and Mr. Jacques Cheneviere.
4 From 1936 to 1939 ICRC delegates were able to visit 89,000 prisoners in 82 camps.
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and in such cases the ICRC ora Red Cross Society in another country would be 
given as the enquirer). All these special enquiries were kept together in a 
separate file in Geneva.

If the servicemen on the Republican side who had disappeared had been em
ployed before the war in a private firm, and an enquiry was sent to the ICRC 
delegation, the firms often provided the family of the missing man with a pen
sion without waiting for the result of the enquiry to be known. If the service
man who was missing or imprisoned was a former State employee, the Repub
lican authorities required the Red Cross reply form or a copy of the message 
received from the prisoner in order to grant a pension.

The reception, sorting and forwarding of messages to Geneva and the relay
ing of the replies to the enquirers necessitated a large number of workers in the 
delegations. Some delegations employed as many as fifty persons (the number 
of personnel in all the delegations in the two zones attained a maximum of 
four hundred in 1937,) and thirty persons worked for the Spanish Section at 
the ICRC Headquarters in Geneva.

It became evident that the Service for providing family news was more im
portant than the information service concerning prisoners of war, which had 
nevertheless been the reason for the setting up of the Spanish Section, and 
which was the only service mentioned in the agreements of Madrid and Bur
gos. In fact, in spite of the very positive terms of these agreements, which 
authorized the ICRC to create information agencies concerning prisoners of 
war and civilian prisoners, it was never possible to establish a proper 
“ Prisoners of War Agency ” during the Spanish conflict comparable to the 
one set up during the First World War.

The civil war provoked an extraordinary explosion of hatred. The fighting 
between the two sides was without compassion. Summary executions and the 
imprisonment of political adversaries (or simply of suspects) was practised on 
a vast scale by the Nationalists as well as the Republicans. No quarter was given 
during the first days of the uprising, neither side felt able to keep prisoners as 
they were not yet in total control of this or that area. But even the first major 
battles of the civil war (from 22 to 25 July at Alto de Leon and at Somosierra) 
were fought with extreme ferocity and, “ ... nearly all prisoners were killed... on 
both sides doctors had to fight to prevent the wounded being murdered in their 
beds... ”5.

In addition to the many summary executions, other reasons also prevented 
the parties to the conflict providing the ICRC officially with regular lists of 
prisoners. Many of the prisoners of war expressed a wish to be enrolled in the 
army of their former adversary6, or were forced to take this action, and in this 
case there could be no question of giving their names to the ICRC.

As to political prisoners, to provide the ICRC with official lists of these per
sons, who had often been arrested arbitrarily and detained for long periods 
without trial, would have been to make public the existence of an inconeivable 
number of detainees.

5 THOMAS, Hugh, The Spanish Civil War, London, Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1961.
6 Defections took place on both sides, but were more frequent on the Republican side, particular

ly towards the end of the war.
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On the other hand the administrative chaos and the lack of political cohe
sion (above all on the Republican side) had hindered the centralization of in
formation regarding prisoners. Camps and prisons were very numerous in 
both zones. Prisoners of war were often mixed in with political detainees or 
even with common law prisoners. Not all the camps and prisons were under the 
same authorities. In Republican Spain there were even secret prisons, con
trolled by the Communists or the anarchists (the S.I.M. - “ Servicio de Inves
tigación Militar ”) to which the ICRC delegates had no access. The military 
and the civil administrations of most of the towns in the two zones possessed 
records of prisoners of war and political detainees, but neither bodies had a 
central index of all prisoners or was officially qualified to provide the ICRC 
with lists. As far as the Nationalists were concerned there was perhaps a little 
more order, as the military had insisted on a certain amount of organization. 
Prisoners of war were assembled in special camps, especially towards the end 
of the war.

In these conditions, the ICRC delegates vainly demanded lists but, in spite 
of the agreements of Madrid and Burgos, the authorities on both sides insisted 
that the Geneva Convention of 1929 relative to the treatment of prisoners of 
war was not applicable in a civil war and they had no obligation whatsoever to 
provide the ICRC with lists of prisoners.

Within the framework of its action regarding the exchange of prisoners of 
war, on 27 March 1937, the ICRC made the following proposal to the parties 
involved in the conflict:

1-2. The authorities of both parties shall establish with the least possible delay 
lists comprising all prisoners confined in their respective territories. These lists 
shall be handed in duplicate to the International Red Cross Committee at 
Geneva.

3. As soon as the International Committee is in possession of the above lists, 
it shall forward to each party one copy of the lists submitted by the other party 
and keep in its own possession the second copy.7

This proposition was not accepted. The Spanish Section was therefore una
ble to fulfill the most important traditional task of a central information 
agency.

However, in spite of the almost total lack of official lists, the Spanish Sec
tion succeeded in establishing an index of prisoners, both military and civilian, 
Republicans and Nationalists, containing more than 120,000 names. This in
dex was established on the basis of unofficial lists which the ICRC delegates 
had obtained from persons in charge of camps and prisons. Cards were also es
tablished from lists of prisoners whom both adversaries wished to exchange, 
and whose names were communicated by both sides through the intermediary 
of the ICRC. Lists were also sent to delegates by diplomatic representatives 
from various countries working in Madrid and by ordinary members of the 
public. But above all it was the family messages which enabled the card index to 
be set up. Thousands of these messages had been transcribed onto

7 General ICRCreport on its activity (August 1934 March 1938), Activities in Spain from 18 July 
1936 to 28 February 1938, p. 120.
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The queue in front of the ICRC delegation in Barcelona: more than two 
thousand people waited every day for news of members of their families.



cards during their transit through Geneva. The ICRC delegates also sent peri
odically to Geneva lists of prisoners who had made enquiries about relatives 
through the delegations. Some of these lists contained more than a thousand 
names.

The chief fault of these unofficial lists was the lack of essential details need
ed for the identification of prisoners. In fact generally speaking only surnames 
and first names were given, and the very large number of similar names caused 
perpetual difficulties for the Spanish Section, an occurence common to all 
ICRC agencies.

Sometimes more than two thousand persons visited the offices of the ICRC 
delegations in Madrid and Barcelona in one day. The number of these anxious 
enquirers was also very high in the delegations working in Nationalist territo
ry. People often came to obtain information regarding relatives who had been 
arrested in their own homes. The only means of obtaining news of these miss
ing people was to make an enquiry to the ICRC delegates, because the enquir
ers did not dare to approach the authorities directly for fear of being arrested 
in their turn. Most of these enquiries, however, concerned members of families 
living in the zone of the adversary or servicemen missing on the battle front.

Enquiries concerning missing Spanish servicemen who had disappeared 
during the fighting were difficult to handle. It was usually impossible to obtain 
information regarding combatants killed on the battle field, or of those ex
ecuted following their capture. Sometimes the enquirer was in a position to in
dicate the exact circumstances of the capture, or was able to state that the miss
ing serviceman was presumed to be detained in a certain camp or prison. These 
statements were often completely true, but transfers of prisoners from one 
camp to another were so frequent in both zones that a prisoner who had been 
traced could disappear again.

Information was usually obtained more easily when the enquiry concerned 
an important political detainee, a prisoner of war of high rank, an airman or a 
prisoner of war of foreign nationality.

About ten thousand Germans, fifty thousand Italians, twenty thousand 
Portuguese and a thousand volunteers of other nationalities fought on the Na
tionalist side. The International Brigades who defended the Republic com
prised in all a total of about forty thousand men of various nationalities, while 
five thousand foreigners were enrolled in other formations of the Republican 
army in Catalonia.

There were also several hundreds of German airmen and more than five 
thousand Italian airmen on the Nationalist side, and most of the aeroplanes 
belonging to the Republican side were piloted, from 1936 to 1937, by Russian 
airmen8.

Like important political detainees, foreign prisoners of war were considered 
as hostages who could be exchanged with prisoners in the hands of the enemy, 
or used to put pressure on the adversary.

Airmen who were captured were accorded special treatment. The two sides 
had even concluded a reciprocal agreement under which information concern
ing an enemy plane which had crashed as a result of the fighting or by acci

8Cf. THOMAS, op. cit.,
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dent should immediately be communicated by telegram, together with any in
formation concerning the airmen involved, stating whether they had been 
killed, wounded or captured.

Airmen were often condemned to death, but were rarely executed, because 
they were usually exchanged for airmen captured by the adversary. Their cap
ture was generally announced in the Spanish press, which gave great publicity 
to the ensuing trials, especially when it was a question of airmen of foreign na
tionality. But the Spanish Section in Geneva might be the first to learn that an 
airman had been captured and condemned to death, and then the Section in
formed their delegates in the appropriate zone, who intervened with the 
authorities there to prevent the death sentence being carried out, at the same 
time proposing an exchange with the adversary.

Enquiries concerning those fighting in the International Brigades who were 
captured by General Franco’s troops, or enquiries regarding German or Italian 
servicemen in the hands of the Republican army, were also facilitated by the ex
istence of lists proposing exchanges of prisoners which both sides put forward 
through the intermediary of the ICRC, and also by the fact that these prisoners 
could make use of Red Cross messages to give news to their families.

According to files in the Agency archives which were consulted, it seems that 
the Spanish Section was able to trace a prisoner of foreign nationality more 
easily than a Spanish prisoner, which is explained perhaps by the fact that exe
cutions of foreign captives were less frequent than those of Spanish captives. 
Propaganda also played an important rose in this context: the existence of Rus
sian prisoners taken by the Nationalists and German and Italian prisoners 
taken by the Republicans showed the success of their respective armies, and 
demonstrated to the world at large the foreign intervention which was taking 
place. In addition the “ allies ” of each side put pressure on both sides to obtain 
the exchange of their nationals who had fallen into the hands of the adversary.

Although the general arrangements for the exchange of prisoners should 
have been within the competence of the operational departments of the ICRC 
(that is to say the Committee itself, the Commission for Spain and the 
delegates on the spot) the Spanish Section (in fact the Agency) also took a large 
part in this activity. It sometimes happened that one or other party to the con
flict demanded the exchange of a person whose fate was unknown. The Span
ish Section would then start a search to find the said person, who was generally 
in prison, but who could equally well be living in hiding with friends away from 
his usual place of residence, or taking refuge in an embassy (as was sometimes 
the case in Madrid).

For each case involving an exchange, separate files were opened by the Span
ish Section. A special card-index was set up for the exchange of prisoners, and 
each case was given an individual number’. It was necessary to distinguish be
tween the offer (or request) of an exchange from the Nationalist side and the 
offer (or request) from the Republicans. In fact it happened quite often that 
one of the parties to the conflict would propose the exchange of a certain 
prisoner, while the other side would be demanding the return of a different 
prisoner whom they considered more important.

9 This file was later incorporated into the overall file for the Spanish civil war
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In many cases, thanks to the urgent intervention of the delegates or because 
of a telegram from the ICRC to the competent authorities, the execution of 
prisoners was stayed at the last moment. On the one hand, the attention of the 
camp authorities was drawn to the prisoner concerned, for whom an offer of 
exchange would be proposed as quickly as possible and, on the other, pressure 
was put on the detaining Power to pardon the captive because an exchange was 
envisaged.

When changes took place in the situation of prisoners whose exchange had 
been demanded by one of the parties to the conflict (death, escapes, execu
tions), the ICRC quickly put forward new proposals for the exchange of other 
prisoners. In these circumstances it is easy to appreciate the value of a special 
“ exchange ” card-index in Geneva.

The staff of the Spanish Section and the ICRC delegates on the spot were 
kept feverishly busy right until the final days of the civil war, transmitting from 
one side to the other proposals for the exchange of prisoners, persuading the 
competent authorities to accept the requests of their adversary, and even rec
tifying on occasions the official lists of prisoners already put forward where 
the same names had been repeated on several lists. The ICRC made very great 
efforts to accomplish as many exchanges as possible. Unhappily the Commit
tee could not bring about an agreement between the two sides and their success 
was much more limited than they would have wished; only slightly more than a 
thousand exchanges having been made throughout the war as a result of ICRC 
efforts.

Nevertheless the efforts of the ICRC often had a beneficial effect on the fate 
of prisoners: “ ...Many of those condemned to death were granted a stay of ex
ecution in view of the possibility of some future exchange... ” 10 Even if some 
of the prisoners, who had been saved from execution by the intervention of the 
Committee, were not exchanged, at least they had their punishment commuted 
to life imprisonment or to thirty years detention. It was learned from the files 
of many Italian prisoners of war, who had been condemned to death, and who 
could not be exchanged, that they had been liberated when the Nationalist 
troops entered Madrid. The fact that a prisoner’s name appeared on a list of 
those put forward for an exchange, and transmitted by the ICRC, and that the 
name was recorded in a file held by the Spanish Section in Geneva - a file not 
only giving details of all the measures taken to assist the individual in question, 
but also containing copies of all requests for news and of the replies relayed 
concerning him - could help to save his life.

The real importance of the work of the Agency and the ICRC delegates be
comes very clear from these individual files relating to the Spanish civil war. A 
prisoner known to the Agency could no longer be confused with the anony
mous mass of prisoners who could be ill treated, tortured or even made to 
“ disappear ” without scruple. He became an individual case, not only were his 
“ crimes ” recorded, but in addition the family and the delegates untiringly put 
his name forward to the responsible authorities who, although they might 

10 General ICRC report on its activity (August 1934 -March 1938), Document 12, presented by 
the ICRC to the XVIth International Red Cross Conference, Geneva, 1938 p. 119.
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often be possessed with profound hatred towards their adversary, were not 
entirely merciless.

It could also happen that when the Spanish Section found a prisoner or an 
individual at liberty but in a precarious situation, perhaps without resources 
and risking arrest, the Section might be asked to provide financial assistance.

Most of the money sent came from abroad, but transfers of money were also 
made between the two zones. For example, the donor would give a certain sum 
of Nationalist pesetas to the ICRC delegation in San Sebastian, who would in
form the Spanish Section in Geneva, where the amount would be calculated 
into Swiss francs. The appropriate delegation in the Republican zone would 
then be requested to provide the beneficiary with an equivalent sum in Repub
lican pesetas. Transfers of money to prisoners of foreign nationality in the Na
tionalist zone took place very frequently. Numerous sums of money were sent 
to members of the International Brigades captured by the Nationalists. These 
emanated from relatives or friends in the United States, Great Britain and cer
tain other countries. Fewer dispatches of money went to people in the Republi
can zone, where foodstuffs were very scarce throughout the war and parcels 
were therefore much more appreciated.

The ICRC carried out in all 953 transfers of money in the two zones, 
amounting to a total sum of 82,000 Swiss francs11.

As well as watching over prisoners of war, political detainees and civilians 
living free, the ICRC delegates in Madrid also took care of persons who from 
the beginning of the conflict had sought asylum in many of the embassies and 
legations in the Spanish capital. There were about 2,500 civilians, and a 
hundred or so military personnel in this situation, and lists giving their names 
were sent to the ICRC by the foreign diplomatic representatives. It seemed use
ful while making a study of the Agency to assess the position of these people in 
relation to the work of the Spanish Section whose task was to deal on an in
dividual basis with requests for news and assistance, and with evacuation.

The ICRC delegates had taken these “ asylum-seekers ” under their protec
tion and tried to organize a feeding program for them. The efforts made to ar
range evacuation or to exchange them for free civilians or political detainees in 
the Nationalist zone having come to nothing, most of these “ refugees ” re
mained confined in Madrid until the end of the war. As a result of agreements 
concluded with the Republican government, some countries succeeded in 
evacuating their “ asylum-seekers ”. However, the people who had taken 
refuge in the Lycée français in Valencia, and who had tried to escape, were ar
rested by the police and confined in various prisons. The Spanish Section 
received a certain number of enquiries about them, and the delegates took an 
active interest in these cases.

From the commencement of the civil war and again later on, as a result of 
the conquest by the Nationalist army of a number of provinces (particularly 
after the occupation of the Basque provinces), a considerable number of Span
ish children became separated from their families. In addition, because of the 

11 Additional report on the activity of the ICRC relating to the Spanish Civil War (from 1.6.1938 
to 31.8.1939) and its consequences; XVII International Red Cross Conference, Stockolm 
1948, p. 46.
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serious lack of essential food supplies, many children from poor families, and 
orphans from the Republican zone were given refuge abroad (in Switzerland, 
France, Belgium, Great Britain, Mexico and the USSR.)

The main task of the Spanish Section was to obtain news of these children, 
and to find out in what kind of conditions they were being cared for. The chil
dren communicated with their relatives by means of the Red Cross messages to 
which they were allowed to attach their photographs. The Spanish Section had 
received lists of the children who were away in holiday camps in Spain, 
together with addresses of their relatives in the enemy zone. These lists had 
been given to the ICRC delegates by the people in charge of the camps. As a 
result the ICRC was able to reassure the relatives, and contact with the children 
was reestablished after many months of anxiety.

The ICRC also received a large number of requests to move children from 
one zone to the other, as well as to repatriate children who were abroad. The 
ICRC delegates were partly successful in moving these children, including the 
organization of exchanges. They also managed to arrange the repatriation of 
some children who were being cared for abroad. Nevertheless, the role of the 
ICRC regarding repatriation, whether collective or individual, was mainly 
preparatory. The Spanish Section traced the children, provided the necessary 
information and made constructive suggestions about methods of repatria
tion. The actual movement of the children was entrusted to other humanitari
an organizations such as the Service Social d’Aide Aux Emigrants, or the Save 
the Children Fund International Union.

The Spanish refugees were another category of persons for whom the Span
ish Section in Geneva and the ICRC delegates on the spot undertook very es
sential work.

This occurred at first in the more remote inland regions of the country, after 
the reverse suffered by the Republican army. Many people had left the parts of 
the country occupied by the Nationalists and had become refugees in the 
Republican part of Spain (for example a very large number of Basques had 
sought refuge in Catalonia). The records of the ICRC in Barcelona contained 
200,000 cards of refugees. Thanks to this index it was possible to trace a large 
number of Spanish nationals who had abandoned their homes.

However, the work done by the ICRC to help refugees became very much 
greater after the fall of the Republic, when more than half a million Spaniards 
(of whom about 300,000 were soldiers and 230,000 civilians) sought refuge in 
France. This exodus caused the separation of very many families, and necessi
tated the organization of a family news service for the benefit of Spanish refu
gees in France.

After communicating with the French Red Cross and the French authori
ties, the ICRC made a careful assessment of the refugee situation in France. 
The ICRC delegates were authorized to distribute Red Cross message forms 
in the French camps and refugee centres. In order to establish a card-index 
of refugees in Geneva, blank registration cards were given out to the refugees 
for them to fill in. However, for financial reasons the ICRC was only able to 
use these cards to develop an index of servicemen who had become refu
gees. But gradually an index of civilian refugees was also established, com
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piled from tracing enquiries which reached the Information Service, and from 
details contained in messages, which were transcribed when the forms passed 
through Geneva.

In April 1939, the French Ministry of the Interior informed the ICRC that 
records of civilian camps and refugee centres comprising respectively 200,000 
and 150,000 cards had been established. The Committee then sent a circular 
letter to all the camp commandants and to 86 prefectures in France, asking 
them to provide lists giving the names of refugees. Thanks to the lists received 
from France, a file of about 35,000 civilians (16% of the actual total) was final
ly set up in Geneva, together with an index of 2,750 names of children being 
cared for in holiday camps. As to the Military index, it contained some 120,000 
names.

In the same year the Spanish Section was obliged to reduce its activities con
siderably because of serious lack of funds. Some of the national Red Cross So
cieties offered help to the ICRC, particularly for the transmission of Red Cross 
messages between the two zones in Spain, and the Spanish Red Cross took 
charge, after the end of the war, of a large part of the work previously under
taken by the ICRC delegations. This principally concerned the tracing of 
civilian and military victims of the conflict.

After the commencement of the Second World War in September 1939, the 
ICRC did not stop completely its activities to assist victims of the Spanish con
flict. The Commission for Spain was dissolved in January 1940, but its work 
was taken over by other departments of the ICRC, and the work of the Spanish 
Section became the responsibility of the Central Prisoners of War Agency.

The Agency continued to deal, on the one hand, with requests for news con
cerning civilians or military persons from the Republican side detained in 
Spain and, on the other, with requests concerning Spanish refugees and 
foreigners (combatants from the International Brigades) in France.

Republican refugees in France sometimes met a tragic fate. A large number 
of them joined the French army as volunteers or were automatically enrolled in 
paramilitary formations (“ Compagnies de travailleurs ”) near to the front or 
in the rear. Some of these Spaniards were captured by the Germans, interned 
first in Stalags, and then transferred to concentration camps. The Agency 
managed occasionally to obtain a few personal details concerning these people 
from the German Red Cross. Nearly always, however, the information was to 
announce a death. After the war, in December 1945, the Agency received an 
official list of Spaniards who had been in Mauthausen concentration camp 
(this included deaths, transfers to other camps, persons liberated, etc.). As a 
result of this list, the Agency was able to establish nearly 1,500 tallys and the in
formation was conveyed to the relatives.

In 1940 when a delegate from the ICRC visited camps in France, 4,641 
Spaniards and 4,102 foreign combatants were still interned there. All these 
refugees were deported to Germany, when the German troops occupied the 
previously “ free ” part of France in November 1943.

After the end of the Second World War the ICRC continued to receive a 
certain number of enquiries concerning refugees in France. They transmitted 
these to the French Red Cross, and to various sections of the Service Social 
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d’Aide aux Emigrants, etc. On their side, the Spanish refugees in France 
searched for their families left behind in Spain and these requests were sent 
to the Spanish Red Cross.

In January 1946, following a visit to Spain of the Head of the ICRC Depart
ment for prisoners, internees and civilians, the Spanish Authorities authorized 
the ICRC delegates in Spain to visit some of the prisons where Republican de
tainees were still being held and they were able to give them individual parcels 
and to distribute Red Cross message forms.

Requests for intervention in favour of the political prisoners continued to 
reach the Agency, and the ICRC delegate in Spain was successful in most cases 
in obtaining reassuring news for the relatives.

The last requests regarding Republican detainees in Spain reached the Agen
cy in 1947. These detainees had in any case been granted the possibility of writ
ing regularly to members of their families.

Even to the present day the Agency still receives enquiries regarding victims 
of the war in Spain, because there are always those families who cannot resign 
themselves to accepting the disappearance of a loved one, and who always 
hope to obtain a document or a testimony relating to the missing person. Un
fortunately, the replies to these enquiries are nearly always negative.

2. Noteworthy individual cases

The Spanish Section processed about 30,000 files, from which have been 
chosen those which illustrate best the work of the Agency and the close col
laboration maintained with the ICRC delegates on the spot.

Throughout the conflict the ICRC received numerous requests for the trans
fer of persons at liberty or detained in one or other zone in Spain. The steps 
taken by the delegates to repatriate foreign nationals were nearly always suc
cessful, but their efforts on behalf of Spanish nationals were generally fruit
less. The role of the Spanish Section in cases of family reunion consisted of 
transmitting the request to the ICRC delegates in Spain (the enquirer could be 
abroad or in the enemy zone) and maintaining contact between the enquirer 
and the person whose repatriation had been requested.

In December 1936 the ICRC had received a request for the repatriation 
from Madrid of two little girls whose mother was living in Paris. It was neces
sary to proceed very cautiously in order not to draw too much attention to 
the case of this family, who belonged to the Spanish aristocracy and who had 
connections among important personalities on the Nationalist side. The 
delegate in Madrid made a number of visits to the two young people and 
gave them news of their mother and also money on her behalf. The Spanish 
Section kept in contact with the mother and kept her constantly informed 
of the steps being taken by the delegation in Madrid. Finally the delegate ob
tained passports for the two young girls and put them on a plane which was to 
take them to France. The mother was informed by telegram from Geneva 
of the date and time of arrival of her two daughters. However, the aeroplane on 
which the two children and the ICRC delegate were travelling was attacked 
by two military planes and forced to land in a field in Republican territory. 

98



The delegate and one of the girls were injured and had to go to hospital. In 
addition the passport of one of the children had been lost during the forced 
landing of the plane. The mother was distraught, and there was considerable 
anxiety in Geneva as to whether the repatriation which had been so difficult to 
achieve might be compromised. Fortunately the injuries received by the 
delegate and the one young girl were not serious and, following action taken by 
another ICRC delegate and after several days of anxious waiting, the children 
were put onto another plane and were reunited with their mother in France.

Requests for news concerning prisoners of war and political detainees were 
generally followed by proposals (or offers) of exchange coming from the par
ties involved in the conflict. However, it sometimes happened that the proposi
tion (or offer) of an exchange was formulated before the place of detention or 
the fate of the person concerned was known to the enquirer. The Spanish Sec
tion then had to trace the enquiree as quickly as possible, because, generally 
speaking, prisoners whom one side wished to exchange were in danger, and oc
casionally might have already been condemned to death.

Therese12, a young woman who belonged to a known aristocratic family, 
was arrested towards the end of 1936, at which time she was pregnant. The 
police had not succeeded in laying hands on her husband, who was thought to 
be in the Nationalist zone, whereas he was in fact in hiding in an embassy in 
Madrid. In order not to compromise Therese even further, the enquirer asked 
the Spanish Section not to reveal his name when making the enquiry. In Febru
ary 1937 the ICRC delegate succeeded in finding Therese in a women’s prison 
in Valencia, and a message in her own writing was transmitted to the enquirer. 
Some weeks later good news reached Geneva: the prisoner had been released. 
Unfortunately a mistake had occurred, another young woman of the same 
name had been liberated, and it was her name which had been recorded on a 
list sent to the ICRC.

The fate of the original Therese was tragic; not only had she not been 
released, but she had lost her baby born in prison, which had died from mal
nutrition. Her only consolation was the visits of the ICRC delegate, who 
brought her messages from her family and small gifts - a cake of soap, some 
packets of powdered milk. Therese had been condemned to 25 years imprison
ment and the Nationalists proposed an exchange with a Republican prisoner. 
The Spanish Section lost no time in putting this proposed exchange to the 
Republican authorities, but suddenly Geneva received a telephone call from 
the ICRC delegate saying that Therese had disappeared from the women’s pri
son in Valencia. The delegate urgently made renewed enquiries with the 
Republican authorities; it was essential to take swift action, the fate of the 
prisoner in Nationalist hands was now linked to the fate of Therese. Finally the 
delegate succeeded in finding Therese in a prison near to Alicante.

After having passed through more than twenty prisons, “ each one worse 
than the last ” according to her own words, Therese was freed and was taken 
to France by the ICRC delegate. At the same time the woman prisoner in 
the hands of Nationalists crossed the border accompanied by another ICRC 

12 Like other cases cited, the names are fictional.
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delegate. The death of her baby, hunger and illness, and the appalling sanitary 
conditions in the prisons, like some terrible nightmare, were now at an end. 
The file on the case of Therese finishes with a little bill from a restaurant in 
Marseilles, where the young woman was at last able to enjoy a decent meal. Af
ter two years in detention it was her first meal at liberty.

Another dramatic case was that of Fernando, a Nationalist lieutenant who 
had been captured by the Republicans during the battle of Teruel in January 
1937.

Fernando had been tried and condemned to death. The Spanish Section 
alerted the delegate in Valencia by telephone, who obtained a suspension of the 
execution because of the possibility of an exchange between the young lieu
tenant and an important personality in the hands of the Nationalists. In 
November 1937 Fernando had sent a reply in his own handwriting to a message 
from his parents, which had been transmitted to him through the intermediary 
of the ICRC. However a new message which had been sent to him via Geneva 
had not been answered, and Fernando had disappeared. As he had been con
demned to death, the worst was feared, particularly as the Nationalists had re
fused to exchange him with the prisoner requested by the Republicans, whom 
they considered too important a person. Happily, a Red Cross message signed 
by Fernando in January 1938 from another prison, enabled the ICRC to allevi
ate the parents’ distress.

In August 1938, the ICRC delegate visited Fernando and informed the 
Spanish Section that he was still confined in a condemned cell and did not 
know whether he was to be executed or not. In January 1939 the delegate suc
ceeded in seeing Fernando once more. As all efforts concerning an exchange 
had failed, the life of the young lieutenant was always in danger. However, the 
prisoner continued to write and receive Red Cross messages, and the Spanish 
Section informed the family that it was possible for them to send Fernando 
standard food parcels through the intermediary of the ICRC.

In the end, Fernando was not executed, and was liberated by Nationalist 
troops. The last piece of paper in his file is a letter thanking the ICRC for all 
the action taken on his behalf and which almost certainly saved his life.

The case of an Italian airman fallen into the hands of the Republicans on the 
Island of Minorca demonstrates the great usefulness of the Red Cross message 
scheme. This pilot had been detained since August 1936, but the ICRC 
delegates had not been able to obtain official confirmation of his capture. The 
Republican Government had made the decision that all enquiries regarding 
foreign airmen fighting on the enemy side must be sent direct to the President 
of the Council, Juan Negrin. However, when the ICRC applied to President 
Negrin (to obtain information regarding the Italian pilot presumed to have 
been detained in Minorca since 1936) they received a reply on 13 June 1938 that 
this pilot was unknown to the Republican authorities. The ICRC delegates had 
sent a large number of Red Cross message forms into the Mahon prison, and 
one of these forms signed by the Italian pilot was sent to the ICRC on 14 
November 1938. The Spanish Section was therefore able to reassure the family.

The Republican authorities also gave a negative reply to an enquiry con
cerning another Italian airman. However, the name of this pilot appeared on 
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a list of exchanges suggested by the Republicans. On referring to this list the 
ICRC delegates made a new approach to the authorities and the prisoner was 
soon found and also exchanged.

The ICRC could not intervene regarding the liberation of prisoners unless 
the circumstances of the case were exceptional, when, for example, the health 
of a prisoner justified their intervention. However, the Spanish Section and the 
delegate sometimes helped former members of the International Brigades 
(who had often been deprived of all identity papers) to procure documents 
which would facilitate their liberation and their evacuation from Spain.

The case of a Turkish combatant, A. A., detained in Burgos, had been noti
fied to the Spanish Section in October 1938. Many Red Cross messages and 
sums of money were sent to A. A. A proposed exchange with a prisoner held by 
the Republicans was also transmitted by the ICRC but was not accepted by the 
Nationalists. As a result this young man was still in the concentration camp af
ter the conflict had ended. As A.A. knew a number of languages he enjoyed a 
special position in the camp. He was interpreter-secretary and the representa
tive (camp leader) for his fellow detainees. It was he who replied to Red Cross 
messages sent to illiterate prisoners, and he sent answers on behalf of prisoners 
who had been exchanged or liberated, or who had died. Always ready to be of 
assistance to his comrades, he was of great help to the ICRC delegate in a num
ber of enquiries concerning combatants who were missing.

The Spanish Section paid particular attention to the case of A.A. and got 
into touch with his parents in Turkey in order to obtain a passport for him, be
cause the young man had no papers of any kind in his possession. Thanks to 
the action taken by the ICRC delegate, A.A. was liberated in 1940 and the 
Spanish Section undertook to obtain a Mexican visa for him. A.AJs sister, his 
fiancée and his parents (who were all living in different countries) were kept in
formed regularly of all that was happening, but when it seemed finally that 
A.A. would very soon be able to leave Spain the ICRC received a very depress
ing report from the delegate in Madrid: A.A. had been arrested because he had 
been making use of his relative freedom to organize a communist cell in Spain. 
This news came as a bitter blow to the ICRC in Geneva. The young man’s 
ideals were stronger than his gratitude to the Committee, stronger even than his 
love for his fiancée and his parents.

A.AJs file stops in 1942 and does not contain any further enquiries from his 
parents or friends and his ultimate fate is not known. But how many other 
men, young or old, Spaniards or foreigners, Nationalists or Republicans, gave 
their lives without hesitation for what they believed to be true freedom !

“ Life is not a firework that is let off at the end of a garden party ” , declared 
the celebrated Phalangist leader, José Antonio Primo de Rivera, a short time 
before his execution13. But there was not much respect for life during the Span
ish civil war, and on both sides of the front the dead were not treated with 
any reverence. They were buried in a very summary fashion, and it was usual- 
y impossible to obtain a death certificate for any combatant killed on the 
battlefield and whose body was in enemy hands. In many cases the ICRC 

13 Cited by THOMAS, op. tit., p. 358.
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was not even able to obtain precise details regarding the death of a wounded 
prisoner. However, the Spanish Section always tried to research as far as possi
ble into any case of death, when this was requested by the relatives.

In April 1938 an Italian woman asked the ICRC to obtain a death certificate 
in respect of her husband, a volunteer in the International Brigades who, ac
cording to an article in the Italian paper Legionario published in Saragossa (in 
the Nationalist zone), had been killed at the front in 1937. The Nationalist 
authorities refused to provide a death certificate, on the grounds that the death 
had never been officially confirmed. The ICRC delegate was not satisfied with 
this negative reply and he decided to try to find the author of the article which 
had appeared in the Legionario which had now ceased publication. After a 
lengthy search he was successful in finding the journalist in question, who told 
the delegate how he had received the information regarding the death of the 
Italian militiaman. The death of this man had been announced in a list of 
volunteers who had been killed fighting for the Republicans, which had been 
published in a book, I Garibaldini in Spagna, printed in Madrid in 1937. Na
tionalist troops had found this book in a trench which had been abandoned by 
the Republicans during a battle.

In another case, the Spanish Section succeeded in obtaining a death certifi
cate regarding a Norwegian prisoner of war, who had been a soldier in the In
ternational Brigades, and who had died in the camp of San Pedro de Cardena, 
near Burgos.

Numerous files concerning combatants from the International Brigades 
who were detained in the above camp bear witness to the significant services 
offered to them by the ICRC, not only during the conflict but also for several 
years after the civil war. Some of these prisoners were in great danger, others 
were in poor health due to wounds, sickness, and bad prison conditions. In one 
of these files the enquirer thanks the ICRC for the many messages transmitted 
from an American prisoner. He says in the letter, “ ...these messages were a 
tonic for us, thanks to which we always knew he was alive. ”

The following case is borrowed from Miss. A. Bucher14. Due to the interven
tion of the Spanish Section, who had passed on certain documents obtained in 
the Republican zone, the life of a political prisoner, condemned to death by the 
Nationalists, had been saved. The only way in which the relatives of this 
prisoner could get these documents into the Republican zone was to entrust 
them to the care of the ICRC delegate, who arranged for them to be forwarded 
to their destination through Geneva.

A. Bucher also reports on another case15. In Barcelona, a mother used to 
come regularly to the offices of the ICRC delegation in an attempt to obtain 
news concerning her son, a soldier in the Republican army who was missing on 
the battlefront. She was already wearing mourning, because she had been in
formed by comrades of her son that he had been killed. However, it happened 
one day that the delegation received a Red Cross message signed by her son, 
who was alive, but was a prisoner in Nationalist hands. This Spanish Mother 
there and then tore off her mourning clothes.

14 Cited in “ Le Service de nouvelles aux familles en Espagne ” , RICR, January 1939, p. 18.
15 Ibid., p. 18.
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The intervention of the Agency during the course of the Spanish conflict not 
only constituted a precedent for future action on behalf of victims of civil war, 
but also provided invaluable experience for subsequent activity during wars of 
an international nature. In fact the war in Spain was not a purely internal con
flict. Foreign participation was of great importance, and many times the civil 
war threatened to turn into a worldwide conflict. In these circumstances, it 
may be seen as the first test of the Geneva Convention of 1929 relative to the 
treatment of prisoners of war, which theoretically was not applicable to non
international conflicts, but which had nevertheless influenced events.

Where foreign nationals implicated in the war were concerned, the various 
Red Cross Societies (especially the German and Italian Red Cross Societies, 
which understandably had to be aware of the interests of their Governments) 
never had any hesitations about turning to the International Committee for in
formation on their missing nationals, possibly killed or imprisoned in Spain.

From the outset of the conflict the Governments of Madrid and Burgos had 
given their agreement to the ICRC for the organization of official information 
bureaux to provide news of prisoners of war and civilian prisoners, but these 
official bureaux had never been created, nor had lists of all the prisoners been 
sent either officially or regularly to the ICRC.

The Spanish Section, therefore, had to base its work mainly on semi-official 
information, the only exception being the lists of prisoners proposed for ex
change. Directors of prisons, commandants of camps, the prisoners them
selves, members of the military or civil administrations, influential politicians, 
diplomatic representatives of foreign countries, and also ordinary members of 
the public: all were potential sources of information for the ICRC delegates 
concerning prisoners of war and civilian prisoners. The efficiency of the Span
ish Section depended greatly, therefore, on work in the field. The skill of the 
delegates in making contact with the right people and in persuading them that 
information must be made available to the ICRC, who could then obtain 
reciprocity from the other side, was of paramount importance to the work of 
the Agency.

During the First World War, the International Prisoners of War Agency had 
collected a large number of lists of prisoners of war, thanks to delegates on 
missions in various countries, but it was from the Spanish civil war onwards 
that the ICRC delegations started to play an important role in the functioning 
of the Agency during all conflicts whether internal or international. However, 
as will be seen later, it was above all during internal conflicts that the delega
tions were to play a major role in obtaining information, since in such situa
tions official lists are very rarely provided or are non-existent.

In addition to the semi-official character of the Agency’s activities, and the 
importance of the work accomplished by the delegates on the spot, two other 
aspects of the work undertaken by the Spanish Section during the civil war 
should be noted.

Firstly, the Agency intervened on behalf of all victims whether military or 
civilian. Within the ICRC itself at no time was there any question of help being 
given exclusively to military personnel. Also neither the governments of the 
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two parties to the conflict, nor any of the foreign governments involved, ever 
dreamed of contesting the right of the Agency to look after civilians as well as 
the military, even though this intervention did not have the backing of any in
ternational convention.

This universal acceptance of action on behalf of civilians can be explained 
partly by the influence of the precedent established by the activity of the 
Civilian Section of the International Prisoners of War Agency; partly by the 
impact of the work of the XVth International Red Cross conference in Tokyo 
in 1934 (the “Tokyo Draft”); but above all by the difficulty, where the parties in 
conflict were concerned, of establishing a clear distinction during a civil war 
between combatants and noncombatants.

The second aspect of note in the work of the Agency was the extraordinary 
development in the use of the Red Cross message form, invented during the 
First World War, but not much used at that time. At the beginning of the civil 
war, these messages were a resume of letters which it was difficult or even im
possible to transmit because of rigorous censorship, but soon they became a 
marvellous method of communication able to traverse all barriers. The mes
sages not only could be used by civilians to establish communication with their 
relatives in the enemy zone, but could pass through prison doors and reach 
prisoners of whom no news had been received for months, even those who had 
been condemned to death.

The existence of the Red Cross message scheme contributed greatly to the 
success of the work of the Agency during the Spanish conflict. This experience 
gave the ICRC the opportunity to assess the efficiency of the system. From this 
time onwards the transmission of messages constituted an important part in 
the work of the Agency during the course of the conflicts which arose after 
1939.
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CHAPTER VI

THE CENTRAL PRISONERS OF WAR AGENCY

The longest and most important chapter of this study is devoted to the anal
ysis of the Central Prisoners of War Agency. It was during the course of the Se
cond World War that the Agency’s potential was fully developed and it ac
quired its world-wide reputation. From 1939 to 1947 the work of the Agency 
was of such scope that the Agency alone would justify a voluminous study.

However, there are two reasons why it was felt that one long chapter only 
should be devoted to the subject. Firstly, the International Committee of the 
Red Cross in 1948 published a very complete report on the activity of the Agen
cy1 . Secondly, its activity resembled greatly that of the International Prisoners 
of War Agency. There were of course considerable differences due to the nature 
of the conflict and the evolution of international humanitarian law. There 
were also great advances in technical methods, which greatly influenced the 
work of the Central Prisoners of War Agency, but the tasks and the aims were 
the same as those of the International Prisoners of War Agency during the 
First World War.

A) Role and structure of the Central Prisoners of War Agency

In order to avoid as far as possible a repetition of what has already been said 
in the ICRC report and in the study of the International Prisoners of War 
Agency, only a brief description will be given of the function and structure of 
the Central Prisoners of War Agency, mainly to bring out the differences be
tween the two bodies. One of the essential differences concerns the legal basis 
of the two agencies. It will be remembered that the International Prisoners of 
War Agency was founded on a “ para-legal ” basis (resolutions and recom
mendations of International Red Cross Conferences) and on tradition 
(“ precedents ” from Basle and Belgrade); customary law was still in a stage of 
development. Whereas the Central Agency not only had a basis of firmly es
tablished procedures based on the work of the International Agency 

1 Report of the International Committee of the Red Cross on its activities during the Second 
World War, Vol. II. The Central Agency for Prisoners of War, Geneva, 1948. (Hereafter referred 
to as “ Report ”).



but also the backing of the 1929 Convention relative to the treatment of 
prisoners of war, Article 79 of which (as has already been mentioned) entrusts 
the ICRC with the task of organizing a central information agency in time of 
war.

In addition, the setting up of the Central Prisoners of War Agency took 
place in very different circumstances from those which existed prior to the In
ternational Prisoners of War Agency. The experience gained by the ICRC in 
1870-1871 (Basle Agency) and in 1912-1913 (Belgrade Agency) was fairly limit
ed and the International Prisoners of War Agency was developed from almost 
nothing, and without any preparation. As already mentioned, at the beginning 
of the 1914 war, members of the International Committee took it upon them
selves to reply to the first requests for information sent to the International 
Prisoners of War Agency. However the organizers of the Central Prisoners of 
War Agency were able to use as inspiration, not only the structure and working 
methods developed by the International Prisoners of War Agency but also the 
experience gained by the ICRC during its activities on behalf of victims of the 
war in Spain. In 1939 the Central Prisoners of War Agency already had at its 
disposal a veritable Agency manual - the brochure “ Organization of a Central 
Information Bureau ”, the author of which, Mrs. Renée-Marguerite Frick- 
Cramer, had been in charge of one of the most important services of the Inter
national Prisoners of War Agency. In addition, even if in 1914 the ICRC had 
not suspected the magnitude of the task to be undertaken by the Agency, in 
1938, on the eve of the new conflict, the worldwide political situation was so 
tense that the members of the Committee could foresee the imminent outbreak 
of a major war. Not wishing to be caught unprepared, on 15 September 1938 
the ICRC created a “ Commission for Work in Wartime ”, the chief duty of 
which was to plan the organization and work of the Central Information 
Agency.

This Commission met twenty-five times before the war began. It was com
posed of six members, of which four had participated in the management of 
the International Prisoners of War Agency. The Commission had to find the 
necessary staff and accommodation which could be used immediately by the 
Agency in case of war. It also had to prepare a broad outline of the organiza
tion and plan of work of the future Agency, as well as drafting the notification 
informing Governments of its opening.

In January 1939, out of a list of 50 former staff members of the 1914 Agency, 
31 agreed to work for the new agency.

The authorities in Geneva put the Palais du Conseil Général at the disposal 
of the ICRC, and the Agency was installed there for the duration of the war 
and remained there after the end of the hostilities. However the development 
of the conflict caused such an expansion of the Agency’s activities that it had 
also to move into the Musée Rath, as well as using a bank and several apart
ments, comprising in all a surface area of 11,000 square metres2. As regards 
employees, the maximum number in the spring of 1945 was 2,585, of which

2 Cf. “ Report ”, p. 8.
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1,676 were volunteers, among these 1,400 were working in about twenty other 
towns in Switzerland, providing very valuable assistance to the Agency in 
Geneva3.

“ The Commission for Work in Wartime ” established a concise plan for the 
future Agency. Five Sections were envisaged : Management, Sorting of Cor
respondence, Offices and Accommodation, Reception of Visitors, Finance.

On 14 September 1939 the Agency was officially opened, and notifications 
were sent to the belligerent Powers. The ICRC also sent circular letters to the 
other States who were party to the Geneva Convention and to all national Red 
Cross Societies likely to be of assistance in the work of the Agency.

The brochure prepared by Mrs. Frick-Cramer had emphasized the impor
tance of the centralization in a neutral country of all information concerning 
victims of war. However, the fact that the term “central information agency ” 
appeared in the 1929 Convention relative to the treatment of prisoners of war, 
had without doubt influenced the decision of the members of the ICRC, to 
give the new agency the name of The Central Prisoners of War Agency.

From the commencement of hostilities the role of the Central Prisoners of 
War Agency was to :

— centralize all information regarding prisoners of war and interned civilians 
(notifications of capture, deaths, transfers etc.) ;

— serve as an intermediary between the belligerent Powers for communication 
and information ;

— act as an information agency which would reply to enquiries from public 
and private organizations and from individuals, on the basis of details 
recorded on its card index or obtained later through its enquiries4.

The above role was in reality much more extensive because the 1929 Geneva 
Convention stipulated in Article 79, paragraph 3, that “ These Provisions shall 
not be interpreted as restricting the humanitarian work of the International 
Red Cross Committee ”.

It was because of this that the Agency was able to act as an intermediary be
tween the belligerents for the forwarding of correspondence, messages, photo
graphs, official and commercial documents and objects found on the batt
lefield or on members of the armed forces killed in action or who had died in 
captivity. The Agency was also concerned with civilians in occupied countries, 
who were often subjected to harsh conditions of detention and deprived of any 
effective means of legal protection. The Agency made every endeavour to help 
them in the same way as prisoners of war, but it was only successful to a very 
limited extent.

Civilians who were at liberty but were separated by the war were also able to 
communicate with each other, through the civilian messages transmitted by 
the Agency.

It should be remembered that, “ in general, the Agency looked after in
dividual cases of combatants or civilians in enemy hands (or presumed to 

* Cf. “ ReDOrt ”, d. 12.
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be so), whereas general questions relating to the status and treatment of these 
persons, as well as relief in kind for them, came within the competency of other 
departments of the ICRC ” 5.

The right of the ICRC to initiate new procedures made the Central Agency 
an energetic body which tried unceasingly to adapt to unforeseen circum
stances arising from the war. Even its structure changed continually because of 
the extension of the conflict. At the peak period of its development the Agency 
comprised:

— A Commission,
— A Management Board,
— General or Technical Sections,
— National Sections,
— Specialized Sections

The Agency Commission was the chief body acting as liaison between the 
Bureau of the International Committee and the Agency. It was composed of 
three members of the ICRC who had taken an active part in the administration 
of the Agency in 1914-1918, and members of the Management Board of the 
Agency. During the meetings of the Commission important questions con
cerning the Agency were discussed on the basis of reports presented by mem
bers of the Management Board. At these meetings, which took place once or 
twice a month, the Management Board was also informed of any general 
ICRC guidelines which affected the activities of the Agency.

The Agency Management Board dealt with matters relating to methods of 
work, the number of personnel, and questions of premises and supplies. It also 
looked after the General and Technical Sections (these included the sections 
dealing with lists, photocopying, typing and preliminary classification). The 
members met several times a week to discuss important problems, and to ex
change any special information regarding their respective fields of work.

The Statistical Section was directly responsible to the Agency Management. 
The Section prepared monthly figures of card-indexes, mail, enquiries and 
other activities, as well as details of personnel working in the Agency. These 
schedules were extremely useful to the Management and the Heads of Section 
in determining the progress of the work.

A technical group to study working methods was attached directly to the 
Management of the Agency. It examined ways of improving and standardizing 
methods of working. It encouraged the general use of standard forms, which it 
was realized were indispensable if quick replies were to be sent to the enormous 
number of similar enquiries reaching the Agency. In addition the technical 
group was responsible for organizing the work given to Germans interned in 
Switzerland and to the German prisoners of war in France, in order to help the 
German Section. After the war, this group also organized the forwarding of 
correspondence from German prisoners of war to their families.

The General Sections whose activities were mainly technical worked for the 
Agency as a whole. Their work will be examined in the Section B §2 of the 
present chapter. The General Sections were as follows:

J Cf. “ ReDort ”, d. 14.

109



— Lists Section,
— Photostat Section,
— Typing Section,
— Preliminary Filing and a Night Service Section,
— Auxiliary Sections,
— Outside Work Sections,
— Reception of Visitors Section,
— Watson Machines Section,
— Statistics Section

National Sections were established to help prisoners of war, interned 
civilians and citizens as and when the various countries entered the war.

At the beginning of the Agency’s work, cases concerning civilians, whether 
interned or not, were dealt with according to nationality by special sections. 
Later on these sections were merged with the appropriate “ military ” sections. 
From then on each National Section became a homogeneous service dealing 
with all cases relating to the same nationality. The criterion of nationality of 
the victims of the war as defined by the frontiers which existed at the beginning 
of the conflict provided the most rational solution to the many problems 
which had to be overcome at the time when the National Sections were created 
and throughout their existence. These problems were caused by political and 
military upheavals, annexation and occupation of certain territories, the set
ting up of new States, and the division of countries by a battle front or a demar
cation line.

The work of the National Sections was sub-divided as follows :6

— sorting of correspondence,
— dispatch and filing of correspondence,
— card-index (organization, instruction, checking, statistics),
— card-index (persons in charge, classification),
— checking,
— transmission of messages,
— the handling of information, enquiries, tallies,
— the opening and follow-up of enquiries, communication with enquirers,
— deaths,
— regimental enquiries,
— civilians.

The role and methods of work of the National Sections will be analyzed in 
Section B, § 2 which deals with the general functioning of the Agency, and the 
particularities of certain of the Sections will be examined in Section B, § 3 of 
the present chapter.

Classification in the Special Sections was not governed by nationality, but 
by the particular situation of persons within the same category. Nevertheless 
the Special Sections maintained direct contact with the National Sections and 
provided the latter with reference cards concerning the persons with whose

6 Cf. op. cit., p. 17.
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cases they were dealing. In this way, the National Sections possessed in their 
card-indexes, although it might only be a brief reference, all the information 
and details of enquiries relating to people of the same nationality.

The Special Sections were five in number:

— Medical Personnel Section (which dealt with individual cases of members 
of medical personnel and those of equivalent status),

— a Section handling Sundry Civilian Internees,
— IMPA Section (Immigration to Palestine), which looked after special cases 

of Jewish persons,
— Internment in Switzerland Section,
— Dispersed Families Section

But two other Sections of the Agency, of a different kind, could be added :

— the Civilian Messages Section; and the
— Section dealing with Personal Effects.

The work of these two Sections will be examined in Section B, 4 b and d and 
the functioning of the other Special Sections will be dealt with in § 4 of the 
same section.

B) Functioning of the Central Prisoners of War Agency

§ 1 General Methods

It would be true to say that from the start of its work the Central Prisoners of 
War Agency benefited from mechanical aids which had not existed at the time 
of the First World War. These not only permitted the work to be accomplished 
much more quickly but also changed the way in which it was done. For in
stance, photocopies of lists of prisoners of war could now be sent to the in
terested Powers instead of typed copies, and, thanks to the equipment of the 
“ International Business Machines Corporation ”, the regimental enquiries 
were much more extensive and efficient than those undertaken by the Interna
tional Prisoners of War Agency, and the Central Agency often used express 
messages, telegrams, and even radio broadcasting for the transmission of in
formation.

The analysis of the general working methods of the Central Prisoners of 
War Agency will begin with a study of the Section responsible for the sorting 
and distribution of incoming mail, and the dispatch of correspondence and 
telegrams.

1. Mail and telegrams

The Mail Sorting Service and the Telegraph Service received all the mail and 
telegrams and distributed them to the appropriate Sections of the Agency.

Like the International Agency the Central Agency adopted two main 
methods of sorting the mail, the first according to the outward appearance, 
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and the second according to contents. Letters of interest to several Sections 
were handed to a special service which made the required extracts or copies 
which were then circulated.

In each of the Sections one person, normally the Head of the Section, was 
responsible for examining the mail and distributing it to the relevant service.

The Mail Despatch Service was responsible for the transmission of mail 
from all the Sections, with the exception of mail intended for ICRC Delega
tions in various parts of the world which was handled by the Collective 
Despatch Service. Another exception was made in the case of mail sent by spe
cial bag, which was handled by the Special Mail Service.

The Agency was allowed free postage for all incoming and outgoing mail, 
with the exception of correspondence concerning civilians at liberty (e.g. 
civilian messages).

The receipt and despatch of telegrams was the responsibility of the Tele
graph Service which was divided into three sub-sections: Arrival, Despatch, 
and Accounts. As the despatch of telegrams was not free of charge, the Inter
national Committee had to come to an arrangement with the authorities and 
the telegraphic services of the countries concerned for the payment of the 
charges. Generally these were the responsibility of the person or the organiza
tion most directly concerned in the transmission by telegram of the informa
tion or message. The Committee paid for all the telegrams initiated by it, and 
for telegrams dealing with general questions. It also often covered the cost of 
telegrams when the addressees were unable to pay the charges for one reason or 
another.

Between 1 September 1939 and 30 June 1947 the ICRC had received 
59,511,000 items of mail and had despatched 61,158,.000 items. During the 
same period 347,982 telegrams were received and 219,169 sent7.

2. Transmission of information to Official Information Bureaux

At the Central Prisoners of War Agency the receipt, registration and trans
mission of information were carried out either by the Lists Section or by the 
National Sections. This task was much more complicated than during the first 
World War, when one copying service was responsible for the receipt and trans
mission of official lists. In addition the Central Prisoners of War Agency 
received information in many different forms: lists, registration cards, death 
certificates, ordinary letters and even radiograms. This information was divid
ed into official and unofficial categories.

Official information included everything supplied by the official bureaux as 
agreed in Article 77 of the 1929 Convention relative to the treatment of 
prisoners of war, and information coming from certain other Government 
authorities. The Lists Section was responsible for information received in the 
form of lists, identity cards and death certificates, while telegrams and ordi
nary letters were passed to the National Sections.

Lists were handwritten, typed or microfilmed and contained a diversity of 
information, including notifications of capture, transfers, hospitalization, 

7 Cf. “ Report ”, p. 30.
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repatriation and deaths. As a rule they gave the surname and given name of 
members of the armed forces, their dates of birth, nationality, service number, 
POW number, address of next-of-kin, and state of health.

It was in June 1944 that the American official Bureau sent the Agency the 
first microfilm lists. The Photostat service was able to print and enlarge these 
microfilm lists by means of an automatic enlarger. It is interesting to note that 
towards the end of the war the Agency had begun to transmit information to 
the official bureaux of Great Britain and the United States by means of 
microfilm.

The registration cards were the individual cards very often filled in by the 
prisoners themselves, giving more complete details than the lists8.

The death certificates could be grouped into three categories:

1. Official copies of death certificates, equivalent to the original document 
(these were rarely received by the Agency);

2. Various documents drawn up by the official Information Bureaux of the 
captor States ; they generally bore the signatures of officers, as well as those 
of doctors or witnesses;

3. Forms devised by the ICRC and bearing its heading. They had already been 
used during the First World War, but their use was greatly increased during 
the Second World War9.

The Central Agency received death certificates not only from official Infor
mation Bureaux, but also from national Red Cross Societies and from camp 
commandants.

As soon as they were received all the documents were checked, given a refer
ence and registered, and an acknowledgment despatched to the sender. Regis
tration of each document was made on index cards bearing the reference, the 
origin and date, dates of despatch and receipt, together with details of any 
photocopies which were to be made and then transmitted. The document was 
then given to the Photostat Service. The Agency kept the original documents 
and sent photocopies to the Power concerned with a covering note in duplicate 
so that one copy could be returned as proof of receipt.

The documents were classified according to their origin and content, and to 
the chronological order in which they were received. Each page, where neces
sary, was given a coding which included a reference (for example, RA - infor
mation concerning German nationals, or RF - information relating to French 
nationals) and a serial number 10. These coded references enabled the docu
ments to be filed in the archives of the Agency and the use of corresponding in
dex cards made it easy to refer to the original documents.

The transmission of important or urgent information (such as notification 
of capture or death) by telegram or radiogram carried out by the National Sec
tions was an important new development in the work of the Agency during the 
Second World War. The Agency made use of these methods of communication 
in addition to the transmission of the photocopies of official documents car

8 See Annex 3 : Registration card.
9 Op. cit., p. 33 ; see also Annex 4: Death certificate.

10 Cf. “ Report ”, p. 33.
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ried out by the Lists Section. Some distant countries or those separated from 
Switzerland by the breakdown of communications sent information to Geneva 
by telegram. The Agency either sent photocopies to the Powers concerned 
through the Lists Section, or asked the National Sections to retransmit the in
formation by telegraph.

Information considered unofficial came from sources other than the offi
cial Information Bureaux, such as public bodies, national Red Cross Societies, 
ICRC delegates in various countries, camp commandants, camp leaders, pri
vate persons and from the prisoners of war themselves. Usually the informa
tion arrived by post, but it also came by telegram and in a diversity of ways: 
capture cards, lists, notifications of deaths, and by letter. Information was also 
received through replies to enquiries made by the Agency and from statements 
made by prisoners.

One of the most important unofficial documents was the “ capture 
card ” 11. It was the ICRC delegate in Berlin who first suggested the idea of the 
capture card, which each prisoner filled up as soon as he arrived in the first pri
son camp, and which was sent to the Central Agency in Geneva. This delegate 
had suggested to the German authorities that each prisoner of war at the time 
of sending a capture card to his next-of-kin in accordance with Art. 36, para. 2 
of the 1929 Convention relative to the treatment of prisoners of war, should 
also send a similar card to the Agency giving all the details necessary so that he 
could be indentified. After a delay of some months due to questions of 
reciprocity, the system of capture cards came into general use from 1940 on
wards.

The capture card was not intended to take the place of official lists or notifi
cations, but nevertheless its use rendered great service for a number of reasons. 
Firstly the cards reached the Agency much more quickly than the official lists, 
which took some time to compile. In addition they were forwarded with much 
less delay than the capture cards sent by the prisoners to their next-of-kin, be
cause the ICRC was allowed special facilities for the forwarding and censor
ship of mail. Secondly, as the prisoners filled in the cards themselves, the 
Agency staff could be much more sure that names were correctly spelled than 
when they had to rely on the official lists. These were often drawn up by wor
kers who misspelled the names because they did not know the language well 
enough. Finally as the prisoners generally filled up a capture card each time 
they were transferred to a different camp or hospital, the Agency was informed 
of the changes without delay and could notify families accordingly. This 
helped to prevent mistakes and delays which often affected prisoner of war 
mail.

From 1940 onwards the Agency sent the information obtained from the cap
ture cards direct to French families. They also telegraphed information 
received by this means to the official Information Bureaux of Great Britain 
and the United States.

The lists sent to the Agency by the camp leaders or the camp commandants 
were also particularly useful sources of information when the official lists were 
delayed.

11 See Annexe 5 : Capture card.
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When an unofficial list concerned men of the same nationality it was hand
ed to the appropriate National Section which gave it a reference and trans
ferred the information onto cards. A photocopy was then made and sent to the 
official Information Bureau concerned. However, when a similar document 
contained the names of prisoners of differing nationalities this mixed list was 
passed to the Lists Section, where it was given a reference and photocopies 
made corresponding to the various nationalities. Each copy was then sent to 
the National Section concerned which dealt with it and saw to its transmission.

3. Requests and enquiries

The Central Prisoners of War Agency was often the only organization which 
could provide families with news of their close relatives. The information 
made available in the countries concerned by the official Bureaux was often of 
a summary nature, and this led to a flow of additional requests being sent to 
the Agency by the families.

In order to reply to these enquiries the Agency used its very accurate card in
dex, which by the end of the war contained thirty-six million cards with details 
gathered from requests and from other sources of information.

The requests reached the Agency in three ways :
a) verbal enquiries made in person ;
b) by letter or postcard, or by an enquiry form ;
c) by telegram (chiefly from overseas countries where for a considerable time it 

was the only means of communication).
When a request tallied with information on the card-index the Agency im

mediately sent a reply to the enquirer. Where no information was available a 
search was immediately put in hand. This action was also taken if the informa
tion in the card-index was incomplete or out of date. It was customary for the 
Red Cross Societies of Germany, the United States and Great Britain to act as 
a channel for enquiries and they transmitted the replies from the Agency to 
relatives. However, the ICRC has always attached much importance to direct 
contact with individual enquirers and through this they learned a great deal 
about the treatment of the prisoners of war which enabled them to intervene 
with the detaining Power for an improvement of living conditions.

The enquiries were frequently incomplete. Enquirers sometimes failed to in
dicate clearly which was the surname and given name of the missing person, 
and the nationality was omitted. Some given names can also be very usual fa
mily names and it was impossible for the Agency to start a search without 
knowing for sure the family name of the missing person. The use of standard 
cards or of printed forms by the Agency (or by national Red Cross Societies) 
helped to correct these errors in so far as the information supplied was precise 
and clearly stated.

In principle the Agency always sent an acknowledgment to the enquirer.
Verbal enquiries made in person were the responsibility of the Reception 

Services, which functioned in a similar way to the one operated by the Interna
tional Prisoners of War Agency.

There were two methods of dealing with an enquiry :
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1. The method of preliminary checking. As soon as the enquiry was received it 
was checked and a search was made in the card-index for any cards which 
might relate to the missing person. If information was forthcoming it was 
immediately communicated to the enquirer. If not, the enquirer was in
formed that a search had been instituted and that any information which 
might reach the Agency would be forwarded. The details of the enquiry were 
then transcribed onto a white card - the request card, which was given the 
same reference as the original request.

However, where the application had already been written on a standard 
card of the same size as the index cards, further transcription was not neces
sary. Most of the National Sections had checking services whose staff car
ried out the preliminary checking.

2. The method of immediate insertion in the card-index, without preliminary 
checking. Applications sent on standard forms or cards of the same size as 
the index cards were filed immediately in the card-index. Where, however, 
the enquiry came by letter the details had to be transcribed onto a card. The 
Agency sent the enquirer an acknowledgment to indicate that the request 
had been duly received. Two possibilities then followed : 1) A tally might oc
cur and the information found would at once be sent to the enquirer; 2) No 
information would be available in the card-index, and in this case the appli
cation card would remain in the card-index until such time as an informa
tion card was received and a tally occurred.

The first method was used for particularly urgent or complicated cases, or 
when there was a very pressing request for a search to be undertaken. Where 
civilian cases and telegraphic enquiries together with complicated cases 
reached small National Sections preliminary checking nearly always took 
place.

The big National Sections received too many requests relating to the same 
cases to make preliminary checking possible, and they used the method of im
mediate insertion into the card-index.

This method gained a certain amount of time, the results were much less ac
curate, as a greater number of workers were involved and the risk of errors be
ing made were therefore increased. The Agency replied to individual enquirers 
by letter or by a standard form. The greatest caution was observed in conveying 
information and the Agency made reservations when the details on which 
identification depended were incomplete or did not entirely correspond with 
those given in the original enquiry. The Agency sometimes even had to refrain 
from passing on certain information because it might have caused harm to the 
enquirers. This was particularly so in cases where the missing persons had en
listed in certain fighting forces, and their relatives were living in territory oc
cupied by the army of the enemy.

The Agency not only opened collective and individual enquiries when they 
could not reply to applicants because there was insufficient information avail
able on the card-index, but also acted on its own initiative without having 
received a specific request, in order to clarify the fate of missing persons, or 
to obtain additional information concerning prisoners. The Agency asked the 
following sources to supply any information which might be of use: official 
Information Bureaux, various organizations, municipal authorities, ICRC 
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Delegates throughout the world, national Red Cross Societies, camp leaders 
and camp commandants, chaplains, doctors, prisoners, prisoners who had 
been repatriated or who had escaped, survivors of shipwrecks, refugees and in
dividual persons likely to be able to help.

The enquiries undertaken by the correspondence service of each of the Na
tional Services were frequently very sensitive and difficult to handle. Each Sec
tion organized its correspondence service independently and the Agency on 
the whole did not impose any general rules.

The correspondence services were set up and the work arranged according to 
three categories: the geographical area, the category of the individual enquiree 
or of the case being treated, and the origin of the enquiry.

In the first category all correspondence presenting the same geographical or 
regional details, the same language or the same theatre of war were dealt with 
by one correspondence service. This meant that the French Section included 
services for North Africa and Indochina, while the British Section included 
enquiries for Germany and the Far East etc.

In the second category all cases of individuals who had suffered the same 
fate or who came under the same category were grouped together, for instance 
the French Section services dealing with civilians and deaths, or the British 
Section services with seamen and airmen.

Finally, in the third category the same service dealt with all enquiries coming 
from the same source. For instance, it was the German Section which handled 
enquiries coming from the German High Command (OKW) or from the Ger
man Red Cross.

Most of the National Sections of the Agency had a service for deaths. The 
most difficult enquiries were those concerning servicemen killed on the batt
lefield, or who had died in field hospitals. The deaths of prisoners of war were 
easier to establish, because they did not usually occur without witnesses being 
present, and the deaths were supposed to be always notified by the detaining 
Power. The Services for Deaths represented a very important part of the work 
of the National Sections.

The Agency undertook an extensive action on regimental enquiries particu
larly after the first French campaign in 1940.

Enquiries using statements from witnesses (enquiries “ by evidence ”) were 
also employed regarding missing members of the British army, and also for 
missing German soldiers (after the end of the war). These enquiries were made 
on a standard form addressed to the possible witness by name, and it gave the 
names of the missing servicemen. There was a special space on the search form 
reserved for the reply. When no witness was designated the lists of missing men 
grouped according to their units were circulated in the prisoner of war camps 
through the intermediary of the camp leaders. It often happened that the wit
ness who had been approached although unable to give a direct reply often 
volunteered to supply the names of comrades who could provide information. 
This process termed “ snowballing ” was also used for enquiries concerning 
missing members of the French, Italian and other armies.

Enquiries “ by evidence ” were also undertaken among the survivors of 
ships lost at sea, especially regarding Greek nationals, as well as for British and 
German seamen. In order to simplify this type of enquiry a card-index was es
tablished containing more than three thousand cards concerning vessels of all 
nationalities which had been sunk, wrecked, scuttled, damaged or interned.
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Request for information concerning a soldier called Jean Martin and his 
details inscribed onto an enquiry card.



O U L Ï M A K 1 U S R T F
KERVAREC YVES U P (
KLEBER FELIX R 1 1
L A C R 0 s X EUGENE D P I
LEBLOND HERVE R 1
LECOMTE FELICIEN G R (
LEFEVRE ADRIEN B C (
LORsLL 1ERE SERGE R 1 1
MAGNE JEAN R 0
MA I L L A R D JOSEPH R A I
MARECHAL BENOIT C H
MARTEL JEAN MARIE R 1
MARTIN JEAN R A
MART IN PAUL G E
M 0 N N 1ER GERMAIN R A
NEVEU ANTOINE R A
NOËL XAVIER R 1
0 U D A R T REMY C P
PAUL RENE R P
P U E C H FELIX R 1
R A 0 A T 1 E R E DOUA R D P 1
RICHARD /' A N D R F k i

Photograph of a list of prisoners of war with the name of soldier Jean Martin. 
The matching of capture card and enquiry card.



a) Enquiries concerning civilians

The Agency undertook similar action concerning civilian internees and 
civilians who were in much the same plight, such as those in forced residence or 
under surveillance. The Agency transmitted information to the official 
Bureaux; they undertook tracing and enquiries and the forwarding of mail 
and messages, and the transmission of documents and various items* 2.

For all other civilians (political detainees, enemy civilians at liberty, civilian 
populations in general, and civilians persecuted for racial reasons) the only ac
tion taken by the Agency was to transmit messages and to open enquiries, be
cause the belligerent Powers did not supply any information concerning these 
categories.

In order to obtain information regarding the inhabitants of a country oc
cupied by the Axis forces who had been arrested by the occupying Power, the 
Agency applied to the German Red Cross. When, however, the family knew the 
place of detention, the enquiry was sent to the camp commandants. But as 
most of the enquiries made in this way were unsuccessful, the Agency finally 
decided to try to get into direct touch with the detainees. Cards and forms 
created specially for this purpose (card 542 bis and form 61) were sent to the 
camps. The addressee could complete the part of the card or form left blank 
for the reply, and it could then be returned to Geneva if permitted by the de
taining authorities In this way the Agency sometimes obtained valuable in
formation about changes of address, departures to an unknown destination or 
deaths '4.

It was even more difficult for the Agency to intervene regarding political de
tainees interned in their own country, or regarding civilians persecuted for ra
cial reasons. The authorities concerned refused systematically to provide any 
information regarding them. The only source of information available to the 
Agency concerning these detainees consisted of receipts returned to the ICRC 
to acknowledge relief parcels sent to the concentration camps. In addition to 
the signature of the recipient, these receipts bore also the names of fellow de
tainees, who took advantage of this opportunity to supply their number and to 
notify the ICRC of their existence. From November 1943 until the end of the 
war, 105,300 names of detainees were brought to the notice of the Agency 
through these parcel receipts15.

In spite of the consistent refusal of the German authorities to allow the 
ICRC to intercede on behalf of persons detained in concentration camps, 
neither the ICRC nor the Agency ever ceased in their efforts to assist them. The 
National Sections and the three specialized sections of the Agency (Immigra
tion into Palestine, Sundry Civilian Internees and the Section for Dispersed 
Families) devoted a considerable part of their work to this category of war vic
tims 16.

12 “ Report ”, p. 52.
13 See Annexes 7 & 8 : Card 542 and Form 61.
14 “ Report ”, p. 53.
15 Ibid. p. 54. See also Annex 9 : Parcel receipt.
'6 On the the role of the ICRC in general see : ‘‘Rapport du CICR sur son activité en faveur des 

détenus des camps de concentration ”, Geneva, 1947. See also RICR, August 1945, pp. 601-615 
(“ Service des colis aux camps de concentration du CICR ”).
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The Central Prisoners of War Agency also dealt with civilians living at 
liberty in an enemy or occupied country, as well as those living in their own 
country, but who were separated from their close relatives by a battlefront and 
who were therefore unable to correspond. It was to help civilians in these 
categories that the Agency organized the civilian message service17.

Another category on whose behalf the Agency undertook numerous en
quiries was that of civilian workers who had been recruited voluntarily or by 
force in the countries occupied by Germany, and prisoners of war who had 
been transformed into civilian workers. These people were generally permitted 
to correspond with their families, but the help of the Agency was needed 
whenever normal postal communications were interrupted. The Agency sent 
its enquiries to the German Red Cross, to local mayors and to employers, and 
on the whole satisfactory results were obtained 18 *.

4. Forwarding of mail, messages, documents and sundry items

During the course of the Second World War the Agency also undertook to 
serve as an intermediary between the belligerents for the transmission of let
ters, messages, official papers, various documents, photographs of prisoners 
(or internees), and of graves, and also personal effects. The transmission was 
made in the manner described below.

a) Letters and cards

The belligerents made arrangements among themselves for prisoner of war 
mail to be forwarded through the channel of the protecting Powers. Where this 
concerned Germany and German-occupied territories, and also Italy, the ex
change of correspondence took place during the greater part of the war 
through the intermediary of the Swiss postal services.

However, on occasions the postal authorities as well as private persons felt 
that the Central Agency might be in a better position to transmit prisoner of 
war mail, particularly as they might be in possession of a more up-to-date ad
dress for the addressee, and they accepted the help of the Agency very willingly. 
Up to the end of 1946, the Agency received and forwarded more than twenty 
million letters and cards addressed to prisoners of war and interned 
civilians ”.

The exchange of correspondence through the intermediary of the Agency 
continued throughout the war. At times, however, the volume increased very 
considerably. For example, the Agency received a great number of letters ad
dressed to British prisoners of war who had been transferred to Germany fol
lowing the invasion of Italy in 1943. The Swiss postal service, which could 
no longer transmit this mail, forwarded it to the Agency, who readdressed 
the letters and cards as and when the Germans sent notification of the new 

17 See below, pp. 122-125.
18 “ Report ”, pp. 54-55.
" Ibid. p. 57.
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places of detention of the prisoners. More than 800,000 letters and cards were 
transmitted to British prisoners in 1943 and 194420.

As far as possible the addresses on letters and cards were checked with the in
formation which was available on the card-indexes at the Agency. When, 
however, there was an influx of an exceptional quantity of mail, such as took 
place in 1943 in the Italian Section as a result of the capitulation of Italy, a 
complete check was impossible21.

b) Messages - the Civilian Message Service

The normal transmission of mail could not, however, always be ensured 
either through the intervention of the Agency, or through the efforts of the 
postal authorities in the neutral countries concerned. The forwarding of cor
respondence was greatly delayed by the destruction of means of transport and 
the heavy work load of the censor. Besides many civilians at liberty were 
prevented from corresponding with their relatives because there was no inter
national agreement permitting the sending of letters to an enemy country.

In order to give prisoners of war and interned civilians a more rapid and sure 
means of communicating with their families, the Agency instituted the Tele
graphic message and the Express message. For civilians at liberty the Civilian 
message service was established.

At the same time the ICRC delegates when visiting camps made a point of 
collecting short messages from prisoners or internees and sending them to the 
Agency for transmission to relatives22. In addition, the camp leaders gave the 
delegates long lists of messages coming mainly from the sick and wounded.

Prisoners and internees who could not communicate with their relatives 
(chiefly because the latter had moved and the new address was not known to 
the prisoner) also sent their letters or messages to the Agency. There they were 
sorted and listed and then forwarded to ICRC delegations or to the authorized 
Bureaux in the countries concerned.

The 1929 Convention relative to the treatment of prisoners of war mentions 
only telegraphic messages. However, prisoners were vary rarely granted permis
sion to send telegrams against normal payment. The Agency sent several thou
sand telegrams containing messages which reached them from prisoners or 
civilian internees through the intermediary of a national Red Cross, or of 
camp leaders or ICRC delegations.

Towards the end of the war, the Japanese Government proposed an ex
change of telegraphic messages through the ICRC between prisoners and in
terned civilians detained in Japan, or in countries under Japanese administra
tion, and their families. The arrangement was to be on the basis of one out
ward and return telegram for each prisoner or internee per year. The British, 
American and Dutch Governments accepted this proposal which was put into 
effect from the beginning of 1945. The Red Cross Societies of the countries 
concerned assumed responsibility for the cost of the telegrams. However, in 
practice the system did not work satisfactorily except for the messages sent by

20 Ibid. pp. 57-58.
21 Ibid. p. 58.
22 The ICRC delegates started collecting and listing messages during the Spanish civil war.
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The Section of the Central Prisoners of War Agency dealing with civilian messages.



the relatives. The Agency transmitted 61,000 telegraphic messages addressed to 
prisoners to the official Japanese Bureau, but in return only 2,400 reached 
them from the Japanese23.

The express message service was put into action from the beginning of 1942 
to assist prisoners of war and interned civilians who had not received any news 
from their relatives for over three months. The express message forms were 
printed on airmail paper with the ICRC heading, and they were forwarded by 
the quickest means available. In the countries which had agreed to this service 
the censor gave these messages priority over ordinary mail24. Like all other 
prisoner of war mail, the messages were exempt from postal charges but were 
subject to an airmail surcharge.

Up to 30 June 1947 the Central Agency had transmitted about 1,355,000 ex
press messages25. This message service worked very efficiently particularly for 
Europe and countries overseas. It was used the most frequently by German 
prisoners of war in America and their families in Germany.

As has already been mentioned, the first transmission of civilian messages 
had been inaugurated by the International Prisoners of War Agency in 1917. 
Later, the use of the civilian message increased considerably during the Span
ish Civil War.

In 1939, when postal communications between the countries at war were in
terrupted, numbers of civilians who could no longer correspond with their 
relatives living in an enemy country sent letters to the Agency in the hope that 
they could be forwarded.

The Agency immediately organized a civilian message service. The workers 
turned the letters into twenty-five word messages which were transcribed onto 
special civilian message forms (Form 61)26.

At the beginning of the war the Civilian Message Section transcribed about 
one thousand letters a day. By June 1947, 425,500 letters had been transcribed 
onto Form 6127. However, the enormous quantity of letters caused considera
ble delay in the transmission of messages, even though the Section had one 
hundred and fifty workers. Because of this the ICRC proposed to the Govern
ments and national Red Cross Societies of the belligerent countries that the in
dividual senders should be allowed to write their own messages on the special 
civilian forms.

The national Red Cross Societies accordingly printed supplies of Form 61 
with their own heading and distributed them to individual persons. After be
ing filled in, the forms were collected by the national Red Cross Societies and 
sent to the Agency which undertook to forward them to their various destina
tions. When a message could not be delivered because the addressee had gone 
away, the Agency requested the national Red Cross Societies to make en
quiries. Unlike the prisoner of war mail, the civilian messages were not exempt 
from postal charges, and the cost of transmission had to be paid by the sender.

23 Cf. “ Report ”, p. 62.
24 See Annex 10: Express message form
25 Op Cit., p. 63.
26 See Annex 8: Form 61.
27 “ Report ”, p. 65.
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In December 1941 a special service within the Civilian Message Section was 
set up for the exchange of messages by telegram. Messages reaching the Agen
cy by telegram were retransmitted in the same way when the sender had espe
cially requested this, or when the addressee lived in an overseas country, or in a 
country where postal communications were interrupted. If, however, tele
graphic communication was not possible, the messages were re-transcribed 
onto Form 61. The forms were also used for countries close to Switzerland 
where telegrams would have been superfluous.

Because of censorship the messages and telegraphic replies were always 
transmitted in the official language of the country of destination, regardless of 
the original language in which the message had been written.

Up to June 1947 the telegraphic message service had transmitted more than 
134,000 messages by telegram28 29. Taking into account the number of cases 
dealt with, the Civilian Message Section was one of the most important sec
tions of the Central Prisoners of War Agency. By June 1947 nearly 24 million 
civilian messages had been forwarded by the Agency2’.

c) Transmission of official or legal documents

The Protecting Powers were generally asked to transmit official or legal 
documents to the belligerents. However, when no Protecting Power was availa
ble, the Central Agency undertook these duties. This applied particularly to 
German prisoners of war in North Africa, as the Germans had not 
recognized the provisional French Government.

But even when a Protecting Power existed, some countries had recourse to 
the services of the Agency for forwarding documents of all kinds across the 
fighting lines. The Agency therefore transmitted powers of attorney and con
tracts of all kinds, including marriage contracts, paternity certificates, divorce 
papers, wills, bills of sale, bank statements, as well as allotment forms, etc..

These documents were sent to the Agency by official Information Bureaux, 
national Red Cross Societies, camp leaders and ICRC delegates. The docu
ments usually reached the Agency collectively in packets.

In general the Agency kept no records of the documents which were re
transmitted, apart from the duplicates of the lists which were enclosed. 
However, where documents of special importance were concerned, the Na
tional Sections registered the details on index cards. Photostats were made 
of wills and documents the loss of which would have been irreparable. When 
the risk of loss was particularly high, National Sections made copies of all 
the documents which passed through their hands. The Italian Section took 
this precaution in 1944, towards the end of the war, and because of the very 
heavy air attacks on the North of Italy, it was even decided to retain the original 
documents and transmit photostats only.

28 Ibid., p. 68.
29 Ibid., p. 71.
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In addition to the documents, a considerable number of photographs of 
prisoners or internees, also photographs of funerals and graves, were transmit
ted by the Agency to the official Information Bureaux or to the Red Cross So
cieties of the countries concerned. It is interesting to note that photographs of 
prisoners and internees and also those of their families could be transmitted 
without difficulty like all other items of prisoner of war mail, whereas the ex
change of photographs of funerals and graves had to be negotiated between 
the belligerents. The Powers involved in the war regarded this exchange as a 
means of verifying whether the Convention relative to the burial of prisoners 
who died in captivity and the upkeep of the graves was being respected30.

d) Transmission of personal effects

Article 4 of the 1929 Geneva Convention relating to the wounded and sick of 
armies in the field places a responsibility on the belligerents to collect and 
transmit to each other all articles of a personal nature found on the battlefield 
or on the dead. Article 8 of the Convention relative to the treatment of 
prisoners of war lays down a similar obligation regarding the exchange be
tween the official Information Bureaux of the countries at war, of all personal 
belongings found on deceased prisoners, such as valuables, correspondence, 
pay books, identity tags, etc.. Most of the belligerents considered the Central 
Agency to be the most appropriate intermediary to undertake these transmis
sions of personal effects, and they had no hesitation in making use of the 
Agency’s services.

In order to ensure the receipt, transmission and safe-keeping of the numer
ous personal effects which they received, the Agency set up a separate depart
ment, called “ The Personal Effects Section ”. However, the belongings trans
mitted through the help of the Section only represented a very small part of the 
total number exchanged between the belligerents during the Second World 
War. A large number of personal effects were in fact exchanged direct between 
the countries concerned through the Protecting Power or in accordance with 
individual agreements entered into by the occupying Power and the country of 
origin of the deceased person (for example the agreement between France and 
Germany from 1940 to 1944).

When first set up, the Personal Effects Section formed part of the general 
services of the ICRC, but from 1943 onwards it was attached to the Central 
Agency and closer contact was established with the National Sections. These 
sections undertook individual enquiries in response to requests from relatives 
concerning personal effects which had been found, whereas the Personal Ef
fects Section took responsibility for receiving the items, and for recording 
them and seeing to their transmission. An alphabetical index of all the cases 
dealt with was set up, and reference cards were made out for the use of the Na
tional Sections concerned.

As a general rule the Agency did not consider that the existence of per
sonal effects warranted their giving a notification of death. They restricted 
themselves to transmitting the effects to official Information Bureaux in the 
belligerent countries, leaving them to draw their own conclusions31. However, 

30 “ Report ”, p. 76.
31 Cf. “ Report ”, pp. 78-79.
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because of events which took place after 1943, the Agency was obliged to keep 
in Geneva the effects which had belonged to Italian servicemen killed in ac
tion. This led the Italian Section to make the decision to use the many 
hundreds of items collected as a source of information concerning the fate of 
dead Italian soldiers of whom no other information was available or where the 
details were insufficient. The examination of these effects enabled the Agency 
to complete or augment information regarding men killed in action supplied 
by the Allied authorities and, in many instances, to establish the identity of the 
deceased32 33.

The examination of the personal effects was often difficult because of the 
poor condition of the articles concerned. They consisted mainly of personal 
possessions in daily use, such as pocket books, purses, watches, combs, rings, 
various papers, military or civilian identity documents, letters and photo
graphs, etc.. The principal means of identification was a close scrutiny of the 
identity papers. However these were often missing or were in a very bad condi
tion. In order to decipher these papers, which were often torn, stained with oil 
or mud, and with blood and pus, sometimes half burnt or soaked with rain, the 
Agency installed a small laboratory. The equipment was very simple, consist
ing mainly of an ultra-violet lamp, a dozen or so reagents and some sheets of 
cellophane. But with this equipment the chemist succeeded in deciphering 
most of the letters which had originally appeared to be illegible.

Up to 30 June 1947, the Personal Effects Section had dealt with 90,500 col
lections of personal effects, and had been able to re-transmit 89,400 of these “.

5. The card-indexes

As for the International Agency, the chief instrument of work for the Cen
tral Prisoners of War Agency was the card-index. The principle of alphabetical 
filing in separate indexes for each National Section remained the same as dur
ing the First World War, but the features and use made of card filing systems 
underwent some alterations at the Central Prisoners of War Agency.

In 1914-1918, and again in 1939, when the Central Agency started its ac
tivities, the indexes were just a source of reference. The cards bore only the 
name and first name of the prisoner together with any available identifica
tion details and the reference number of the original documents from which 
these details had been taken. It was therefore essential to refer back to the 
original documents before any information was given to the enquirer. This 
system was slow and required a lot of space. It was only suitable when the 
Agency was sending replies to a relatively small number of enquiries. In 1940, 
however, when the Agency was literally submerged by an influx of lists con
taining information and numbers of enquiries, it was decided that the methods 
must be changed. From then on, in addition to the family and given name 
of the prisoner and the details for identification and the reference number 
of the original document, all the particulars given on the latter (notification 
of capture, death, transfer to another camp, etc.) were fully inscribed on the 
index card. In this way the card ceased to be just a “ reference ” but became 

32 Ibid.
33 Ibid., p. 81.
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a veritable “ card of information ”, The card-index became to a certain ex
tent a duplicate of the records held by any given Section, which dispensed 
with the need to consult the original documents each time information was 
required34.

To start with, both the International Agency and the Central Agency used 
cards measuring 8 cm. by 12.5 cm. filed in a vertical position. However, when in 
1940 the Agency received from the official German Information Bureau the 
first capture cards which corresponded to the size (10 cm. by 15 cm.) of stan
dard postcards in use by the Universal Postal Union it was decided to adopt a 
new format for all index cards, so that the capture cards could be inserted im
mediately into the card-index. The same format was also adopted for the stan
dard enquiry cards which could then also be placed at once in the index. The 
new cards were from then on filed horizontally.

As with the Agency in the 1914-1918 war, the cards were always a strict copy 
of the original document; even the names which seemed misspelt had to be co
pied exactly. The errors could be rectified to a certain extent by the rules which 
were applied when the cards were filed in the index.

There were two methods for transcribing information received at various 
times concerning the same person. The first consisted of making out a new 
card each time a fresh item of information was received, so that a batch of 
cards was formed for one individual. The second method was to place all the 
items of information which were received at different times on one card which 
is best described as a “ key card ”.

The Central Prisoners of War Agency used mostly the first method because 
then the transcribing of the cards could be handed out to the numerous aux
iliary sections working for the Agency throughout Switzerland.

However the “ key cards ” took up much less room than the batches of cards, 
and some of the National Sections used this method (in particular the Italian 
and British Sections) at times when the Agency found it necessary to scale 
down its operations3S.

The making out and keeping up-to-date of the “ key cards ” necessitated 
preliminary checking with the cards in the index. Before a card was established 
it was essential to make sure that there was not already a duplicate card in the 
index. If such a card already existed it had to be taken out to be completed. A 
loss of time occurred in both cases because the original lists were not always in 
alphabetical order, so that the names had to be transcribed before checking 
took place. Both systems (multiple cards and key cards) had advantages and 
drawbacks.

The information cards varied in colour according to the different National 
Sections.

Enquiry cards were always white. Liaison cards (grey in colour) were exact 
copies of the information on enquiry cards. A liaison card was made out 
whenever there was a doubt about the nationality of a person, or when a man 
had served in other units than those of the regular army of his own country.

34 Ibid., p. 95.
35 Ibid., p. 97.
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The Agency’s central card-index in 1943.



The Section dealing with the case kept the original card, and sent a liaison card 
to all other Sections concerned.

Some Sections made use of a key card system: when the index contained two 
or more cards giving identical information on the same person, a transfer of 
the reference was made on to one single card, and the others were destroyed. 
Basically this was an application of the key card system.

The personnel attributed to each card-index comprised :

1. The senior assistants, who were responsible for the control and supervision 
of the work and for its distribution, together with the training of personnel 
and statistical work;

2. The filing clerks, each in charge of an alphabetical sector. They were also 
responsible for keeping the index boxes in good order and up-to-date. Their 
task did not only consist of filing cards in the index, they also had to watch 
for tallies. Because of this their work resembled that of the checkers. Each 
filing clerk was responsible for a certain number of index boxes. This num
ber could be less than the normal amount when the work of the Sector was 
particularly difficult (for instance in Sectors dealing with very common sur
names such as Smith, Muller, Schwartz, Weiss, etc.);

3. The checkers-, their work was to search in the index on the basis of various 
documents received by the Agency. The principal Sections all had a check
ing service which was either part of the card-index itself, or was separate 
from it. Both the checkers and the filing clerks always had to observe the fil
ing regulations in force at the Agency;

4. The controllers, whose job it was to go through each box to see that the rules 
of filing had been properly carried out and the cases duly dealt with. Con
trollers were usually selected from among the experienced filing clerks.

Each day the cards flowed in two ways, a certain number were taken out of 
the index and others were inserted. When the cards had been placed in alpha
betical order, the Preliminary Sorting Section passed them to the national 
card-indexes, where a filing clerk divided them into piles corresponding to the 
alphabetical sectors. A distinction was made between newly established cards 
which were being inserted in the index for the first time (called “ harvest 
cards ”) and the “ return cards ” which were being re-inserted in the index after 
having been extracted for the Sections. Filing priority was given to certain 
batches of “ harvest cards ”, where there was a need for particularly urgent ac
tion. For example, capture cards were dealt with before notifications of trans
fer or other items of information relating to prisoners of war who were already 
recorded in the index.

Regarding the removal of cards from the index, each Section was subject to 
the general rules, among which two were of particular importance:

1. The various cards which formed a batch must never be separated or removed 
singly from the index. All cards in a batch were examined together;

2. All cards removed from the index had to be replaced by a “ pointer card ” 
bearing all the details necessary for the identification of the case when the 
card was returned to the index. The details had to be sufficiently clear to 
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allow the batch to be re-established in case of loss. The pointer also had 
to state the date of the removal of the batch and its destination. Two 
methods were used, one was the use of a outstanding slip of paper called the 
“ signpost ” which had to be made out anew each time, or a permanent 
pointer of the same size as the cards for each batch of cards, which was never 
removed from the index.
As already mentioned, the work of filing and searching in the indexes came 

up against innumerable difficulties. In describing the problems faced by the 
card-index of the International Prisoners of War Agency special attention was 
given to those caused by the frequent misspelling of names, and to the exis
tence of a great many similar names 3‘. Another difficulty encountered by all 
information agencies was the lack of sufficient details for identification 
purposes.

Errors in the transcription of names, due to ignorance or carelessness, could 
give rise to misspellings such as the followings:

— CALARS became CALERO
— SCHERPENS became SELERPENO
— SNEYERS became INEYERS
— MICHIELS became MICLUELS
— VANDERDONCKT became V d AUOCKT
— DE CROMBRUCHE DE SCHIPDAEL became DE LEOUTRUGGE 

DE SCHIPODACK36 37.

Some of the misspelling of names was deliberate, particularly where 
emigrants or persons residing in annexed countries were concerned. Greek 
emigrants to the United States, for instance, simplified or shortened their 
names in an effort to adapt them to the English language, sometimes even 
“ translating ” them:

— SAVOPOULOS became SAVAS,
— SELLEVERDIS - VERDIS ;
— MICHAILITSIS - MITCHELL;
— GINNAKOPOULOS - JOHNSON
— MARANGOS - CARPENTER; etc.38.

The simple observance of filing rules in such cases was not sufficient to en
sure the concordance of cards concerning the same person, and the filers and 
checkers had to use great imagination in reaching their conclusions. The 
filing rules were the same for the Central Prisoners of War Agency as for 
the International Prisoners of War Agency, but the combining of names 

36 For instance the German index, which today contains 10 million cards, has nearly 50,000 in the 
name of Müller, of which 10 % are Hans Müller.

37 These cases have been taken from the index of Belgian Section of the Agency.
38 Cf. “ Report ”, p. 106.
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spelled phonetically with names which were visually similar and the use of 
“ Reference Cards ” had been greatly improved

The Agency had also established special indexes for the racial groups which 
formed part of the armies of the British and French Empires, for example, 
whose languages were entirely different from that of the parent State. The Brit
ish Section set up separate indexes for the Cypriots, the Arabs, and for Indian 
troops, while the French Colonial Section established separate indexes for the 
countries where Arabic was spoken (Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco) and for 
French West Africa and Indochina.

In all the above cases, the Agency entrusted the organization of the various 
indexes to specialists who were experts in the languages and customs of the 
populations concerned.

In order to identify persons bearing the same family and given names certain 
civil and military particulars were necessary, such as date and place of birth, 
father’s given name, domicile (family address), army unit, army and prisoner 
of war number.

The army number and the prisoner of war number were undoubtedly the 
most important details for identification purposes. The system of army num
bers in use by most of the belligerent countries rendered invaluable service to 
the staff of the Central Agency. However, this system was not used by all the ar
mies, and even when it was, the tag on which the number appeared could be 
lost or destroyed. In such cases, the number allotted to a prisoner of war at the 
time of capture was extremely useful.

When neither the army number nor the prisoner of war number were 
known, efforts had to be made to make cards correspond by piecing together 
details regarding the capture and places of detention which were sometimes 
available. If these efforts failed, the enquiry card was filed until new informa
tion was received which might help to clarify the case39 40 41.

The army number remained, however, often the only means of identifica
tion because even the setting up of special indexes, while simplifying the 
problems, could not solve all the difficulties involved in filing names in some 
of the languages. For this reason the Central Agency created in several of the 
national indexes, alongside the alphabetical index, a numerical index, based 
on army and prisoner of war numbers. In cases of similar names, or misspel
lings this index allowed for the addition of new information or of a new en
quiry to the batch of cards concerning any given person. Obviously this 
method of identification was only possible if the army or prisoner of war num
ber appeared in all the details which were successively received regarding the 
same serviceman4'.

39 There were two kinds of reference cards: those indicating the different variations of a name 
taken into consideration during filing, and reference cards indicating where the principal card 
could be found, when there was question of a person having several family names, a double fa
mily name or two completely different names (an alias).

40 Op. cit., p. 105.
41 Cf. “Report”, p. 107.
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§ 2. General auxiliary sections and the “ Watson ” Section

From 1940 onwards certain types of general work, such as the making out 
of cards and preliminary sorting, were entrusted to teams of workers who 
were at the disposal of all sections of the Agency. These teams formed what 
was called the General Auxiliary Sections, and they included, the Typing Sec
tion, the Preliminary Sorting Section to which was attached the Night Work 
Section, and the Auxiliary and Outside Work Sections.

1. The typing Section

This section was set up in the summer of 1940, and was the centre where all 
the index cards destined to be filed in the indexes of the Central Agency were 
made out. From the beginning the Section had a service for establishing the 
cards, and another for checking them with the original documents. By the end 
of 1940, the Section had 150 checkers and 100 volunteer typists. However, the 
lists giving information very soon began to arrive in such vast quantities that 
great delays occurred in the delivery of the cards to the National Sections. In 
order to avoid this the National Sections started to make out the information 
cards themselves.

In view of this, the Typing Section relinquished a large part of its personnel 
to the National Sections, and finally only retained a team of about twelve wor
kers for transcribing urgent documents onto index cards, and for copying 
work42.

In 1942 a roneo section was added to the Typing Section for duplicating 
forms, verbal reports, technical notes and other documents of interest to the 
Agency.

2. Preliminary Sorting and Night Work Sections

The work of the Preliminary Sorting Section was to put into alphabetical 
order all the index and capture cards ready for insertion into the card-indexes 
of the Central Agency. This preliminary sorting process was indispensable 
where large numbers of cards giving important information were being dealt 
with43.

The Preliminary Sorting Section was organized at the beginning of 1940 
when the Agency started to receive a large number of lists and capture cards 
concerning Belgian and French prisoners. From the summer of 1945 onwards 
the Section was principally employed in sorting cards and capture cards for the 
Sections dealing with the Axis Powers.

At first the Section only did the work of alphabetizing for all the National 
Sections, leaving the latter to make their own merging or phonetic adjust
ments before inserting the cards in their card-indexes. Later, however, the staff 

42 Ibid., p. 86
43 Ibid., p. 87
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of the Preliminary Sorting Section had to learn the different methods of filing 
adopted by various Sections, in particular, the German, Hungarian, Roma
nian and Yugoslav Sections.

In 1940 the Night Work Section was organized under the same direction as 
the Preliminary Sorting Section. This Section handled all kinds of urgent 
work, particularly the preliminary sorting for the National Sections. It was 
staffed entirely by volunteers.

3. The Auxiliary Sections

As soon as the hostilities began many towns in Switzerland offered their 
help to the Central Agency.

When in 1940 the Agency began to receive large quantities of mail, amoun
ting to an average of 60,000 letters daily, it was decided to accept some of these 
offers of help, and Auxiliary Sections were formed in Zurich, Lucerne, Vevey, 
Aarau, Neuchatel, Berne, Basle, Nyon, Trelex, Morges, Saint-Gall, Lausanne, 
Winterthur, Yverdon, Montreux, Fribourg, Coire, Troinex (Geneva), Zug and 
on the premises of the Swiss Bank Corporation in Geneva44.

The Auxiliary Sections gave their help mainly to the Typing Section and the 
Preliminary Sorting Section, but they also undertook other work such as sor
ting letters and messages, transcribing letters onto civilian message forms, 
checking the wording of civilian messages, transmitting of documents, ma
king out labels for parcels, copying and translating various kinds, enquiries re
garding missing servicemen, notification of deaths, enquiries concerning civi
lians, etc..

By 1945 twenty-four auxiliary Sections were in existence, comprising about 
1,060 volunteer workers4S.

An Auxiliary Sections Office was established which acted as an interme
diary between the National Sections and the Auxiliary Sections for the distri
bution of the work and its return to Geneva. Generally speaking the National 
Sections had no direct contact with the Auxiliary Sections, although they were 
under an obligation to express their comments on the work accomplished. In 
this way the Auxiliary Sections Office was able to assess the quality of the work 
done by the various Auxiliary Sections, and to plan the distribution of the 
work accordingly.

4. The Outside Work Section

As no additional staff was available in Geneva, and the Auxiliary Sections 
were already overloaded with work, the Central Agency decided to form 
teams, in agreement with the authorities concerned, composed of military or 
civilian internees in Switzerland, and of German prisoners of war in neighbou
ring parts of France.

From 20 September 1945 eleven of these branches were working in Switzer
land, and from 14 March 1946 there was one team in France46.

44 Cf. “ Report ”, p. 90.
45 Ibid.
46 Ibid., p. 93.
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These teams mainly gave assistance to the German Section following the 
cessation of hostilities. Their principal work consisted of :

— Sorting German prisoner of war mail ;
— Making out information and enquiry cards ;
— Preliminary sorting of cards ;
— Transmission of messages ;
— Communication of information to families ;
— Translation of various documents.

A technical Section of the Agency, called the Outside Work Office, control
led the distribution of the work to the exterior teams, and assured its return to 
the Agency. The teams were not permitted to pass on any information or mes
sages direct to the families concerned, and all such communications had to go 
through the intermediary of the Agency.

5. The Watson Section

One of the most important innovations in the work of the Agency was the es
tablishment, six weeks after the outbreak of hostilities, of a technical section 
based on the Hollerith data processing equipment. This section, named the 
“ Watson Section ”, was set up thanks to the generosity of the International 
Business Machines Corporation, the president of which, Thomas J. Watson, 
had decided to offer the use of the Hollerith equipment free of charge to the In
ternational Committee of the Red Cross.

The functioning of the Hollerith equipment was based on the use of cards 
perforated according to a code and worked by an electro-magnetic process47. 
The machines were designed to facilitate statistical research work and accoun
ting, but the Agency used them mainly for establishing lists and perforated 
cards. The use of the machines allowed the Agency to produce lists of prisoners 
in alphabetical or numerical order according to any one of the items of identi
fication appearing on the card (for example names of prisoners in alphabetical 
order, or in numerical order based on the army or prisoner of war numbers).

The Hollerith system consisted of the mechanical reproduction of informa
tion by the perforation of individual cards according to a pre-determined set
ting. These cards bore twelve horizontal lines and eighty vertical columns allo
wing for the inscribing of eighty figures or letters. Regardless of the column 
used each number from zero to nine would always be punched on the same ho
rizontal line. The number zero for instance would always be punched on the 
third line, the number one on the fourth, etc.. Letters were punched by the com
bination of two holes ; the letter A was inscribed for instance by a perforation 
on the third line and another on the fifth48.

A perforated card was made for each prisoner which bore all the details nee
ded for identification. Any lists which were required could be obtained by sor
ting these cards.

47 Cf. Op. cit., p. 109
48 Ibid.
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The Watson Section used three principal types of machines: perforators, 
sorters and tabulators.

The perforators were used for punching the cards. The mechanism for this 
was similar to the pressing of keys on a typewriter. The insertion and ejection 
of the cards was entirely automatic and the pressing of a key produced one or 
two rectangular perforations, together with the printed transcription at the top 
of the card of the corresponding number or letter 49.

The sorters counted and sorted the cards either into alphabetical order or 
into numerical sequence (army or prisoner of war numbers). This sorting ope
rated at the speed of 400 cards a minute.

The tabulators produced, on the basis of cards already classified by the sor
ters, the lists and statistical or accounting statements which were required. 
These machines produced the text of the perforated cards at the rate of 80 cards 
a minute 5°.

In addition to these three machines the Agency also used a duplicating ma
chine and an interpreting machine. The first reproduced the perforated cards 
omitting the corresponding printed text, while the interpreter completed the 
perforated cards by the automatic printing of the text51.

According to the requirements of the different Sections of the Agency the 
Watson Section was able to produce lists of prisoners in alphabetical order, or 
in numerical sequence according to the army or prisoner of war number or in 
order of regiments, etc.. The establishment of alphabetical lists of all the na
mes of prisoners recorded in a national index gave workers the chance of disco
vering the existence of prisoners whose cards had been wrongly filed. The nu
merical lists helped to bring together names which had been misspelled or 
wrongly filed, and in this way tallies were produced which had so far eluded the 
search in the index.

The Watson Section was undoubtedly of very great assistance above all in 
dealing with regimental enquiries. The sorters, which dealt with 24,000 cards 
an hour, and the tabulators which could transcribe 4,800 names in the same 
amount of time, enabled lists of prisoners and missing servicemen to be esta
blished in order of army units52 53.

§ 3. Analysis of selected National Sections

The Central Prisoners of War Agency had 26 National Sections ”. They 
all functioned according to the same principles, but the circumstances of the 
conflict and the individual characteristics of each State at war brought about 

49 Ibid., p. Ill
50 Cf. “Report”, p. 111.
51 Ibid., pp. 111-112.
52 Cf., see below : French Section regimental enquiries
53 These consisted of the following sections: German, American, Latin-American, Austrian, 

Baltic, Belgian, British, Bulgarian, Spanish, Finnish, French, Greek, Dutch, Hungarian, Ita
lian, Japanese, Luxemburg, Polish, Portuguese, Romanian, Scandanavian, Russian, Czech, 
Yougoslav, French Colonial and Sundry nationalities.
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considerable differences in their structure and development. Four of the sec
tions, the Polish, French, German and Italian sections, have been selected for 
closer examination on the basis of their complexity and particularities. The 
National Sections of the four principal belligerent States (Great Britain, the 
United States, Japan and the USSR) are excluded because, with the exception 
of the British Section, they were of far less importance in relation to the num
ber of cases dealt with, than the four Sections to be examined.

The British and American Sections seem less interesting because their acti
vities developed without too many difficulties. This was because information 
regarding British and American prisoners reached the Agency fairly regularly 
and without long delays (with the exception of information regarding priso
ners in the hands of the Japanese).

The Japanese Section was not big. Its principal task was the transmission to 
the Japanese authorities of information received from the official Bureaux of 
the Allies, concerning Japanese prisoners of war. As in Japan to be a prisoner 
of war was considered a disgrace reflecting on the whole family there were 
practically no requests for news from relatives54 55 56. However, the Agency recei
ved large numbers of enquiries concerning Japanese civilians interned in New 
Zealand, Australia, and the United States.

The Russian Section was in a rather special situation. At the beginning of 
the German-Soviet conflict, although not a signatory of the Geneva Conven
tion of 1929, the Soviet Union was prepared, on the basis of reciprocity, to pro
vide the ICRC with information concerning enemy prisoners of war captured 
by the Soviet forces. As the result of steps taken by the ICRC delegates, the 
German authorities gave the ICRC a list of 299 Soviet prisoners in Germany, 
and this was transmitted to the government of the USSR. Radio Moscow later 
gave a list of 300 names of German prisoners of war35, but no exchange of lists 
of prisoners of war took place between Germany and the USSR, because each 
of the two parties to the conflict cited violations of the laws and customs of war 
by its adversary and claimed reciprocity. Neither country was prepared to take 
the initiative and abandon its intransigence Most of the other countries at war 
with the USSR also ceased to sent lists of Soviet prisoners of war to the Agency, 
stating that there was no reciprocity. It is for this reason that the activity of the 
USSR Section, which without doubt ought to have become the largest section 
of the Agency, remained rather limited 5‘.

J. The Polish Section

The Polish Section, created on 14 September 1939, was, as has already been 
seen, one of the most interesting of the National Sections, because of the diver
sity of cases with which it had to deal.

54 “ Report ”, p. 267. ,
55 DURAND, André : From Sarajevo to Hiroshima: History of the International Committee of 

the Red Cross, Geneva, Henry Dunant Institute, 1984, p. 417, (note 2).
56 Nevertheless, as comes out in the “ Report ”, (p. 254), the Russian Section received lists of 

75,000 Russian prisoners in Romania, 3,000 prisoners in Finland, 914 in Italy, 348 in Germany 
and 250 in Hungary. In addition, there were about 8,000 Russian prisoners who had escaped 
from Germany and Italy and who were interned in Switzerland.



In September 1939 Poland was invaded by German and Soviet troops and, 
following the fall of Warsaw, Poland ceased to be a sovereign State. The official 
Polish Information Bureau was dissolved and there was no longer any official 
organization in Poland to which the Agency could transmit the information it 
received from the German authorities regarding Polish prisoners of war and ci
vilian internees. All this documentation was therefore kept in Geneva and, for 
the duration of the war, the Agency acted as a central information bureau for 
numbers of individuals in Poland or abroad.

A large part of the Polish Army was captured by the German or Soviet forces 
(there were about 400,000 prisoners of war in Germany, and more than 200,000 
in the USSR), but many of the soldiers succeeded in seeking refuge in neigh
bouring countries, where they were interned. The official German Informa
tion Bureau sent the Agency lists of Polish prisoners of war regularly until Fe
bruary 1940, but ceased to do this after that date, and the Polish Section then 
only received lists of prisoners in need, which came to them from the camp lea
ders in the German camps. Later, in 1943, the German Official Bureau started 
again to send the Agency lists of Polish prisoners, but these contained only the 
names of officers; most of the common soldiers having by then been given the 
status of “ civilian workers ”

This transformation of Polish prisoners of war into “ civilian workers ” was 
made in defiance of the 1929 Convention relative to the treatment of prisoners 
of war. The Polish prisoners of war were placed under great pressure, and those 
who refused to become “ civilian workers ” were transferred to concentration 
camps ”.

The official Information Bureau and the German Red Cross replied fairly 
regularly to enquiries from the Agency concerning these “ civilians workers ”, 
but these no longer depended on the Wehrmacht but on the civilian authori
ties, and could suddenly “ disappear ”, They were transferred for the slightest 
breach of discipline to concentration camps, and enquiries and messages from 
the Agency no longer reached them.

Moreover, Polish prisoners bearing names of German origin were forced to 
sign a request for liberation, declaring themselves to be “ Volksdeutsche ”, and 
they then had to enrol in the German army. If they refused they risked being 
sent to a “ Strafbataillon ” (disciplinary detachment) or to a concentration 
camp. Enquiries from the Agency and measures taken by delegates of the 
ICRC in favour of these prisoners always remained without result57 58 59.

The Polish prisoners of Jewish origin were systematically transferred to con
centration camps (especially to the Lublin extermination camp). The Agency 
possesses many files concerning these prisoners who “ disappeared ” from 

57 “ Report ”,p. 117.
58 During the meeting of the ICRC on 26 June 1942, the ICRC delegate from Berlin stated that 

not more than 70,OCX) Polish prisoners of war remained in German camps, whereas there had 
been 400,000 at the beginning of the war: all the others had been transformed into “ civilian 
workers ”. (See on this subject: Report of the International Committee of the Red Cross on its 
activities during the Second World War. Vol. I.).

59 See, for example. File DP 45,092 of the Polish Section relating to a prisoner who refused the 
status of “ Volksdeusche ” and who died in a concentration camp. The intervention of the Ber
lin delegate who had sent many communications to the German High Command produced no 
result.
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the prisoner of war camps, and about whom the Germans were not willing 
to provide any information60.

It must also be stated that the treatment of Polish prisoners of war was in ge
neral more severe than that suffered by French, English or American prisoners. 
The Poles who escaped from the camps and who were recaptured were nearly 
always handed over to the Gestapo, who had them shot or sent to concentra
tion camps, where they were usually executed shortly after their arrival. The 
Agency was never given information by the German authorities regarding es
caped Polish prisoners of war.

For the soldiers who had disappeared on the front in September and Oc
tober 1939, Polish officers, who were prisoners in Oflag VII-A, constituted 
a “ Polish Commission for the Missing ”, which recorded and transmitted to 
the Agency the testimonies of all Polish officers who were prisoners of war 
in Germany.

The Agency was generally able to reply to enquiries concerning Polish priso
ners of war in Germany with the exception of those who were under duress. 
The official Bureau and the German Red Cross replied regularly to enquiries 
and the Polish Section could sometimes give information on the basis of offi
cial lists which they had received.

On the other hand, as previously mentioned, the Soviet Union did not adhe
re to the 1929 Convention, and did not provide any information concerning 
Poles deported to the USSR. Nevertheless, the Polish Section managed to re
gister the names of a certain number of these prisoners from the messages they 
had been permitted to send to their families in Poland through the interme
diary of the Agency. This exchange of messages lasted until the Spring 
of 194061.

The Red Cross Societies of the countries bordering Poland62 sent lists to Ge
neva of interned Polish servicemen who had sought refuge in these countries in 
1939. These internees were also allowed to send messages and letters to their fa
milies and the Polish Section made a note of their names before transmitting 
the communications to the addressees.

The greater number of the Poles interned in these countries succeeded in lea
ving for France in the winter of 1939-1940, where they again took up the fight 
against Germany alongside the French troops. Poles captured by the Germans 
during the French campaign of 1940 were reported as French prisoners of war 
in the information given to the Agency and their cases were dealt with jointly 
by the French and Polish Sections.

Many members of the Polish forces who had survived the French campaign 
and had not been captured by the Germans managed to reach Great Britain, 
where they were reformed into Polish units, or were incorporated into the Bri
tish Army. In order to obtain news of these servicemen the Polish Section ap
plied to the office of the Polish Red Cross in London. If they fell into the hands 
of the German authorities they were considered as British Prisoners.

60 The following files are examples: DP 102,181, DP 105,365, DP 105,511, DP 105,517, etc.
61 The Agency possesses numerous files containing cards which Polish prisoners of war in the 

USSR had written to their families in Poland (for example. Files DP 2,425, DP 10,896, DP 
37,304, DP 37,309, DP 37,320, etc.).

62 Hungary, Latvia, Estonia, Lithuania, Rumania, Slovakia, Sweden, and Yugoslavia.
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About 30,000 Polish servicemen crossed the Swiss frontier after the fighting 
in France and stayed interned in Switzerland to the end of the war. The Swiss 
Federal Commissariat for Internment and Accommodation gave the Agency 
lists of all these internees.

After the defeat of the French army, some of the Polish units retreated to
wards the south of France and the Agency received many enquiries, particu
larly regarding Polish servicemen who had left France for Algeria or Morocco. 
While illegally crossing Spain a certain number were arrested and were inter
ned in the camp of Miranda de Ebro until the end of the war.

In July and in December 1941, after the entry into the war of the USSR, two 
agreements were concluded between the Soviet Government and the Com
mander in Chief of the Polish forces abroad. As a result of these agreements 
large numbers of Polish military personnel and their families (about a hundred 
thousand people in all) left the Soviet Union for Teheran. Units of these servi
cemen fought in due course under the orders of General Anders side by side 
with the British forces in Africa (at Tobruk and El ’Alamein) and participated 
later in the landings in Italy.

In addition, a Polish army was formed of former Polish prisoners of war re
maining in the USSR, and other former Polish prisoners also fought on the 
Eastern front in units of the Soviet forces. These combatants were treated by 
the Germans as Soviet prisoners of war, and the Central Agency was never in
formed of their capture.

The families of the servicemen who formed part of Anders army were direc
ted to go to India and to Kenya, Tanganyka, Rhodesia and even to Mexico. In 
1944 the Agency received lists of these civilians from the Polish Red Cross in 
Nairobi.

In Poland, the civilian population had suffered severely from the German 
occupation. Not only men in the prime of life but old people and women and 
children were imprisoned, deported to labour or concentration camps, or even 
executed in reprisal for acts of resistance. In order to have news of Polish civi
lians, the Agency applied to the Polish Red Cross in Warsaw, who made every 
effort to reply regularly to enquiries, in spite of close surveillance by the Ger
man authorities (the enquiries generally had to go through the German Red 
Cross).

A certain number of the enquiries concerned Poles of Jewish origin. In or
der not to draw the attention of the German authorities to this group, the Po
lish Section decided fairly quickly not to send on messages or to make enqui
ries concerning these people.

On 1 August 1944, when the Soviet Army was nearing the Polish capital, 
the Warsaw uprising broke out. About twenty thousand combatants of the 
clandestine Polish army were captured by the Germans. Although prisoner 
of war status was granted to these resistance fighters (partly thanks to the 
intervention of the ICRC), the German authorities never gave their names 
to the Agency “. Nevertheless the Polish Section was able to set up a card
index concerning the Warsaw uprising. This was thanks to lists sent by the

63 Only the resistance fighters captured before 5 October 1944 were considered as prisoners 
of war.
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camp leaders in charge of the Polish prisoners64. This card-index remained 
incomplete, although the Agency was able to add to it as they received a num
ber of letters from Poles taken prisoner in Warsaw who wrote to the ICRC 
to give news of themselves and to ask for help.

A large part of the population of Warsaw was killed during the fighting, and 
among the survivors the able-bodied men were deported to Germany for for
ced labour, and the women, children and the elderly were evacuated to various 
parts of Poland. These displacements of the population caused a considerable 
influx of requests for news from relatives and friends. On their side, the displa
ced persons sent many tracing enquiries and requests for help to the ICRC on 
the basis of which the Polish Section established lists, copies of which were 
sent to the Polish Red Cross Delegation in Geneva.

Poland was one the countries most affected by the war. More than six mil
lion people died (22 % of the population)65 and hundreds of thousands of sol
diers and civilians were scattered all over the world.

Because of this displacement of the population, the Polish Section was in a 
very different situation in relation to the other National Sections of the 
Agency. In the other sections the enquiries concerned mainly prisoners of war 
or civilian internees who were being sought by enquirers who were still resident 
at their original home addresses, while the Polish Section was receiving enqui
ries from civilians in Poland, from prisoners, and from servicemen fighting 
abroad, also from civilians who had sought refuge in many other countries. 
These enquiries concerned not only prisoners of war and civilian internees, 
but also numerous cases concerning military personnel and civilians who had 
found freedom in many parts of the world.
In the absence of one single source of information the Polish Section became a 
veritable turntable for all enquiries and information concerning Polish victims 
of the war, and the Agency was virtually the only organization capable of relie
ving the appalling anxiety suffered by Polish families so brutally separated by 
the war.

In 1945 the Central Committee of the Polish Red Cross was re-constituted in 
Warsaw, at which time the Polish Red Cross in London changed its title and 
continued to function under the name “ Relief Society for Poles

The voluminous records of this society were not transferred to Warsaw and 
the newly formed Polish Red Cross was not in a position to reply to the nume
rous individual enquiries it received. The records of the former Red Cross in 
Warsaw had been destroyed at the time of the uprising in 1944 and, because of 
this, many enquirers continued to write to the Agency in Geneva, which, in or
der to help the new Red Cross to re-establish its records, sent them duplicates 
of all information sent to the Red Cross in Warsaw during the German occupa
tion (before 1944).

At the end of the war Poles living abroad did not all, for various reasons, 
return to their own country. The Agency continued to receive many enquiries 
not only concerning former prisoners of war and deportees in Germany, but 

64 In 1945 Polish units fighting with British troops liberated a camp in Germany containing priso
ners captured in Warsaw in 1944 (mostly women). Lists of these liberated prisoners were sent to 
the Agency.

6 5 According to “ The Polish Central Commission for the Study of Hitlerian Crimes ”, 6,028,000 
people died in Poland (see Hillel Marc: Les Archives de I’Espoir, Paris: Fayard, 1977, p. 55.
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also concerning servicemen who had fought in Polish units side by side with 
the Allies, and concerning civilian refugees in various countries. In addition, 
during the last months of the war, and particularly after the German capit
ulation, the Polish Section began to receive numbers of requests for news of 
Poles who had been forced to join the German army and who had disap
peared or been captured by the Allied forces.

Even to this day, so many years after the war, the Central Tracing Agency 
maintains a relatively important service for Polish victims of the Second 
World War. Thanks to the Agency’s extensive records many certificates of cap
tivity can be issued to former Polish prisoners of war now reaching retirement 
age, and the Agency is sometimes able to give news of many Polish nationals 
wrongly believed dead or missing without trace in the turmoil of the war, brin
ging happiness to the families concerned.

Some of the individual cases selected from thousands of files held by the 
Polish Section serve to illustrate the usefulness of this work, which may not 
always be spectacular but which is deeply appreciated by the persons 
concerned66.

2. The French Section

The French Section created on 14 September 1939 was the first big section of 
the Central Prisoners of War Agency.

The problems which the staff had to overcome (particularly the vast amount 
of information and the mountain of enquiries received) forced them to develop 
new methods of working which were later applied to other National Sections 
of the Agency.

During the first French campaign, in May and June 1940, the larger part of 
the French army was captured and the German authorities took several 
months to make a count and to provide the Agency with the names of the 
1,700,000 French prisoners. However, the system of capture cards enabled the 
French Section to obtain details of more than 900,000 of these prisoners before 
the arrival in Geneva of official lists.

The Agency had an obligation to pass on the official lists to the French 
authorities with the least possible delay and all the information from the lists 
compiled by the official German Information Bureau was supposed to be tran
scribed on to cards. It was not long, however, before the transmission of in
formation caused problems for the French Section, as the services competent 
to deal with the question of prisoners of war and the French Red Cross had 
been disorganized by events. In fact some of the official bodies had left Paris 
and their new addresses were not yet known67. In addition the authorities 
concerned and the French Red Cross had not managed to provide relatives 
with the information they had received through the intermediary of the Agency

66 See “ Individual cases ” below.
67 The official departments of the .Vichy Government with which the Agency was in correspon

dence often changed their names and location. The Agency transmitted the lists of prisoners to 
the Service des prisonniers de guerre in Lyons, while information concerning prisoners who 
had died had to be sent to the Service centra! de I'etat civil, des successions et des sépultures in 
Paris. (See “ Report ”, p. 125).
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within a reasonable period of time68. For this reason many French families, 
some of whom could still remember the service rendered by the International 
Prisoners of War Agency in 1914-1918, turned to Geneva for help. In these cir
cumstances, the Agency became virtually a substitute for the French Informa
tion Bureau and the French Red Cross. The French Section sent the informa
tion it received from the German Information Bureau about prisoners and 
deaths direct to the families. In fact this practice of making direct contact with 
families continued throughout the war.

From May 1940 onwards the Agency was literally flooded with enquiries. 
The French Section received up to 60,000 letters a day69, from which all the re
levant details had to be transcribed onto cards. At the same time an ever increa
sing number of lists announcing the capture or the death of military personnel 
arrived from Germany. The details from these lists also had to be transcribed 
onto cards and to accomplish this enormous task the Central Prisoner of War 
Agency had to take on hundreds of additional workers. In August 1940, 850 
volunteers were working in the French Section. The number of paid employees 
reached 350 by the beginning of 1941. In addition several hundred people wor
ked for the Section in 12 auxiliary sections of the Agency situated in various 
Swiss towns70.

In order to avoid the delays caused by the reading and transcription of the 
letters, which were sometimes very long and contained very complicated en
quiries concerning several different persons, the French Section created a stan
dard request card (card 275), which omitted the superfluous details and could 
be inserted directly into the card-index71. Large numbers of these cards were 
printed and used by the ICRC and also by national Red Cross Societies. Use of 
the card spread later to most of the belligerent countries.

Another standard card was used for conveying information about prisoners 
of war to their families. The French Section set up a special section for com
municating with relatives, and any information received by means of capture 
cards or official lists was given to the families without waiting for them to 
make enquiries72. In July 1941, the Agency decided to suspend these spon
taneous communications because they considered that the French prisoners 
should have been able by then to make contact with their families through 
the use of the postcards which each prisoner had the right to send to close 
relatives to inform them of his capture. This was in accordance with Article 36 
of the 1929 Convention relative to the treatment of prisoners of war.

However, the transmission of information to families, whether spontaneous 
or on request, did not exempt the Agency from its obligation to provide the 
French Authorities with information at the same time. As the official lists 
of French prisoners arrived from Germany much more slowly than the capture 
cards, the French Section asked the “ Watson ” Section to use the Hollerith 
equipment to compile alphabetical lists from the capture cards, which were 
then sent to the Secretary of State for War of the Vichy Government. The 

68 Because of the enormous quantity of lists.
69 Op. cit., p.127.
70 Ibid.
71 See Annex 11: Card 275.
72 See Annex 12: Standard family communication card.
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Central Prisoners of War Agency stopped making these lists in the autumn 
of 1940 because, at that date, the official lists started to arrive from Germany 
in large numbers and it was sufficient to send photocopies of these to the 
French authorities73.

By the summer of 1941 the French Section finally succeeded in transcribing 
on to cards all the information received from the official German Information 
Bureau and in conveying it to the French authorities. However other important 
tasks connected with the French campaign of 1940 still remained to be done. 
The French Section had to deal with a very large number of enquiries about 
those French prisoners who, for a variety of reasons, had not sent any news to 
their families. In fact some of the prisoners had been so disturbed psychologi
cally by captivity that they ceased to reply to letters from close relatives, who 
then wrote to the Agency. Other prisoners had lost contact with their families, 
who had perhaps been evacuated to another part of France or even become re
fugees in another country. Also, prisoners who had tried to escape and been re
captured were sometimes put into solitary confinement and forbidden to cor
respond. In other situations even the lack of writing paper could be a reason 
for prolonged silence. In these circumstances, and in order to reassure anxious 
families, the French section usually contacted the camp leaders, providing the 
Agency’s double enquiry-reply card, the reply side of which was to be filled in 
by the prisoner himself or the camp leader74.

The French Section made a particular effort for wounded or sick prisoners. 
Lists received from hospital commandants, messages from camp leaders or 
fellow prisoners and any ICRC delegate’s report containing names of woun
ded or sick prisoners seen during the course of camp visits were given priority 
over information concerning prisoners in good physical condition. If the ill
ness or the wounds were not of a serious nature, the information was forwar
ded to the Direction desprisonniers de guerre in Lyons. But in serious cases the 
Agency contacted the next-of-kin in order to prepare them for an eventual no
tification of death.

The Section also handled death certificates, 15,140 of which were transmit
ted to the French authorities during the war. Most of the notifications of death 
received by the Agency and concerning prisoners in Germany came from the 
German Red Cross. Death certificates were drawn up on a form with an ICRC 
heading and were signed either by a doctor or by a witness. When they reached 
the Agency these certificates were frequently accompanied by letters from 
army chaplains, camp leaders or fellow prisoners describing the circumstances 
of the death and the funeral75.

Throughout the war the Agency acted as an intermediary for French 
prisoners on a number of other questions. About 156,000 documents of all 
kinds passed through the hands of a special task force in the French Section 
whose job it was to ensure that these documents - powers of attorney, allot
ment forms, wills, marriage declarations, bills of sale, liquidation notices, etc. 
- were transmitted to the prisoners or their families76.

73 Cf. “ Report ” p. 130.
74 See Annex 7: Card 542.
75 Cf. “ Report ”, p. 135 and Annex 4: Death certificate.
76 1,820 marriages between French prisoners and women resident in France were arranged by the 

Agency (Op. cit., p. 132).
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Nevertheless, one of the principal activities of the French Section, particu
larly after the 1940 Battle of France, was to enquire about military personnel 
reported as missing. Families had received no news from some 40,000 French 
soldiers who were not listed with the Agency either as prisoners or deceased. 
The Section decided to try to follow up the missing through a system of collec
tive enquiries, the so-called “ regimental enquiries ”, the utility of which had 
been demonstrated during the First World War by the International Prisoners 
of War Agency.

For this kind of search, the French Section depended mainly on the mecha
nical means which the Agency had at its disposition. From the enquiries recei
ved, the Section compiled a list of all the missing members of the French army 
and gave it to the “ Watson ” Service. Perforated cards were produced on the 
Hollerith equipment from the details provided on the list. Each card gave the 
family name, the first name, the date of birth, the grade and military rank, also 
the regimental unit and section or group of the missing person. With the help 
of this equipment the cards were then sorted according to military units and a 
list of the missing men from each unit was compiled. In addition the Watson 
Section established a list from the capture cards containing the names of 
570,000 prisoners of war in Germany classified according to their units. The 
French Section then sent each prisoner of war a list of men missing from his 
particular unit, together with a circular letter asking for a reply to be sent on 
the form attached77. By the end of December 1941 the Agency had received 
142,707 replies including 170,000 statements from which definite conclusions 
could be reached (some replies concerned several missing men). Thanks to the
se testimonies the Agency and the French authorities were able to establish the 
fate of thirty thousand missing servicemen78.

Alongside the work undertaken concerning military victims of the 1940 
Battle of France, which included servicemen captured, killed or missing, as 
well as those who had escaped to the South of France and others who had em
barked with the British forces at Dunkirk, the Agency had to extend its action 
to encompass other members of the French fighting forces.

For instance, the French Section undertook numerous enquiries regarding 
missing sailors. After the Franco-German armistice concluded at Compiégne 
on 22 June 1940, French troops who were stationed outside metropolitan Fran
ce were under the orders of the Vichy Government whereas French naval units 
were interned in Great Britain and in Egypt (Alexandria). By means of enqui
ries to Allied and neutral authorities and to ICRC delegations abroad, toge
ther with various methods of counterchecking, the French Section was able to 
collect data concerning 1,500 French ships. A special card-index containing all 
the available information about both merchant and war ships and their crews 
proved invaluable in dealing with tracing enquiries79.

The establishing in London of the French Committee of National Libera
tion by General de Gaulle in the summer of 1940 also had important reper

77 See Annex 13 : Regimental enquiry, circular letter.
78 “ Report ”, p. 135.
79 Ibid. p. 138; also Annex 14: Card of the special “ boat ” index, - the Richelieu.
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cussions on the work of the French Section. The armed forces recruited by the 
Committee were soon in action.

Thus, throughout most of the war, the Agency had to deal with three groups 
of authorities: the Vichy Government, the German authorities and the Go
vernment of General de Gaulle.

In June and July 1941, during the campaign in Syria, the British captured 
members of the French forces fighting under the orders of the Vichy Govern
ment. The Agency received a certain number of capture cards and some lists, 
but the British authorities never divulged all the names of these members of 
the French forces. In fact most of these men were not even considered prisoners 
of war, as they had immediately asked to be enrolled in the French units which 
were being formed in the Middle East and in Great Britain. Enquiries concer
ning these servicemen came mainly from the “ Directorate of the Levant Forces 
” at Arles, but the Agency was usually unable to supply any information.

De Gaulle’s troops fought their first big battle at Bir-Hakeim in June 1942. 
The ICRC took urgent steps to ensure that the Italian authorities should treat 
any troops they captured as prisoners of war and not as “ franc-tireurs ”. The 
ship which was transporting the French servicemen captured at Bir-Hakeim 
(the Nino-Bixio) was torpedoed and many of the prisoners on board were 
drowned. As a detailed list had not been made at the time of embarkation, and 
as the names of the survivors were not recorded with care, the Agency was una
ble for a long time to reply to enquiries concerning prisoners who were mis
sing. It was not until September 1943, after the leader of the group, who had es
caped and become a refugee in Switzerland, provided a list giving the names of 
nearly all the missing men that the French Section was in a position to send re
plies to the next-of-kin who had been waiting for news for more than a year.

The Italian authorities did not of their own accord provide the Agency with 
information about their Gaullist prisoners and, for the majority of the cases, 
the French Section had to make laborious enquiries and wait a long time befo
re receiving any replies.

Following the Anglo-American landing in North Africa, the French territo
ries in Africa rallied to the Movement of National Liberation and the Agency 
became the intermediary between Metropolitan France and these territories. 
The French Section undertook numerous enquiries concerning the fate of 
French servicemen and civilians who had been in various parts of the French 
Empire in Africa. The General Staff of the newly formed French Army sent the 
Agency information concerning members of their forces who had been killed 
in action, and the French Section conveyed this news to relatives.

During the campaign in Italy the Section also made a large number of enqui
ries regarding members of the Free French Forces.

After the Allied landing in France in the summer of 1944, the liberation 
of part of the country caused the breakdown of postal communications be
tween the liberated areas and Germany. The Section had therefore to trans
mit a very large number of messages between French prisoners of war in 
Germany and their relatives. The Agency had to continue the forwarding of 
mail from the French prisoners of war until September 1944 when the Allies 
reached the Swiss frontier. The French Post Office was then able to conclude 
an agreement with the Swiss postal authorities in Berne for the correspon
dence to be channelled through Switzerland.
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The French Section was also receiving a number of enquiries concerning the 
First French Army and the French Forces of the Interior who had been captu
red by the Germans. However, in spite of urgent representations by the ICRC 
the German authorities only very rarely gave any information regarding these 
men80.

The French Section received enquiries both during and particularly at the 
end of hostilities concerning servicemen from Alsace and Lorraine who had 
been forcibly enlisted into the German Army. The Allies, treating these men as 
German prisoners of war, provided the Agency with names at regular intervals.

From the commencement of the war the Agency also handled enquiries con
cerning French civilians. The number of requests for news increased conside
rably after the French campaign of 1940, when large numbers of civilians were 
forced to leave their homes and seek refuge in other parts of France or abroad. 
The enquiries came mainly from prisoners of war in Germany who had lost 
touch with their families. A central card-index of displaced civilians was set up 
in Lyons. The French Post Office distributed cards on which the refugees wrote 
both their former and present addresses. At the request of the Agency, the 
French authorities provided a duplicate of each card, and the French Section 
used these to form an index of more than a million cards concerning displaced 
French civilians.

Throughout the war numbers of French citizens were deported by the oc
cupying power. As the Germans systematically refused to give any information 
regarding deportees, the French Section received only occasional replies to the 
numerous enquiries sent to the German Red Cross. Nevertheless, towards the 
end of the war the ICRC was authorized to send relief parcels to certain con
centration camps, and the receipts for these parcels often bore not only the 
name of the addressee, but the names of other detainees in the same camp. 
This enabled the Agency to establish lists, incomplete as they were, of French 
detainees in certain concentration camps.

It was also towards the end of the war that delegates of the ICRC were able 
to penetrate into some of the concentration camps and organize the repatria
tion through Switzerland of a small number of deportees by means of ICRC 
relief trucks81 . The first convoy of French deportees, comprising 301 women 
repatriated from Ravensbriick camp arrived in Switzerland on 9 April 1945. 
Their names were recorded on the spot, and the information sent to their relati
ves by the Agency. Later on the French Section used the radio to announce 
the names of repatriated prisoners of war and deportees passing through 
Switzerland 82.

The Agency also had to deal with a large number of enquiries for French 
civilian workers in Germany who had been recruited in France in accordance 
with agreements entered into by the German authorities and the Vichy Govern
ment. However, as already mentioned, enquiries about civilian workers were 

80 “ Report ”, p. 142.
81 See on this subject: ARSENIJEVIC Drago : Les otages volontaires des SS, Paris, 

Editions France-Empire, 1974, 363 p.
82 “ Report ”, p. 142.
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always very difficult, and were usually fruitless. This was partly because there 
were no centralized records for this category of workers in Germany.

The liberation and repatriation of deportees and prisoners of war simplified 
the work of the French Section, but numerous enquiries regarding those per
sons still missing continued to reach Geneva. The Agency transmitted a large 
part of these to French and Allied organizations who had set up tracing servi
ces in Germany, as well as to the Central Tracing Bureau of UNRRA (which la
ter became the “ International Tracing Service ”)83. Frequently, however, the 
Agency had sufficient information in its own records to enable a reply to be 
sent, and correspondence of this kind continued long after the end of the war.

The French Section still exists within the framework of the Central Tracing 
Agency, but enquiries concerning French servicemen or civilians missing since 
the Second World War have become increasingly rare. The Section is now prin
cipally concerned with requests for certificates of captivity 84.

3. The German Section

The development of the German Section, also formed on 14 September 
1939, was closely linked to the course of military operations. At the beginning 
of the war when Germany was victorious on all fronts it had little work to do 
and only employed a dozen or so staff members, but as soon as the German 
Army began to meet with reverses there was a massive influx of information 
and enquiries and the Section had to increase the number of workers conside
rably.

Taking into account the number of workers and the number of cases hand
led, the German Section became towards the end of the war the largest section 
of the Agency. However, the work could have been even more extensive if the 
Agency had been able to obtain information regarding the campaign on the 
Eastern Front. But in spite of all its efforts the ICRC never succeeded in arran
ging an agreement between Germany and the USSR for the exchange of lists of 
prisoners of war8S.

As the Third Reich was at war with a diversity of countries, the German Sec
tion had to overcome many technical difficulties, mainly due to the widely dif
fering methods used by these countries to provide information about prisoners 
of war, civilian internees and other war victims.

Regarding relations between the Agency and the German authorities, the 
task of the Agency was greatly facilitated by the discipline shown by the popu
lation and the remarkable organization of the German administration. The 
official German Information Bureau and the German Red Cross had issued 
a formal instruction to the population to channel all enquiries concerning 
prisoners of war or service casualties through them. The official Bureau and 
the Red Cross then sifted the enquiries and only passed on the more complex 
cases to the Agency86. This relieved the Agency of much of the work which 

83 See chapter on the International Tracing Service.
84 See Annex 15 : Certificate of captivity.
85 Cf. “ Report ”, Vol. I, and also DURAND,, op. cit., pp. 415-433.

86 “ Report ”, p. 158.
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would normally have been done in Geneva, and enabled the German Section to 
concentrate its efforts on the most complicated and urgent problems. This 
practice only ceased towards the end of the war, when the various administrati
ve services and the German Red Cross were completely disorganized and many 
German families started to write direct to the Agency. After the war, and follo
wing the collapse of the German Government and the lack of any organization 
able to act as a Central Information Bureau in Germany, the Agency functio
ned for a certain period as the only source of information to which the relatives 
of German prisoners of war could apply.

It is necessary, accordingly, to distinguish between the two periods of work 
undertaken by the German Section: the war period, and the period after 
the war.

The War Period

In 1939 and 1940, during the campaigns in Norway, Poland and the first 
campaign in France, the German army had the initiative and the few Germans 
taken prisoner were quickly liberated. The Section was engaged at this time 
chiefly with the transmission of information concerning servicemen killed in 
action and those who were missing.

The air and naval battles against Great Britain in 1940 resulted in the Agency 
handling many telegraphic communications concerning German airmen and 
sailors who had been killed or taken prisoner. The German Section opened a 
number of collective enquiries for crews of aeroplanes and ships, as well as ta
king statements from eye witnesses, which often produced good results.

The campaign in Yugoslavia and Greece in 1941 was very swift and the Sec
tion received a certain number of enquiries, mainly in connection with the ta
king of the island of Crete, where very violent battles had taken place between 
the German forces and the New Zealand troops. After the evacuation of Crete, 
the British took some hundreds of German prisoners to Egypt, and their na
mes were sent to the Agency by telegram.

In 1940 and 1941 numbers of German volunteers (from Italian colonies in 
East Africa, sailors and passengers from ships in the Italian-held port of Mas- 
sawa) took part in the Ethiopian campaign. Those who were captured during 
the fighting were treated by the British as prisoners of war, those captured after 
the fighting had ended were arrested and interned as civilians. The Agency was 
successful in obtaining positive replies to a large number of their enquiries 
through eye-witness accounts, particularly those from crews of German mer
chant ships who were detained in special camps.

In June 1942 during the campaign of Libya, the German Section received 
many enquiries concerning members of the “ Afrika Korps ” who were held in 
great esteem in Germany. Numerous enquiries were made for men missing 
from the “ Africa Korps ” but usually without success as the bodies of men 
killed in action on desert battlefields became covered in sand very quickly.

After the second battle of El ’Alamein and particularly following the Al
lied landing in French North Africa (in November 1942), the German Army 
went on to the defensive. The setbacks suffered by its troops caused an influx 
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of information reaching the Agency (capture cards, information about those 
killed in action, and lists of prisoners of war from Allied Information 
Bureaux); at the same time the Agency received thousands of enquiries from 
Germany about missing servicemen.

At the beginning of the fighting in Africa, the transmission of information 
hardly posed any problems for the staff of the German Section, because the 
only detaining Power was Great Britain. But by the Spring of 1943, after the ca
pitulation of the German forces in Tunisia, information began to flow in from 
two new sources - the United States and Free France. The Agency received in
formation about prisoners captured by the French by means of individual 
cards processed by the Directorate of Prisoners of War in North Africa, while 
the official Information Bureaux of the British Empire and the American In
formation Bureau sent their information by telegram.

The official Bureau in Washington sent the Agency very long telegrams, but 
often 6 to 20 per cent of names were wrongly spelt87. The capture cards which 
were brought over on ICRC ships took a very long time to reach Geneva.

The transfer of prisoners from one Power to another, or from one continent 
to another, also made the task of the Section particularly difficult. There were, 
for example, prisoners captured in Libya placed in camps in Egypt, then taken 
by ship across the Indian Ocean and interned temporarily in South Africa, 
only to be transshipped again across the Atlantic to their final destination in 
Canada. The Agency often lost track of these men, because some of them, 
whose names appeared on the embarkation lists, did not leave for health rea
sons, others had to be hospitalized on the way. There were also those who esca
ped or died before the convoy reached its destination 88.

Because of these difficulties the Agency was not able to give news to the fa
milies of German prisoners of war within an acceptable space of time. The in
formation which the German Section sent to the German authorities was also 
often out-of-date, as the prisoners were no longer at the place indicated on the 
official lists. In addition these transfers of prisoners which were very frequent 
also caused considerable delay in the forwarding of mail. In order to remedy 
this situation the German Section decided to expand the use of “ express mes
sages ”89 as a means of communication between families and prisoners of 
whom no news had been received for over three months.

The transmission of information did not improve until 1944, when the offi
cial American Bureau started to use microfilms, which were sent by air to the 
Agency. Each of the rectangular negatives contained the names of about fif
teen men and could be enlarged at the rate of sixty an hour (some 900 names). 
Microfilms proved to have great advantages over telegrams which until then 
had been the only means of transmission used90.

During the Italian campaign (1943-1945), the German Section received a 
very large number of reports of soldiers killed and captured. The German

“ Report ”, p. 161: The longest telegram received from the official American Bureau contained 
21,590 words and gave the names of 2,341 German prisoners.

88 “ Report ”, p. 158.
89 See above.
90 Op. cit., p. 161.
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prisoners were not kept in Italy, but were transferred to North Africa, or to 
various parts of the British Empire and even to the United States. In 1944, 
however, a certain number of German prisoner of war camps were set up in 
Italy. As the German Section could not determine which was the detaining 
Power enquiries were sent to the three relevant Allied Information Bureaux 
in Italy asking for news of servicemen on behalf of their families.

Following the Allied landings in Normandy and in the South of France, the 
German Section was overwhelmed with work. From then on only the most ur
gent enquiries could be undertaken. The Allied Information Bureaux had ex
plained to the Agency that dealing with individual enquiries would of necessi
ty interrupt the flow of information which they transmitted automatically. 
The Section, therefore, radically reduced the number of enquiries, and concen
trated its energies on the most urgent work, such as passing on to the German 
authorities the immense amount of available information about soldiers 
reported dead and about prisoners, and sending numbers of notifications 
based on these reports to enquirers.

The French Forces of the Interior, who had liberated a part of France, were 
not in a position to organize an official information service, and the German 
Section began to receive a mass of information from sources in France. These 
included information sent by local offices of the French Red Cross, and from 
churchmen, and some also came from private individuals in the form of simple 
anonymous notes. The Agency was very cautions about using any of this infor
mation, particularly when it concerned deaths. It was only towards the end of 
the war that an official Central Bureau of Information (Attached to the Gener
al Directorate of Prisoners of War) was established in Paris.

The German Section also had to deal with large numbers of cases concern
ing German civilians interned in various countries throughout the duration of 
the war. Lists of civilians reached the Agency in large numbers, and copies were 
sent to the appropriate authorities in Germany. Transfers from one continent 
to another were less frequent for civilian internees than for the German 
prisoners of war, but they were nevertheless dispersed fairly widely in various 
parts of the world. The German Section had therefore to make many enquiries 
to the United States, to Great Britain, to Australia and to South Africa. Ger
man civilians were frequently interned and then released, only to be interned 
again. This meant that the Agency had to make prolonged enquiries before the 
status of these civilians could be established. It was often difficult to draw a 
distinction between civilian internees and common law prisoners. Because of 
this, enquiries about the health of internees, the transmission of mail and 
documents, together with other services required, encountered a number of 
obstacles.

Some of the civilian internees who had been against the Hitler regime did 
not dare to make themselves known for fear of reprisals against their families 
in Germany. Others took tremendous precautions when asking for news of 
their relatives, all of which caused great problems for the Agency”.

Enquiries concerning German Jews were particularly difficult. These cases 
were initially dealt with by the Section for Sundry Civilian Internees but were 
later taken over by the German Section.

91 Op. cit., p. 175.
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The influx of information, which had already reached considerable propor
tions during the campaign in France, increased as the Allies advanced into 
Germany in 1945. The avalanche of information and enquiries caused im
mense problems for the German Section in spite of the assistance it received 
from the auxiliary sections of the Agency.

During this last phase of the war the partial destruction of the Bureaux 
whose duty it was to send on to German families any information received 
from the Agency complicated greatly the work of the Section. This was also 
aggravated by the displacement of one sixth of the German population. Large 
numbers of sacks of mail were lost or destroyed during bombardments and it 
was impossible to find out which communications from the Agency had 
reached the addressees. In view of this the Agency decided that from 30 April 
1945 all mail destined for Germany would be held in Geneva.

The post-war period

The capitulation of Germany and the millions of German soldiers taken 
prisoner, together with the displacement of the civilian population, caused un
precedented problems for the Agency. The chaos was increased by the collapse 
of the military high command and the government. The fact that there were no 
longer any national organizations functioning made it almost impossible for 
the Agency to carry out its traditional role.

Towards the end of 1944, but mainly after the German capitulation, the in
flux of information was so great that there was a long delay before the German 
Section was able to transcribe all the details onto cards and make the necessary 
classification. In any event a large amount of the information which the Allied 
Powers sent to the Agency reached Geneva after a delay of more than a year 
from the date of capture or the date of death of the servicemen concerned.

Additional difficulties were encountered because the postal services with 
Germany had been interrupted so that even the information waiting to be 
transmitted to families, as well as the “ tallies ” which had been established 
from the records of the German Section, accumulated in Geneva.

The transmission of prisoner of war mail was also suspended for several 
months following the end of hostilities and the anxiety of the relatives in Ger
many increased all the time.

The ICRC made every effort to overcome the difficulties caused by the occu
pation of Germany by setting up in the Western occupied zones a network of 
delegations to which were attached specialists from the Agency. Later on the 
ICRC encouraged the formation of a German organization which, under the 
control of the Occupying Powers, was responsible for assuming the duties of 
“OKW” (Oberkommando der Wehrmacht) and the German Red Cross and 
replacing the non-existent official Information Bureau ’2.

From 1944 onwards, in spite of the official instruction that all enquiries 
should be sent through the intermediary of the German Red Cross or the offi
cial Information Bureau, numbers of individuals started to write direct to the

92 Ibid.
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Agency. The German losses were mounting all the time and the families 
wanted to obtain news as quickly as possible. After the hostilities had ended 
enquirers turned to the ICRC delegations in Germany for help, and their re
quests for news were sent to Geneva by ICRC lorries. The transcribing of all 
these enquiries onto cards required a considerable time, and the Agency decid
ed to expand the use of “275” cards to Germany. It will be remembered that 
these cards had already been used in 1940 by the French Section when they were 
confronted by the same problem.

The Agency printed 82,400 “275” cards and arranged for them to be dis
tributed in Germany by the ICRC delegations. Numerous organizations in 
Germany also printed similar cards and distributed them to individual enquir
ers. When completed, these “275” cards were dispatched to Geneva through 
the intermediary of the ICRC delegations. Up to 30 June 1947, the German 
Section had received 535,400 “275” cards 93.

When information from the Section’s card-index was found to relate to the 
“275” cards, it was sent to the enquirers in Germany through the ICRC delega
tions. However as the Agency had not yet been able to put onto cards all the in
formation which flowed in, there was a considerable accumulation of “275” 
cards in the index waiting to be checked. There was also a large quantity of re
quests from German families, wanting news of members of the German army 
who had disappeared on the Eastern Front. These enquiries accumulated be
cause the Agency had no means of obtaining any information.

While numbers of German families were in a state of great uncertainty 
regarding the fate of German prisoners of war, the prisoners themselves were 
almost completely without knowledge of the whereabouts of their relatives. 
As previously mentioned, nearly a sixth of the German population had been 
forced to leave their former homes, which was usually the only address known 
to the prisoner concerned94. To these displaced civilians in the zone occupied 
by the Western Allies were soon added civilians expelled from the territories 
east of the Oder-Neisse line. These included the Sudeten Germans and the 
“ Volksdeutsche” (persons of German ethnic origin) expelled from regions of 
the Danube and the Balkans95 96.

The numbers of these displaced civilians were far greater than the numbers 
of German prisoners of war, and the Agency, as the only competent organiza
tion, was soon impelled to act as the one central source for re-establishing con
tact between displaced families and the prisoners. The Agency had the means 
of undertaking this work thanks to the ever growing quantity of information 
in the possession of the German Section. It was often impossible, however, for 
the Section to pass on news to these displaced families because their new ad
dresses were not known. In order to get these families to contact the Agency, 
the German Section decided to stimulate enquiries for prisoners of war and 
with this purpose in view the Red Cross Message or Card “P 10,079” was 
devised 9‘.

93 Ibid. p. 176.
94 “ Report ”, pp. 176-177.
95 Ibid.
96 It is considered preferable to use the term “ Red Cross Message ” for real messages (form 61) 

rather than to apply it to a card which was only occasionally used to transmit messages. See an
nex 16: Card P.10,079.
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The card “ P 10,079 ” which resembled to a certain extent the card “ P 
10,027 ” used by the Section for Dispersed Families’7, offered the following 
three possibilities to displaced German civilians:

— to send their new address to the prisoners of war through the intermediary 
of the Agency;

— to obtain the address of prisoners whose whereabouts were not known ;
— to transmit messages to prisoners97 98 99.

Basically the card “ P 10,079 ” acted for the prisoner in the same way as the 
capture card did for the relatives”. The card P 10,079, when checked with the 
card-index of the German Section, frequently tallied with an enquiry from a 
prisoner of war anxious for news of his relatives of whom all trace had been 
lost for a long time.

The Agency printed and distributed about a million and a half of these cards 
in the three western occupied zones in Germany. A number of German welfare 
organizations also had similar cards printed locally.

Once completed the P 10,079 cards were treated in the same way as the “ 275 
” cards, and were sent to Geneva through the intermediary of the ICRC delega
tions by ICRC vehicles. By 30 June 1947 the Agency had received 1,644,036 “ P 
10,079 ” cards, of which 806,793 were forwarded to addressees100.

Thanks to the “ 275 ” and “ P 10,079 ” cards and to the means of transport 
provided by the ICRC trucks, the Agency was able to organise an exchange of 
information and enquiries with Germany at a time when postal communica
tions were non-existent.

Yet another task undertaken by the German Section was to sort and dispatch 
to addresses in Germany mail from the German prisoners of war in France, 
Great Britain, and the United States which had been held up in the Swiss Post 
Office for many months. More than 1,200 sacks of letters were transported to 
Germany by ICRC trucks101 . The enormous amount of work entailed in sort
ing the letters together with the vast quantity of enquiries and information be
ing received was overwhelming, and the Section was obliged, with the agree
ment of the competent authorities, to set up groups of workers selected from 
German internees in Switzerland and from German prisoners of war in 
France. During the period from October 1945 to April 1946 alone, more than 
six million letters and cards from prisoners were sorted and sent on their way to 
Germany by the ICRC102.

The resumption of postal services with Germany gave the Agency the op
portunity to convey to relatives a great deal of information which was availa
ble on the card-index of the German Section, but it also caused a fresh influx 
of enquiries and of the “275” and “P 10,079” cards.

97 See below.
98 “ Report ”, p. 178.
99 Ibid., author’s italics.

100 Ibid. p. 179.
101 Ibid. p. 181.
102 Ibid. p. 182.
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Also, owing to unavoidable delay in transcribing details of capture, etc. onto 
cards for insertion in the index, the information was often out-of-date and the 
prisoner already liberated'03. The massive transfer of prisoners from the Unit
ed States to the other detaining Powers (France and Great Britain) also caused 
difficulties for the Section. Sometimes the American authorities recorded a 
prisoner as having been repatriated, whereas in reality he had only been sent 
back to Europe.

As there was no longer any official information bureau in Germany, the 
Agency only communicated with families when the information on the card
index tallied with an enquiry. Because of this a great deal of information was 
never transmitted. The Agency had accumulated a large amount of informa
tion, particularly regarding deaths of servicemen, which it could not pass on 
because the addresses of the next-of-kin were not known.

After the resumption of postal services between Switzerland and Germany 
and where addresses of the next-of-kin were known, the German Section 
decided to send notifications of death to the appropriate burgomasters (even 
though no enquiry was recorded). It was the duty of the burgomasters to have 
death certificates prepared by the Registrar and conveyed to the relatives. In 
cases where the addresses of the families were not known the Agency sent the 
notifications of death to the tracing bureau of the Bavarian Red Cross in 
Munich, which had an extensive card-index, as this seemed to offer the best 
chance of finding the relatives concerned'04.

In order to deal with the heavy load resulting from enquiries for German 
civilians, the Agency communicated with the numerous tracing services which 
had been set up in Germany after the war. With the support of the Agency this 
network of tracing services (“Suchdienste”) greatly expanded their work and 
an urgent press and radio campaign encouraged the German people to limit 
their enquiries to Geneva to those concerning members of the German armed 
forces.

In the summer of 1945, a specialist from the Agency was sent to Germany to 
examine the various regional organizations which had been formed since the 
cessation of hostilities. The Agency representative was responsible for finding 
a trustworthy organization to which the Agency could transmit the valuable 
information it was holding, until such time as a central office was set up to 
replace the defunct official Information Bureau.

However, it was discovered that the former card-index of the German army 
still existed and that a part of the staff of the official German Bureau had 
resumed work in 1945 in the American zone of occupation. In 1946 the staff 
was transferred to Berlin and later to Frohnau, where a new organization 
called “The Office for Liquidation of the former German Bureau” undertook 
to notify the next-of-kin of the deaths of German servicemen. In December 
1946 the Agency decided to stop the transfer of information to Burgomasters, 
and to send all notifications of the deaths of servicemen which might reach it 
in the future to this organization called “ WAST” (from “ Wehrmachtauskunf- 
stelle”). As it possessed the former card-index of the Wehrmacht only WAST

Ibid., p. 185.
104 Ibid., p. 188. 

155



was in a position to establish the identity of a dead serviceman in cases where 
the Agency only knew the identification number. The German Section also 
sent to WAST about 75,000 lots of effects belonging to German servicemen 
which it had received in 1945 from the official Bureaux of various States. The 
WAST set up a special section for transmitting these personal belongings to 
the relatives, as well as inheritances which reached them from other parts of 
the world“”.

Two particular categories caused many difficulties for the German Section. 
The first category consisted of servicemen whose prisoner of war status had 
never been recognized. The Agency never obtained the lists of these prisoners, 
known as “SEP” (Surrendered Enemy Personnel), and the Section only had 
lists and occasional information furnished by the camp leaders or the com
manders of the camps in which the “SEP” were detained105 106. In spite of its ef
forts the ICRC was never able to obtain the status of prisoners of war for these 
men, and the problem of the “SEP” was only solved either by their gradual 
liberation or by their transformation into civilian workers107.

The second category which caused problems for the German Section was 
that of civilians evacuated from East European countries (Hungary, Poland, 
Romania, Czechoslavakia and Yugoslavia), the Volksdeutsche minorities of 
German origin. The search for these civilians was very long drawn out and 
often unsuccessful. The Agency tried to make enquiries at their last known ad
dresses outside Germany but was only very rarely successful in finding any 
trace of their movements once they had reached a place of shelter or intern
ment in some part of Germany. The ICRC delegation in Czechoslovakia was 
unsuccessful in obtaining any information except in a very small number of 
cases. The local administrations in Czechoslovakia were later given the task of 
making enquiries regarding the fate of German civilians in that country. In 
Poland the Agency only received some information from the Polish Red Cross 
from 1947 onwards. Finally, the ICRC had recourse to lists broadcast on the ra
dio giving names of displaced Volksdeutsche and this method often proved ef
fective108.

It was not until two years after the end of the war that the German Section 
was able to start reducing its activities, following the release of an ever increas
ing number of prisoners of war. However for many years after the end of 
hostilities, large numbers of enquiries, often very complicated, continued to 
reach the Agency. These mainly concerned the places of burial of German 
soldiers.

At the present time, the German Section, like the Polish and French Sec
tions, receives mostly requests for certificates of captivity. Of all the indexes 
held by the Central Tracing Agency, the German card-index relating to the Se
cond World War is the largest. It contains more than ten million cards. Unfor
tunately it has never been complete because the USSR has never provided the 
Agency with any information regarding German prisoners of war in the Soviet 
Union.

105 “ Report ”,pp. 188-189.
106 Ibid., pp. 183-184.
107 “ Report ”, Vol. I.
108 Cf. op. cit., pp. 702-709.
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4. The Italian Section

The Italian Section started to function as soon as Italy entered the war (10 
June 1940) and its work passed through different phases according to the 
course of the war and political upheavals.

From the date Italy entered the war until the armistice on 8 September 1943, 
the Italian Army fought alongside the Axis Forces, and the Italian Section sent 
information concerning Italian prisoners of war and civilian internees in the 
hands of the Allied Powers to the official Bureau in Rome (Ufficio Prigionieri 
di Guerra).

During the first months of the war, the official Bureau in Rome did not 
manage to pass on the information received from Geneva with sufficient speed 
or regularity, and as a result many Italians sent individual enquiries direct to 
the Agency. However the Italian Government soon decided to forbid this, and 
all requests for news were supposed to be sent to Geneva through the inter
mediary of the official Bureau in Rome, which undertook to send replies 
received from the Agency to the relatives. In spite of this ban, however, many 
families were so worried that they continued to write direct to the Agency 
through relatives living in Switzerland or in other countries abroad.

In 1940 and at the beginning of 1941 during the campaign in Greece the lists 
of Italian prisoners were sent to the Agency by the Greek Red Cross. Apart 
from Greece, Italy’s only adversary at this period was the British Empire. After 
the capitulation of Greece, not all the Italian prisoners in Greek hands were 
released. The Greeks had in fact delivered to the British a number of Italian 
officers who were first transported to Crete and then to Egypt at the time when 
the British troops were retreating. Later on these officers'09 were transferred to 
other parts of the British Empire (Australia, India, Great Britain, and also to 
South Africa). The same fate befell many Italian servicemen captured during 
the British Army offensives in Italian East Africa (in 1941) and in Cyrenaica (in 
1941-1942), as well as those taken prisoner during the naval battles in the 
Mediterranean.

These British offensives led to the occupation of large areas where groups of 
Italians were living. Numbers of civilians from the former Italian colonies 
(Eritrea, Ethiopia, Somalia) were sent to internment camps in Rhodesia, 
Kenya, Tanganyika, and South Africa.

As a result of the continuous movement of such an enormous number of 
prisoners of war and civilian internees, the British authorities were unable to 
avoid some delay in sending information to the Agency. As it was impossible to 
issue official lists speedily, the enquiries from families accumulated in Geneva 
and the Italian Section could not give replies. The ICRC tried to remedy this 
situation at least partially by instructing their delegates to establish lists during 
their visits to Italian prisoner of war camps, and send them to Geneva. In this 
way the Section received lists prepared by the ICRC delegates, giving the 
names of prisoners transferred to India many months earlier than the official 
capture lists drawn up by the British authorities.

The information concerning Italian airmen and survivors from ships which

109 An individual case (Sub-lieutenant T.G.) is described below. 
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had been sunk, who were in British hands, was sent to the Agency by telegram. 
However, the telegram only gave the family and first name, and the rank and 
service number of the prisoners, and they contained many errors and misspel
lings. The Italian Section found it necessary to make a great number of en
quiries in order to identify beyond all doubt who was a prisoner and who was 
dead. These enquiries as well as those concerning the missing were generally 
sent by telegram to the official Information Bureau in London or the official 
Bureau in the Middle East.

The official Bureau in the Middle East was originally given the responsibili
ty of sending the names of Italians captured in East Africa to the Agency. Later 
this task fell to the new official Bureau which had been set up in Nairobi 
(Kenya).

During the first years of the war the enquiries concerning Italian prisoners 
in British hands were a considerable burden for the staff of the Section. In cer
tain cases they had to write simultaneously to the official Bureau in Cairo and 
to the Bureau in Nairobi, and even to the ICRC delegation in India, because 
prisoners were frequently transferred without the Agency being given suffi
cient information to identify them.

The Italian Section soon found itself in a difficult situation. On the one 
hand its card index was very incomplete and information was very slow in com
ing. On the other, the official Bureau in Rome overwhelmed the Section with 
enquiries from thousands of families who had been without news of their rela
tives for many months. Nevertheless the Section transmitted thousands of 
messages every day from prisoners or from groups of Italians (either interned 
or at liberty) addressed to their families in Italy. In order to make up for the 
lack of information, the directors of the Agency decided to use these messages 
as a source of information. About 450,000 messages from prisoners were tran
scribed onto cards before being forwarded to their destinations, and some of 
the civilian messages were treated in the same way110. The cards based on tran
sit mail were very useful to the Agency111 in compensating for the lack of infor
mation, and above all were of great help in dealing with the large number of 
messages which never reached addressees. Messages could be lost, destroyed 
or held up because the postal service was overloaded. In many instances the ad
dressees had had to leave their homes or been evacuated because of bombard
ments and the messages never reached them. Thanks to the cards based on 
transit mail the Italian Section often succeeded in re-establishing contact be
tween prisoners and their families, or was able to give some news to relatives 
even before they received the message form. However, as it was the Agency’s 
main aim to deliver the messages as quickly as possible, the Section only em
ployed the system of transcribing the messages onto cards for a very limited 
period because of the delay involved. It was used only during the period when 
the receipt of official lists in Geneva was seriously delayed.

The Italian expeditionary corps in the USSR (1941-1943) sustained very 
heavy losses, but the Agency did not receive any lists from the Soviet authori

110 Cf. ‘Report1, p. 227.
111 See Annex No 17 (Message forwarding card).
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ties of men taken prisoner or who had been killed. Nevertheless the Section 
recorded with great care all the enquiries received from the relatives of missing 
servicemen. Thanks to these “enquiry cards” which included the addresses of 
the enquirers, the Agency was able to provide relatives with information 
gleaned from statements, made by Italian prisoners of war who were repatriat
ed from the USSR after the war, about the deaths of their comrades in captivi
ty. Without the “enquiry cards” the information would never have reached 
most of the families, because very few of the repatriated prisoners had any 
knowledge of the whereabouts of the relatives of their deceased comrades.

In the summer of 1942 the intensification of naval warfare in the Mediterra
nean and the big battles taking place in Africa, together with the many Allied 
air raids on Italy itself, caused a flood of enquiries and information to reach 
the Agency. The prisoner of war mail suffered ever increasing delays. A very 
large number of letters from Italian prisoners of war were held up in the Egyp
tian post office. Making use of the special dispatch facilities of the ICRC, the 
Cairo delegation undertook to forward the letters to Geneva, from where they 
were sent on their way by the Italian Section.

Towards the end of 1942, after the Anglo-American landings in North Afri
ca and the entry into the war of the Free French forces, Great Britain was no 
longer the only detaining power. In order to trace a missing Italian serviceman 
the Agency had to apply to four possible sources of information: the official 
Bureaux in London and the Middle East, the Bureau in Washington and the 
French authorities in Algeria (through the intermediary of ICRC delegation in 
Algeria).

The Allied landing in Italy and the Armistice on 8 September 1943 opened 
up a new phase in the activity of the Italian Section. Germany reacted against 
the Italian-Allied armistice by occupying the major part of the peninsula and 
disarming the Italian troops in Italy, France, Yugoslavia, and in the 
Dodecanese. This resulted in Italy being divided into two zones, one under the 
Neo-Fascist Government in the North, and the other under the influence of the 
Royalist Government in the South of the country. These events caused many 
difficult problems for the Italian Section.

About 700,000 soldiers disarmed by the Germans had the right to be treat
ed as prisoners of war. To begin with the authorities of the Reich allowed 
these servicemen to notify the Agency of their presence, and the Italian Sec
tion received nearly two hundred thousands capture cards112. However the 
Germans soon decided to stop completely the sending of these cards to the 
Agency as well as any other information. The German Government then in
formed the ICRC that these men would not be considered as prisoners of 
war but as military internees. No more capture cards were sent to the Agency 
and all efforts to obtain information regarding these Italian military inter
nees (“IMI”) failed. A special office set up in the Italian Embassy in Berlin 
in January 1944113) provided the Neo-Fascist Government with information 
but refused to reply to enquiries from the Agency. The ICRC delegation in 
Berlin insisted with the office in Berlin that it should be allowed to give in

112 “Report” p. 233.
113 Ibid.; this office was called “ Military- und Zivilinternierten-Betreuungs Dienstelle ” (Office 

in charge of matters concerning military and civilian internees).
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formation to the relatives of the IMI, and the Italian Embassy stated that a 
special card-index containing 300,000 names of Italian military internees exist
ed in Verona and this would be placed at the disposal of the ICRC. But the 
Agency was never given access to the information on this index.

The treatment of the IMI was much more harsh that of the prisoners of war 
of other nationalities. Deprived of the rights they would normally have en
joyed under the Geneva Convention of 1929 they were sometimes treated even 
more severely than the Polish or even the Soviet prisoners. The German 
authorities put great pressure on these men to force them to fight alongside the 
German and Neo-Fascist troops. Refusal often meant transfer to a disciplinary 
camp or to a concentration camp. In the end most of the IMI were transformed 
into civilian workers or conscripted into the “Todt” organization114 115.

The Section could not resign itself to total inaction regarding the IMI and it 
made many enquiries to the camp leaders who provided information mainly 
about individual IMIs who had died"’. But the camp commandants soon 
received orders forbidding this correspondence and from then on the camp 
leaders could only give information to the special office of the Italian Embassy 
in Berlin116.

It must however be said that the IMI were allowed to send messages to their 
families through the Agency. The Italian Section once again used these mes
sages as a source of information. The cards established from the message 
forms allowed the Agency to reassure a considerable number of relatives of 
IMI117.

In addition, however, to the military internees, the Germans had control 
over large numbers of Italian civilians. With the exception of some very sparse 
details, the Agency received no information from the German authorities 
regarding either the volunteer civilian workers or those Italian civilians made 
to do forced labour.

Numbers of servicemen in hiding in order to avoid being interned by the 
Germans, together with deserters from the Neo-Fascist army and civilians try
ing to escape from forced labour, had joined the Resistance forces fighting 
against the Germans and Italian fascists in the part of Italy occupied by the 
Reich. The Italian Section was not given any information concerning captured 
“partisans”, and it was therefore impossible for the Section to reply to en
quiries from relatives118.

Regarding Italian political deportees and Italians of Jewish origin (of whom 
nearly 60,000 were deported to concentration camps towards the end of 1943), 
the Italian Section was in the same situation as the other National Sections 
at the Agency: the German Government and the Neo-Fascist authorities 

114 The prisoners and the civilians forced into the “ Todt ” organization were compelled to con
struct fortifications in areas particularly exposed to air raids or to Allied artillery.

115 The relatives of the IMI or of civilian workers in the “ Todt ” organization were sometimes in
formed of deaths which had taken place in the camps or during an air raid on the fortifica
tions by an ordinary reply message. These message forms indicated the death simply by a cross 
and the word “ gestorben ” (dead).

116 Op. cit.,p.234.
117 Op. cit., p. 234 “ ... the Germans were holding in all nearly 1,300,000 Italians, i.e. three times 

the total number of Italian PW in Allied hands. ”
118 Ibid., p. 236.
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refused to provide any information or to reply (with very rare exceptions) to 
enquiries.

The Italian Section followed very closely the course of military operations in 
Italy and the displacement of the front line between the two zones, in order to 
be able to determine correctly how to ensure the safe delivery of the mail to one 
zone or the other.

In December 1943 the Neo-Fascist Government installed a second official 
Information Bureau in the North of Italy (at Aprica) which became operation
al in June 1944 after Rome had been taken by the Allies. From July of that year 
the Agency began to transmit information not only to the Rome Bureau (now 
dependent on the Royalist Government) but also to the new Bureau at Aprica 
(dependent on the Neo-Fascist Government)"’.

Throughout the conflict the Agency was frequently asked to transmit cor
respondence coming from large numbers of Italian emigrants in all parts of the 
world (particularly the United States and the various Latin American coun
tries) who were not able to write direct to their close relatives in Italy. The 
Italian Section was also often requested to trace relatives of emigrants of 
whom no news had been received for many months (or even for two or three 
years in some cases), and to search for displaced persons, whom emigrants had 
been unable to reach by letters or messages.

After the surrender of the Axis Forces in Italy (May 1945) and as a result of 
the advance of Allied troops in Germany and Austria, the Italian military in
ternees who were in the areas occupied by the Allies were gradually repatriated. 
The Agency played an important part in the repatriation procedure by giving 
information to the relatives of the internees and the prisoners, who, because of 
the lack of transport facilities, often had to wait many months before they 
could return to Italy. The Agency also broadcast the names of repatriated 
prisoners and of former Italian deportees who had survived the concentration 
camps.

As to the Italian servicemen who had fallen into Allied hands before the 
signing of the armistice in 1943, they generally accepted the status of “co
operators”, which brought with it many advantages compared with that of 
prisoners of war. In fact the Allies needed this labour, which made an impor
tant contribution to the war effort. The situation of the “co-operators” did 
not cause any problems for the Italian Section, as the Agency had received lists 
of these men who were in France, England, America, etc.119 120.

Another very important task of the Section was the identification of the 
dead. The German authorities had not notified the Agency of many deaths 
which had taken place among the civilians or Italian servicemen during their 
captivity in Germany and if the official Italian Information Bureau had 
received notifications of death from various sources, the Section was not on 
the whole informed until after the end of hostilities. These notifications of 
death were often incomplete or erroneous, and the official Italian Bureau 
asked the Agency to help in identifying those who had died. There will be an 
opportunity later on when dealing with individual cases to see how the Agency 

119 Ibid., p. 237.
120 Ibid., p. 237.
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went to work when the addresses of the relatives were unknown and above all 
when the names were misspelled. About 90% of the cases received from the 
official Italian Bureau were clarified by the Section thanks to its card-index 
and, particularly, to the messages returned from Germany bearing the word 
“deceased”121.

At the present time, the Italian Section of the Central Tracing Agency con
tinues its work to help Italian victims of the Second World War, and it often 
has to deal with extremely complicated but interesting cases.

5. Individual Cases

The functioning of an institution like the Agency is often better understood 
by studying actual cases which have passed through its hands. In order to fully 
appreciate the work of the Agency, therefore, some individual case histories of 
victims of the Second World War are now described. These have been chosen 
from among the vast numbers preserved in the Agency’s archives.

Take for example the case of L.H., a lieutenant in the German Navy122. His 
father, domiciled in Switzerland, wrote to the Agency on 25 September 1943: 
“We are living in terrible anguish. Radio London in a broadcast intended for 
the German Navy stated that the submarine in which my son was serving had 
been sunk, and that there had only been four survivors. The names of the sur
vivors were not given and we do not know whether our son is alive and a 
prisoner of war..” The Agency had received a list of German prisoners of war 
in British hands dated 14 September 1943, on which the name of L.H. ap
peared and this information was immediately transmitted to the OKW, who 
had not however passed it on to the relatives, probably because their address 
was not known. The German Section was, however, able to give the good news 
to the family: “Your son is well and is a prisoner in Great Britain...”

But the Agency had not yet finished with the case of L.H., as the British 
authorities later stated that his prisoner of war number had been changed, and 
the German Section informed the family in November 1943. Like many other 
German prisoners of war in British hands, L.H. was transferred to Canada and 
the Agency informed the relatives of this in 1944. Later on the father of L.H. 
wrote to the Agency saying that his son had not received any news from his fa
mily for many months, in spite of the numerous letters which they had written 
to him. The German Section explained to the father that the prisoner of war 
mail had been subject to delay because of the enormous quantity of letters, 
which all had to be censored before being forwarded. In order to reassure L.H. 
and his family, the Agency sent him an express message.

The story of L.H. finishes with the following entry on his index card: 
“Liberated and repatriated to Germany in 1947”.

In another case, the German Red Cross asked the Agency on 10 December 
1942 to search for Lieutenant L.S. who had been reported missing at El 
’Alamein on 5 November123. The German Section immediately sent an en
quiry by telegram to the ICRC delegation in Cairo, but it had to wait a long 

121 Ibid., p. 240.
122 File: DA 47265.
123 File: DA 3157.
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time for a reply because of the large number of missing servicemen. In renew
ing the enquiry on 2 February 1943, the German Red Cross gave a few more 
details: the missing man had been a member of a tank crew together with 
three other servicemen. One of these, soldier E.S., had been captured by the 
British. Thanks to the assistance of the ICRC delegation in Cairo, the Agency 
was able to locate this prisoner and obtain a statement. Unhappily, according 
to the information given by this prisoner, L.S. had been killed by a grenade on 
4 November 1942. E.S. was the only survivor as the two other members of the 
crew had perished when the tank was set on fire.

Among the thousands of civilian case files dealt with by the German Section 
is that of A.B.124. This German civilian was expelled from Malta on 2 Septem
ber 1939, while his wife, of Maltese origin, and their four children remained in 
Malta throughout the war.

A.B. went to live in Italy, first in Rome, and then in the North near to Lake 
Garda. He could only correspond with his family through the intermediary of 
the Agency. In 1940 and 1941 the German Section transmitted telegraphic mes
sages nearly every month between A.B. and his wife. However, in 1942, A.B. 
was enrolled into the German army and his messages became less and less fre
quent. On 7 December 1945 the Agency received a desperate enquiry from the 
wife who was still living at the same address in Malta. In the end the German 
Section was successful in re-establishing contact between the couple when, in 
1946, A.B. was taken prisoner by the Allies and wrote to the Agency in the hope 
of obtaining news of his family.

The parents of Mazanec, Antoine, a French soldier who had disappeared at 
the front, wrote to the Agency in January 1941125 saying: “There has been no 
news of our son since 14 June 1940, and it is above all the uncertainty which 
causes desperate sadness for us all. We do not know what to think or what to 
do.-”. An enquiry to the Bureau in France responsible for the winding up of 
Artillery records brought no result and the French Section therefore decided to 
make an enquiry based on regimental details. Five prisoners of war in Germa
ny belonging to the same unit were questioned. Three of them were not able to 
give any precise information, the fourth did not reply to the Agency, while the 
fifth stated that he had last seen Mazanec on the outskirts of Gien (Loiret) be
tween 12 and 14 June 1940.

Following on from this reply, a woman worker in the French Section, whose 
special job was to search for the missing from details gleaned from geographi
cal locations, looked in the card-index which gave details of the graves of 
French soldiers which had been provided by local authorities in France. She 
found that the Agency had been informed by the municipal authorities of 
Joigny (Yonne) that a certain MAZANCE, Antoine, Class 1939, Matricule 
No. 343, had been buried in the cemetery of that town, which was close to 
Gien, on 16 June 1940. Although the name was slightly misspelt, the service 
number was the same as that of the missing soldier, and the workers in the 
French Section came to the conclusion that it must be the same man. To make 
quite sure, however, the Agency wrote to the Recruitment office in Carcas
sonne where Antoine Mazanec was registered. The Recruitment office replied 

124 File DACC 236.
125 French Section, File EFR 30,004.
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saying they had received from the General Hospital in Joigny, an identity disc 
which had belonged to a soldier by the name of MAZANCE Antoine (correct 
spelling), L. 343, deceased on 15 June 1940, but on their lists appeared the 
name of MAZANEC Antoine (the right name), class 1939, No. L. 343. Thanks 
to the Agency staff the French authorities were eventually able to issue a death 
certificate which was sent to the relatives.

The success of regimental enquiries undertaken by the French Section has 
already been described. French prisoners of war responded massively to the 
Agency’s call for help, and a very large number of statements concerning serv
icemen missing in the Belgian and French campaigns of 1940 had been sent to 
Geneva. However, the French Section could not always rely on the prisoner’s 
statements which had to be very carefully examined before any information 
was given to relatives.

For example, the file of D.R.126, a French soldier who had not communicat
ed with his family, contained eleven statements from fellow soldiers “I saw him 
personally and talked to him; he was alive and in good health, detained in the 
camp at Selestat at the end of June 1940..”, declared one witness. But another 
prisoner stated that D.R. had had both his legs blown off on the evening of 14 
June 1940 on the Olving ridge (Moselle). A third witness, however, gave the 
name of the camp were D.R. was detained and his prisoner of war number and 
stated categorically that he was in good health. In the end, from information 
on an official list which had reached Geneva in the mean time, the Agency was 
able to reassure the family that D.R. was definitely a prisoner in Germany.

The wife of T.G., another missing soldier, wrote to the Agency in 1941 say
ing: “After eleven months of searching, I have not been informed officially 
whether my husband has been taken prisoner, and I cannot therefore send him 
any letters or parcels..”127. Neither the French authorities nor the official Ger
man Information Bureau knew what had happened to T.G. The wife put an an
nouncement in a French paper, and one of her husband’s comrades who had 
been repatriated from Germany replied and gave her great hope. He stated that 
he had been captured in June 1940, at the same time as T.G. Unfortunately the 
regimental enquiry undertaken by the staff of the French Section brought a 
number of categorical statements regarding the death of T.G., all of which con- 
corded with respect to the place and the date. As T.G.’s name did not appear on 
any list of prisoners or servicemen who been killed in action, and as he had 
never given any news of himself, the Agency considered these statements to be 
conclusive and the information was passed to the relatives.

As has been seen, many months after the capture of numbers of French 
servicemen their families were still without any news ; and from some of the 
case files it is evident that their anxiety was sometimes made all the greater 
because of mistaken news that death had occurred. The official German In
formation Bureau had in fact sent objects to relatives, which had been found 
on the bodies of French soldiers killed on the battlefield, but these were 
frequently lost papers or documents which had been entrusted to a comrade. 

126 French Section, File FFR 1968.
127 French Section, File FFR 1960.
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The French Section immediately made enquiries to the German authorities or 
to the camp leaders. The official lists received by the Agency generally indicat
ed, in the majority of such cases, that the serviceman whose death had been 
announced by mistake was in reality a prisoner of war. Thanks to the interven
tion of the Agency the families of these prisoners were reassured by a formal re
ply from the German authorities and by a personal letter from the prisoner 
concerned128.

The relatives of French deportees also often sought help from the Agency. 
The following are a few of the very rare cases where the German Red Cross sent 
replies to enquiries.

In March 1943 the mother of V.B., who had been arrested in October 1942, 
applied to the Agency12’. The last news given by V.B., in January 1943, had 
come from a prison in Bordeaux indicating that he would soon be deported to 
Germany. The French Section contacted the director of the prison, who replied 
that V.B. was not known there. The Agency then asked the German Red Cross 
who, in turn, replied that V.B. was not detained in Germany. However, on 21 
April 1944, the Agency was informed by the German Red Cross that V.B. was 
a detainee in Sachsenhausen and that he was: “in good health”.

In December 1944 the German Red Cross even informed the Agency of the 
death of a civilian, G.S., in a concentration camp130. Towards the end of the 
same year, the Red Cross also sent some messages from French civilians de
tained in concentration camps addressed to their families in France131.

As enquiries to the commandants of concentration camps were never an
swered, the Agency managed to obtain news of some deportees by sending the 
“542 bis” cards directly to them. The use of these cards was explained 
earlier132.

The French nationals detained in Ravensbriick, who worked in a munitions 
factory near Torgau, made use of contacts they had with French prisoners of 
war to send news to their relatives. They gave the leader of the French prisoner 
of war camp, OFLAG IV D, messages to pass to the ICRC delegate, who was 
then able to compile a list of detainees. In the report on a visit, the delegate 
wrote to the ICRC saying: “We think you will be interested to see the tragic 
scraps of paper which are the only way of trying to give news to their close rela
tives.»”133.

As has already been seen, the Italian Section of the Agency kept a careful 
watch over Italian prisoners, who were frequently transferred from one camp 
to another, from country to country, and even to different continents. It was 
the duty of the Section to inform the relatives of these transfers and of changes 
in prisoner of war identification numbers.

128 Files EF 19156, EF 19157, EF 19159, EF 19160, EF 19168, etc.
129 File EFCG 61954.
130 File EFCC 94207.
131 See lists “ RFCO ” in the records of the French Section.
132 See also Annexe 7.
133 See individual file EFCC 104274 and general file GF 0611.2 (copy of the note from the ICRC 

delegate), also RFCO list 1615-1624.
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A characteristic case of this kind concerned T.G., a sub-lieutenant in the 
medical corps captured in Greece by the Greek forces in January 1941, prisoner 
of war number 360. In May 1941 this prisoner passed into British hands and 
was transferred to Egypt with the prisoner of war number M.E. 170,829 ; in 
June he was in South Africa, and by September 1942 he was in Great Britain 
with a new prisoner of war number, T/61,354. Finally he was transferred from 
the British to the Americans and was in the United States in December 1942. 
This prisoner had therefore not only been sent, in less than two years from Eu
rope to Africa, from Africa to Europe and from Europe to the United States, 
but his prisoner of war number had changed three times.

Another problem encountered by the Italian Section, which has already 
been mentioned and is illustrated by the following cases, was the difficulty of 
identifying (because of the frequent misspelling of the names) soldiers who 
had died at the front or in camps, particularly those in Germany.

The death in Germany of an Italian prisoner, DELL DEA, Delfino, born in 
1918, was notified to the Italian authorities without other details (no place of 
birth or family address). However “DELL DEA” is not an Italian surname. 
Therefore the name must have been wrongly recorded, and the Italian Section 
needed to discover the correct spelling. If the first part of the name was really 
DELL, it must be followed by a vowel and not by the consonant D., and only an 
O resembles a D.. It was therefore possible that the name might start with 
DELL’O. However, “DELL’OEA” could not be the right name either, and the 
letter E should perhaps be replaced by a consonant. The Agency wondered 
whether the letter E was in reality a badly written C, because in putting the C in 
the place of E the Italian name of DELL’OCA is obtained.

A search of the Italian index revealed a card bearing the name DELL’OCA 
Delfino, born 13 November 1918, a soldier imprisoned in Germany in a place 
near to where “DELL DEA” Delfino had died. This card also gave the date of 
birth and the family address. Through enquiries carried out by the Italian 
authorities it was possible to establish that the information related to the same 
man and the relatives were accordingly officially notified of his death134.

In another case135, the Italian Section was informed of the death of a man 
called BALBURESA, Luigi, born in 1923. As “BALBURESA” is not an 
Italian surname it was thought that perhaps the first letter was wrong. Names 
in the index beginning BALBU.. did not produce a solution. After unsuccess
ful efforts with the first consonants in the alphabet, GALBU was tried, and 
this led eventually to a card bearing the name GALBUSERA, Luigi, born on 
29 January 1923. It appeared that the two last consonants in the name first 
given had been reversed. Further enquiries led to the conviction that the card 
concerned the soldier whose death had been notified.

After the war the Italian authorities asked the Agency for information 
regarding the identity and death of a man called POMMARRONI, Aurelio, 
born 4 June at Gubbio, near Perugia, who turned out to be TOMMASSONI, 
Aurelio, No. 256,509, detained in Stalag IV B136.

134 File SI/GEN 8356.
135 File SI/GEN 8997.
136 File SI/GEN 8002.
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The Agency had received a capture card concerning this prisoner in 1943. 
However, in 1944 a message sent to him by his relatives had been returned from 
Germany marked with a cross, which signified a death. Once again, the Agen
cy was able to confirm the correct name and inform the official Prisoner of 
War Bureau in Rome.

The following case is also of interest. Not only were the surname and first 
name incorrectly recorded, but also the place of birth. A Greek national tried 
to find, through the Agency, a soldier named KAPOTSILI Cristo, originally 
from Riboboto Italy. The Italian Section discovered that the enquiry in fact 
concerned a man called CAPPUCILLI Crescenzo, born at Ripabottoni137 138 139.

Some of the cases in the Polish Section were studied, particularly those of 
people who had disappeared during the war, on the basis of files established 
many years later.

P.M. left for the front in 1939, and his family had never received any sign of 
life from him13’. Thirty years later his half-brother sent an enquiry to the 
Agency. A search in the Polish card-index brought no result, so the Agency ap
plied to the International Tracing Service (ITS) in Arolsen and its post-war 
records produced the information that the enquiree had been living in Germa
ny in 1948. At the request of the ITS the local authorities in the area where P.M. 
had resided found a Polish friend of his who stated that P.M. had returned to 
Poland and he was even able to give P.M.’s address. As a result the two half
brothers were re-united thirty years after the end of the war.

Another Polish national, L.M., who had been a prisoner of war in Germany 
in 1939, had also never communicated with his family. His brother, living in the 
USSR, applied to the Agency in 1968 to ask for news. The Agency learned from 
the ITS that the enquiree had worked in Germany in 1941-1942. His name ap
peared on the list of health insurance members of the firm of Howaldswerke in 
Hamburg. Later, he had been arrested and detained in the Neuengamme con
centration camp. In May 1945 he had died on the vessel Cap Arcona with was 
transporting detainees from Neuengamme. The ITS sent the Agency L.Mls 
watch, which was forwarded to the enquirer through the intermediary of the 
Alliance of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies of the USSR13’.

The Agency was also able to clarify the case of J.J.140, who had been a 
prisoner in Germany in 1941. As he had been fighting with the Soviet Forces he 
had been treated as a Russian prisoner of war. With the help of the ITS, the 
Agency was able to establish that J.J. had died in 1942 and was also able to give 
the place of burial in Germany.

Two Polish civilians, still only children, had been deported to the USSR 
in 1940. But in May 1942 they left the Soviet Union with the Anders Army 
and reached Teheran. However, the older boy had lost trace of his younger 
brother while they were still in the USSR. Finding himself in South Africa 
after the war, he sent an enquiry about his brother to the Agency through 
the intermediary of the South African Red Cross141. The Agency had infor

137 File DI 313,519.
138 File DP 110,681.
139 File DP 109,575.
140 File DP 104,310.
141 FileCCP 101,749.
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mation in its card-index that the missing brother, G.M., had passed through 
Teheran. The Polish Section then got into touch with the Red Cross Societies 
of Great Britain, Australia and New Zealand, and it was finally the New 
Zealand Red Cross who, in 1962, informed the Agency that G.M. was now 
living in New Zealand.

In 1957 a Polish women repatriated from the USSR requested the Agency to 
trace her son and her husband who had both been deported also to the USSR 
in 1940. She had received the last news of her son (when he was 15 years old) in 
1941. At the end of 1957 the son was found in England and the Agency gave his 
address to his mother. The husband was not found. The letter sent by the Agen
cy giving this information to the wife was, however, returned to Geneva marked 
“Left for England”. The mother had left Poland in 1958 to join her son142.

Some of the cases examined demonstrate the great advantage of the centrali
zation of the Polish records undertaken by the Agency. Take for instance the 
case of K. Michalina, former deportee in Germany who was looking for her 
daughter, also a deportee in Germany. The mother’s enquiry was sent to the 
Agency in 1957, and in 1968 the daughter, K. Aniela, wrote to Geneva in her 
turn to try and find her mother. The Polish Section easily established the rela
tionship between the two enquiries and mother and daughter were reunited. 
Both were living in Poland, but some 200 miles apart143.

The following is another case144 145 which illustrates the advantage of centraliz
ing information. In 1967 a resident of Wroclaw asked the Agency to try to trace 
a cousin, S.M., who it was believed had disappeared during the war. After 
checking the card index, the Agency found that S.M. had, two years previously, 
asked for a certificate of internment. She had, therefore, survived deportation 
and was in fact living in the same town as her cousin.

In these two examples the enquirer and the enquiree were ignorant of the fact 
that they were both living in Poland. A similar case concerned the mother of 
K.W. In 1945 she left her son (born at the beginning of that year) in Germany 
while she was repatriated to Poland. In his turn the boy, K.W., was repatriated 
in 1946 and thanks to the Agency mother and son were put into touch with 
each other in 195 7143.

In many other cases the Polish Section was able to re-establish contact be
tween several members of a separated family. One of these concerned Antoni 
F. who was looking for his two brothers, Casimir and Mieczislaw and his sis
ter Danuta. Antoni and Casimir had been deported to Germany in 1940 but 
had been separated. The enquirer had never received any news of Mieczislaw 
or of Danuta, but in 1950 he was told that Casimir had probably gone to 
Belgium. The Polish Section wrote to the Belgian Red Cross and to the Alli
ance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in Moscow giving the former 
address of the family in Poland, now in the part incorporated into the USSR. 
The Alliance replied saying that Mieczislaw had died, and they gave the ad
dress of his son in the USSR. Danuta was said to be married and living in 

142 File DP 98,285.
143 File CCP 97,618.
144 File CCP 108,336.
145 File CCP 98,499.
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Szczecin, Poland, while Casimir had gone to France. Through enquiries made 
with the Immigration office in Paris and to the police in Lille, the Agency 
learned that Casimir had gone to Canada, and his address was finally ob
tained from the Canadian Red Cross'46.

Only the records at the Agency can give an true picture of the very real 
services rendered to thousands of individuals . The few cases indicated above 
provide, nevertheless, an insight into the tragic situations which make the work 
of the Agency so essential.

§ 4. Specialized Sections

The Central Prisoners of War Agency had five specialized Sections, each 
covering the same category of persons regardless of their nationality. These 
were: Medical Personnel, Sundry Civilian Internees (CID), Palestine Immigra
tion (IMPA), Internment in Switzerland and Dispersed Families.

1. Medical Personnel

Like the Section for repatriation and hospitalization in neutral countries of 
the International Prisoners of War Agency in 1914-1918'47, the Medical Per
sonnel Section of the Central Prisoners of War Agency looked after enquiries 
and proceedings relative to:

1. individual cases concerning medical personnel and personnel of similar sta
tus (known as “protected personnel”); and

2. the state of health of prisoners of war and the repatriation of the sick and 
wounded.

The Medical Personnel Section was divided into services which correspond
ed to the various National Sections of the Agency. Each Service worked in 
close cooperation with the respective National Sections. Its work was in princi
ple the same as that of the National Sections: research, communication of in
formation, transmission of messages, etc., but on behalf of protected person
nel.

In 1941 the Medical Personnel Section had undertaken collective enquiries 
analogous to the regimental enquiries of the National Sections. The medical 
personnel detained in camps in Germany were asked about the fate of missing 
colleagues of theirs from the same medical units. About 50% of the replies 
received were positive146 147 148.

In accordance with Article 21 of the 1929 Geneva Convention for the relief 
of the wounded and sick in armies in the field, protected personnel were sup
posed to be provided with an identity document certifying their medical sta
tus, and at no time was this to be taken from them. If the identity paper was lost 
a new one could be issued. However many medical personnel were deprived 

146 File CCP 111,139.
147 See Ch. Ill, 2.6 above.
148 “ Report ”, p. 290.
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of this identity document, some had been lost and others removed at the time 
of capture. Some of the medical personnel had never had an identity docu
ment, and some documents had been destroyed on official orders. As soon as 
the war began large numbers of applications for certificates of identity started 
to reach the Agency.

The French Service of the Medical Personnel Section received thousands of 
applications and the Agency passed them on to former recruiting offices in 
France which had been transformed into clearing houses. However, the at
testations provided by these offices were very rarely accepted by the German 
authorities who considered that they could easily be falsified14’.

According to an agreement between the Vichy and German Governments 
only medical personnel not employed in military hospitals or field dressing 
stations could be considered eligible for repatriation. In view of this the Medi
cal Personnel Section had to send negative replies to the numerous applica
tions for repatriation received from French families.

The same problems arose in 1941 with British medical personnel. The dupli
cates of the identity papers provided by the Dominions bore the date of issue, 
which was later than the date of capture of the person concerned. Because of 
this the German Government refused to recognize these documents.

As far as Italian medical personnel were concerned, the work of the Service 
proceeded more or less normally until the armistice of 1943. After the ar
mistice the German Government decided that Italian medical personnel 
should not benefit from the protection offered by the Geneva Convention al
leging that members of the Italian armed forces detained in Germany were not 
prisoners of war but military internees149 150.

The Medical Personnel Section did not have to deal with applications for 
identity certificates for German medical personnel until the end of the war. In 
fact the German Red Cross sent duplicates of these documents through the in
termediary of the protecting Power. After the cessation of hostilities, as there 
was no longer a protecting Power nor a government in Germany, the Section 
received numerous requests for these documents on behalf of German 
prisoners of war in France, Great Britain, the United States, and in the oc
cupied zones in Germany. The German Red Cross had been dissolved, and in 
Berlin the records of medical personnel had been destroyed. As a result the ap
plications accumulated at the Agency, and the Medical Section was unable to 
answer enquiries.

Members of societies affiliated to the national Red Cross Societies (Quak
ers, Friends’ Ambulance, etc.) also sought recognition as protected medical 
personnel but, except for a few isolated cases, they were not able to provide the 
necessary identity papers, and the efforts of the Medical Personnel Section to 
help were seldom successful.

In the summer of 1940 requests for repatriation of seriously ill and wounded 
prisoners of war began to overwhelm the National Sections at the Agency 
(particularly the Belgian and French Sections), who passed them on to the 
Medical Personnel Section. When presenting these requests to the detaining 

149 Ibid., p. 291.
150 SeeCh. Vl.3.4. above.
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Powers, the Medical Personnel Section invoked the “Model Draft Agreement 
for direct repatriation or accommodation in a neutral country of prisoners of 
war for reasons of health”, annexed to the 1929 Geneva Convention151.

The Medical Enquiry Service of the Medical Section worked in close touch 
with the National Sections of the Agency, opening a large number of enquiries 
on medical grounds at the request of the prisoner himself, his family, or the 
camp leader. Correspondence concerning each case was recorded on a card 
filed in the Medical Section. Each prisoner had his personal file.

The Allied prisoners in Germany, as well as the German prisoners in Allied 
hands, were given the opportunity of presenting themselves before the Mixed 
Medical Commissions which visited the camps at regular intervals. The Medi
cal Section requested the detaining Power to present sick prisoners to these 
Commissions whenever it was felt necessary to verify the results of the medical 
examinations which had been undertaken. The Section also made the same re
quest on the basis of applications from the prisoner himself, from the medical 
officer (himself a PW) treating the case, from the camp leader or from the next- 
of-kin of the prisoner, and also from the national Red Cross of the country of 
origin of the prisoner.

Lists of sick prisoners were drawn up regularly and copies were sent to the 
head of the Medical Commission, to the Government of the detaining Power 
and to the ICRC delegation in the country concerned, so that the ICRC could 
verify whether a prisoner had been duly presented. However, the Medical Sec
tion had no effective means of finding out whether the decisions taken by the 
Mixed Medical Commissions were being properly carried out, and the ICRC 
established that sometimes prisoners who had been designated for repatria
tion were still being held in the camps.

The Section was also concerned with the sanitary conditions of the camps, 
and representations were made to the detaining Powers when the ICRC 
delegates reported that the state of the camp premises did not conform to the 
standards set out in the 1929 Convention. As an example, in the winter of 1943 
the Section was informed by the ICRC delegation that cases of exanthematic 
typhus had broken out in a number of prisoner of war camps, and that it was 
therefore essential that all medical personnel working in the camp infirmeries 
should be vaccinated as a matter of urgency. This information led to extensive 
enquiries being made with all German camp medical officers152.

Some of the detaining Powers sent the Medical Section lists at regular inter
vals of prisoners of war who had been hospitalized. This enabled the Agency to 
inform the families about the state of health of the prisoners, and to keep up- 
to-date statistics regarding the patients and causes of death. These statistics 
were very useful to the Pharmaceutical Section of the ICRC in allocating con
signments of medicines and medical supplies to the various camps.

An Artificial Limbs Service, attached to the Medical Section, provided 
medical assistance to prisoners of war who in spite of being amputees were still 
held in captivity. This Service also provided dental material153.

151 “ Report ”, p. 295.
152 ThisJ nlQQ
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2. Sundry Civilian Internees Section

This Section was set up in 1940 to group all searches for persons interned un
der official regulations but whose nationality could not be determined with 
any degree of certainty. These people unlike ordinary civilian internees had no 
protecting Power, and no convention to protect them. As their nationality 
could not be determined, their cases could not be allocated to the National sec
tions of the Agency, and it was therefore necessary to set up a separate section. 
This group consisted of refugees of varying origins: Jewish fugitives, former 
members of the International Brigades which had fought in Spain, members 
of labour service units, etc.154.

From 1942 onwards, the Sundry Civilian Internees Section took over all 
cases of stateless persons, with the exception of those who held a Nansen pass
port. Most enquiries received concerned refugee Germans or Czechs who were 
scattered throughout the world. In the Autumn of 1942 the Sundry Civilian In
ternees Section was given enquiries concerning persons of Jewish origin from 
Germany and countries under German domination and who had been deport
ed Eastwards. In 1943 all the files of persons whose nationality had been estab
lished were transferred to the appropriate National Sections, and the Sundry 
Civilian Internees Section then retained only the cases of German and Austri
an Jews, and those concerning stateless persons.

The possibilities of search for the Sundry Civilian Internees Section were ex
tremely limited. The destinations of the convoys of the people for whom en
quiries were being made were not usually known, and there was no specific or
ganization which could provide information. The Section made enquiries 
through national Red Cross Societies, the International Migration Service, 
municipal authorities, relief societies and charitable institutions, religious 
communities and even private persons. The Agency also sent enquiry forms 
asking for news to camps known to the ICRC in the hope of reaching some of 
the persons sought.

The Sundry Civilian Internees Section also took charge of the transmission 
of messages to and from Jewish internees. Unfortunately, although thousands 
of messages were sent to the camps, there were very few replies.

The results achieved by this Section were, through force of circumstances, 
generally very disappointing. Almost all of its work concerned persons of Jew
ish origin about whom neither Germany nor the countries under German con
trol were prepared to give any information.

3. Palestine Immigration Section

The “Palestine Immigration Section” was established on 1 December 1943 
to deal with cases of Jewish families in Germany and the occupied countries. 
These people were all under the same threat, and the German Government 
no longer recognized their nationality. Before the creation of the Palestine 
Immigration Section, these cases were dealt with by the National Sections

”4/Wa., pp. 299-303. 
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where the nationality was known, and by the Sundry Civilian Internees Sec
tion when the nationality was unknown or uncertain.

In providing these Jewish families with “Immigration Certificates for Pales
tine”, the Palestine Immigration Section tried to prevent many of them being 
deported. The Section adopted a form telling the addressees that their names 
were or would soon be on a Palestine immigration list. The text, which quoted 
a registration number, was sent by telegram, or by collective letter, or by one of 
the various message forms used by the Agency. The Section had to apply to 
various Jewish organizations: the Jewish Agency, the World Jewish Council, 
the Palestine Office and various Jewish communities, in order to obtain full in
formation regarding registration on the immigration lists, and to verify appli
cations and registrations which had been recorded.

Tens of thousands of these “certificates” were transmitted by the Palestine 
Immigration Section, but to its knowledge only 285 persons succeeded in 
emigrating as a result of this effort'55.

The Section was also able to give the necessary advice and assistance to Jews 
who wished to obtain passports of certain countries in South and Central 
America.

After the end of the war the Palestine Immigration Section was much con
cerned with very complex enquiries regarding the fate of persons whose cases 
had already been known to them during the war. Most of these people had dis
appeared without trace and the majority of the enquiries were unsuccessful.

In July 1945 the Section made use of the broadcasting services of the ICRC 
to give out lists of concentration camp survivors. By this means, the families 
who had frequently been displaced themselves were able to receive news of 
relatives of whom nothing had been heard for many years. During 1947 the sec
tion again used the radio network in order to try to obtain information about 
missing persons from survivors who might have been detained in the same con
centration camps.

4. The Internment (in Switzerland) Section

The Section of the Agency for cases of internment in Switzerland was or
ganized in January 1942 to bring together individual cases of military intern
ees and civilian refugees in Switzerland. Cases were divided into the following 
categories :

1. Military internees

a) Military internees proper, according to Article 2 of the Fifth Hague Conven
tion of 1907.

b) Escaped prisoners of war, according to Article 13 of the same convention.
c) Military refugees, such as Italian soldiers disarmed by German troops who, 

feeling themselves to be in danger, came either singly or in groups to Swit
zerland where they were interned. 155

155 CE“ Report ”,p. 302.
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d) Partisans: mainly Italians who sought refuge in Switzerland sometimes 
accompanied by their families.

e) Deserters.
f) Defaulters: servicemen who had left an army which they did not consider 

of their country (this was the case of numerous Alsatians).
g) Hospital cases: sick foreign soldiers being nursed in Switzerland, in accor

dance with the special conventions concluded with the States concerned.

2. Civilians, comprising:

a) Emigrants, in possession of valid papers and a visa for a country of destina
tion, staying temporarily in Switzerland while awaiting an opportunity to 
continue their journey.

b) Civilian refugees, civilians without valid papers, or with papers which had 
expired, and others who had the right to asylum.

c) Political refugees whose lives were in danger in their own country, who also 
enjoyed the right of asylum.

d) Various civilians in transit, who were given temporary shelter in Switzer
land156.
The Internment in Switzerland Section gathered information from the 

Swiss authorities responsible and from private sources. The Agency sent iden
tity cards into the military internment camps, which the Swiss authorities ac
cepted as equivalent to the capture cards used in belligerent countries. The Sec
tion also received from the Swiss authorities complete information regarding 
transfers from one camp to another, removals to hospital, and escapes. In ad
dition the Section was notified of any deaths which took place in the military 
internment camps. As regards the civilians, the Swiss authorities provided the 
Section with a copy of the identity card which each civilian refugee had to com
plete on entering Switzerland.

On the basis of this information the Section kept up-to-date card-indexes 
concerning both military and civilian internees according to their national
ity. At the same time duplicate cards were made for the National Sections con
cerned.

When the information in the card-index was insufficient to enable the Sec
tion to reply to the various requests received from the internees themselves or 
from their relatives, the Internment in Switzerland Section, like all the other 
Sections of the Agency, sent enquiries to the national Red Cross Societies or to 
other appropriate organizations.

When normal postal services between Switzerland and any particular coun
try were suspended, the internees and the refugees were given special permis
sion to make use of the civilian message form, which was in principle reserved 
for the exchange of news between civilians separated by war.

Until 1943 the Internment in Switzerland Section was concerned mainly 
with 13,000 Polish servicemen who had entered Switzerland in 1940 with the 
45th corps of the French Army (the French returned to France fairly quickly, 
but the Poles remained in Switzerland as internees until the end of the war).

156 Cf. op. cit., pp. 304-305.
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In 1943 many foreign civilians entered Switzerland and their identity cards 
were sent to the Agency.

After the capitulation of Italy in 1943, the work of the Section increased 
considerably. Numbers of British, Greek and Yugoslav servicemen left their 
Italian prisoner of war camps and reached Switzerland, and they were fol
lowed soon afterwards by even greater number of Italian soldiers and civilians.

In 1945 most of the civilian and military internees in Switzerland were 
repatriated, and from 1 September that year most of the work of the Section 
ended. The card-indexes were then divided among the appropriate National 
Sections. Nevertheless during 1946 the Agency received a certain number of re
quests for official certificates of internment, which the persons concerned 
needed in order to obtain arrears of pay, compensation for disablement or 
relief allowances.

5. Dispersed Families Section

During the Second World War countless numbers of civilians fled invasion, 
or were arrested by the enemy, others abandoned their homes which had been 
destroyed, or were evacuated on the orders of their own Government authori
ties or by the occupying Power. Then there were also those who were displaced 
often in a foreign country having been forced into mass labour schemes, or 
deported for political or racial reasons, or been the victims of general uproot
ing of the population. Never before in the history of mankind has a war 
brought about such a wide dispersal of family members. Many of the people 
who had to leave their homes very suddenly and were torn apart from their 
close relatives had no possibility of giving any news of themselves for long 
periods, and even when they had means of communications, it often happened 
that the other members of the family had been taken away in their turn to an 
unknown destination.

Since its foundation the Agency had always considered it one of its most im
portant tasks to try and maintain contact and re-establish communication be
tween family members separated by events arising from war.

In July 1943 the International Committee of the Red Cross instructed the 
Agency to devise a standard index card which displaced persons could use to 
notify the Agency of their present whereabouts and to give details of any mem
bers of their family whom they wished to trace. This card was known as 
P 10,027157.

However the Agency was well aware that in the middle of the war, it would 
not be possible to distribute the cards to all categories of victims such as depor
tees and certain refugees whom it was impossible to reach.

In order to establish the most complete register possible of displaced per
sons, the ICRC had to find a way of informing as many of them as could 
be reached that it was in their interest to register with the Agency. In order 
to do this the Agency sent a circular to national Red Cross Societies and to 
various national organizations who were likely to be able to assist. The ICRC 

157 See Annex 18 (Card P 10,027).
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delegations in various parts of the world were also instructed to seek the sup
port of Governments in distributing the P 10,027 cards and in explaining their 
use to the people concerned.

The ICRC soon received great encouragement from many national Red 
Cross Societies and other organizations which had distributed the cards, 
which had been translated into various languages. By the spring of 1944 cards 
completed by displaced persons began to reach the Agency.

In some countries the P 10,027 cards were made available to the public in 
post offices and in Red Cross message offices, as well as in refugee relief 
centres. The Universal Postal Union granted the ICRC free postage for the dis
patch of the cards.

It was realized that full use of the cards could only be made after the cessa
tion of hostilities, but the ICRC decided that the setting up of a central card
index of dispersed families should not be delayed, and the specialized Dis
persed Families Section was created within the Agency.

The main aim of the ICRC was, however, to re-establish contact between 
separated members of families, and it could not deal with all displaced per
sons. The terms of reference for the Dispersed Families Section had to be clear
ly defined: the enquirer and the person designated on the card P 10,027 must 
both in principle be living outside their normal place of residence, and unable 
to return there through their own efforts, or they must be separated by a fronti
er and unaware or each other’s where abouts158. This definition was not always 
very rigidly applied. In fact the Dispersed Families Section would undertake a 
case even if the enquirer and the members of the family for whom a search was 
being made were in the same country (e.g. a Polish mother who was displaced 
might be trying to trace her daughter who was also somewhere in Germany).

There were also difficulties regarding the “nationality” of some of the dis
placed persons on which the work of the National Sections was based. A num
ber of the displaced persons (particularly refugees) often hid their real origin 
and took on the nationality which seemed most advantageous at the time. 
There were incidences of several different nationalities within one family. Be
cause of this the Dispersed Families Section found it necessary to create a spe
cial international card-index. In order, however, for this index to be as com
plete as possible, the various National Sections of the Agency were asked to 
provide information regarding all cases of dispersed families in their posses
sion.

In view of the fact that many different nationalities were recorded in the 
index of the Dispersed Families Section, difficulties regarding the classifying 
of the cards were inevitable. Take for example the case of a family whose mem
bers had adopted the nationality of the different countries in which they were 
found, and who had written their names using the spelling of the foreign lan
guage. Five different nationalities were represented for this one family, with 
several different spellings of the same name. In order to establish tallys a group 
of specialists was called in to establish a phonetic system of classification 
which grouped all cards bearing the same name, whether they were Slav, Latin, 

158 “Report ” p. 311.
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Teutonic or English. The specialists drew up a number of rules so that the 
various versions of the names could be adapted to French phonetic spelling159.

The card-index of the Dispersed Families Section was set up in duplicate, 
one index contained mainly the P 10,027 cards, and the other the cards made 
on the Watson system (perforated cards made by the Hollerith equipment). 
This double card-index enabled the workers in the Agency to overcome certain 
other problems arising from errors in spelling, statements which were incom
plete, or deliberately falsfied, and also from difficult and illegible handwrit
ing, etc..

In 1943 as soon as UNRRA (United National Relief and Rehabilitation Ad
ministration) was created, the ICRC informed this organization of the action 
taken regarding dispersed families. UNRRA requested the ICRC to operate as 
a central tracing bureau, and this proposition was accepted by the ICRC on the 
understanding that the activity of the various national tracing bureaux which 
UNRRA had set up in various European countries would be centralized in the 
Agency in Geneva160.

In the summer of 1945, during a conference with UNRRA in Paris, the 
ICRC was invited to conclude an agreement whereby the Committee should, 
as soon as the Allied military authorities gave their permission, distribute the 
P 10,027 cards to the administrative officers in the displaced persons camps, 
particularly those in Germany. However the distribution of these cards was 
limited to survivors from Allied nations who had lost all trace of their families 
and who could not or did not wish to return to their countries of origin. The 
ICRC agreed to undertake this task, but expressed regret that all categories of 
displaced persons in the camps (particularly dispersed families of German ori
gin) could not be included in the distribution of the P 10,027 cards161.

In accordance with the agreement concluded with UNRRA, the ICRC 
planned to launch a widespread reassessment of the problem of dispersed fa
milies. The Agency arranged for a million P 10,027 cards to be printed, and 
these were sent to Germany with printed instructions for the administrative 
officers in the displaced persons camps. Translations into several languages of 
the printing on the cards were also included. However, in spite of repeated re
quests from the ICRC, permission from the Allied military authorities for a 
mass distribution of the cards was delayed, and finally UNRRA established a 
Central Tracing Bureau in Frankfurt at the beginning of 1946. This Bureau, 
which was later transferred to Arolsen near Kassel, was recognized by the Al
lied authorities as the sole competent body for dealing with cases of displaced 
persons (including dispersed families). The ICRC was therefore no longer able 
to continue the distribution of the P 10,027 cards in Germany where by far the 
greatest number of dispersed families (several million) were to be found, and 
the Dispersed Families Section of the Central Agency no longer had much rea
son to exist. Towards the end of 1946 the card-index made for the Dispersed Fa
milies Section on the Watson equipment was arranged alphabetically and 

1S9/Mrf.,p. 312.
160/Wrf.
161/WJ.,p. 313.
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placed with the records of the Agency. The second card-index, composed 
mainly of P 10,027 cards was incorporated into the indexes of the appropriate 
National Sections which continued to deal with any outstanding cases'62.

However, the existence of the various national tracing bureaux and of the 
Central Tracing Bureau at Arolsen was not sufficiently known to the general 
public. Enquiries concerning dispersed families continued to reach the Agen
cy. The ICRC therefore requested the various organizations concerned to dis
continue the despatch of these enquiries to the Agency, and to stop the distri
bution of the P 10,027 cards. The ICRC also asked national Red Cross Socie
ties to inform the public through announcements in the press about the work 
of the bureaux in tracing displaced persons.

Although the work of the Agency in tracing and reuniting dispersed families 
was practically finished by July 1947163, it continued to cooperate with the 
Central Tracing Bureau in Arolsen. The Agency made available all the 
documentation in its possession, and passed on all information and enquiries 
which continued to reach Geneva.

To the present day, the Agency still receives a certain number of enquiries ev
ery month regarding families separated during the Second World War. These 
enquiries are dealt with, as far as possible, on the basis of the information held 
by the various National Sections of the Central Tracing Agency. When, 
however, the Sections have no information, the Agency applies to national Red 
Cross Societies or to other organizations likely to be able to help the enquirers. 
Enquiries regarding displaced persons in Germany, or in the territories oc
cupied by the Third Reich are always passed to the Central Tracing Bureau in 
Arolsen, now known as the International Tracing Service (ITS).

In view of the fact that since its inception to the present day the relationship 
between the ITS and the Agency has always been of great importance, before 
any conclusions are drawn regarding the work of the Central Prisoners of War 
Agency, an analysis of the work of the ITS and how it cooperates with the 
Agency is presented in the next chapter.

“2/Wd,p. 314.
163 Ibid., p. 314.
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CHAPTER VII

THE INTERNATIONAL TRACING SERVICE

§ 1. Origin

The problem of persons displaced as a result of the war was being studied in 
London as early as 1943 by members of the Committee on Displaced Popula
tions of the Allied Post-War Requirement Bureau. This Committee planned to 
set up tracing offices in various countries in Europe, following their liberation, 
for persons who had disappeared or had been deported.

In 1944 after the liberation of certain territories occupied by Germany, the 
Supreme Headquarters of the Allied Expeditionary Forces (SHAEF) under
took the registration of all displaced persons on special (“ DP-2 ”) identity 
cards.

However, at that time the number of persons involved was still greatly un
derestimated, and it was only after the German surrender that the Allies were 
able to appreciate the true dimensions of the tragedy in which millions of hu
man beings had been exterminated and others deported or evacuated and be
come refugees, separated, perhaps for ever, from their families and deprived of 
the possibility of communicating with them.

In 1945, SHAEF and UNRRA (the United Nations Relief and Rehabilita
tion Administration) began to collect all existing information on persons who 
had been detained in the German concentration camps. Under the agreement 
between the co-ordinating committee of the Control Commission for Germa
ny and UNRRA, the latter would search for the nationals of the member coun
tries of the United Nations, both military and civilian, who had disappeared 
during the war. UNRRA would also give assistance in the reuniting of separat
ed families, and would take charge of the preservation of all documentation 
relating to refugees and displaced persons.

In January 1946, UNRRA installed its Central Tracing Bureau in Arolsen, 
near Kassel, which it administered until 1 July 1947, at which date the adminis
tration was taken over by the International Refugees Organization (IRO). The 
Bureau was re-named the International Tracing Service on 1 January 19481.

Referred to as International Tracing Service.



The IRO was wound up in 1951 and the administration of the International 
Tracing Service was transferred to the Allied High Commission for Germany 
which assumed responsibility for the International Tracing Service until the 
end of occupation in the German Federal Republic.

It was at this time that the management of the International Tracing Service 
was entrusted by the Bonn Agreement (June 1955) to the ICRC. An Interna
tional Commission for the International Tracing Service was constituted at the 
same time. The nine governments who were party to the Bonn Agreements 
together with the Secretary of the Western European Union and representa
tives of the ICRC and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
participated in the meetings of this commission which took place every three 
months.

The financing of the International Tracing Service was the responsibility of 
the Government of the German Federal Republic.

§ 2. The Work of the International Tracing Service

The International Tracing Service mission was to “collect, classify, preserve 
and render accessible records on Germans and non-Germans who were de
tained in National-Socialist concentration or labour camps, and records on 
non-Germans who were displaced as a result of the Second World War”.

At the beginning, the principal work of the International Tracing Service 
was to search for persons who had disappeared or been deported to Germany 
or to other countries previously occupied by the Third Reich. The Internation
al Tracing Service worked with the national tracing bureaux set up by UNR- 
RA. The staff in these bureaux undertook in the Western zones of Germany, a 
vast operation of methodical searching. This included the verification of 
documents in town halls, hospitals, factories, prisons, and of records held by 
Registrar-Generals. They even searched cemetery records and made individual 
enquiries.

It is interesting to note, however, that the work of tracing persons who disap
peared, in the true sense of the word, only represents at the time of writing 
about 8% of the work-load of the International Tracing Service2 3. However, it 
should be stressed that the International Tracing Service is only concerned 
with the tracing of missing persons of non-German nationality, as the German 
Red Cross is responsible for the tracing of German nationals.

During the first years after the war the International Tracing Service suc
ceeded in collecting some important documentation regarding persons who 
had been detained in concentration camps (this was chiefly in 1947, when they 
obtained documents which had been submitted to the Nuremberg war crimes 
tribunal).

The existence of these records, miraculously saved from destruction, made 
it possible for the International Tracing Service to reply to many enquiries, 
providing proof of imprisonment in a concentration or forced labour camp, 

2 International Tracing Service, Annual Report,1911, p. 2.
3 Ibid.

180



or proof of death of a close relative in a concentration camp. The first cer
tificate of imprisonment was issued in 1948“.

Most concentration camp records had been destroyed, on Himmler’s in
structions, towards the end of the war. In any case the camps only very rarely 
possessed death registers, very few of which were saved at the time of the libera
tion. But even when the International Tracing Service managed to find in its 
records proof that a person had died in a concentration camp, there remained 
the problem of providing legal proof of such a death. To this end a special 
Registrar-General’s office was created in Arolsen on 1 September 1949. On the 
basis of records held by the International Tracing Service, this office was able 
to supply up to 31 December 1975, 324,278 death certificates4 5.

In 1946 the Allied authorities ordered the local German authorities to send 
them all records relating to foreigners who had been living, for whatever rea
son, in Germany during the war. Between 1946 and 1950 the Allied authorities 
provided the International Tracing Service with numerous wartime records of 
this kind, particularly those concerning forced labour in Germany. Later, the 
International Tracing Service acquired records established after the war, 
“DP-2” cards and other registration papers concerning displaced persons.

In 1953 the law of indemnification for victims of racial or political persecu
tion during the Second World War was applied in the German Federal Repub
lic. The terms of this law applied to former inmates of concentration camps, 
forced labour camps and ghettos who were of German nationality, and to cer
tain categories of displaced or stateless persons. In order to benefit from an in
demnification, displaced persons of foreign nationality or stateless persons 
had to prove not only that they were interned, but also that they were living in 
the territory of the German Federal Republic at a given moment. Thanks to its 
records the International Tracing Service was able to supply certificates of resi
dence and reports on post-war residence, or certificates which combined de
tails of imprisonment and residence.

It should also be noted that the International Tracing Service also provided 
to authorities and interested organizations clinical papers, medical reports and 
photocopies of various other documents contained in its archives, together 
with proof of employment and other details for the purpose of obtaining a 
pension.

Taking into account the massive destruction of records by the S.S., it would 
have been hard to imagine in 1945 that the International Tracing Service would 
succeed in assembling such a mass of information on the concentration 
camps. Yet the search and collection of records continues and, more than 30 
years after the war, records still reach the International Tracing Service from 
various sources6.

Information required for writing works in memory of the victims of depor
tation as well as that needed by various institutions for their archives and 

4 Cf.:“ The International Tracing Service: Thirty years in the service of humanity ”, International 
Tracing Service, 1975, p. 8.

5 HILLEL Marc: Les Archives de I’espoir, Paris, Fayard, 1977, p. 67. This figure relates to a very 
limited number of deaths in concentration camps which are estimated at several million.

6 The voluminous documentation acquired in 1976 by the International Tracing Service is 
referred to in the 1976 Annual Report.
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publications now make up a considerable part of the enquiries received by 
the International Tracing Service. Sometimes information on concentration 
camps is also requested by public prosecutors in the German Federal Republic.

§ 3. The Card-indexes and Records of the International Tracing Service

Like for the Central Tracing Agency the card-index is an irreplaceable in
strument of work for the International Tracing Service. But while the Agency 
adopted a system of card-indexes by nationality relating to the Second World 
War, the International Tracing Service decided that the only solution to the 
problem of classifying French, Belgian, Dutch, Hungarian, Polish, Romani
an, Russian, Scandinavian, Serbian, Czech, and Yiddish names was to estab
lish a unique international card-index’, with names in an alphabetical- 
phonetic system.

Because of the difficulty in classifying the cards, a specialist from the Cen
tral Tracing Agency was sent to Arolsen in 1947 to help the staff of Internation
al Tracing Service to set up a multinational card-index. Later on the workers at 
the International Tracing Service developed such excellent methods of classifi
cation (a mixture of phonetic and other spellings) that the card-index of the In
ternational Tracing Service today might well serve as a model for the Central 
Tracing Agency.

Like the workers in the Agency, the staff in charge of the card-index at the 
International Tracing Service had to overcome the difficulties which arise 
from surnames and first names becoming changed, by mistakes in spelling, or 
erronious “translations” from one language to another.

To appreciate the amount of work accomplished by the International Trac
ing Service specialists in the perfecting of the card-index one has only to exa
mine one of their most important productions, the list of first names. This is of 
very valuable help in checking the card-index. With the aid of this list it has 
been possible to establish the derivation of first names in various different lan
guages as well as variations of spelling. The first list compiled in 1949 con
tained only 709 first names. In 1958 a second list was prepared, and as a result 
of research by specialists it contained 42,595 first names. This second list was 
again amended and the present one amounts to 841 pages in two volumes con
taining 48,096 first names and their variations.

The staff of the International Tracing Service like that of the Agency had to 
contend with innumerable cases of similar names; a problem made all the 
more difficult because very often the date of birth and the nationality were not 
indicated on the original document, and the deportees themselves often gave a 
false date of birth or a false nationality8.

The card-index was set up by the International Tracing Service for the same reasons as the card
index of the Dispersed Families Section at the Central Prisoners of War Agency. It was not 

g necessary to take into consideration the nationality of war victims.
The Central Index of the International Tracing Service contains 66,000 “ Weiss ” (a name which 
can have 40 different spellings), 60,000 “Schwartz” (148 possible spellings), 80,000 
“ Schmidt ”, 50,000 “ Mayer ”, etc. (figures cited by Marc Hillel).
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In addition to the central card-index, the International Tracing Service pos
sesses many other card-indexes covering a wide section of its records. Com
plete details concerning one particular person are not always found on the 
same card in the central index. Staff often have to consult as many as fourteen 
different card-indexes in order to solve a case. Moreover the cards in the central 
index indicate only the group of files among which the file containing the re
quired information may be found, and do not mention the individual file or 
the number of the page. Because of this a worker can spend an entire day 
searching for a single item of information’.

Next to the central card-index which is alphabetical, the International Trac
ing Service has established a numerical index concerning detainees in concen
tration camps. The numbers allotted to detainees are extremely important for 
identification purposes. Although the numerical registers of the concentra
tion camps were destroyed, the International Tracing Service has succeeded, 
with the help of documents in its possession, to reconstruct the numerical sys
tem for certain camps. The numerical card-index is very useful because some 
of the records from the concentration camps give only the number of the de
tainee. Also it sometimes happens that former detainees having changed their 
name, cannot always remember it when they apply to the International Tracing 
Service, but they are able to supply their camp registration number. In such 
cases thanks to the numerical index, the International Tracing Service can 
often provide proof of imprisonment.

International Tracing Service records are divided into five sections:

1. The Concentration Camp Documents Section

gathers together all the concentration camp records. The only records which 
are almost complete at the present time are those concerning the camps of 
Buchenwald and Dachau. Other camps are only partially covered (from 50 to 
80%), while no records are held by the International Tracing Service on the ex
termination camps of Belzec, Sobibor, Chelmno or Treblinka.

The documentation in this section consists mainly of collective lists from 
various concentration camps, and individual files established in certain camps 
for each detainee. The collective documents are of various kinds, registers and 
lists of arrivals (indicating for example, whether a detainee had previously 
been imprisoned by the Gestapo, or whether he had come from another con
centration camp). There are also daily complement counts in the camps (trans
fers, releases, deaths, arrivals), as well as movement lists (transfers to other 
concentration camps or to labour detachments outside the main camp). In ad
dition there are lists of medical examinations undertaken in the camp, and lists 
of detainees transferred fom one block to another inside the camp itself, etc..

Among the individual files mention should be made of:
— Personal questionnaires of detainees prepared by the registration offices 

of the camps when the detainees arrived. These were written on a special 
form giving the civil status of the detainee, the date and reason for arrest, 
the original prison or camp, and the detainee’s number, etc.;

’ Cf. International Tracing Service, Annual Report, 1977, p. 3.
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— Individual index cards for each detainee;
— Cards giving details of the detainee’s personal effects (clothing, personal 

papers and valuables which had been confiscated);
— Hospital records giving the results of medical examinations which took 

place when a detainee arrived at the camp. Also recorded were details of 
vaccinations, illness and medical care, and sometimes references to pseudo
medical experiments which had taken place;

— Cards relating to work, including assignments to labour camps;
— Individual cards which had come from the card-indexes of various camps10.

The concentration camp section also contains a certain number of lists giv
ing names of liberated detainees, prepared by the Allied Forces, as well as Mili
tary Government questionnaires (“Concentration Camp Inmates Question
naires”) established at the time of the liberation of the camps. A considerable 
part of the section’s documentation is also made up of lists relating to the 
deportation of Jews (especially transportation lists of persons coming from 
the present-day Federal Germany, from Berlin, from the countries of Western 
Europe, the protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, and from a part of 
Slovakia.

The section also has various Gestapo files, some incomplete prison records, 
and a certain number of files from the People’s Tribunal (Volksgerichtshof).

In exceptional circumstances the International Tracing Service can provide a 
certificate of imprisonment even if no documents concerning the camp are 
held. The ICRC provided a copy of a list established on the basis of receipts of 
parcels which the ICRC had managed to send to a certain number of deportees 
in concentration camps. These receipts, signed and dated sometimes constitut
ed the only proof of detention.

In order to make the records as complete as possible, the International Trac
ing Service appealed to associations of former deportees, to relief agencies, 
and to any organizations which might have proof of arrest, deportation, liber
ation or death of deportees in German control.

2. The Wartime Documents Section

contains the records established by the German authorities concerning 
foreigners who, for whatever reason, were on German territory, principally wi
thin the limits of the present day German Federal Republic, between 1939 
and 1945.

These consist mainly of collective lists or individual papers relating to 
voluntary or forced labour, in all branches of the economy (including public 
services and agriculture), as well as to sick persons treated in dispensaries or 
hospitals, and to workers whose names appeared on medical insurance lists, 
and to those given a prison sentence, etc.. In addition there are marriage

Cf. The International Tracing Service: Concentration camps records of service to survivors, 
ICRC, Geneva, 1977, pp. 9-10. 
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certificates, and birth certificates of children born in Germany to foreign wor
kers during the war.

On the basis of these wartime documents, the International Tracing Service 
provides attestations of residence, work and sickness. All these records also 
help to trace missing persons.

3. The Postwar Documents Section

assembles records relating to displaced persons who were registered after the 
war by international assistance organizations working in the Federal Republic 
of Germany, in Austria, Switzerland, Italy and England.

These consist mainly of collective lists of displaced persons (“DPs”) cared 
for in the camps run by UNRRA and the International Refugees Organization 
(lists of arrivals, departures and transits), as well as an index containing nearly 
three million cards coming from the displaced persons camps.

This section has also gathered together the forms requesting assistance sent 
to the International Refugees Organization by displaced persons. About 
180,000 families and 900,000 individuals completed these questionnaires, 
which often contained details of arrest, or of periods spent in various concen
tration camps, etc.. It frequently happened that the persons concerned no 
longer remembered these details when, perhaps more than 30 years after the 
end of the war, they made enquiries to the International Tracing Service. When 
a former deportee requires a certificate of imprisonment but cannot recall the 
names of the camps through which he passed the searchers at the International 
Tracing Service may find the details in the questionnaire sent to the IRO. In ad
dition these questionnaires are of great value not only in establishing certifi
cates of residence for the postwar period but also for suggesting lines of 
research into the records relating to concentration camps.

X-ray photographs and the numerous medical files from the hospitals where 
displaced persons were treated also provide an appreciable source of informa
tion.

In addition to these documents, the Section still possesses a certain number 
of lists of displaced persons who emigrated after the war. These lists comprise 
applications to the IRO, to religious charitable organizations and to the Inter
governmental Committee for European Migration, and to shipping compa
nies. Many tracing enquiries for emigrants submitted to the International 
Tracing Service by the Central Tracing Agency have been successfully solved 
through these records.

4. The Section for Documents concerning the Children of Displaced Persons 

maintains files on non-German children and adolescents of various nationa
lities (even German), separated from their families during the war, and not 
having reached 18 years of age by the end of the war. Numbers of children 
registered in this Section were born during the captivity of their mothers from 
whom they were separated as soon as they were born. Others were deported 
to Germany and interned in camps or sometimes even sent to work in factories. 
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The International Tracing Service notably possesses documents relating to the 
“Lebensborn” organization'1.

As the identity of a large number of the children was not known, the Section 
established three files; the first alphabetical by family names, the second (also 
alphabetical) by first names, and the third in numerical order from the dates of 
birth.

5. The Historical Section

assembles, maintains and makes use of general documents concerning victims 
of political and racial persecution, and concerning foreigners who were in Ger
many, for whatever reason, during the war, as well as displaced persons.

The greater part of these documents concern persecution and the concentra
tion camps. They include decrees and orders emanating from various minis
tries, orders from the Reichssicherheitshauptamt (Section IV of the Gestapo 
and Section V of the Reichskiminalpolizeiamt) as well as those from the SS 
Wirtschaft-Verwaltungshauptamt which administered the concentration 
camps from March 1942 onwards.

The general documents regarding the various concentration camps provide 
information concerning their structure and organization, the disciplinary 
measures which were applied together with statistics and information on the 
liberation of internees, etc.. Some consist of letters, circulars, reports, and vari
ous instructions (photocopies or originals). There also Acts established by the 
Attorneys-General of the Reich giving details on the places of detention under 
the responsibility of the Ministry of Justice, and documents relating to evacua
tions which took place particularly in the Eastern part of Germany.

From 1949 onwards the International Tracing Service started to publish a 
catalogue of camps and prisons in Germany and in German-occupied territo
ries, 1939 to 1945. This catalogue was soon obsolete as a result of the discovery 
of new documents revealing the existence of other places of detention, and it 
had to be replaced by a new edition. After many years of work a new publica
tion appeared:“A provisional list of concentration camps and their outside 
labour units and other places of detention under the authority of the 
Reichsfiihrer-SS in Germany and German-occupied territories (1933-1945)”. 
But six years later new information about the existence of other camps and 
labour units as well as dates of the opening and closing of many other places of 
detention having rendered this publication also out of date, it was considered 
indispensable to revise this list completely and a new “List of Places of Deten
tion” appeared in 1978.

The Historical Section of the International Tracing Service was involved 
in the joint efforts of the ICRC and the national Red Cross Societies of Hun
gary, Poland and Czechoslovakia in favour of their respective citizens who 
had been victims of pseudo-medical experiments in the Hitler camps. From

The “ Lebensborn ’’ organization was given the task in 1935 of bringing up children of “ pure 
German race ”, During the war it undertook the “ Germanization ” of children taken away by 
the Nazis from certain occupied countries, notably Poland. For additional details see Marc 
Hillel: Au nom de la race, Paris, Fayard, 1974, p. 275.
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1961 to 1972 the staff of the International Tracing Service searched through 
available documents to determine the places where such experiments had 
taken place, as well as the nature of these and the outcome. The International 
Tracing Service also wished to establish which unit had taken the initiative for 
such experiments, who carried them out and at what date they had taken place, 
together with the identity of the victims, etc..

In addition to the five Sections described above, the International Tracing 
Service created a Tracing Section and two auxiliary sections: Mail registry and 
dispatch and the Case distribution and file deposit section.

§ 4. Relations between the Agency and the International Tracing Service

We have seen that three of the specialized sections of the Central Prisoners 
of War Agency (The Section for Interned Civilians, the Section for Immigra
tion into Palestine, and above all the Section for Dispersed Families), were ac
tive in favour of certain war victims belonging to the same categories as those 
which concerned the International Tracing Service (Jews, refugees, stateless 
persons, certain deportees and other displaced persons).

On the other hand, the civilian units of the national Sections of the Agency 
were obliged to reply not only to enquiries concerning interned civilians in the 
strict sense of the word (enemy civilians who had been interned mainly in the 
belligerent countries and who were more or less assimilated with prisoners of 
war) but also to enquiries concerning other civilians, such as those at liberty in 
their own country or in territory occupied by the enemy. The sections also had 
to reply to enquiries about refugees, evacuees, deportees and displaced persons 
in general.

However, after the installation of the UNRRA Central Tracing Bureau at 
Arolsen, the Agency was deprived of an important part of this activity, which 
it would normally have undertaken if not by virtue of the Geneva Conventions 
at least by virtue of the significant precedent of the Civilian Section of the In
ternational Prisoners of War Agency.

The work was divided up in the following manner: the UNRRA Bureau (the 
future International Tracing Service) took charge of certain categories deemed 
to be cases of victims of the Second World War, whereas the Agency remained 
in charge of the others (with particular responsibility for cases of prisoners of 
war). In any event, the International Tracing Service and the Agency did not 
find it necessary to specify their respective responsibilities in an official docu
ment because, in time, perfect cooperation and understanding became the rule 
between the two institutions. In fact, as the general public was more aware of 
the Agency than of the International Tracing Service, enquiries concerning 
persons about whom the International Tracing Service was in a position to 
supply information (particularly enquiries concerning deportees and forced 
civilian workers in Germany and in certain territories occupied by the Reich) 
continued to reach Geneva, as they still do to this day. The Agency refers these 
to the International Tracing Service, as well as in cases which may relate either 
to a civilian or a serviceman. The Agency also refers all other cases relating to 
certain categories of military personnel about whom they possess no details or 
only incomplete information. The ITS is in a position to assist the Agency with 
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tracing enquiries particulary where the following military categories are 
concerned:

— Soviet prisoners of war (who might have been transferred to a concentra
tion camp, or who might have resided in a displaced persons camp in Ger
many after the war);

— Polish prisoners of war who had become civilian workers and had been sent 
to concentration camps, or who also been found in displaced persons 
camps after the war;

— Prisoners of war of other nationalities who had become civilian workers;
— Members of resistance movements (partisans), captured by the Germans 

and their allies, and sometimes transferred to concentration camps
— Interned italian soldiers;
— Former members of the international Brigades in Spain, or Spanish repub

licans who had enrolled as volunteers in the French Army during the French 
campaign of 1940. Captured by the Germans, they had become civilian 
workers or sent to concentration camps. Some of these combatants from 
the Spanish Civil War, who had become refugees in France, were handed 
over to the Germans by the Vichy authorities and were generally sent to con
centration camps.

On the other hand, it sometimes happens that individual persons send 
enquiries to the International Tracing Service which come more within the 
competence of the Agency; or the International Tracing Service may be called 
upon to deal with a case within its competence, but concerning persons about 
whom no details or only fragmentary information is available. The Interna
tional Tracing Service transmits such cases to the Agency, which deals with 
them in the following manner:

— where the case proves to be within the competence of the Agency, a reply is 
sent direct to the enquirer with a copy to the International Tracing Service 
for information (for example, where a former prisoner of war is concerned);

— if the case is within the competence of the International Tracing Service, the 
Agency searches its records and gives any information which is found to the 
International Tracing Service. Even if this is incomplete it may provide an 
indication for additional research (for example, in a case where a deportee 
or civilian worker in Germany is concerned).

The International Tracing Service and the Agency often exchange docu
ments of a general nature and lists of victims of the war which are of particular 
interest to one or other. Usually each time the Agency discovers a list giving 
names of war victims who would come more within the category of persons 
dealt with by the International Tracing Service, a copy is sent to the latter and 
vice versa. Nevertheless this exchange of lists is not systematic. In fact there is 
no complete record of all the documents in the possession of either the Agency 
or the International Tracing Service which might be of mutual interest, and the 
reciprocal exchange of information takes place in a rather haphazard manner. 
The Agency, when dealing with a case of a deportee may discover that it is 
holding an official document on which is inscribed not only the name of that 
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particular deportee but also the names of other deportees. At its request the In
ternational Tracing Service is provided with a copy of this document, the exis
tence of which it had previously not known. Conversely if the Agency asks the 
International Tracing Service for information about a prisoner of war thought 
to have been transferred to a concentration camp or become a civilian worker, 
and the International Tracing Service finds a list which is unknown to the 
Agency giving not only details of the individual concerned but names of other 
prisoners of war who have become political prisoners or civilian workers, then 
the International Tracing Service provides the Agency with a copy.

The International Tracing Service and the Agency are, accordingly, always 
exchanging information and often consult each other about individual cases 
which may be solved by the study of each others’ records.

Conclusions on the work of the Central Prisoners of War Agency

During the Second World War the work of the Agency developed to hitherto 
unknown proportions.

It is true that the Central Prisoners of War Agency was inspired in its 
methods of working by the International Prisoners of War Agency, but the 
Central Prisoners of War Agency had the advantage of functioning with a 
solid legal base, the 1929 Convention relative to the treatment of prisoners of 
war, although it greatly exceeded the limits set by this convention.

This can be seen in the introduction of the Capture Card for military person
nel, not foreseen by the 1929 Convention, but which was an important innova
tion. Thanks to this card the Central Prisoners of War Agency was able to 
receive information much more rapidly, and in some cases even several months 
before the arrival of official prisoner of war lists.

On the other hand, where civilians were concerned, although no legal basis 
existed, the work of the Central Agency was much more important than that 
carried out by the International Prisoners of War Agency. Whereas at the end 
of the First World War the records from the latter only comprised in all about 
seven million cards, the Central Prisoners of War Agency had by June 1947 an 
index of nearly thirty-six million cards, of which six or seven million concerned 
civilians.

As we have seen the “Civilian Message” was created by the International 
Prisoners of War Agency. However, only a small number of messages were 
transmitted by the Agency during the course of the First World War. The 
Civilian Message Service increased considerably during the Spanish Civil War, 
but it was above all during the Second World War that the use of these mes
sages developed in a spectacular way: more than twenty-three million having 
been transmitted.

Important changes were introduced during the Second World War, affecting 
the working methods of the Agency. These included the introduction of 
Hollerith equipment, and photocopies instead of typed copies. The use of 
microfilm, and of telegraphic and radio communications enabled the Central 
Prisoners of War Agency to work much more quickly and greatly improved its 
productive ability.
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Another important innovation was the transcribing onto index cards of all 
essential details contained in the lists. This saved Agency staff from having to 
consult the original lists, and enabled them to give immediate replies to en
quiries, based on the details appearing on the cards.

The work of the ICRC in general, and of the Central Prisoners of War Agen
cy in particular has had a profound influence on international humanitarian 
law, and the Diplomatic Conference which met in Geneva in 1949 to draft new 
Conventions expressly recognized the competence of the Agency in many of 
the articles of these Conventions.

190



PART THREE

FROM THE GENEVA CONVENTIONS
OF 1949 TO THE PRESENT



■ . ' ■ ‘ ' ■ ■

t !. t.rijc.. л of i hese Ce зййй*м

ВИОГГИЗУИОЭ AV'WO ЗШ • 
гиаеаяч ант tn но



CHAPTER VIII

THE GENEVA CONVENTIONS OF 1949

§ 1. Preparatory work

The intention is not to describe here the traditional efforts of the Interna
tional Committee of the Red Cross to improve and develop international hu
manitarian law. Rather, it is intended to review briefly the manner in which the 
ICRC, drawing on the experience during the Second World War of the Central 
Prisoners of War Agency and other departments, contributed to the work of 
the 1949 Diplomatic Conference which revised and extended the Geneva and 
Hague conventions.

The three conventions in question were:

— The Geneva Convention of 1929 for the Relief of the Wounded and Sick in 
Armies in the Field;

— The Xth Hague Convention of 1907 (the Maritime Convention) which, af
ter revision, became the Second Geneva Convention for the Amelioration 
of the Condition of Wounded, Sick and Shipwrecked Members of Armed 
Forces at Sea; and

— The Geneva Convention of 1929 Relative to the Treatment of Prisoners 
of War.

The work was completed with the addition of an entirely new convention:

— The Geneva Convention Relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in 
Time of War.

According to its usual methods, the International Committee first gathered 
all the available literature and brought out the points in which humanitarian 
law needed to be modified or expanded. It then drew up draft conventions with 
expert help from Governments, national Red Cross Societies and other relief 
societies'.

1 Cf. The Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949. Commentary published under the general 
editorship of Jean S. Pictet. IV. Geneva Convention Relative to the Protection of Civilian Per
sons in Time of War, Geneva, ICRC, 1958, p. 6.



Several meetings were convened in Geneva at the initiative of the ICRC, 
among them the Preliminary Conference of National Red Cross Societies in 
1946, and the Conference of Government Experts of 1947. At the latter confer
ence the French Delegation submitted an important draft code of rules for the 
protection of civilians which was taken as the basis for discussion.

On the basis of the work of these two conferences, the ICRC drew up com
plete texts and presented them to the XVIIth International Red Cross Confer
ence at Stockholm in 1948. They were adopted there with certain amendments.

The draft texts adopted in Stockholm were taken as the working documents 
for the Diplomatic Conference which met in Geneva from 21 April to 12 Au
gust 1949, convened by the Swiss Federal Council. Fifty-nine States were offi
cially represented by Delegations with full powers to discuss the texts, and four 
by observers. Experts from the International Committee participated very ac
tively in the work of the Conference. This set up four main Committees, to 
consider respectively the First Geneva Convention and the drawing up of a 
Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of Wounded, Sick and 
Shipwrecked Members of Armed Forces at Sea; the revision of the Geneva 
Convention Relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of war; the conclusion of a 
Convention for the protection of civilians and the examination of those provi
sions common to all four Conventions. At the end of the Conference a Coordi
nation Committee and a Drafting Committee endeavoured to achieve a certain 
uniformity in the texts2.

§ 2. The Agency and the Geneva Conventions of 1949

No attempt will be made to describe in detail the work of the Diplomatic 
Conference nor all the articles of the four Conventions adopted by it. Rather, 
it is intended to examine only those dispositions of direct concern for the Cen
tral Tracing Agency, even in cases where the latter in not referred to specifically.

Some 36 articles in the four conventions directly or indirectly concern the 
Agency. In the following examination the order of the Conventions is respect
ed, with reference to the particular Convention and article. Comment will be as 
brief as possible since a very detailed analysis has already been undertaken by 
ICRC experts in the four volumes of “Commentary” published under the 
editorship of Mr. Jean S. Pictet.

The first article considered is Article 3, common to all four Conventions and 
which concerns conflicts not of an international character. In effect, the se
cond paragraph of this article stipulates that:

An impartial humanitarian body, such as the International Committee of the 
Red Cross, may offer its services to the Parties to the conflict.

In most armed conflicts which are not of an international character, the 
ICRC’s “offer of services” includes those of its Agency. The Parties to the 

2 Cf. op. cit., p. 7.
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conflict are not obliged to accept these services but, since it is officially sanc
tioned by the Conventions, the offer itself can neither be considered as inter
ference in a State’s internal affairs nor as an unfriendly gesture.

According to the third paragraph of the same article, “The Parties to the 
conflict should ... endeavour to bring into force, by means of special agree
ments, all or part of the other provisions of the present Convention.” With 
respect to the Third and Fourth Conventions, these agreements could relate 
respectively to Articles 123 and 140, both concerning the Central Tracing 
Agency. In the event of such an agreement between the Parties concerned the 
armed conflict not of an international character would be virtually assimilable 
with an international conflict, the role of the Agency being more or less the 
same as during an international war.

Two articles of the First Convention of 1949 are of importance to the Agen
cy: Article 16 (Recording and forwarding of information) and Article 17 
(Prescriptions regarding the dead. Graves Registration Service).

According to the terms of Article 16, Parties to the conflict are obliged, as 
soon as possible, to forward information to their national Bureaux, in respect 
of each wounded, sick or dead person of the adverse party falling into their 
hands. In turn the Bureaux shall transmit this information to the Bureau of the 
Power on which these persons depend, through the intermediary of the Pro
tecting Power and of the Central Tracing Agency. Besides, Powers to the con
flict shall prepare, and forward to each other through the same channels, cer
tificates of death or duly authenticated lists of the dead as well as one half of a 
double identity disk, last wills or other documents of importance to the next- 
of-kin, money and in general all articles of an intrinsic or sentimental value 
which are found on the dead.

The essential task of the Agency is thus to provide a permanent link between 
families and their captured relatives. If necessary the Agency will seek addi
tional information from the national Bureaux, will itself initiate enquiries, 
sometimes on medical grounds; in addition it has the task of transmitting ob
jects to the next-of-kin and will undertake the delivery of mail if normal postal 
services have been discontinued.

Article 17 prescribes for each Party to the conflict the setting up of a Graves 
Registration Service which, as soon as the circumstances permit, shall ex
change with a similar enemy service lists showing the exact location and mark
ings of the graves together with particulars of the dead interred therein. This 
exchange of information may be undertaken during the hostilities, with the 
Central Agency acting as intermediary.

The Second Convention contains two similar articles. Article 19 also allows 
for the recording and forwarding of information in respect of shipwrecked, 
wounded, sick or dead enemy persons having fallen into the hands of a Party to 
the conflict. The role of the Agency is the same as that defined by Article 16 
of the First Convention, namely the centralization and forwarding of 
information.

Article 20 (Prescriptions regarding the dead) of the same Convention at
tributes the same tasks to the Agency as those foreseen in Article 17 of the 
First Convention, particularly with respect to the landing of dead persons. 
It is the task of the Agency to gather and transmit information concerning 
the latter.
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Although Article 17 of the Third Convention of 1949 concerning the treat
ment of prisoners of war (Questioning of prisoners) does not specifically men
tion the Agency it nevertheless draws attention to the fact that the Agency 
should centralize and transmit the information that, by virtue of this article, 
every prisoner of war is bound to provide to the detaining Power.

According to the Convention of 1929 (Article 5, para.l), a prisoner, if inter
rogated, was required to declare only his regimental number. But experience 
during the Second World War had shown that the regimental number alone 
was insufficient identification of prisoners. Accordingly, Article 17, para. 1 of 
the Third Convention of 1949 stipulates that: “Every prisoner of war, when 
questioned on the subject, is bound to give only his surname, first names and 
rank, date of birth, and army, regimental, personal or serial number, or failing 
this, equivalent information”.

Experience had also shown the weakness of another stipulation of the Con
vention of 1929 concerning the treatment of prisoners of war (Article 14, para. 
3) according to which belligerents were “required to issue, on demand, to any 
prisoner treated, an official statement indicating the nature and duration of 
his illness and the treatment received”. In effect, it had been seen that medical 
statements thus issued were taken away from prisoners, under various pretexts, 
when they were to be repatriated. Article 30 of the Third Convention of 1949, 
paragraph 4, stipulates that a duplicate of the medical certificate issued shall 
be forwarded by the detaining Power to the Central Prisoners of War Agency.

Noteworthy among the new provisions of Article 68 of the Third Conven
tion (Claims for compensation) is the second part of paragraph 2:

The Detaining Power will, in all cases, provide the prisoner of war with a state
ment, signed by a responsible officer, showing all available information regard
ing the reasons why such effects, monies or valuables have not been restored to 
him. A copy of this statement will be forwarded to the Power on which he de
pends through the Central Prisoners of War Agency provided for in Article 123.

The fact that a copy of this statement must be forwarded through the Agen
cy to the Power on which the prisoner depends provides an additional 
safeguard for the prisoner of war.

Experience during the Second World War demonstrated the value of the 
capture card, and the 1949 Diplomatic Conference made express provision for 
it in the Third Convention:

Article 70 - Capture card

Immediately upon capture, or not more than one week after arrival at a camp, 
even if it is a transit camp, likewise in case of sickness or transfer to hospital 
or another camp, every prisoner of war shall be enabled to write direct to his 
family, on the one hand, and to the Central Prisoners of War Agency provided 
for in Article 123, on the other hand, a card similar, if possible, to the model 
annexed to the present Convention, informing his relatives of his capture, ad
dress and state of health. The said cards shall be forwarded as rapidly as pos
sible and may not be delayed in any manner.
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Article 36, paragraph 2 of the 1929 Convention had included provision for a 
card to be sent by a prisoner to his family, but it would clearly not reach a fami
ly evacuated as a result of the war. The capture card forwarded to the Central 
Agency made it possible, on the one hand, for families to be provided with es
sential information by the latter and, on the other hand, for the Agency to ob
tain such information more rapidly than through notification by the Informa
tion Bureaux of the Parties to the conflict.

Article 106 of the Fourth Convention of 1949 makes provision for a similar 
card for civilian detainees, the internment card. Accordingly, besides the cards 
intended for their families, civilian internees would be enabled to send an in
ternment card to the Central Information Agency foreseen in Article 140 of the 
same Convention.

Both the capture cards and the internment cards had to be forwarded on a 
priority basis to the Agency and should therefore be sent by airmail wherever 
possible. Censorship should be a mere formality and might be dispensed with 
altogether. Models of the two cards were annexed respectively to the Third and 
Fourth Conventions3.

Although it does not mention the Agency, Article 71 of the Third Conven
tion, concerning prisoner of war correspondence, is also worthy of note since 
the Agency had the responsibility of forwarding such correspondence. Article 
74 of the same Convention (Exemption from postal and transport charges) is 
also of interest in that it sets forth a principle which was universally recognized 
during the two world wars. Its second paragraph states that: “Correspon
dence, relief shipments and authorized remittances of money addressed to 
prisoners of war or despatched by them through the post office, either direct or 
through the Information Bureaux provided for in Article 123 and the Central 
Prisoners of War Agency provided for in Article 123, shall be exempt from any 
postal dues, both in the countries of origin and destination, and in intermedi
ate countries.” Nevertheless, paragraph 5 of the same Article contained a pro
vision not found in the 1929 Convention:

The High Contracting Parties shall endeavour to reduce, so far as possible, the 
rates charged for telegrams sent by prisoners of war, or addressed to them.

Article 75 of the Third Convention should also be mentioned. It stipulates 
that special means of transport (railway wagons, motor vehicles, vessels or air
craft, etc.) made available to the belligerents by the Protecting Powers, the In
ternational Committee of the Red Cross or any other organization duly ap
proved by the Parties to the conflict for the transport of certain shipments, 
may also be used to convey correspondence, lists and reports exchanged be
tween the Central Agency referred to in Article 123 and the national Informa
tion Bureaux. The 1929 Convention did not contain provision for this.

The first paragraph of Article 77 of the Third Convention (Preparation, exe
cution and transmission of legal documents) is noteworthy in that it recognizes 
a practice established during the Second World War:

3 These models are reproduced in annexes. 5 and 6.
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The Detaining Powers shall provide all facilities for the transmission, through 
the Protecting Power or the Central Prisoners of War Agency provided for in 
Article 123, of instruments, papers or documents intended for prisoners of 
war or despatched by them, especially powers of attorney and wills. ...

A similar provision was included in Article 41 of the 1929 Convention but 
without reference to the intermediary role of the Central Agency.

Article 119 of the Third Convention relating to the procedures of repatria
tion of prisoners of war also concerns the Agency. One provision relates to 
prisoners of war against whom criminal proceedings for an indictable offence 
are pending and who, as a result, cannot be repatriated:

Parties to the conflict shall communicate to each other the names of any 
prisoners of war who are detained until the end of proceedings or until punish
ment has been completed.

Although the article does not expressly say so, the names of detained prisoners 
may be communicated through the intermediary of the Central Agency.

Article 120 (Wills, death certificates, burial and cremation) also contains 
important new provisions in comparison with the 1929 Convention. The first 
paragraph includes the following:

At the request of the prisoner of war and, in all cases, after death, the will shall 
be transmitted without delay to the Protecting Power, a certified copy shall be 
sent to the Central Agency.

Although it is not expressly stipulated, the Agency may also handle the for
warding of death certificates conforming to the model annexed to the 
Convention4, lists of graves, drawn up by the competent Services of the Detain
ing power, as well as particulars of the prisoners of war interred in cemeteries 
or in individual graves.

According to Article 121 of the same Convention (Prisoners killed or injured 
in special circumstances), a communication concerning every death or injury 
of a prisoner of war caused by a sentry, another prisoner or any other person, 
as well as any death the cause of which is unknown, shall be sent immediately 
to the Protecting Power. The possibility that the International Committee 
replaces the Protecting Power and that the communication is addressed to the 
Central Agency is not excluded.

A particularly important article in the Third Convention is Article 122, the 
full text of which is reproduced hereunder:

Article 122 - National Bureaux
Upon the outbreak of a conflict and in all cases of occupation, each of the Par
ties to the conflict shall institute an official Information Bureau for prisoners 
of war who are in its power. Neutral or non-belligerent Powers who may have 
received within their territory persons belonging to one of the categories 
referred to in Article 4, shall take the same action with respect to such persons. 

4 See Annex 4 (model of Death certificate).
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The Power concerned shall ensure that the Prisoners of War Information 
Bureau is provided with the necessary accommodation, equipment and staff to 
ensure its efficient working. It shall be at liberty to employ prisoners of war in 
such a Bureau under the conditions laid down in the Section of the present Con
vention dealing with work by prisoners of war.

Within the shortest possible period, each of the Parties to the conflict shall 
give its Bureau the information referred to in the fourth, fifth and sixth para
graphs of this Article regarding any enemy person belonging to one of the 
categories referred to in Article 4 who has fallen into its power. Neutral or non
belligerent Powers shall take the same action with regard to persons belonging 
to such categories whom they have received within their territory.

The Bureau shall immediately forward such information by the most rapid 
means to the Powers concerned through the intermediary of the Protecting 
Powers and likewise of the Central Agency provided for in Article 123.

This information shall make it possible quickly to advise the next-of-kin con
cerned. Subject to the provisions of Article 17, the information shall include, in 
so far as available to the Information Bureau, in respect of each prisoner of war, 
his surname, first names, rank, army, regimental, personal or serial number, 
place and full date of birth, indication of the Power on which he depends, first 
name of the father and maiden name of the mother, name and address of the 
person to be informed and the address to which correspondence for the 
prisoner may be sent.

The Information Bureau shall receive from the various departments con
cerned information regarding transfers, releases, repatriations, escapes, admis
sions to hospital, and deaths, and shall transmit such information in the man
ner described in the third paragraph above.

Likewise, information regarding the state of health of prisoners of war who 
are seriously ill or seriously wounded shall be supplied regularly, every week if 
possible.

The Information Bureau shall also be responsible for replying to all enquiries 
sent to it concerning prisoners of war, including those who have died in captivi
ty; it will make any enquiries necessary to obtain the information which is asked 
for if this is not in its possession.

All written communications made by the Bureau shall be authenticated by a 
signature or a seal.

The Information Bureau shall furthermore be charged with collecting all per
sonal valuables, including sums in currencies other than that of the Detaining 
Power and documents of importance to the next-of-kin, left by prisoners of war 
who have been repatriated or released, or who have escaped or died, and shall 
forward the said valuables to the Powers concerned. Such articles shall be sent 
by the Bureau in sealed packets which shall be accompanied by statements giv
ing clear and full particulars of the identity of the person to whom the articles 
belonged, and by a complete list of the contents of the parcel. Other personal ef
fects of such prisoners of war shall be transmitted under arrangements agreed 
upon between the Parties to the conflict concerned.

This article both sets out the role of the principal correspondents of the Cen
tral Agency as well as specifying the kind of information they should transmit 
through the Agency and the Protecting Power. However, in several post- 
Second World War conflicts the parties to the conflict failed to set up the offi
cial Information Bureaux and the Central Tracing Agency of the ICRC 
stood in for them either through the organization of agencies on the spot 
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or through assistance to National Red Cross Societies undertaking this task.
Article 123 of the same Convention is also of sufficient importance to be 

quoted in extenso:

Article 123. - Central Agency
A Central Prisoners of War Information Agency shall be created in a neutral 

country. The International Committee of the Red Cross shall, if it deems neces
sary, propose to the Powers concerned the organization of such an Agency.

The function of the Agency shall be to collect all the information it may ob
tain through official or private channels respecting prisoners of war, and to 
transmit it as rapidly as possible to the country of origin of the prisoners of war 
or to the Power on which they depend. It shall receive from the Parties to the 
conflict all facilities for effecting such transmissions.

The High Contracting Parties, and in particular those whose nationals 
benefit by the services of the Central Agency, are requested to give the said 
Agency the financial aid it may require.

The foregoing provisions shall in no way be interpreted as restricting the hu
manitarian activities of the International Committee of the Red Cross, or of the 
relief societies provided for in Article 125.

This article reproduces almost word for word the text of Article 79 of the 
Convention of 1929 relative to the treatment of prisoners of war. As is ap
propriately noted in the Commentary on the Third Convention, the 1949 
Diplomatic Conference “was ... careful not to interfere with the structure and 
legal basis of the Agency, which it confirmed in the present Convention and 
repeated in identical terms in the Fourth (Article 140) ...”5.

Having already examined the text of 19296, comment here will be restricted 
to those phrases which have been added.

The sentence at the end of the second paragraph reads:

It shall receive from the Parties to the conflict all facilities for effecting such 
transmissions.

Since, by virtue of Article 124 of the Third Convention, the Agency enjoys 
free postage and a partial or total exemption from telegraphic charges, it must 
be assumed that the “facilities” referred to concern, on the one hand, the pos
sibility for the Agency to request priority with respect to its postal, telegraphic 
and telephonic communications and, on the other, as concerns radio broad
casting facilities. Within the context of a war such priority would naturally be 
granted. It should be noted that the international high frequency broadcasting 
conference held in Mexico in 1947 attributed a certain number of hours of 
broadcasting frequencies to the ICRC, all or part of which the latter could 
make available to the Agency. For the States party to the Convention this provi
sion carries with it not only the obligation not to interfere with such transmis
sions but also to extend to representatives of the International Committee 
abroad the free use of their broadcasting facilities.

5 Op. cit., p. 582.
6 See above, Ch IV, § 2.
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It should be recalled that another “facility” stems from Article 75 of the 
Third Convention by virtue of which the Agency may make use of transport as
sured by the Protecting Power, the ICRC or any other duly approved organiza
tion, particularly for the conveyance of correspondence, lists and reports ex
changed between the Agency and the National Information Bureaux, as well 
as the conveyance of capture cards (Art. 70), correspondence of prisoners of 
war (Art. 71), relief shipments (Art. 72) and legal documents (Art. 77).

The third paragraph of Article 123 is also new:

The High Contracting Parties, and in particular those whose nationals benefit 
by the services of the Central Agency, are requested to give the said Agency the 
financial aid it may require.

The ICRC has always had to draw on its own resources for the means neces
sary for the Agency to operate, means which may or may not subsequently be 
reimbursed in part or entirely.

The XVIIth International Red Cross Conference at Stockholm in 1948 
made provision for the apportionment of expenses among the belligerents pro 
rata to the services the Agency rendered to their nationals. This idea was finally 
abandoned by the Diplomatic Conference in view of the potential accounting 
difficulties it could entail and for two other reasons: firstly, any step taken by 
the Agency on behalf of a prisoner or an internee is not only to the advantage 
of the State of which he is a national but also indirectly, and to a certain degree, 
to the advantage of the Detaining Power; secondly, prisoners of war or intern
ees may be nationals of a State having ceased to exist as a result of occupation 
of its territory, in which case they may no longer have a Government to meet 
the expenses of the Agency which, nevertheless, continues to provide them 
with its services.

Accordingly, the Convention of 1949 adopted the principle that the opera
tion of the Agency must in no case be hindered for financial reasons, and it is 
for this reason that not only the belligerent Powers but all States party to the 
Convention are called upon to provide the necessary financial support. The 
usefulness and universality of the Agency were thus recognized by all States 
party to the Convention of 1949.

The final paragraph of Article 123 must also be considered:

The foregoing provisions shall in no way be interpreted as restricting the hu
manitarian activities of the International Committee of the Red Cross, or of the 
relief societies provided for in Article 125.

This text is almost identical to that of Article 79 of the Convention of 1929, 
with the difference that it also makes reference to relief societies. However, the 
Conventions of 1949 provide expressly for the other specific activities of the 
ICRC, apart from those falling within the competence of the Agency (relief, 
camp visits, etc.), whereas the Convention of 1929 merely underlined the free
dom of initiative of the International Committee (Art. 88) and the establish
ment of a Central Agency (Art. 79). The fact that the text of the final 
paragraph of Article 79 of the Convention of 1929 was repeated in the Third 
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and Fourth Conventions of 1949 can only be explained if an entirely general 
sense is attributed to this clause7 8.

It might happen that a relief society (a national Red Cross Society or 
another organization) may, in case of need and on an extraordinary basis, de
velop activities similar to those of the Central Agency. It would be regrettable 
if activities of that kind were to be rejected by a belligerent on the pretext that 
the Central Agency had a monopoly with respect to the gathering and trans
mission of information and that such an activity was not covered by Article 
125 concerning relief societies. But if a belligerent Power approved the activi
ties of a relief society in this sphere, it would nevertheless still be obliged to 
communicate to the Central Agency the same information that it was giving to 
the relief society in question. As stressed by the authors of the Commentaries, 
a sharp distinction must be drawn, “between the basic, universal and obligato
ry character of the Agency’s activities as far as States are concerned and the 
probably more restricted and optional character of activities which might be 
developed by a relief society for the same purposes’”.

The Convention of 1929 (Articles 38 and 80) specified exemption from 
postal charges only for National Information Bureaux. However, during the 
Second World War, belligerents and neutral countries had extended this ex
emption, as well as others, to the Central Agency as well. Article 124 of the 
Third Convention of 1949, which specifically mentions the Agency, recog
nized this situation. In addition, the cost of telegraphic communications hav
ing proved to be a major expenditure for the Agency during the war, it was only 
able to resort to such communications on the understanding that it would be 
reimbursed by the States concerned. It is for this reason that Article 124 includ
ed the recommendation that, so far as possible, exemption from telegraphic 
charges or at least greatly reduced rates should also be accorded to the Agency.

After this brief analysis of articles in the Third Convention concerning sold
iers fallen into the hands of the enemy and of interest to the Central Agency, at
tention should be given to articles in the Fourth Convention which relate to the 
Agency and concern the protection of civilian persons.

Article 24 of this Convention is on measures relating to child welfare. Dur
ing the Second World War, the International Committee took action on many 
occasions in behalf of children. It acted in close cooperation with the Interna
tional Union for Child Welfare which had been set up under the patronage of 
the ICRC. Article 24 is of interest here to the extent that the Agency may be in
volved in the search for, identification of and regrouping of children separated 
from their families.

Because of its particular importance for the Agency, the full text of Article 
25 of the same Convention is reproduced:

A rticle 25 - Family News

All persons in the territory of a Party to the conflict, or in a territory oc
cupied by it, shall be enabled to give news of a strictly personal nature to mem

7 Cf. Commentary of the Illrd Convention, p. 588.
8 Ibid., p. 589.
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bers of their families, wherever they may be, and to receive news from them. 
This correspondence shall be forwarded speedily and without undue delay.

If, as a result of circumstances, it becomes difficult or impossible to exchange 
family correspondence by the ordinary post, the Parties to the conflict con
cerned shall apply to a neutral intermediary, such as the Central Agency provid
ed for in Article 140, and shall decide in consultation with it how to ensure the 
fulfillment of their obligations under the best possible conditions, in particular 
with the cooperation of the National Red Cross (Red Crescent, Red Lion and 
Sun) Societies.

If the Parties to the conflict deem it necessary to restrict family correspon
dence, such restrictions shall be confined to the compulsory use of standard 
forms containing twenty-five freely chosen words, and to the limitation of the 
number of these forms despatched to one each month.

The right to give his family news of a personal nature and to receive personal 
news from them was thus proclaimed by the Diplomatic Conference of 1949 as 
“one of the inalienable rights of man”9 and, as a neutral intermediary and by 
virtue of its extensive experience in this area, the Central Information Agency 
was selected to receive and transmit such information. It should be recalled 
that a civilian message service had been set up by the Central Prisoners of War 
Agency during the First World War and that, at the time of the Spanish War, 
the Spanish service of the Agency had devised a system of messages of 25 
words each. During the Second World War a Civilian Message Section was set 
up as part of the Central Prisoners of War Agency. The Civilian Message Form 
No. 61 was adopted by the Red Cross Societies of all the Belligerent coun
tries10.

However, civilian messages could not be sent free of charge; postage had to 
be covered by the sender. They must be transmitted “speedily and without de
lay”, a provision aimed above all at ensuring that censorship is carried out 
promptly. In addition, messages should be sent by airmail if possible, belliger
ents having the right, on an extraordinary basis, of limiting despatches to one 
a month.

Since the forwarding of family news frequently precedes the reuniting of fa
milies dispersed as a result of the war, Article 25 has close links with Article 26 
(Dispersed families) which provides a legal basis for the activities of the Agen
cy and other organizations acceptable to the belligerents in locating family 
members and reuniting them.

The Parties to the conflict must not only facilitate enquiries concerning fa
mily members but also encourage the work of organizations engaged in this 
task, particularly the National Red Cross Societies.

Several articles in the Fourth Convention are similar to those in the Third, 
although they refer to civilian internees and the work of the Agency in assisting 
them.

Article 91 (Medical attention) contains a provision in paragraph 4 similar 
to that of Article 30 of the Third Convention. The medical authorities of 
the Detaining Power shall, upon request, issue to every civilian internee an 
official certificate showing the nature of his illness or injury, and the dura

9 Cf. Commentary on the Fourth Convention, p. 192.
10 Cf. chap. VI, B, §1,4 a).
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tion and nature of the treatment given. To safeguard the interests of the in
ternee, a duplicate of this certificate shall be forwarded to the Central 
Information Agency by the Detaining Power. The person concerned may need 
to produce this certificate after the close of hostilities as proof of his right 
to a pension or indemnity.

Article 106 (Internment card for civilian internees) corresponds, as we have 
seen, to Article 70 of the Third Convention. Without being so obliged, every 
civilian internee shall be enabled to fill out an internment card. He may also in
dicate his opposition to the forwarding of such information to his State of ori
gin and the task of judging whether or not to transmit any information con
cerning the internee must be left to the Agency which will only make such 
notification if it appears unlikely to harm the families of the persons con
cerned. If need be, the Agency will consult with those concerned. This provi
sion stems from the Agency’s experience during the Second World War when 
many civilian internees objected to their names being transmitted to their 
country of origin".

Article 107 (Correspondence) is similar to Article 71 of the Third Conven
tion. With respect to the right to correspond, civilian internees are on almost 
the same footing as prisoners of war. Although the Agency is not mentioned, it 
has the right to undertake the forwarding of internees’ correspondence, as in
deed it did during the Second World War.

Apart from the fact that it does not mention correspondence, Article 110 
(Relief shipments: exemption from postal and transport charges) reproduces, 
for the benefit of civilian internees and, particularly, their relations with the 
Agency, the terms of Article 74 of the Third Convention, containing provi
sions for exemptions for the benefit of prisoners of war.

However, it should be noted that the Universal Postal Convention of 1952 
provides only for exemption from postal charges for correspondence from in
ternees, whatever the destination, whereas correspondence addressed to in
ternees is only exempt of postal charges if it emanates from a country other 
than the country of internment. The same comment applies to relief parcels 
sent by post from places in the country of internment itself.

The similarity between Article 111 (Special means of transport) of the 
Fourth Convention and Article 75 of the Third Convention should also be un
derlined. Paragraph 2 stipulates that special means of transport may be used to 
convey correspondence, lists and reports concerning civilian internees ex
changed between the Central Information Agency and the National Informa
tion Bureaux.

By analogy with the system for prisoners of war, Article 113 of the Fourth 
Convention (Execution and transmission of legal documents) provides for the 
transmission, through the Protecting Power or the Central Information Agen
cy, of wills, powers of attorney, letters of authority, or any other documents in
tended for internees or despatched by them.

Article 129 of the Fourth Convention (Wills, death certificates) may also 
be compared with Article 120 of the Third Convention. As foreseen for 
prisoners of war, duly certified copies of official records of death of civilian

11 Cf. Commentary on the Fourth Convention, pp. 446-447. 
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internees shall be transmitted to the Protecting Power as well as the Central 
Information Agency.

Paragraph 3 of Article 130 of the Fourth Convention (Burial, cremation) 
lays down that:

As soon as circumstances permit, and not later than the close of hostilities, the 
Detaining Power shall forward lists of graves of deceased internees to the Pow
ers on whom deceased internees depended, through the Information Bureaux 
provided for in Article 136. Such lists shall include all particulars necessary for 
the identification of the deceased internees, as well as the exact location of their 
graves.

In fact these lists are frequently forwarded through the Central Agency to 
the national Bureau of the country of origin of the internees or the country in 
which they resided.

Provisions concerning the activities of the national Information Bureaux 
with respect to persons protected by the Fourth Convention are to be found in 
four articles, Articles 136 to 139.

Article 136 concerns the establishment of a national Information Bureau 
upon the outbreak of a conflict and in all cases of occupation. The Bureau may 
be the same as that established for prisoners of war. It will receive and transmit 
information in respect of any protected persons who are kept in custody for 
more than two weeks, who are subjected to assigned residence or who are in
terned. It shall, furthermore, collect information concerning transfers, 
releases, repatriations, escapes, admittances to hospitals, and eventual births 
and deaths with respect to these persons.

Article 137 (Transmission of information) provides for the forwarding of in
formation concerning protected persons by national Bureaux, by the most 
rapid means and through the intermediary of the Protecting Powers and the 
Central Agency, which will convey them to the Powers of whom the aforesaid 
persons are nationals, or to Powers in whose territory they resided. The 
Bureaux will not, however, transmit information if such transmission might be 
detrimental to the person concerned or to his or her relatives. But even in such 
a case, the information may not be withheld from the Central Agency which 
will take all the necessary precautions.

Article 138 specifies the information to be transmitted. In all cases it shall be 
of such a character as to make it possible to exactly identify the protected per
son. Information regarding the state of health of internees who are seriously ill 
or seriously wounded shall be supplied regularly and if possible every week.

As for Article 139, this deals with the forwarding of personal valuables left 
by the protected persons in the event of repatriation, release, escape or death. 
This will be done either directly or through the Central Agency. In certain cases 
it will concern articles of no intrinsic worth but of great sentimental value for 
the next-of-kin. Before being sent the packets containing these objects are to be 
sealed by the national Information Bureau, and they shall be accompanied by 
statements giving clear and full identity particulars of the persons to whom the 
articles belonged as well as a complete list of the contents of the parcels.

Comparison between the two Conventions of 1949 brings out another 
analogy: Article 140 of the Fourth Convention reproduces the language 
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of Article 123 of the Third Convention relating to the Central Prisoners of War 
Agency, although the former specifies that the Central Agency for civilians 
may be the same as that for prisoners of war. This solution has always been 
adopted in practice because of the numerous advantages it offers (the same 
working methods, the same type of skilled staff, the same machines, etc.).

A single provision only differentiates Article 140 from Article 123, and this 
concerns the transmission of information. The Agency will transmit informa
tion to the national Bureau of the country of origin or of residence of the pro
tected persons or to any other State body providing sufficient guarantees. 
However, in conformity with paragraph two of Article 137 of the Fourth Con
vention, it may refrain from transmitting such information in cases where it 
considers that such transmissions might be detrimental to the persons con
cerned, or to their relatives.

Finally, Article 141 of the Fourth Convention, like Article 124 of the Third 
Convention, concerns exemption from postal charges. Like the latter, it stipu
lates that the national Information Bureaux and the Central Information 
Agency shall enjoy free postage of all mail as well as the exemptions provided 
for in Article 110 of the Fourth Convention and, so far as possible, exemption 
from telegraphic charges, or, at least, greatly reduced rates.

♦
* ♦

The Geneva Conventions of 1949 thus set out in a detailed manner the or
ganization and activities of the two central information agencies (for civilians 
and for military personnel). However, the role of the ICRC in the organization 
of these agencies was laid down in a more flexible manner. In effect, the Inter
national Committee “is not... obliged itself to organize the Central Agency”. 
It is merely to “propose” its establishment to the Powers concerned, “if it 
deems necessary”12.

The ICRC is not obliged to offer to organize an agency and the Powers con
cerned could turn down such an offer. But in the event, the Powers would then 
have to agree to the establishment of a central agency through the intermedia
tion of a neutral body other than the ICRC, since the organization of an agen
cy is obligatory in the event of conflict.

Furthermore, the two agencies foreseen by the Conventions are of an ad hoc 
nature; they have to be specially organized for each new conflict.

In Chapter IX it will be seen how the experience of the Central Tracing 
Agency has, in a certain manner, run counter to the rules set by the Conven
tions, particularly with respect to the eventual organization of an agency by a 
body other than the ICRC, the separate operation of an agency for military 
personnel and an agency for civilians and the setting up of “ad hoc" agencies. 
Finally, in Chapter X it will be seen how certain shortcomings of the Conven
tions were compensated for by Protocol I additional to the Geneva Conven
tions and how this protocol was inspired by the experience of the Central Trac
ing Agency in modifying certain provisions of the Conventions.

12 Cf. Commentary on the Third Convention, p.583.

206



CHAPTER IX

THE CENTRAL TRACING AGENCY
BEFORE ADOPTION OF THE PROTOCOLS ADDITIONAL 

TO THE GENEVA CONVENTIONS OF 1949

§ 1. The Central Tracing Agency as a permanent department of the ICRC

As has been seen, there was a certain continuity in the work of the Agency 
during the period between the two World Wars: the Tracing and Individual 
Cases Service pursued the work of the International Prisoners of War Agency 
during the First World War, whereas the Spanish Section was separated from 
the Tracing and Individual Cases Service and, throughout the Spanish civil 
war, functioned as a full Information Agency.

As for the Central Prisoners of War Agency which, it should be recalled, was 
set up under Article 79 of the Convention of 1929, in effect it never ceased to 
operate in view of the important sequels to the Second World War. Many 
prisoners of war had not been repatriated by the end of the hostilities and the 
Central Prisoners of War Agency continued to serve as an intermediary be
tween these prisoners and their families. Millions of persons were still dis
placed and millions of missing persons were being sought by their families. Be
sides, while continuing to receive tracing requests, the Central Agency also be
gan to receive requests for attestations concerning captivity or hospitalization.

From 1939 onwards, and in addition to its activities in favour of prisoners of 
war, the Central Prisoners of War Agency was engaged in very considerable ef
forts for civilians although, on a practical level, neither during the war nor af
ter the adoption of the Geneva Conventions of 1949 were there two agencies 
(one for military personnel and one for civilians).

The Conventions foresaw the organization of ad hoc agencies for each new 
conflict, as required. But, after the Second World War, new conflicts arose 
with such rapidity that the International Committee was unable to set up a new 
Information Agency for each situation. In these circumstances the Central 
Agency took over the tasks of such “conventional” agencies with respect to 
these new conflicts, losing in the process its status as an ad hoc body to become 
a permanent department of the ICRC. Thus it became evident that the official 
title of this body, the Central Prisoners of War Agency, no longer correspond
ed with the range of its mandate, the diversity of its activities and the per



manency of its presence. On 1 July 1960, the International Committee decided 
to change the name to “Central Tracing Agency”.

According to Articles 123 (Third Convention) and 140 (Fourth Convention), 
“A Central... Information Agency s/za// be created in a neutral country. The In
ternational Committee of the Red Cross shall, if it deems necessary, propose ... 
the organization of such an Agency”'. Thus, the Parties to the conflict retained 
the possibility of attributing the organization and management of a Central 
Information Agency to a neutral, humanitarian body other than the ICRC, 
and the latter was free to decide if the setting up of such an agency was really 
necessary in the context of a given conflict. In practice, however, no neutral 
body other than the ICRC has ever been entrusted with the organization of a 
Central Information Agency. In effect, the ICRC had on several occasions and 
in the absence of specific legal texts set up ad hoc agencies even prior to 1929 
(the Basle and Belgrade agencies and the International Prisoners of War Agen
cy), thus establishing a custom. In future it was to put in place a Central Infor
mation Agency, in other words to place its Central Tracing Agency at the dis
posal of the belligerents on the basis of both the Geneva Conventions and of 
customary practice.

Aware of its responsibility in this area, the International Committee in its 
Statutes adopted on 21 June 1973 formally recognized that one of its major 
tasks was to ensure the operation of the Central Information Agencies fore
seen by the Geneva Conventions.

Thus, the Central Tracing Agency, which has taken over from the Central 
Prisoners of War Agency, is today an important and permanent department of 
the ICRC. The fact of having such an experienced, well equipped and or
ganized department means that the ICRC, better than any other humanitarian 
organization, is able in the event of a future conflict to place at the disposal of 
the parties concerned the services of its Central Tracing Agency, conferring on 
the latter the task of carrying out the mandate of the two Central Information 
Agencies as set out in the Conventions of 1949. The conventional mission un
dertaken by assuming this mandate implies a distinction between the role of 
the Central Tracing Agency and the International Committee.

Furthermore, and outside the clearly defined scope of the conventional 
duties of the two agencies set out by the Third and Fourth Geneva Conven
tions, the Central Tracing Agency undertakes other humanitarian assignments 
with respect to persons whose whereabouts are unknown, who are displaced, 
separated from their families or interned as a result of internal disturbances.

§ 2. Current activities of the Agency resulting from the Second World War

After the Second World War many former prisoners of war or civilian in
ternees did not return to their country of origin for political reasons or be
cause they thought that all the members of their families were dead. However, 
in many cases, prisoners or internees returned to their country only to find

1 Author’s emphasis. 
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their houses destroyed and their families missing, the next-of-kin having either 
perished or been uprooted for an unknown destination, frequently in a foreign 
country. As has been seen, during the war the Central Prisoners of War Agency 
played an important role in putting family members into contact with each 
other. After the war, the Agency continued to receive requests for assistance in 
the tracing of relatives.

For several years after the Second World War, until about 1970, and 
although not foreseen by the Geneva Conventions of 1929 or 1949, this was the 
major activity of the Agency, which, for strictly humanitarian reasons, con
tinued to respond to requests for assistance in the tracing of next-of-kin.

In following up the enquiries it continued to receive, the Central Tracing 
Agency turned to National Red Cross Societies, the International Tracing 
Service at Arolsen and various State institutions and bodies worldwide. Its 
own huge card-index frequently contained information which, although frag
mentary, provided valuable leads for the tracing work. It is estimated that 
some 35% of enquiries initiated produced positive results although, as time 
passed and the number of enquiries fell, this percentage inevitably declined. 
Nevertheless, the Agency sometimes achieved spectacular results in the search 
for separated relatives, even in very long-standing cases2.

Another very important activity, foreseen neither by the 1929 Convention 
relative to the treatment of prisoners of war, nor even the 1949 Conventions, 
continues to occupy a number of staff members of the Central Tracing Agen
cy: many former prisoners of war or civilian internees ask the Agency to pro
vide proof of their internment or hospitalization during the Second World 
War. Requests may come either from the former prisoners or internees them
selves, or from their legal beneficiaries. With some 37 million cards relating to 
the two World Wars, the Central Tracing Agency possesses a unique body of in
formation on which it can draw in response to such requests.

Finally, for many years the Central Tracing Agency has participated in the 
efforts of National Red Cross Societies in the reuniting of families separated as 
a result of the Second World War.

§ 3. Present activities of the Agency, arising out of recent armed conflicts or 
other conflictual situations (internal disturbances and tensions)

From the end of the Second World War to the present, the staff of the Cen
tral Tracing Agency has worked unremittingly in response to several conflicts. 
In effect, hardly had one conflict ended then another arose in some other 
part of the world, and the end of hostilities implied not the end of the Agen
cy’s activities but frequently an intensification of such activities. Actual fight
ing sometimes lasted only a very short time, as in the case of the Indo-Pakistani 
war of 1971 or the conflict in Cyprus in 1974, but because of the sweeping 
consequences of these conflicts (in particular the adjustment of frontiers and 
the creation of new States resulting in the separation of thousands of fami
lies as was the case with the creation of Bangladesh in the former territory 

2 See individual Polish cases in Ch. VI, Section B § 3.5 above.
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of East Pakistan or following the partition of the island of Cyprus into two 
zones) the related activities of the Agency continued for several years after 
the end of the fighting.

In the past decade the activity of the Agency has been characterized by:

— operations in the field;
— more and more extensive efforts to reunite families and refugees;
— frequent intervention on behalf of the victims of non-international armed 

conflicts or where the international character of the conflict was not 
recognized;

— operations related to internal disturbances or tensions.

These four aspects of the activities of the Central Tracing Agency merit 
closer examination.

1. Operations in the field

The work of the Central Tracing Agency is too complex and too time con
suming for it to be undertaken efficiently by delegates handling other ICRC 
activities in the field (assistance, visits to prisoners of war, civilian internees or 
political prisoners). Consequently, one or several Agency representatives are 
included in every ICRC delegation set up in a country at war or a country in 
which there is a civil war or internal trouble and tension. For example, an 
Agency delegate organized an information bureau in Dacca when tension was 
rising in the former East Pakistan and shortly before the beginning of the 
Indo-Pakistani war.

Another reason making it indispensable for the Agency to be directly 
represented in the theatre of operations is the inadequacy or, sometimes, the 
absence of national information bureaux and tracing services. This can be the 
case not only in situations not covered or not explicitly covered by the Geneva 
Conventions, but also in the context of international armed conflicts.

The field office of the Agency frequently becomes a mini-Agency in its own 
right, entrusted with the task of transmitting information to the Central Trac
ing Agency in Geneva, handling tracing requests, receiving visitors (providing 
oral replies to tracing requests), transmitting family messages, preparing the 
reuniting of separated families (tracing and registration of family members), 
the issuance of ICRC travel documents, the establishment of prisoner lists, the 
development of card files, etc.. The number of employees involved, whether 
delegated by Geneva or recruited on the spot among the local population, 
varies according to the importance of the conflict. Among its numerous tasks 
the office also has to encourage the creation of, and prepare the ground for, the 
organization of a national information bureau or that of another body capa
ble of continuing the work of the Agency on the spot at such time as the Inter
national Committee withdraws from the country in question.

If, in view of the extent of the conflict, the Agency sets up several offices in 
different parts of the same country, one central office is designated to coor
dinate activities.
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It is thus almost impossible at present for the Central Tracing Agency to 
operate without having its own representatives on the spot. And although this 
decentralization makes the work of the central office in Geneva easier, it also 
means that it has to look after a host of more general issues, such as the deci
sion to send additional experts into the field or to recall its delegates and, at 
another level, all the foreign contacts of war victims (or those of internal trou
bles) in a given country (tracing and information requests, the transfer of 
money, requests for the reuniting of families, messages from abroad, etc.). In 
cases of international conflicts, the Agency in Geneva also transmits lists of 
prisoners of war, civilian internees and deceased to the competent authorities 
of the belligerent States. These lists are put on file by staff in Geneva also, mak
ing it possible for them to respond to queries from their field staff.

When an Agency operation in the field is wound up, all archives and, in par
ticular, its files are transferred to Geneva. This means that in the future the 
Central Tracing Agency may, if requested, be able to review certain specific 
cases, and is in a position to issue certificates of captivity to former prisoners 
of war or civilian internees.

2. Central Tracing Agency efforts to reunite families and refugees. 
ICRC Ti-avel documents

As has been seen, the Central Prisoners of War Agency had a section for dis
persed families. This tradition is maintained today by the Central Tracing 
Agency which continues the work of reuniting families separated by war on the 
basis of Article 26 of the Fourth Convention of 1949 as well as the resolutions 
of the two International Red Cross Conferences (Resolution 20 of the XIXth 
Conference of 1957 at New Delhi and Resolution 19 of the XXth Conference 
of 1965 at Vienna). However, the activities of the Agency for the reuniting of 
families separated as a result of internal disturbances or tensions, is based only 
on the general right of initiative of the ICRC in humanitarian activities.

Activities for the reuniting of families usually include three distinct stages.
The first consists, where necessary, in the tracing of family members, that is 

to say the re-establishment of contacts between family members interrupted by 
events. Certain members of the same family may, for instance, have taken 
refuge abroad or may be in occupied territory, whereas others remained at 
their normal place of residence or, as is more frequently the case, were also ob
liged to move elsewhere.

Once the contact is re-establised, frequently thanks to its files, the Agency, 
in collaboration with National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, as well 
as with other humanitarian bodies, notably the Intergovernmental Committee 
for European Migration and the Office of the United Nations High Commis
sioner for Refugees, also acts as an intermediary between the person wishing to 
rejoin his family and the competent government authorities.

Finally, when approval is obtained from the government concerned, the 
Central Tracing Agency participates in the repatriation of the displaced person 
through the issuance, where necessary, of an ICRC travel document.
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This travel document was created in 1945 and is intended for refugees, state
less and displaced persons, who have no appropriate identity documents and, 
as a result, are unable to return to their country of origin or their normal place 
of residence or to travel to a country of their choice which is ready to accept 
them. The document also makes it possible for a person to travel to a country 
of temporary asylum in order to undertake the formalities necessary to find a 
country ready to offer permanent resettlement. A person having found refuge 
in a diplomatic mission may also use the travel document to travel to the coun
try in question.

The following conditions must be met in order for a travel document to 
be issued:
— the absence and the impossibility of obtaining or renewing a valid passport 

or any other document enabling the person to travel;
— the undertaking that a visa will be issued by diplomatic or consular agents 

of the country to which the person desires to travel and any other countries 
of transit;

— the undertaking that an exit visa or safe-conduct will be issued by the coun
try the person wishes to leave.
The ICRC travel document is not governed by any international convention 

and does not replace a national passport. The status of the holder is neither af
fected nor determined by the issuance of this document, particularly in terms 
of his national status.

The travel document is established on the basis of statements by the person 
requesting it or on the basis of documents made available by him, such as an 
identity card or driving licence. It contains two spaces to facilitate positive 
identification of the bearer by the visa-issuing authorities: one is for finger 
prints, which are obligatory; the other for a photograph (optional).

The ICRC travel document is issued free of charge and its validity, which can 
only be extended in exceptional circumstances, is limited to the time required 
to prepare for and undertake the anticipated transfer. It authorizes a single trip 
to the country of origin, of customary domicile or of resettlement, whose 
authorities are expected, subsequently, to issue an identity document to the 
person in question. Once the trip has been undertaken, or when the valid date 
has expired, the travel document must be returned to the ICRC.

The International Committee introduced this travel document on the basis 
of its right to initiative in humanitarian matters, recognized by the statutes of 
the International Red Cross and the Geneva Conventions. It has been favoura
bly received by many States who have been called on to affix their entrance or 
exit visas.

3. Agency intervention to assist the victims of armed conflicts
not of an international character

Since the Second World War, and still today, most conflicts which have 
resulted in Agency activity have been or are armed conflicts not of an inter
national character or, at least, not recognized as such by the Parties to the 
conflict.
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COMITÉ INTERNATIONAL 
DE LA CROIX-ROUGE 

GENÈVE

Ce document est intransmissible et ne constitue 
pas une pièce d’identité; il est délivré à titre gratuit.

The present document is not transmissible and is 
not an identification paper ; it is issued free of charge

Este documento, personal e intransferible, no es un 
documento de identidad y se expide gratuitamente.

Present day travel document issued by the ICRC.

2

N0. 312980
Lieu 's date 's
Place > Date V
Lugar J Fecha j

Ce document a été établi à la demande du porteur et en raison du 
fait qu’il déclare ne posséder aucun passeport, ni définitif, ni provi
soire, et qu’il est dans l’impossibilité de s’en procurer un. Ce document 
ne préjuge pas de la nationalité du porteur et demeure sans effet 
sur celle-ci.

Le délégué soussigné du Comité international de la Croix-Rouge 
déclare avoir fourni ce document au porteur pour lui permettre de 
justifier sa présence A son lieu de résidence actuel et pour lui faciliter 
le retour immédiat ou ultérieur dans son pays d’origine, ou son 
émigration; il certifie avoir reçu de celui-ci les déclarations suivantes 
concernant son identité:

Nom defámale 
Family name 
Apellidos

Prénom(s) "I 
First name(s) > 
Nombre(s) J

Lieu de naissance 
Place of birth 
Lugarde nacimiento

Date de naissance 
date of birth
Fecha de nacimiento

The present document has been established at the request of the 
bearer and because he has stated that he does not possess any 
passport, whether regular or provisional, and that he is unable to 
procure one. This document is no proof of the bearer s nationality 
and has no effect on the latter.

The undersigned delegate of the International Committee of the Red 
Cross deciares having issued this document to the bearer to enable 
him to justify his presence at his present place of residence and to 
facilitate his immediate or subsequent return to his country of origin, 
or his emigration. He certifies having recorded the bearer’s statements 
concerning his identity, as follows

Nom et prAnom(s) du pAre
Family name and first name (s) of father 
Appellidos y nombre(s) del padre

Nom et prénom(s) de ia mère
Family name and first name(s)of mother 
Appellidos y nombre(s) de la madre

Se expide este documento a petición del portador, el cual declara 
no poseer pasaporte alguno, permanente o provisional, y hallarse 
Imposibilitado para procurárselo. Este documento no prejuzga la 
nacionalidad del portador ni puede afectarla de ningún modo.

El delegado abajo firmante del Comité Internacional de la Cruz 
Roja declara haber facilitado este documento al portador para 
permitirle justificar su presencia en el lugar de su actual residencia y 
procurarle el regreso inmediato o ulterior a su país de origen,o su 
emigración: certifica, además, haber recibido del interesado las 
declaraciones siguientes relativas a su identidad.

Nationalité 1
Nationality >
Nacionalidad j

Pays d’origine des ascendants 
—parents
—-grands-parents
Country of origin of:
—parents
—grand-parents
Pai’s de origen de los antepasados 
—padres
—abuelos

Profession "I
Occupation >
Profesión J



As has been seen, this activity is based on humanitarian principles set out by 
Article 3 common to the four Geneva Conventions. However, it is the author’s 
view that the text of this article is too general and not sufficiently mandatory. 
The Parties to an internal conflict are not obliged to accept the ICRC’s offer of 
assistance and, notably, the services of the Central Agency. Besides, the appli
cation of all or a part of the other provisions of the Conventions is subject to 
agreement between the Parties to the conflict. The role of the delegates sent by 
the ICRC to each of the Parties to the conflict comes in at this point. They have 
to have a thorough knowledge of the Central Tracing Agency and must be 
competent negotiators. They have to explain to the parties concerned, in a 
clear and precise manner, the advantages of the activities of the Central Agen
cy, basing their arguments not only on Article 3 common to all four Conven
tions of 1949, but also referring to the issue of reciprocity and citing precedents 
(e.g. the activity of the Agency during the Spanish civil war).

It is not easy to provide a general description of the work of the Agency in 
the context of non-international armed conflicts because of the diversity of 
such conflicts (colonial wars, revolutions, ethnic wars, etc.). Clearly a major 
conflict of long duration, the Vietnam war, cannot be compared with the 
Nigeria-Biafra conflict. The war of Algerian independence bears no resem
blance to the civil war in Chad. The Angolan conflict is situated within a politi
cal context entirely different from that of the conflict in Lebanon.

Nevertheless, the objective of the Agency is always the same: to alleviate the 
moral suffering of the victims of these wars. In order to attain this objective, 
the Agency offers to the Parties to an internal conflict the same services that it 
normally provides to the belligerents in an international conflict. Unfor
tunately, however, its activities are frequently one-sided and limited. The 
ICRC delegates sometimes encounter insurmountable problems in attempting 
to obtain the agreement of the Parties to a conflict not of an international 
character to apply the provisions of the Geneva conventions relative to the ac
tivities of the Agency. Governments show themselves to be hesitant to accept 
the services of the latter because they fear that by accepting them they may give 
the impression of having recognized a certain legitimacy with respect to the ad
versary (rebels, revolutionaries etc.). On their side, the rebels frequently are in
sufficiently organized and are totally ignorant of the humanitarian activities 
of the ICRC. And even if they are well organized and well aware of the Geneva 
Conventions, they sometimes refuse the offer of the Agency’s services either 
because of a lack of reciprocity or because they do not consider themselves 
bound to apply the Conventions in their pitiless struggle against a government 
which they consider as illegal.

The activity of the Agency varies from one internal conflict to another: it is 
sometimes very extensive and sometimes limited to only a part of the services 
that the Agency would normally provide. In certain cases delegates of the 
Agency successfully establish representation with both Parties to a conflict, 
whereas in other situations they are limited to one side only.

A detailed examination of the activities of the Agency with respect to specif
ic internal conflicts would not be appropriate since several such conflicts are 
of recent date and others are still continuing. However, an attempt will be 
made to indicate the way in which the Agency carries out its mandate in rela
tion to recent or current internal conflicts.
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The most important activity is the recording, centralization and transmis
sion of information on captured military personnel or civilians. It should be 
noted that only rarely does the Agency obtain such information from official 
sources. Lists of prisoners are sometimes established on the basis of capture 
cards (internment cards) which ICRC delegates are permitted to distribute, 
but, frequently, they are drawn up by the delegates themselves in the course of 
visits to detention centres. In certain internal conflicts it has not been possible 
to transmit these lists to the Party on which these detained persons depended 
and which refused to accept them. But the Agency always prepares files on the 
basis of lists obtained either officially or through other sources and uses these 
files to answer requests (notably when these requests emanate from persons 
abroad). The value of these files is illustrated every time the Parties to the con
flict exchange prisoners through the intermediary of the ICRC.

One of the Agency’s services which is particularly appreciated and generally 
accepted by the Parties to internal conflicts is the transmission of news of fami
lies through family messages. Civil war usually results in the division of a 
country into two zones each controlled by one of the Parties to the conflict, 
with the breakdown of postal relations between the two zones. If foreign postal 
relations of the country in question have also been interrupted, Agency 
delegates hand-carry messages when travelling from Geneva to the field, or 
else such messages are transmitted by radio.

Since non-international armed conflicts have been, and still are, frequent, 
particularly in less developed regions, a major problem for the Agency has al
ways been to make the population aware of the existence of the family message 
service. In attempting to carry out their work, delegates of the Agency fre
quently encounter obstacles such as the lack of communications between 
towns and villages (no railways, roads in poor condition, etc.) and the fact that 
a large proportion of the population is illiterate and, indeed, is also sometimes 
afraid of the written word (which might compromise the person to whom the 
message is sent).

Enquiries relating to persons who have either disappeared or been displaced 
are much more difficult for the Agency to handle in the case of internal con
flicts compared with those conducted during international conflicts. A coun
try in the throes of civil war is frequently in a state of disorganization with both 
the National Red Cross and the administration absorbed in other activities 
and thus unable to be of assistance to the Agency. Besides, as a general rule 
there is no Red Cross presence in the area controlled by the “ rebels ”, and the 
administrative infrastructure is inadequate. Results achieved by such enquiries 
depend on the extent to which the Agency itself is present on the spot and the 
extent of the freedom of action it is granted by the authorities. A comparison 
of figures quoted in several reports on activités of the Agency in the course of 
various conflicts not of an international character shows that between 20 % 
and 30 % of such enquiries have positive results.

The Agency actively attempts to reunite families separated by the two zones 
even during the course of hostilities. Those wishing to be transferred from 
one zone to the other are recorded by the Agency delegates and transfers fre
quently take place through the intermediary of the ICRC. The Agency plays 
an even more important role in reuniting families after the cessation of hostil
ities. Following several conflicts not of an international character, and nota
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bly in South-East Asia, a very large number of refugees were, and still are, to be 
found in countries of temporary asylum. Delegates of the Agency have 
registered thousands of these refugees in order to be able to reply to requests 
for information concerning them, thus preparing the ground for the reuniting 
of families. Finally, in certain cases travel documents issued by the Agency 
have made it possible for refugees to travel to resettlement countries.

4. Agency activities in the context of internal disturbances or tensions

The Geneva Conventions of 1949 and the second Additional Protocol con
cerning armed conflicts not of an international character do not cover the ac
tivities of the ICRC and its Central Tracing Agency in the context of internal 
disturbances and tensions.
According to a report on the réévaluation of the role of the Red Cross3, the 
ICRC must extend ad hoc protection in the event of troubles and internal ten
sions, as opposed to more usual form of protection based on legal texts excer- 
cised in the event of armed conflicts whether or not of an international charac
ter. Thus, in “extra-Conventional” situations the ICRC offers a form of pro
tection which “lacks specific authorization in international law”4.

The ICRC defined internal disturbances in the following manner:

This involves situations in which there is no non-international armed conflict as 
such, but there exists a confrontation within the country, which is characterized 
by a certain seriousness or duration and which involves acts of violence. These 
latter can assume various forms, all the way from the spontaneous generation of 
acts of revolt to the struggle between more or less organized groups and the 
authorities in power. In these situations, which do not necessarily degenerate 
into open struggle, the authorities in power call upon extensive police forces, or 
even armed forces, to restore internal order. The high number of victims has 
made necessary the application of a minimum of humanitarian rules.”5.

By internal tensions the ICRC understands in particular:

(a) situations of serious tenseness, of a political, religious, racial, social, eco
nomic, etc., nature;

(b) a sequel to an armed conflict or to internal disturbances.
In such situations are found one or several of the following characteristics, or 
even all of them:
1. large-scale arrests;
2. a large number of political detainees;
3. probable ill-treatment or inhuman conditions of detention;

3 TANSLE Y, Donald, Re-appraisal of the role of the Red Cross, Final Report: An Agenda for the 
Red Cross, Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva, July 1975, p. 139.

4 Ibid.
5 Cf. Protection and assistance in situations not covered by international humanitarian law, 

Comments by the ICRC, RICR, July-August 1978, p. 210-211.
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4. suspension of fundamental legal guarantees as a result of the promulgation 
of emergency law, or of the circumstances;

5. alleged disappearances of people.6

In the case of internal disturbances the activity of the ICRC and the Agency 
is based on both the ICRC’s generally recognized right of humanitarian initia
tive, the statutes of the International Red Cross (Art. VI, para. 5) and the sta
tutes of the ICRC (Art. 4, para d). On the other hand, in the case of internal 
tensions, the ICRC and the Agency act on the basis only of the ICRC’s right of 
humanitarian initiative since neither the ICRC’s statutes nor those of the In
ternational Red Cross refer to situations of this kind.

It should also be noted that the activity of the ICRC on behalf of political 
detainees is referred to in resolutions of three International Red Cross 
Conferences:

— Resolution XIV of the Xth Conference of 1921 (ICRC activity in the context 
of civil wars, with an allusion to political detainees);

— Resolution XIV of the XVIth Conference of 1938 (role and activity of the 
ICRC in times of civil war, treatment of political detainees); and

— Resolution XX of the XVIIth Conference of 1948 (persons prosecuted or 
arrested for political reasons).

Since there are political detainees in times not only of war but also of inter
nal disturbances and tensions, the application of these three resolutions is ex
tended to cover these situations.

In both cases - internal disturbances or tensions - the ICRC can only act with 
the agreement of the authorities: “...in these circumstances the State receiving 
the ICRC’s offer of services is not obliged to accept...7”. It should also be 
stressed that the ICRC will act (spontaneously or by invitation) only if it is con
vinced that it is the only instance able to undertake the humanitarian tasks 
called for by these situations.

In the case of internal disturbances or tensions, the main task of the ICRC is 
to visit detainees or deportees and it does not always offer to provide the serv
ices of its central agency. It is true to say, however, that in the past ten years the 
practice has been to offer, in addition to other services (relief, visits etc.), the 
services of the Agency particularly as concerns the forwarding of news be
tween political detainees and their families.

In this area the ICRC always tries to work in close cooperation with national 
Red Cross societies although this frequently turns out to be inadequate 
or even impossible particularly in the case of serious internal disturbances or 
tensions. In these situations, national Red Cross societies may be in a state of 
disorganization and, because they are under close government scrutiny, fre
quently lack impartiality. As a result it is almost always necessary to set up an 
Agency on the spot.

Ibid., p. 211.
Ibid., p. 212.

217



In carrying out its activities in the field on behalf of victims of internal dis
turbances or tensions, the Agency’s main sources of information are the lists 
drawn up by ICRC delegates during visits to political detainees. From time to 
time, nevertheless, the authorities themselves provide such lists. Families of de
tainees or former detainees are another source of information for the Agency, 
and the Agency staff also glean much useful information from the local 
newspapers which frequently provide news of arrests or releases.

The Agency is frequently the only source of information for the families of 
political detainees, sometimes providing the first news they receive following 
arrests. The Agency makes enquiries concerning the health of detainees and 
undertakes to transmit family messages when the detainees are not allowed to 
write directly to or receive letters from their families (particularly when the lat
ter are abroad).

In any situation the fact that a person is missing causes great anguish for his 
family, but the problem of missing persons is particularly delicate for the 
Agency in a country involved in internal disturbances or tensions. Sometimes 
the “missing” person is secretly detained: a frequent situation during interro
gation of political detainees. More frequently, however, the person has been 
killed and the authorities have not informed the family of this fact. The Agen
cy attempts to obtain information about missing persons and relieve the fami
lies of the anguish of not knowing what has happened. Sometimes a person is 
considered as missing over long periods and, when the Agency is reliably in
formed of that person’s death, the transmission of this information to the 
next-of-kin makes it possible for the latter, firstly, to abandon vain hopes and, 
secondly, to settle related legal problems (inheritance, etc.). However it is not 
exceptional for a person presumed missing to turn up as a detainee on an Agen
cy file and it is for this reason that the task of keeping files up to date is so im
portant.

As a result of internal disturbances or tensions, individuals are sometimes 
obliged (or desire) to leave the country in which they are resident. In certain 
cases, in which the Agency can be of assistance, they want to be reunited with 
members of their families living abroad. In others, they are political refugees, 
forced to leave the country of first asylum as a result of a change in the regime. 
In these cases, too, the Agency can help through the provision of travel docu
ments.

A typical illustration of the work of the Agency in a country affected by in
ternal disturbances (tensions), Chili, will be examined later.

§ 4. An Analysis of Agency intervention during the course of some conflicts 
‘ after 1949

1. The Algerian War

From 1955 onwards there were disturbances throughout Algeria, and the 
ICRC offered its humanitarian services to the French Government to assist 
persons accused or condemned for terrorist or subversive activities. The Com
mittee was authorized to visit places of detention in Algeria and the delegates 
were able to converse with detainees of their choice without witnesses.
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This agreement was confirmed by the French Government in 1956 and 
renewed for each mission of the ICRC in Algeria. In this way the French 
Government recognized implicitly that Article 3 common to all four Geneva 
Conventions of 1949 was applicable to the Algerian Conflict.

From 1958 onwards the ICRC delegates extended their visits to about a 
hundred places of detention in metropolitan France. From 28 February to 1 
July 1962, nine ICRC missions travelled throughout Algeria visiting more than 
five hundred places of detention.

On 19 of March 1958, General Salan, Commander in Chief of the French 
Forces in Algeria, gave the order for special camps to be set up for members of 
the National Army of Liberation (ALN) captured arm in hand (the “PAM”). 
In making this decision, the French authorities abandoned the systematic in
dictment of members of the National Army of Liberation captured arm in 
hand and from then on the treatment accorded to them resembled that of 
prisoners of war, although the French Government expressly stated that, legal
ly speaking, the “PAM” were not prisoners of war.

The Agency in Geneva and the permanent delegation of the ICRC in Algeria 
received many tracing enquiries for missing Moslems. These enquiries either 
came direct from the families or through the Algerian Red Crescent set up in 
Tunisia and which had a permanent delegation in Geneva. The Agency accord
ingly sent about a thousand enquiries to the French Red Cross, and to the 
French authorities, but received very few positive replies. From 1961 onwards, 
the ICRC was also concerned with the fate of interned activists in both Algeria 
and metropolitan France. Up to the summer of 1962, ICRC delegates visited 
twenty-six detention centres for activists.

The ICRC was also preoccupied with the fate of French servicemen and 
civilians captured by the National Liberation Army. The delegates contacted 
representatives of the Algerian National Liberation Front in Cairo (in 1956) 
and also in Morocco and Tunisia (in 1957). The ICRC requested that French 
prisoners should be allowed to write to their families and receive visits from 
delegates. At the beginning of 1958, the ICRC obtained its first result: the Na
tional Liberation Forces gave permission to one ICRC delegate to visit four 
French prisoners captured in the region of Sakiet-Sidi-Youssef, near the Tunisi
an frontier. The delegate also succeeded in obtaining a list giving names of ten 
French prisoners, and nine more names were added later.

On 20 October 1958, four French prisoners were liberated unconditionally 
at the Headquarters of the Algerian Red Crescent in Tunis and handed over to 
the ICRC delegates. Further liberations followed in 1958 and 1959. At the end 
of 1959, fifty-one servicemen and twenty civilians were set free. After that it 
was not until the cease-fire that more people were liberated. This was in May 
and June 1962, when a dozen French servicemen and some twenty legionnaires 
were freed.

Meanwhile the Agency had sent the Algerian Red Crescent more than a 
hundred enquiries concerning members of the French forces presumed cap
tured by the National Liberation Army. In spite of many reminders these en
quiries remained unanswered. In order to obtain news of the missing 
servicemen, the ICRC also made repeated approaches directly to the Provi
sional Government of the Algerian Republic, but without success.
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December 1958: ICRC delegates escort eight French prisoners of war released by the National Liberation Army at Rabat.



The cease-fire proclamation on 19 March 1962 did not put an end to the ac
tivities of the ICRC. The disappearance and abductions of persons of Europe
an origin increased in Algeria on a level with the attacks of the OAS.

In January 1963, President Ben Bella declared that the ICRC was welcome 
to search for the missing and visit places of detention. Very soon after this, an 
agreement was concluded entrusting the ICRC with the search for persons 
missing after the cease-fire, and with visits to detainees in Algeria.

The ICRC immediately sent its vice-president, Mr. S. Gonard, to Algeria 
where he concluded an agreement with President Ben Bella under which the 
ICRC duly accepted the tasks entrusted to it, and the Algerian authorities gave 
an undertaking to facilitate the work of the ICRC delegates and to allow them 
complete liberty of movement throughout Algeria.

On the basis of this agreement a special ICRC mission arrived in Algeria on 
8 March to undertake enquiries for missing persons and to visit places of de
tention. Included in the mission were delegates from the Central Tracing Agen
cy who were specialists in the work of indexing, checking and collating infor
mation.

The director of the Central Tracing Agency went to Algeria to compare the 
information obtained by the ICRC with that available in the French and Al
gerian embassies and consulates, and to eliminate any persons listed as missing 
who had been traced.

At the beginning of 1963, the Central Agency was in possession of 1,200 en
quiries, of which 75% concerned persons missing in Algiers and Oran.

As and when the delegates finished a search either by confirming or presum
ing a death or by obtaining proof of the existence of the missing person, they 
returned the relevant index cards to the main office of the Central Agency in 
Algiers. This office was responsible for examining the results of all enquiries, 
requesting additional enquiries and drawing up reports to be sent through the 
intermediary of the ICRC to the French Government which had the sole right 
to inform the relatives.

The delegates were only able to establish the fate of missing persons in rela
tively few of the cases handled by the ICRC. Each time an enquiry ended with 
a strong presumption of death, the delegates indicated the evidence on which 
they based their conclusions. In such cases the delegates usually drew attention 
to the generally violent situation in force at the time of most of the disappear
ances. From the beginning of May to the beginning of September 1963, the 
delegates were able to close 1,200 enquiries, of which the results expressed in 
percentages were as follows:- dead: 70%; presumed dead (with insufficient evi
dence): 20%; persons traced: 10%8.

Whatever the particular circumstances of each case it was above all the duty 
of the ICRC to relieve the cruel uncertainty of relatives, and also to provide 
the competent French court with the details necessary for the issuance of a 
certificate required for the termination of formalities relating to inheritances.

One of the points of departure for ICRC enquiries was visits to places of de
tention. The delegates of the special mission also questioned the Algerian 
authorities, who in most cases stated that they had no information and that the 
abductions in question were the work of irregular forces outside their control.

8 Report on the special mission of the ICRC in A Igeria, from 8 March to 12 September 1963, p. 6.
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Investigations often came up against serious difficulties because potential 
witnesses refused to give evidence for fear of reprisals or legal proceedings. In 
addition the names of streets and the numbers had often been changed, or else 
the plans of the towns had been destroyed. The massive exodus of French na
tionals to mainland France reduced the number of potential sources of infor
mation, and persons remaining in Algeria generally preferred to say nothing.

Rumours, mainly in the press, regarding unofficial camps gave rise to con
tinuing hopes (unhappily false) that many of the missing were still alive, but 
that the truth was being hidden from their relatives. However, where it was pos
sible for the ICRC delegates to investigate reports about the existence of such 
camps they turned out to be without foundation.

The delegates of the special mission in Algeria together with their colleagues 
from the Central Tracing Agency in Geneva carried out all enquiries most con
scientiously, but in the great majority of cases they had to come to the conclu
sion that the persons concerned were almost certainly dead.

Following the liberation of the European detainees, the Algerians who had 
served in the French armed forces, called “Harkis”, were, without doubt, one 
of the largest categories of prisoners. Systematic visits to places of detention 
had provided a count of 2,500 in the prisons, of which 1,300 had registered to 
be transferred to France.

The Algerian Government having agreed to the ICRC proposal to liberate a 
certain number of Harkis, the ICRC insisted that any who were set free should 
have the possibility on leaving prison to choose whether they wished to be sent 
to France or to remain in Algeria. Those who opted to go to France were im
mediately taken to a French army reception centre. Those who decided to re
main in Algeria were left free to go wherever they wished at their own risk. 
Whereas the return to their places of origin passed off without difficulty for 
the majority of the Harkis, about five per cent of those liberated were killed. 
Because of these incidents a certain number of those who had been liberated 
were interned again for their own safety.

The census of Harkis carried out by the delegates of the ICRC special mis
sion in Algeria, although incomplete, proved later to be of considerable help to 
those who had been transferred to France. In fact, even to this day, the Central 
Tracing Agency receives large numbers of requests for attestations of captivity 
from former Harkis who have reached retirement age.

2. The Conflict in the Near-East (1967-1973)

Even before the outbreak of hostilities between Israel and the Arab countries9 

9 The expression Near-East has been used instead of Middle-East in accordance with the wishes 
of Emmanuel Berl: “If one considers seriously the Israel-Arab problem, the expression 
“ Middle-East ” should be avoided. It is, I concede, a small detail. But nevertheless “ Middle ” 
suggests two extremes. I see to the east of Syria, Israel and Egypt an immense Eastern territory. 
But to the West, I can discern nothing unless Greece and the west coast of the Adriatic are consi
dered as the “ Orient ”,

There is a Far-East. There is a Near-East commonly referred to as “ Middle ”. If one wishes to 
have a “ Middle-East ” it must comprise the valley of the Indus, Afghanistan, and Iran ” (Nass
er tel qu’on le loue, Ed. Gallimard, 1968, Coll. Idees actuelles, p. 81.).
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on 25 May 1967 ICRC delegates were established in Cairo, Tel-Aviv, Amman, 
and in Beirut and Damascus.

The advance of the Israeli soldiers was overwhelming. In a few days they oc
cupied the Gaza Strip, the Sinai desert, Transjordan and the Golan Heights. 
Because of this, many Arab soldiers were captured by the Israelis and large 
numbers of Arab civilians found themselves in occupied territory.

The Central Tracing Agency received lists of Arab and Israeli prisoners of 
war and transmitted them to the respective Powers involved. There were 6,120 
Arab prisoners in the camp at Atlit in Israel, and a very small number of Israe
lis in Arab hands; Egypt, who held ten, had the most.

The ICRC arranged for the distribution of mail between the prisoners and 
their families by means of its aeroplane flying via Nicosia (Cyprus), and also 
for the transporting of both collective and individual relief parcels. The ICRC 
delegates took part in the search and assembling of twelve thousand Egyptian 
servicemen who were scattered in the Sinai desert and who were then able to 
return to Egypt.

In 1967, thanks to the ICRC delegates, 450,000 family messages were ex
changed between persons living in the territories occupied by Israel and their 
relatives living elsewhere. The exchange of messages took place via Nicosia or 
directly between the ICRC delegates in Cairo and those in Israel, who met each 
other by the Suez Canal. At the same time the Central Tracing Agency in Gene
va forwarded about 15,000 family messages and undertook 3,000 individual 
enquiries.

The ICRC delegates must also be given the credit for organizing a system for 
transferring money on behalf of persons living in the territories occupied by Is
rael.

The same year, the ICRC participated in an exchange of all prisoners of war 
between Israel and the Arab countries with the exception of Egypt. The Agen
cy took very careful note of these exchanges in order to be able to reply to re
quests for information received from abroad.

In 1968 the ICRC had about fifteen delegates in the Near East. An agree
ment was reached at that date between Israel and the United Arab Republic for 
the repatriation of all prisoners of war who had been captured during the con
flict of June 1967. About 4,300 servicemen and 37 Egyptian civilians were 
repatriated.

On 21 March 1968 there were incidents at Karamieh (Transjordan) and 12 
Jordanian solders and 147 Palestinian fighters fell into Israeli hands. The 
ICRC immediately approached the Israeli Government to ensure that the 
Palestinians would also be considered as prisoners of war. Some months later 
eighty of them were repatriated to Jordan and, in August 1968, the Israeli 
Government sent an official letter to the ICRC stating that they no longer held 
any prisoners of war.

At the beginning of that year the ICRC delegates had undertaken enquiries 
on a large scale for thousands of Egyptian servicemen reported to have disap
peared in the Sinai desert during the battles of June 1967. These enquiries, car
ried out in the north, south, and centre of Sinai, produced no result.

At the same time the delegates looked after Israeli communities in the Arab 
countries, about whom numerous enquiries had been received by the Central 
Tracing Agency. They were given permission to visit Jewish communities in 
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Syria, but they were not permitted to visit 230 Israelis who were either state
less or of Egyptian nationality and who were detained in Cairo. The ICRC 
delegate in Cairo was, however, able to transmit family messages to these de
tainees and to provide them with parcels of medicines.

During 1968 the ICRC delegates were also allowed to visit 2,000 Arabs de
tained in Israel.

In 1969 the fresh outbreak of hostilities caused more prisoners to be taken, 
but they were soon exchanged. During the same year more than 260,000 mes
sages were exchanged between the Arab countries and the territories occupied 
by Israel through the intermediary of the ICRC delegations. In addition 3,600 
enquiries concerning missing servicemen and civilians were undertaken and 
the Central Tracing Agency was able to provide positive replies to more than 
3,250 of these tracing requests.

The ICRC delegation in Cairo continued to transmit letters and parcels 
from relatives living outside Egypt and destined for Jewish detainees. The 
delegations also facilitated the departure from Egypt of stateless internees, 
most of whom were liberated and left Egypt together with their families.

The ICRC delegation in Syria also took an interest in the Jewish communi
ties. The delegates made enquiries about the situation of Jewish communities 
in Damascus, Aleppo and Kamichlie, and they offered their assistance in some 
special cases.

On 5 and 6 December 1969 a general repatriation of prisoners of war took 
place, but additional prisoners were taken in 1970. That year, more than 
190,000 family messages were sent through the intermediary of the ICRC dele
gations in the Near-East. In addition the Central Tracing Agency and the dele
gations received 13,000 tracing enquiries for missing civilians and military per
sonnel and they replied to more than 12,000 of these, but in about 50% of the 
cases the missing persons could not be traced.

In September 1970 a civil war broke out in Jordan. All postal communica
tion between Jordan and the outside world was momentarily interrupted, and 
the ICRC delegation in Amman was submerged by a flood of family messages 
arriving through other ICRC delegations in the Near and Middle East and also 
from the Central Tracing Agency in Geneva. A delegate was sent from the 
Agency to Amman to set up an index in which missing persons would be 
recorded whether they were military personnel or civilians. The delegation in 
Amman was able to transmit 25,000 family messages, thanks to the efficient 
help given by the Jordanian Red Crescent, the postal authorities and voluntary 
helpers throughout the country. In most cases it took about four weeks for the 
replies to these messages to reach their destination. Representatives of the 
ICRC criss-crossed the country to inform inhabitants of distant villages that 
they could get into touch with the delegation in Amman which undertook to 
forward messages and search for the missing.

In 1971 the Central Tracing Agency received a copy of the card-index estab
lished by the ICRC delegation in Israel, which contained 5,800 cards regarding 
detainees constituted on the basis of information obtained during visits to 
places of detention. This card-index, to which were added copies of new cards 
established each month concerning detainees who had been visited, trans
ferred, liberated or expelled, was invaluable to the work of the Agency.
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July 1967: distribution of messages in Trans-Jordan.



The following year 100,000 family messages were exchanged between Israel 
and the Arab countries through the good offices of the ICRC delegations, 
while the Central Agency undertook 200 enquiries concerning missing service
men and civilians and succeeded in finding 30 persons.

The conflict in October 1973 caused the Agency’s bureaux, which had for a 
number of years been functioning within the ICRC delegations in Cairo, Tel- 
Aviv, Damascus and Amman, to assume their traditional role: sending lists of 
prisoners of war and repatriates to Geneva, recording and transmitting tracing 
enquiries regarding military personnel or civilians missing during and after the 
hostilities and reuniting families.

On 14 November 1973 an agreement was concluded between Egypt and Is
rael for the repatriation of all prisoners of war. 8,300 Egyptian prisoners, 3 
Irakis and 241 Israelis were returned to their countries between 15 and 22 
November of that year, thanks to an air lift organized under the auspices of the 
ICRC. The names of all these prisoners were given to the Central Tracing 
Agency. However Syria had not informed the Agency of the names or the num
ber of Israeli prisoners held in captivity since the month of September. Syria 
did not provide these details until 30 April 1974; there were 68 Israeli prisoners 
of war in Syria, and they were all repatriated.

In 1974 the ICRC delegates undertook a vast search in Sinai and on the Go
lan Heights for the mortal remains of military personnel. 82 bodies of Israeli 
servicemen were returned to the Israeli authorities, 112 bodies of Egyptian 
soldiers to the Egyptian authorities, and 8 bodies of Syrian servicemen were 
exchanged between Israel and Syria. In addition a list containing the names of 
309 Syrian servicemen who had been killed and identified was transmitted by 
the Israelis to the Syrian Government through the intermediary of the ICRC.

As postal services between Israel and the Arab countries are still interrupt
ed, the ICRC delegates on the spot and the Central Agency in Geneva continue 
to the present day to transmit family messages. In addition, the ICRC 
delegates in Israel periodically send lists of political detainees of Arab origin to 
the Central Tracing Agency.

3. The Indo-Pakistatii Conflict (1971)

In March 1971 serious political trouble flared up in East Pakistan. Hundreds 
of people were arrested by the army or by the police or disappeared without 
trace.

In August of that year the Central Agency sent a delegate to Pakistan to 
set up a tracing Agency in Dacca. After some negotiations with Pakistani 
Authorities, the Agency was opened on 10 September 1971, and immediately 
written and verbal enquiries started to flow in. Most of these concerned per
sons arrested since the end of March by the army or by the police. Enquiries 
were also received regarding Bengalis who had disappeared during events in 
the spring, the largest proportion of whom were probably killed. The Agency 
was also asked to help in the search for persons abducted by the Indians on 
Pakistani territory, and for refugees in India as well as for persons living in
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Pakistani prisoners of war in a camp in Dacca fill up Red Cross message forms.



East Pakistan, whose relatives abroad were without any news. Through the 
local postal services, the Dacca Agency distributed family message forms 
throughout the country.

The feeling of insecurity worsened from day to day. The attacks by the rebels 
(the “ Mukhtis Bahinis ”) against the Pakistani Government multiplied and 
the repression by the Pakistani army became increasingly severe. The number 
of Bengali refugees in India grew larger every day. According to the Indian 
authorities there were eight to nine million refugees, whereas the Pakistani 
Government indicated a number of approximately 2,200,000.

An air attack by the Pakistan air force against a number of Indian villages 
transformed the conflict into open warfare. The Indian air force retaliated by 
attacking Dacca on the night of 3 to 4 December 1971. In less than two weeks 
the Indians had occupied the whole of East Pakistan and a new State - Ban
gladesh - was soon founded. About 76,000 prisoners of war and 17,000 
Pakistani civilian internees were taken to India, where they remained until 
April 1974.

On 9 December 1971 the Central Tracing Agency opened a bureau in New 
Delhi, and on 3 January 1972 an Agency delegate was installed in Islamabad.

The Central Agency in Geneva received through the ICRC delegates lists of 
Pakistani and Indian prisoners of war established by the detaining authorities, 
as well as capture cards. An extensive card-index was then created which com
prised both civilian and military personnel, and which, towards the end of the 
Agency’s activities, contained more than 800,000 cards.

The Dacca Agency had three principal departments: one for family mes
sages, another for tracing enquiries, and a third for repatriation. In 1972 the 
first-named department had to deal with more than 3,000 messages a day. 
Most messages came from Pakistan via New Delhi; the rest either from abroad 
or from Bangladesh. As the result of several representations by the ICRC, the 
Bangladesh authorities permitted detainees in all prisons to receive and write 
standard messages. The message department counted, sorted, dated and cen
sored the messages before transmitting them. The Japanese airline company 
‘Japan Airlines“ transported the sacks of messages free of charge between 
Bangladesh, India and Pakistan.

When it proved impossible to deliver the messages to the addressees, the 
tracing department endeavoured to obtain information concerning the per
sons concerned. For each enquiry a standard card was filled up and its contents 
transmitted either by telegram or letter to local staff engaged in tracing in each 
branch delegation office of the ICRC. This department also made enquiries 
regarding missing military personnel, as well as that of Bengali, Bihari, 
Pakistani and Indian civilians.

The main task of the repatriation department was to reunite families sepa
rated by the war. Persons wishing to be repatriated to Pakistan were registered 
by the Agency in Dacca and their requests for repatriation were transmitted 
to the Pakistan Government through the Agency in Islamabad. When repatri
ation had been approved, the Dacca Agency provided each person concerned 
with a travel document issued specially for this purpose, and the repatriation 
took place by a special airlift organized by the United Nations High Com
missioner for Refugees. The aeroplanes which took the repatriates from Ban
gladesh to Pakistan returned to Bangladesh full of Bengalis, who had been 
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registered by the Agency in Pakistan, and whose repatriation had been ap
proved by the Bangladesh Government. Of about 539,000 persons registered 
for repatriation by the Agency in Dacca, nearly 110,000 were repatriated to 
Pakistan, and of approximately 200,000 Bengalis registered by the Agency 
in Islamabad, nearly 118,000 were enabled to return to Bangladesh.

The chief task of the office of the Central Agency set up in New Delhi was to 
look after all matters concerning prisoners of war and interned Pakistani 
civilians and their families. The Agency opened thousands of enquiries regard
ing the health of those held captive. In addition it registered the names of all 
prisoners of war and interned civilians who were ill or who had died, as well as 
those of the sick and wounded who had been repatriated. The New Delhi 
Agency was also entrusted by the Central Tracing Agency with a large number 
of regimental enquiries. The 1CRC delegates questioned thousands of 
prisoners of war regarding the fate of their comrades reported missing on 
either the eastern or western front.

Enquiries concerning civilians of Pakistani or Bihari origin, who had be
come refugees in India during the troubles of the month of March 1971, were 
particularly difficult. Most of these civilians had been placed in different pri
sons, depending on the local authorities in various Indian States, and the 
Agency in New Delhi was only able to locate them after very laborious en
quiries.

To these pre-war detainees were soon added numbers of post-war detainees 
who had left Bangladesh illegally for India, in the hope of being repatriated to 
Pakistan. The New Delhi Agency received a large number of enquiries regard
ing these refugees most of whom were forced to remain in India as the Pakistan 
Government refused to accept them.

A special section of the New Delhi Agency looked after all the problems aris
ing out of the transfer of money (cheques, money orders) on behalf of civilian 
internees in India.

The Agency in Islamabad transmitted mail sent by the prisoners of war and 
Pakistani civilian internees in India, and that addressed to them coming from 
Pakistan. It also forwarded messages addressed to Bengali civilians and mili
tary personnel in Pakistan, and transmitted any mail from these persons to ad
dressees in Bangladesh. The Agency made enquiries regarding Bengali 
civilians or servicemen in Pakistan, and about Bengali military personnel who 
had disappeared in Bangladesh before or during the hostilities. Enquiries were 
also undertaken for Bengali service personnel and civilians, and for Indian 
civilians imprisoned in Pakistan. The Agency transmitted to the Pakistan 
Authorities requests for repatriation and appeals in cases where repatriation 
had been refused.

The Central Tracing Agency in Geneva was responsible for recording, copy
ing and transmitting all the information received. Lists of prisoners of war and 
civilian internees were recorded and photocopied. One copy was always sent to 
the country of origin. The official lists were dealt with by computer, so that the 
index cards could be established and the lists re-arranged alphabetically and 
numerically (according to the servicemen’s identification numbers). The 
country of origin was then sent a copy of these lists. Unofficial lists, generally 
established by the delegates on the basis of information obtained during visits
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Pakistani civilians show their ICRC travel documents at Dacca airport 
(Bangladesh).



to camps, were simply transcribed onto typed index cards as were the repa
triation lists.

Each notice of death was also recorded and photocopied by the Central 
Tracing Agency staff and a copy was then sent to the country of origin. Cap
ture cards or those regarding internees were reproduced on microfilm for the 
benefit of the country of origin.

All the cards established by means of a computer and the typewritten ones as 
well as the capture cards or those concerning internment were classified in the 
card-index according to pre-established phonetic rules.

The enquiries which the Central Agency received (coming from the coun
tries of origin, ICRC delegations, various National Red Cross Societies, in
dividuals etc.) not only concerned people taken captive, but also military per
sonnel and civilians reported missing, and members of the Bengali minority in 
Pakistan together with members of the Bihari communities in Bangladesh. 
These enquiries were dealt with in the following way: first of all a search was 
made in the card-index, and the result made known to the enquirer. If the in
formation regarding the missing person was not available or was insufficient, 
the Central Tracing Agency sent enquiries to the Agencies in Dacca, Islamabad 
and New Delhi. All requests which were received and accepted were tran
scribed onto cards which were inserted into the card-index.

It should be explained that the Central Agency only had to transmit a rela
tively small number of messages, because most of these were exchanged direct
ly between the ICRC delegations themselves.

The Central Tracing Agency also undertook the transfer of funds to civilian 
internees in India. About two thousand files concerning the transfer of money 
were opened in Geneva.

In 1974 the last prisoners of war and Pakistani civilian internees were 
repatriated. For the first time, the Central Agency introduced repatriation 
cards, on which the repatriates wrote the address where they could be reached 
in Pakistan. Thanks to these cards the Agency was able, to a certain extent, to 
reply to the numerous tracing enquiries received from Bangladesh concerning 
repatriates.

After the repatriation of 110,000 persons from Bangladesh to Pakistan, the 
activity of the Dacca Agency was considerably reduced. The delegates all 
returned to Geneva, and on 15 December 1975 the Bangladesh Red Cross took 
over the Agency’s activities. Persons who had been refused repatriation by the 
Pakistan Government were in certain circumstances allowed to appeal. The 
Pakistan Government accepted a certain number of these appeals and about 
9,000 people were repatriated from Bangladesh to Pakistan between the 
months of June and November 1979.

4. The Conflict in Cyprus.

Because of the antagonism between the Greek majority and the Turkish 
minority, the political situation on the island of Cyprus, which had been in
dependent since 1959, was most unstable.

On 15 July 1974 a coup d’Etat encouraged by the head of the Greek or
ganization EOKB, Samson, temporarily ousted the President of the Cypriot 

231



Republic, Archbishop Makarios. During the troubles which ensued a number 
of Turkish Cypriots were massacred. Samson was supported by the Greek 
Colonels who wanted the annexation of Cyprus by Greece (ENOSIS).

On the pretext of the need to protect the Turkish Cypriots, Turkey disem
barked troops on 20 July and in a few days occupied the whole of the northern 
part of the Island.

Two days after the Turkish intervention, the International Committee of the 
Red Cross sent an aeroplane to Cyprus with three and a half tons of medical 
supplies and a team of delegates including a delegate from the Central Tracing 
Agency.

A central bureau of the Agency was soon established in the southern part of 
Nicosia (the area under Greek-Cypriot control). This bureau coordinated the 
activities of the Agency for the whole country.

Another bureau was set up in the northern part of Nicosia so that liaison 
with the area controlled by the Turkish army was assured. The Central Tracing 
Agency also organized four bureaux in the Greek Cypriot area, in Larnaca, 
Limassol, Paphos and Ormedhia, so that liaison could be maintained. Six 
delegates from Geneva and about 120 local employees carried out the work in 
these bureaux.

With the arrival in Ankara of a delegate on 27 July 1974, the Central Agency 
was present in all essential areas.

During the crisis the activities of the Central Tracing Agency were greatly de
centralized. As has already been mentioned, it was the bureau in south Nicosia 
which coordinated activities, while the Agency in Geneva only dealt with trac
ing enquiries and messages coming from abroad. The principal task of the 
bureau was to establish and transmit lists of military and civilian prisoners, 
forward capture cards and collect and distribute family messages. It was also 
concerned with the recording of enquiries for missing persons and undertak
ing the necessary tracing activities.

The lists of captured were usually established by the ICRC delegates during 
visits to camps and prisons. During the months of July and August 1974 the 
delegates sent the Agency a number of lists containing in all 3,308 names of 
Turkish-Cypriots and Turkish nationals and 2,579 names of Greek-Cypriots 
and Greek internees. The Turkish authorities also sent a few lists of Greek- 
Cypriots and Greek internees, but these lists were only of partial use because 
the misspelling of names made identification of the prisoners impossible. The 
lists provided by the Greek-Cypriot authorities were a little more accurate.

A number of lists were drawn up by the detainees themselves and given to 
ICRC delegates. These were often incomplete as the detainees, fearful of what 
might happen to them, withheld details needed for their identification.

The search for the missing posed a very difficult problem for the Agency. 
The Greek-Cypriot combatants were for the most part civilians, who had no 
military identification numbers and who were often without identity papers. 
For this reason the identification of many of the dead was impossible.

Approximately 10,000 cases of missing people had been reported to the 
Agency which succeeded in reducing the number to two thousand by the end 
of 1974. The delegates questioned liberated prisoners and all other possible 
witnesses regarding the fate of the people who had disappeared. In about 250 
cases the Agency made use of ad hoc forms to provide death certificates. The
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Nicosia: the Agency’s main card-index (Cyprus, 1974).



Agency considered these documents as unofficial as they were founded entire
ly on the statements collected from various witnesses. Nevertheless, the Greek- 
Cypriot authorities regarded them as official, and the families were informed 
of the deaths.

From the beginning of the conflict thousands of enquiries flowed in to 
Geneva, from persons living outside the island, and these were immediately 
transmitted by radio to the local bureaux in Cyprus. The replies came back to 
Geneva also by radio. The Agency was able to establish substantiated replies to 
about half of the more than 35,000 enquiries it received10.

The Agency organized enquiries in the villages in the area occupied by the 
Turks. These expeditions sometimes enabled the ICRC delegates to discover 
people who were in hiding, mostly elderly persons, and to help anyone who 
wished to rejoin their family in the Greek-Cypriot areas.

About 150,000 Greek-Cypriots left their homes in the Turkish-held area to 
go to the south of the island and about 8,600 Turkish Cypriots living in the 
south sought refuge in the north11. Because of this, the Agency received every 
day, nearly 5,000 family messages for transmission between the two zones. In 
1974 about 500,000 messages were sent out, of which more than 120,000 went 
to places outside Cyprus, via Geneva. The following year postal communica
tions between the northern and southern sectors had still not been resumed 
and the ICRC delegates continued to handle the transmission of messages. Up 
to December 1975, about 1,100,000 messages were sent through the Agency.

The local Agency bureau completed its mission in Cyprus on 31 August 
1975, and its card-index and files were transferred to Geneva. The card-index at 
the Central Tracing Agency contains at present about 100,000 cards concern
ing displaced families, missing persons and prisoners of war, as well as those 
regarding persons transferred from one sector to the other on the island of 
Cyprus.

5. Intervention of the Agency in Chile.

Shortly after the coup d’Etat in Chile, on 10 October 1973, a delegate from 
the Central Tracing Agency arrived in Santiago to set up a bureau.

As soon as it was installed the Agency bureau undertook the recording and 
the transcribing onto index cards of all the lists of political detainees who had 
been visited by ICRC delegates throughout the country, and these were dis
patched, sorted in alphabetical order, to the Central Agency in Geneva.

Simultaneously, requests for enquiries to be made regarding missing per
sons flowed in from all sides and by every possible means: by telephone, tele
gram, letter and above all by word of mouth. About forty people came each 
day to the delegation in Santiago for news of their relatives. The Agency 
bureau included all the requests in the card index, as well as the result of any en
quiries undertaken on the spot. The bureau also acted as an intermediary for 
the exchange of individual messages between political detainees and their fa
milies (about 40 every day between 10 October and 31 December 1973).

10 See Report of the ICRC on its activities in 1974.
'* 1 Ibid., p. 12.
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An ICRC delegate recording the names of political detainees during a prison visit in Chili.



During the first four months following the seizure of power by the Junta, the 
Santiago Agency was the only centre for information concerning detainees 
throughout the whole of Chile.

Up to the end of 1973, the Agency recorded some 300 cases of persons 
reported missing by close relatives, and it provided some 600 travel documents 
to persons who had obtained a safe conduct from the Chilean authorities ena
bling them to leave Chile for a country of asylum.

Each list of detainees which the delegates who visited the prisons and the 
camps sent to the bureau was entered onto cards and then checked with the in
dex of missing persons. The workers in the bureau also recorded information 
provided by the relatives of the detainees or the missing, as well as any informa
tion published in the press. Duplicates of all this documentation was sent to 
Geneva.

In the first months of their activity in Chile, the delegates were not always 
successful in obtaining all the names of detainees in the places they visited, and 
were only able to gather very meagre information regarding their identity. 
Later, they were able to compile more complete and accurate lists containing, 
in particular, indications regarding the destination of detainees who had been 
transferred or liberated.

By the end of 1974, the Santiago bureau possessed a vast index containing 
about 33,000 cards, which not only enabled it to reply to numerous tracing en
quiries but also to verify the legitimacy of requests for assistance made by the 
families of detainees.

Through the bureau in Chile, the Central Agency opened a large number of 
enquiries. This action was taken each time an enquirer lived abroad. Moreover, 
the Agency undertook all enquiries concerning Chilean refugees in countries 
abroad in cases where the relatives were without news. The Agency also dealt 
with particularly difficult family reunion cases.

However, the most tragic problem was that of the persons who had disap
peared. The chances of tracing them were slight. The bureau tried to obtain in
formation from SENDET (the National Executive Secretariat for Detainees), 
or from the Ministry of the Interior but received very few replies.

In some isolated cases it was possible to find the names of persons presumed 
to have disappeared on the lists compiled by the delegates following a visit to a 
place of detention. In other cases, also very rarely, the bureau was informed by 
the relatives themselves that the missing person had given some sign of life. 
From 1 July to 31 December 1974, of 622 persons reported missing, 205 were 
found.

In 1978 a delegate of the Central Tracing Agency arrived in Chile with a list 
recapitulating the names of about 900 missing persons. After enquiries on the 
spot, the delegate was able to reduce the number to 620, and the list was then 
handed over to the Chilean authorities who never replied.

Foreigners detained in Chile could be visited by the ICRC delegates under 
the same conditions as Chilean detainees. At the request of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees, the Agency bureau provided foreigners 
with ICRC travel documents.

The Agency delegates often visited various Embassies to deliver travel docu
ments to people who had sought refuge in the Embassies. In addition some 
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families asked the Agency to help them to rejoin close relatives who had al
ready left Chile.

For the staff of the bureau, contacts with the public, either direct or by letter 
or telephone, were sad, but at the same time a source of satisfaction. They 
often had to give negative replies, when the Agency had in fact been the last 
hope the families had in tracing a missing person. However, they could also 
bring consolation, allay anger or despair, calm the crying and, sometimes, give 
good news to the enquirers.

After 1976 the Santiago bureau operated on a reduced scale. The recording 
of the liberated detainees as well as of all the information relating to the 
emigration of former detainees and their families was taken over by the Central 
Tracing Agency in Geneva. Thanks to the central card index, persons who had 
become separated from their close relatives obtained news and were able to 
communicate with each other again. This was often the prelude to reunion.

Following the release of most of the political detainees, the ICRC decided in 
1978 to close its delegation in Santiago. However a liaison bureau, run by a 
Chilean national, still exists in Chile. The delegates of the regional ICRC Dele
gation for Latin America, operating out of Argentina, can in case of need un
dertake visits to detainees still in prison in Chile. The Central Tracing Agency 
deals with any new cases and with any which are still pending, with particular 
reference to certain cases of family reunion.
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CHAPTER X

THE CENTRAL TRACING AGENCY AND THE PROTOCOLS 
ADDITIONAL TO THE GENEVA CONVENTIONS OF 1949

The Diplomatic Conference on the Reaffirmation and Development of Inter
national Humanitarian Law applicable in Armed Conflicts held four sessions 
in Geneva (20 February - 29 March 1974, 3 February -18 April 1975, 21 April - 
11 June 1976 and 17 March -10 June 1977). The object of the conference was to 
study the draft Additional Protocols prepared by the ICRC and intended to 
supplement the four Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949.

Two protocols additional to the 1949 Conventions were drawn up by the 
Conference:

— Protocol I, relating to the protection of victims of international armed con
flicts, and

— Protocol II, relating to the protection of victims of non-international 
armed conflicts.

They were adopted by the Conference on 8 June 1977, signed by several 
States and became effective following ratification by several countries'.

The Central Tracing Agency is mentioned only in Protocol I. The ICRC 
draft of Protocol II contained an article relating to the Agency but this was re
jected by the Conference along with a certain number of other draft articles.

The brief analysis of those articles in Protocol I which relate to the Central 
Tracing Agency is followed by an examination of the reasons for the major 
shortcoming of Protocol II, the fact that it makes no reference to the Agency.

1 On 15 January 1981 the following States had ratified, or declared their accession to, the Pro
tocols: Bahamas (accession), Bangladesh (accession), Botswana (accession), Cyprus (ratifica
tion only of Protocol I), Equator (ratification), Finland (ratification), Gabon (accession), 
Ghana (ratification), Libya (accession), Jordan (ratification), Laos (ratification), Mauritania 
(accession), Niger (ratification), Salvador (ratification), Sweden (ratification), Tunisia (ratifi
cation), and Yugoslavia (ratification).



§ The Central Tracing Agency and Protocol I

The draft Protocol I submitted to the Diplomatic Conference by the ICRC 
made no reference to the role of the Central Tracing Agency and contained no 
provisions relating to persons who had disappeared or died in the course of in
ternational conflicts. However, representatives of several Governments in
troduced significant amendments to the ICRC draft with a view to making 
good the shortcomings of the Geneva Conventions of 1949 with respect to the 
alleviation of the moral suffering of families of persons who had disappeared 
or died as a result of international armed conflicts. These amendments, which 
were debated at length during the Conference and were closely studied by the 
ICRC representatives, found their place in the final text of Protocol I in a spe
cial section entitled: “Missing and Dead Persons”.

Two articles in this section concern the Central Tracing Agency. Article 32 
lays down a general principle with respect to persons missing or dead as a result 
of an international armed conflict:

In the implementation of this Section, the activities of the High Contracting 
Parties, of the Parties to the conflict and of the international humanitarian or
ganizations mentioned in the Conventions and in this Protocol shall be prompt
ed mainly by the right of families to know the fate of their relatives.

The interesting aspect of this text lies essentially in the confirmation of a 
principle which already formed a part of customary international law but had 
not been recognized as explicitly by the Geneva Conventions. For the Central 
Agency the right of families to know the fate of their relatives had always been 
inalienable. Article 32 of Protocol I prompts the ICRC and its Agency, as well 
as other international humanitarian organizations, to ensure, in the most ap
propriate manner, that this right is respected.

In drawing up the text of Article 33, the participants in the Diplomatic Con
ference attempted to make good certain shortcomings in the Geneva Conven
tions of 1949. In effect, as the ICRC representative pointed out:

The Conventions were silent on one important matter: they did not oblige the 
Parties to a conflict to search at all times for soldiers of the opposing side whose 
names did not appear on the lists of captured or deceased persons. Nor were 
they obliged to carry out such searches in the case of civilians2.

Article 33, para. 1 of Protocol I embodies the obligation of Parties to a 
conflict to search for all persons - whether combatants or civilians - who have 
been reported missing by an adverse Party, and this both during the course 
of the conflict and after the end of hostilities, (“As soon as circumstances 
permit, and at the latest from the end of active hostilities.-”). As the ex
perience of the Central Agency has demonstrated, the search for missing per
sons is long and complex. Since the Geneva Conventions did not specify that 

2 Official Records of the Diplomatic Conference on the Reaffirmation and Development of 
International Humanitarian Law Applicable in Armed Conflicts, Geneva (1974-1977), Volume 
XI, Doc. CDDH/II/SR.19, p. 187.
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such efforts should be continued after the end of hostilities, the need was felt 
to introduce a special provision in Protocol I which makes it clear that this ob
ligation exists both during and after a conflict. Besides, since the Fourth Gene
va Convention did not contain the obligation to search for civilians other than 
those protected by the Convention (civilian internees), Protocol I sets out the 
obligation to search for all civilians listed by the adverse Party.

Paragraph 3 of Article 33 establishes the channels of communication for re
quests for information concerning missing persons:
“...either directly or through the Protecting Power or the Central Tracing 
Agency of the International Committee of the Red Cross or national Red 
Cross (Red Crescent, Red Lion and Sun) Societies.”

Direct communications are not considered advisable during a conflict since 
they could give rise to pressures or trade-offs; on the other hand, communica
tions through the Protecting Power or the Central Tracing Agency have been 
shown to be effective.

It should be noted that Protocol I specifically mentions the Central Tracing 
Agency of the International Committee of the Red Cross, whereas the Geneva 
Conventions refer to a central information agency which the ICRC may pro
pose to set up if it deems this necessary. Accordingly, under the terms of Pro
tocol I the Central Tracing Agency is a permanent body which can begin opera
tions when needed. The terms of the Conventions - the setting up of ad hoc 
agencies for each conflict and the distinction between two agencies (one for 
civilians and one for combatants) were abandoned under the terms of Protocol 
I which, thus, confirmed established practice (as has been seen, the Central 
Tracing Agency of the ICRC has been in constant operation since the end of 
the Second World War and, in effect, the same agency looks after both 
civilians and combatants).

In addition to the permanence of the Central Tracing Agency of the ICRC, 
Protocol I places an emphasis on its mandatory nature. As has been seen, un
der the Geneva Conventions the Parties to a conflict could, in theory, refuse 
the offer of the ICRC to organize a central information agency (in which case, 
and since there was nevertheless an obligation to set up such an agency, they 
would have to agree on its setting up through other means, for instance 
through the assistance of another humanitarian organization). This approach 
is no longer valid since Article 33 of Protocol I specifically mentions the Cen
tral Tracing Agency of the International Committee of the Red Cross and, 
although national Red Cross Societies of non-belligerent countries could play 
a part in the transmission of information concerning missing and dead per
sons, paragraph 3 of the above article stipulates that:

Where the information is not transmitted through the International Committee 
of the Red Cross and its Central Tracing Agency, each party to the conflict shall 
ensure that such information is also supplied to the Central Tracing Agency.

In contrast to national Red Cross Societies, the Central Tracing Agency 
is in a position to compare this information with that received from other 
sources as well as with the information in the individual files opened on the 
basis of enquiries coming into the Agency. With its highly qualified staff and 
efficient equipment (computers), the Central Tracing Agency is clearly in a 
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position to make the best use of such information; in particular, its established 
routines of analysis and synthesis make it easier for the Agency to avoid confu
sions resulting from homonyms. Besides, if, under conditions of war, the task 
of transmitting information is confided not to one but to several National So
cieties in turn, the resulting dispersion of information could have unfortunate 
consequences. It is for this reason and in order to ensure its centralization, 
registration and conservation, that Article 33 stipulates that, where informa
tion is transmitted through other channels, the obligation remains also to sup
ply the Central Tracing Agency with such information.

Article 78 of Protocol I also concerns the Agency. Article 24 of the Fourth 
Geneva Convention established measures relating to child welfare. These were 
supplemented by the provisions of Articles 77 (Protection of children) and 78 
(Evacuation of children) of Protocol I. Under the terms of paragraph 3 of Ar
ticle 78, the authorities of the Party arranging for the evacuation and, as ap
propriate, the authorities of the receiving country are obliged to establish for 
each child a card with photographs which they shall send to the Central Trac
ing Agency of the ICRC. The information required for identification, and to 
appear on each card, is set out in detail. The Central Tracing Agency has the 
task of centralizing, registering and conserving these identity cards, thus con
tributing to the reuniting of evacuated children and their families, and their 
return to their home country, at the end of the fighting or as soon as possible.

§ 2 A major shortcoming of Protocol II

As has been seen, Protocol II, relating to the protection of victims of non
international armed conflicts, contains no provisions concerning the Central 
Tracing Agency3.

However, the draft protocol submitted by the ICRC to the Diplomatic Con
ference contained the following article:

Art. 34 - Recording and information

1. If necessary, the parties to the conflict shall organize, with the cooperation of 
the International Committee of the Red Cross, information bureaux to which 
they shall communicate all relevant information on the victims of the conflict 
who may be in their power. The dead shall also be recorded.
2. Each information bureau shall transmit to the other bureaux, if necessary 
through the Central Information Agency provided for in the Geneva Conven
tions of August 12,1949, the information thus obtained, and shall transmit it to 
the next-of-kin concerned; the information bureaux shall also be responsible 
for replying to all enquiries concerning the victims of the conflict, and shall take 
the necessary steps to search for them; the transmission of information or the 
search for the victims shall not be undertaken if they are liable to be prejudicial 
to the interests of the victims or of their relatives.

3 Article 5, para. 2, (b), of this protocol, which provides for the right of persons whose liberty has 
been restricted to send or receive correspondence is of concern to the Agency since the latter 
could be asked to serve as an intermediary for the forwarding of such correspondence.
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This text was revised by the Drafting Committee of the Conference and 
transmitted to the Conference for adoption in a modified version:

Art. 34 - Recording and information

1. If necessary and as rapidly as possible, as a general rule each Party to the con
flict shall organize with the cooperation of the International Committee of the 
Red Cross an information bureau to which it shall communicate all relevant in
formation concerning the victims of the conflict in its power.
2. As soon as possible each information bureau, a) will transmit to the bureau of 
the opposing side, if necessary through the intermediary of the Central Tracing 
Agency of the International Committee of the Red Cross, the information thus 
received, b) will make all the necessary enquiries in response to requests it has 
received, c) will attempt to ensure that information received is communicated to 
a member of the related family, except in those cases where such activities are 
liable to be prejudicial to the interests of the victims of a conflict or of their 
relatives.

This article, as well as a certain number of other articles contained in the 
draft of Protocol II, was deleted by consensus in the plenary meeting of the 
Conference. There was no specific discussion on the reasons for the elimina
tion of Article 34, but there was a general discussion concerning the provisions 
contained in the ICRC draft. Several delegates to the Diplomatic Conference 
were of the opinion that the draft text of the protocol was too long and too 
complicated and impinged on the sovereignty of the States Parties to the Con
ventions. For this reason the Conference finally adopted a simplified version 
of Protocol II in which several articles had been eliminated.

It is regrettable that this article was simply abandoned. It had the advantage 
of clarity and set out with precision the obligations of Parties to a conflict with 
respect to information bureaux and their relations with the Central Tracing 
Agency. As a result the Agency is still obliged to base its activities relating to 
victims of non-international armed conflicts on Article 3, common to the four 
Geneva Conventions, which stipulates that the ICRC “may offer its services to 
the Parties to the conflict” which, in turn, will “endeavour to bring into force, 
by means of special agreements, all or part of the other provisions” of the 
Conventions.

Although it does not make specific mention of the Central Agency, the text 
of Article 3, in combination with numerous precedents, today constitutes a 
solid legal basis for the activities of the Agency in the context of non
international conflicts. It remains clear, however, that the ICRC delegates have 
to make considerable efforts to convince the Parties to such conflicts that it is 
in their interest to allow the Agency to pursue its work. Thus, the task of the 
ICRC delegates is even more important in the context of a non-international 
conflict than it is in the context of an international conflict. They have to ex
plain to the legal Government that the activities of the Agency do not impinge 
on its sovereignty since the assistance provided to the rebels can have no impact 
on their legal status. As far as the rebels are concerned, the delegates have to 
convince them that allowing the Agency to carry out its work not only will have 
no prejudicial impact on them, but also that it could have the effect of counter
ing the arguments of those who treat them simply as bandits or anarchists.
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Even if the international community had shown itself ready to provide 
specific recognition for the mandatory nature of the activities of the Agency in 
the context of non-international conflicts, the ICRC delegates would still have 
to act as true ambassadors of the victims to the Parties to the conflict. But a 
provision similar to that contained in Article 34 which was abandoned by the 
Diplomatic Conference would probably considerably facilitate their work.

It is for this reason that it is believed that this major shortcoming of Protocol 
II Additional to the Geneva Conventions should be made good through the 
adoption of a special article devoted to the Central Tracing Agency, if and 
when the States Parties to the Protocols decide to supplement the text of Pro
tocol II.
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CONCLUSION

From 1870 to the present day, the activity of the International Committee of 
the Red Cross to relieve the suffering in mind and spirit of victims of war has 
passed through several phases. By way of conclusion is seems appropriate to 
review certain significant features of this development.

1. In setting up its various information agencies, the ICRC has almost in
variably been one step ahead of the law relating to such matters. The concern 
of the Committee above all has been to provide humanitarian help to, and pro
tect the interests of, victims of conflicts. An explicit legal basis in international 
law for its activities has frequently been lacking. However, although a firm le
gal grounding for the setting up and the activities of its agencies has sometimes 
been absent, the ICRC has always been able to lean on the work of the Interna
tional Red Cross Conferences. The resolutions of these conferences are of such 
importance forthe Agency that they maybe considered as “ para-legal ” bases.

2. The tendency successively to go beyond the strict legal framework marked 
a considerable extension of the scope of activities of the ICRC’s agencies.

As has been observed, already the first Agency of the International Com
mittee, Basle (1870-1871), went beyond the legal framework established by the 
Geneva Convention of 1864 in that it provided its services not only to sick or 
wounded prisoners of war but also to those who were physically fit.

Basing itself on this precedent, the Belgrade Agency (1912-1913), despite the 
continued absence of a solid legal basis, also concerned itself with all prisoners 
of war, whether sick, wounded or fit. Further, it extended its assistance to cer
tain categories of civilians.

In its turn, the International Prisoners of War Agency (1914-1918) went be
yond the legal framework existing at the time it was set up, particularly with 
respect to civilian war victims.

In 1929, the Geneva Convention relative to the treatment of prisoners of war 
(Article 79) recognized the very substantial services provided by this Agency to 
servicemen during the 1914-1918 war. However, the assistance of the Agency to 
millions of civilians was not reflected in any international convention during 
the inter-war period. Besides, it should be recalled that the 1929 Convention 
applied only to international armed conflicts.

In 1936, when the Spanish civil war broke out, the ICRC offer to provide the 
services of the Agency to the Parties to the conflict still lacked a firm ground
ing in international law.
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The Central Prisoners of War Agency was set up in 1939 on the basis of the 
1929 Geneva Convention with the aim of providing assistance to the victims of 
the Second World War, but its activities on behalf of civilians were based only 
on custom as established by the Civilian Section of the International Prisoners 
of War Agency and the deliberations of two International Red Cross Confer
ences (the XVth Conference in Tokyo, 1934, and the XVIth Conference in 
London, 1938).

After the Second World War the invaluable assistance of the Central 
Prisoners of War Agency to civilian war victims was finally recognized in the 
Fourth Geneva Convention of 1949 (Article 140). Simultaneously, the Third 
Convention of 1949 improved the provisions of the 1929 Convention relative to 
the treatment of prisoners of war. Besides, Article 3 which is common to the 
four Geneva Conventions of 1949 provided recognition of the activities of the 
ICRC, and by extension its Agency, in the context of non-international armed 
conflicts.

However, the successor to the Central Prisoners of War Agency, the present 
Central Tracing Agency, soon found itself involved in activities going beyond 
the legal basis provided by the 1949 Conventions. Not only was it involved in 
armed conflicts, whether of an international character or not, but it was also 
active in the event of internal troubles and tensions (not covered by the Geneva 
Conventions). Although the activity of the Central Tracing Agency in these 
“ extra-conventional ” situations depends on the agreement of the govern
ments concerned, because of the frequency with which these situations arise 
this activity must be considered as something more than a tradition. Indeed, 
the activities of the Central Tracing Agency in this field must be seen as estab
lishing a custom.

3. There is a certain continuity in the activity of the information agencies of 
the ICRC. As has been seen, the Agencies of Basle and Belgrade provided im
portant precedents without which the International Prisoners of War Agency 
would probably not have come into existence. But, whereas the Basle and Bel
grade Agencies were wound up when the conflicts for which they were set up 
were ended, the International Agency continued its work beyond the end of the 
First World War. The work continued during the inter-war period under the 
“ Research and Enquiry Bureau ”, the Spanish Section of which operated in
dependently during the Spanish civil war.

In practical terms, the Central Prisoners of War Agency never ceased to 
operate, simply changing its name, in 1960, to become the Central Tracing 
Agency.

4. Today the Central Tracing Agency is a permanent department of the 
ICRC. Its activity relates to the Second World War and subsequent conflicts, 
present armed conflicts and “ extra-conventional ” conflictual situations. The 
permanent nature of the Central Tracing Agency was recognized by Protocol I 
additional to the Geneva Conventions of 1949, relating to the protection of vic
tims of international armed conflicts, Article 33 of which refers to the “ Cen
tral Tracing Agency of the International Committee of the Red Cross ”.

5. Decentralization has played an important part in the work of the infor
mation agencies set up by the ICRC. Whereas the Basle and Belgrade Agen
cies were established near to the war zones, the International Prisoners of 
War Agency and the Central Prisoners of War Agency were headquartered 
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in Geneva but entrusted the ICRC delegations stationed in the various bel
ligerent countries, near to the front, with important assignments.

Today, the Central Tracing Agency is characterized even more clearly by this 
decentralization and, on several occasions, has entrusted its expert delegates 
with the setting up of “ mini-agencies ” in the field. The reasons for this decen
tralization have already been examined, but it should be stressed that the trend 
towards setting up agencies in the field will probably become more 
pronounced in the future. In view of the current political situation, in must be 
assumed that the Central Tracing Agency will have to operate more and more 
frequently in the context of non-international armed conflicts or “ extra- 
conventional ” situations. Such conflicts or situations call for the presence of 
the Agency’s expert delegates and the organization of one or several agency 
outposts in the operational zones. In these situations the Central Tracing 
Agency normally coordinates operations, handles relations between the coun
try in question and other countries and, after the end of the hostilities, troubles 
or tensions, acts as depository for all documents, particularly the files, which 
are transferred to Geneva. It may thus be concluded that, while the Central 
Agency is decentralized from an operational point of view, Geneva neverthe
less remains the central gathering point for information.

6. Working methods have always been of great importance for all the Inter
national Committee’s information agencies. These methods have had an enor
mous repercussion on the success of the enterprise.

The Agency has managed to achieve astonishing results thanks to the imagi
nation of its staff. Simple but efficient working methods have been developed 
in order to speed up the tracing process and to obtain results even in apparently 
intractable cases. The Capture Card is an example of a method which enabled 
the Agency to receive information on prisoners of war several months before 
official lists were drawn up and forwarded to the Agency. The standard civilian 
message form sometimes made it possible for families to obtain news of politi
cal detainees who had not been seen by ICRC delegates and were unknown to 
the Agency. One may also cite the regimental enquiries which made it possible 
for the Agency to obtain information on thousands of missing soldiers.

Apart from the methods used to obtain information, the Agency developed 
techniques to make the best use of the information that it did receive and which 
at times appeared to be indecipherable or unusable (cases of incorrect spelling 
or homonyms).

The operational efficiency of the Agency has recently been increased 
through the acquisition of data processing equipment.

7. Apart from the relief of mental suffering that the Agency brings to those 
who benefit from its services, there is another essential feature which explains 
why the activities of the Agency are appreciated throughout the world. This is 
a rule of conduct which has guided the ICRC since its creation and in all 
aspects of its work: discretion. The Agency has always looked upon the infor
mation that it handles as confidential in the conviction that this information is 
intended for the families of victims of war or internal troubles and tensions, 
for the victims themselves (certificates of captivity) and for no one else. No in
formation is passed on if it is believed that this could cause prejudice either to 
the persons concerned or to the persons to whom the information is sent. This 
prudent attitude explains why the Agency is frequently more successful than 
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other international humanitarian organizations in obtaining certain informa
tion (notably with respect to the victims of non-international conflicts or in
ternal troubles and tensions).

8. Finally it should be emphasized that the Agency always works in close 
cooperation with the other services of the ICRC. Thanks to the general infor
mation supplied by the operations department of the ICRC, the Agency is bet
ter able to handle individual cases. And, on the basis of the cases that it has to 
deal with, the Agency in turn is a source of valuable analysis.

It also happens that the Agency is the first to become involved in a particular 
conflict, thus opening the door for other ICRC operations. In these cases the 
successes of the Agency have a beneficial impact on the entire ICRC opera
tion.

The activity of the Central Tracing Agency is, today, an essential part of the 
work of the International Committee of the Red Cross: relieving the suffering 
in mind and spirit of war victims is as important as tending to their wounds or 
providing them with material assistance.
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ANNEXES



ARMÉE D'ORIENT.

PUCE OE CONSTANTINOPLE. DÉPÔT DES PRISONNIERS DE GUERRE.

Élut nominatif <les prisonniers du guerre existant an dépôt de Constantinople à Téporpte du IG mai 185.1.

NUMÉROS

DI CONTIlôl.t 

général 

nv répAt.

NOMS ET PRÉNOMS. AGE. GRADE.

C. OIPS 

auxquels 

Us 

appartiennent.

LIEUX

de

NAISSANCE.

ÉPOQUE 
a 

laquelle il« ont 

É1É PRIS.

DATE 
de 

leur arrivée 

AF DÉPÔT.

OBSERVATIONS.

8G Yadwic.ukA Valerin). . .

Ans.

2M Soldai. MOSCOU, U'» 33. Couminy.
20 septembre.

1NK4
2 novembre. 

IHM
Sans blessure.

03 VVANOFP (Pracosl) .... 25 I<l. Id. Jtézan. ld. ld.
Un coup de feu au genou gauche 

1 et un uul'O à la tête.

408 Sai.off (Dziewat................. 32 Civil. Baydac. 4 janvier. il janvier. Sans blessure.

818 ZoMAltAIEFF (Kuzma). . . Soldai. Irkoutzki, nu 22. Kwasnina. 5 novembre. 23 janvier. Coup de feu au pied gauche.

309 Adaszïnski Ignace;. ., . 21 Id. Id. Nowomahn. Id. 27 février. Coup do feu au côté droit.

«03 Borkowski 'Niesterj. . . 27 Id. Ocholzki, n® 21. Szezerblnier. ld. Ier mars. Coup de feu à la jambe droite.

«04 CZERW A (PéoduT;.................. îrt Id. Id. Zywotowo. Id. ld. Amputé de la jambe gauche.

«28 Szt star (Léon'...................... SS Matelot.
Ouvrier de ma

rine, n*  II. Lazoff. IR mars. 31 mars. Sans blessure.

«2« WinuANOswsKi (Herman . 2H Id. Equipages, «<’32. Maloszljer. il mars. ld. Id.

693 (àOLDEMitF.RG Francisque,. 33 Civil. • Varsovie. 17 décembre. 22 avril. Id.

«93 Tichanoff Teienty). » . :io Soldat. Irkoutzki, nu 22. Pereninawic. K novembre. 23 avril. Amputé du bras gauche.

69« TuMtFKlOFF Dilllilry',. . V» Id. Ot hulzki, n*  21. Mikolski. ld. Id.‘ Coup de feu au pied gauche.

841 Karniekiff (Simon) . . . 31 Id. Kolovan8kl,n»t9 Zamia. ld. 30 janvier. Coup de fou dans le dos.

«97 PrilUui zaxko Jvan . . . 22 Id. Id. I.uezka. H avril. 26 avril. Sans blessure.

«98 Pizvkoff Vacili. . . . . 30 Sous-lieuienant. id.
Wievzchic. 12 avril. 23 avril. Six coups de baïonnette.

699 KOI.ONIVTZ.OFF. ..................... 21 Soldat. Ocholzki, nu 21.
Hozuka. 3 novembre. s mai. Coup de feu ati talon droit.

A
nnex 1 

The C
rim

ean w
ar - list of

 R
ussian

 prisoners

.1 Constantinople, le 10 niai 1855.
, I.K CAPITAINE COMMANDANT LE DÉPÔT DES PRISONNIERS DE CVKRRE.

VU i
LE VÉNÉRAI. DE DIVISION, COMMANDANT MILITAIRE, Signé ! SMART.

Signé ; F.-E. LARCHEY.



Annex 2a Spanish civil war - message form (recto)

+
COMITE INTERNACIONAL 

DE LA 
CRUZ ROJA DE GINEBRA

DELEGACION DE ZARAGOZA 
Sancho f Gil, t ■> ToWf. 17-|»

I »
REMITENTE

Nombre Bonito
Apellidos .........3.an.eh.e..2.... ............... ..................... ........
Domicilio... ...Blusa General Eran o o
Pueblo... 3ALATAYUD ....................................................
Provincia....... ZAHAG.0..Z.L .............. .....
Desea saber de su __ Hermanos . 'b
y le comunica <U.S...estamos bien ' „__

DESTIN ATARIO

Nombre......-Luciano......... ...................................................
Apellidos Linos HanoiLes.................................................
Domicilio .-OonunlaiQ. 2.^.1.__.L.ul o. ...lis x. •_ 1
Pueblo ..... .......LáH'MLLL..................................

Provincia . .20LC1.13.IL ..(.Lmárleú .2:1. 'B¡L:Y
...Zaratee a ...ff^e4937....... de 193

CONTESTE AL DORSO

20LC1.13.IL


Annex 2b Spanish civil war - message form (verso)

RESPUESTA
(Sírvate contestar a máquina, tratando exclusivamente sobre noticias 

familiares y estado de salud)

22-3-37

Luciano Pinos Sánchez en Baryanqui lia, 
Colombia, comunica a D. Benito Sánchez, 
Calatayud,Zarazoza, que se encuentra 
peífectamente. Según noticias mi familia 
sigue bien.

trans. 14-4.37

Devuelva esía hoja a la Delegación del Comité Internacional 
de la Cruz Roja en ZARAGOZA.



Annex 3 Registration Card

RÉPUBLIQUE FRANÇAISE

MINISTÈRE DE LA GUERRE

Direction Générale 
et Inspection des Prisonniers 

de Guerre de l'Axe

83219!)

FICHE concernant
Nom :
Prénoms :
Nationalité :

KRUEGER
Rtfyi

Date de naissance : ____ 6, Of
Lieu de naissance :......  {AfECRLËNB i
Nom et prénoms du père : Af/£Sf£:£Af <rc<y
Nom de jeune fille et prénoms de la mère S S Ç ALW/AfC

.......... ...........................................T'- —..................

Domicile des parents : MCff-JR/ÇC/fGt/st H/SAfAQ
Oélihntnm» .......  Marié (date) «y- ZT
Nombre d'enfants vivants : , S"
Dernier domicile : E/OrV&V-l/7ECH£LJV tvrSAfAÇ
Profession .......... ........
Grade. Corps. Arme : CB P. U&J
N" de la plaque d’identité
Lieu et date de la capture : ..... ..........  ZPFJÎXp
Lieu et date de l'internement •. ¿Ar'fffAL.CE D£P. C*/
N" matricule au camp : _ <363. ÿ63
Blessures de guerre (nature, date, lieu) :

Nom et adresse de la personne à prévenir en cas d’accidents : AC4 6/£
XfUûêB t -•'feCUCUtf Wi.k/rswyi fAt

Mutations dans les autres hôpitaux ou dans d’autres camps (lieu et date) : 
üTcz/e Ha Cte/oof' 3~ ¿c Ed

ÍS59 BÄUMG» IMF- «OUCNNMM



Annex 4 Death certificate

DÉCÈS - TODESFALL
1 aÿe c h a • ▼ e, Mauric«. Franzoae.

Lieu et dato de naissance............................
Geburtsort und -datum . ............................

Lieu et date du décès............................
Ort und Datum des Todes

Unité, (corps, ré«1, bat., comp.) et N*  de matricule 
(inscriptions figurant sur la plaque d’identité) 

Truppengattung und Erkennungsmarke

Adresse de la famille . .
Anschrift der Angehörigen .

Où et quand a-t-il été fait prisonnier?

Wo und wann geriet er in Gefangenschaft?

Cause de la mort
Todesursache .................................................

Lieu de sépulture . . .

Grablage ... ...

La tombe est-elle marquée et pourra-1-elle être 
retrouvée plus tard par la famille? .

Hat das Grab ein besonderes Kennzeichen und 
könnte es später von der Familie aufgefunden 
werdet/?......................................................................

Measao, 7.1.1920
Oateroda/Hara,Arb.Kdo.1583 Eboldshausen 
6,10.1943 21,40 Uhr.

XIB 54 784

Lesohaeve Emile
Route de Magny 37, Vernon (Eure)
Elven (Morblhan) 1.7.1940

Betriebsunfall, Sohädelbruoh.

Städt.Friedhof Oaterode/Harz
Grab Nr.2, Reihe 9.

Ja.

De quels objets se composait la succession? 

Welche Gegenstände bildeten den Nachlass?

Seront-ils envoyés avec l’acte de décès, par les 
soins du Ministère de la guerre?.............................

Werden dieselben der Familie durch das Ober
kommando der Wehrmacht mit der Slerbeur- 
kunde zugestellt?

Dans le cas où la famille n'aurait pas encore été 
prévenue, un ecclésiastique, un médecin ou une 
infirmière ayant assisté le défunt dans sa maladie 
ou à ses derniers moments, pourrait-il nous faire 
parvenir, afin que nous les transmettions à la 
famille, quelques détails sur ses derniers mo
ments et l'ensevelissement?

Nachlass noch nictft vollständig,weitere
Mitteilung folgt.(ty.

Falls die Familie von dem Ableben des Soldaten 
noch nicht unterrichtet worden ist, könnte uns 
etwa ein Geistlicher, ein Arzt oder eine Kran
kenschwester, die sich während der Krankheit 
oder in den letzten Augenblicken beim Ver
storbenen befanden, einen kurzen Bericht zu
kommen lassen, damit die Angehörigen über 
seine letzten Stunden und das Begräbnis in 
Kenntnis gesetzt werden können? .

Date, timi.reet aignature del'auloritd compdlenKtv' 

(Datum, Stempel und Uuterachrift der zuatÄn- , a < 
digen Behörde.; ' -1. Ag

Fallingbostel, den 14.11.43

^¡(pptures et adresses de deux tömoins 

:hrift und Anschrift zweier Zeugen 
* B.

Hauptmann
4I

r.7

sgt



Annex 5 Capture card (recto and verso)

POSTE POUR PRISONNIERS DE GUERRE
KRIEGSGEFANGENENPOST "

Franc de pört 
Gebührenfrei

CARTE DE CAPTURE DE PRISONNIERS DE GUERRE 
GEFANGENENMELDUNG FÜR KRIEGSGEFANGENE

 920 quaser d-f

IMPORTANT
Cette carte doit être remplie par chaque 

prisonnier, le plus clairement et le plus 
complètement possible.

Elle sera Insérée dans le fichier de 
l'Agence centrale des prisonniers de guerre 
à Genève dans le but d'avoir des rensei
gnements récents et exacts et de pouvoir 
les communiquer aux proches parents inté
ressés.

WICHTIG
Diese Karte ist von jedem Kriegsgefange.- 

nen so deutlich und vollständig wie möglich 
auszufüllen.

Sie wird als neueste und genaue Aus
kunft in die Kartei der Zentralstelle für 
Kriegsgefangene eingereiht, und die so 
gesammelten Angaben werden deii näch
sten Verwandten übermittelt

AGENCE CENTRALE DES 
PRISONNIERS DE GUERRE

COMITÉ INTERNATIONAL
DE LA CROIX-ROUGE

GENÈVE
(Suisse)

Xxv/i а- Щ

Deutlich schreiben - Druckschrift erwünscht — Ecrira lisibioment ®t en lettres capitales

Name — Nom Vorname — Prénom Nationalité

Geburtsort und -datum 70 6~ 7J
Date et heu de naissance r

Dienstgrad Jsinsetri Truppenteil «Äi
G,ade un é rW-Æ ' ✓ 7
Erkennungsmarke jOQcf Beruf //U-UfoU/tL
N . matricule Profession

Familienanschrift V? vv 7~ u/et C»'mille
Adresse de la iamille «_.£/ 0

Pfiui HerbauJé - J3es.se /MjSftaye - jSaflHe

Vorname — Prénom

Français
.»«г

Tag der Gefangennahme (f - 40 Befindo mich weW* Bin kwni»*
Dato do capture t.un hinn (bonne sentb) Sma mafnde

Gegenwärtige Anschrift: Gefangenen-Nr. /¿y9o Lager-Nr. 3frxvmc\ 
“---------- »----------No'de firtsonmer Camp No

u" V Gai/-
Mon adresse actuelle : ал No-de fir

Land
Pays

Datum У/- У/ ^ 4^. ■ Unterschrift
Contfim, 2 7Fmwr°na,ure-Date

* = Nicht Passendes durchstreichen - Weitere Angaben ni
♦ — Sifter ce oui ne convient pas Ne rien ajouter à ces i

erlaubt - Siehe Erklärung umseitig 
ications Voir expHcations au verso

J3es.se


Annex 6 Civilian internment card (recto and verso)

Ecrire lisiblement et en lettres capitales — i. Nationalité

Service des internés Civils | Franc de port |

CARTE POSTALE

IMPORTANT

Cette carte doit être remplie 
par chaque interné dès qu’il a 
été interné et chaque fois qu'il 
aura changé d'adresse, par 
suite de son transfert dans un 
autre lieu d’internement ou 
dans un hôpital.

Cette carte est indépendante 
de la carte spéciale que l’in
terné est autorisé à envoyer à 
sa famille.

AGENCE CENTRALE
DE RENSEIGNEMENTS SUR LES 

PERSONNES PROTÉGÉES

Comité international 
de la Croix-Rouge

2. Nom 3. Prénoms (en toutes lettres) 4. Prénom du père

5. Date de naissance 6. Lieu de naissance
7. Profession
8. Adresse avant l'internement
0. Adresse de la famille

--------- ------------------- ------- --------------- ------- -------------------------------------------------------................................... ............................ .................................. .........-.................... -

*10. Interné le :
(ou)

Venant de (hôpital, etc.)
*11. Etat de santé

12. Mon adresse actuelle
13. Date 14. Signature

• Bifler ce qui ne convient pas - 
explications au recto.

-Ne rien ajouter à ces indications — Voir



Annex 7a Card 542 (recto)

COMITÉ INTERNATIONAL DE LA CROIX-ROUGE
AGENCE CENTRALE DES PRISONNIERS DE GUERRE

GENÈVE

Prisoner's of war post POSTE POOR PRIS NNIERS DE GUERRE
Free of charge FRANC DE PORT

Kriegsgefangenenpost

Gebührenfrei

Soldat H U G- E T Paul

STALAG VI D

No 22.801

DEUTSCHLAND

Prisoner’s of war post POSTE POUR PRISONNIERS DE GUERRE Kriegsgefangenenpost
Free of charge FRANC. I>E PORT Gebührenfrei

COMITÉ INTERNATIONAL DE LA CROIK-ROUGE

Agence centrale des Prisonniers de guerre

GENÈVE
Switzerland Suisse Schweiz



Annex 7b Card 542 (verso)

Serv. Fr. -,12 1,1s

Réf.-. EF. 111575/GG Date: 22-11-1944

L'Agence centrale des Prisonniers de guerre à GENÈVE «sas
: ayant appris que vous avez été blessé 

lors d’une attaque aérienne, désire avoir des 
nouvelles de votre santé afin de les transmettre 
à votre famille.

MESSAGE :

Prière de répondre à l'AGENCE CENTRALE DES PRISONNIERS DE 
GUERRE à GENÈVE, en utilisant la carte ci-dessous. Cependant s, vous 
le désirez, vous pouvez écrire aussi directement à la personne sus-indtquée.

Serv. Fr.
Réf.: EF. 111/575/GG

Destinataire:
Nom et prénom : Mademoiselle Nénette 1.1AZET
Adresse : 17. Allée Jean Jaurès 

TOULOUSE (Hte Garonne)
Pays : France

MESSAGE: "Je 
blessure est

suis en bonne santé maintenant. Ma 
bien passée. Ne te fais pas de mauvaj

sang pour moi. De bonnes nouvelles à tous et de 
baisers. Reçois de celui qui ne t'oublie pas et 
pense à toi les meilleurs baisers. HUGET Paul

Date: 23-1-1945

EXPÉDITEUR :
Nom : HUGET

Nationalité: Française
Prénom : Paul

Date et lieu de naissance :
Grade: Soldat
Camp: STALAG VI D 
Pays : DEUTSCIILAKD

No de prisonnier: 22.801



Annex 8a Form 61 (recto)

«i
COMITÉ INTERNATIONAL DE LA CROIX-ROUGE

GENÈVE (Sui.,e)

------ EF 32.7D1
MG 

DEMANDEUR — ANFRAGESTELLER — ENQUIRER

Nom Name Mme GUEPIN
Prénom — Vorname — Christian name

Rue - Strasse ■ Street 77, rU8 du Mall
Localité - Ortschaft - Locality ANGERS

Département - Provinz - County (Maine et Lôlre )

Pays - Land - Country France

Message à transmettre — Mitteilung — Message
(25 mets au maximum, nouvelles de caractère strictement personnel et familial)— 
(nicht über 25 Worte, nur persönliche Familiennachrichten) -(not over 25 words, 
family news of strictly personal character).

Demande de vos nouvelles.

Date - Datum 13.7.1942

Ô, 
DESTINATAIRE — EMPFÄNGER — ADDRESSEE

Norn Name GUEPIN

Prénom - Vorname - Christian name Henry

Rue - Strasse - Street Lieut, de Vaisseau a/b du
Localité - Ortschatt - Locality SOUS-marin "LE HEROS" Se

Province - Provinz - County trouvait à Diego Suarez
Pays - Land - Country c/o CROIX ROUGE BRITANNIQUE A 

LONDRES.
RÉPONSE AU VERSO ANTWORT UMSEITIG REPLY OVERLEAF

Prière d’écrire très lisiblement Bitte sehr deutlich schreiben Please write very dearly



Annex 8b Form 61 (verso)

RÉPONSE ANTWORT REPLY
Message à renvoyer au demandeur — Mitteilung an den AnfragesteOer 

zurückzusenden — Message to be returned to enquirer
(25 mots au maximum, nouvelles de caractère strictement personnel et familial) — 
(nicht Ober 25 Worte, nur persönliche Familiennachrichten) — (not over 25 words, 
family news of strictly personal character).

Date: 
Datum ■■

pr;,, . J-crire tre. li.ihl.ment Bitte «e - deutlich »cbreiben f!.«e write very clearly



Annex 9 Receipt for a parcel sent to a concentration camp (recto and verso)

EXPÉDITEUR : 
ABSENDER

!'

Name :

Vorname :

Lager
bei MÜNCHEN

Deutschland

Obige Adresse durchstreichen UND WENDEN. Dann Empfang des Pakets links bestätigen und die 
. Çti kette nach Genf zurücksenden. . ■

Barrer l’adresse ci-dessus et accuser réception du colis AU VERSO,
..... . puis retourner l’étiquette à Genève.



Annex 10a Express message form (recto)

+ AU COMITE INTERNATIONAL DE LA CROIX-ROUGE
P. 10.014 Id «

GENÈVE
Urgent

Eilt
Serv. Fr. MESSAGE - EXPRESS
DF. 411.339 ___
MB

L’utilisation di- ce message est réservée exclusivement aux prisonniers de guerre vu
InternA«*  civile et leurs proche# parente sans nouvelles directes depuis plus de trois mois.

Ausschliesslich fur Kriegsgefangene oder Zivilinternierte und deren Angehörige 
bestimmt. die seit mehr als drei Monaten ohne direkte Nachrichten sind.

EXPÉDITEUR
Nom <-t prénom (en toutes lettres 

et en majuscules)»

ABSENDER
Name und Vorname (voll ausgeschrieben 

und in Drutkbuchstabcn)*

Adresse 
Anschrift

DESTINATAIRE
Nom es prénom (en toutes lettres 

et en majuscules)«

EMPFÄNGER
Name und Vorname (voll ausgeschrieben 

und in Druckbuchstaben)*

Monsieur Charles RICHIER 
pris, de Guerre No 34.379 
STALAG I B.
Allemagne
à :
Mr et Mme Maurice RICHIER 
Rue Froide, 41.
CAEN ( Calvadtbs ) 
FianceAd resse

Anschrift ........           _.... ..............................................
• Prisonniers de guerre : indiquer le grade, le numéro du prisonnier et l’adressé complétédp cainp

Internes civils : indiquer le numéro de l’interné et l’adresse complète, du. can

• Bei Gefangenen stets Angabe des Dienstgrades, der Kriegsgefangenen- sowie der Läge 
Bei Zivilinte.rnierlcn stets Angabe der Nummer in dem betreffenden Lager.

Measag» aa verso, , X 
Mitteilung

P. 10.014 sd»

GENÈVE
Urgent 

Eilt+
 AU COMITÉ INTERNATIONAL OE LA CROIX-ROUGE

RÉPONSE - ANTWORT

Serv. Fr. MESSAGE - EXPRESSDF. 411.339 __ _
L’utilisation de ce message est réservée exclusivement aux prisonniers do

L’utilisation de ce message est réservée exclusivement aux prlsonnstrs do guerre ou 
internés civils es leurs proche»» parents sans nouvelles directes depuis plus de troi« mois.

Ausschliesslich für Kriegsgefangene oder Zivilintemlerte und deren Angehörige 
bestimmt, die seit mehr als drei Monaten ohne direkte Nachrichten sind.

EXPÉDITEUR
Nom et prénom (en toutes lettres 

et en majuscules)»
ABSENDER
Name und Vorname (voll ausgeschrieben 

und in Druckbuchstaben)*

Adresse
Anschrift ...

DESTINATAIRE
Nom es prénom (en soutes lettres 

et en majuscules)«
EMPFÄNGER
Name und Vorname (voll ausgeschrieben 

und in Druckbuchstaben]»

Adresse
Anschrift ...................... ...................................................................................................

• Prisonniers de guerre : indiquer le grade, le numéro du prisonnier et l'adresse complète du camp
internes civils : indiquer le numéro de l’interné et l’adresse complète du camp.

♦ Bel Gefangenen stets Angabe des Dienstgrades, der Kriegsgefangenen- sowie der LagcrnumrtHH*.  
BH Zivilinternicrtrn stets Angabe der Nummer in dem betreffenden Lager.

Réponse «u verso. 
Antwort uroaeitlg.



Annex 10b Express message form (verso)

MESSAGE A TRANSMETTRE — Nouvelles d’ordre familial exclusivement 
Ecrire lisiblement et sur les lignes.
NACHRICHT ZU ÜBERMITTELN - Ausschliesslich Fanliliennachrichten 
Bitte deutlich und auf der Linie schreiben

Serait heureux recevoir de vos 
est privé depuis le 24 juin.

Datum 5-XI.44(28-XII-44)

Franc de port.
Portofrei.

RÉPONSE A TRANSMETTRE - Nouvelles d’ordre familial exclusivement 
Ecrire lisiblement et sur les lignes.
ANTWORT ZU ÜBERMITTELN - Ausschliesslich Familiennachriehten 
Bitte deutlich und auf der Linie schreiben

Date Signature
Datum Unterschrift

Franc de port.
Portofrei.



Annex 11 Card 275 (recto and verso)

ER ARMA CARITAS

Nationalité : Dale d’expédition 
de cette carte

375 bl«

FRANC DE PORT

(à remplir par le demandeur)

Pour toute recherche de 
MILITAIRE, veuillez utiliser le 
questionnaire ci-contre. Nous 
vous prions instamment de 
remplir ce questionnaire très 
lisiblement et sans adjonction.

Ainsi notre travail sera 
considérablement simplifié, du 
temps sera gagné et l’examen 
de votre demande s’en trouvera 
accéléré.

Au

Comité International 
de la Croix-Rouge

Agence centrale des Prisonniers de Guerre
Palais du Conseil général

GENEVE
(Suisse)

mb ei Prem®..
Date et lieu 
de naissance - ■ •

Grade.............

incorporation • • -

I» mairtcule 
du recrutement ■-

Iles et date de dls- 
partüon h date des 
dernières nouvelles

Nom et ancienne

12,10.1945
MARTIN Friedrich

9.5.1917 Strassburg

Bootsmann

M. 08 699 MPA, Pris, 

unbekannt

Vermisst seit 20,9,44,
(Festung Brest)

adresse de la tamlllt f

ÄÄ ! MARTIN Else {Prau)
ea a-Évactration• - ) Kirchstr, 296

ÜLVERSHEIM,

Case a laisser en blanc

DF. 805,752

Remplir le plu» complètement possible dans l’ordre 
indiqué et en LETTRES CAPITALES



Annex 12 Standard family communication card (recto and verso)

FRANC DE PORT

367

Comité International M Famille FORIN
de la Croix-Rouge

AGENCE CENTRALE
DES

rue de la Madeleine

PRISONNIERS DE GUERRE

Palais du Conseil Général CHAROLLES

GENÈVE (Suisse) (S et L)
France

N° à rappeler en cas de 
communication ultérieure

RFO Serv. FR/mc Genève, date du timbre.

M.
Le Comité international de la Croix-Rouge à Genève a l’honneur 

de vous aviser qu'il vient d’être informé que

le Lieutenant FORIN Lucien

né le 23 mars 1901. 418e R.P.

a été fait prisonnier et se trouve actuellement au camp deOFLAG VI D

No 3.121/XIII B. Bloc III

Ce sont là les seuls renseignements que nous possédons actiiellerijent, 
mais nous ne manquerons pas de vous communiquer ceux qui? lious 
pourrions recevoir par la suite. Zs



COMITÉ INTERNATIONAL DE LA CROIX-ROUGE
AOlNfK CKNTMALK ÜEH HUINONMIKMH OK OVKRttK

71:

GENÈVE, и date du timbre
I* Cwwl 9*4-1'

Monsieur,

Moue avons l'honneur de voue adresser, sous oe pli, 
un» liste de militaires présumés disparus, appartenant ô la 
■ta» unité que la vfitre, et au sujet desquels nous serions 
désireux de connaître les renseignements que vous possède*  
ries.

Ces disparus sont classés par compagnie, et dans 
la compagnie, par ordre de grade. Les disparus dont nous 
ignorons la compagnie figurent sous la rubrique "Sans pré» 
oision".

Pour chaque renseignement fourni, nous vous prions 
de répéter le Mo de l'enquête (qui figure dans la dernière 
colonne de notre lista) ainsi que le nom du disparu, afin 
d'éviter toute erreur. Votre déclaration devra être datée 
•t signée.

Dans l'espoir qu'il vous sera possible de colla
borer dans quelque mesure à notre enquête, nous vous prions 
d'agréer. Monsieur, avec nos remrclements anticipés, nos 
salutations distinguées.

<

•¡menci

7eme Compagnie

1Ы

Grade

DISPARUS DU 152eme RE GIMKNT D’INFANTERIE

Worn Prénom
No de 
1'Bnqus

2eae uatalllor

Sous-officier BRIAND Achille 13028

Cio. Accompagnement . 2me Bataillon

Sollet 1ère cl. DUCLOS George» "072
2me 01. MVHY Marcel 5364

DURAND Jean 9180
BECHT Jules Georges 41750
CHEVAia.EY René 33908

berne Compagnie

âîMV- 2me cl. GOY Elol _ 11500
• HAÏ < Ho»l -Ubri.l 12932
* FRICHE? René 91395

* DBTAÛLR Emile 2570
GAade :Inconnu JUNGUENET Emile 10050

6èrae Compagnie

Lieutenant CHASSKPOT DE PIS Jean 33993
Soldat 2яе cl. BARBIER Henri 5500

BLANDIN Jean 34100

Sergent THOLLY Louis. A. 38474• COLLAS Jean 4986
Caporel GR-'SSKNMEVXH Belle 35323
Soldet 2re cl. WEIDMANN Henri 22935

COUPURE Michel 1231

Etat-Major, Зато Bataillon

Grade inoonnu BLÜM Albert 37885

9er>e Compagnie

□rade Inconnu HURGLIN labrlol 40320
LÎOTARD Jean 12306

Annexes: 1 liste
1 enveloppe

Annex 13 Regimental enquiry: circular letter to possible witnesses among prisoners of war



Annex 14 Card of the special “boat ” index

flotte de combat

Batiment de ligne

Effectif: 1.500 hommes

A
Renseignements

MARINE DAKAR ( Sénégal) 
(comm.Vichy du 30.12.40).
Dakar le 1.12.41

Journ. nov. 42: se trouve 
à Dakar.
Journ. 16.2.43:•(New York) 
Le cuirassé Richelieu avarié 
est arrivé à New York pour 
combattre au côté des Alliés
Journ. 21.11.43:
Après avoir été complètement 
réparé est remis en Service.
Serait arrivé h Alger. 
Journ.4.12.43; Est arrivé 
en Algérie le 20.11.43

RICHELIEU (renseignements) suite

Journ. du 9.11.44 - Une dépêche de Tokio signalait la 
présence du "Richelieu" dans les rangs de la 7e flotte 
des Etats-Unis sous les ordres de 1'Amiral Kin Raid, oui 
vient de se mesurer avec l’escadre de 1'Amiral Toyadadais 
le détroit de Surigao.
Journ. du 13.4.45.: - Opère dans lu ré ion de Sumatra 
avec les Alliés
Journal du 30.9.45 - A été endommagé par une bombe dans 
le détroit de iialacca. K’est pas gravement atteint.

Radio bulletin du C.I.ü._ù. du 5.10.1945: a pénétré dans 
les^eaux Indochinoises.



Annex 15 Certificate of captivity

0-305

©
COMITÉ INTERNATIONAL 
□ E LA CROIX-ROUGE

AGENCE CENTRALE DE RECHERCHES
17. AVENUE DE LA PAIX - CH 1311 GENEVE 13.0.lyOU

FWx.nce Serv. youg./CCR ! EY 54.581

ATTESTATION

L'Agence centrale de Recherches certifie que selon 
la documentation qu'elle possède :

Nom, prénoms

Date de naissance

Lieu de naissance

Fils de

Grade

Incorporation

Matricule

a été fait prisonnier le 

et interné

DJUROVIC Jevrem

8.5.1906

Leskovac

Gradimir et Milka, geb. Kopsa

Oberleutnant aus Reserve 

armée yougoslave, Obere
Heeresleitung

kapituliert in Sarajevo 15-4.1941 

Oflag XIII B

sous Le numéro 5398

Le renseignement ci-dessus est attesté par : 
une carte de capture provenant du camp sus-mentionné.

2 0 2
CHEQUES POSTAUX U SS2? TELEPHONE 34 60 01 TELEGRAMME INTERCRO1XROUGE TELEX 22260



Annex 16 Card P 10,079 (recto and verso)

\.» rj

E

ei 
irge 
ors

COMITÉ INTERNATIONAL DE LA C RJÎI.X
AGENCE CENTRALE DES PRISONNIERS DE G

Nationalität - Nationality - Nationalité 
2f. Z

Geburtsdatum - Date of birth - Date de naissance 

h'ee-r

Militäreinteilung • Unit ■ Incorporation

Erkennungsmarke - Army №• Matricule

Name — Surname — Nom

Vorname • Christian Name - Prénom

Dienstgrad — Rank — Grade

Kgf. N'. - Pow N'. - № P. G. •

ADDRESSEE - DESTINATAIRE
EMPFÄNGER

keiner 
Oberqe ¿re ¿ter

Anschrlft * * Address - Adresse •:
• Fails die gegenwärtige Ansphrift und die kgs.
Masnkelnummer unbekannt sind, fiicht aussüllen.

• If the present address and the Pow N'. are ■ - - ________ ■ . • • ■■■ ■ ■■
not known, please do not fill in.
• Si fadresse actuelle et le N*  de P. G. sons
meonnus, laisser en bianc ................................................................................................................;........,.....................................

-

ROTKREUZ MITTEILUNG • REO CROSS MESSAGE - MESSAGE CROIX-ROUGE

ABSENDER ■ SENDER - EXPÉDITEUR: y

Name • Name - Nom: ürefctz
Vorname • Christian Name - Prénom : Joia. -¿Zaria.
Anschrift - Address - Adresse L cZJJFt

¿n d cirZie. ¿>e
Trotccb ~

Gedühreníre

zu senden an

COMITÉ INTERNATIONAL
DC LA

CROIX-ROU6E

Mitteilung 25 Worte, nur persönliche Familiennachrichten : 
Message 25 words, Family news of strictly personal character : 
Message 25 mots, de caractère strictement personnel et familial : 
Ütyinoien unfi in ha^inyeci.C^^ttc

'ç.m.aZie n Wi..

¿¿¿ttà.i.. «■n*.  .tZfî..,...........
Datum - Date ■ Date : X //.

AGENCE CENTRALE

PRISONNIERS DE GUERRE

GENÈVE
(SUISSE!



P I..P44

27.12.44 ZH/121

ZORZO Francesco

Grade . » .

N» 1914CI
Stalag XI k

Akdo 544/54

MesIMA 6.8.44
ZORZO Giovanni
BORGO ISONZO 177 (Littoria).

Annex 17 Message forwarding card



Annex 18 Card P 10,027 (recto and verso)

Case à laisser 
en blanc

J.
P. 10.027

T
INTER ARMA CARITAS FRANC DE PORT

SERVICE DES FAMILLES DISPERSÉES

Afin d’aider au regroupement des 
familles dispersées, le Comité interna
tional de la Croix-Rouge à Genève prie 
toute personne ne se trouvant plus à son 
domicile habituel de se signaler en 
remplissant cette carte aussi complète
ment que possible.

Le Comité international de la Croix- 
Rouge s’efforcera de mettre en rapport 
les uns avec les autres les membres 
d’une même famille qui lui auraient 
fait connaître leurs adresses actuelles.

Agence centrale des 
Prisonniers de guerre

COMITÉ INTERNATIONAL 
DE LA CROIX-ROUGE

Prière d’écrire en
LETTRES CAPITALES GENÈVE

Les services du Comité International de la 
Croix-Rouge sont gratuits. Cette carte doit être 

distribuée sans frais.
SUISSE

Л 
Voici MON état-civil el MON adresse actuelle : Date :

МОШ : __________________________ ___ ______ _ ___ _________________________
(indiquer aussi nom de jeune filto pour femme mariée )

rréCOlBl:---- ------- —------- Ctdbdalre*nirlt*nil*tesrU*
Data e'i !leu il nainanc, :...................................................... ..............................................
hlüœlllé:....................... _..................... Rellgten;........
l’rolession :...... .......................................... ................_.........

(indiquer si possible domicile professionnel )

Inclen domicile; _______ ____________________ ___ _________ _______
............................... .......................P>JI:____ ___ ______ _  Dati il üjlKimil :

Adresse actuelle : ....................... .. ...................................... .............. .
........ .............................................................................................................. frp:.........................................................................:.................. ■

Voici rétat-civil du membre de ma famille avec lequel je désirerais pouvoir communiquer :

Nom : ............................... _..... ....... :
( Indiquer aussi nom de jeune sine pour femme mariée )

Prtaon»:................  eailkataln« a»rHaTMl*  «varcé«
Data et lleo de naissance ; ................ ......... _..............
Ihttallté:_________________ _________ Rellgten: ................................. |
MHHH :.....       I

(indiquerai possible domicile profe—ionneû

Deratèreadresseconooe.- ............................................. .......................................................
....................... ..................................  hjs:........   !
Hile ta derolérea nouvelles :.................................  Lien de parenle : ............................ 

Biffer ce qui ne 
convient pas.

T. i. V. ;



Achevé d’imprimer 
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