
HANS HAUG

HUMANITY 
FOR ALL
THE INTERNATIONAL

RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT MOVEMENT

HENRY DUNANT INSTITUTE

HAUPT



Hans Haug

Humanity for all





S00/I31Í6M6) A

Hans Haug
In cooperation 

with Hans-Peter Gasser, Françoise Perret 
and Jean-Pierre Robert-Tissot

Humanity for all
The International

Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement

Henry Dunant Institute

Paul Haupt Publishers Berne · Stuttgart - Vienna



Hans Haug, editor and main author of this book

• obtained his doctorate of law in 1946 at Zurich University
• was the Secretary General of the Swiss Red Cross between 1952 and 

1967
• lectured as professor of public law, in particular international law, at the 

St. Gallen University for Economics, Law and Social Sciences between 
1967 and 1986

• was the President of the Swiss Red Cross and Vice-President of the 
League of Red Cross Societies between 1968 and 1982

• has been a member of the International Committee of the Red Cross 
between 1983 and 1991

Die Deutsche Bibliothek - CIP-Einheitsaufnahme

Haug, Hans:
Humanity for all : The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement I Hans Haug.

In cooperation with Hans-Peter Gasser ... Henry Dunant Institute. -
Berne ; Stuttgart ; Vienna : Haupt, 1993

ISBN 3-258-04719-7

All rights reserved 
Copyright © by Paul Haupt Berne Publishers 

Printed in Switzerland



5

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Introduction............................................................................................. 13

Forewords by Cornelio Sommaruga and Mario Villarroel Lander . . 15

Acknowledgements................................................................................ 18

Chapter I
THE BIRTH OF THE RED CROSS

1. Humanity and warfare before the creation of the Red Cross ... 21
2. The creation of the Red Cross.......................................................... 26
3. The adoption of the Geneva Convention...................................... 31
4. The founders of the Red Cross;

the life and destiny of Henry Dunant............................................... 34

Chapter II
THE INTERNATIONAL RED CROSS
AND RED CRESCENT MOVEMENT

1. The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC)............... 51
A. Chronology of the evolution...................................................... 51

a. The early years (1863-1914)................................................ 52
b. The First World War (1914-1918).......................................... 54
c. The period between the two World Wars (1919-1939) ... 56
d. The Second World War (1939-1945)................................... 60

aa. The Central Prisoners of War Agency........................... 60
bb. Protection and assistance for prisoners of war............. 61
cc. Assistance for civilians..................................................... 64

e. The period from 1946 to 1990 ................................................ 68



6

B. Functions and activities of the ICRC on the basis of provisions 
being in force today................................................................. 73
a. Functions of the ICRC as a central component of the Inter

national Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement............ 73
b. Rights and duties of the ICRC based on the Geneva Con

ventions of 1949 and their Additional Protocols of 1977... 76 
c. Activities based on the ICRC’s right of initiative

as a specifically neutral and independent institution............. 81
C. Key features of the ICRC.......................................................... 85

a. The cooptation and Swiss nationality
of Committee members............................................................ 85

b. Bodies and administration - ICRC staff at headquarters 
and in the delegations.......................................................... 88

c. Sources and problems of financing....................................... 90
d. The ICRC’s independence, neutrality and impartiality ... 91 
e. The legal status of the ICRC.................................................. 94

D. Examples of activities in recent times 
written by Françoise Perret.................................................... 97
a. Protection and assistance in armed conflicts......................... 97

- Algeria (1954-1963)......................................................... 97
- Hungary (1956-1958)...................................................... 104
- Israel and the Arab States (1967-1968)........................... 107
- Nigeria (1967-1970)......................................................... 112
- Honduras-El Salvador (1969)............................................ 116
- India-Pakistan (1971-1975)............................................... 118
- Lebanon (1978)................................................................ 123
- Iran-Iraq (1980-1985)...................................................... 125
- Argentina-Great Britain (1982)..................................... 130
- Persian Gulf (1990-1991)................................................... 132

b. Protection and assistance during internal disturbances . . . 145 
- Congo (1960-1965)............................................................. 145
- South Africa (1963-1986)............................................... 148
- Indonesia (1965-1981)...................................................... 149
- Greece (1967-1971)......................................................... 151
- Northern Ireland (1971-1983)......................................... 153
- Uruguay (1972-1985)...................................................... 154
- Chile (1973-1978)............................................................. 155
- Iran (1977-1981)................................................................ 157
- Philippines (1977-1986)................................................... 159
- Poland (1981-1984)......................................................... 161

2. The National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies......................163
A. The establishment of the Red Cross in various countries .... 163 
B. The recognition of National Societies

by the International Committee of the Red Cross........................165



7

C. Attributes of National Societies in respect of their structure 
and organization...........................................................................168

D. Developments and changes in National Societies activities. . . 171 
E. Tasks and duties of National Societies

under the current legal order............................................................174
E Profiles of National Societies............................................................200

- Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies
in the USSR/British Red Cross/German Red Cross/
The Netherlands Red Cross/Polish Red Cross/
Swedish Red Cross/Swiss Red Cross........................................200

- American Red Cross/Canadian Red Cross/
Colombian Red Cross/Salvadorean Red Cross.......................260

- Australian Red Cross/Japanese Red Cross/
Malaysian Red Crescent............................................................293

- Ethiopian Red Cross/Nigerian Red Cross/ 
Tunisian Red Crescent..........................................................318

3. The International Federation of Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies............................................................. 352
A. Chronology of the evolution.........................................................352

a. The period from 1919 to 1945 ................................................ 353
b. The period from 1946 to 1990 ................................................ 355

B. Tasks and activities of the Federation 
on the basis of the provisions prevailing today.........................359
a. Foundation and development of National Societies............360
b. Relief for the victims of disasters and other emergencies . . 363 
c. Protection of health, nursing care and social welfare .... 365 
d. Dissemination of humanitarian ideals among youth............. 366

C. Characteristic features of the Federation..................................... 367
a. Membership and bodies............................................................. 367
b. Strength and weakness of the Federation

as the Federation of independent National Societies .... 370 
c. The Federation as component of the Red Cross

and Red Crescent Movement.....................................................372
D. Examples of activities in recent times 

written by Jean-Pierre Robert-Tissot......................................... 373
a. Aid to disaster victims.................................................................373

- Yugoslavia: Skopje earthquake (1963).......................... 373
- Turkey: earthquake in the provinces of Van and Acri 

(1976)........................................................................ 376
- Guatemala: earthquake (1976)........................................ 379
- Gulf of Bengal: prevention of the effects of typhoons

in Bangladesh (1966-1973) and in India (1977-1982). . 382
- Africa: drought and famine (1973-1974; 1984-1986). . 386 
- Morocco: food poisoning; functional rehabilitation

of the paralysed (1959-1961)...........................................  391



8

b. Aid to refugees and displaced persons......................................393
- Morocco and Tunisia: Algerian refugees (1959-1962) . 393
- Vietnam: boat people (1975-1985).................................  398

c. Development programme for National Societies, 
notably in Third-World countries......................................... 405

4. The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement 
in its entirety.................................................................................... 421
A. Origin, development and structure...............................................421

a. The period from 1863 to 1919................................................... 421
b. The period from 1919 to 1928 ................................................ 423
c. The period from 1928 to 1952 ................................................. 425
d. The period from 1952 to 1990 ................................................ 427

B. Components and legal character of the Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement................................................... 430

C. The Bodies of the Movement.........................................................432
a. The International Conference of the Red Cross 

and Red Crescent....................................................................432
b. The Council of Delegates of the Red Cross 

and Red Crescent Movement................................................436
c. The Standing Commission of the Red Cross 

and Red Crescent....................................................................438
D. The Relationship between the ICRC and the Federation:

Spheres of Competence and Cooperation.................................... 439
E. Henry Dunant Institute................................................................440

Chapter III
THE FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES OF THE INTERNATIONAL 

RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT MOVEMENT
1. The history of the Movement’s doctrine.............................................443
2. The obligatory nature of the Movement’s fundamental principles. 446
3. The seven Fundamental Principles of 1965/1986............................. 448

A. Humanity.......................................................................................448
a. The alleviating and preventing of human suffering............451
b. Protecting life and health and respecting the human being . 452
c. Working towards international cooperation 

and a lasting peace.................................................................455
B. Impartiality....................................................................................455

a. Equality of human beings and equal treatment......................456
b. Proportional relief.................................................................... 458
c. Impartiality..................................................................................460

C. Neutrality....................................................................................... 461
a. The universally recognised substance of the concept 

of neutrality. Relations with other Fundamental 
Principles of the Movement....................................................461



9

b. The specific neutrality of the International Committee 
of the Red Cross.................................................................... 465

c. The neutrality of National Societies......................................... 467
□.Independence ................................................................................ 468

a. The Movement’s independence................................................468
aa. The International Committee of the Red Cross............. 469
bb. The Federation of Red Cross

and Red Crescent Societies..................................................470
cc. The bodies of the Movement.............................................. 471

b. The National Societies, voluntary auxiliaries
to the public authorities in the humanitarian field....................472

c. Upholding independence so as to be able to act at all times
in keeping with the Fundamental Principles..............................473

E. Voluntary Service..........................................................................474
a. The voluntary nature of belonging to the Movement 

and working within it............................................................. 475
b. The selfless nature of the help and work given..................... 479

F. Unity.................................................................................................. 481
a. The existence of one National Society in each country . . . 481 
b. The National Society recruits its members, helpers

and staff openly and without discrimination..............................483
c. The extension of humanitarian activities

throughout the whole national territory.................................... 485
G. Universality................................................................................... 485

a. A worldwide Movement.......................................................... 486
b. All National Societies have equal rights.................................. 487
c. The duty of solidarity.................................................................489

Chapter IV 
INTERNATIONAL HUMANITARIAN LAW 

written by Hans-Peter Gasser

1. Law and war: introductory comments 
on international humanitarian law, past and present.................. 491
A. Humanitarian law and the prohibition of use of force .............. 492
B. A glance at the history of humanitarian law...............................494
C. Protection of war victims through law.........................................496
D. Rules on limits to warfare............................................................ 498
E. Sources of modern humanitarian law............................................500
F. Fundamental rules of humanitarian law applicable

in armed conflicts............................................................................ 503
2. International humanitarian law: common issues............................... 504

A. Notion and contents of international humanitarian law .... 504 
B. Sources of international humanitarian law.................................... 506



10

C. Some definitions............................................................................. 506
D. International and non-international armed conflicts.................509
E. The concept of “armed conflict”...................................................510
E Two further concepts: “combatant” and “protected person” . . 512
G. Neutrality in war.............................................................................513

3. The protection of the defenceless in war - 
the true “law of Geneva” or “Red Cross law”............................... 514
A. The general obligation of humane treatment.............................. 514
B. Wounded, sick and shipwrecked persons..................................... 517
C. Prisoners of war............................................................................. 524
D. Civilians.......................................................................................... 527

a. Aliens on the territory of a party to the conflict......................530
b. Persons living in occupied territories...................................... 531
c. Treatment of internees..............................................................533
d. Aid to the civilian population: special measures..................... 534
e. Pro memoria.............................................................................. 537

4. Limitations on warfare - international rules 
relating to military operations (Hague law)...................................537
A. General limitations on the conduct of war..................................538
B. The concept of combatant.............................................................541
C. Limits on the choice of methods and means of warfare...........544

a. Prohibited methods of combat................................................ 544
b. Prohibited weapons....................................................................546
c. Nuclear weapons........................................................................547

D. Protection of the civilian population and civilian objects . . . . 549 
a. Military objectives.................................................................550
b. Civilian population.................................................................... 550
c. Civilian objects........................................................................... 552

5. The special case of the law of non-international armed conflicts. . 554 
A. History and content: an overview............................................. 555
B. Some specific points.......................................................................558

a. Conditions for application....................................................... 558
b. Excursus: international humanitarian law

applicable in wars of national liberation.....................................560
c. Rules for the protection of war victims................................... 560
d. Limits to the conduct of hostilities.............................................562
e. Implementation of the law and supervision of its application 563 
f. Civil war with third-party intervention.....................................564
g. Disturbances and tensions....................................................... 565

C. Article 3 and Protocol II as codification
of fundamental human rights law for civil war situations .... 566

6. Implementation of international humanitarian law: 
aspects of control and repression....................................................567
A. Obligations in time of peace......................................................... 568



11

B. Obligations in the event of war......................................................570
C. Breaches of international humanitarian law...............................572

a. Criminal proceedings before national courts.........................573
b. International responsibility.......................................................575
c. Reprisals..................................................................................... 576

D. Collective responsibility for the implementation 
of international humanitarian law.............................................577

Appendix to Chapter IV............................................................................ 579

Chapter V 
THE RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT MOVEMENT 

AS A FACTOR OF PEACE

1. Stages and milestones in its development......................................... 581
2. Possibilities and restrictions on the work of the Movement 

in promoting peace.......................................................................... 585
A. The concept of “peace”............................................................... 585
B. Direct and indirect contributions to peace..................................587
C. Statements on disarmament......................................................... 590
D. Peace as a task for the individual.................................................. 591

Chapter VI 
COOPERATION BETWEEN THE MOVEMENT’S COMPONENTS 

AND OTHER NATIONAL 
AND INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS

1. Relations and cooperation with the outside world 
as constant factor of development................................................... 593

2. Attitude and practice of ICRC.......................................................... 597
A. Cooperation within the framework of the United Nations . . . 597

a. Examples of cooperation in the operational sphere............597
b. Development and application 

of international humanitarian law......................................... 599
c. Type and forms of relations with the UN................................600

B. Relations with inter-governmental regional organizations . . . 601
C. Relations with non-governmental organizations........................ 602

3. Attitude and practice of the Federation.............................................603
A. Cooperation within the framework of the United Nations . . . 604

a. Type and forms of relations with the UN............................... 604
b. Examples of cooperation in the operational sphere........... 606

B. Relations with inter-governmental regional organizations . . . 607
C. Cooperation with non-governmental organizations................. 607

4. Attitude and practice of National Societies...................................... 608



12

Chapter VII
THE INTERNATIONAL RED CROSS

AND RED CRESCENT MOVEMENT AND HUMAN RIGHTS

1. International humanitarian law and human rights: 
similarities and differences..............................................................611

2. The contribution of the International Red Cross
and Red Crescent Movement to observance and implementation 
of human rights...................................................................................... 620

3. Why the Movement should strengthen its commitment 
with regard to human rights............................................................. 624

ANNEXES

1. The resolutions and recommendations 
of the Geneva International Conference of 1863 ...................... 627

2. Geneva Convention of August 22,1864, for the amelioration 
of the condition of the wounded in armies in the field.................. 629

3. Preamble of Statutes of the International Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement..........................................................631

4. The National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies; foundation 
or recognition dates by the governments, recognition dates by the 
ICRC and admission dates by the Federation (31 December 1992) 633

5. Diagrammatic outline of the International Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement..........................................................646

6. Quotations concerning the Red Cross, the Red Crescent 
and the humanitarian idea.................................................................647

PHOTOGRAPHS

First serie.................................................................................... 45-50
Second serie................................................................................ 187-198
Third serie.................................................................................... 335-348
Fourth serie....................................................................................413-420

BIBLIOGRAPHY 657



13

INTRODUCTION

The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement may be num
bered among those humanitarian organizations which are known to large 
sections of virtually every country in the world. Countless people know the 
protective and hope-inspiring emblems of the red cross and the red cres
cent on their white backgrounds and the names attached to them. Millions 
know about the humanitarian work of National Red Cross and Red Cres
cent Societies, of the International Committee of the Red Cross and of the 
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (this 
last known until 28 November 1991 as the League of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies), which together form a worldwide Movement in the 
service of those endangered and suffering. There are many millions of 
people who support the work of the Movement as members, helpers, staff 
members and donors or who have benefited from its work in disasters, in 
wars and in daily life.

However well-known the Red Cross and the Red Crescent may be in 
many countries, the number of those who have an accurate knowledge of 
the institution is small. Few know the history of its evolution and develop
ment, the fact that it is embedded in international and national law, the 
characteristics and functions of the various organizations, its numerous and 
varied activities and finally the ideological basis of the whole Movement. 
Recognition and accurate knowledge are difficult to obtain as there are so 
many national and international organizations with humanitarian goals 
and since the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement is itself such a 
complex body. Within it are private voluntary organizations which are 
recognised by and in permanent touch with the state authorities, they have 
at the same time both national and international characteristic features and 
in the course of time their own regulations and a special ethos have evolved 
which are highlighted in the Statutes and Principles of the Movement.
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This present book intends to contribute to the dissemination of an 
accurate and a suitably documented knowledge of the Red Cross and the 
Red Crescent Movement. Contrary to most of the already published 
writings and books, which are devoted only to partial aspects, the attempt 
here is to cover the whole and to present the ICRC, the National Societies, 
their International Federation and the Movement in its entirety. Great 
emphasis is placed on the Principles of the Movement - humanity, impar
tiality, neutrality, independence, voluntary service, unity and universality 
- and on international humanitarian law especially promoted by the ICRC. 
New subject matter is also included, such as the possibilities for and 
limitations on the work of the Movement in promoting peace, the coopera
tion of the ICRC, International Federation and National Societies with 
other national and international organizations, and the relationship of the 
Red Cross and the Red Crescent with human rights.

The book has a legal and theoretical content, but also places emphasis on 
the practical aspect of protection and assistance. That is why examples are 
cited of the work of the ICRC and the International Federation in recent 
times. Broad coverage is given to the growth of the Movement through the 
foundation of National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in all parts of 
the world - today they exist in 153 countries - and to the gradual transfor
mation of its work of protection and assistance in time of war to relief, 
protection and assistance in time of peace. To bring out the extent of and 
also the difference in the activities and organization of National Societies, 
the book contains the “profiles” of 17 National Societies which are prob
ably representative of them all. The limitation to 17 Societies, which are 
described in great detail, was considered preferable to having a brief 
description of a far larger number of Societies. It is true that the selection of 
the 17 Societies was somewhat arbitrary. It would have been perfectly 
possible to replace them by 17 others of equal value and significance.

As the initiator of this book and a collaborator of the Red Cross over a 
period of decades, I would like to express my conviction that the Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement is not only an institution with a great past but 
one with a great future. Coming generations will urgently need this institu
tion in times of conflict, troubles and disasters as in daily life with its needs 
and suffering. It will be imperative that the Movement keeps a firm grasp 
on its ideals and unity. The actual objective of this book and the wish 
behind it is that it will be possible to win over to this vital cause people of all 
ages in large numbers in all countries and from all sections of the commun
ity·

Bern, March 1993 Hans Haug
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FOREWORDS

The book which Hans Haug offers us today reflects the commitment of its 
author to the Red Cross over a period of more than forty years; a commit
ment which, despite an unreserved mission in the complex if not compli
cated reality of our Movement is always concentrated on an endeavour 
directed at a universal vision of the message of the Red Cross and the Red 
Crescent.

The twofold idea of the founders of the Red Cross, was to link deed and 
law in a single action, similarly Hans Haug embraced both in his career as 
leader of a National Red Cross Society and as researcher and teacher of 
international law. As staff member, Secretary General and finally Presi
dent of the Swiss Red Cross, Hans Haug led this National Society on the 
path of active solidarity with the sick, the underprivileged and weak both in 
his own country and in neighbouring and distant countries. Simultaneously 
he found the time for reflection, research and instruction in the sphere of 
international humanitarian law and so in the course of the years he made an 
important contribution to the development and deepening of this law. The 
long list of Professor Haug’s publications shows the subject of his reflection 
which in general and in particular is always based on the same search for a 
just and more humane world characterised by solidarity.

Hans Haug’s commitment was not limited to legal commentary nor to 
the problems of Red Cross administration. On the contrary, he always 
sought openness towards the outside world and the practical effect. His 
international commitment as Vice-President of the International Federa
tion of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies and later as member of the 
International Committee of the Red Cross was characterised by his search 
for dialogue, by stronger cohesion of the Movement and by the effective
ness of its action. Through his untiring adherence to the original ideal of the 
Red Cross and his forward looking analysis of the reality of the Red Cross 
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world, Hans Haug always puts forward appropriate and useful ideas for the 
progress of our Movement.

More than anyone, Hans Haug has the calling to give us a book on the 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. Who else could with so much 
knowledge lead us through the history, development, activities of National 
Societies, their International Federation and the ICRC and teach us to 
understand and love this magnificent institution which is daily created by 
millions of men and women around the world?

For this masterly work all our gratitude is due to our friend Hans Haug 
and all those who have supported him in this endeavour.

Cornelio Sommaruga
President of the International 
Committee of the Red Cross

The initiator and main author of this book has devoted many years of his 
life to the service of the Red Cross Movement. More than anyone else he is 
therefore qualified to report on the Movement and in this way to share with 
us his great experience.

He led the Swiss Red Cross with great competence first as Secretary 
General (1952-1967) and then from 1968 to 1982 as President. Under his 
direction this National Society unquestionably grew in strength and was 
not least thereby able to strengthen the important position which it already 
had at the international level.

As Vice-President of the International Federation during his term of 
office as President of the Swiss Red Cross, Professor Haug took an active 
part in the work of its statutory bodies. For decades he followed the 
development of the International Federation and of the Movement, as 
since 1948 he has participated in every International Conference of the Red 
Cross and the Red Crescent.

In 1973 he was appointed in a personal capacity to membership of the 
commission for the revision of the International Federation Constitution 
by the Federation President of the time, José Barroso. Professor Haug 
played an important role in this commission and the text of the Constitu
tion worked out by it in the period 1973-1977 is still in the main in force 
today. His colleagues appreciated his legal knowledge and above all his 
intellectual honesty.

If humanitarian action can contribute to respect of human rights and to a 
lasting peace, the reflections of Professor Haug in this sphere merit quite 
special attention. His study “Can the Red Cross contribute to the mainte
nance of peace?” shows how strongly committed he is to the activities of the 
Red Cross and the Red Crescent. That the author quotes Henry Dunant 
with the words:
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“The enemy, our true enemy is not the neighbouring nation; it is hunger, 
cold and misery, ignorance, routine, superstition and prejudice”, brings 
out the true personality of the humanist which Hans Haug is.

I wish his book wide dissemination and the deserved recognition within 
and outside the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement.

Mario Villarroel Lander
President of the International
Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies
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Chapter I

THE BIRTH OF THE RED CROSS

1. Humanity and warfare before the creation of the Red Cross

War is a phenomenon which has dominated the history of mankind for 
thousands of years. In an only seldom interrupted sequence human com
munities have combatted each other by force of arms, either to expand 
their sovereignty, increase their power, influence and wealth, spread a 
religion or ideology, or to ensure self-preservation and the protection of 
legitimate interests. In all periods war has destroyed people and goods, and 
caused misery and suffering. But just as the motives of war are different 
and just as a doctrine of “justified” and “unjustified” war could be 
developed in the Middle Ages, wars differ from each other according to the 
means and methods with which they are waged. History records wars in 
which kings, governments and commanders-in-chief recognised limits to 
the use of force, limits laid down by the dictates of humanity and chivalry, 
and covers wars in great number in which these limits have been ignored 
and in which suffering and destruction were unnecessary and often enorm
ously augmented.

If there are periods in history when warfare was especially cruel and 
excessive - as for example in ancient epochs - we are nonetheless at all 
times up to the present confronted with the dismal picture of ruthless 
warfare. It happened over and over again that the wounded and the sick 
were unfeelingly left to their fate, that prisoners of war were ill treated and 
sold as slaves or killed. Over and over again war was extended to the 
civilian population, which was not involved in the fighting, that women, old 
people and children were ill treated, taken as hostages, killed or abducted 
from the conquered territories, that their homes were plundered and 
destroyed.

As throughout the centuries we are faced with the picture of unbridled 
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warfare, we also at all times and in all parts of the world find examples of 
deeds, rules and regulations which are imbued with humanity and there
fore set limits to warfare. The conduct of warfare of the Greeks and 
Romans in the pre-Christian centuries was vis-à-vis foreign people pitiless 
and merciless in that the victor could treat the enemies coming under his 
control in an arbitrary manner, whether they were armed combatants or 
defenceless civilians, and could kill them or make them slaves. Since the 
fifth century BC there have been, however, here and there humanitarian 
endeavours taking shape in the form of protection of homes and places of 
worship or the ransoming or exchange of prisoners on the termination of 
hostilities. Philosophers such as Cicero (106-43 BC) and Seneca the 
Younger (4 BC-65 AD) condemned slavery and declared that even in war 
there were legal commitments which had to be respected.

The rules of war which came into being in India in the last pre-Christian 
centuries are to be regarded as an example of true humanity and as the 
earliest beginnings of a humanitarian law of war. The book of laws of 
Manu, the “ancestor of mankind’’, is of special importance. It represents a 
revised collection of older texts and was published at the beginning of our 
era. Here we already find the basic elements of the contemporary interna
tional law of war; the command to protect the defenceless enemy and to 
forego stratagems and cruel weapons, such as poisoned arrows or burning 
missiles. Care should be given to the wounded and sick, including those on 
the opposing side. Finally civilians (farmers, women and children) not 
involved in the fighting were entitled not to be attacked.

A transformation towards good on the basis of the tenets of charity - 
already contained in the Old Testament - came into being with the gradual 
dissemination of the Christian faith. Jesus Christ had preached love of one’s 
neighbour, going as far as love of one’s enemy, as the representation of 
God’s love and had illustrated this in his earthly existence; he had taken the 
side of the persecuted, the sick and the weak. From its very beginning the 
Christian Church promoted the establishment and enforcement of the right 
of asylum, the abolition of slavery and the protection of prisoners of war. 
Augustine (354-430) was a great herald of human ideals. Not only did he 
condemn an unjust war, but also insisted on a just war being waged with 
humanity and with the aim of peace. The Church, as for example at the 
Council of Carroux in 989, increasingly came out in favour of a “Pax Dei”, 
involving the immunity of places of worship and the protection of civilians 
not taking part in the conflict. The Pax Dei was later supplemented by the 
“Treuga Dei”, a short-term cease-fire directed at the fulfillment of religi
ous and humanitarian duties.

The Christian Orders of Knights, especially the Knights of St. John and 
later the Knights of Malta, which came into being in the 11th and 12th 
centuries, were also standard bearers of humanity. They practised the 
virtues of paying heed and giving help to the defenceless and weak and 
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organised effective assistance to wounded and sick soldiers. They took the 
element of humanity with them into the Crusades which were conducted as 
religious wars of liberation with the utmost cruelty by the Crusaders who 
were also Christians.1

It is significant that Islam also called for a humanitarian attitude in war. 
Yet the Koran urges believers to fight unbelievers; they are if necessary to 
be forced to adopt the true faith. The first successor of Mohammed, Abu 
Bekr, however, laid down - in laws of war promulgated in the first half of 
the 7th century A. D. - humanitarian principles which above all called for 
forbearance towards women, old people and children and for the protec
tion of monasteries and monks. They also forbade the killing or torturing of 
captured enemies. On the other hand, it was permissible to make prisoners 
of war into slaves; they could however be exchanged or released against a 
ransom. Even though it is not probable that these principles were always 
kept to in religious wars, the magnanimity of Sultan Saladin in the wars 
fought for the Holy Land is attested to: when he reconquered Jerusalem 
with his troops in 1187 he allowed his enemies to fetch and take care of their 
wounded and to have access to the Holy places. He liberated prisoners of 
war against ransoms.

In the Middle Ages the teachings of Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) were 
of great significance. In his “Summa theologiae” he further developed the 
concept of a just war along the lines taken by Augustine: war was only 
permitted when it was declared by a recognised ruler and had the aim of 
punishing or averting injustice. In addition Thomas Aquinas required 
rulers to show moderation and humanity in waging war. His teaching was 
taken over and proclaimed by the Popes and in many cases actually 
followed by princes and army commanders. Swiss history of that period 
records the “Sempach letter” (1393), an agreement of the eight Ancient 
Places which on the one hand achieved the future preservation of peace 
and on the other the limitation of force in the event of future hostilities, in 
particular the preservation and protection of women and the wounded and 
also of churches and monasteries.

The beginning of modern times is characterised by the cruelty of the wars 
of conquest in Central and South America, the use of armies of mer
cenaries, the introduction of firearms and the schisms in religious beliefs 
which enormously increased hatred and passions. An all-time low was 
attained in the Thirty Years War (1618-48) when whole populations were 
decimated and vast territories were laid waste. However, this period also 
gave rise to the further development of humanitarian ideas and 
endeavours. In the peace agreement of Münster the immediate release of 
prisoners of war without ransom was laid down. The comprehensive work 

1 Jean Pictet wrote in “Development and Principles of International Humanitarian Law”: 
“When the Crusaders took Jerusalem in 1099, they massacred its entire population” (p. 17)
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of the Dutchman Hugo Grotius (1583-1645) “De jure belli ac pacis, libri 
très” - which appeared in 1625 - drew attention to the appalling state of the 
law relating to war and in the spirit of humanity also provided a basis for 
further development. Grotius held firmly to the important principle that 
the “justa causa” justifying the right to conduct war did not remove the 
duty to observe the rules for waging war.

Since the middle of the 17th century there were further agreements 
between parties at war which were concluded for the settlement of 
humanitarian questions in a specific situation. They took the form of 
“closed cartels”, “capitulations” and “peace agreements” and covered the 
exchange or ransoming of prisoners, the care and repatriation of the 
wounded and sick, and the protection of civilians, in particular women and 
children.2 The bilateral agreements, which in many cases were only signed 
by army commanders, fell into abeyance after the conclusion of peace; to 
the extent that they contained concordant clauses and were in effect put 
into practice, they formed in the course of time customary law.3

In the 18th century two Swiss gave new recognition and dissemination to 
humanitarian ideas through their literary works. Emer de Vattel 
(1714-1767) writes in his major work “Le droit des gens ou principes de la 
loi naturelle appliqués à la conduite et aux affaires des nations et des 
souverains”/ International Law or the Principles of Natural Law applied to 
the conduct and the affairs of nations and sovereigns/, published in 1758: 
“from the moment that your enemy is disarmed and has given himself up, 
you no longer have any right over his life provided, however, that he has 
not merited death as punishment for a crime; it must always be recalled that 
prisoners are men in misfortune”. Hereby Vattel rejects the right to kill 
prisoners of war and at the same time contests the right to use force against 
or take the life of civilians who do not offer any opposition. Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau’s (1712-1778) “Contrat social”/ Social Contract/ was published 
in 1762 and contains the following famous sentences: “War is not a rela
tionship between man and man, but between State and State, and individu
als are enemies only accidentally, not as men nor even as citizens, but as 
soldiers; not as members of their country, but as its defenders... The 
object of the war being the destruction of the hostile State, the other side 
has a right to kill its defenders while they are bearing arms, but, as soon as 
they lay them down and surrender, they cease to be enemies or instruments 

2 Here see above all Hans-Peter Tüscher “Die völkerrechtliche Regelung des Loses der 
Kriegsopfer vor Abschluss der Genfer Konvention von 1864’7 The international law Settle
ment of the plight of war victims before the conclusion of the Geneva convention of 1864/, 
Zürich 1969. Tüscher in particular draws attention to the works of the Berlin surgeon 
professor Ernst Gürlt (“Zur Geschichte der internationalen und freiwilligen Krankenpflege 
im Kriege”/The history of international and voluntary nursing in war/, Leipzig 1873 and 
Berlin 1879), in which several hundred agreements concluded between 1581 and 1864 are 
listed and presented.

3 See Pictet, Footnote 1, (p. 19)
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of the enemy and become once more merely men, whose lives no one has 
any right to take”.

The teachings of Vattel and Rousseau had a strong influence on the 
development of the humanitarian law of war; they laid down the funda
mental difference between combatants and non-combatants, comprising 
not only civilians not engaged in the conflict but also those members of the 
armed forces who have laid down their arms or who have been put out of 
action, either through illness or injury.

The 18th century is, however, characterised not only by spiritual 
impulses in the sense of humanity but also by the actual developments 
which led to a never-previously attained improvement in the plight of war 
victims. The army medical services were increasingly strengthened and 
here and there reached a high degree of preparedness and efficiency. 
Medical aid was also made simpler by the fact that individual wars at this 
time had the character of a duel; the combat took place at a predetermined 
place, at a predetermined time, and everything could be pre-arranged so as 
to give the wounded immediate attention and care regardless of the side 
they belonged to.4 In the second half of the 18th century the concept of the 
“neutral status” of doctors and other medical personnel and also of hospi
tals came into evidence in several agreements between those waging war. 
Doctors and male nurses were therefore protected against imprisonment 
and could give attention and care to the wounded and sick without let or 
hindrance.

An agreement of friendship signed by Frederick the Great of Prussia and 
the American statesman Benjamin Franklin in The Hague on 10 April 1785 
was far ahead of its time.5 It was still unusual for a question concerning war, 
such as the plight of prisoners of war, to be settled by agreement before the 
commencement of hostilities. In addition this agreement provided not only 
for the humane treatment of prisoners, but also for the entitlement of each 
party to the agreement to appoint commissioners who could visit the 
prisoners to watch over their treatment and pass on to them relief consign
ments and also news from relatives and friends. In the following decades 
the agreement had an impact on individual cartels; comprehensive multila
teral conventions relating to the treatment of prisoners of war however 
came into being only in the 20th century.

With the wars (1792-1815) triggered off by the French Revolution war 
victims returned to the misery of earlier centuries. If the “cabinet” wars of 
the 18th century had been on a small scale and without much impact on the 
civilian population, “peoples” wars of extensive proportions now came 
into being, involving a vast mobilisation of available forces and materials. 

4 An example of this is the battle of Fontenoy on 11 May 1747 ably described by Pierre 
Boissier in his book “From Solferino to Tsushima”, p. 130 and following pages.

5 See Tiischer, Footnote 2 p. 81 and following pages.
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The medical services were not equal to this European general mobilisation 
and were also not developed to meet the increased needs. In addition 
passions were unleashed making the protection of war victims and assist
ance to them extremely difficult. In the heat of battle decrees for the 
protection of war victims - which had been promulgated by the French 
National Assembly in 1792/93 - were often disregarded and finally fell into 
disuse. Thus prisoners of war, wounded and sick soldiers and countless 
civilians fell prey to immeasurable suffering.

In the first half of the 19th century proposals were repeatedly put 
forward with the intention of concluding conventions for the protection of 
wounded and sick members of the armed forces and for ensuring effective 
medical aid. A call went out for the inviolability of military hospitals and 
ambulances and for the “neutralisation” of medical personnel and of the 
wounded and sick so that they would not be regarded and treated as 
prisoners of war.6 The proposals did not meet with much response and did 
not lead to tangible results. The Crimean war (1854), involving English, 
French and Turks on one side and Russians on the other, was again waged 
with the utmost ferocity and cruelty. Because of the inadequacy of the 
official medical services more than half of the sick and wounded died. In 
this war there were, however, also glowing examples of personal dedica
tion towards the victims of the combat and of the spreading epidemics; the 
English lady Florence Nightingale organised an effective nursing service 
behind the front with the help of a corps of nurses and the Russian Grand 
Duchess Helena Pawlowna did the same.

In the middle of the century army medical services were in general at a 
low ebb and there was insufficient international law protection for war 
victims. There was above all still a lack of multilateral agreements con
cluded in peacetime, which would oblige all States, especially the impor
tant military powers, to ensure a lasting improvement in the plight of war 
victims. In addition medical care urgently needed to be strengthened, at 
any event through the mobilisation of volunteers and private resources. 
The time was ripe for a great humanitarian initiative, which would tackle 
the problem at its root and secure lasting improvement. This initiative was 
taken by Swiss citizens in the period 1859-1864.

2. The creation of the Red Cross

In June 1859 the 31-year old Genevese citizen, Henry Dunant, was a 
witness to the suffering caused by the battle of Solferino which led to the 
liberation of upper Italy from Austrian domination. As night descended on 
the battlefield after only 15 hours of hard combat between the French - 

6 See the examples given by Boissier, Footnote 4 and by Tiischer, Footnote 2.
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Italian and the Austrian troops about 40,000 wounded lay in their own 
blood. Dunant heard their screams and moaning, their calls for help, which 
were frequently in vain as the medical services were insufficient for the 
enormous task. In this terrible situation, which frightened and appalled 
him, Dunant was driven to action. Although a foreign civilian completely 
bereft of medical knowledge and resources, he did his utmost during three 
days and nights to mitigate suffering, give comfort and help. He became 
the focal point of a relief action which was spontaneously mounted by the 
local population. On his initiative Frenchmen, Italians and Austrians were 
given care with selfless devotion and without any discrimination. In the 
church of Castiglione the following words rang out: “Siamo tutti fratelli”, 
which consoled the suffering and spurred on the helpers.7

After the dreadful days in Solferino Dunant returned to Geneva to see 
first of all to his business affairs. But then he took the decision to commit 
the Solferino experience which still haunted him to writing. For a year he 
devoted himself to this with diligence and thorough reflection. The more 
he gave his attention to the northern Italian campaign, the more he saw 
before him the misery of the war-wounded and gave thought to the ques
tion of how a repetition of such a calamity could be avoided; all the more as 
he had the feeling that he had been given a task to accomplish. Decades 
later Dunant confessed: “In writing A Memory of Solferino I was as it were, 
lifted out of myself, compelled by some higher power and inspired by the 
breath of God. ... In this state of pent-up emotion which filled my heart, I 
was aware of an intuition, vague and yet profound, that my work was an 
instrument of His Will; it was destined to have fruits of infinite consequ
ence for mankind“.8

The work “A Memory of Solferino” appeared in 1862. Factually and 
accurately it described the preparations for and the course of the Battle and 
painted with shattering vividness the picture of the suffering which had 
become so deeply embedded in Dunant’s soul. This suffering and the dying 
of thousands of young soldiers could to a large extent have been avoided if 
the medical services had not again proved almost totally inadequate. Did 
this misery have to be repeated in the future or were there ways and means 
of preventing it or at least mitigating its effects? Dunant did not believe that 
it was possible to prevent wars on a lasting basis. He considered further 
wars probable as long as human passions were not tamed and as long as new 
means of destruction were created. So he asked the other question:

“Last of all - in an age when we hear so much of progress and civilization, 
is it not a matter of urgency, since unhappily we cannot always avoid wars, 

7 During and in the days after the Battle of Solferino 22,000 Austrians and 17,000 Frenchmen 
and Italians finally lost their lives as a result of fighting and illness ( above all typhoid and 
dysentery). See Pictet, Footnote 1, p. 25.

8 Boissier, Footnote 4, p. 37; Willy Heudtlass, J. Henry Dunant, 4th Edition, pp. 52-53.
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to press forward in a human and truly civilized spirit the attempt to prevent, 
or at least to alleviate, the horrors of war? ... Would it not be possible, in 
time of peace and quiet, to form relief societies for the purpose of having 
care given to the wounded in wartime by zealous, devoted and thoroughly 
qualified volunteers'!“ Dunant asked further: ”On certain special occa
sions, as, for example, when princes of the military art belonging to 
different nationalities meet at Cologne or Chalons, would it not be desir
able that they should take advantage of this sort of congress to formulate 
some international principle, sanctioned by a Convention inviolate in 
character, which, once agreed upon and ratified, might constitute the basis 
for societies for the relief of the wounded in the different European 
countries?“ And Dunant concluded: ’’The imploring appeal must there
fore be made to men of all countries and of all classes, to the mighty ones of 
this world, and to the poorest workman: for all can, in one way or another, 
each in his own sphere and within his own limitations, do something to help 
the good work forward“.9

Dunant’s work aroused great interest among European sovereigns, gov
ernments and army commanders, among doctors, writers and clergymen 
and among a broad public. In Switzerland also there were men who were 
prepared to take up Dunant’s ideas and promote his plans. Predominant 
among them was General Guillaume-Henri Dufour, the former federal 
commander-in chief in the “Sonderbund” war. He was a man of high 
repute and himself embodied the ethics which were to be at the basis of the 
new work. In the “Sonderbund” war (1847) he had demanded from his 
troops respect for churches, mercy for the vanquished, care also for the 
enemy wounded and humane treatment of prisoners. Dufour had read 
Dunant’s work and had written to him as follows on 19 October 1862: 
“People must be made to see by the kind of vivid examples which you 
report, the cost in torments and in tears of the glory of the battlefield. It is 
only too easy to see only the dazzling side of war and to close one’s eyes to 
its sorrowful consequences... It is an excellent thing, to draw attention to 
this humanitarian question,... Careful and thoughtful consideration may 
produce a solution through the cooperation of philanthropists in all coun
tries”.10

The ideas now took concrete form. Under the leadership of Gustave 
Moynier, an active, clear-thinking lawyer, the Genevese Public Utility 
Society decided to form a committee to examine Dunant’s proposals. This 
committee was to have the following five members: General Dufour as 
Chairman, Moynier as Vice-Chairman, Dunant as Secretary, Dr. Louis 
Appia, a doctor experienced in surgery in the field, and Dr. Théodore 

9 See Henry Dunant “A Memory of Solferino”, English Edition, published by ICRC in 1986, 
pp. 115, 125-127.

10 See Footnote 9 p. 128
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Maunoir, also a doctor in Geneva. It met on 17 February 1863 for its first 
meeting; and on that very day gave itself the title: “International Committee 
for Aid to Wounded Soldiers”. In August 1863 it decided to issue invitations 
for an international conference to be held in Geneva for the purpose of 
debating “the means by which help could be given to the medical services in 
the field”. Invitations were sent to governments, humanitarian organiza
tions and philanthropists throughout Europe by 1 September. The invita
tion was accompanied by a draft concordat drawn up by Moynier and 
Dunant. It proposed the formation of national relief societies for the 
support of the army medical services and comprised general provisions and 
special wartime provisions. Subsequent to a Statistical Congress held in 
Berlin in September and which Dunant and the Dutch army doctor J. H. C. 
Basting - who had been won over to his ideas - used as a platform for the 
promotion of the proposals of the Geneva Committee, Dunant - on his 
own responsibility, but in the name of the Geneva Committee - sent under 
date 15 September a pamphlet which he called a “supplement to the 
convocation of an international conference in Geneva” to all recipients of 
the invitation to the Geneva Conference. This document submitted an 
additional proposal, namely the concept of the “neutralisation” of medical 
aid in wartime, which the Geneva Committee had at first postponed so as 
not to overload the agenda.

In the following weeks Dunant undertook active publicity at royal courts 
in Germany and Austria to win acceptance for participation in the Geneva 
Conference. General Dufour wrote to Emperor Napoleon III to whom he 
was linked by many years of friendship. The result of these endeavours 
exceeded the expectations of the Geneva Committee; at the opening of the 
Conference on 26 October 1863 31 personalities were present; they rep
resented 16 governments and 4 private organizations. The Conference 
therefore had a mixed background and set the example for the mixed 
composition of later International Conferences of the Red Cross.

The Geneva Conference11 was opened by Dufour and chaired with great 
skill by Moynier; both members of the Committee justified and explained 
the proposals submitted in writing, while Dunant confined himself to 
reporting on the mostly positive views received on them. In the debate 
spreading over four days there was first a sceptical reaction to the role of 
the “relief workers or voluntary male nurses”; the British delegate expres
sed doubt about the need for them and the French representative felt that 
they could be a constant source of worry and difficulty. The representative 
of Prussia, army corps doctor Loeffler, was the most forthright in his 
support for the establishment of permanent relief societies and the assign
ment of well trained voluntary helpers; these helpers should, however, be 

11 Its proceedings are described by Boissier, footnote 4, in detail on the basis of the Protocol 
comprising 150 printed pages (pp. 69-83). Also see Pictet, footnote 1, p. 26.
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put to work in military hospitals behind the front line. The idea of the 
neutralisation of medical aid - for which Dr. Basting pleaded convincingly 
-met with unexpectedly broad approval, despite the fact that the proposal 
had been submitted subsequently and without the consent of the Geneva 
Committee. A great deal of attention was devoted to the question of the 
creation of a uniform distinctive sign for voluntary helpers; Dr. Appia 
proposed a white armband to be worn on the left arm; “a white armlet with 
a red cross” was then approved. The Protocol gives no information on who 
invented and proposed the red cross emblem and also gives no indication 
that the Conference wanted to honour Switzerland in that it chose a 
distinctive sign formed by reversing the federal colours.12

On 29 October 1863 the Geneva Conference adopted 10 resolutions. 
which brought the International Red Cross Movement into being. Accord
ing to them a central committee and regional sections were to be formed in 
each country. They were to form a national relief society and their task was 
to assist the Army Medical Services by every means in their power in time 
of war. In peacetime the relief societies had to make all the necessary 
preparations, especially by training “voluntary medical personnel” and 
making available material relief of all kinds. On the battlefield voluntary 
helpers were put under the command of the military leaders; in all coun
tries they were to wear “as a uniform distinctive sign, a white armlet with a 
red cross”. Voluntary helpers were to be supplied by the respective com
mittees with everything necessary for their subsistence. The committees ol 
countries at war could seek the support of committees of neutral nations. 
National Societies could meet in international assemblies “to communicate 
the results of their experience and to agree on measures to be taken in the 
interest of the work”. The exchange of communications between the 
committees of the various countries should be made for the time being 
through the intermediary of the Geneva Committee.

Independently of the 10 resolutions, the Conference made three recom
mendations: that governments should extend their patronage to relief 
committees which might be formed and facilitate as far as possible the 
accomplishment of their tasks; that in time of war the belligerent nations 
should proclaim “the neutrality of ambulances and military hospitals” and 
extend this to “official medical personnel, voluntary medical personnel, 
inhabitants of the country who go to the relief of the wounded, and the 
wounded themselves”; “that a uniform distinctive sign be recognised for 
the medical corps of all armies” and “that a uniform flag also be adopted in 
all countries for ambulances and hospitals”.
12 Mention is only made in later versions of the first Geneva Convention (1906, 1929 and 

1949) of a connection between the Swiss crest and the protective sign of the Red Cross. 
Para. 1 of Art. 38 of the first Geneva Convention of 1949 states: “As a compliment to 
Switzerland the heraldic emblem of the red cross on a white ground formed by reversing 
the federal colours is retained as the emblem and distinctive sign of the Medical Service of 
armed forces”.
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The resolutions and recommendations adopted by the Conference13 are 
to be regarded as the act of foundation of the Red Cross as they comprise 
the whole context on which today’s relief and contractual work of the Red 
Cross is based. The relief societies to be formed in all countries are the 
present National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies whose cooperation 
and close contacts - above all through relief actions beyond frontiers and 
through the exchange of experiences at conferences - had already been 
foreseen at that time. The Geneva Committee, which was provisionally 
appointed as the focal point for the exchange of communications between 
National Societies - is the present International Committee of the Red 
Cross.14 The Red Cross on a white background - which was to have such 
great importance in the future as the protective sign in war, as the symbol 
for impartial aid also in peace and as the distinctive sign and name of a 
world Movement - was also brought into being by the 1863 Conference. 
Finally the three recommendations outlined how international law protec
tion for the defenceless in the event of armed conflicts and the relief actions 
undertaken on their behalf were to develop in the following decades.

The resolutions and recommendations of the October 1863 Conference 
were signed by Henry Dunant who held the office of Secretary. After the 
unanimous decision of the delegates he was in the main responsible for the 
great success. The skill of his performance did not lie in what he had done 
as the Samaritan at Solferino since similar and greater work had been 
undertaken before him on battlefields by countless women and men. What 
distinguished him from among the large number of dedicated helpers was 
his decision and his capacity to present the experience of Solferino in a 
moving and rousing way and further more to submit both daring and 
moderate proposals directed at the prevention in the future of the evil 
experienced. Dunant’s unique contribution lay further in the decisive 
strength with which he defended his proposals in Geneva and in the rest of 
Switzerland and also with kings, princes and ministers of the European 
States of the time. His “thrilling apostleship” gave the idea conceived by 
him the “necessary illumination and impact”.15

3. The adoption of the Geneva Convention

After the 1863 Conference the Geneva Committee directed its efforts 
towards two goals: the prompt establishment of national relief societies for 
the military wounded and the implementation of the recommendation for

13 The full text is in the annex, number 1
14 The original name “Comité international de secours aux militaires blessés” was in 1875 

replaced by the title “International Committee of the Red Cross” which is still valid today. 
See Pictet, Footnote 1, p. 2.

15 See Max Huber, The Red Cross - Principles and Problems, page 111.
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the conclusion of an inter-State agreement for the neutralization of medical 
aid in time of war. Moynier - who had already assumed the duties of 
President since March 1864- and Dunant developed intensive information 
and promotion activities with the support above all in France of General 
Dufour who sought to win over Emperor Napoleon III for the Committee’s 
projects. Importance should however also be attached to the experiences 
of Dr. Appia and the Dutch military doctor Van de Velde as delegates of 
the International Committee in the war between Prussia and Austria on the 
one hand and Denmark on the other at the beginning of 1864. These 
experiences showed that voluntary helpers were urgently needed to streng
then the official medical services and that their assignment to duty - which 
was the case on the Prussian side - presented no difficulties. Dr. Maunoir 
undertook a study on medical aid in the American War of Secession 
(1861-1865), in which he above all described the extensive and valuable 
work done by the “American Sanitary Commission” - as a voluntary 
organization on the government side - in support of the official medical 
service.16 Maunoir however also recorded in his study that the concept of 
the neutralization of medical aid was as yet little known in the USA and in 
any event not yet put into practice; in this respect a valuable contribution 
could be made by Europe.

In the middle of 1864, 10 relief societies for the military wounded had 
already been formed, namely in Württemberg, Oldenburg, Belgium, Prus
sia, Holland, Denmark, France, Italy, Mecklenburg-Schwerin and Spain. 
In addition several States declared that they supported the “recommenda
tions” of the 1863 Conference. It proved decisive that France's Foreign 
Minister Drouyn de Lhuys announced - in a letter dated 21 May 1864 to the 
Swiss ambassador in Paris, Johann Konrad Kern - the willingness of the 
Emperor and his government to support the convocation of a diplomatic 
conference for the purpose of examining the resolutions of the 1863 Confer
ence and possibly transforming them into an international law instrument. 
France would welcome it if the conference were to be held in Geneva and if 
the Swiss Federal Council were to send out the invitations.

In agreement with the Geneva Committee the Federal Council on 6 June 
1864 decided to convoke the foreseen conference of States for 8 August 
1864 in Geneva. Invitations were sent to all the sovereign States of Europe 
and also the USA, Brazil and Mexico. The preparation of the conference 
from the organizational and material points of view were trustingly left to 
the Geneva Committee; General Dufour was charged with opening and 
presiding the conference and also with heading the Swiss delegation.

The most important preliminary work, namely the establishment of a 

16 Maunoir wrote: “this civilian organization sends its aids, its nurses, its bandaging equip
ment, its surgeons and its commissioners on to the battlefield itself, picking up the 
wounded right under the guns of the enemy.” Quoted by Boissier, Footnote 4, p. 101
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draft convention, was undertaken by Dufour and Moy nier. They based 
their task almost completely on the ideas and proposals of Dunant, on the 
debates and results of the 1863 Conference, on the discussions held since 
then and on the latest war experiences. Partly due to ignorance and partly 
due to lack of time no use was made of the ample historical material 
available (earlier bilateral agreements between parties to a war in the form 
of “cartels” and “capitulations” for the protection of war victims) nor of 
national provisions in force on the behaviour of the troops vis-à-vis the 
wounded, prisoners or civilians.17 Later Moynier on several occasions 
regretted these shortcomings and expressed the view that knowledge of the 
historical material and taking it into consideration would have been of 
great help in drafting the Convention. Another view was however that the 
prompt and full success of the undertaking was secured just by the great 
extent of impartiality and detachment - also on the part of the participants 
in the conference. The main aim then was to confine attention to the basic 
ideas of Dunant and of the 1863 Conference, i.e. to strive for simplicity and 
feasibility and to make use without hesitation of the favourable time.

Authorised representatives of 16 States attended the Diplomatic Confer
ence, called the “International Conference for the Neutralization of Milit
ary Medical Services in the Field” and opened on 8 August 1864 by General 
Dufour in the name of the Federal Council. The USA was the only country 
outside Europe to send a delegate. In his introduction Dufour modestly 
said that the initiative for this conference of States had been taken by 
France - which had however left the honour of convoking such an assembly 
to the small country in which the matter had first been broached and which 
because of its smallness and its neutrality was perhaps the best qualified to 
do so.

Without much ado and within a few days agreement was reached at the 
conference on the main questions. On 22 August the “Geneva Convention 
for the amelioration of the condition of the wounded in armies in the field” 
was signed by the representatives of 12 States.18 It declared ambulances 
and military hospitals and medical personnel, including - though not 
expressly provided for - voluntary helpers and field chaplains as "neutral“ 
and demanded that they be protected and respected. The medical person
nel could exercise their duties even under enemy occupation; they could 
however also withdraw to rejoin the units to which they belonged. Inhabit
ants of the country who brought help to the wounded should be respected 
and should remain free. The Convention then laid down the following 
noble principle: “ Wounded or sick, combatants, to whatever nation they may 

17 For example as they figured in the “Code of war for the Government of the Armies of the 
United States in the Field” published in 1863 and drafted by Francis Lieber on the 
instructions of President Lincoln.

18 The text of the Convention is included in the annex, number 2
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belong, shall be collected and cared for”. The wounded coming into enemy 
hands and, after their recovery, recognised as being unfit for further 
service should be repatriated. The other wounded might likewise be sent 
back, on condition that they should not again, for the duration of hos
tilities, take up arms. To distinguish field hospitals and medical personnel 
flags and armlets should be used bearing a red cross on a white background. 
Finally the Convention laid down that all powers not represented at the 
conference should be invited to accede.

The 1864 Geneva Convention was ratified by the signatory States within 
a short time and most other powers also acceded quickly thereafter. The 
Convention is a milestone in the development of international law since it is 
the first unlimited and multilateral agreement concluded in peacetime 
which is open to all States and which covers protection and care for 
wounded military personnel and thereby brings into force ethical principles 
in armed conflicts between States. The ethical sense of the Geneva Con
vention lies in the command to respect the defenceless and the same 
measure of assistance for friend and foe, in the “neutrality” or immunity of 
medical personnel just as in the recognition of the voluntary aid work 
above all embodied in the national relief societies. In the midst of war, in 
the battle of attrition between enemy States, in which human life is heed
lessly taken, oases of humanity and reconciliation are created. The Geneva 
Convention although confined to the amelioration of the condition of the 
wounded in armies in the field, also laid the foundations for an extensive 
development of international humanitarian law, which in the course of 
decades provided mercy, protection and aid for all the defenceless includ
ing prisoners and civilians. The factually limited and modest agreement of 
1864 has thus been the beginning of an imposing code giving war victims 
endless blessing but which thanks to its ethical content may be regarded 
also as an “antithesis to war” and as a contribution to peace.19

4. The founders of the Red Cross; the life and destiny of Henry Dunant

It is doubtless correct not to ascribe the foundation of the Red Cross to a 
single person, but to the “Committee of Five” as a whole which moreover 
very soon found friends and active helpers in several European countries. 
The members of the “Comité international de secours aux militaires bles
sés”! International Committee for Aid to Wounded Soldiers! were very 
different in age, profession and experience and yet they all supplemented, 
promoted and supported each other. They were also inspired by the same 

19 See in particular Max Huber, footnote 15, “La Croix-Rouge et révolution récente du droit 
international”, 1929, and “La Convention de Genève et la Croix-Rouge”, 1939, pp. 25 ss 
and 107 ss.
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basic feeling and the same basic idea and could direct their strength in joint 
work to the goal set by Dunant. All five members had the fate of the sick, 
wounded, imprisoned and socially disadvantaged at heart and all were set 
on finding ways and means of diminishing the suffering of war victims 
through permanent facilities. The five founders of the Red Cross were 
aware of their own limitations and the smallness of their country; but they 
were optimistic, courageous and keen on action and so found the right 
measure between self-overestimation and self-confidence.

Who were the founders of the Red Cross and what was their internal and 
external preparation for the task falling to them as the members of the 
“International committee”?
Guillaume-Henri Dufour (15 September 1787-14 July 1875) was trained 
as an engineer at the Paris advanced technical college, then entered French 
service as an engineer officer and spent three years (1810-1812) in the 
French garrison on Corfu where he was wounded and finally taken prisoner 
by the English. Once the Republic of Geneva became a Swiss Canton in 1815 
Dufour served his original homeland as engineer and officer. In Geneva he 
built new bridges and quays and gave the town a modern appearance. 
Dufour also created a topographical map of Switzerland which bears his 
name. As a colonel he established and commanded the school of officers in 
Thun where Prince Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte, later Napoleon III, was one 
of his pupils; this relationship led to a lifelong friendship.

When in 1847 seven Catholic cantons opposed the federal reform 
endeavours and the creation of a federal State and formed the “Sonder- 
bund”, the “Tagsatzung” mobilised the federal troops and made Dufour, 
by then promoted to General, their commander-in-chief. In his instruc
tions to the troops of 4 and 5 November 1847 General Dufour showed - in 
addition to the necessary firmness - a spirit of moderation and humanity 
making it understandable that he later became one of the fellow founders 
of the Red Cross. He wrote:

“Soldiers you must come out of the combat not only victorious but also 
without reproach; chroniclers must be able to say of you: they fought 
valiantly when it was called for, but everywhere they showed themselves 
humane and generous. I accordingly put children, women, old people 
and ministers of religion into your safe keeping. Whoever lays hands on 
a non-combatant person dishonours himself and soils his flag. Prisoners 
and above all the wounded merit your attention and compassion all the 
more as you were often with them in the same fields”.20

20 Here see Olivier Reverdin, “Le Général Guillaume-Henri Dufour, précurseur d’Henry 
Dunant”/ General Guillaume-Henri Dufour, precursor of Henry Dunant, in: “Etudes et 
essais sur le droit international humanitaire et sur les principes de la Croix-Rouge en 
l’honneur de Jean Pictet”/ Studies and essays on international humanitarian law and Red 
Cross Principles in honour of Jean Pictet/, Geneva/The Hague, 1984, p. 951-958; see also 
Boissier, footnote 4 p. 49-53.
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The “Sonderbund” war lasted only 25 days and took only a small toll in 
human lives. Dufour’s moderation and humanity made a big contribution 
to the quick restoration of peace. In Switzerland and in Europe the Gene
ral was held in great honour as a “man of peace”. Within the Geneva 
Committee of Five he was the only personality known and highly esteemed 
everywhere. His modesty and deep dedication to the Red Cross was 
highlighted by the fact that after his early retirement as President of the 
“International Committee” (March 1864) he remained faithful to it as an 
ordinary member and took part in its numerous meetings up to his death.

Théodore Maunoir (1 June 1806-22 April 1869) was born into a Geneva 
doctor’s family.21 In 1833 he became a doctor of surgery in Paris; a little 
later in Geneva he was accepted into the “College of Surgeons”. As he had 
to look after a large family and was not wealthy, he had “worker status”; he 
was very interested in social welfare and an active member of the Geneva 
Public Utility Society. In the “Committee of Five” he was the only member 
to insist on effecting publicity for Dunant’s plans not only with princes and 
governments but also among the general public. At the Geneva Confer
ence of 1863 Dr. Maunoir pleaded powerfully and convincingly for the use 
of voluntary helpers on the battlefield; in particular he opposed the objec
tions of the representative of the French government, Dr. Boudier. With 
respect to the 1864 Diplomatic Conference, Dr. Maunoir - as already 
mentioned - wrote a study on medical aid in the American War of Seces
sion; it was entitled “Note sur l’oeuvre des comités de secours aux Etats- 
Unis d’Amérique” and was published by the Geneva Committee. Up to his 
death Dr. Maunoir conscientiously took part in the meetings of the Com
mittee and enriched the debates with his wise advice.

Louis Appia (13 October 1818-1 May 1898) was born into a Piemontese 
family and only obtained Genevese citizenship in I860.22 In Heidelberg he 
graduated as a doctor of medicine and on the occasion of the revolutionary 
disorders in Paris and Frankfurt he gave his attention in 1848 to the 
treatment and care of the wounded. Since 1849 he practised surgery in 
Geneva and became a member of the Public Utility Society and of the 
Medical Society over which he later presided. His interest in war surgery 
awakened in 1848 persisted. He created a “fractures appliance” for the 
transport of the wounded and drafted a treatise on war surgery. The events 
in Solferino in June 1859, on which he had reports from his brother 
Georges Appia, a person living in Pignerol, affected him deeply and at the 

21 See Roger Durand, “Théodore Maunoir one of the founders of the Red Cross”, IRRC, 
May/June 1978, p. 137-154, and also Boissier, Footnote 4, p. 76, 101/104, 215-227.

22 For this passage see Boissier, Footnote 4 p. 33-36, 95-100, and Roger Bopp’s biography 
“L’homme et la guerre, Le docteur Louis Appia et les débuts de la Croix-Rouge”, / Man 
and war. Dr. Louis Appia and the beginning of the Red Cross/, Genève/Paris, 1959.
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beginning of July he travelled to upper Italy where he visited the military 
hospitals of Turin, Milan, Brescia and Desenzano; he worked as a surgeon 
and presented his “fractures appliance”. In addition Appia distributed 
relief supplies which had been collected in Geneva for the victims of the 
battle of Solferino.

Dr. Appia returned to Geneva in August and completed his treatise on 
war surgery, which was published the same year under the title “Le 
chirurgien à l’ambulance ou quelques études pratiques sur les plaies par 
armes à feu”/ The surgeon in the ambulance or some practical studies on 
fire-arm wounds/. To his treatise Appia attached letters he had written 
during his Italian journey to his friend, Dr. Maunoir, and in which he had 
described the situation of the war wounded and the lack of sufficient aid. 
Henry Dunant only came into touch with Dr. Appia when he was drafting 
his book “A Memory of Solferino”; he consulted him on medical and 
technical matters and on the appropriate wording. Dr. Appia rendered the 
Geneva Committee especially valuable services as delegate during the war 
between Prussia and Denmark; he later also carried out missions abroad 
and was highly valued as a member and expert on war surgery.
Gustave Moynier (21 September 1826-21 August 1910) obtained a 
degree in law at Paris in 1850 and presented a thesis in Geneva on the 
theme: “Les interdits en droit romain” /Things forbidden under Roman 
Law/.23 Since working as a lawyer did not satisfy him and since he did not 
have to earn his living, Moynier decided to investigate social welfare 
matters and work for the good of the community. Already at the age of 30 
he assumed the post of chairman of the Geneva Public Utility Society, in 
which he worked actively. He was also co-founder of the Swiss Statistical 
Society and later of the “Institut de droit international”/International Law 
Institute/, to which he was of valuable service over a period of decades. 
Moynier gave an excellent impression of himself through his analytical 
reasoning, his methodical approach, his striving after ideal goals and his 
great capacity for work.

Over the years he made a significant literary contribution comprising 
such works as “La guerre et la charité”/War and Charity/ (1867), “L’Etude 
de la Convention de Genève”/The study of the Geneva Convention/ 
(1870), “La Croix-Rouge, son passé et son avenir’TThe Red Cross, its past 
and its future/ (1871), “Les institutions ouvrières en Suisse’’/Labour 
institutions in Switzerland/ (1877), “Les causes du succès de la Croix- 
Rouge’VWhy the Red Cross succeeded/ (1888) and “Essais sur les carac- 

23 For the life and work of Gustave Moynier see Alexis François, “Le berceau de la Croix- 
Rouge”/The cradle of the Red Cross“, Genève and Paris 1918,; Boissier, Footnote 4 
especially pp. 45-49; Paul Ruegger, ’’Gustave Moynier“, IRRC January 1976, pp. 3-12. 
André Durand, ’’Quelques remarques sur l’élaboration des principes de la Croix-Rouge 
chez Gustave Moynier“ in Studies and essays on international humanitarian law and Red 
Cross Principles, pp. 861-873.
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tères généraux de la guerre’VEssays on the general character of war/ 
(1895). Greatly interested in the problems of Africa, Moynier was editor of 
the review “Afrique explorée et civilisée’VAfrica explored and civilised/ 
from 1879 till 1895. In 1883 he presented to the “International Law Insti
tute” a study on the theme “Fondation de l’Etat indépendant du Congo du 
point de vue juridique’TFoundation of the independent state of the Congo 
from the legal point of view/.

As a member of the “Comité international de secours aux militaires 
blessés’VInternational Committee for Relief to the Military Wounded/ and 
since 13 March 1864 its President as successor to General Dufour, he did 
outstanding work in this phase of the foundation of the Red Cross and of 
the creation of the first Geneva Convention as a lawyer and organiser. His 
achievements in the years 1863-1864 were however only the beginning of 
his work within the Red Cross Movement - this work always in the post of 
President of the International Committee was to continue over a period of 
decades until the year of his death. Since at that time the Geneva Commit
tee was the only international institution of the Red Cross, its President 
exercised unique leadership, which constantly gained in significance with 
the establishment of ever new National Red Cross Societies and the prog
ressive expansion of their activities. In this Gustave Moynier proved his 
worth not only as organiser and administrator, but also as co-founder of a 
Red Cross doctrine, which was put forward in his works and in resolutions 
of Red Cross conferences.

Moynier conceived and explained “essential principles”, such as “uni
versality” and “non-discrimination” and “principles of action”, such as the 
preparation of Red Cross Societies for activities in aid of war victims, 
through relief actions for disaster victims in peacetime, the expansion of 
the activities of Red Cross Societies throughout the whole territory of the 
State, the throwing open of Societies to all persons of goodwill and interna
tional solidarity in the form of relief beyond frontiers. Moynier also drew 
up conditions for the recognition of new National Red Cross Societies by 
the International Committee which remained valid for years.24 Gustave 
Moynier and Henry Dunant, much of the same age, were such different 
personalities that their relationship was cool, even tense and clouded by 
animosity from the beginning. Moynier was ambitious, rational, methodi
cal and authoritarian, while Dunant was a visionary, a communicator, a 
man of feeling and an active helper. Moynier admitted that Dunant had 
given the impulse for the foundation of the Red Cross (“he imagined the 
Red Cross”), but claimed the achievement of the work and the leadership 
for himself. The difference between the two men making it possible for 

24 Alexis François wrote: “Indeed it can be said that since 1863 and for decades thereafter 
almost every important official paper of the International Committee in Geneva was 
drafted by Moynier and their style testifies to this” (Footnote 23, pp. 130-131).



39

them to complement each other was on the one hand positive; on the other 
the tension and the animosity above all stirred up by Moynier - together 
with the misfortune which befell Dunant in his business affairs-was to lead 
to an early and tragic break.25

Henry Dunant (8 May 1828-30 October 1910) grew up in Geneva. His 
father was a business man and conveyed openness towards the world to him 
while his mother insisted on a strictly Protestant education and awoke in 
him an interest in the underprivileged and weak.26 Already at the age of 18 
Dunant visited sick and handicapped persons and later also prisoners in the 
Geneva prison. In Paris in 1855 he made an important contribution to the 
foundation of the “World Alliance of Young Men’s Christian Associa
tions”. Between 1853 and 1855 Dunant visited Algeria and Tunisia several 
times; he committed his observations and experiences to a work published 
in 1857: “Notice sur la Régence de Tunis”/Note on the Tunisia Regency/. 
In 1858 Dunant took a business initiative; he founded the “Société 
anonyme des Moulins de Mons-Djémila”, purchased a suitably located 
piece of land in Algeria and procured capital and modern installations. 
What was however lacking was large wheat producing fields.

As president and director of the “Société de Moulins de Mons-Djémila” 
- whose capital was increased to one million francs in March 1859 - Dunant 
repeatedly took steps with the competent authorities to obtain permission 
for the use of land and water. As these steps proved fruitless and the 
financial pressure became ever greater Dunant decided to take the matter 
up direct with Napoleon III. He arranged for his work: “L’empire de 
Charlemagne rétabli ou le Saint-Empire romain reconstitué par Sa Majesté 
l’Empereur Napoléon 111’7 The empire of Charlemagne reestablished or 
the Holy Roman Empire reconstituted by His Majesty Emperor Napoleon 

25 Paul Ruegger President of the ICRC from 1948 to 1955, wrote:“Unfortunately however, a 
shadow is cast upon the personal history of Gustave Moynier by the attitude of antago
nism, even of hostility, toward the real and inspired promoter of the Red Cross concept, 
Henry Dunant” (Footnote 23 p. 8).

26 It is virtually no longer possible to keep track of the literature on Henry Dunant. The 
following comments are above all based on Pierre Boissier, “Henry Dunant”, Geneva 
1974; Boissier, Footnote 4; Felix Christ, “Henry Dunant”, Fribourg (Switzerland)/Ham- 
burg, 3rd edition 1983; Roger Durand, “Des hommes d’affaires aux réflexes humanitaires” 
/Businessmen with humanitarian reflexes/ in “Aux sources de ridée Croix-Rouge” /At the 
sources of the Red Cross idea/, Geneva 1984; Alexis François Footnote 23; Willy Heudt- 
lass, “J. Henry Dunant, eine Biographie in Dokumenten und Bildern”/.!. Henry Dunant, a 
biography in documents and pictures/, Stuttgart/Berlin/Cologne/Mainz, 4th edition 1985. 
Special attention should be drawn to Henry Dunant’s “Memoirs”, pieced together by 
Professor Bernard Gagnebin (Geneva) from fragments and published by him in 1971 with 
an introduction. Gagnebin wrote: “Henry Dunant’s memoirs are in no way a continuous 
text and complete work. We have put them together by drawing their material from over 30 
different notebooks and we have subdivided them into 34 chapters. Only a part of them, 
intended for Professor Rudolf Müller who was preparing a work on the origins of the Red 
Cross ’’Die Entstehung des Roten Kreuzes und der Genfer Konvention“ /The coming into 
being of the Red Cross and of the Geneva Convention/, brought out in Stuttgart in 1897, 
were drafted in a definite way”.
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III/ to be printed in Geneva with the intention of giving this tribute to the 
Emperor in person and of thereby getting him favourably disposed towards 
his request. This was probably the main reason for his journey to Lom
bardy at the end of June 1859. A subsidiary reason could well have been his 
keen interest in the cause of France and Piémont, that is to say the freeing 
of Upper Italy from the Austrian yoke. The meeting with the French 
Emperor - which Dunant strove for despite the war and his own efforts for 
the wounded - did not take place. When he handed his paper to a staff 
officer at headquarters the latter let him know in a short time that under the 
given political circumstances His Majesty could not accept the tribute 
intended for him.

In the years after the Solferino and Castiglione experiences Dunant 
continued with his endeavours to rescue the planned undertaking in 
Algeria by approaching administrative offices in Paris. These efforts also 
proved of no avail. The years 1867/68 saw Dunant’s undoing. The private 
bank “Crédit genevois” - of whose administrative board Dunant was a 
member and which was involved in his Algerian project - went bankrupt 
and had to be liquidated. Harmed shareholders instituted proceedings with 
the Commercial Court of the Canton of Geneva which in its judgement of 18 
October 1867 established that the “Société de Crédit genevois” had been 
negligently, irresponsibly and incompetently administered, but that a seri
ous fault could not be attributed to the administrators meaning that the 
proceedings had to be dismissed. The plaintiffs subsequently lodged an 
appeal and on 17 August 1868 the Geneva Court of Civil Law felled a 
judgement which was disastrous for Henry Dunant. It declared that in 
connection with the sale of proprietary rights in the Felfela marble quarries 
in Algeria to the “Crédit genevois” Dunant had knowingly deceived his 
colleagues on the administrative board and decreed, while repealing the 
judgement of the Commercial Court of 18. 10. 1867, that Dunant - despite 
joint responsibility ascribed by the Court to the other members of the 
administrative board - was personally liable for the full amount of the 
damages. With this second judgement, which like the first was published in 
the “Journal de Genève” in every detail, Henry Dunant was financially 
ruined and morally discredited in the eyes of society.27

The reasons for the collapse of Dunant’s life as a citizen are many and 
varied. They lie on the one hand in the difficulties naturally inherent in the 
undertakings in Algeria and on the other in Dunant’s dedication to the task 
of founding the Red Cross which fully drained his strength and his material 
resources. The reasons for the failure are, however, also to be found in 
Dunant’s character, in his visionary propensity for major daring projects 
and in his almost childish gullibility. Whereas these qualities worked out 

27 See “Journal de Genève" of 18 October 1867 and of 23 August 1868, and Boissier, Footnote
4 p. 203-208.
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well when it came to founding the Red Cross where he had clear-thinking 
men well disposed towards him at his side, they led to a disaster in the 
business world without the help of competent men of high standing. In his 
Memoirs Dunant writes about his failure in business and the judgement 
which hit him so hard: “I was led astray through ardent imagination, a too 
excitable nature and a too trusting character. I let myself in for things about 
which a poor literary man like myself knew nothing or little and I was 
deceived. I had to suffer dreadfully under the consequences of my simple 
mindedness, my incompetence, my lack of experience and my gullibility, 
all the more so as through my own misfortune losses were suffered by other 
people to whom I had hoped to be of help and for whom I would willingly 
have given my own blood to protect them from harm”.28

Already before the court had felled their judgements, namely after the 
announcement of the bankruptcy of the “Crédit genevois” in May 1867, 
Moynier decided to break with Dunant. It is true that in the summer both 
of them still took part in the Conference of Red Cross Societies in Paris, at 
which General Dufour, Dunant and Moynier were equally honoured. On 
15 August 1867 the “International Committee” decided to call on Dunant 
to resign. Dunant complied with this request on 25 August and Moynier 
informed the Committee of this at the meeting on 8 September. In the 
minutes there is the following sentence: “He will be given the reply that his 
resignation is accepted not only as Secretary but also as member of the 
Committee”.

Now Dunant was plunged into abject moral and material distress. 
Already before and all the more so after the second court sentence he was 
forced to allocate his remaining assets to the reparation of the damage 
caused. Afraid for its prestige and for the further development of the Red 
Cross, the Geneva Committee with all decisiveness disassociated itself 
from its co-founder and spiritual originator. As even after his resignation 
from the post of Secretary and member of the Committee Dunant con
tinued to use its letter-heading or the sign of the Red Cross, Moynier sent 
out countless letters to issue a warning against Dunant and deny him every 
right to act and negotiate in the name of the Committee. Dunant was 
officially excluded from the movement he had brought into being.29

The years after 1867 were for Dunant years of deprivation and suffering. 
He was completely without resources and like a beggar dependent on 

28 Quoted from the Memoirs as included by Rudolf Millier in his book: “Entstehungsge
schichte des Roten Kreuzes und der Genfer Konvention”, Stuttgart 1897 /History of the 
coming into being of the Red Cross and the Geneva Convention/. See Heudtlass, Footnote 
26, p. 96-98.

29 Boissier, Footnote 4 p. 206 writes: “Far from extending a helping hand to its promoter, the 
Committee thus ostentatiously broke all ties with him, despite the overwhelming anguish 
already inflicted on the wretched outlaw. Urbi et orbi, Moynier penned a multitude of 
letters condemning Dunant’s conduct and expressing the virtuous indignation of the 
Committee”.
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outside clemency and charity. In the Franco-Prussian War (1870/71) he 
again dedicated himself to aid for the war wounded and the rescue of 
hostages,30 especially during the siege of Paris. Then he became a restless 
wanderer staying once in London, then in Paris and Strasbourg and later in 
Stuttgart (with short interruptions between 1877 and 1885). In his writings 
and occasional lectures he continued to give his attention to philanthropic 
plans: the improvement of the plight of prisoners of war, the establishment 
of courts of arbitration to prevent wars, the education of the poor, the 
abolition of slavery, a new order in Palestine, where he would like to give 
the Jewish people a definitive home. But there was not enough strength 
and perseverance, and above all backing, to achieve any practical results.

In 1887, at the age of 59, Dunant found permanent asylum in Heiden in 
the Canton of Appenzell. His Geneva relatives remembered him and gave 
him an annual pension of Fr. 1,200.-. Dunant lived in a room in the district 
hospital in the care of good people; he was in poor health, broken and 
forgotten by the world. In 1895 the unexpected happened: the St. Gall 
journalist Georg Baumberger discovered Dunant and announced to the 
world that the founder of the Red Cross was living and how he was living. 
Now contact was suddenly reestablished and the conspiracy of silence 
broken. Dunant was visited, received presents and was honoured. In 
Stuttgart a Dunant foundation was established and there a book was 
brought out which was to make a significant contribution to Dunant’s 
rehabilitation, namely Professor Rudolf Müller’s: “Entstehungsgeschichte 
des Roten Kreuzes und der Genfer Konvention” (1897)/History of the 
coming into being of the Red Cross and the Geneva Convention/. Honours 
poured in from all over the world, including one from the Swiss Federal 
Council, which gave Dunant the Binet-Fendt prize in 1897. In the lauda
tion Dunant was expressly called the “founder of the Red Cross and the 
initiator of the Geneva Convention”.

In 1901 Dunant received the greatest honour and was finally rehabili
tated when the Nobel Committee of the Norwegian parliament awarded 
him and Frédéric Passy the first Nobel Peace Prize. Rudolf Midler and Dr. 
Hans Daae, the Norwegian Army Medical Corps captain and later 
brigadier, had assembled detailed documentation giving convincing proof 
of Dunant’s achievements and above all of his work for peace. The part 
covering the life and work of Henry Dunant in a memorandum submitted 
to the Nobel Committee in justification of the application of in all 13 
candidates can be considered as one of the most comprehensive early 
accounts of the story of the Red Cross and the Geneva Convention, and 
also of Dunant’s path through life. This memorandum for example con
tained the following passages: “the Red Cross is the first organisation 

30 There is an impressive description of this in Dunant’s “Memoirs”, Footnote 26, 
pp.237-322.
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which consciously aimed at promoting a true brotherhood between peoples 
in that its doctors and male nurses were to help both friend and foe without 
any discrimination”. “The foundation of the Red Cross and the acceptance 
of the Geneva Convention are not only important because through them 
many people have been spared suffering and death. Both institutions also 
help to work against war and against the concept of war”. “Finally, the Red 
Cross and the Geneva Convention represent a big step forward towards 
strengthening the feeling of international solidarity. The Geneva Conven
tion is the first example of States concluding an agreement of a purely 
humanitarian character”.31

On his 80th birthday on 8 May 1908 Dunant was the target of a further 
wave of sympathy and gratitude. Then his strength began to fail and on 30 
October 1910 he died. In accordance with his wishes, Dunant was cremated 
in Zürich “without any ceremonial” and his ashes were buried in the 
Sihlfeld cemetery where today a simple gravestone stands to his memory. 
Since then Dunant has joined the truly great whose influence still makes 
itself felt. His spirit lives on all over the world in Red Cross activities, 
whether they bear his name or not, and in the hearts of those who develop 
these activities and benefit from them.32

31 In his book “J. Henry Dunant”, p. 204andseq., Willy Heudtlass published all important for 
the most part unknown or forgotten documents connected with the award of the Nobel 
Peace Prize to Henry Dunant.

32 The brief biography of Henry Dunant (Footnote 26) published by Pierre Boissier, former 
Director of the Henry Dunant Institute, ends with the following words: “Henry Dunant 
died on 30 October 1910. It would not be correct to speak of his death as an ending. It 
would seem rather that his spirit has been released to act still more, throughout the whole 
world. He continues to arouse in men a vocation, to serve as an example, to rescue the 
suffering. Dunant’s action is every day repeated, in countless places, where men and 
women tend human beings in distress, caring not where they are from or under whom they 
serve, but only for the nature of their suffering”.
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“The Committee of Five” - from top to 
bottom and from left to right: Dr Louis 
Appia, General Guillaume-Henri Dufour, 
Henry Dunant, Dr Théodore Maunoir, 
Gustave Moynier. Photo ICRC



Ceremony for the signature of the “Geneva Convention of 22 August 1864, for the amelioration of the conditions of 
wounded in armies in the field”. This painting by the French artist Armand Dumaresq is on view in the Town Hall of 
Geneva, in the Alabama Hall, where the ceremony took place. Photo Boissonnas



Foundation of the League of Red Cross Societies. International Medical Conference in Cannes from 1 to 11 April 1919. It 
was there, when Henry P. Davison, an American (in front of the table, on right) has proposed to “federate” the Red Cross 
National Societies into an organization similar to that of the League of Nations, whose the aim is a world-wide campaign to 
improve health, to prevent disease and alleviate suffering. Photo ICRC
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Opening Session of the XVII International Red Cross Conference, Stock
holm 1948; from left to right: Paul Ruegger, President of the ICRC, Count 
Folke Bernadotte, President of the Swedish Red Cross, Basil O’Connor, 
President of the League. Photo ICR C



49

Diplomatic Conference in Geneva, 12 August 1949, at which four Geneva 
Conventions for the protection of war victims were adopted. The delegates 
are seen signing the final protocol. On extreme right Max Petitpierre, Swiss 
Minister of Foreign Affaires and Chairman of the Conference.

Photo Freddy Bertrand



Opening Session of the XXVth International Red Cross Conference, Geneva 1986; solemn presentation of the Fundamental 
Principles of the Red Cross by Jean Pictet. Photo Jean Zbinden
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Chapter II

THE INTERNATIONAL RED CROSS 
AND RED CRESCENT MOVEMENT

1. The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC)

A. Chronology of the evolution

The following brief account of key phases in the ICRC’s history is intended 
to facilitate understanding of the singular institution that has gradually 
taken shape. The ICRC’s development reflects the history of the interna
tional community since 1863, especially the history of armed conflicts 
between States and between different sections of the population within the 
States. The history of the ICRC also mirrors the history of the humanita
rian idea: its germination and growth within international law, the practical 
application of protection and assistance measures that proved the idea in 
actual armed conflicts, internal disturbances and other strife, and the 
excesses of violence and cruelty in which it was violated or its existence 
even denied. This account will divide that history into five periods with 
emphasis, particularly in subsections B, C and D, on the most recent 
(1945-1990) which brings us up to the present day.1

1 For further details on this and subsequent sections see: Pierre Boissier, “From Solferino to 
Tsushima - History of the International Committee of the Red Cross”, Vol. 1, Henry 
Dunant Institute, Geneva 1985; André Durand, “From Sarajevo to Hiroshima - History of 
the International Committee of the Red Cross”, Vol. 2, Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva 
1984; André Durand, “The International Committee of the Red Cross”, ICRC, Geneva 
1981; Gradimir Djurovic, “The Central Tracing Agency of the International Committee of 
the Red Cross”, Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva 1986; Jacques Freymond, “Guerres, 
révolutions, Croix-Rouge - Reflexions sur le role du Comité international de la Croix- 
Rouge”, Graduate Institute of International Studies, Geneva 1976; Jean-Claude Favez, 
“Une mission impossible? Le CICR, les déportations et les camps de concentration nazis”, 
Lausanne 1988; Jacques Freymond I Georges Willemin I Roger Heacock, “The International 
Committee of the Red Cross”, Graduate Institute of International Studies, Geneva I 
Societá Italiana per POrganizzazione Intemazionale, Rome / Martinus Nijhoff Publishers,
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a. The early years (1863-1914)

The International Committee of the Red Cross grew out of the Committee 
of Five to which Dufour, Moynier, Dunant, Appia and Maunoir 
belonged.2 At their very first meeting on 17 February 1863, these men 
founded a permanent, independent and international body which they 
called the “International Committee for Aid to Wounded Soldiers”. In 
1875, the Committee adopted the name “International Committee of the 
Red Cross”. This name has been generally used since 1880 but almost fifty 
years passed before it was mentioned in an international treaty - the 1929 
Geneva Convention Relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War (Arts. 
79, 87 and 88).

The Committee did not hesitate to include the word international in its 
name; it wanted to stress the institution’s unifying role vis-à-vis the 
National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies and its function as inter
mediary between States and between belligerents. In the early years it also 
intended to transform itself into a “supreme council” which would include 
non-Swiss members, in particular representatives of National Societies. 
Proposals to this effect were put forward at the International Conferences 
of the Red Cross in 1867,1884 and 1887. However, though they eventually 
won support from Prof. F. De Martens of the Russian Red Cross and Clara 
Barton of the American Red Cross, a large majority of delegates always 
concluded that it was in the general interests of the Red Cross to leave the 
International Committee as it had been since the beginning and to keep its 
headquarters in Geneva “owing to the geographical position of that city 
and Switzerland’s political neutrality”. As we will see, the International 
Committee of the Red Cross has, despite the eminently international 
nature of its work, remained exclusively Swiss in the composition of the 
Committee. Indeed, the large majority of the institution’s permanent staff 
are also Swiss nationals. Thus, as Jean Pictet has pointed out, the ICRC is 
one of a kind - a mononational international organization.

Initially the ICRC was the Red Cross Movement’s only central and

1984; Max Huber, “La pensée et l’action de la Croix-Rouge”, Genève 1954; Marcel Junod, 
“Warrior without Weapons”, ICRC, Geneva 1982; Jacques Moreillon, “The International 
Committee of the Red Cross and the protection of political detainees”, extracts from the 
IRRC, November 1974 and April 1975; Richard Perruchoud, “Les résolutions des Con
férences internationales de la Croix-Rouge”, Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva 1979; Jean 
Pictet, “La Croix-Rouge et les Conventions de Genève”, Recueil de cours de F Académie de 
droit international de La Haye, Paris 1950; Jean Pictet, “Une institution unique en son 
genre: le Comité international de la Croix-Rouge”, Geneva/Paris 1985; Anton Schlôgel, 
“Geist und Gestalt des Roten Kreuzes”, Bonn 1987; Frédéric Siordet, “Inter arma caritas - 
the work of the International Committee of the Red Cross during the Second World War”, 
(second edition), ICRC, Geneva 1973; Donald D. Tansley, “Final Report, An Agenda for 
Red Cross - Re-appraisal of the role of the Red Cross”, Geneva 1975; Isabelle Vichniac, 
“Croix-Rouge - Les stratèges de la bonne conscience”, Paris 1988.

2 See Chapter I, section 2.
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international institution and as such played a significant role in the move
ment’s development. It set out principles and guidelines for the structure 
and activities of the National Societies and extended its recognition to 
those Societies once they fulfilled certain conditions (see section 2 of this 
chapter). Together with the host National Society it also convened interna
tional conferences attended by representatives of the National Societies 
and the States party to the 1864 Geneva Convention, during which it 
reported to them on its work and placed motions before them for new 
initiatives. As the years went by the ICRC also helped lay the foundations 
for a system of Red Cross principles. It fostered their propagation, moni
tored compliance with them and thus contributed to the unity of a fast
growing movement (see Chapter III, sections 1 and 2). Finally, the ICRC 
played the role assigned to it in one of the resolutions adopted by the 1863 
conference: starting with bulletins and circulars, it ensured that informa
tion was exchanged between the National Societies and thus helped build 
solidarity and further a sense of belonging to a worldwide movement.

The ICRC’s protection and assistance work was initially limited to 
wounded and sick members of the armed forces, as set out in the resolu
tions of the 1863 conference and the Geneva Convention of 1864. While 
the actual task of providing medical care was left to the National Societies, 
the ICRC sent delegates to warring countries to monitor implementation 
of the Geneva Convention. The new movement was first put to the test 
during the 1864 war between Prussia and Denmark over the Schleswig- 
Holstein question, the 1866 war between Prussia and Austria and, to a 
much greater extent, during the conflict between Germany and France in 
1870-71. In that war the ICRC took on a new and highly important type of 
work when it set up a first information agency in Basel. This new service 
conveyed news not only of wounded soldiers but also of prisoners of war to 
their relatives at home and forwarded personal messages between them. In 
addition, it was during that war that the ICRC first distributed relief parcels 
(worth as much as 3 million Swiss francs) to prisoners of war.

In 1877, during the Russo-Turkish War, the ICRC set up an information 
office-cum-tracing service in Trieste for wounded, sick and captured ser
vicemen. It did likewise in 1885 in Vienna, during the Serbo-Bulgarian 
War, and in Belgrade during the Balkan Wars of 1912-13. The Ninth 
International Conference of the Red Cross, held in Washington in 1912, 
gave the ICRC the mandate to coordinate relief shipments for prisoners of 
war and supervise their distribution “through neutral delegates accredited 
to the governments involved”. This set the ICRC a task that was to assume 
the utmost importance in the future.

From the very beginning the ICRC was concerned with the development 
of international humanitarian law as well as with its implementation. But 
only in 1899, at the International Peace Conference organized at Russia’s 
instigation in The Hague, was a “Convention for the Adaptation to 
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Maritime War of the Principles of the Geneva Convention of 22 August 
1864” adopted and signed. The same conference also adopted the Hague 
Regulations Respecting the Laws and Customs of War on Land, rules of 
considerable significance for the Red Cross Movement as they deal with 
the treatment of prisoners of war and protection for the civilian population, 
in particular in occupied territory. Both treaties were revised by the Second 
International Peace Conference held in The Hague in 1907. The treaty 
adapting the original Geneva Convention to naval warfare thus became the 
Hague Convention No. X, while the Hague Regulations became an annex 
to the Hague Convention (IV) respecting the Laws and Customs of War on 
Land.

In 1906, a Diplomatic Conference convened in Geneva by the Swiss 
government revised the 1864 Geneva Convention for the first time. The 
new text established the status and functions of the “volunteer aid 
societies” and determined the medical assistance that could be furnished by 
the societies of neutral countries to the medical services of the belligerents. 
Despite many difficulties, the Convention gained great significance during 
the First World War.

Before the outbreak of that war in 1914, the ICRC had been a small 
institution without an administration and without its own statutes. Its work 
was done largely by the members of the Committee itself and volunteer 
helpers, above all by Gustave Moynier who showed exceptional compe
tence and devotion as its President from 1864 until his death in 1910. The 
enormous demands made upon the ICRC during the First World War 
transformed it from an institution with primarily moral authority into a true 
organization (a private association with its own statutes under Swiss law) 
having extensive duties to provide protection and assistance around the 
world.

b. The First World War (1914-1918)

The biggest challenge for the ICRC in the First World War was not medical 
assistance for wounded and sick members of the armed forces or 
implementation of the 1906 revised version of the Geneva Convention. 
Rather, it was the intensive, many-faceted and costly operation to aid 
prisoners of war. The International Committee, which since Moynier’s 
death had been presided over by Gustave Ador (later a Swiss Federal 
Councillor), was able to base this new activity to a certain extent on the 
mandate it had received from the 1912 Conference of the Red Cross. 
However, the ICRC took initiatives that went well beyond the bounds of 
that mandate and whose justification was to be found simply in the Red 
Cross principle of humanity.

The first important step in this was to set up the “International Prisoners 
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of War Agency”, which was housed in Geneva’s Musée Rath. The Agency 
included a central tracing and information service that worked together 
with the national information bureaux for prisoners of war3 and the military 
authorities of the belligerent nations. The Agency’s task was to gather 
information about prisoners of war and pass it on to their families, to 
forward personal messages from families to relatives in captivity, and to 
conduct enquiries in response to tracing requests. This invaluable morale 
booster saved untold numbers of people from the agony of uncertainty and 
anxiety. A staff of some 1,200 people - most of them volunteers - worked 
in the Agency in Geneva, while a special branch was set up by the Danish 
Red Cross in Copenhagen for the German-Russian front and manned by a 
staff of 140. By the end of the war, the Geneva Agency had an index of five 
million cards and had forwarded many times that number of messages.4

In addition to its morale-raising tracing and information work, the ICRC 
also provided a wide range of material relief to prisoners of war. It 
organized the delivery of millions of aid parcels - which initially came from 
the families themselves - and the distribution of relief supplies from 
governments and national aid societies. The Hague Regulations provided 
for the supervision, by the “agents” of “relief societies”, of distributions to 
prisoners of war in the camps where they were being held. Out of this 
activity grew a more extensive task, that of monitoring compliance with the 
Hague Regulations’ provisions for protection. As these were fairly 
rudimentary, the ICRC submitted to the belligerents a draft set of “Rules 
for the treatment of prisoners of war” and proposed bilateral agreements 
between them. In many cases, this brought about improvements for the 
prisoners.

In conjunction with its assistance for wounded and sick members of the 
armed forces, the ICRC endeavoured to secure the repatriation of medical 
personnel who had fallen into enemy hands, basing its representations on 
the 1906 Geneva Convention. Great importance was also attached to the 
programme organized by the ICRC, beginning in 1916, to repatriate seri
ously wounded and sick prisoners of war. This it did in cooperation with 
National Red Cross Societies, in particular those of Switzerland and the 
Nordic countries. In addition, 67,000 wounded and sick were hospitalized 
in Switzerland.

3 The Hague Regulations require both the belligerent States and neutral countries having 
“received belligerents in their territory” to set up an “inquiry office for prisoners of war”.

4 Romain Rolland, who worked for the Agency in Geneva, wrote in 1917 that “the Interna
tional Red Cross has been a beacon of virtually unparalleled radiance throughout these 
dark, tragic years. It has brought comfort to millions of wretched victims and upheld the 
spirit of human fraternity in the midst of universal suffering. For millions it holds the 
promise of a better future. On behalf of those whom it has aided by deed and example I ask it 
to accept, as a mere token of my profound appreciation, this contribution of fifty thousand 
francs to the saintly work of the International Prisoners of War Agency...”, (from Jean 
Pictet, “Une institution unique en son genre. ..”, p.24, footnote 1). Rolland’s donation 
represented half of his Nobel Prize for literature.



56

The ICRC also endeavoured to improve the lot of civilians although 
there was no formal basis in law for it to do so. It set up a special tracing 
service within the Agency for separated families. For civilians interned in 
enemy countries or occupied territories it tried, with mixed success, to 
obtain conditions and treatment equivalent to those guaranteed to prison
ers of war.

When active hostilities ceased, the ICRC faced the gargantuan task of 
repatriating millions of prisoners of war while coming to the aid of civilians 
suffering starvation and epidemics. Once again, as during the war itself, 
there was effective cooperation between the ICRC and the National Red 
Cross Societies, which deployed large numbers of staff and sent massive 
quantities of relief supplies.5 The ICRC also developed important links 
with the newly formed League of Nations and with Fridtjof Nansen, the 
new High Commissioner for Refugees. The enormous joint effort to help 
the victims of the Great War strengthened the Red Cross Movement. 
Flexing its new-found muscles, the Red Cross was soon to take on new 
challenges.

c. The period between the two World Wars (1919-1939)

The period immediately following the First World War was marked by an 
event that was to have great and lasting effects on the National Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies and, in particular, the ICRC. On 5 May 1919, 
the League of Red Cross Societies was founded in Paris. The initiative for 
this came from Henry P Davison, chairman of the American Red Cross 
“War Council”, who had the blessing of US President Woodrow Wilson. 
The purpose of the League was to turn the increased capacity acquired by 
the National Societies during the war to broad account in tackling the 
problems that would remain in peacetime: treating and preventing disease, 
providing relief following natural disasters, fighting hunger and poverty 
and fostering international understanding, especially between young peo
ple. The American Red Cross and the French, British, Italian and Japan
ese National Societies, which all supported this initiative, wanted the newly 
created League to have a leading position within the Red Cross Movement, 
and plans for an amalgamation of the League and the ICRC were discus
sed. The International Committee was thus confronted with the question 
of whether it could maintain its independence and special character and 
whether it could continue in future to play its traditional role. The matter 
was all the more pressing as the League was growing fast (by 1 January 1920 
it already had 28 members).

5 See in this respect the “Profiles of National Societies” in section 2 F of this chapter. The 
American Red Cross, for example, ran 54 military hospitals overseas during the First World 
War and distributed 325 million dollars worth of relief supplies in Europe.
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However, the reputation built up by the ICRC in half a century of 
development, and in particular during the world war, was such that when 
the problems of coexistence between the League and the ICRC were 
discussed at three successive International Conferences of the Red Cross 
(1921,1923 and 1926) a large majority of the delegates unfailingly voted in 
favour of maintaining the International Committee as an independent and 
specifically neutral institution composed of Swiss nationals. Since the 
respective responsibilities of the ICRC and the League had to be defined 
and rules set down for cooperation between the two institutions, Max 
Huber, future ICRC President, and Colonel Draudt, Vice-President of the 
League, drew up statutes for an organization that would bear the name 
“International Red Cross” and would comprise all the components of the 
movement, i.e. the National Societies, the ICRC and the League. These 
statutes were unanimously adopted in 1928 at the XHIth International 
Conference of the Red Cross in The Hague.

To a large extent, the statutes of the “International Red Cross” con
firmed the precedents established over the previous sixty years: the ICRC 
would play its traditional role in connection with armed conflicts and 
internal disturbances, would continue to be the promoter of international 
humanitarian law and guardian of the Red Cross principles, and would 
retain its competence to recognize new or newly reconstituted National 
Societies. The League, meanwhile, would further the development and 
activities of the National Societies - particularly in peacetime. It would also 
coordinate international relief operations in the event of natural disaster 
and encourage and support the founding of new Societies. The ICRC, the 
League and the National Societies would continue to meet periodically in 
the framework of an International Conference of the Red Cross, at which 
the States party to the Geneva Conventions would also be represented, in 
order to establish common goals and lay down principles and guidelines for 
Red Cross work and the further development of international humanita
rian law. A “Standing Commission” would be set up to prepare for the 
Conferences and arbitrate should differences arise between the ICRC and 
the League in implementing the statutes of the International Red Cross. 
However, neither the International Conference nor the Standing Commis
sion would have the power to intervene in the respective sphere of respon
sibility of either the ICRC, the League or the National Societies. The 
Statutes adopted in 1928 proved their merit in the decades that followed 
and therefore survive fundamentally unchanged to this day.6

In the years between the two world wars, the ICRC made intensive 
efforts to bring about developments in international humanitarian law 
based on its experience during the First World War. Its appeals to the 

6 A detailed description may be found in section 4 of this chapter: “The International Red
Cross and Red Crescent Movement in its entirety”.
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belligerents during that conflict and its campaign in the immediate post
war years against the use of poison gas for military purposes contributed in 
no small measure to the adoption and signing, on 17 June 1925 under 
League of Nations auspices, of the Geneva Protocol for the Prohibition of 
the Use in War of Asphyxiating, Poisonous or Other Gases and of Bac
teriological Methods of Warfare.

Major progress was made in 1929 at a Diplomatic Conference convened 
in Geneva by the Swiss government. On 27 July, plenipotentiary represen
tatives of the States signed both a revised Geneva Convention for the 
Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded and Sick in Armies in the 
Field and a new Geneva Convention relative to the Treatment of Prisoners 
of War. The draft texts of both treaties had been drawn up and presented 
by the ICRC. The Convention on prisoners of war contained detailed 
provisions governing the beginning and termination of captivity and, above 
all, the conditions of detention itself. It gave “Protecting Powers” the role 
of monitoring conditions and provided for a “Central Agency of informa
tion regarding prisoners of war” to be set up in a neutral country should the 
ICRC so propose. Moreover, the ICRC’s right of initiative was recognized 
in that it was specifically stipulated that the provisions of the Convention 
could in no way hinder the “humanitarian work” which the International 
Committee “may perform for the protection of prisoners of war with the 
consent of the belligerents concerned”. The two 1929 Conventions consti
tuted the basis in international law for the ICRC’s activities during the 
Second World War.

In the period between the world wars, the ICRC made wide-ranging 
efforts to strengthen the protection of civilians under international law: 
such protection as was provided by the Hague Regulations and customary 
law was as yet merely rudimentary. The institution began working on draft 
rules in 1921 but the 1929 Diplomatic Conference refused to follow them 
up. In view of the danger and suffering to which civilians had already been 
exposed during the First World War and were facing in ever greater 
measure in the conflicts of the Thirties, and given its growing concern 
about developments in war technology - especially air warfare, the ICRC 
undertook fresh initiatives, in particular at the International Red Cross 
Conferences of 1934 in Tokyo and 1938 in London. The Tokyo Conference 
approved a draft convention on the legal status of and protection for 
civilian enemy aliens who are on the territory of a belligerent State or in an 
area under its occupation. The London Conference emphasized the danger 
posed to the civilian population by modern warfare and called on the ICRC 
to take steps to bring about the early convening of a diplomatic conference 
to which several draft conventions should be submitted.

Because of the reluctance shown by most great powers of the day, which 
had already been evident after the Tokyo Conference, it was only on 10 
June 1939 that the Swiss government submitted to the States party to the 
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Geneva Conventions the draft texts meanwhile adapted and brought into 
harmony by the ICRC. At the same time, the Swiss government asked the 
States for their comments and announced that it would convene a diploma
tic conference as soon as possible.7 However, less than three months later 
came the outbreak of the Second World War which was to bring immense 
suffering to civilians, whom international law had left almost wholly unpro
tected.

Between the two world wars the ICRC carried out protection and 
assistance work mainly in connection with the Sino-Japanese War, the 
conflict between Abyssinia and Italy and, on a particularly large scale, the 
Spanish Civil War.8

The institution’s activities in connection with the Sino-Japanese War, 
which began in 1932 and claimed millions of lives as it extended on into the 
Second World War, were on a very small scale. When the war began, a 
delegate was able to arrange for a neutral zone to be set up to protect the 
civilian population during the battle for Shanghai. From 1937 to mid-1939, 
the ICRC’s Shanghai delegation distributed relief supplies to the popula
tion.

In the Abyssinian conflict (1935-36), during which the League of Nations 
imposed sanctions on Italy, the ICRC was able to set up a delegation only 
on the Abyssinian side. There it engaged first and foremost in medical 
assistance and protection for the medical staff and facilities provided by 
National Red Cross Societies.

The ICRC enlarged its protection and assistance work during the Span
ish Civil War (1936-39) which the intervention of foreign contingents 
gave an increasingly international character. The institution was able to set 
up several delegations on both the Republican and Nationalist sides. With 
the help of National Red Cross Societies, these delegations provided 
medical care for military personnel and civilians, visited both military and 
civilian prisoners, aided large numbers of refugees and endeavoured to 
ensure the protection and exchange of hostages. The ICRC also undertook 
extensive tracing work and by May 1939 over 5 million messages had been 
forwarded between members of separated families.

7 The texts submitted were the following:
- draft revision of the 1929 Geneva Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of 

the Wounded and Sick in Armies in the Field;
- draft revision of the 1907 Hague Convention (No. X) for the Adaptation to Maritime 

Warfare of the Principles of the Geneva Convention of July 6, 1906;
- a draft convention on medical aircraft,
- a draft convention for the setting up of medical establishments and zones in wartime;
- draft International Convention concerning the condition and protection of civilians of 

enemy nationality in the territory of a belligerent or in a territory occupied by it (Tokyo 
Draft).

8 See André Durand’s narrative in his history of the ICRC “From Sarajevo to Hiroshima” 
(p. 293-398) and Dr. Marcel Junod’s impressive firsthand account in “Warrior without 
Weapons” (p. 22-134).
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d. The Second World War (1939-1945)

The Second World War was the most demanding and difficult period in the 
entire history of the ICRC.9 The titanic clash between highly armed milit
ary forces and the accompanying collapse of the international order pro
duced a massive wave of suffering and misery shared by soldiers and 
civilians alike. Based though it fortunately was in unharmed neutral Swit
zerland, the ICRC was not able to do a great deal for the victims of the 
worldwide cataclysm. But what little it could do, it did with great energy 
and persistence. Under the leadership of its President Max Huber,10 the 
International Committee grew during the war into big enterprise, with a 
staff of some four thousand, that worked whenever possible together with 
the National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies and other humanita
rian organizations. The following pages will briefly describe three main 
areas of ICRC activity - tracing and information service, protection and 
assistance for prisoners of war, and assistance for civilians11 - as well as the 
obstacles it encountered, the limits to its effectiveness and the failures it 
had to acknowledge.

aa. The Central Prisoners of War Agency

On 3 September 1939, the ICRC informed the countries that had declared 
war that it was setting up and would operate the “Central Agency of 
information regarding prisoners of war” provided for in Article 79 of the 
Geneva Convention relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War. The 
agency was installed soon after in Geneva’s spacious “Palais électoral” 

9 See above all the “Report of the International Committee of the Red Cross on its activities 
during the Second World War (September 1,1939-June 30, 1947)”, presented to the 17th 
International Conference of the Red Cross, three volumes, Geneva 1948; André Durand’s 
“From Sarajevo to Hiroshima” (p. 399 to 656) ; Frédéric Siordet’s “Inter arma caritas - the 
work of the International Committee of the Red Cross during the Second World War”, 
ICRC, Geneva 1973.

10 Jean Pictet, who worked very closely with Huber during the Second World War, wrote as 
follows: “Le C.LC.R. comptait alors 23 membres et avait, à sa tête, un homme exception
nel: le Professeur Max Huber, ancien président de la Cour permanente de Justice inter
nationale à La Haye - un grand juriste, doublé d’un penseur et d’un grand homme de 
coeur.” /The ICRC at that time had 23 members and was presided over by Professor Max 
Huber, a former President of the Permanent Court of International Justice in The Hague. 
He was an exceptional man - a great jurist and a fine thinker, with a heart of gold/ (“Une 
institution unique en son genre .. pp. 37-38, footnote 1).

11 Medical assistance, which was mainly provided by the National Societies, cannot be dealt 
with in detail. As during the First World War, in which the 1906 Geneva Convention had 
been applicable, the ICRC made particular efforts - on the basis of the 1929 Geneva 
Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded and Sick in Armies in 
the Field - to obtain the repatriation of medical personnel who had fallen into enemy hands 
or, at least, to gain permission for them to provide care for prisoners of war. With the help 
of the “mixed medical commissions” appointed by it, the ICRC also endeavoured through
out the war to bring about the repatriation of seriously wounded and sick prisoners of war.
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and, as the operation grew, additional space in banks and hotels was used. 
As the war wore on, 27 branch offices were set up throughout Switzerland 
to carry out specific tasks. By April 1945, out of a total of 3,921 ICRC staff 
2,585 were engaged-in tracing, in Genevaor elsewhere.

The ICRC’s Central Prisoners of War Agency was able to provide moral 
support and comfort to millions of people by easing the terrible strain of 
uncertainty. Using “capture cards” and a file card for each individual, it 
recorded the circumstances of each prisoner of war and passed the essential 
information on to his family. It made innumerable enquiries whenever 
there was the least doubt as to a person’s identity (identical names 
appeared thousands and thousands of times over) or when people were 
missing or presumed dead. The Agency also increasingly took charge of 
forwarding correspondence from and to prisoners of war because postal 
services were either highly unreliable or non-existent. In the space of six 
years, the Agency made out some 25 million information cards on prison
ers of war and forwarded some 120 million messages between prisoners of 
war and their families, including 13 million letters or cards sent by prisoners 
of war.

Though the Agency was set up under the 1929 Geneva Convention as a 
centralized source of information on prisoners of war, in the course of the 
war it also began making enquiries about and on behalf of civilians, and 
forwarding personal messages between them. The war had torn countless 
families asunder and severed links between people. With the belligerents’ 
consent, therefore, the ICRC worked with the National Red Cross 
Societies to set up a system of family messages: a standard form was 
devised on which a message of at most 25 words could be sent through the 
Agency to a person’s relatives. The Agency was at times inundated with 
“civilian messages”, which totalled 23.5 million by the end of 1945.12 * * is

bb. Protection and assistance for prisoners of war

The ICRC’s protection work for prisoners of war consisted above all of 
visits by delegates to their camps and persistent representations to the 
governments of the warring countries to improve their conditions. While 
Article 86 of the 1929 Convention expressly provided for visits to prisoner- 
of-war camps by delegates of “protecting Powers charged with the protec

12 Article 140 of the 1949 Geneva Convention relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in
Time of War stipulates that a “Central Tracing Agency for protected persons, in particular
for internees, shall be created in a neutral country. The International Committee of the 
Red Cross shall, if it deems necessary, propose to the Powers concerned the organization 
of such an Agency, which may be the same as that provided for in Article 123 of the Geneva 
Convention relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War of August 12,1949”. This service
is today called the Central Tracing Agency. A detailed account of its development, 
organization and activities may be found in the work by Gradimir Djurovic mentioned in 
footnote 1.
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tion of the interests of the belligerents”, the ICRC had to make use of its 
right of initiative enshrined in Article 88 of the Convention, and to invoke 
the precedent set by what had been the institution’s practice during the 
First World War, in order to justify the visits it conducted over and above 
those made by the protecting powers. By the end of the war, over 300 Swiss 
delegates of the ICRC had conducted 11,000 visits. The institution was able 
to obtain access for its delegates to all premises where prisoners of war 
were held. The delegates were generally able to interview the prisoners and 
their representatives without witnesses. The ICRC’s reports on these visits 
were sent to both the prisoners’ own government and the one detaining 
them. Indeed they served as a concrete basis for the ICRC’s representa
tions to the detaining authorities which were aimed at ensuring that prison
ers of war enjoyed treatment in accordance with the Geneva Convention. 
There can be no doubt that the work of the ICRC and the protecting 
powers brought about substantial and usually lasting improvements in the 
situation of hundreds of thousands of prisoners.

However, serious obstacles were encountered during the Second World 
War because neither the Soviet Union nor Japan were party to the 1929 
Geneva Convention on the treatment of prisoners of war. The ICRC 
nevertheless asked the two belligerents to ensure de facto implementation 
of the treaty, but this produced only meagre results. Thus, German prison
ers held by the Soviets and Soviet prisoners in German hands generally 
remained unprotected by the Convention and inaccessible to represen
tatives of their protecting powers or ICRC delegates. This was also the case 
in the Far East where few ICRC delegates were admitted and their 
activities severely restricted. A complicating factor was the Japanese view 
of prisoners of war which was profoundly different from that of Western 
society: anyone who allowed himself to be captured thereby disgraced 
himself and thus forfeited any right to humane treatment.13

The ICRC went to great lengths to have the protective provisions of the 
Geneva Convention on the treatment of prisoners of war applied to certain 
categories of combatant or former regular combatants. The question here 
was the status of “partisans” or “resistance fighters” who had fallen into the 
hands of the enemy in France, Poland, Yugoslavia, Greece and other 
occupied countries. After 1943 in particular, the ICRC in some cases (the 
Free French forces for example) managed to have prisoner-of-war status 
granted to resistance fighters and to gain access now and then to prisoners 13 

13 Frédéric Siordet (see footnote 1) writes that “until the final capitulation ... there were very 
few Japanese prisoners of war. The Japanese prisoner did not ask for any sort of attention; 
indeed, he could not understand why he should be treated humanely, nor why the Red 
Cross should take any interest in his fate. Very often he refused to make use of mail 
facilities, and even declined to give his name, preferring to leave his relatives in the hope of 
his death, rather than inflict upon them the shame of his captivity” (p. 104).
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for visits and the delivery of material aid.14 The status of former regular 
combatants gave rise to problems mainly after the unconditional surrender 
of Germany and Japan, when the Allies created the category “disarmed 
military personnel” and “surrendered enemy personnel” to cover the huge 
numbers of members of the defeated forces now falling into their hands. 
Here again the ICRC was able to bring about partial application of the 
Geneva Convention to people in that category and its delegates were 
allowed to carry out a relatively broad range of visits and relief activity.

The ICRC’s relief work for prisoners of war in Europe was wide-ranging 
and intensive. While the Geneva Convention assigned the detaining power 
the responsibility for housing, feeding and clothing its prisoners, the 
detaining authorities were often unable and not always willing to provide 
even the bare minimum for a tolerable existence. In such cases the prison
ers’ governments and aid societies from home (above all the Red Cross) did 
what they could to ensure that individual relief parcels and collective relief 
shipments reached their imprisoned compatriots. Permission from the 
Allies for such shipments, which by definition had to get through the 
blockade that they had imposed on the Axis powers, was conditional upon 
adequate supervision by aid society representatives - principally ICRC 
delegates - of their distribution in the camps. This requirement led to the 
launching by the International Committee of a massive programme to 
supply prisoners of war15 with food, clothing, bedding and medicines, an 
operation that mobilized huge numbers of ships, railway wagons and 
lorries16 and made heavy use of the ports of Lisbon, Marseilles, Genoa and, 
later, Gothenburg and Lübeck. In all, some 36 million parcels (weighing a 
total of 450,000 tonnes and worth three thousand million Swiss francs) 
were transported and distributed.

To meet urgent needs, the ICRC also organized medical assistance by 
providing the camp health-care facilities with medicines and other mate
rial, especially orthopaedic equipment. To improve care of the prisoners’ 
teeth, over 60 “dental stations” were set up in camps in Germany. This 
medical aid was supplemented by deliveries of books (some 1.5 million in 
all), musical instruments, games and sports equipment for the no less 
important purpose of maintaining morale.17 The ICRC also facilitated the 
organization of courses, in particular language instruction.

When hostilities ended in Europe and the Far East in 1945, the ICRC

14 See the “Report on the Efforts made by the International Committee in behalf of'Parti- 
sans’ taken by the Enemy”, ICRC, Geneva 1946.

15 In all there were 2 million Allied prisoners of war (not counting Soviet nationals) in 
Germany and Italy. In addition, there were 1 million Frenchmen “convertis en travailleurs 
civils”.

16 In Basel the ICRC set up a “Foundation for the Organization of Red Cross Transports” 
that deployed its own ships under the protective emblem of the red cross.

17 In this the ICRC received great support from the “Alliance universelle des Union Chré
tiennes de Jeunes Gens”.
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called for the rapid repatriation of prisoners of war. But since no formal 
cease-fire agreements - much less peace treaties - had been concluded that 
could have contained provisions for the repatriation of prisoners, the 
process took years to complete: only in late 1948 had most prisoners of war 
returned home, and even then there remained certain groups still in 
captivity.18

cc. Assistance for civilians

Civilians were no less affected by the Second World War than the members 
of the land, naval and air forces. Strategic bombing with the aim of totally 
breaking the enemy’s capacity to resist, strict blockades and counter
blockades, and years of occupation of large, densely populated countries 
had impoverished the inhabitants and wrought damage and destruction on 
such a scale that the term “total war” was appropriate.

The international treaties of the day contained few provisions to shield 
civilians from the fighting or from military force brought to bear in 
occupied enemy territory. Such rules as did exist were to be found in the 
1899/1907 Hague Regulations and the 1907 Hague Convention respecting 
Bombardments by Naval Forces in Time of War, thus both dating from 
before the First World War. As explained above, the outbreak of the 
Second World War had prevented adoption, ratification and inclusion in 
international law of the draft conventions elaborated by the ICRC in the 
period between the wars and which, in limited, specialized areas, took the 
means and methods of modern warfare into some account.

Though the inadequate international law of that period provided no 
mandate for the ICRC to assist the civilian victims of the war, this did not 
prevent it from doing whatever was in its power to fulfil the humanitarian 
ideal of the Red Cross and come to their aid as well. After a negative 
response to its proposal at the outbreak of war that the Tokyo Draft (Draft 
International Convention concerning the condition and the protection of 
civilians of enemy nationality in the territory of a belligerent or in a 
territory occupied by it) should be applied de facto by the belligerents on 
the basis of reciprocity, the ICRC managed to obtain widespread agree
ment that foreign nationals who were on enemy territory when the war 
began and were interned because of their nationality should, by analogy, 
be treated in accordance with the provisions of the Geneva Convention for 
prisoners of war. Some 170,000 people - for example Germans in France 
and French citizens in Germany - benefited from this arrangement for 

18 Article 75 of the 1929 Geneva Convention contained the following provision: “In any case, 
the repatriation of prisoners shall be effected as soon as possible after the conclusion of 
peace”. In contrast, the 1949 Convention stipulates that “prisoners of war shall be released 
and repatriated without delay after the cessation of active hostilities" (author’s italics).
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“civilian internees”. This assimilation of civilian internees with prisoners of 
war enabled the ICRC to provide them with protection and aid similar to 
that for the prisoners of war themselves.

Far greater tasks and problems were encountered in the occupied ter
ritories where many millions of people were at the mercy of the occupying 
power. Thousands, for example, were taken hostage or condemned to 
death and executed, following summary trials, for offences against the 
occupiers. There were also a large number of people interned “for security 
reasons” who did not enjoy the same treatment as civilian internees in the 
territory of an enemy power: the belligerents had refused to implement 
such a régime in the territories they occupied.

The deportation of thousands of civilians, most of them Jews, from the 
occupied countries into German territory gave rise to acute concern. There 
they were held in “concentration camps” and completely cut off from the 
outside world. All attempts by the ICRC to obtain official information on 
the camps and their inmates and to gain access to them failed: its requests 
were categorically refused by every single authority approached. Only in 
the final three months of the war in Europe was there some relaxation of 
this stance and delegates were allowed into certain camps, where they were 
permitted to distribute relief, organize medical assistance, evacuations, 
exchanges and repatriation; at the same time, they were often able to 
prevent killings and hasty, last-minute demolition of buildings and empty
ing of the camps.19

From the autumn of 1943 onwards, the ICRC nonetheless managed to 
carry out a relief operation for concentration camp inmates. It began by 
sending parcels to inmates whose names and addresses were known in 
Geneva. The ICRC soon received acknowledgements of receipt bearing 
the names of further inmates. The operation thus grew steadily with 
collective shipments taking the place of individual parcels. By May 1945, 
1.1 million parcels had been delivered. Though the usual procedures for 
monitoring delivery and distribution could not be followed and it was 
inevitable that some parcels would go astray, it is nevertheless a fact that 
this operation enabled thousands of camp inmates to endure and eventu
ally survive their ordeal.20

Strategic bombing had particularly appalling consequences: whole cities 
were annihilated and innumerable civilians killed, maimed or otherwise 
seriously injured. While the Red Cross Societies worked with other organi
zations and the authorities to bring assistance, mostly medical, to the 

19 See Durand (“From Sarajevo to Hiroshima”), pp. 501-503, and the ICRC report “The 
work of the ICRC for civilian detainees in German concentration camps from 1939 to 
1945”, Geneva 1975, pp. 20-23.

20 Details of this operation and the difficulties encountered in delivering relief may be found 
in the ICRC report mentioned in footnote 19 and in Siordet (“Inter arma caritas...”), 
pp. 72-74.
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victims, the ICRC protested against the total war strategy with arguments 
based on both international law and general ethics. It sent appeals to the 
belligerents imploring them to restrict their attacks to military targets and 
spare civilians not involved in the war effort. In practical terms, it proposed 
that hospital and safety zones should be set up for wounded, sick and infirm 
civilians as well as women, children and the elderly.21 But the ICRC’s 
appeals and proposals were drowned out by the thunder of falling bombs; 
only much later was their echo heard in codified and customary interna
tional law.22

Total war reduced whole sections of the civilian population in several 
countries to a state of distress and deprivation. Above all there was not 
enough food. One horrifying example was Greece in which starvation was 
so widespread in 1941-42 that it claimed thousands of victims a day. In this 
case, the ICRC worked closely with Canada and Sweden and with the Swiss 
Red Cross and various aid committees in the United States to launch a 
rapid and effective relief operation: 800,000 meals a day were provided 
while wheat and other foodstuffs were shipped into Greek ports.23

As the conflict spread, the food situation worsened in other German- 
occupied areas and the ICRC began to receive ever more numerous and 
urgent appeals for aid. It thereupon turned to the League of Red Cross 
Societies and proposed that a joint operation be launched to bring relief to 
civilians. This led to the formation of the Joint Relief Commission in which 
the ICRC, the League and a number of National Societies took part. The 
Commission organized relief on a large scale in Belgium, France, Holland, 
Norway, Poland and Yugoslavia. Governments and charitable organiza
tions made available 150 million Swiss francs worth of donated supplies for 
the operation. Once active hostilities had ended, the operation grew in 
scope as it was extended to Bulgaria, Rumania, Austria and Hungary and 
to a defeated and exhausted Germany. In all, 500 million francs worth of 
relief supplies, either donated to or purchased by the Commission, were 
distributed, mostly under the supervision of ICRC delegates.24

One vital question which has repeatedly been raised is whether the 
ICRC paid sufficient attention to the plight of European Jews, whether it 

21 See the “Report concerning Hospital and Safety Localities and Zones”, International 
Committee of the Red Cross, Geneva, 1946.

22 The Fourth Geneva Convention relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of 
War of 12 August 1949 thus contains provisions for both “hospital and safety zones and 
localities”, to be set up in peacetime already or following the outbreak of hostilities, and 
“neutralized zones” to be declared in areas where fighting is taking place (Article 14 and 
15). More extensive protection for the civilian population is provided by the 1977 Protocols 
additional to the 1949 Geneva Conventions.

23 See the “Rapport final sur le Ravitaillement de la Grèce pendant l’occupation 1941-1944” 
(drawn up by the Commission formed under ICRC auspices to organize relief for Greece), 
Athens 1949.

24 See the “Report of the Joint Relief Commission of the International Red Cross 
1941-1946”, Geneva 1948.
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recognized the acute threat posed by the persecution and, later, the policy 
of extermination that the Nazi regime so cruelly and single-mindedly 
pursued to bring about what it called the Endldsung-the. “Final Solution”. 
Did the ICRC really do its utmost to prevent or at least mitigate the effects 
of this monstrosity? Did it try to alleviate the terrible suffering being 
endured by the Jews? In a comprehensive study carried out at the request 
of the International Committee, which granted him free access to its 
archives, the Geneva historian Jean-Claude Favez25 acknowledges the 
enormous obstacles that stood in the way of effective action to protect and 
assist them, namely the difficulties caused by the absence of any basis in 
international law for such activity, the fact that the ICRC’s energy and 
resources were absorbed by its activities under the Conventions and other 
efforts to help the millions of war victims and, finally, the absolute refusal 
of the Nazi regime to allow anything that might detract from their relentless 
anti-Jewish policy. At the same time, however, Favez accuses the ICRC of 
failing to grasp, or at least being too late in comprehending, the true horror 
of that utterly inhuman policy. He also takes the institution to task for its 
hesitation to make use of its moral authority to influence events and for its 
excessive concentration on existing international law (i.e. the 1907 and 
1929 Conventions) and excessive regard for the privileges enjoyed by 
sovereign States under that law. Favez feels that the International Commit
tee should have gone to the very highest levels of the Third Reich - to 
Himmler and even Hitler himself - and that it should not have hesitated to 
announce its protest and make its outrage known to the whole world. He 
also believes that the ICRC could have done more to save Jews in those 
countries allied with Germany and in its ‘satellite states’ by seeking indi
genous support there.

The ICRC issued an official statement,26 signed by President Cornelio 
Sommaruga, on Favez’s work. In it the institution admits that it did not 
sufficiently grasp the unprecedented nature of the tragedy taking place: its 
staff, faced with overwhelming daily responsibilities, had paid too little 
attention to the persecution of the Jews and thus had not sufficiently 
conceived of what was impossible to imagine - the Nazis’ determination to 
implement the “Final Solution”. It also says that one must wonder whether 
the ICRC should not have been more insistent in urging the Allied and 
neutral governments to do more to save the Jews for example by relaxing 
the blockade or being more generous in accepting refugees, and that the 
possibility of greater help for Jews in countries such as France, Italy, 
Hungary, Romania, Croatia and Slovakia should have been more sys
tematically explored.
25 “Une mission impossible? Le CICR, les déportations et les camps de concentration nazis”, 

Lausanne 1988. An English translation is expected to be published in 1993/4.
26 The statement was issued on 19 March 1988 and is included as an appendix to Favez’s book. 

It is also published in the International Review of the Red Cross, No. 271, July-August 
1989.
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On the other hand, the ICRC points out that its material and staff 
resources during the Second World War - with the prodigious tasks con
fronting the institution and the formidable obstacles placed in its way - 
were limited and being continually drained. The International Committee 
was therefore obliged to concentrate on its specific mandate and do what 
was realistically feasible. It could not expect public protests and appeals 
concerning the Holocaust to have any impact; on the contrary, there was a 
real danger that the links that had been forged (to the Wehrmacht and the 
German Foreign Office) would have been severed, with the consequence 
that even the humanitarian work the ICRC was then able to accomplish for 
the victims of the war would no longer have been possible. So all it could do 
was to search, quietly but persistently, for ways and means of aiding the 
inmates of the concentration camps, and be ready for when the break
through came.

The breakthrough did come, as we have seen, only in the final days of the 
war and only under the pressure of military collapse. On 12 March 1945 
Carl J. Burckhardt, who had been ICRC President since 1 January, met SS 
General Kaltenbrunner in Feldkirch. There he finally received permission 
to send delegates into the concentration camps - on condition that they 
remained there until the war ended. At last it became possible to do more 
to protect and assist the inmates and those who were evacuated and 
hospitalized. In Romania, Hungary and Slovakia, meanwhile, ICRC 
delegates had provided tens of thousands of Jews with food, clothing and 
medicines and, when possible, with “letters of protection” preserving them 
from deportation and extermination.27

e. The period from 1946 to 1990

The ICRC’s development from 1946 to 1990 again reflected develop
ments worldwide which, in turn, were influenced by three main factors. 
The first of these was the East-West conflict, the stand-off between the 
liberal democratic system and the communist totalitarian system. Hostil
ity rapidly increased after the end of the Second World War, resulting in 
the formation of separate political blocs, and became so intense that the 
term “Cold War” was used. There are a number of reasons why the Cold 
War never flared into another world war. One of these is the develop
ment of weapons (atomic, chemical and biological) of mass destruction, 
the use of which would cause immeasurable losses and devastation 
rendering any such war completely pointless. Tension did not abate, how

27 These operations, and the problems involved, are dealt with by Arieh Ben-Tov in his book 
“Facing the Holocaust in Budapest - the International Committee of the Red Cross and 
the Jews in Hungary, 1943-1945” (Henry Dunant Institute I Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 
Dordrecht/Boston/London 1988) and Drago Arsenijevic’s “Voluntary hostages of the SS” 
(Editions France-Empire, Second edition 1984).
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ever, until the events of 1989-90 in the Soviet Union and the former 
Eastern bloc.

The second main factor shaping world events in the post-war era was 
decolonization, which led to the creation of more than 80 new states. In the 
period between 1960 and 1969 alone, 44 countries or territories attained 
independence and became new “sovereign States”. The political and 
economic systems of these States bore the imprint of the former colonial 
powers and, following independence, proved unstable and crisis-prone. 
The result has been an endless series of disturbances and armed conflicts. 
The process of decolonization was also affected by the conflict between 
East and West, with the superpowers and their allies vying to gain influ
ence. Direct or indirect intervention by foreign powers in internal armed 
conflicts led to their internationalization and this had repercussions for the 
application of international humanitarian law.

The third main factor in world events from 1946 to 1990 was the steady 
growth of bilateral and, above all, multilateral international cooperation. 
Multilateral cooperation largely takes place within the framework of reg
ional and worldwide organizations such as the European Community, the 
Council of Europe, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, the Organization of American States, the Organization of 
African Unity, the League of Arab States and the United Nations with its 
specialized agencies. The components of the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement - in particular the ICRC and the League (now called the 
International Federation) - maintain relations at many different levels with 
regional and worldwide governmental and non-governmental organiza
tions and cooperate effectively with them in humanitarian and medical 
fields as well as in social welfare and human rights.28

In the years immediately following the Second World War the ICRC was 
hard at work preparing for revision of the two Geneva Conventions of 1929 
and the 1907 Hague Convention for the adaptation to maritime warfare of 
the principles of the 1864/1906 Geneva Conventions. It was also preparing 
the conclusion of a new convention on the protection of civilians in war. 
With the help of government experts and specialists from the National Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Societies, the ICRC drew up draft texts for four 
conventions incorporating the experience gained during the period bet
ween the two world wars and above all the Second World War. In 1948 the 
draft texts were submitted for approval to the 17th International Confer
ence of the Red Cross in Stockholm. The Swiss government then convened 
a Diplomatic Conference which took place in Geneva in 1949 with ICRC 
participation. On 12 August of that year, four Geneva Conventions were 
adopted: the Geneva Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of 
the Wounded and Sick in Armed Forces in the Field (‘First Convention’), 

28 See further details in Chapters VI and VII.
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the Geneva Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of 
Wounded, Sick and Shipwrecked Members of Armed Forces at Sea (‘Sec
ond Convention’), the Geneva Convention relative to the Treatment of 
Prisoners of War (‘Third Convention’) and the Geneva Convention rela
tive to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War (‘Fourth Conven
tion’). By the end of 1992,175 States were bound by the four Conventions. 
Details of their content and application may be found in Chapter IV.

In addition to its many tasks in the aftermath of the Second World War 
(repatriations, reuniting separated families, tracing, acting as an inter
mediary in compensation claims by the victims of war, etc.) the ICRC from 
1946 to 1970 carried out sometimes extensive protection and assistance 
work, partly based on the Geneva Conventions, in a number of countries 
affected by international or internal armed conflict.29 It did so, for instance, 
during the Korean War (1950-53), the popular uprising in Hungary 
(1956-57), a series of wars in the Middle East (1948-50, 1956, 1967 and 
1973), the conflict in Algeria (1955-62), the disturbances in the Congo 
following independence (1960-64) and the civil war in Nigeria (1967-70). 
The ICRC’s work to assist the victims of such conflicts was usually part of 
large-scale operations together with many National Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies and their international federation, the League.30 Relief 
operations launched by the Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees, 
the Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East and 
other United Nations agencies also grew in scale and significance.

Between the International Red Cross Conferences of 1957 (Delhi) and 
1965 (Vienna) the ICRC undertook the important project of defining, 
developing and making better known the principles of the Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Movement, in response to a widely felt need that had become 
more apparent as many new National Societies came into being in newly 
created States around the world. In 1961 in Prague, the Council of 
Delegates of the International Red Cross unanimously adopted the seven 
newly formulated principles of the Red Cross. In 1965, they were solemnly 
proclaimed at the 20th International Conference of the Red Cross in 
Vienna. Details about their content, scope and obligatory nature may be 
found in Chapter III.

During this period the ICRC also did extremely important work towards 
the confirmation and further development of international humanitarian 
law. This began with the publication in 1956 of “Draft rules for the 
limitation of the dangers incurred by the civilian population in time of 

29 See Dietrich Schindler, “Die Anwendung der Genfer Rotkreuzabkommen seit 1949”, 
Schweizerisches Jahrbuch für internationales Recht, Bd. XXII, Zürich 1965. See also the 
ICRC’s Annual Reports for that period.

30 Details on the work of the ICRC, the League and the National Societies in connection with 
armed conflicts, disturbances, refugee movements and other emergencies may be found in 
subsections 1 D and 3 D of this chapter.
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war”.31 This text was submitted to and in principle approved by the confer
ence in Delhi. However, it soon became apparent that the big powers 
mistrusted the proposals and were not prepared to adopt them as law. The 
draft rules, with their bold provisions to protect the civilian population in 
modern war (particularly by banning weapons with harmful effects whose 
extent and duration cannot be controlled), were not considered acceptable 
in the icy climate of the Cold War.

The basic ideas behind the Delhi draft remained, however, and in the 
early 1970s the ICRC joined with government and Red Cross experts to 
draft two additional protocols for the 1949 Geneva Conventions. The main 
purpose of the proposals was, once again, to provide protection for the 
civilian population but also to expand protection for the victims of internal 
armed conflict. After the 1973 International Conference of the Red Cross 
(Teheran) had been informed and taken note of the draft texts, they were 
submitted to a Diplomatic Conference convened by the Swiss government 
in Geneva. In four sessions from 1974 to 1977, the conference participants, 
who included ICRC experts, thoroughly discussed the texts. Finally, on 8 
June 1977, Protocol I “relating to the Protection of Victims of International 
Armed Conflicts” and Protocol II “relating to the Protection of Victims of 
Non-International Armed Conflicts” were adopted. As additional pro
tocols, they supplement the four 1949 Conventions. Taken together, the 
six treaties represent a formidable 559 - article code for humanity in war. 
The content of the Protocols32 and problems relating to their implementa
tion are discussed in Chapter IV.

The ICRC’s development between 1970 and 1990 was marked by the 
steady growth of its activities, especially in Third World countries.33 The 
institution’s protection and assistance operations around the world were 
divided into geographical zones; in 1991 these were Europe and North 
America, Latin America, Africa, the Middle East and North Africa 
(including Iran), and Asia and the Pacific (from Afghanistan through to the 
Far East). There were meanwhile over 40 full-time delegations in areas of 
particular instability. They were staffed by a total of several hundred 
delegates and backed up by locally recruited personnel. Thus, the Interna
tional Committee of the Red Cross should not be thought of only in terms 
of its headquarters in Geneva. It should be pictured as it exists “in the 
field”, in far-flung countries where it has put down roots and shown itself 
open to ideas and ways of life that have little to do with Switzerland or 
Europe.

31 This draft, together with commentary and appendices, was published by the ICRC in 
Geneva in September 1956.

32 At 31 December 1992,119 States were party to Protocol I and 109 to Protocol II.
33 See (footnote 1) FreymondJWillemin/Heacock, “The International Committee of the Red 

cross”. See also Jacques Meurant, “Under the presidency of Mr. Alexander Hay: the ICRC 
from 1967 to 1987 - controlled expansion”, International Review of the Red Cross, 
November-December 1987, pp. 621-638, and the ICRC’s Annual Reports for that period.
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Two main activities are made possible by the presence of ICRC delega
tions around the world: the ever-growing protection and assistance work 
for political prisoners - usually referred to as “security detainees” - and the 
institution’s increasing contribution to the development of new Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies. Both activities, which will be dealt with in 
greater detail later in this work, require delegates who have a good know
ledge of the country concerned and its circumstances and who are able to 
maintain the necessary contacts over an extended period.

In the period from 1970 to 1990, the ICRC carried out a number of large- 
scale operations that included both relief and protection. These operations 
took place during the conflict between India and Pakistan (1971) that led to 
the founding of Bangladesh, the wars in Indochina (Vietnam, Laos and 
Cambodia) in the seventies and early eighties (occasioning an enormous 
relief operation coordinated throughout the International Red Cross), the 
ongoing conflict in the Middle East, the war between Iran and Iraq 
(1980-1988), the Gulf crisis that arose in 1990 when Iraq invaded Kuwait 
and culminated in a short but intensive conflict between Iraq and a coali
tion of states in early 1991, and a series of disturbances and armed conflicts 
in Chile, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Angola, Ethiopia, Lebanon and Sudan. 
In addition, major operations were launched in conjunction with the 
League and National Societies in Poland (1981-84) and Romania 
(1989-90). By the late eighties, the ICRC was carrying out greater or 
smaller operations in over 80 countries.34

Setting up new delegations around the world, extending its work for 
political detainees and engaging in large-scale relief operations has 
resulted in a significant expansion of the ICRC’s tracing and medical 
services and its telecommunications network. For some time now the Cent
ral Tracing Agency has no longer concerned itself only with the victims of 
conflict covered by the Geneva Conventions; it now comes to the aid of 
refugees and political detainees as well. It coordinates the tracing work of 
the National Societies and advises them on technical matters. Likewise, the 
ICRC’s Medical Division has branched out from its classic range of 
activities and now concerns itself also with nutrition, hygiene, rehabilita
tion and training.

During the 1980s, the ICRC repeatedly took a strong stand against 
violations of international humanitarian law. This is a role assigned to the 
institution by the statutes of the International Red Cross and subsequently 
of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, requiring the 
ICRC to do its utmost to ensure full implementation of international 
humanitarian law. In representations to individual States and, at times, to 
all States party to the Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols, 
the ICRC has frequently stressed their obligation under those treaties “to 

34 More on individual operations may be found in subsection D.
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respect and to ensure respect for” them “in all circumstances”. In particu
larly serious cases such as the war between Iran and Iraq, the International 
Committee has made worldwide public appeals.35 In early 1985, the ICRC 
publicly called for a “humanitarian mobilization”, that is, it called for 
“concerted action by all the forces of humanitarianism to raise the level of 
respect for humanitarian rules in conflicts” and ensure that the principle of 
humanity once again prevails.36

The ICRC has given much attention over the past 20 years to the 
question of whether, and if so how, the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement can promote and consolidate peace both within and between 
States. An account of initiatives taken to this end and the results of those 
initiatives will be given in Chapter V.

B. Functions and activities of the ICRC on the basis of provisions 
being in force today

This section will deal with the present role of the ICRC in three main areas: 
- within the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, of

which the ICRC is a central component;
- in the domain of international humanitarian law, in particular the 1949 

Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols of 1977;
- in areas of activity not covered by the Conventions, i.e. in which the 

ICRC exercises its traditional right of initiative.

a. Functions of the ICRC as a central component of the International 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement

The institution’s functions are set out both in the Movement’s statutes, 
adopted in 1986, and in the ICRC’s own statutes of 1988. Those texts assign 
the International Committee tasks in five different areas.

aa. Newly-founded or reconstituted Red Cross or Red Crescent Societies 
must seek recognition from the ICRC. Before granting recognition, the 
institution verifies whether the applicant Society meets the conditions set 
out in Article 4 of the Movement’s statutes. Once it has granted recogni
tion, the ICRC notifies the other National Societies of this fact. More on 
the development of this function, the conditions for recognition, the pro

35 See “Action by the International Committee of the Red Cross in the event of breaches of 
international humanitarian law”, International Review of the Red Cross, March-April 
1981, pp. 76-83 and “Respect for international humanitarian law: ICRC review of five 
years of activity (1987-1991)”. - Geneva: ICRC, December 1991.

36 See Chapter III, section 3 C.
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cess involved and cooperation with the International Federation (known 
until 1991 as the League) in examining the application as well as the effects 
of recognition, may be found in section 2 B of the present chapter.

Once a National Society has been recognized by the ICRC and has thus 
become a component of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement,37 the 
ICRC takes up the same close relations with that Society as with all other 
National Societies. Article 5 of the Movement’s statutes emphasizes coop
eration in matters of common concern, such as the training of medical 
personnel and preparation of medical equipment in case of armed conflict, 
and all other preparations for humanitarian work in the event of war, i.e. 
setting up information and tracing services, promoting the development, 
ratification and implementation of international humanitarian law and 
ensuring that it is as widely known as possible. Working closely with the 
International Federation, the ICRC must also strive to help develop and 
strengthen the National Societies, and above all assist them in interpreting, 
implementing and promoting knowledge of the principles of the Red Cross 
and the Red Crescent.

bb. The ICRC has the task of maintaining and disseminating the princip
les of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, namely humanity, 
impartiality, neutrality, independence, voluntary service, unity and uni
versality. As shown in the foregoing subsection (A) and particularly in 
Chapter III, the ICRC has also contributed significantly to the consolida
tion, wording and interpretation of these principles. Since circumstances 
are constantly changing within States and in the international community 
as a whole, with old and new National Societies developing, adapting and 
reorienting themselves, it is extremely important to give due thought to the 
content and scope of the Movement’s principles and to see that they 
become more widely known and understood among those Societies’ staff 
and members, the authorities, teachers and students and the general 
public. The ICRC traditionally has a leading role and particular responsi
bility in this area.

cc. The ICRC has accordingly been assigned the task of initiating and 
preparing the further development of international humanitarian law and 
ensuring that the principles and provisions of that law are widely known 
and understood (“dissemination”). More about this important and in many 
respects successful activity may be found in the previous subsection A and 
Chapter IV. In addition to its work of drafting treaties and sending its 
experts to take part in diplomatic conferences, the institution has also 
published a four-volume commentary on the Conventions of 1949 and an 

37 In practice, a Society becomes without delay a member of the Federation when it has been 
recognized by the ICRC.
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equally extensive commentary on their Additional Protocols.38 Once again 
it should be noted that dissemination - particularly to National Society 
members, academics and armed forces personnel, civil defence organiza
tions and any authorities with responsibility for implementing humanita
rian law - is a vital prerequisite for implementation of the provisions and 
principles of that law in an armed conflict and therefore merits constant 
attention.39 Moreover, spreading knowledge of international humanitarian 
law also serves to propagate the humanitarian spirit which inspires and 
guides the work of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent not only in wartime 
but at all times.

dd. Article 5 of the Movement’s statutes requires the ICRC to coordi
nate, when necessary, assistance from National Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies for the victims of international or internal armed conflict or 
disturbances. In so doing the ICRC must work closely with the Societies 
concerned and adhere to the agreements it has concluded with the Interna
tional Federation. The Agreement between the ICRC and the Federation 
currently in force (it was reached on 20 October 1989)40 accords with the 
Movement’s statutes by specifying that “in situations of international or 
other armed conflict, the ICRC, by virtue of the role of a specifically 
neutral and independent institution and intermediary conferred on it by 
the Geneva Conventions, shall assume the general direction of interna
tional Red Cross and Red Crescent action” (Article 18 of the Agreement). 
Article 20 further stipulates that the ICRC shall assume the general direc
tion of international Red Cross and Red Crescent action in other situa
tions, such as internal disturbances, requiring action by a specifically 
neutral and independent intermediary. The Agreement contains several 
further provisions covering the eventuality of disagreement between the 
ICRC and the International Federation in their assessment of a situation, 
or in the event that an armed conflict or disturbances (man-made disaster) 
coincide with or are followed by a natural disaster requiring action by the 
International Federation. These rules will be dealt with in more detail in 
Section 4 of this chapter.

ee. Finally, the ICRC plays an important role within the statutory bodies 
of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement.41 Two of 

38 “The Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, Commentary”, Vol. I-IV, ICRC, Geneva 
1952-60; “Commentary on the Additional Protocols of 8 June 1977 to the Geneva Conven
tions of 12 August 1949”, ICRC/Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, Geneva 1987.

39 The four Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols all contain provisions 
obliging the States party to take steps both in peacetime and in the event of armed conflict 
to spread knowledge of the rules set out in those treaties.

40 See the “Compendium of reference texts on the International Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement”, ICRC/League, Geneva 1990, pp. 47-59.

41 More on the composition, responsibilities and procedures of these bodies may be found in 
section 4 of this chapter.
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the nine members of the Standing Commission are ICRC representatives. 
The Council of Delegates is, as a rule, chaired by the ICRC President. 
While it is true that all delegations - from States, National Societies, the 
ICRC and the International Federation - to the International Conference 
of the Red Cross and Red Crescent enjoy equal rights and have only one 
vote each, the ICRC does in fact play a leading role. This is because many 
of the texts on which the Conference’s deliberations are based are drawn 
up either by the ICRC alone or in conjunction with the International 
Federation. Moreover, commentary on those texts (reports and draft 
resolutions) is provided by members or staff of the ICRC who also take 
part in Conference discussions. The International Committee plays a simi
lar role in the Council of Delegates. Through their many resolutions, these 
two bodies, the International Conference and the Council of Delegates, 
assign mandates to the ICRC (and to the International Federation as well). 
These usually result in an extension of the ICRC’s activities and respon
sibilities. Thus, the ICRC has become one of the chief executors of resolu
tions by the International Conference and the Council of Delegates.

b. Rights and duties of the ICRC based on the Geneva Conventions
of1949 and their Additional Protocols of 1977

The 1929 Geneva Convention on the treatment of prisoners of war men
tioned the ICRC in only three articles. In the Conventions of 1949, the 
International Committee or its Central Tracing Agency are mentioned in 
no less than sixty. This dramatic increase in direct reference to the institu
tion was doubtless in recognition of the work accomplished and initiatives 
undertaken by it during the Second World War. To a large extent it also 
represented a codification of functions that the ICRC had performed 
between 1939 and 1947. The institution is also specifically mentioned 
several times in Additional Protocol I. It is therefore striking that, with 
only one exception,42 there is no mention of the ICRC in Protocol II for the 
protection of victims of non-international armed conflict. All in all, the 
position assigned to the ICRC by the Conventions and Protocol I appears 
to be relatively strong, giving it a varied and extensive role to play. The 
following provisions are particularly important.43

aa. Like the 1929 Geneva Convention on the treatment of prisoners of 
war, the Conventions of 1949 and Additional Protocol I acknowledge the 
ICRC’s right of initiative. An article common to the four Conventions (in 
the first three it is Art. 9, in the Fourth it is Art. 10) stipulates that the 

42 The exception concerns the obligation provided in Article 24 for the depository State to 
consult the ICRC whenever one of the States party proposes an amendment to the Protocol.

43 See also Chapter IV.
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provisions of the Conventions “constitute no obstacle to the humanitarian 
activities which the International Committee of the Red Cross or any other 
impartial humanitarian organization may, subject to the consent of the 
Parties to the conflict concerned, undertake” to protect and bring assis
tance to wounded, sick or ship-wrecked military personnel, prisoners of 
war and civilians. Article 81 of Additional Protocol I states that, in addition 
to the humanitarian functions assigned to it by the Conventions and that 
Protocol “in order to ensure protection and assistance to the victims of 
conflict, the ICRC may also carry out any other humanitarian activities in 
favour of these victims, subject to the consent of the Parties to the conflict 
concerned”. With this acknowledgement of its right of initiative, the ICRC 
is given a certain freedom to take humanitarian action of the nature 
specified in the four Geneva Conventions and Protocol I, but in situations 
not covered by the written law. It goes without saying that this freedom 
must be used in conformity with the principles of the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent. And any such initiative is also clearly subject to limitation or 
even obstruction since it is conditional upon the consent of the parties to 
conflict. But, for all that, the ICRC’s right of initiative is of great signifi
cance; it has proved its value on numerous occasions during the two world 
wars and in other conflicts as well. Moreover, as we saw in subsection A, 
the initiatives taken have served not only to bridge cruel gaps but some
times to close those gaps altogether by paving the way for further develop
ment of the law.

bb. In terms almost identical to those of Article 79 of the 1929 Geneva 
Convention, Article 123 of the 1949 Convention on the treatment of 
prisoners of war requires a “Central Prisoners of War Information 
Agency” to be set up in a neutral country. The ICRC may, if it deems 
necessary, suggest the organization of such an agency to the powers con
cerned. As we have already seen, Article 140 of the 1949 Convention for 
the protection of civilians in wartime provides for the setting up in a neutral 
country of a “Central Information Agency for protected persons, in par
ticular for internees”. This may likewise be proposed by the ICRC “if it 
deems necessary”. Article 140 specifically stipulates that this agency may 
be the same as that provided for prisoners of war, that is, there may be one 
agency for both. And, indeed, such a merger has taken place since the 
Second World War. Moreover, the Central Tracing Agency has become a 
permanent and extremely important fixture at the ICRC.

The work of the Agency was extended by the Third and Fourth Geneva 
Conventions in accordance with practical experience during the Second 
World War. The advent of Additional Protocol I, with its Articles 33 
(missing persons) and 78 (evacuation of children) brought a further exten
sion. In any case, the Agency has for many years been following up tracing 
requests concerning persons (political detainees, missing persons and 
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refugees) who are not protected by the Geneva Conventions or their 
Protocols, and passing on information about them. Yet another important 
Agency task is to provide technical assistance in developing the tracing 
services of the National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies and cooper
ate closely with them.

cc. The provisions contained in Articles 126 of the Third and 143 of the 
Fourth Geneva Convention of 1949 are highly important. These concern 
the ICRC’s right to visit prisoners of war and civilian internees. Though 
these provisions refer primarily to such activity by the protecting powers, 
i.e. States representing the interests of the parties to the conflict, they 
nevertheless specifically state that ICRC delegates “shall enjoy the same 
prerogatives” as delegates of the protecting powers. Thus they are entitled 
to visit all places where prisoners of war or civilian internees are being held, 
“particularly [...] places of internment, imprisonment and labour”. The 
delegates are granted complete freedom to choose the places they wish to 
visit. They are guaranteed access to all premises occupied by prisoners of 
war or civilian internees and may interview them without witnesses. There 
may be no restriction on the length or number of the visits conducted. 
However, the detaining power may prohibit visits “for reasons of impera
tive military necessity [but] then only as an exceptional and temporary 
measure”.

The main purpose of visits to prisoners of war and civilian internees is to 
monitor implementation of the Third and Fourth Geneva Conventions for 
the protection of those categories of detainees.44 Following the visits, the 
ICRC sends confidential reports to both the detaining power and the 
detainees’ home government informing them of the delegates’ findings and 
suggesting improvements that would bring treatment and conditions into 
line with the Conventions. The delegates, especially those of the ICRC 
itself, can also bring material aid to the detainees, as we will now see.

dd. Under Article 125 of the Third and Article 142 of the Fourth Conven
tion, the detaining power must provide religious bodies, relief societies and 
any other organization assisting prisoners of war and civilian internees with 
all the facilities necessary for visiting them, distributing relief supplies and 
material for religious, educational or recreative purposes, and assisting 
them in organizing their leisure time. Both articles contain the following 
paragraph: “The special position of the International Committee of the 
Red Cross in this field shall be recognized and respected at all times”. This 
singles the ICRC out from among other aid organizations, giving it a 

44 “Veiller et concourir à la bonne application des Conventions de Genève est, pour le 
C.I.C.R., l’élément primordial de son action de protection.’’/Monitoring the implementa
tion of the Geneva Conventions and, where necessary, intervening to have it improved is a 
primordial aspect of the ICRC’s protection work! (Jean Pictet, “Une institution unique en 
son genre ...” [see footnote 1], p. 80).
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privileged position doubtless due to its effective work during the Second 
World War.

Other significant provisions are those in Articles 75 of the Third and 111 
of the Fourth Convention to deal with the contingency of hostilities pre
venting the belligerents from honouring their obligations under the Con
ventions to convey cards and letters and transport individual parcels or 
larger shipments of food, medicines, clothing or books to prisoners of war 
or internees. In such a case, the protecting powers, the ICRC or any other 
organization recognized by the warring parties may undertake by suitable 
means to transport those shipments. For this purpose, the States party to 
the Conventions must endeavour to provide the necessary transport and 
allow its circulation, in particular by granting safe conduct passes.

Other important provisions are those in Article 59 and 61 of the Fourth 
Convention. These cover cases in which the population of an occupied 
territory is inadequately supplied, and oblige the occupying power to 
“facilitate [relief schemes on behalf of that population] by all the means at 
its disposal”. Such schemes consist in particular of consignments of food, 
medical supplies and clothing. They may be undertaken by the States 
themselves or by impartial humanitarian organizations such as the ICRC. 
All States party to the Conventions must permit the free passage of these 
consignments and guarantee their protection. Once they have arrived at 
their destination, the consignments must be distributed under the supervi
sion of the protecting power. Provided the occupying power and the 
protecting power agree, supervision may be left to a neutral State, to the 
ICRC or to any other impartial humanitarian organization.

ee. A further task of the ICRC under Articles 23 of the First and 14 of the 
Fourth Convention concerns the setting up, either in peacetime or follow
ing the outbreak of hostilities, respectively of “hospital zones and 
localities” and “hospital and safety zones and localities”. These zones and 
localities are intended to take in, provide treatment for and protect from 
the effects of war persons who are wounded, sick or aged, children under 
fifteen, expectant mothers and mothers of children under seven. The 
Conventions encourage the belligerents to conclude agreements, at the 
outbreak and during the course of hostilities, for mutual recognition of any 
hospital and safety zones and localities they have created. Indeed, a draft 
text for such agreements is annexed to both Conventions. Moreover, the 
protecting powers and the ICRC are invited in these provisions to “lend 
their good offices” to facilitate the setting up and recognition of such zones 
and localities. Unfortunately, these provisions have to date played only a 
minor role in practice.

ff. Various provisions of the Third and Fourth Conventions govern con
tacts between, on the one hand, the protecting powers, the ICRC and 
recognized aid organizations, and on the other, prisoners of war and their 



80

elected representatives or civilian internees and the “internee committees” 
elected by them (Articles 79 and 81 of the Third Convention; Articles 102 
and 104 of the Fourth Convention). For such contacts, in particular “for 
communication by post and telegraph”, it is stipulated that all facilities 
[must] be accorded”. In addition, Article 30 of the Fourth Convention 
contains a general provision that protected civilians “shall have every 
facility” for contact with the protecting powers, the ICRC and the National 
Red Cross or Red Crescent Society of the country in which they find 
themselves, and with any other organization that might assist them.

gg. The four Geneva Conventions and Protocol I must be “applied with 
the cooperation and under the scrutiny of the Protecting Powers whose 
duty it is to safeguard the interests of the Parties to the conflict” (Article 8 
of the First, Second and Third Conventions, Article 9 of the Fourth 
Convention and Article 5 of Protocol I). The Conventions nevertheless 
stipulate that the parties to a conflict may at any time agree to entrust to an 
organization which offers all guarantees of impartiality and efficacy the 
duties of a protecting power (Article 10 of the First, Second and Third 
Conventions and Article 11 of the Fourth Convention). Such an organiza
tion - indeed, if need be, “any neutral Power” - may be invited by the 
“Detaining Power” to undertake the tasks of the protecting power should a 
country previously assigned to those tasks cease its activities. If it proves 
impossible to ensure effective protection in this way, the detaining power 
must then either invite a “humanitarian organization” such as the ICRC to 
undertake the “humanitarian functions” performed by protecting powers, 
or accept the services offered to it by such an organization. When a 
humanitarian organization officially undertakes the functions of a protect
ing power, it then acts as a “substitute organization” and, as such, may 
exercise the rights of a protecting power. Article 5 of Protocol I confirms 
the “system of Protecting Powers” intended to ensure compliance with the 
Geneva Conventions and Protocol I. It assigns the ICRC the task, when 
there is no protecting power, of offering its good offices to the belligerents 
“with a view to the designation without delay of a Protecting Power to 
which the Parties to the conflict consent”. If, in spite of this, no protecting 
power can be found, the belligerents must accept without delay any offer 
from the ICRC to act as a substitute.

During the Second World War, Switzerland and other neutral States 
acted as protecting powers for 35 warring countries. Since then, however, 
protecting powers have only seldom been designated under the Geneva 
Conventions. Yet the ICRC has never been officially assigned to act as a 
substitute. Nevertheless, where there has been no protecting power the 
institution has played de facto the role of substitute protecting power in that 
it has done its utmost to carry out - but for the benefit of all victims of the 
conflict - its specific humanitarian activities to meet the needs observed by 
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it. When necessary, it has done this exactly as if it had the mandate of a 
substitute protecting power.45

hh. The adoption of an identical article for the protection of victims of 
non-international armed conflict in all four 1949 Conventions must be 
regarded as a great achievement for humanitarianism, all the more so as 
the internal armed conflicts that have taken place since 1949 have been 
many and frequently devastating. Article 3 common to the four Conven
tions requires that “persons taking no active part in the hostilities, includ
ing members of armed forces who have laid down their arms and those 
placed hors de combat by sickness, wounds, detention, or any cause, shall 
in all circumstances be treated humanely, without any adverse distinction”. 
It then goes on to stipulate that an impartial humanitarian body such as the 
ICRC may offer its services to the parties to conflict. Thus the ICRC can, 
provided it has the consent of the belligerents, provide protection and 
assistance to the victims of non-international armed conflict. Such activity 
may not be refused on the grounds that it constitutes interference in the 
internal affairs of a State.

The ICRC has made frequent use of this right to offer its services, and its 
offers have time and again been accepted and made good with great 
efficacy.46 Article 3 is all the more valuable as it proved impossible at the 
1974-77 Diplomatic Conference to include a similar or stronger provision 
in Protocol II that would have further developed and supplemented Article 
3. Obviously, the right guaranteed to the ICRC under Article 3 is also 
available to it in the situations set out in Article 1 (“material field of 
application”) of Protocol II.

c. Activities based on the ICRC’s right of initiative
as a specifically neutral and independent institution

As we saw under the previous heading in this chapter, the 1949 Geneva 
Conventions and Additional Protocol I of 1977 once again acknowledge 
the ICRC’s right of initiative, that is, the right, “subject to the consent of 
the Parties to the conflict concerned”, to “carry out any other humanitarian 
activities” for the victims of armed conflict that go beyond those activities 
specifically assigned to the ICRC by the Geneva Conventions and their 
Additional Protocols. In addition to this particular ‘Convention-based’ 
right of initiative, the ICRC also has a more general ‘non-Convention- 
based’ right of initiative anchored both in tradition and in the statutes of the 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and the ICRC’s own statutes. The 

45 See Chapter IV for the problems involved in monitoring implementation of the Geneva 
Conventions and their Additional Protocols.

46 See the examples of recent activities described in subsection D.
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ICRC’s statutes (adopted in 1988) use the same wording as the Move
ment’s statutes (adopted in 1986) to describe this right:

“The ICRC may take any humanitarian initiative which comes within its 
role as a specifically neutral and independent institution and intermedi
ary, and may consider any question requiring examination by such an 
institution”.47

On the basis of the above-quoted provision, but also of resolutions adopted 
by International Conferences of the Red Cross,48 the ICRC provides 
protection and assistance for the victims of internal disturbances and ten
sions, and above all for people who have been deprived of their freedom as 
a result of such events.49

A distinction must be made between “internal disturbances” and “inter
nal tensions” on the one hand and “non-international armed conflict” on 
the other. The latter is covered at least by Article 3 common to the four 
Geneva Conventions and, in the event of persistent and widespread fight
ing, by Additional Protocol II (according to the definition set out in Article 
1 of that instrument).50 At a conference of government experts in 1971, the 
ICRC defined the term “internal disturbances” as follows:

“... 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 

47 A similar wording had already been used in the statutes of the International Red Cross 
adopted in 1952.

48 The right and duty of the Red Cross to come to the aid of the victims of civil war and “social 
and revolutionary disturbances” were set out for the first time in Resolution XIV of the 
10th International Conference of the Red Cross (Geneva, 1921). The work of the ICRC in 
connection with internal disturbances and tensions was later further defined and endorsed, 
for example in Resolution VI of the 24th International Conference of the Red Cross 
(Manila, 1981). See the “International Red Cross Handbook”, twelfth edition, Geneva 
1983, pp. 632 and 641.

49 See the following in particular: “The ICRC, the League and the Report on the re-appraisal 
of the role of the Red Cross”, ICRC, Geneva, 1979; “The International Committee of the 
Red Cross and internal disturbances and tensions”, ICRC, Geneva 1986; Freymondl 
WilleminIHeacock, “The International Committee of the Red Cross”, Boston/The Hague/ 
Dordrecht/Lancaster 1984, pp. 110-116; Jacques Moreillon, “The International Commit
tee of the Red Cross and the protection of political detainees”, International Review of the 
Red Cross, November 1974 and April 1975; Moreillon, “International solidarity and 
protection of political detainees”, ibid., May-June 1981; Jean Pictet (see footnote 1), “Une 
institution unique en son genre ...”, pp. 90-95.

50 Article 1, para. 2 of Protocol II clearly states that this instrument is not applicable “to 
situations of internal disturbances and tensions, such as riots, isolated and sporadic acts of 
violence and other acts of a similar nature, as not being armed conflicts”.
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forces, to restore internal order. The high number of victims has made 
necessary the application of a minimum of humanitarian rules”.51

The ICRC defines “internal tensions” as “serious tensions” between diffe
rent groups or between certain groups and the government, arising for 
political, religious, racial, social or economic reasons or as sequels to an 
armed conflict or internal disturbances.

When there are internal disturbances and tensions, when groups and 
organizations rise up against the powers that be, when violence is commit
ted against people and property, when there are protests and demonstra
tions and demands for the overthrow of the system or government or for 
fundamental changes in social conditions, many people are exposed to 
great danger. A state of emergency may be declared and fundamental civil 
rights and the rule of law itself may be suspended. The result is usually 
arrests and lengthy detention of numerous persons, being accused of 
disturbing the peace and public order, offences against State security, and 
perhaps ideological and political misdeeds as well. People arrested and 
detained under such circumstances are in danger of vanishing to remote 
areas and to be held in complete isolation. They may also be subjected to 
inhuman, cruel and degrading treatment. And, particularly during the 
interrogation phase, they may be tortured in order to intimidate them and 
extort information and confessions.

The ICRC has long viewed it as one of its tasks to provide protection and 
assistance to the victims of internal disturbances and tensions, i.e. where 
there is a serious conflict if not actually a ‘civil war’. It does this work as a 
specifically neutral and independent institution that enjoys the general 
trust of the international community and guarantees impartial, apolitical 
and effective action. By virtue of its many years of experience in providing 
protection, under the Geneva Conventions, for prisoners of war and 
civilian internees, it has specialized on visiting places of detention where 
political prisoners or, as it usually terms then “security detainees” are held. 
It carried out this activity for the first time in 1918 in Russia and 1919 in 
Hungary. In the period between the two world wars, ICRC delegates 
visited people detained in connection with internal disturbances and ten
sions in Ireland (1923), Poland (1924), Montenegro (1924), Italy (1931), 
Austria (1934), Germany (1935 and 1938) and Lithuania (1937). But ICRC 
protection and assistance to political detainees became a continuous, wide
spread and large-scale aspect of its work only after the Second World War, 
increasing sharply in the wake of decolonization. Between 1945 and 1990, 
ICRC delegates visited over half a million political prisoners in about a 
hundred countries. These visits have been largely centred on Africa and 
Latin America but also take place in Asia, the Middle East and, increas
ingly, in Europe. Examples are given later in this chapter.

51 See (footnote 49) “The ICRC and internal disturbances and tensions”, p. 4.
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The purpose of ICRC visits to political detainees is to monitor and 
improve conditions of detention, establish contact with the outside world - 
especially the detainees’ families - and, when necessary, to provide mate
rial aid, particularly for health care. The ICRC sets certain conditions for 
its visits. For example, it must be allowed to visit all places of detention, to 
see all persons held there, to interview without witnesses the detainees of 
its choice and to make further visits to the same places. In reports to the 
responsible authorities it gives details of its delegates’ findings and makes 
recommendations for the improvement of conditions. These reports are 
confidential and may not be published unless the detaining authorities so 
request, or unless they themselves have published selected excerpts. This 
latter case would warrant publication by the ICRC of a report in its 
entirety.

There is no basis in current treaty law for ICRC visits to political 
prisoners. However, through the ICRC’s right of initiative, such visits have 
become the institution’s practice. This and the rules it has established for its 
visits have been accepted by many States and it is now possible to describe 
this activity as customary (in the legal sense of the word), a practice that 
may not be viewed as interference in a State’s internal affairs. Moreover, 
the visits generally have a positive effect and no State has ever told the 
ICRC that its visits threaten its security or affect the legal status of the 
detainees. Nevertheless, many States have refused the ICRC access to 
political prisoners or withdrawn permission that they had previously 
granted. Further determined effort is therefore needed to strengthen 
acceptance of ICRC visits and perhaps later to provide them with a solid 
basis in international law.

People who are arrested and held for long periods for political or State
security reasons in connection with internal disturbances and tensions do 
not enjoy the protection guaranteed by international humanitarian law to 
the victims of war. They are, however, entitled to benefit by the fundamen
tal provisions for their protection that are contained in regional or world
wide human rights treaties. It is a significant fact that several such treaties 
contain so-called emergency clauses that at the same time name the provi
sions to which no derogation may be made even “in time of public 
emergency which threatens the life of the nation”.52 Minimum rules for the 
treatment of detainees have also been adopted, for instance by the United 
Nations in 1957 and the Council of Europe in 1987. When faced with 

52 This is quoted from the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights which was 
adopted on 16 December 1966 and to which 117 States were party by end of 1992. Article 4 
of the Covenant declares to be non-derogable Art. 6 (right to life), Art. 7 (prohibition of 
torture), Art. 8, para. 1 and 2 (prohibition of slavery, the slave trade and servitude), Art.
11 (prohibition of imprisonment for debt), Art. 15 (prohibition of retroactive application 
of penal laws), Art. 16 (recognition as a person before the law) and Art. 18 (right to 
freedom of thought, conscience and religion).



85

internal disturbances and tensions the ICRC thus may draw attention to 
fundamental human rights and cite rules that have been adopted to express 
them.

Protection and assistance for political prisoners, while certainly the 
ICRC’s most important activity in connection with internal disturbances 
and tensions, is not the only one. The institution also takes action to help 
the families of detainees and of people who have been abducted or have 
disappeared. Searching for such people and striving to prevent “enforced 
disappearances” are further tasks that can fall to the ICRC. Indeed, the 
ICRC can have the general role of countering violence and lawlessness and 
working for a restoration of humanity and the rule of law. Whatever it 
does, the ICRC remains true to the fundamental principles of the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent, scrupulously avoiding any hint of partiality or 
discrimination.53

C. Key features of the ICRC

a. The cooptation and Swiss nationality of Committee members

The ICRC’s legal status is that of an association subject to the Swiss civil 
code. It has its headquarters in Geneva. This association, called the “Inter
national Committee of the Red Cross”, is governed by a collegiate body 
called the Assembly. The ICRC’s statutes allow the Assembly to have from 
15 to 25 members. In practice, however, the number is at least 20. The 
Assembly takes in new members through a process of cooptation, i.e. they 
are elected by the members already in office. Every member must be a 
Swiss citizen. Both the principle of cooptation and the requirement of 
Swiss nationality are anchored not only in the ICRC’s own statutes but also 
in those of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. The 
Geneva Conventions, however, contain no provision concerning the legal 
status, the composition or the headquarters of the ICRC - the Interna
tional Committee is merely referred to as an existing institution, to be 
precise as an “impartial humanitarian organization”.

Members of the ICRC are elected for terms of four years. A two-thirds 
majority is required for each of the first three terms. A three-quarters 
majority is required for each succeeding term. At present, the President 
and one Vice-President are in full-time office. The other Vice-President 

53 The institution’s 1986 report “The International Committee of the Red Cross and internal 
disturbances and tensions” commented that “the current trend towards ever more indis
criminate violence must strengthen more than ever the Red Cross fundamental resolve to 
make its voice heard in order to preserve a minimum of humanity amid the violence of 
struggles (p. 15) ... The vicious circle of violence must be broken by spreading the antidote 
of humanitarianism” (p. 19).
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and the remaining members of the Committee carry out their functions on 
a part-time or honorary basis. But all members invest a great deal of time in 
the institution: the preparatory work, the many meetings and missions they 
carry out go far beyond what is required of the members of most associa
tions, even at directorate level.

Committee members were originally drawn from Geneva’s citizenry. 
Later, however, particularly after the First World War, Committee mem
bership was expanded to include people from other areas of Switzerland. 
At the same time, the social milieus from which they were recruited 
became more diverse. The decisive factor in selecting new members of the 
ICRC is not, and never has been, some desire to maintain a political, 
religious or regional balance within the Committee; rather, it is the can
didates’ personal suitability for the special work that Committee member
ship entails. The key criteria are their personal qualities, the degree to 
which they are prepared to give humanitarian service in accordance with 
the Movement’s fundamental principles, the amount of experience and 
success they have had in professional life and the ability to devote much 
time and energy to the Committee’s work. Finally, the Committee no 
longer consists only of older (primarily male) pillars of society; today its 
policy is also to include younger people - both men and women - from a 
wide variety of backgrounds.

There has been frequent criticism of the fact that, since it was founded in 
1863, the ICRC has comprised only Swiss citizens (see section A of this 
chapter: Development). The system of cooptation can be questioned on 
the grounds that it is undemocratic, permits arbitrary selection and is not 
subject to scrutiny by any election-monitoring body. One might well fear 
that a Committee composed exclusively of Swiss citizens may in certain 
situations be refused access to the parties to conflict and their victims, that 
it might be too homogeneous always to appreciate the diversity of our 
world and the complexity of the situations in which the ICRC must oper
ate; in short, that it might increasingly be perceived as an anachronism 
swimming against the mighty, and growing, current of international and 
multilateral cooperation.

In over 125 years of growth and development, however, the ICRC 
system has proved over the long term to be the most reasonable. Selecting 
new members through cooptation ensures the ICRC’s independence 
because the Committee is thus free of influence by or responsibility 
towards any electoral authority such as, for instance, the International 
Conference of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent or the Swiss Federal 
Council might otherwise represent. Cooptation also makes it easier to elect 
members according to their personal suitability without excessive consider
ation of their political affiliation, religious beliefs or geographical origin. 
Restricting candidates to those of Swiss nationality guarantees relative 
homogeneity among Committee members and ensures rapid decision
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making and quick action - vital in the event of armed conflict and other 
emergencies. In the final analysis, the close relationship between the ICRC 
and Switzerland - through the institution’s headquarters in Geneva and the 
nationality of its members and of the overwhelming majority of its perma
nent staff - is conducive to the strict neutrality and impartiality so necessary 
to the success of its work. The centuries-old, internationally recognized 
and continuing neutrality of the Swiss Confederation serves as a solid basis 
for the ICRC’s neutrality, its impartial action in behalf of all the victims of 
conflict, indeed perhaps for its continued existence as an independent 
humanitarian institution.54

And yet an attempt must be made to take the doubts and criticisms 
expressed into due account. Consideration should be given, for example, 
to allowing the ICRC’s permanent staff some opportunity to express their 
views when it comes to choosing new members for the Committee. It is also 
desirable - and indeed this has already happened a number of times - for 
experienced delegates or other prominent staff members at headquarters 
to be themselves elected members of the Committee.

It is particularly important that the ICRC should remain open to outside 
ideas. The institution already regularly consults foreign experts (from 
governments, National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, academic 
circles and the diplomatic community) on the development and implemen
tation of international humanitarian law, questions involving the funda
mental principles and practical matters of protection and assistance.55 Even 
wider use should be made of such consultation. Contacts between the 
ICRC and the outside world have been and continue to be facilitated by the 

54 In his “Final Report on the re-appraisal of the role of the Red Cross”, Donald D. Tansley 
dealt extensively with the special character of the ICRC. One of his conclusions was that 
“internationalising the Assembly would not in itself guarantee that the world would be 
seen in a more enlightened way, and the damage to the ICRC’s strengths of neutrality and 
independence could be catastrophic. While many may not like it, it is hard to escape the 
conclusion that an all-Swiss Assembly is, in the words of a well-known ICRC critic and 
supporter, ‘the least bad solution’.” (Final Report, 1975, p. 113). It is an interesting fact 
that no suggestion has been made at the International Conferences of the Red Cross held 
since the Second World War-nor, forthat matter, at the diplomatic conferences of 1949 or 
1974-77 - that any change should be made to the independent, Swiss character of the ICRC 
or that its role should be in any way reduced. On the contrary, the institution’s character, 
position and role have been repeatedly confirmed and markedly strengthened.

55 The ICRC has long made a practice of consulting foreign experts. The draft texts for the 
1949 Geneva Conventions and those for their Additional Protocols, for example, were 
submitted to both government and Red Cross experts for their comments. There have for 
years been regular discussions between the ICRC and a group of international experts on 
the implementation of international humanitarian law and general ICRC policy. In a 
statement on the Re-appraisal of the role of the Red Cross, the ICRC took the view that 
“to counterbalance the need for its uninationality, it can and should seek the advice of 
authorities judiciously chosen in situations or problems confronting it. It would not 
thereby lose anything of its essential independence but would be better prepared to act for 
the greatest benefit of the victims whom it is its mission to protect.” (“The ICRC, the 
League and the Report on the Re-appraisal of the role of the Red Cross”, Geneva 1979, 
p. 54).
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50-plus delegations it has set up around the world. They are in touch with 
governments and National Societies and provide a wide range of informa
tion to the Geneva headquarters. At the same time, they ensure that Swiss 
citizens acquire experience in foreign relations and thus prepare themsel
ves for later service at headquarters.

b. Bodies and administration - ICRC staff at headquarters
and in the delegations

The ICRC Assembly (plenary meeting of its members) is the institution’s 
supreme policy-making body, but not the only leading body. In 1973 the 
Executive Board (previously called the Presidential Council) came into 
being. Until May 1991 it was a committee of Assembly members (usually 
seven in number), including the President and full-time Vice-President of 
the ICRC. In addition to the Assembly and Executive Board, there was 
also until May 1991 a Directorate under a Director General and comprising 
the heads of the administrative units: the Operations Department (includ
ing the administration of delegations in the field), the Operational Support 
Department (including the Central Tracing Agency), the Department for 
Principles, Law and Relations with the Movement, the Finance and 
Administration Department, the Human Resources Department and the 
Communication Department. There was also an Organization and Infor
mation Systems Department.

The ICRC Assembly decides on any matter of principle and lays down 
the institution’s general policy. It gives instructions to the Executive 
Board, takes decisions on important matters submitted to it by the Board, 
approves budgets and accounts, elects new members and supervises the 
work of the executive bodies and, indeed, all the ICRC’s activities. The 
groundwork for its deliberations is carried out in the various commissions 
and working groups that it sets up.

The Executive Board takes major operational decisions, is responsible 
for the general conduct of affairs, exercises direct supervision over the 
administration of the ICRC, prepares matters for deliberation by the 
Assembly, nominates high staff-members and takes urgent decisions fal
ling within the purview of the Assembly.

The Directorate, as it existed until 1991 (see below) , was, like the 
Executive Board, a collegiate body. It and the administration, which it 
directed, were responsible for ensuring that the ICRC was run in accord
ance with the decisions of the Assembly and the Executive Board and 
instructions given by the President.

Thus, the ‘association’ known as the International Committee of the Red 
Cross is made up not only of the Assembly and the Executive Board, but 
also, one might even say principally, of a diverse, professional administra- 



89

tive structure of far-ranging geographical extent through the numerous 
delegations. This administration conducts the day-to-day work in the areas 
of saw, principles, finance, personnel and communication as well as in the 
wider area of practical work to protect and assist the victims of armed 
conflict and disturbances.

In May 1991, the ICRC Assembly decided to merge the Executive Board 
and the Directorate into a single governing body retaining the name Execu
tive Board. Its members are the ICRC President, the full-time Vice- 
President, two other Committee members, the Director General, the 
Director of Operations and the Director for Principles, Law and Relations 
with the Movement. Supervision of this body remains the responsibility of 
the Assembly, which meets at least ten times a year. Its functions remain 
unchanged and, in addition to overseeing the work of the Executive Board, 
it retains general supervision of the ICRC’s administration, which is car
ried out by the Director General and the other two Directors in conjunc
tion with the various department heads. The Assembly is assisted in its 
supervisory task by a new subcommittee of five ICRC members, who 
cannot be members of the Executive Board. This committee is called 
“Commission de controle de gestion”. The new structure took effect in 
June 1991.

Over the past twenty years the number of full-time ICRC staff has risen 
steadily both at the Geneva headquarters and in the delegations.56 By 1990, 
630 people (85% of them Swiss) were employed at headquarters while 837 
(91% of them Swiss) were working in the institution’s 53 delegations 
around the world. Expatriate staff in the delegations are assisted by locally 
recruited people who for the most part perform technical duties. There 
were a total of 2,300 such employees in 1985; by 1990, the number had 
doubled (4,600). In addition to having its own staff, the ICRC benefits 
from the work of individuals or entire teams seconded to it by National Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Societies, usually for relief operations or duties in 
the medical sphere. In 1990 there were on an average 150 such seconded 
staff. In late 1992 the ICRC Assembly decided that in future a greater 
number of non-Swiss would be employed as staff both at headquarters and

56 This trend is illustrated by the following figures:

Staff level at Staff level Number of
headquarters in the field delegations

1970
1975
1980
1985
1990

220 46 13
237 85 16
384 262 23
563 556 41
630 837 53
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“in the field”, being recruited either directly or through the National 
Societies. This decision is a further example of the institution opening up to 
the outside world in order to benefit from the knowledge and experience of 
others and thus strengthen its ability to provide assistance.

In recent years the ICRC has made improvements to its recruitment 
process and has done much to develop staff training. The exchange of staff 
between headquarters and the delegations has also been encouraged and 
attempts have been made to better communication between the two. 
However, while modern telecommunications facilitate contact between 
Geneva and “the field”, they can also restrict the delegations’ latitude in 
decision-making. Problems also arise through the rapid turnover of delega
tion staff. Indeed, the often short-term nature of postings can easily con
flict with the nature of the work in what are frequently extremely difficult 
situations.

c. Sources and problems offinancing

The ICRC has two budgets: the “headquarters budget” and the “field 
budget” (formerly the “regular budget” and “special budgets”). The head
quarters budget covers expenditure for the administration in Geneva, 
which includes the Operations Department with its various “zones” (in 
1991 Europe and North America, Africa, Asia and the Pacific, the Middle 
East and Latin America) and the Central Tracing Agency. The field budget 
covers expenditure for the delegations and their operations around the 
world. In 1989, some 100 million Swiss francs were spent for administration 
and support activities at the Geneva headquarters, while expenditure for 
protection and assistance work in the field came to 288 million francs. 
Whereas headquarters expenditure has tended to rise steadily over the 
years, the cost of ICRC field operations is, by its nature, subject to 
considerable fluctuation. For example, expenditure for 1985 was some 303 
million francs; in 1986, however, it sank to 187 million.

The ICRC’s income for both its headquarters budget and its field budget 
comes from five sources: contributions from the governments of States 
party to the Geneva Conventions (about 280 million francs in 1989), 
supranational organizations (in particular the European Community which 
contributed about 34 million francs to the field budget in 1989), National 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (about 12.5 million francs in 1989), 
“public sources” such as the Swiss cantons and various municipalities 
(some 3 million francs for the field budget in 1989) and private sources 
(some 3.7 million francs in 1989, most of which was earmarked for field 
operations). Total income from these sources was 333 million francs in 
1989. That same year, 24 million francs also came from other income, 17 
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million from an allocation to the headquarters budget from the field budget 
and some 80 million in contributions in kind and services rendered.57

Seventy-nine governments contributed to the ICRC headquarters and 
field budgets in 1989. The fourteen largest contributions came from Swit
zerland (71.9 million francs), the United States (57.9 million), Sweden 
(29.2 million), Japan (24.3 million), the Federal Republic of Germany 
(18.9 million), Great Britain (12.4 million), Italy (10.7 million), Denmark 
(9.4 million), Canada (8.4 million), Finland (8.1 million), the Netherlands 
(7.8 million), Norway (5.2 million), France (5.1 million) and Australia (4.3 
million). Switzerland’s contribution of 45 million francs to the headquar
ters’ budget did rise to 50 million in 1990/91 and 55 million in 1992/93.

Seventy National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies contributed a 
total of 12.5 million francs to the 1989 headquarters and field budgets. In 
addition, contributions in kind and services totalling 44.3 million francs 
were made by 31 Societies.

All the above-mentioned contributions were voluntary, neither govern
ments nor National Societies are bound by law to support the ICRC either 
financially or otherwise. This is the corollary of the ICRC’s independence. 
While the International Committee sends the donors detailed information 
about the needs of the victims of conflict and disturbances, about its 
operations to help those victims, about the cost of those operations and 
how it is spending the funds provided, and finally about its ongoing work to 
develop the law and ensure that it is widely known, the institution is 
nevertheless not accountable in any strict legal sense to its donors, i.e. it is 
not subject to supervision by any higher authority and receives no instruc
tions from outside.

Voluntary contributions are thus based on trust in the ICRC and its 
activities; this trust must constantly be sustained and renewed by the 
quality of the work accomplished. One of the institution’s main objectives 
is to retain the faithful group of donors that it has so painstakingly assem
bled. It is equally important to expand that group until the ICRC’s work is 
supported, from each according to its ability, by all the States party to the 
Geneva Conventions and all the National Societies.

d. The ICRC’s independence, neutrality and impartiality

As we will see here and in Chapter III, Article 5 of the statutes of the 
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement (adopted in 1986) 
and the ICRC’s own statutes (adopted in 1988) both describe the institu
tion as “an independent humanitarian organization having a status of its 
own” and, moreover, as “a specifically neutral and independent institution 

57 See the ICRC’s 1989 Annual Report, pp. 138-154.
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and intermediary”. In the 1949 Geneva Conventions (Article 9 of the First, 
Second and Third, and Article 10 of the Fourth), the ICRC is further 
described as an “impartial humanitarian organization”. Independence, 
neutrality and impartiality are thus established characteristics of the Inter
national Committee.

The significance within the Movement of the principle of independence 
will be thoroughly discussed in the next chapter. It is important to note that 
the independence of the Movement’s components differs in form and 
degree. The independence of the ICRC is much more distinct than that of 
the National Societies, and more thoroughly safeguarded than that of the 
International Federation. It is therefore correct to say that the ICRC’s 
independence is ‘specific’, i.e. that it is a special, expressly assigned charac
teristic. The institution’s independence is founded upon its status as a 
private association under Swiss civil law, its headquarters in Geneva, the 
exclusively Swiss nationality of its members and of most of its staff, and the 
selection of Committee members by cooptation. It is this that has nurtured 
the ICRC’s will and ability, to assert and maintain its independence vis-à- 
vis the States party to the Geneva Conventions and in particular those who 
regularly contribute substantially to its finances, but also vis-à-vis the 
National Societies, their Federation and the Movement’s various statutory 
bodies. The ICRC is also independent of intergovernmental and private 
international organizations, political movements, the churches and busi
ness enterprises. For the ICRC, independence constitutes a precious asset, 
all the more so as it is indispensable for compliance with other important 
principles, above all those of neutrality, impartiality and universality.

The implications of the principle of neutrality for the various parts of the 
Movement are also described in the next chapter. Once again a distinction 
must be drawn between the neutrality of the National Societies, which is 
influenced to some extent by their status as humanitarian auxiliaries of 
their governments and tinged with national allegiance owing to their broad 
membership among the population, and the neutrality of the ICRC, which 
is uncompromising and absolute. This is something that can, and must, be 
expected from a totally independent body composed of citizens of the ever
neutral Swiss Confederation.58 Since the ICRC, unlike the National 
Societies, is almost exclusively concerned with armed conflicts and distur
bances and tensions, the strict avoidance of any involvement in hostilities 
or in controversies of a political, racial, religious or ideological nature is a 
sine qua non for humanitarian action on its part. This strict and “specific” 
neutrality, which is intended to foster and maintain universal trust, also 
requires the ICRC to act openly and in unfailing good faith towards the 

58 See Cornelio Sommaruga - Swiss neutrality, ICRC neutrality: are they indissociable? An 
independence worth protecting. In: International Review of the Red Cross; No. 288 (May- 
June 1992) p. 264-273
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States and the parties to conflict - it may never attempt to achieve its 
objectives by underhand, clandestine or illicit means. This strict policy may 
from time to time result in it being hindered in its work and less quick off 
the mark than other organizations. In the long run, however, it strengthens 
the ICRC’s capacity to help the victims of conflict.59

While the ICRC’s independence and neutrality are “specific” (i.e. of a 
kind unique to the institution), its impartiality is that defined in the second 
Fundamental Principle of the Movement, which applies equally to all the 
Movement’s components and is observed by them all to the best of their 
ability (see Chapter III). Thus, the impartiality of the ICRC is not 
“specific” to it. But respect for the main concepts involved in this principle 
- proportionality and avoidance of all discrimination and prejudice - is 
especially important and especially difficult in the context of armed conflict 
and disturbances. Hence the assignment in such cases of particular tasks, 
such as visiting and exchanging detainees, repatriation and a number of 
monitoring functions, to impartial, neutral or even “specifically neutral” 
institutions such as the ICRC. Complete neutrality on the strength of 
complete independence forms a very good basis for a completely impartial 
approach to conflicts and disturbances. Total lack of prejudice and unfail
ing humanity towards all sides, in all places and in all situations are mental 
attitudes which the ICRC must maintain with particular care, for they 
alone enable it to perform its humanitarian mission effectively in all cir
cumstances.60

59 Jean Pictet (see footnote 1) has written the following: “La neutralité entraîne également, 
pour le C.I.C.R., la nécessité d’agir toujours ouvertement et en tout loyauté envers les 
gouvernements,... Il s’abstiendra de recourir à des moyens détournés ou clandestins.... 
Pour la Croix-Rouge, la fin ne justifie pas les moyens. .. . seule une tradition d'indéfectible 
droiture commande la confiance et le respect” /neutrality brings with it the need to remain 
absolutely open and frank in its dealings with the governments. The International Commit
tee must never adopt a devious or clandestine approach; for the Red Cross, the end does 
not justify the means. Only utter integrity will command confidence and respect/ (“Une 
institution unique en son genre...”, p. 103). This need for transparency in its work, and 
the principle that the end does not justify the means, naturally apply to the National 
Societies and their International Federation as well.

60 In an article entitled “Le CICR face à l’avenir ou les cinq grands défis de l’an 2000 pour un 
organisme plus que centenaire”, Jacques Moreillon has written that “the main challenge 
facing the ICRC is that, condemned as it is to remain Swiss, its effort must be all the greater 
to understand the non-Swiss world and to gain acceptance by that world. Taken to its 
logical conclusion, this requires a veritable'internationalization’ of the way we think and 
therefore be able, whenever necessary, to transcend ingrained attitudes in order to attain 
true humanitarian universality: identification with the human suffering which it is their 
task to alleviate” (translated of Annales de 1TUHEI, Genève 1983, p. 50).



94

e. The legal status of the ICRC

The ICRC is not an institution created by States and based on an interna
tional treaty. Rather, it is the result of a private initiative taken by Swiss 
citizens to set up a simple committee in 1863. Initially called the Interna
tional Committee for Relief to Wounded Soldiers and then, from 1875 
onwards, the International Committee of the Red Cross, it was not until 
1915, during the First World War, that this committee became a formal 
association under Swiss civil law and thereby acquired legal personality 
within Switzerland. Its status as an association has remained unchanged up 
to the present day. As an “association”, the ICRC retains greater inde
pendence vis-à-vis the Swiss Confederation and more freedom to decide its 
own organization and structure than it would if it had another status, for 
example that of a “foundation”.

The interesting thing is that this private Swiss association has an interna
tional humanitarian mission to carry out on behalf of the community of 
peoples and States. The statutes of the International Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement assign important functions to the ICRC such as recog
nizing new National Societies, upholding the Movement’s Fundamental 
Principles and coordinating international relief in situations of armed 
conflict or internal disturbances. Of particular significance are the ICRC’s 
rights and duties under the Geneva Conventions and their Additional 
Protocols: setting up and running a central information agency for prison
ers of war and protected civilians, visits to prisoners of war and civilian 
internees and a wide range of protection and assistance activities for 
wounded and sick people and the civilian population in combat zones and 
occupied territories. In certain circumstances, the ICRC can even assume 
the role of a substitute protecting power. Finally, it has the right to take 
humanitarian initiatives both within the field of application of the Geneva 
Conventions and their Additional Protocols and outside that field - in 
particular in the event of internal disturbances and tensions.

In view of these international functions which are based both on treaty 
law and internal Red Cross ‘law’ (the Movement’s statutes and resolutions 
of the International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent), the 
question arises whether the ICRC not only has legal personality under 
Swiss law but also legal personality under international law. Obviously most 
authors today answer in the affirmative though the practical effects remain 
largely unclear.61

61 See Christian Dominicé, “La personnalité juridique internationale du CICR”, in “Studies 
and essays on international humanitarian law and Red Cross principles, in honour of Jean 
Pictet”, Genève 1984, pp. 663-673; Hans G. Knitel, “Les délégations du Comité interna
tional de la Croix-Rouge”, Etudes et Travaux de l’institut Universitaire des Hautes Etudes 
Internationales, No. 5, Genève 1967; Véronique Mouchet, “La position juridique du CICR 
sur le plan national et sur le plan international” (travail de diplôme), Université de
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International legal personality or, more specifically, unlimited interna
tional legal personality, is something reserved primarily for sovereign 
States. International organizations created by international treaties (for 
example the United Nations, its specialized agencies and a number of 
regional organizations) may have limited international legal personality 
derived from the treaty on which they were founded. The Roman Catholic 
Church (Holy See) also has international legal personality by virtue of 
international customary law. The view that the ICRC, too, has limited 
international personality is necessarily based on the functions that the 
international community has assigned to it and the assumption that recent 
practice has created, or is creating, a special norm in international custom
ary law.

For an entity to be recognized as having international legal personality, it 
must have legal capacity in a number of areas. The ICRC has such capacity 
in two particularly important ones. First, it concludes treaties with States 
and intergovernmental organizations, such as the “headquarters agree
ments” which lay down the rights, duties, immunities and other privileges 
of ICRC regional delegations. These agreements contain elements of the 
law of international relations (law of diplomatic and consular relations, 
headquarters agreements of international organizations). On 19 March 
1993 a headquarters agreement was reached between the ICRC and the Swiss 
Federal Council. This agreement not only guarantees the institution a 
number of immunities and privileges but recognizes its “international legal 
personality” and ensures its independence and freedom of action. Other 
treaties concluded by the ICRC concern the modalities of its field opera
tions and have been reached, for example, with the United Nations, 
UNICEF, UNHCR, the World Food Programme and the European Com
munity.

In addition, the ICRC maintains “diplomatic relations” with States and 
international organizations. Through various delegations it is permanently 
represented in States and within international organizations. It also main
tains contacts through temporary missions, often at the highest level. 
Likewise, the States and the international organizations are represented 
vis-à-vis the ICRC, though usually not by specially accredited personnel 
but rather through their permanent missions to the United Nations in 
Geneva. Both the regular and the ad hoc contacts between the ICRC and 
Geneva-based diplomats have come to be very important over the past 25 
years.

Saint Gall, 1990; Jean Pictet (see footnote 1), “Une institution unique en son genre...”, 
pp. 64-69; Denise Plattner, “Le statut du délégué du CICR sous l’angle du principe de 
l’inviolabilité de sa personne”, in “Studies and essays... in honour of Jean Pictet”, 
Genève 1984, pp. 761-769; Paul Reuter, “La personnalité juridique internationale du 
CICR” in “Studies and essays... in honour of Jean Pictet”, Geneva 1984, pp. 783-791.
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The question whether the ICRC has limited international legal personal
ity should not merely be of theoretical interest; it should be of practical 
significance. The recognition of such personality is useful only if it streng
thens the ICRC’s position and facilitates its humanitarian work. It would 
seem that general recognition of the ICRC’s international personality can 
have such a positive effect.62 On the other hand, it should not be allowed to 
lead to a process whereby the institution gradually loses its private, Swiss, 
humanitarian character and turns into an instrument of international diplo
macy. This could draw it too far into the world of politics and increasingly 
alienate it from the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement.63

62 On 16 October 1990, the United Nations General Assembly adopted a resolution by 
consensus in which it granted the ICRC observer status at its meetings. The text of the 
resolution is as follows:
“The General Assembly,
Recalling the mandates conferred upon the International Committee of the Red Cross by 
the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949,
Considering the special role carried on accordingly by the International Committee of the 
Red Cross in international humanitarian relations,
Desirous of promoting co-operation between the United Nations and the International 
Committee of the Red Cross,
1. Decides to invite the International Committee of the Red Cross to participate in the 

sessions and the work of the General Assembly in the capacity of observer.
2. Requests the Secretary-General to take the necessary action to implement the present 

resolution.”
In an explanatory memorandum accompanying the draft resolution, it was pointed out 

that the ICRC not only has the role of neutral and impartial humanitarian intermediary 
under the 1949 Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols of 1977, but also has a 
statutory right of initiative in situations other than those covered by international 
humanitarian law. Mention was also made of the agreements concluded by the ICRC with 
States and intergovernmental organizations. There was no explicit recognition of the 
ICRC’s international legal personality.

63 It would be fitting to close this section on the special character of the ICRC with a passage 
from Jean Pictet’s book “Une institution unique en son genre: Le Comité international de 
la Croix-Rouge”. Pictet notes: “... le juriste se trouve devant le C.I.C.R. comme un 
naturaliste qui se demande si sa trouvaille est un animal ou une plante.... sur le plan 
général et pratique,.. .il présente des aspects fortement contrastés, même opposés en 
apparence. N’est-il pas à la fois national et international, privé et officier indépendant 
mais partie constitutive d’un mouvement plus vaste, ancré dans le droit international, mais 
non régi par lui, organe de la Croix-Rouge, mais travaillant plus encore avec les gouverne
ments? Tous ces traits en font un organisme profondément original, voire paradoxal, en un 
mot unique en son genre. Mais il ne faudrait pas voir là un signe de faiblesse. C’est au 
contraire dans cet équilibre, dans cette individualité spécifique qu’il trouve sa force.” / a 
jurist contemplating the ICRC is not unlike a naturalist wondering whether his find should 
be classified as plant or animal. In practice, the evidence frequently presents a study in 
contrasts and even, seemingly, contradictions: the ICRC is at once a national and interna
tional institution, private and public, independent yet an integral part of a wider move
ment; it has its foundations in international law but is not itself governed by that body of 
law, it is a component of the Red Cross yet works to a much greater degree with the 
governments. All this makes for a profoundly original, even paradoxical organization, in 
short a one-of-a-kind institution. But this should not be interpreted as a sign of weakness. 
On the contrary, this individuality composed of keenly balanced forces is a source of 
strength/ (pp. 105-106).
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D. Examples of activities in recent times*

a. Protection and assistance in armed conflicts

Algeria (1954-1963)

In 1954, a Comité révolutionnaire d’unité et d’action was set up in Algeria, 
and the uprising began on 1 November. Nationalist groups for the most 
part joined the National Liberation Front (FLN), while the French govern
ment declared that it would make no concessions in crushing the insurrec
tion.

At the beginning of 1955, the ICRC offered the French government its 
services to undertake a humanitarian operation in Algeria and Morocco. 
On 2 February 1955, the President of the Council of Ministers informed the 
ICRC that the French government was willing to authorize ICRC rep
resentatives to go to Algeria and Morocco to visit places of detention and 
interview detainees without witnesses. Pursuant to this agreement, the 
head of the ICRC delegation in France and two delegates went to Algeria 
to make contact with the local authorities.

Two other delegates went to Morocco where, from 23 February to 30 
March 1955, they visited 41 places of detention. During the visits they were 
able to talk without witnesses to the detainees of their choice, whether they 
were awaiting trial, sentenced or interned.

The ICRC then organized a series of visits to prisons in Algeria. Con
ducted by three delegates, the visits took place from 12 to 18 April in the 
three departments of Algiers, Constantine and Oran. Forty-three places of 
detention were seen.

Following all these visits, the ICRC, as is customary, submitted to the 
French authorities reports on its delegates’ observations and suggestions.

During the summer of 1955 the situation in Algeria deteriorated. The 
ICRC made renewed representations to the French government for a 
second mission to Algeria. At the same time it drew the attention of leading 
North African figures to each party’s obligation to respect the fundamental 
rules of international humanitarian law.

At the end of March 1956, the French government agreed to a second 
ICRC mission to Algeria. From 12 May to 28 June, ICRC delegates visited 
61 centres d’hébergement and places of detention, interviewing the 
detainees of their choice without witnesses and distributing emergency 
relief supplies.

From 16 October to 3 November 1956, two ICRC delegates conducted 
another mission to Algeria, visiting six centres d’hébergement.

Moreover, throughout 1956, the ICRC kept up its contacts with North 

* written by Françoise Perret, lie. iur. Research Officer at the ICRC
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African leaders with a view to bringing assistance to French soldiers and 
civilians held by the insurgents.

The Algerian conflict started affecting another category of victims in 
spring 1956: civilians - most of them women, children and elderly people - 
who were fleeing the border areas to take refuge in Morocco, independent 
since 3 March 1956.

These people were leaving without taking with them any means of 
subsistence. In spring 1957, ICRC delegates estimated that the number of 
refugees scattered in groups along the border between Algeria and 
Morocco amounted to about 40,000.

The ICRC decided to undertake a relief operation for these refugees: 
during 1957, with the agreement of the Moroccan authorities, ICRC 
delegates made four distributions of relief supplies donated by the ICRC 
and a number of National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies and worth 
a total of 560,000 Swiss francs.

Some civilians had sought refuge in Tunisia. In June 1957, the leaders of 
the Tunisian Red Crescent asked the ICRC to help these refugees. The 
ICRC therefore dispatched a delegate who found that there were about 
5,000 refugees in the border area. In mid-August the ICRC organized 
distributions of food, clothing and blankets in conjunction with the Tuni
sian Red Crescent. Finally, on 10 December 1957, the ICRC and the 
League of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies launched a joint appeal 
for Algerian refugees in Morocco and Tunisia. The many donations made 
in response to the appeal made it possible to distribute further relief 
supplies at the beginning of 1958.

The ICRC also made limited distributions of emergency relief supplies 
to persons displaced and resettled in parts of Algeria following military 
operations.

From November 1957 to February 1958, two ICRC delegates conducted 
another series of visits in Algeria to 115 places of detention, centres 
d’hébergement and hospitals treating prisoners wounded in the fighting. 
During the visits they distributed emergency relief supplies worth 2.5 
million French francs to the detainees. A further mission of this type was 
conducted by ICRC delegates to 16 places of detention in December 1958. 
As is customary, the delegates were authorized during each visit to inter
view without witnesses the detainees of their choice; they then set forth 
their observations and suggestions for improving conditions of detention in 
reports which were later forwarded by the ICRC to the French govern
ment.

At the same time, ICRC delegates continued their approaches to rep
resentatives of the Algerian insurrection (FLN) with a view to providing 
humanitarian assistance to French prisoners being held by the ALN 
(Armée de Libération nationale). The first results were seen in early 1958, 
when an ICRC delegate was able, from Tunisia, to visit four French 
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prisoners captured by the ALN and to give them some relief supplies. He 
also obtained a list of ten French soldiers captured shortly before the visit.

In the following months the ICRC received and forwarded over 150 
messages sent by French prisoners to their families and, together with the 
Algerian Red Crescent (which had not yet been recognized), conducted 
almost 350 inquiries into the whereabouts of French soldiers and civilians 
missing in Algeria. Unfortunately, only a few of the cases were solved.

Furthermore, the ICRC started negotiations with the FLN for the 
release of the French prisoners it held. The first results came on 20 October 
1958, when the four prisoners visited by an ICRC delegate in Tunis were 
released and handed over to two delegates at the headquarters of the 
Tunisian Red Crescent.

On 4 December 1958, a second group of eight French soldiers held by the 
ALN was released in Rabat and handed over to ICRC delegates.

In the context of the work it was doing on both sides for all the victims of 
the Algerian conflict, the ICRC also made systematic representations to 
the FLN and the French government, urging them to respect the funda
mental rules of international humanitarian law.

The ICRC also continued to distribute emergency relief supplies to 
Algerian refugees in Tunisia and Morocco. During the winter of 
1957-1958, it distributed to Algerian refugees in Tunisia relief supplies 
made available by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. It 
did so in co-operation with the League of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies and with the help of the Tunisian authorities and the Tunisian 
Red Crescent. On 15 March 1958, the Tunisian Red Crescent took charge 
of the operation and thenceforth distributed relief supplies to Algerian 
refugees on Tunisian soil, also in co-operation with the League.

In the meantime, throughout 1958 the ICRC co-ordinated and organized 
relief distributions for Algerian refugees in Morocco, in co-operation with 
the League and the Moroccan Red Crescent. It covered the costs of the first 
distributions, but later collected donations from National Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Societies and from private institutions, enabling it to expand 
the operation. In December 1958 the Moroccan Red Crescent - which had 
been officially recognized on 7 August of the same year - took charge of the 
relief operation, in co-operation with the League.

During 1959, the ICRC continued its activities for the prisoners being 
held by both parties to the conflict. In Algeria, ICRC delegates regularly 
brought relief parcels to Algerian detainees being held by the French. 
From 15 October to 27 November 1959, four ICRC delegates visited these 
detainees in 82 places of detention in Algeria; this series of visits, one of the 
most extensive conducted during the Algerian conflict, was the subject of a 
detailed report officially handed over to the French government on 15 
December. At the end of the year, ICRC delegates discussed the sugges
tions made in the report with the French authorities.
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At that time many Algerians were starting to be arrested in France itself, 
where they were imprisoned or interned. During the winter of 1958 -59, the 
ICRC initiated activities on their behalf similar to those it conducted in 
Algeria. Thus, having obtained the necessary authorization from the 
French government, the ICRC began visits to places of detention in 
France.

The first visit was made to the administrative centre in Vadenay (Seine- 
et-Marne), in December 1958. It was followed in March 1959 by visits to 
internment camps in Neuville-sur-Ain and Saint-Maurice-l’Ardoise 
(Gard). In July 1959, the delegates went to the recently opened internment 
centre in Larzac (Dordogne). Later they revisited Vadenay, Saint- 
Maurice-l’Ardoise and Neuville-sur-Ain.

In early summer 1959, the delegates were authorized to visit prisons as 
well. They were therefore able to go to French prisons where they saw and 
spoke freely to Algerians awaiting trial or sentenced for offences against 
State security.

From June to November 1959, three delegates visited 24 prisons, in Paris 
and elsewhere, including Fort Liedot (He d’Aix), where FLN leaders Mr. 
Ben Bella, Mr. Khider and Mr. Ait were being held.

The ICRC also continued to make representations to the Gouvernement 
provisoire de la République algérienne (GPRA) with a view to providing 
protection and assistance to French prisoners captured by the ALN.

Thanks to these approaches, on 20 February 1959 six French prisoners 
were released through “Algerian Red Crescent” representatives in Oujda, 
a Moroccan town close to the Algerian border. During a ceremony 
organized by the local branch of the Moroccan Red Crescent, they were 
handed over to ICRC delegates, who repatriated them. Moreover, on 15 
and 18 May, a Swiss civilian and 15 French prisoners (nine soldiers and six 
civilians) who had been held in the Kabyle mountains for many months 
were also released.

During the summer of 1959, the ICRC secured the release of several 
other people captured by the ALN but, from the end of the summer, 
received very little news about French civilians and soldiers they held. It 
nonetheless obtained one more release in November and two at the begin
ning of December. On 30 December 1959, two French soldiers captured in 
July in the Ain-Seffra region were released in Rabat, at the headquarters of 
the Moroccan Red Crescent, and handed over to an ICRC delegate.

This brought to 45 the number of French soldiers and civilians that the 
ALN had released under ICRC auspices by the end of 1959.

Concomitantly, the ICRC was working to improve Algerian combat
ants’ knowledge of the fundamental rules and main provisions of the 
Geneva Conventions. It sent the ALN, for distribution to combat units, 
1,000 copies in French and 1,000 in Arabic of a brief summary of the 1949 
Conventions, and 200 copies of an illustrated brochure on the subject.



101

Moreover, at the beginning of December 1959, the ICRC wrote to the 
President of the GPRA, Mr. Ferhat Abbas, asking for a response to its 
repeated requests that the basic principles of international humanitarian 
law be respected in the context of the Algerian conflict.

In 1960, the French authorities did not authorize the ICRC to conduct 
visits to places of detention in Algeria. The ICRC was reduced to sending 
relief parcels to the detainees through its Permanent Delegate in Algiers 
and, in some cases, the French Red Cross. It also continued its relief 
activities for displaced civilians in certain parts of Algeria.

However, ICRC delegates were authorized to continue their visits to 
places of detention in France itself. They conducted two series of visits: in 
February, March and April to centres of assigned residence in Neuville- 
sur-Ain, Saint-Maurice-PArdoise (Gard), Larzac (Dordogne) and Vad- 
enay (Seine-et-Marne); at the beginning of the summer, to about twenty 
prisons in different parts of France, and to the Centre d’identification 
judiciaire in Vincennes. Wherever they went, they observed conditions of 
detention and, as is customary, spoke freely and without witnesses with the 
detainees of their choice. Following the visits, the delegates made a 
number of requests and suggestions concerning the conditions of deten
tion. Furthermore, a general report was sent to the French government 
following each visit.

Throughout 1960 the ICRC continued to make representations on 
behalf of French prisoners captured by the ALN. At the end of January 
1960, the ICRC Delegate General for the Near East went to Tunis to speak 
with members of the GPRA, urging them to act in accordance with the 
fundamental rules of international humanitarian law; at the same time, he 
appealed for replies to the large number of requests made by the ICRC for 
information about French soldiers or civilians missing or presumed cap
tured by the ALN. None of these efforts, however, yielded any positive 
results.

Nonetheless, on 11 June 1960, the GPRA informed the ICRC that it had 
decided to accede to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949. While not 
taking a stand on the legal implications of this accession, the ICRC noted it 
as a positive response to its representations and renewed its approaches to 
the GPRA with a view to working out practical means of aiding prisoners 
held by the ALN: notification of lists of prisoners’ names, forwarding of 
family messages, authorization for visits by the ICRC delegates. Unfortu
nately, these efforts were also in vain.

Starting in January 1961, the ICRC was able to resume its visits to places 
of detention in Algeria: from 25 January to 23 February, three delegates 
visited 61 prison camps throughout the country. Following this series of 
visits, the ICRC sent the French authorities its delegates’ reports and some 
suggestions for improvements in the conditions of detention.

In July 1961, the ICRC’s Permanent Delegate in Algeria conducted a 
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further series of visits to 12 places of detention and, from 24 November to 
16 December, three ICRC delegates conducted yet another series of visits 
to 51 places of detention in Algeria.

In the meantime, in France itself ICRC delegates continued their visits 
to persons arrested for acts connected with the Algerian conflict: three 
delegates visited 20 places of detention between March and July 1961 and 
seven others from 5-20 November.

At the end of the series of visits, the ICRC submitted to the French 
Government a number of suggestions for improvements in the conditions 
of detention of persons accused or convicted of offences against State 
security. The French authorities took the ICRC’s suggestions into account 
and drew up new and more liberal rules on the conditions of detention for 
this category of detainees.

The ICRC also continued its activities for civilians resettled in about 
2,000 centres in Algeria. During 1961, the ICRC sent these civilians relief 
supplies worth about 850,000 Swiss francs. The supplies were distributed 
by French Red Cross mobile teams with the co-operation of the ICRC 
permanent delegate in Algeria.

Moreover, throughout 1961 the ICRC continued to appeal to the GPRA 
to provide lists of French soldiers and civilians captured by the ALN in 
Algeria; these approaches had practically no positive results: the GPRA’s 
only response was to release and hand over to ICRC delegates two French 
soldiers, on 30 December 1961.

In March 1962, a cease-fire was declared in Algeria and the Evian 
Agreements were drawn up. Unfortunately, however, the declaration of a 
cease-fire on 19 March 1962 did not put an end to the violence. In the major 
towns, acts of violence picked up, sparing neither the civilian population 
nor the sick being treated in hospital. Moreover, the strict separation 
between Moslem and European neighbourhoods in the big cities soon had 
grave consequences in the medical and health fields. The seriousness of the 
situation prompted the ICRC to dispatch a medical team, which did its best 
to come to the aid of the victims of the fighting for over a month.

Under Article II of the Evian Agreements, the parties had to release 
their prisoners within 20 days from 19 March and to inform the ICRC of 
their whereabouts and of “all the measures taken in view of their release”. 
At the end of the 20 days, the French authorities informed the ICRC of the 
whereabouts of 3,600 FLN prisoners captured bearing arms, and about the 
steps taken for their release and their return to their homes. The releases 
started at the beginning of April.

For its part, the GPRA released nine French soldiers held by the ALN 
and about 20 légionnaires from a number of European countries.

There was still no news, however, of 330 French soldiers and 264 French 
civilians who had disappeared at some point during the conflict, and the 
ICRC’s efforts to trace them remained fruitless. Moreover, since the cease
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fire and parallel to the acts of violence committed by the OAS, disap
pearances and kidnappings of people of European origin had become more 
frequent in Algeria and the ICRC repeatedly approached the local 
authorities in the hope of finding them. Several weeks of work led to some 
positive results: on 13 September, two ICRC delegates were present at 
Maison-Carrée prison, near Algiers, when 25 Europeans on whose behalf 
it had been acting for several weeks were released; on 17 September, the 
same delegates were authorized to visit 35 Europeans still held at Maison- 
Carrée, to speak with them freely, to draw up a list of their names which 
was then handed over to the French authorities and to forward messages to 
their families. On 25 September, the Algerian authorities gave the ICRC 
delegation in Algiers another list of Europeans recently arrested and 
interned in Maison-Carrée, with permission to visit them; and on the same 
day ICRC delegates were present at the release of seven European 
detainees.

With the exception of these cases, the steps taken by the ICRC had 
hardly any results and the number of people reported missing remained 
high: about 1,500. The ICRC Permanent Delegate in Algiers followed up 
enquiries by going personally to the areas where the missing persons had 
last been seen; the ICRC or its delegates made repeated representations to 
the highest political authorities and asked the population over the radio to 
supply information and facilitate its investigations; but all these efforts 
were for the most part in vain.

It was not until the beginning of 1963 that the ICRC was able, on a new 
basis, to resume its endeavours to trace the missing.

In February 1963, the Vice-President of the ICRC went to Algiers to 
discuss with the Algerian government what the ICRC could do to trace 
persons missing since 19 March 1962 and to assist persons imprisoned as a 
result of the events and still being held in Algeria.64

The ICRC Vice-President had several meetings with Mr. Ben Bella, 
President of Algeria, and members of his Council of Ministers. After the 
discussions, an agreement was signed between the ICRC and the Algerian 
government according to which the latter undertook to facilitate in every 
way possible the humanitarian activity of ICRC delegates. The agreement 
was given additional force by the successful conclusion of the negotiations 
on the same subject between the French and Algerian governments.

Before leaving Algiers, the ICRC Vice-President visited Maison-Carrée 
prison, where he spoke freely with many detainees. Pursuant to a proposal 
he made, the Algerian government ordered the release of 111 detainees.

In mid-March, a special ICRC mission began work in Algeria on the 
basis of the recently-concluded agreement. The team comprised about 20 

64 For the most part Harkis, that is, former Moslem auxiliaries in the French army, detained 
in a number of prisons and internment camps.
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delegates, but the tracing of missing persons proved to be extremely 
difficult, especially because almost a year had passed since the events 
during which the people concerned had disappeared. Although they went 
themselves to the areas where the missing persons had been seen for the 
last time, and in spite of repeated representations to all the military and 
civilian authorities and the facilities which had been granted them by the 
Algerian government, the ICRC’s delegates found no conclusive informa
tion in about half the cases.

Nevertheless, for months ICRC delegates continued their investigations 
throughout the country, questioning local authorities, police officials, 
relatives, neighbours and witnesses of the events during which people had 
disappeared. They also systematically visited penitentiaries and other 
places of detention. The information gathered was recorded in individual 
reports which were sent to the appropriate French authorities, so that they 
could inform the families.

In most cases, the enquiry concluded that the person sought had died or 
that it was most probable that he had died, but a few of the missing persons 
were found alive: for the most part these were people of whom all trace had 
been lost following the repatriation of Frenchmen and women living in 
Algeria, or people who had temporarily left their homes during the con
flict.

The ICRC mission had no trouble in obtaining access to Harkis detained 
in prison. On the other hand, the delegates were not, generally speaking, 
able to visit former Harkis detained in army camps.

The delegation also obtained the release of a number of Harkis and lent 
its good offices for the negotiation of an agreement between the Algerian 
and French governments on the admission to France of all former Harkis 
wishing to leave Algeria.

The Harkis detained in civilian prisons were all visited by ICRC 
delegates, who were able to speak freely to each of them without witnesses; 
of 2,500 Harkis visited, about 1,300 expressed the desire to be transferred 
to France.

In September 1963, the ICRC ended its mission in Algeria, leaving it to 
the Algerian Red Crescent to settle cases of missing persons still pending.

Hungary (1956-1958)

The fighting in Budapest had already caused a great many casualties when, 
on 27 October 1956, the ICRC received a first appeal from the Hungarian 
Red Cross asking it to ensure that the provisions of the Fourth Geneva 
Convention relative to the protection of civilian persons in time of war 
were applied to the city’s population. It also asked the ICRC to send blood 
plasma, transfusion material and dressings. The next day, the ICRC was 
able to transport 600 units of human albumin from Geneva to Budapest on 
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board an aircraft chartered for the purpose. The relief supplies were 
accompanied by two delegates who stayed on in Budapest when the aircraft 
returned to Vienna to pick up the relief supplies that had started arriving in 
the Austrian capital. The aircraft made six trips between Vienna and 
Budapest before it was refused permission to land in Budapest on 31 
October and had to return to Vienna without being able to unload its relief 
cargo.

In the meantime, the ICRC delegates who had stayed in Hungary tried 
unsuccessfully to obtain an armistice so that the wounded lying in the 
streets could be evacuated. The ICRC, aware of the problems they were 
facing, tried to back up their efforts by broadcasting the following appeal 
over Swiss short-wave radio, on the wavelength assigned to it the appeal 
was repeated regularly from 31 October onwards:

“At a time when the International Committee of the Red Cross, in 
conjunction with the principal National Red Cross Societies, is 
endeavouring to give Hungary, so sorely tried, the charitable aid the 
country requires, it wishes to recall several fundamental principles con
tained in the Geneva Conventions by which all peoples are bound:
1 All those who take no part in the fighting must be respected, the 

taking of hostages, in particular, is forbidden.
2 It is prohibited to kill or to wound an enemy who gives himself up. 

Prisoners must be treated humanely. In no case can any sentence be 
passed on them without previous judgement pronounced by a regu
larly constituted court.

3 The wounded and sick shall be collected and cared for without dis
crimination.

The ICRC appeals to all concerned for the principles of these Conven
tions, which Hungary ratified in 1954, to be strictly respected.”

Moreover, on 2 November the ICRC sent a memorandum to the Hunga
rian and Soviet authorities, asking them to facilitate the humanitarian 
activities of its two delegates in Budapest.

All these measures were in vain, and on 4 November, during one of the 
last phone calls received from Budapest, the Hungarian Red Cross asked 
the ICRC to try once more to ensure the protection of the victims of the 
fighting which was continuing in the capital. In one last attempt, the ICRC 
broadcast the following appeal:

“The International Committee of the Red Cross makes a solemn appeal 
to commanders and combatants in Hungary:

The International Committee of the Red Cross is informed that 
combats are still raging in Budapest, and that numerous wounded have 
not yet been collected and cared for. It makes an urgent appeal to 
commanders and combatants to call a truce, by mutual agreement in 
order that the wounded may be collected and evacuated.
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The present appeal is made by the ICRC in accordance with the 
provisions of article 15 of the first Geneva Convention.”
At the same time, an ICRC delegate contacted the insurgents in Gyor 

and obtained from them their commitment to respect the Geneva Conven
tions.

The insurgents thereafter decided not to execute about 300 prisoners 
they had taken in Sopron and authorized the ICRC delegates to visit 29 
prisoners they were holding in Gyor.

On the other hand, in spite of repeated representations, the delegates in 
Budapest were not authorized to visit people being held because of their 
participation in the insurrection.

In the meantime, relief supplies continued to arrive in Vienna and the 
number of refugees grew with each passing day: it therefore became of vital 
importance to distinguish clearly between the tasks allotted to the different 
Red Cross bodies working on the Hungary operation. On 2 November, the 
League and the ICRC reached an agreement according to which the 
League was in charge of receiving and co-ordinating, in Vienna, consign
ments of relief supplies from National Societies, the ICRC being respons
ible for transporting them to Hungary and distributing them in co-opera
tion with the Hungarian Red Cross. Moreover, assistance to refugees was 
to be provided by the Austrian Red Cross.

However, no relief had been taken into Hungary since the ICRC plane 
had been refused permission to land in Budapest. Another means of 
transport had to be found, and the ICRC delegates therefore decided to try 
to bring in relief supplies over land. After protracted negotiations they 
obtained, on 11 November, permission to send a convoy of 15 relief trucks 
to Budapest. This first convoy arrived at its destination and from then on 
ICRC trucks regularly transported food and medicine from Vienna to 
Budapest. Relief supplies were also brought in by rail and by boat on the 
Danube.

However, two weeks later the exodus of Hungarian refugees reached 
such proportions that the League-ICRC agreement of 2 November had to 
be modified: the two institutions reached a new agreement on 27 
November, according to which the ICRC would thenceforth take charge 
not only of transport and distribution of relief supplies in Hungary but also 
the handling in Vienna of relief supplies for Hungary, while the League 
would handle and distribute, with the Austrian Red Cross, gifts intended 
for Hungarian refugees in Austria.

On 16 November, a delegation made up of the new leaders of the 
Hungarian Red Cross arrived in Vienna. They reached an agreement with 
the ICRC which would serve as the basis for the ICRC’s relief operation in 
Hungary.

The agreement stipulated that the ICRC would supervise the distribu
tion in Hungary of gifts entrusted to its care, ensuring that the distributions 
were made in accordance with the fundamental principles of the Red 
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Cross, i.e. with “strict impartiality and without any discrimination what
soever other than that based on the urgency of the needs of the persons to 
be assisted”.

On the same day, the Hungarian Minister in Vienna ratified the agree
ment on behalf of the Hungarian government.

Thus, until it closed its delegation in Hungary in October 1957, the ICRC 
carried out a large-scale relief operation together with the Hungarian Red 
Cross for the population of Budapest and the provinces. In its 1957 Annual 
Report, the ICRC estimated the total worth of relief material transported 
to Budapest at 80,403,969 Swiss francs.

In the meantime, about 200,000 Hungarians had fled to Austria and 
Yugoslavia;65 family members had become separated and often had no 
means of finding each other. To help them to do so and, if possible, to come 
together again, the ICRC undertook to identify them and to enable them to 
exchange messages. With this aim in mind, on 13 November it started to 
broadcast the names of people wishing to have news of their families on 
Radio-Intercroixrouge short-wave radio. At the same time, it built up a 
card-index on Hungarian refugees which made it possible, from early 1957, 
to answer the many tracing requests it received. In the following months, 
the ICRC was able to re-establish links between members of Hungarian 
families who had sought refuge in the West.

During 1958, the ICRC remained in contact with the Hungarian Red 
Cross and the Hungarian authorities by means of temporary missions 
which enabled it to wind up the relief operation started in 1956.

Israel and the Arab States (1967-1968)

As tension mounted in the Middle East during the first half of 1967, the 
ICRC decided to send delegates to the main trouble spots in the region: 
Cairo, Tel Aviv, Amman, Beirut and Damascus. They began to arrive on 
25 May. At the end of June, the ICRC dispatched about 30 more delegates 
to the countries directly affected by the conflict: Israel, the United Arab 
Republic, Lebanon, Syria and Jordan. The largest team, comprising about 
15 delegates, was sent to Israel and the territories it occupied in Syria, the 
West Bank, Gaza and Sinai. The remaining 15 delegates were sent to 
Cairo, Amman, Damascus, Beirut and Nicosia, on which neutral territory 
the ICRC had set up a delegation to co-ordinate the activities of the 
delegations located in countries directly involved in the conflict.

From the outset the ICRC worked in the Middle East in the framework 
of the four 1949 Geneva Conventions, by which all the countries involved 

65 It was thanks to the enormous efforts of the Austrian Red Cross and sister Societies, 
including the Swiss Red Cross, that reception facilities for these refugees could be 
organized.
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in the war were bound. When hostilities broke out on 5 June 1967, the day 
on which the Israeli air force destroyed most of Egypt’s air force on the 
ground, the ICRC sent a memorandum to the governments concerned 
reminding them that the four Conventions provided for the protection and 
humane treatment of the wounded and the sick, prisoners of war and 
civilians, and for the respect of medical facilities. The ICRC asked the 
governments to send it lists of the names of all captured soldiers and of any 
civilians arrested or interned. It pointed out that its delegations were 
charged with the task of organizing, with the help of the National Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Societies and of the Magen David Adorn in Israel, 
practical assistance for all victims of the conflict, without discrimination.

The first emergency operation the ICRC had to organize when hostilities 
broke out was assistance to all the wounded. This consisted mainly of large 
consignments of blood plasma, dressings, surgical equipment and medici
nes transported on aircraft specially chartered by the ICRC. Many 
National Societies participated in this operation by providing the ICRC 
with personnel and medical supplies. When active hostilities had ended, 
care of the wounded was taken over completely by the medical services of 
the parties to the conflict. The ICRC turned its attention to the problem of 
seriously wounded prisoners. It negotiated, obtained permission for and 
arranged their repatriation. Thus, in the weeks that followed, an ICRC 
aircraft repatriated 260 seriously wounded prisoners in a dozen direct 
flights from Tel Aviv to Cairo and Amman.

Immediately after the cease-fire, the ICRC also turned its attention to 
the Egyptian soldiers scattered and cut off in the vast reaches of the Sinai 
desert. It asked for permission for its delegates to participate in search and 
rescue operations undertaken by the Israeli authorities; this was granted 
and ICRC delegates, overflying the territory in helicopters, played an 
active role in searching for and bringing together isolated soldiers. A total 
of 12,000 Egyptian soldiers were able to return to their country thanks to 
this operation. However, in spite of the rapid repatriation of seriously 
wounded prisoners and of these Egyptian soldiers, the problem of prison
ers of war remained considerable: Israel held several thousand, and Leba
non, Syria, Egypt and Jordan for their part held a number of Israeli 
prisoners of war. As soon as the fighting ended ICRC delegates were 
authorized to see all prisoners of war, and in the following months they 
regularly visited them and urged the detaining authorities to treat them in 
accordance with the provisions of the Third Geneva Convention. The 
ICRC also received lists of all the prisoners of war, which it passed on to 
their powers of origin. Last but not least, it arranged for the exchange of 
mail via Nicosia between the prisoners and their families, and forwarded 
family and collective relief parcels sent to prisoners from their countries of 
origin, from other countries or from the ICRC itself.

When the fighting ended, negotiations started under ICRC auspices 
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between Israel, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon and Egypt for the repatriation of 
prisoners on all sides. The first operation took place on 27 June 1967, when 
425 Jordanian prisoners of war and three Iraqi civilians in Israeli hands and 
two Israeli pilots being held by Jordan were repatriated to their respective 
countries. A second operation took place on 31 July 1967, when 47 Jorda
nian prisoners of war, a Saudi Arabian civilian and two Iraqi students were 
repatriated, as were two Israeli civilians. In September and October 1967, 
further repatriations, on a smaller scale, took place at the Allenby Bridge, 
under ICRC auspices.

On 17 July 1967, Israel released 361 Syrian prisoners of war and 328 
Syrian civilians. Syria, for its part, released one Israeli prisoner of war and 
three Israeli civilians. On 9 August, Lebanon released one prisoner of war 
and four civilians, all Israelis, and Israel released 33 Lebanese civilians.

However, in spite of the repeated representations made by the ICRC, no 
repatriations took place between Israel and Egypt during the second half of 
1967.

The fighting of June 1967 had given rise to another category of victims 
which the ICRC also worked to protect and assist: refugees and displaced 
persons. Indeed, military operations had led to the exodus of hundreds of 
thousands of people to Jordan and the east bank of the River Jordan, and 
to the Damascus and Deraa areas in Syria.

Given the extensive needs of the refugees, the ICRC decided to launch 
an appeal, on 14 June, to National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies. 
On 16 June it reached an agreement with the League according to which 
the League would co-ordinate assistance to refugees in Jordan and Syria as 
soon as possible; the ICRC would do the same for refugees in the territories 
occupied by Israel. Moreover, it was understood that the ICRC would 
continue to co-ordinate the overall operation to assist refugees and dis
placed persons, including those in Syria and in Jordan, during the 
emergency phase, until such time as the League could take over.

The Lebanese Red Cross in Beirut handled the transit of several 
hundred tonnes of relief supplies arriving by air and sea. During the initial 
emergency phase, it financed and arranged for their transport by truck to 
their destinations in Syria and Jordan. League representatives in Beirut 
later took over this task. On 8 July, the League replaced the ICRC in the 
relief operation for refugees on the east bank of the Jordan.

However, the situation in Syria was such that the ICRC alone remained 
in charge of the relief operation, which it conducted in close co-operation 
with the Syrian government and Red Crescent Society, for over 100,000 
refugees who had settled around Damascus and Deraa.

Once the emergency phase was over, the problem of the refugees’ return 
to their homes had to be dealt with. After lengthy and difficult negotiations, 
the ICRC was able to arrange meetings in Jordan between Jordanian and 
Israeli representatives on this subject, under its auspices. These meetings 
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led, in August 1967, to an agreement according to which both States 
accepted that refugees wishing to return to their countries of origin would fill 
out request forms to be examined by the Israeli authorities, who would thus 
have some measure of security control. Only applicants whose requests were 
accepted by Israel would be able to recross the Jordan with their families.

The operation, which was conducted by the ICRC and the Jordanian 
Red Crescent, started on 18 August 1967. By 31 August, the deadline set in 
the agreement by the Israeli government for the return of refugees, about 
14,000 people had crossed the Jordan and returned to their countries. 
However, there remained many others who wished to return and the ICRC 
therefore appealed to the Israeli government to extend the deadline to 
enable all those who so wished, at the very least all those whose requests 
had been granted, to go home. The Israeli government refused to authorize 
the return of all the refugees who wished to go home, but agreed to set up a 
procedure to reunite families and decided to permit the return to the West 
Bank of refugees who had the necessary authorization but had not been 
able to use it in time.

The situation in Kuneitra was entirely different: the Israeli authorities 
refused to authorize almost any repatriations at all. Thus the population of 
the town was reduced from about 30,000 inhabitants before the conflict to 
120 people at the end of 1967. However, several thousand Palestinians 
were repatriated to the occupied territories in the Sinai and Gaza.

During the same period, people started to move in the opposite direction 
as well, with an average of 100-200 Palestinians from the West Bank and 
Gaza crossing the Allenby Bridge every day to go to Jordan.

In parallel with its work to facilitate the repatriation of refugees, the 
ICRC was also doing what it could to help civilians in the territories 
occupied by the Israeli armed forces. With this in mind it asked the Israeli 
authorities to permit its delegates to move about freely in these areas, and 
on 26 June 1967 the Israeli government gave ICRC delegates a blanket 
authorization for freedom of movement in all the occupied territories. On 
the base of this agreement, the ICRC decided to open delegations in 
Jerusalem, Gaza and Kuneitra. The first tasks of the delegations were to: 
- arrange for the exchange of civilian messages between separated mem

bers of families who had not been able to correspond after the hostilities; 
- participate in the repatriation operations described above.

Once the emergency phase was over, the delegates concentrated on 
protecting and assisting civilians in the territories occupied by Israel. They 
made numerous representations to the Israeli authorities to this effect and 
at the same time contacted local Red Crescent committees set up in the 
occupied territories, in an attempt to give them moral and material sup
port. They also persuaded the Israeli authorities to recognize these Red 
Crescent committees and to grant them some freedom of action for 
humanitarian work.
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Following its approaches to the Israeli authorities, the ICRC was 
authorized, in December 1967, to start visits in the occupied West Bank, 
Kuneitra and Gaza to persons arrested and being held for acts of resist
ance. Moreover, the ICRC regularly appealed to the Israeli authorities to 
put a stop to the practice of destroying houses and villages as reprisals for 
such acts.

At the same time as it was conducting this protection and assistance 
operation for civilians in the territories occupied by Israel, the ICRC was 
concerned about the plight of Jewish communities, whether their members 
were stateless or nationals, in a number of Arab countries. It pointed out to 
the governments concerned that the provisions of the Fourth Geneva 
Convention should, at least by analogy, be applied to these people when 
steps affecting them had been taken as a direct consequence of the conflict. 
In countries where exceptional measures had been taken against some 
members of Jewish communities, the ICRC asked the authorities for 
permission for its delegates to visit internees and bring them aid.

Thus, an ICRC delegate was able to visit persons placed in camps in 
Libya and to assist Jews authorized to leave the country. In Syria at the end 
of 1967, ICRC delegates were allowed to visit three Jewish communities in 
Damascus, Aleppo and Kamichli. On the other hand, the United Arab 
Republic did not authorize ICRC delegates to visit stateless Jewish inter
nees. It did, however, authorize the internees to exchange messages with 
their families and to receive clothing and money from them. During the 
months following the conflict, the UAR government gradually released 
several dozen stateless Jews; they were handed over to ICRC delegates 
before being taken abroad.

In January 1968, Israel and the United Arab Republic conducted a 
general repatriation of all prisoners of war held by both sides since the 1967 
conflict; about 4,300 soldiers were repatriated in this operation, which was 
organized and supervised by ICRC delegates.

During 1968 and in the following years, the ICRC’s major concern was 
the protection of civilians in the territories occupied by Israel. However, in 
spite of the ICRC’s many representations to the Israeli government for 
recognition of the applicability of the Fourth Geneva Convention in the 
territories it occupied, the government declared that it wished to leave the 
matter open and preferred to proceed on a pragmatic basis by granting 
facilities to the delegates. Thus, as was mentioned above, the Israeli 
authorities allowed ICRC delegates freedom of movement in the occupied 
territories and permitted them to visit people being held for acts of resist
ance in Israel and in the occupied territories.

The ICRC tried to encourage greater flexibility on the part of the 
occupying power, in particular by trying to obtain permission for further 
family reunions and to put a stop to the expulsion to Syria of Arab 
inhabitants of the West Bank and to the destruction of houses. It also 



112

organized, mainly thanks to donations made by National Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Societies, large-scale relief activities for civilians in the 
occupied territories.

The operation in the Middle East is one of the longest in ICRC history, 
since the persistent disturbances, tension and conflict afflicting the region 
have obliged the ICRC to maintain and expand the delegations it opened in 
1967. In February 1986, almost twenty years later, the ICRC’s delegations 
in the Middle East comprised:

- in Syria : 1 delegate.

- in Egypt : 1 delegate
- in Israel : 17 delegates: 4 in Gaza

6 in Jerusalem
7 in Tel Aviv

- In Jordan : 3 delegates
- In Lebanon  : 36 delegates:66 23 in Beirut

8 in Sidon
1 in Tripoli
3 in Tyre
1 in Jezzine

Nigeria (1967-1970)

Before Biafra’s declaration of independence on 30 May 1967 and the 
armed clashes that ensued, the ICRC Delegate General for Africa had 
anticipated that a conflict would break out and had made several trips to 
Nigeria to obtain the assurance of both parties that they intended to apply 
the Geneva Conventions in such an event.

The ICRC sent delegates, medical and relief teams to Nigeria and Biafra 
as soon as the clashes broke out. The fighting was so violent, however, that 
the ICRC, seriously alarmed by the summary execution of prisoners and by 
news of civilian massacres, sent the following appeal to both parties on 21 
October:

“There is fierce fighting in Nigeria. The ICRC reminds all exercising 
authority and all combatants that the Geneva Conventions signed by all 
countries throughout the world make the following demands: 
- combatants surrendering shall not be killed
- the wounded shall be respected and the necessary care given to them, 

whether they are friends or enemies
- civilian populations shall be spared and they shall not be attacked nor 

harmed, irrespective of race, nationality or tribe
- members of the army medical service and of the Red Cross must be 

respected and protected. These must themselves avoid all acts of war

66 See section on Lebanon
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- armed soldiers must never attack military or civilian hospitals, nor even 
go inside them

- the sign of the red cross on a white background and all those it protects 
must be considered inviolable and sacred.

The ICRC counts on the goodwill of each one of you to have these humane 
rules always applied.”

From the outset the ICRC undertook to protect the prisoners being held 
by the Biafrans and the Federalists. Starting in July 1967, its delegates 
visited Biafrans held in different places in Nigeria. It was unable, however, 
to obtain complete lists of prisoners from either side.

Moreover, the ICRC’s humanitarian mission ran into increasing difficul
ties: in mid-November, when the ICRC wanted to replace the team it had 
posted on Biafran territory, it had to charter a special plane from Basel to 
Port Harcourt, this being the only means of contacting its delegation. Many 
more problems had to be overcome before the ICRC aircraft was finally able 
to land in Port Harcourt. After being forced to land first in Lagos for a check 
demanded by the federal authorities, it still had to make a stopover in Santa 
Isabel on the island of Fernando Po before reaching its destination in Biafra.

Following these incidents and faced with the constantly growing needs of 
civilians - above all children - for medicine and food, the ICRC decided to 
step up its activities, all the while trying to establish procedures to facilitate 
the arrival of relief supplies. To this end it sent a delegate to Lagos in mid
December to negotiate a two-part agreement with the federal government: 
he was to obtain from the federal government its acceptance of the princi
ple of food aid (milk and vitamins) for children - in federal and in seces
sionist territory - and its agreement to the setting up of an ICRC opera
tional base on neutral territory, in Santa Isabel, where ICRC planes would 
be monitored by a federal agent before flying directly to Port Harcourt. 
The government responded favourably to both requests but the Biafran 
authorities refused to accept flights whose cargo had been checked by 
federal agents. They later changed their minds and finally accepted this 
procedure on 17 January 1968. On 15 January, however, the federal 
government had withdrawn its authorization for security reasons.

The ICRC then resumed negotiations with both parties to the conflict, 
but three months went by without it being able to obtain the necessary 
guarantees which would have allowed it to fly to Biafra. Meanwhile, the 
suffering of the beleaguered civilian population intensified.

On 9 April 1968, after the Chairman of the Nigerian Red Cross had 
visited Geneva, the federal military government informed the ICRC that it 
would tolerate relief flights made at the ICRC’s risk. On the basis of this 
information, the ICRC again started to organize flights to Biafra.

Furthermore, in order to be able to step up its relief activities, the ICRC 
launched two appeals to National Red Cross Societies, on 18 and 30 April 
1968, on behalf of all the victims of the conflict.
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The capture of Port Harcourt on 21 May made the ICRC’s task even 
more difficult: a new wave of 100,000 refugees streamed towards the camps 
hastily set up by the Biafran authorities, and the ICRC was left without a 
landing strip. From then on, only a few sporadic flights could be made to 
Biafra, ICRC planes often landing in dangerous conditions at the new 
Biafran airstrip in Uli.

Between 9 April (the date on which the flights had resumed) and 15 July, 
169 tonnes of relief supplies were transported and immediately distributed 
to civilians.

Although relief distributions in Biafra faced almost insurmountable 
obstacles, in Nigeria the ICRC and the National Red Cross Society were 
able to give medical care and distribute relief supplies to the civilian victims 
of the war in all federal areas.

On 17 July 1968, realizing that the scale of its relief operation was 
growing daily, the ICRC entrusted the management and co-ordination 
thereof to a Commissioner General, Mr. August R. Lindt, former High 
Commissioner for Refugees, former Swiss Ambassador to Washington and 
Moscow, and former ICRC delegate.

In August 1968, the ICRC was able to send fresh medical teams to Biafra 
(since January it had not been able to replace its team, given that there was 
no agreement on breaking the blockade); the team had several kwashior
kor specialists, made available by the Swedish Red Cross and the Interna
tional Union for Child Welfare (IUCW).

Since the capture of Port Harcourt the ICRC had redoubled its represen
tations with a view to shipping regular relief supplies to Biafra. At the 
beginning of September, thanks to the help of the National Societies of 
Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden and Switzerland, 
the ICRC had six aircraft in Santa Isabel: five DC-6 and one Hercules 
C-130. However, since the two parties to the conflict still had not been able 
to reach an agreement on daytime flights to Biafra, the ICRC was obliged 
to continue its flights at night. In spite of these restrictions, from 3 Sep
tember to 31 December 1968 some 6,404 tonnes of relief supplies were sent 
to Biafra on 675 flights. At the end of the year, three surgical missions and 
eight medical and social welfare teams were working on Biafran territory 
under ICRC auspices.

At the same time as it was assisting civilians, the ICRC also continued its 
protection activities for prisoners of war. Its delegates regularly visited 
Biafran prisoners in Nigeria and Nigerian prisoners in Biafra.

In 1969, thanks to the support of many governments, National Red 
Cross Societies and other voluntary organizations, the ICRC continued 
its relief operation for needy civilians on both sides of the front. In par
ticular, it continued to organize flights to Biafra. The difficulties were 
endless, however, and on 11 June, after two of its planes had crashed and 
a third had been shot down by a Nigerian fighter plane, the ICRC decided 
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to stop the airlift. On 30 June, the federal military government publicly 
announced that the ICRC would no longer co-ordinate relief activities in 
Nigeria; co-ordination would in the future be entrusted to a National 
Commission for Rehabilitation. Thereupon the ICRC President travelled 
to Lagos, where he was received by General Go won. After their meeting, 
the ICRC and the Nigerian authorities agreed on a press release which 
specified that:

“The two parties agree to co-operate in order to effect a smooth transfer 
to the national commission for rehabilitation of relief action co-ordina
tion entrusted to the ICRC. They also confirm that the transfer shall be 
without prejudice to the continued performance by the ICRC of its 
traditional role of dispensing humanitarian services (...). For the latter 
purpose, the ICRC shall maintain its customary links with the Nigerian 
Red Cross.
The ICRC noted the Federal Government’s policy in regard to relief 
flights into secessionist-held areas, and undertakes to examine ways and 
means of implementing it. In this connection, the ICRC president reaf
firms that the ICRC will not penetrate into nigérian airspace without the 
authority and consent of the Federal Government. The Federal Govern
ment, on its part, reaffirms its guarantee of the safety of ICRC personnel 
in federal areas and the safety of ICRC relief aircraft using agreed 
corridors.”

Following the President’s mission, the federal government authorized an 
emergency airlift to secessionist territory, in order to bring medicine and 
replace staff members whose contracts had expired. This operation took 
place during the night of 4 to 5 August.

On 30 September 1969, the ICRC definitively transferred its responsibil
ity for co-ordinating the relief operation in Nigeria to the Nigerian Red 
Cross. However, during the entire hand-over period the ICRC also con
tinued its efforts to obtain, once again, the agreement of both parties to the 
opening of air or sea corridors through which relief supplies could be 
brought to secessionist territory. Unfortunately, its efforts were in vain, 
and the ICRC kept only a reduced fleet in Cotonou in case relief flights 
could resume.

Since the end of the airlift on 11 June 1969 the ICRC had concentrated its 
humanitarian efforts in secessionist-held territory on providing medical 
assistance. In December 1969, the ICRC delegation, made up of 50 people, 
was running seven hospitals and 64 clinics - including three for leprosy 
patients - accommodating a total of 15,000 sick and wounded. It was also 
giving about 200,000 consultations each month.

During 1969, ICRC delegates also continued to visit prisoners of war 
held by both sides, making every attempt to bring them the relief supplies 
they needed. On federal territory, they regularly visited 2,170 prisoners of 
war, and ravaging a rule able to interview the prisoners of their choice 
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without witnesses, distribute relief supplies and arrange for the exchange 
of family messages.

In secessionist-held territory, ICRC delegates visited about 170 prison
ers every two weeks, bringing them regular relief supplies.

Biafra was defeated, and the fighting ended in mid-January 1970. The 
ICRC had to evacuate its medical teams working in secessionist-held 
territory to Libreville and Sao Tome. In the meantime, the head of delega
tion in Lagos made representations to the federal government, urging it to 
apply the provisions of the 1949 Geneva Conventions guaranteeing the 
protection of victims of armed conflicts. Moreover, on 12 January, the 
ICRC, together with the League, sent two telegrammes, to the govern
ment and the Red Cross Society of Nigeria, offering them Red Cross 
assistance. The ICRC planned to send to Nigeria emergency supplies 
stored in Cotonou, and the Delegate General for Africa went to Lagos to 
suggest to the Nigerian authorities that an airlift start between Cotonou 
and Uli, Cotonou and Obilago or Cotonou and Ilohia. This would have 
made it possible to send in relief supplies promptly to the areas where 
needs were greatest. The ICRC kept two C-97 aircraft and a Transall, 
made available respectively by the United States and the Federal Republic 
of Germany, permanently based in Cotonou in case it was authorized to 
resume the airlift interrupted in June 1969.

In the end, however, only a few flights were authorized between 
Cotonou and Lagos, then Lagos and Enugu, from 19-25 January 1970. 
Urgently required medicines and food were transported.

Seeing that it was impossible to start another relief operation, the ICRC 
decided to suspend its activities in Nigeria and withdrew its delegation from 
Lagos.

Honduras-El Salvador (1969)

In June 1969, trouble broke out in Honduras and El Salvador following 
football matches between the countries’ national teams, first in 
Tegucigalpa, then in San Salvador. These incidents were followed almost 
immediately by clashes between the armed forces of the two countries. On 
24 June, the Salvadorean Minister of Foreign Affairs sent the ICRC a copy 
of a message he had addressed to the Chairman of the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights in Washington about the expulsion from 
Honduras of Salvadorean citizens and about human rights violations in 
Honduras. The ICRC asked its Delegate General for Latin America to go 
to Honduras to assess the situation with officials of the National Red Cross 
Society. However, just before the Delegate General was due to arrive, a 
seven-point agreement was reached by the National Societies of Honduras, 
El Salvador and Nicaragua. It provided inter alia for the setting up in 
Tegucigalpa of a tracing and information service for all Salvadoreans living 
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in Honduras. A similar office was to be set up in San Salvador. The ICRC 
delegate arrived on 19 June; having learned of the agreement, he left the 
country on 2 July. In the meantime, however, many Salvadoreans living in 
Honduras continued to arrive at the border post of El Amatillo, on the 
Panamerican highway. They were given shelter by the Salvadorean Red 
Cross.

On 14 July, the armed forces of El Salvador advanced into Honduran 
territory (they withdrew on 3 August).

On 16 July, the ICRC asked the National Societies of both countries for 
information about the situation, the number of military and civilian vic
tims, and whether there were any prisoners of war. Two days later, it 
decided to send out two delegates.

At the same time as the ICRC’s delegates arrived in Honduras, a cease
fire was agreed under the auspices of the Organization of American States 
(OAS). It became effective on 22 July.

The efforts of the ICRC delegates focused on three categories of victim: 
- prisoners of war;
- Salvadorean civilians interned in Honduras;
- Honduran civilians detained in El Salvador, captured by the armed 

forces of El Salvador in occupied territory.
In both Honduras and El Salvador, the ICRC delegates immediately 
obtained lists of prisoners of war and were authorized to visit them and talk 
to them.

Regular visits by ICRC delegates to the 28 Salvadorean prisoners and 58 
Honduran prisoners started on 24 July. The delegates distributed 
emergency relief supplies during the visits.

At the same time, the delegates began negotiations with government and 
armed forces representatives of both countries to arrange for the release 
and repatriation of the prisoners of war.

After a number of direct contacts and letters, and thanks to the con
comitant negotiations conducted by the OAS, the prisoners of war were 
exchanged on 12 August at El Amatillo, in the presence of two ICRC 
representatives and the Presidents of the Red Cross Societies of Honduras 
and El Salvador. Each National Society took charge of its own nationals 
and transported them to their respective capitals.

By a curious coincidence, the exchange took place exactly twenty years, 
day for day, after the signing of the Third Geneva Convention relative to 
the treatment of prisoners of war, Article 118 of which stipulates that 
prisoners of war shall be repatriated without delay once active hostilities 
have ended.

In parallel with their activities on behalf of prisoners of war, the ICRC 
delegates were also doing what they could to assist Salvadorean civilians 
interned in Honduras.

Immediately after the conflict broke out, many Salvadoreans had been 
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interned in improvised camps. On 21 July they already numbered over 
5,000, and one month later that figure had risen to an estimated 10,000.

In order to assess the situation and needs of these internees, ICRC 
delegates visited the camps in which they were being held, from 21-25 July. 
During the visits, ICRC and Honduran Red Cross delegates distributed, in 
the camps where needs were greatest, tents (as protection against the 
torrential rainfall of the rainy season), plastic plates and other kitchen 
utensils, water purifiers to prevent epidemics, and various medicines.

On 23 July, the ICRC and the League of Red Cross Societies launched a 
joint appeal for the benefit of interned Salvadoreans to twelve National 
Societies in the Americas.

In the following days the ICRC, the League, several governments and 
National Societies and a number of other charitable organizations sent 
various relief supplies to Honduras for the interned Salvadoreans. On 30 
August, the Honduran authorities informed the OAS that they were ready 
to release all persons held in internment camps. The process was com
pleted by mid-September.

During their advance into Honduran territory, Salvadorean troops had 
captured almost 500 Honduran civilians, who had been put in several 
Salvadorean prisons.

All these detainees were also regularly visited by ICRC delegates, who 
brought them assistance in the form of medicines, food, clothing and 
cigarettes.

Pursuant to an agreement between the Salvadorean authorities and the 
ICRC delegates, and to Articles 49, 77 and 133 of the Fourth Geneva 
Convention relative to the protection of civilians in time of war, the 
Honduran civilian detainees were released and repatriated in stages, 
beginning on 16 August. The last group reached Honduras on 6 October, 
marking the end of the ICRC’s operation in Honduras and El Salvador.

India-Pakistan (1971-1975)

In early 1971, the ICRC began to pay close attention to the situation on the 
Indian subcontinent, and particularly in the eastern province of Pakistan, 
today Bangladesh, where the indigenous Bengali population was opposed 
to the Pakistan authorities. The latter were supported by a non-local 
population, the Biharis. Originally from Bihar, the Biharis had fled to 
Bangladesh when India became independent and when the State of Pakis
tan was created. At the end of March, by virtue of its right of humanitarian 
initiative, the ICRC decided to send a mission to Karachi and Islamabad. 
Its delegates were to contact the Pakistan Red Cross, as it was then called, 
and the authorities and support the ICRC’s offer of services to General 
Yahia Khan, at the time President of Pakistan. However, the Pakistan 
authorities did not feel that an ICRC operation was called for in East 
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Pakistan, given that, according to them, the situation was returning to 
normal. The ICRC delegates therefore had to return to Geneva without 
being able to afford protection and assistance to the victims of the distur
bances ravaging East Pakistan.

Nonetheless, on 30 April 1971 the ICRC sent the Pakistan authorities 
another note, reiterating its offer of services and insisting that the Pakistan 
government allow it to fulfil its humanitarian mission. Having received no 
positive answer, the ICRC made repeated representations to the Pakistan 
government in the weeks that followed. At the beginning of July, a 
member of the ICRC was received by General Yahia Khan, who 
authorized the institution to set up a tracing service in Dacca for missing 
persons, in co-operation with the Pakistan Red Cross, and a service for the 
exchange of family messages between Pakistan and India, where thousands 
of Bengalis had sought refuge. In mid-August two ICRC delegates went to 
Dacca, where they officially opened the tracing service.

At the same time, the ICRC tried to assist Bengalis who had fled East 
Pakistan and sought refuge in India. In August 1971 it started to send relief 
supplies from Calcutta to Bengali refugees. Moreover, on 2 December 
1971, the Indian government authorized the ICRC to set up a tracing 
service in New Delhi for missing persons, in co-operation with the Indian 
Red Cross.

Thus, shortly before the conflict broke out between India and Pakistan, 
the ICRC had two delegates in Dacca and two in New Delhi. It had been in 
contact, from August 1971, with representatives of Bangladesh in London, 
New Delhi, Calcutta and New York. In this context, an ICRC delegate 
went to London on 8 November 1971. The representative of Bangladesh he 
met there announced the founding of a “Bangladesh Red Cross” and 
informed the delegate that the “Red Cross Society” and the Bangladesh 
authorities wished to co-operate with the ICRC and intended to act in 
accordance with the principles of international humanitarian law.

When hostilities broke out on 3 December 1971 between Pakistan on the 
one hand and India and Bangladesh on the other, the ICRC sent the 
governments of India and Pakistan a note based on the four Geneva 
Conventions, to which both States were party. The note reminded them of 
the main provisions of the Conventions, in particular the obligation to 
protect and treat humanely the sick and wounded, prisoners of war and 
civilians, and the obligation to respect hospitals, ambulances and medical 
establishments and staff. The Secretary General of the United Nations and 
representatives of Bangladesh in New York were also informed of the 
contents of the note.

Furthermore, the ICRC sent simultaneously to Islamabad, New Delhi, 
Calcutta and Dacca teams of delegates whose main tasks were to register 
and visit prisoners of war, trace missing persons, transmit family messages 
and protect certain categories of civilians.
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The first ICRC visit to a camp for Pakistani prisoners of war in India took 
place on 31 December 1971, but at the time most of the Pakistani prisoners 
of war - over 90,000 - were still in Bangladesh. Visits to camps in that 
country started on 1 January 1972: prisoners of war and thousands of West 
Pakistani civilians also interned in the camps were seen.

In addition to its work to protect prisoners of war and civilians held in 
Bangladesh and India, the ICRC organized, at the end of 1971 and in co
operation with the local Red Cross and the National Societies of Denmark, 
Finland, Norway, Sweden and Switzerland, an emergency medical opera
tion throughout Bangladesh for the victims, both civilian and military, of 
the events.

Furthermore, during the first weeks of 1972, ICRC delegates with the 
help of the Indian armed forces and local volunteers, started to trace 
persons who had disappeared on Bangladesh territory. They located sev
eral hundred and reunited them with their next-of-kin.

During the same period about 93,000 Pakistani prisoners of war and 
interned civilians held in Bangladesh were taken to India. Starting on 8 
February 1972, ICRC delegates visited them in their new places of deten
tion: 50 camps in 14 places along the Ganges River Valley and 20 hospitals. 
In 1972 they carried out over 270 visits to these places of detention, seeing 
most of them four times.

On 4 January 1972, ICRC delegates were authorized to visit regularly 
657 Indian prisoners of war held in Pakistan in two camps and six hospitals, 
and about 270 Indian civilians captured by the armed forces of Pakistan.

As soon as it was able to visit prisoners being held by both sides, the 
ICRC started to work for the repatriation of the seriously ill and wounded. 
Between 26 February and 31 December 1972, six repatriations were con
ducted under ICRC auspices: about 600 Pakistani prisoners and about 40 
seriously wounded or sick Indian prisoners, returned to their respective 
countries.

Moreover, in accordance with Article 118 of the Third Geneva Conven
tion relative to the treatment of prisoners of war, and with Article 133 of 
the Fourth Geneva Convention relative to the protection of civilians, the 
ICRC made repeated approaches to the governments concerned, urging 
them to repatriate all the prisoners they held.

Following these approaches, the Pakistan government repatriated 273 
Indian civilian internees on 16 September 1972 in the presence of ICRC 
delegates. For its part, the Indian government repatriated, on 18 and 19 
September 1972, about 700 Pakistani civilians who had been arrested by 
the Indian armed forces on the western front. Lastly, on 1 December 1972 
the Pakistan government repatriated all the Indian prisoners of war it held 
(617) and the Indian government simultaneously repatriated 542 Pakistani 
soldiers captured on the western front. This two-way operation was also 
conducted in the presence of ICRC delegates.
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Thus, by the end of 1972 there were no more Indian prisoners of war in 
Pakistan, but there were still some 92,000 Pakistani prisoners of war and 
civilian internees in India.

Besides acting on behalf of prisoners of war and civilian internees, the 
ICRC made every effort to come to the aid of some categories of civilians, 
in particular ethnic minorities.

In Pakistan, with the agreement of the government, ICRC delegates 
contacted Bengali communities to assess their living conditions, from both 
the economic and the security points of view.

In Bangladesh, in view of the magnitude of the needs of the population - 
both Bengalis and other groups - the ICRC negotiated a plan for relief 
activities with the government and the emerging National Society. The 
plan was accepted on 15 January 1972 and immediately thereafter the 
ICRC launched an appeal to National Societies, governments and a 
number of organizations for funds, food and medicines. It also asked the 
National Societies to provide medical and social welfare teams.

In response to the appeal the ICRC received contributions worth some 
37,468,000 Swiss francs. From 1 February to mid-April 1972, 14 medical 
and social welfare teams seconded by the National Societies of Belgium, 
Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany (Fed. Rep. - two teams), 
Japan, New Zealand, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland and the United 
Kingdom - comprising in all about 160 people - worked under ICRC 
auspices in Bangladesh. They were spread throughout the country, to 
come to the aid of Bengalis returning to Bangladesh from India, “non
local” communities and about 2,000 Pakistani civilians left in Bangladesh. 
In mid-April 1972, with the donors’ agreement, the ICRC gave the Ban
gladesh Red Cross the remaining relief supplies it had received so that it 
could continue the relief operation. The ICRC then concentrated on its 
traditional activities to protect and assist prisoners of war and civilian 
minorities.

In Bangladesh, therefore, the ICRC’s protection and assistance work 
focused on “non-local” communities, mainly Biharis threatened by Ben
galis because they had always supported the Pakistanis.

On 28 December 1971 the ICRC had already sent two notes to the 
governments of India and Bangladesh respectively, with a view to provid
ing effective protection for the “non-local” communities in Bangladesh. 
On 1 January 1972, the blockade to which these communities had been 
subjected since the beginning of the conflict was lifted and ICRC delegates 
were able to visit them. From February 1972, teams of ICRC delegates 
were in all areas where there were “non-locals”. Estimated at about 
700,000 the latter were concentrated in Dacca (300,000), Saidpur 
(200,000), Chittagong (50,000), Khulna (50,000), Ishurdi and Rajshai 
(20,000), and in small groups in several other districts. The ICRC had 
tracing offices in several of these communities. The job of the offices was to 
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forward family messages to or from Pakistan, and to draw up lists of the 
names of all “non-locals” living in the communities.

Moreover, ICRC delegates made many representations to the Banglad
esh authorities, urging them to take all possible measures to ensure the 
safety of the “non-locals”.

At the same time, ICRC delegates were also concerned about the plight 
of some 2,000 Pakistani civilians still in Bangladesh, about 1,000 of whom 
were housed in the “Dogra Red Cross camp” in Chittagong under ICRC 
auspices.

Moreover, in early 1972 the ICRC started making representations to the 
governments of Pakistan and Bangladesh for the transfer of civilian 
minorities from one side to the other (Bengalis in Pakistan and Pakistanis 
and other “non-locals” in Bangladesh).

In January 1972, the ICRC sent a message to the governments of 
Pakistan and Bangladesh, suggesting inter alia that both parties solemnly 
declare:
- that they were willing to make possible a transfer from one country to the 

other of individuals and families who wished to move, without discrimi
nation and without prejudice to family members deciding to stay behind;

- that measures would be taken to enable persons wishing to leave to take 
their belongings with them.

The ICRC also offered its good offices to facilitate the transfers when 
necessary and submitted to the governments concerned a draft agreement 
on the repatriation of civilian minorities on both sides. Both parties gave 
their agreement in principle to the repatriation and, in the following weeks, 
accepted the text of the ICRC proposal - after having amended it some
what. However, it quickly became obvious that a general repatriation of 
civilian minorities, like that of prisoners of war, would have to clear several 
political hurdles.

The ICRC nonetheless continued its representations to the governments 
of Pakistan and Bangladesh with a view to repatriating the most vulnerable 
people. At the end of 1972, the Pakistan government declared that it was 
willing to allow 15,000 Bengalis to leave for Bangladesh, and the Indian 
government offered to repatriate 6,000 Pakistanis, mainly women and 
children.

On the other hand, the Indian government continued to refuse to repat
riate all the prisoners of war and civilian internees it held, so during the first 
half of 1973 ICRC delegates continued to visit Indian internment camps 
and to assist “non-local” communities in Bangladesh and Pakistan.

On 28 April 1973, the governments of India and Pakistan reached an 
agreement on the repatriations which was endorsed by Bangladesh. Pur
suant to the agreement, between 28 September and 31 December 1973, 
some 27,217 Pakistani prisoners of war and 11,104 Pakistani civilian inter
nees, escorted by ICRC delegates, were repatriated from India to Pakistan 
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by train; during the same period, 74,246 Bengali civilians and 52,078 
Bengali soldiers left Pakistan and returned to Bangladesh under ICRC 
auspices. In Bangladesh, ICRC delegates registered all the “non-locals” 
wishing to go to Pakistan and meeting the criteria agreed on by the 
governments of Pakistan and Bangladesh. After the registration, 33,849 
“non-locals” were flown from Bangladesh to Pakistan in the last months of 
1973 during an airlift organized by the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees.

This huge repatriation operation was completed in July 1974, and the 
ICRC was able to bring to an end its activities to protect and assist prisoners 
of war, civilian internees and ethnic minorities on the Indian subcontinent. 
It henceforth took care only of the “non-locals” left in Bangladesh against 
their will. This problem gradually became less acute, and the ICRC closed 
its delegations in Dacca and Islamabad at the beginning of 1976.

It is interesting to note that Switzerland was the Protecting Power for 
both India and Pakistan, but did not visit any prisoners of war during the 
conflict.

Lebanon (1978)

The Israeli invasion of southern Lebanon on the night of 14 to 15 March 
1978 turned the Lebanese situation into an international armed conflict. 
The ICRC at once declared to the parties concerned that it considered that 
the four 1949 Geneva Conventions were thenceforth applicable.

The ICRC reminded the Israeli authorities in particular that all persons 
not of Israeli nationality and in the power of the State of Israel following 
the events in Lebanon - in particular civilian internees - were protected 
under the Fourth Convention. The ICRC moreover encouraged Israel to 
consider giving persons captured in Lebanon prisoner-of-war status 
whenever it had been ascertained that they had been bearing arms openly 
during the fighting and that they belonged to a unit under the orders of a 
responsible commander respecting the laws and customs of war. Finally, 
the ICRC asked the Israeli government to give its delegates the necessary 
practical facilities to bring aid and protection to civilians in southern 
Lebanon and to detainees. The Israeli authorities immediately declared 
their willingness to grant ICRC delegates such practical facilities. How
ever, they said that there was no question of considering Palestinian 
fighters as prisoners of war. The ICRC nonetheless obtained authorization 
for its delegates to visit Palestinian combatants held by Israel.

Moreover, the ICRC approached the Palestinians for authorization to 
visit any Israelis falling into their hands, as in fact happened on 29 April.

Following the dispatch to Lebanon of the United Nations Interim Forces 
in Lebanon (UNIFIL), the ICRC sent the United Nations Secretary



124

General a letter explaining its position: although the UN as such was not a 
party to the Geneva Conventions, the ICRC felt that each State remained 
individually responsible for the application of the Conventions when it 
provided a contingent of soldiers for the UN forces. The ICRC therefore 
suggested that the United Nations include in the agreements reached with 
the governments making such a contingent available a clause obliging those 
States to ensure that members of national contingents were perfectly aware 
of the obligations deriving from the Conventions and that the necessary 
measures were indeed taken for the application of the rules in question. 
The UN Secretary-General gave a favourable reply.

Besides taking these steps to guarantee the application of the four 
Geneva Conventions by all the parties concerned, the ICRC immediately 
undertook to protect and assist all the victims of the conflict.

Thus, on 16 March ICRC delegates started to visit hospitals and dispen
saries in Tyre and the surrounding area in order to assess the situation and 
distribute parcels of medical supplies. Most of these establishments were 
evacuated shortly thereafter and the ICRC, in co-operation with the 
Lebanese Red Cross and the “Palestinian Red Crescent”, opened an 
emergency centre in Tyre to treat the wounded.

Furthermore, the delegation in Beirut was concerned about the plight of 
people from southern Lebanon who had fled before the Israeli troops and 
sought refuge in Sidon and West Beirut. ICRC delegates immediately 
contacted the competent Lebanese authorities, Palestinian representatives 
and different aid organizations to determine the number of displaced 
persons (about 250,000 at the end of March) and the nature of their needs. 
After the assessment and in order to meet the most urgent needs, the ICRC 
launched an appeal on 22 March to a number of governments and National 
Societies for 1.3 million Swiss francs (purchase of medicines and opera
tional costs), 180 tonnes of milk for babies and 20,000 blankets.

ICRC delegates also set up a communications network allowing them to 
deal with the stream of requests for news of relatives made by displaced 
persons in Tyre, Sidon and Beirut.

From 22 March 1978 ICRC delegates worked in southern Lebanon, 
where they conducted a general survey of the situation in the some 150 
villages in the zone occupied by Israeli troops.

From the end of March, ICRC delegates were able to conduct the first 
visits to detainees captured by the Israeli armed forces. These visits were 
repeated regularly thereafter but several detainees were released shortly 
after their capture, so that when the Israeli forces withdrew in mid-June 
1978 only 19 people were still being held in Israel as a result of the March 
clashes. The hostilities having ended, the ICRC repeatedly approached the 
Israeli authorities, urging them to repatriate these detainees. At the end of 
1978, five of the detainees were released.

ICRC delegates also regularly visited about 60 Lebanese civilians hos
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pitalized in Israeli hospitals after the fighting, bringing them messages from 
their families in Lebanon.

Finally, ICRC delegates regularly visited civilians in the zone occupied 
by Israeli forces in southern Lebanon. Starting in April, as displaced 
persons gradually started moving back to their homes in the occupied zone, 
ICRC delegates went to the different crossing points in order to deal with 
any problems that might arise.

Moreover, on 29 April ICRC delegates visited an Israeli soldier captured 
by the People’s Front for the Liberation of Palestine/General Command 
(PFLP/GC). They were able to interview him without witnesses and give 
him family messages but, contrary to the provisions of the Third Geneva 
Convention, they were not allowed to see the place of detention itself, the 
detaining authorities having declared it off limits for security reasons. In its 
capacity as a neutral intermediary between the Israeli authorities and the 
PFLP/GC, the ICRC made representations for the repatriation of the 
prisoner.

In the years after the Israeli intervention in Lebanon, periods of distur
bances or intense fighting followed on each other almost without interrup
tion. ICRC delegates, posted permanently to the area, continued their 
activities to protect and assist Palestinians, Lebanese - both Christian and 
Moslem - and Israelis. In January 1987, the ICRC still had 17 delegates in 
Beirut, 6 in Sidon, 1 in Tripoli, 3 in Tyre, 1 in Jezzine and 1 in Damascus. It 
also had 6 delegates working in its delegation in Israel.

Iran and Iraq (1980-1985)

The day after fighting broke out between Iran and Iraq on 23 September 
1980, the ICRC sent a message to both parties to the conflict through their 
Permanent Missions in Geneva, reminding them of their obligations under 
the four 1949 Geneva Conventions. In particular, it asked both govern
ments to protect and treat humanely the sick, the wounded, prisoners of 
war and civilians and to respect medical establishments and units. It also 
specified that it was ready to discharge the duties devolving on it by virtue 
of the Geneva Conventions, inter alia to visit and assist military and civilian 
prisoners and displaced persons. Finally, it reminded the Iranian and the 
Iraqi governments of the role it could play as a neutral intermediary 
between the two belligerent States for all humanitarian concerns.

On 26 September 1980 the ICRC was authorized to send delegates to 
Iraq. They arrived in Baghdad two days later and immediately made a first 
survey in the Kirkouk region, paying particular attention to hospitals. They 
also met with the authorities’ representatives and with Iraqi Red Crescent 
officials to define the terms and conditions of visits to Iranian prisoners of 
war held by the Iraqis. The visits started on 10 October.

In Iran, where the ICRC already had a delegation, representations were 
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also immediately made to obtain access to Iraqi prisoners of war. Permis
sion was granted on 21 October and the visits started the next day.

Starting in October 1980, therefore, ICRC delegates undertook a series 
of visits to prisoners of war in Iraq and in Iran.

In Iraq, from 10 October to 31 December 1980, seven ICRC delegates 
conducted a dozen visits to about 1,500 Iranian prisoners of war in four 
places of detention. During the visits, the delegates, authorized to inter
view the prisoners of war of their choice without witnesses, registered all 
the prisoners and drew up a capture card for each of them. Thanks to these 
cards, the ICRC was able to inform the Iranian authorities about their 
citizens who were prisoners of war. The delegates also gave the prisoners 
they visited family message forms so that they could communicate with 
their families. The ICRC doctor who was present during each of the visits 
drew up a list of the seriously wounded and ill. The list was submitted to the 
Iraqi authorities with the request that they authorize the repatriation of 
these prisoners.

However, the four places of detention visited did not hold all the Iranian 
prisoners of war in Iraqi hands, and the ICRC immediately made represen
tations to the Iraqi authorities requesting permission for its delegates to 
visit all camps in which there were Iranian prisoners. The ICRC also asked 
the Iraqi authorities to allow its delegates to go to territory occupied by 
Iraq in order to assess the situation of civilians affected by the fighting. 
Permission to do so was granted in December 1980.

The ICRC had also been approached by about 340 families without 
news of relatives who had disappeared during the fighting. It took steps 
to trace these persons: at the end of 1980, some 50 such cases had been 
solved.

In Iran, ICRC visits to Iraqi prisoners of war started on 22 October 1980 
in a prison in Teheran. They were later extended to other places of detention 
in the capital and the surrounding area, and by the end of 1980 ICRC 
delegates had visited and registered about 600 Iraqi prisoners of war. The 
ICRC handed the list of these prisoners to the Iraqi authorities and for
warded family messages sent by the prisoners to their families. Starting in 
October 1980, the ICRC also opened about 500 enquiries in response to 
requests for news of people who had disappeared in Iran.

In 1981, the ICRC continued to discharge its humanitarian mandate for 
the 10,000 prisoners of war on both sides, civilians in occupied territories 
and persons displaced by the fighting. It made several representations to 
both parties urging them to respect their obligations under the Geneva 
Conventions and suggesting in particular several improvements in the 
treatment of victims of the conflict. It also continued its negotiations with a 
view to obtaining the repatriation of seriously sick or wounded military and 
civilian prisoners. On 16 June, 25 August and 15 December 1981, some 62 
Iraqi prisoners of war and 102 Iranian prisoners of war and civilian inter
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nees were repatriated, under ICRC auspices, in three airborne operations 
between Teheran and Baghdad via Larnaca, Cyprus.

During the same year, ICRC delegates in Iraq continued to visit Iranian 
prisoners of war on a monthly basis. They thus regularly saw about 2,600 
prisoners in three camps and military hospitals. The delegates had still not 
been authorized, however, to visit all Iranian prisoners being held in Iraq. 
Throughout 1981 the ICRC stepped up its representations to the Iraqi 
authorities for access to all Iranian prisoners of war, unfortunately in vain. 
Moreover, the ICRC continued to receive requests to trace missing per
sons (7,349 requests for Iraq in 1981) and its delegates made systematic 
enquiries in respect of each of the cases brought to their attention.

The ICRC also drew the attention of the Iraqi government to the 
problem of Iranian civilians, many of whom were detained in prisoner-of- 
war camps, and to its obligations under the Conventions, i.e., separate 
internment of prisoners of war and civilians and, later, the release and 
repatriation of civilians. Following a mission by the ICRC President to Iraq 
in October 1981, the Iraqi authorities agreed to the unilateral repatriation 
of a group of 37 civilians, who returned to Iran on 15 December 1981.

Lastly, pursuant to the authorization given them in December 1980 to 
visit territories occupied by Iraq, ICRC delegates went to Shalamjeh, 
Qasr-I-Shirin and Mehran in the Khorramshar area at the beginning of 
1981 to come to the aid of civilians in these occupied territories. Authoriza
tion to visit the area was withdrawn, however, in April 1981.

In Iran, ICRC delegates regularly visited Iraqi prisoners of war (about 
7,000 men in three places of detention) until late August 1981. As of that 
date, however, the difficulties encountered by the delegates, who insisted 
that the visits be conducted in accordance with ICRC criteria, particularly 
the holding of interviews without witnesses, were such that the ICRC had 
to suspend its protection activities. It was not until two months later, in 
October 1981, following many representations to the Iranian authorities, 
that the ICRC delegates were able to resume the visits.

Unfortunately, on 25 November 1981 the delegates once again ran into 
problems during their visits to Iraqi prisoners. The ICRC therefore had to 
open fresh negotiations with the Iranian authorities so that the visits to 
prisoner-of-war camps could be resumed as soon as possible in accordance 
with ICRC criteria. During the negotiations, however, delegates were able 
to continue to register prisoners of war in the camps.

Furthermore, in response to the repeated requests of the Teheran dele
gation that all the prisoners be transferred to prisoner-of-war camps as 
stipulated in the Geneva Conventions, the Iranian military authorities 
opened two new camps to which they transferred all Iraqi prisoners of war.

In the meantime, ICRC delegates were also doing what they could to 
help displaced persons in the provinces. In response to a request for 
assistance by the Iranian authorities in October 1981, three ICRC
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delegates, including a doctor, went to four provinces (Esfahan, Fars, 
Khuzistan and Ham), where there were about 120,000 displaced families. 
After the survey, the ICRC collected warm clothes for the estimated 
130,000 refugee children in the provinces of Ham and Esfahan, and almost 
two tonnes of medicines for the displaced population.

Moreover, the ICRC continued to receive tracing requests for missing 
persons (2,974 requests for Iran in 1981). All cases brought to its attention 
were systematically investigated.

There was a violent escalation in the fighting in 1982, taking an increas
ing toll of victims and leading to the capture of many more prisoners of war. 
The ICRC gave priority to visits to and registration of prisoners of war, the 
forwarding of family messages, the provision of relief supplies to prisoners 
and displaced civilians and the repatriation of seriously sick or wounded 
prisoners.

Thus ICRC delegates visited over 5,000 Iranian prisoners in Iraq every 
month in the course of 1982. In Iran, ICRC visits to Iraqi prisoners of war 
almost returned to normal in January and February 1982 and in the 
following weeks ICRC delegates visited about 7,000 Iraqi prisoners. New 
difficulties arose in April 1982, however, and the visits had to be suspended 
in August. Meanwhile the ICRC had undertaken fresh representations to 
the Iranian authorities so that its delegates’ visits could be conducted in 
conformity with its criteria, especially the possibility to interview the 
detainees of their choice without witnesses. These representations led 
nowhere, however, and the delegates had to settle for registering new 
prisoners of war and distributing relief parcels to them. However, these 
two activities ran into such difficulties towards the end of January 1983 that 
they, too, were halted. Further representations by the ICRC to the Iranian 
authorities led to a partial solution and in February-March 1983 ICRC 
delegates resumed the registration of prisoners of war and visited one 
camp. At the end of March, however, the visits again had to be interrupted. 
In the meantime, in Iraq, where ICRC delegates were continuing their 
visits to Iranian prisoners of war on a monthly basis, the authorities were 
still withholding from the visits a number of Iranians captured since the 
beginning of the conflict.

In view of the grave and repeated violations of international humanita
rian law observed in both countries, and given that it was impossible to stop 
these violations through confidential steps, the ICRC decided to launch an 
appeal to all the States party to the Geneva Conventions. In this appeal, 
dated 9 May 1983, the ICRC referred to Article 1 of the Conventions, 
which stipulates that all States are required not only to respect but also to 
ensure respect for the Conventions. It urged that every means provided to 
ensure respect for international humanitarian law in the context of the 
Iran/Iraq conflict be put into effect, in particular the designation of protect
ing powers to represent the interests of the belligerent parties in the enemy 
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country. The ICRC annexed a memorandum to the appeal in which it 
reported on the situation of prisoners of war in the power of each party and 
cited serious breaches committed by both parties, such as summary execu
tions of captured soldiers, the abandoning of enemy wounded on the 
battlefield and the indiscriminate bombing of towns and villages.

Beside launching this appeal to the international community, the ICRC 
made representations to the highest authorities of both Iran and Iraq. The 
ICRC President went to Teheran in September and to Baghdad in 
November 1983, and met the principal authorities of both countries. In 
December 1983 the ICRC called on both belligerent parties to put an end 
to the indiscriminate bombing which was causing the death of countless 
civilians and destroying civilian objects.

Unfortunately, none of the steps taken by the ICRC had satisfactory 
results, and in January/February 1984 ICRC delegates who were continu
ing their visits to Iranian prisoners of war in Iraq once again noticed that 
some prisoners were being hidden from them, while in Iran visits to 
prisoners of war had still not resumed.

In these circumstances, the ICRC decided to launch another appeal on 
13 February 1984 to the States party to the Geneva Conventions, asking 
them for help in its efforts on behalf of the victims and to raise, in the course 
of their bilateral and multilateral relations with the parties to the conflict, 
the humanitarian issues concerning prisoners of war and civilian victims of 
the Iran/Iraq conflict.

In this appeal, the ICRC pointed out that about 50,000 Iraqi prisoners of 
war were without protection in the Islamic Republic of Iran, since the 
ICRC was not in a position to determine their number, location or identity, 
nor to monitor their conditions of detention, observe their state of health 
or draw up lists of prisoners of war requiring prompt repatriation for 
medical reasons, nor to organize the regular exchange of Red Cross mes
sages between the prisoners and their families.

The ICRC also stated in this appeal that some Iraqi prisoners, particu
larly senior officers, had been systematically concealed from it during visits 
and that serious incidents had taken place in camps where prisoners were 
being indoctrinated with attitudes contrary to the ideology of their govern
ment. Lastly, the appeal pointed out that the bombing of civilian areas in 
Iran by the Iraqi armed forces constituted a grave breach of the customary 
law of war, in particular the basic principle that a distinction must be made 
between military targets and civilian persons and objects.

Starting on 19 May 1984, the ICRC was able to resume its activities to 
protect Iraqi prisoners of war in Iran, and its delegates returned to the 
camps. However, in June 1984 the bombing of the Iranian town of Baneh 
led to an escalation of reprisals and counter-reprisals against the inhabit
ants of Iraqi and Iranian towns. The ICRC appealed to the belligerents to 
put an immediate stop to the bombing.
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Regular visits to Iraqi and Iranian prisoners of war started the following 
month. In October 1984, however, while ICRC delegates were visiting a 
camp in Iran, a violent fight broke out between prisoners of different 
persuasions. Several prisoners died as a result, and the ICRC’s protection 
activities in Iran again came to a halt.

On 23 November 1984, the ICRC launched a further appeal to the States 
party to the Geneva Conventions, urging them once again to intervene in 
accordance with Article 1 common to all four Geneva Conventions so that 
protection could be guaranteed for the estimated 50,000 Iraqi prisoners of 
war in the Islamic Republic of Iran.

Alas, this appeal did not produce a solution and, at the end of 1985, the 
ICRC, while continuing to visit some of the Iranians held in Iraq, had still 
not been authorized to resume its protection activities in Iran.

Argentina - Great Britain (1982)

In 1982, war broke out over the Falkland/Malvinas Islands. Under British 
control since 1832, the islands were claimed by Argentina. Its occupation 
of them in April 1982 led to an armed conflict between Argentina and 
Great Britain, the latter immediately setting up a maritime exclusion zone 
and attacking the Argentine fleet. The ICRC promptly reminded both 
parties to the conflict of their obligations and offered its services to come to 
the aid of civilians, sick or wounded combatants, the shipwrecked and 
prisoners of war.

In the context of its activities for prisoners of war, the ICRC was con
cerned from the outset by the plight of British soldiers and civilians captured 
by the Argentine forces when they landed on the islands. It did not, however, 
have to act on their behalf on the spot because they were immediately 
released via Montevideo and handed over to British representatives.

Following the clashes between Argentine and British forces from April 
to June, the ICRC was called on to take part in several repatriations. The 
first ended on 13 May, when 189 Argentine civilians and soldiers, taken 
prisoner by British troops on South Georgia, were transported by an ICRC 
aircraft from Ascension Island, where they had been in transit, to Mon
tevideo; they were handed over to representatives of the Argentine gov
ernment. The prisoners had been taken to Ascension Island on two British 
ships on which there were three ICRC delegates, one of them a doctor. 
Another Argentine prisoner, also captured on South Georgia, was 
released and repatriated on 10 June via Rio de Janeiro after having been 
visited three times by ICRC delegates.

Moreover, two ICRC delegates visited 23 Argentine civilians and one 
soldier, all wounded or ill, on board the British hospital ship “Hecla”. They 
handed the prisoners to their government’s representatives when the 
“Hecla” arrived in Montevideo.



131

An ICRC delegate also visited a British pilot captured by the Argentines 
in the course of the fighting and transferred to the mainland. He was taken 
to Montevideo on 8 July and handed over to his country’s representatives 
under ICRC auspices.

On 12 June, a team of six delegates, two of them doctors, boarded the 
British ship “Norland”, which was carrying 1,013 Argentine soldiers cap
tured during the battles of Goose Green and Port Darwin. They visited and 
registered all the prisoners before handing them over to representatives of 
their country in Montevideo.

Lastly, from 19 to 26 June, 9,896 Argentine prisoners of war were 
released and transported on British and Argentine ships directly to the 
Argentine ports of Puerto Madryn, Ushuaia and Bahia Blanca. ICRC 
delegates accompanied them on the trip.

The ICRC kept a delegation on the Falkland/Malvinas Islands until the 
last Argentine prisoners of war were released, on 7 July. On that day, a 
group of 593 Argentine prisoners of war, accompanied by an ICRC dele
gate, boarded the “St. Edmund”. They arrived in Puerto Madryn and were 
handed over to the Argentine authorities on 14 July.

Thus, about 12,000 prisoners of war were visited and registered by ICRC 
delegates between 13 May and 14 July. Thanks to the registrations, the 
ICRC was able to forward immediately to the powers of origin pertinent 
information on prisoners of war, the wounded and the dead, in the form of 
capture lists, death certificates or notification of the place of burial of dead 
soldiers, and the personal effects removed from the bodies of the dead. 
Moreover, many tracing enquiries were opened to investigate what had 
happened to missing soldiers.

Furthermore, the families of about 800 prisoners received news of their 
relatives through the ICRC, which also organized the exchange of family 
messages between prisoners and their families.

Besides working for prisoners of war, the ICRC at once took steps to 
protect and assist civilian victims of the events, submitting an offer of 
services to both States on 28 April. This referred to Articles 14 and 15 of the 
Fourth Geneva Convention, which provide for the establishment of hospi
tal and safety zones and localities, and neutralized zones. Both parties 
accepted the offer, and a survey of needs and of the possibilities for 
protection of civilians on the Patagonian coast and on the islands themsel
ves was organized. At first, however, ICRC delegates were able to work 
only in the coastal regions of southern Argentina; they were not authorized 
to go to the islands. Seriously concerned about the situation of the civilians 
on the islands, the ICRC made repeated representations during May and 
early June with a view to obtaining the necessary authorization. The 
negotiations were successfully concluded and on 9 June a team of delegates 
which had sailed from Montevideo on a hospital ship arrived on the islands, 
where it remained until the end of the conflict.
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Shortly after its delegates arrived on the islands, the ICRC suggested the 
establishment of a neutralized zone in the capital; this idea was accepted on 
13 June by both parties to the conflict. As stipulated in Article 15 of the 
Fourth Geneva Convention relative to the protection of civilians in time of 
war, this was intended to guarantee the safety of the sick and wounded, 
combatants or non-combatants, and of civilians taking no part in the 
hostilities and performing no work of a military character while in the zone. 
It proved unnecessary, however, to set up the zone, a cease-fire having 
come into force in the meantime.

Moreover, at the request of both parties, the ICRC sent an expert to the 
South Atlantic to visit the six hospital ships (four British and two Argen
tine) involved in the Falkland/Malvinas conflict, in application of Article 
31 of the Second Geneva Convention. The expert had to verify that the 
installations on the ships corresponded to the specifications laid down in 
the Second Convention which contains rules governing hospital ships.

This mission showed that new provisions needed to be drawn up to 
improve the identification of medical means of transport and bring this into 
line with modern warfare. It also served to demonstrate the value of the 
Regulations concerning identification annexed to Protocol I additional to 
the Geneva Conventions.

N.B. In this connection, see the articles published in 1982 in the Interna
tional Review of the Red Cross: “Identification of medical aircraft in 
periods of armed conflict” (July- August issue) and “Identification of 
hospital ships and ships protected by the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 
1949” (November-December issue); the latter in particular refers to the 
South Atlantic conflict.

Persian Gulf (1990-1991)

On 2 August 1990, the Iraqi armed forces invaded Kuwait. That same day 
the ICRC sent Iraq and Kuwait a memorandum reminding them of the 
main provisions of the Geneva Conventions and of their obligation, as 
parties to the said Conventions, to comply with those provisions. The 
ICRC further requested them to allow it to perform its humanitarian 
mission, in particular by authorizing it to send delegates to Kuwait without 
delay so that they could provide protection and assistance there for all 
victims of the conflict.

On 6 August the UN Security Council imposed an economic embargo on 
the whole of Iraq and Kuwait. Despite this, on 8 August Iraq completed its 
annexation of Kuwait and the Iraqi authorities arrested a number of 
Westerners who happened to be in Iraq.

The ICRC had had a delegation in Baghdad since 1980; it had been 
established there in the course of the Iran-Iraq conflict and, as soon as 
Kuwait was occupied, it contacted the Iraqi authorities in order to under
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take a protection and assistance operation for the Kuwaiti and foreign 
prisoners arrested following the annexation of Kuwait and for the civilian 
population of Kuwait. But all the ICRC’s approaches were rejected by the 
Baghdad authorities. On 2 September the President of the ICRC, Mr. 
Cornelio Sommaruga, travelled to Baghdad to discuss the humanitarian 
problems raised by the annexation of Kuwait with the Minister for Foreign 
Affairs, Mr. Tariq Aziz, but the meeting failed to yield any results. The 
same was true of the ICRC’s approaches to the community of States which 
were not parties to the conflict, particularly to governments capable of 
influencing Iraq - those of Jordan, Algeria and Libya, for example, and the 
PLO.

Then in mid-August Iraq decided to make peace with Iran. It announced 
the withdrawal of its troops from Iranian territory and agreed that the 
Iranian prisoners of war still in its hands be repatriated under ICRC 
auspices at the rate of 1,000 per day; Iran likewise agreed to repatriate Iraqi 
prisoners of war still on its territory. Almost 80 ICRC delegates took part in 
this repatriation of 80,000 Iranian and Iraqi prisoners in equal numbers; 
above all they ascertained in each case that the prisoners were willing to 
return to their country.

Also in August the ICRC opened a regional delegation for the Arabian 
peninsula in Saudi Arabia, which remained in constant contact with the 
Kuwaiti government in exile in Taef, and with the Saudi authorities and the 
Saudi Arabian Red Crescent Society. It also sent two delegates to Amman.

The annexation of Kuwait by Iraq immediately resulted in an exodus 
from Kuwait and Iraq of hundreds of thousands of foreigners, mainly 
Egyptians and Asians. Most of them travelled to Jordan, but some went to 
Turkey, where they were received by the Turkish Red Crescent. In Jordan 
the ICRC, together with the Jordan National Red Crescent Society, estab
lished three reception camps on the border, each capable of accommodat
ing an average of about 30,000 refugees. The ICRC delegation consisting 
of 26 delegates was strengthened by seven medical experts from the Ger
man Red Cross. The ICRC endeavoured from the outset to organize the 
refugees’ return to their countries of origin; this return was virtually 
completed by mid-October thanks to the repatriation operations set up by 
the International Organization for Migration (IOM) and by the govern
ments concerned.

In November the ICRC, which had still not been authorized to send 
delegates to Kuwait, requested the Soviet government to intervene on its 
behalf with the Iraqi authorities and seek permission for it to work in 
Kuwait. It also informed the Arab National Societies most affected by the 
Gulf War, i.e. those of Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Kuwait, Syria, Jordan, 
Yemen, Libya, Mauritania, Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia, that despite its 
efforts it was unable to do anything to help war victims in Iraq and Kuwait.

On 29 November 1990, the United Nations Security Council adopted 
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resolution 678 ordering the Iraqi government to withdraw its troops from 
Kuwait by 15 January 1991 and authorizing States to use force after that 
date should Iraq fail to comply. This was an exceptional case in that it set a 
date for a war which was to have worldwide repercussions.

Faced with this possibility, as from the beginning of December the ICRC 
stepped up its operational preparations and its representations to the govern
ments directly concerned, i.e. those of Egypt, France, Great Britain, Iran, 
Iraq, Israel, Italy, Jordan, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Turkey and the 
United States. On 14 December it sent all States party to the Geneva 
Conventions a memorandum reminding them of the fundamental rules of 
international humanitarian law which are applicable in the event of armed 
conflict; at the same time it repeated its offers of services to the principal 
countries involved; for this purpose it sent high-level missions to Baghdad, 
London, Washington, Paris, Riyadh and Tehran. In Tehran, the ICRC 
Director-General, in talks with the Iranian government and the Iranian 
Red Crescent, examined terms and conditions of an assistance operation to 
cope with a potential influx of Iraqi refugees and the possibility of the 
ICRC’s using Iranian territory as a point of departure for an operation in 
Iraq. At the beginning of 1991 the Iranian authorities gave the ICRC all 
necessary facilities to organize a relief operation from Iranian territory for 
the Iraqi population should a conflict occur. Relief supplies and a field 
hospital were therefore transported to Tehran and as soon as hostilities 
began the ICRC, in cooperation with the Iranian Red Crescent, was able to 
organize relief convoys to Baghdad. Another ICRC mission travelled to 
Ankara to discuss the same subjects with the Turkish government. The 
ICRC also set up an in-house task force in charge of mobilizing resources 
within the ICRC and the International Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement and enlisting support in diplomatic circles.

During January 1991 the ICRC undertook another series of representa
tions aimed more particularly at making the military commanders of the 27 
countries which had sent troops to the Gulf aware of their duties and 
obligations if hostilities began. During these representations the ICRC 
particularly stressed the need to establish national tracing offices which 
would then be ready in any eventuality to forward information to the ICRC 
on prisoners captured by their armed forces. As in its representations to 
governments, the ICRC reminded the National Societies concerned of 
their responsibilities, particularly those as regards national tracing offices.

On 9 January 1991 the die was cast, with the failure of the last-minute 
discussions in Geneva between the American Secretary of State, Mr. 
James Baker, and the Iraqi Minister of Foreign Affairs, Mr. Tariq Aziz.

A few days later the ICRC announced that it was prepared to intervene in 
the event of conflict. It had 77 delegates already at duty stationed in all the 
countries of the region (including Egypt, Israel, Jordan and Syria), 50 
delegates standing by in Geneva and another 50 ready to be included in the 
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operation; it also had contingency stocks and two aircraft ready to trans
port them to Bahrain, where the ICRC had just concluded an agreement 
allowing it to use the Emirate’s territory as a logistic base and to instal its 
radio communication system there should it set up an operation in Kuwait.

On 16 January the ICRC and the League signed a Memorandum of 
Understanding defining the framework of “International Red Cross and 
Red Crescent action under the general direction of the ICRC".

On 17 January 1991, the forces of the Coalition countries launched their 
air offensive on Kuwait and Iraq, which retaliated by firing Scud missiles at 
cities and towns in Saudi Arabia and Israel.

The ICRC immediately reminded all parties to the conflict that it was 
absolutely essential that the belligerents take all necessary precautions to 
spare civilians and members of the armed forces who had been placed hors 
de combat·, it reminded them in particular that the use of nuclear weapons 
is incompatible with the provisions of international humanitarian law and 
that the use of chemical and bacteriological weapons is prohibited; the 
ICRC further confirmed that it was ready to act, in its capacity as a 
neutral and independent intermediary, in favour of any operation on 
behalf of the civilian and military victims; finally, it called on the parties 
to the conflict to create conditions conducive to a peaceful settlement of 
the conflict.

The next day six ICRC delegates and one League delegate flew to 
Bahrain with 3.4 tonnes of emergency relief supplies.

An appeal for funds was launched for the Movement’s combined opera
tion, to which the National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies responded 
quickly and massively : in the space of a few days they made available more 
than 600 relief workers - mostly medical staff- as well as field hospitals and 
hundreds of tonnes of relief supplies.

The prisoners of war captured by the Coalition forces were grouped 
together in Saudi Arabia and the ICRC delegates obtained permission to visit 
them as of 24 January. Delegates also travelled to France, Great Britain 
and Turkey to visit Iraqi nationals interned there for security reasons. The 
ICRC regularly notified the Iraqi government of the identity of the Iraqi 
nationals it visited.

In Iraq the Baghdad delegation, consisting of four delegates, 
endeavoured under extremely arduous conditions to maintain contact with 
the government authorities and the Iraqi Red Crescent and to provide 
emergency assistance to the population and to the city’s hospitals. But the 
delegation did not obtain permission to visit the Coalition prisoners of war 
in Iraqi hands nor the Kuwaiti military personnel and the Kuwaiti civilians 
who had been captured on and after 2 August 1990 and deported to the 
Baghdad area. On 28 January the ICRC delegate to the United Nations in 
New York approached the ambassador of Iraq, asking him to support the 
ICRC’s requests for permission to visit these prisoners; the ambassador of 
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Iraq in Amman was similarly approached, but in both cases these represen
tations failed to have any effect.

In Geneva the ICRC set up a large-scale unit for the transcription and 
computerized processing of the prisoner-of-war capture cards. It had 
recruited some sixty Arabic-speaking translators to create card indexes 
containing the personal data of the prisoners of war and the tracing 
requests sent to the ICRC by relatives of missing persons or by national 
information bureaux.

For their part the National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies con
tinued to send aircraft carrying emergency relief supplies to Bahrain, Iran, 
Jordan and Syria, while the ICRC delegations there established the logistic 
facilities for receiving these consignments and transporting them to Iraq. As 
from 31 January the ICRC was able to use the road linking Tehran and 
Baghdad for onward transport of these relief supplies, and the first convoy, 
accompanied by four additional delegates for the ICRC delegation in 
Baghdad, left with 19 tonnes of medical and other relief supplies which 
were distributed, with the help of the Iraqi Red Crescent and the support of 
the Ministries of Health and Social Affairs, to Baghdad hospitals and 
orphanages. Throughout the conflict relief convoys were thus regularly 
routed from Tehran to Baghdad, as the road from Amman to the Iraqi 
capital remained impassable until the cease-fire.

However, the bombardment of Iraqi territory continued. President Sad
dam Hussein threatened to use chemical weapons if his country was 
invaded and the Iraqi army continued to fire Scud missiles at urban areas in 
Israel and Saudi Arabia.

On 1 February the ICRC launched the following appeal to all the 
belligerents (press release No. 1659 dated 1 February 1991):

Middle East Conflict: ICRC appeals to belligerents
“The conflict now raging in the Middle East will inevitably bring wide
spread destruction, perhaps on a scale unprecedented in this part of the 
world. Millions of civilians have been caught up in the violence, without 
shelter or protection against occupation and bombing. Growing num
bers of combatants are falling into enemy hands. Hundreds of thousands 
of ground troops - most of them young men - are preparing to meet in a 
deadly confrontation. The determination of the parties in conflict and 
the build-up of awesome means of destruction are a presage of irrevers
ible devastation. When the veil of censorship is lifted, the full horror of 
the suffering inflicted on the peoples of the region and on combatants 
and their families will be revealed for all to see.
One of the most disquieting aspects of this conflict is the possibility that 
the law of war, which is the expression of the most basic and universal 
principles of humanity and of the dictates of the public conscience, might 
be swept aside by the political, military or propaganda demands of the 
moment.
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The right to choose methods or means of warfare is not unlimited. 
Weapons having indiscriminate effects and those likely to cause dispro
portionate suffering and damage to the environment are prohibited. 
The wounded, whether civilian or military, and prisoners must receive 
special consideration and protection in compliance with specific rules 
which the entire international community has undertaken to respect. 
The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) therefore sol
emnly appeals today to all belligerents, in the name of all civilian and 
military victims, to have due regard for humanitarian considerations. To 
show respect for the victims and treat them humanely, in the spirit of the 
Geneva Conventions, is to recognize a heritage common to all mankind 
and thus pave the way to reconciliation. It is also the last chance of 
averting a tragedy even greater than the use of force”.

At the same time the ICRC sent several missions to the countries involved in 
the conflict. ICRC President Cornelio Sommaruga travelled to London, 
Paris and Amman; he met the British Prime Minister, Mr. John Major, 
French President François Mitterrand and Crown Prince Hassan of Jor
dan. In Amman, he discussed the possibility of using the Amman-Baghdad 
road to take supplies into Iraq.

The ICRC’s Delegate General for the Middle East visited Baghdad from 
February 12-16, where he was able to negotiate a joint assistance operation 
with the Iraqi Minister of Health and the Iraqi Red Crescent to provide 
medical care, trace missing persons and reunite dispersed families. How
ever, the ICRC was still not authorized to visit the prisoners of war and 
civilian detainees held by the Iraqi authorities.

On 14 February the Director of the ICRC’s Operations Department 
requested one of the counsellors at the Permanent Mission of the USSR 
to the United Nations in Geneva to ensure that the ICRC’s representa
tions with a view to helping the civilian populations in Iraq and Kuwait 
and visiting the Iraqi-held prisoners of war were brought up during the 
talks which the Iraqi Minister of Foreign Affairs, Mr. Tariq Aziz, was due 
to have in Moscow on 18 February. On 20 February the Permanent 
Mission of the USSR informed the ICRC that the prisoner-of-war issue 
had been raised during these talks; Mr. Tariq Aziz had replied that he was 
well aware of the ICRC’s desire to visit these prisoners and that the only 
obstacle in the way of such visits was the problem of the delegates’ se
curity.

Throughout the month of February the Coalition forces continued their 
intensive bombardment of Iraqi territory, causing extensive destruction of 
military and strategic targets such as power stations, telecommunications 
systems, roads, bridges and factories, etc. The Iraqi civilian population was 
particularly hard hit, as they lacked drinking water and medicines. The 
ICRC still had no access to the population of Kuwait; the Iraqi authorities 
steadily refused to allow its delegates to go there.
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On 18 February the ICRC sent the belligerents a note verbale in which it 
reminded them of their obligations under the Geneva Conventions, par
ticularly with regard to the protection of civilians and civilian objects - 
including the obligation to allow the free passage of supplies essential to the 
survival of the population and the obligation to allow non-combatants to be 
evacuated and receive medical attention. It also proposed that hospital and 
safety zones or neutralized zones be established to shelter the civilian 
population from the effects of war.

The Coalition forces’ land offensive directed towards Kuwait began on 
24 February. Within four days they liberated the country and captured 
more than 85,000 Iraqi soldiers; they also occupied part of Iraqi territory.

But before withdrawing from Kuwait the Iraqi troops set fire to the oil 
wells, thereby causing pollution on a gigantic scale that even extended out 
into the waters of the Persian Gulf.

The ICRC thereupon reiterated its appeal to the belligerents, urging 
them to respect the provisions of the four Geneva Conventions.

Two days later, on 26 February the ICRC issued a press release pointing 
out that its delegates were regularly visiting the prisoners of war held by the 
Coalition forces but that they did not have access to the prisoners of war 
held by the Iraqi forces, despite the repeated requests made by the ICRC 
delegates in Baghdad; the ICRC therefore appealed to the Baghdad 
authorities to terminate this breach of the Third Geneva Convention.

On 27 February the Iraqi Minister of Foreign Affairs, Mr. Tariq Aziz, 
sent a letter to the President of the United Nations Security Council 
confirming Iraq’s acceptance of the resolutions adopted by the Security 
Council and the terms for the declaration of a cease-fire. Furthermore Iraq 
announced that it was willing to release and repatriate all prisoners of war, 
under the auspices of the ICRC.

That same day the ICRC, which had not been authorized to undertake a 
protection and assistance operation in Kuwait despite numerous represen
tations to the authorities in Baghdad, sent a first team of seven delegates, 
accompanied by one League delegate, to Kuwait City. Together with the 
Kuwait Red Crescent Society they assessed the sanitary and medical needs 
of the population and concluded that only ad hoc assistance was necessary. 
On the other hand, ICRC action was indispensable to protect and assist all 
Iraqi civilian and military nationals and civilians who were without 
diplomatic representation - particularly Palestinians, Jordanians, Sudan
ese, Yemenis and stateless persons - and where accused of having collabo
rated with the Iraqis during the occupation of the country. The ICRC’s 
visits to Kuwaiti prisons began on 23 March.

After the land offensive, the Coalition forces occupied part of south
eastern Iraq and on 28 February the ICRC sent the Coalition States a note 
in which it reminded them of the applicability of the Fourth Convention. In 
addition, starting on 1 March a team of ICRC delegates operating from 
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Teheran carried out a mission in the Ahwaz region to check whether ICRC 
access to south-eastern Iraq was feasible across the Iranian border. On 
arriving in Khorramshahr the ICRC delegates found that about 2,000 
people from Iraq had sought refuge in the area; with the help of a German 
Red Cross team they set up a camp at the border with accommodation for 
5,000 people.

The hostilities ended on 28 February 1991. The cease-fire was officially 
announced on 2 April, but the American (for the Coalition forces) and 
Iraqi chiefs-of-staff had already met in Safwan at the Iraqi-Kuwaiti border 
well before on 3 March to discuss the details of it; they agreed to repatriate 
the prisoners of war without delay and mandated the ICRC to carry out the 
repatriation operations. These began the next day with the release of ten 
Coalition prisoners of war (six Americans, three British and one Italian) 
who were transferred by road to Jordan by ICRC delegates, who handed 
them over to representatives of their respective governments in Amman.

On 5 March another 35 Coalition prisoners of war (15 Americans, nine 
British, nine Saudis, one Italian and one Kuwaiti) were released by Iraq 
and handed over to ICRC delegates in Baghdad. They were flown to 
Riyadh in an aircraft chartered by the ICRC, while 294 Iraqi prisoners of 
war were flown, also in an ICRC aircraft, from Riyadh to Baghdad.

ICRC delegates had interviewed these prisoners of war before repatriat
ing them in order to ascertain that each one was willing to return to his 
country of origin.

On 7 March 1,181 Kuwaitis released by Iraq returned to their country 
under ICRC protection, crossing the border at the Safwan checkpoint.

After these initial repatriation operations the ICRC invited represen
tatives of Iraq and the Coalition countries (France, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, 
the United Kingdom and the United States) to Riyadh to discuss the 
conditions and procedures for repatriating the remaining prisoners of war 
and civilians. At this meeting, which was held on 7 March, the ICRC 
expressed its willingness to supervise this extensive operation provided 
that all the parties involved undertook to abide by the conditions laid down 
by the institution in a memorandum. Among other things, the memoran
dum stipulated that:
- no prisoner of war or civilian internee may be returned to his country of 

origin against his will,
- prisoners of war and civilian internees must be able to decide, free of 

outside pressure in any form, whether or not they wish to be repatriated 
and

- all those who decide not to return to their country of origin, and mem
bers of their families, must be protected from any form of punishment or 
reprisal.

In addition, the ICRC made it a condition that it must be granted all the 
facilities necessary for it to be able, both during and after the release and 
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repatriation of the prisoners of war and civilian internees, to gather infor
mation to establish the whereabouts of missing persons. The memorandum 
expressly specified that one such facility was the right to maintain direct 
contact with all possible sources of information, including repatriated 
prisoners or civilian internees.

Once these terms had been accepted the ICRC, in close co-operation 
with the Iraqi authorities, organized a first operation to repatriate Iraqi 
prisoners of war from the Saudi border to Baghdad.

The repatriation of the Kuwaiti civilians and military personnel who had 
been interned in Iraq was carried out from the Ar’ar border checkpoint on 
Saudi soil and was organized by the ICRC delegation in Riyadh.

On 8 March two American prisoners of war and 40 journalists of various 
nationalities, who had been released the previous day by the Iraqi 
authorities, were transferred by the ICRC to Jordan.

On 13 March one Saudi soldier and 11 Saudi civilians released by 
Baghdad were repatriated to Riyadh, at the same time as the mortal 
remains of 14 Coalition soldiers, in an aircraft chartered by the ICRC.

Between 15 and 19 March, 999 Iraqi prisoners of war were repatriated 
from Saudi Arabia and 4,368 Kuwaiti prisoners of war and civilians were 
registered in Iraq by the ICRC.

By mid-March the staff of the Baghdad delegation had increased from 
four to almost 200, the majority being medical and sanitary experts - in 
particular 92 doctors and nurses sent by the Algerian Red Crescent - as 
well as delegates in charge of registering prisoners of war and civilian 
internees.

On 19 March the United Nations Security Council adopted another 
resolution (No. 686) ordering Iraq to take the appropriate measures to 
secure a definitive end to the hostilities; the Iraqi authorities were 
required, in particular, to rescind all the measures taken against Kuwait, to 
return the property seized and to release immediately, under the auspices 
of the ICRC, all nationals of Kuwait and third countries who had been 
captured by Iraq; the Iraqi authorities were also enjoined to return the 
mortal remains of the deceased persons.

Another meeting between representatives of Iraq and the Coalition 
countries was held under the auspices of the ICRC in Riyadh on 21 March; 
it was decided to step up the rate of repatriation of Iraqi prisoners of war, 
which rose from 500 to 1,000 men per day and as of 2 April to 5,000 men per 
day; as for the Kuwaiti prisoners of war and civilian internees, it was agreed 
that the repatriation operations would continue overland via Saudi Arabia 
and that they should be completed by 28 March. It was also decided that the 
Coalition members and Iraq would undertake thorough searches for all 
missing persons reported to them via the ICRC and that they would co
operate fully with repatriating missing persons found alive or missing 
persons’ mortal remains.



141

In Iraq itself, the situation continued to give cause for serious concern; 
from the beginning of the hostilities, the ICRC delegates had found that 
the drinking water supply was the most crucial problem. As of March ICRC 
sanitary engineers therefore set up mobile water purification units (waterli
nes) in Baghdad, Basra and Nasiriyah. From March to September these 
units produced millions of bags of drinking water, which were distributed 
in hospitals, dispensaries and schools. In addition, tanker trucks supplied 
the inhabitants of districts deprived of drinking water in the towns and 
cities of southern and northern Iraq. The ICRC also provided the various 
Iraqi water supply authorities with maintenance equipment and chemical 
products for water purification. A total of almost 40 sanitary engineers, 
experts and technicians from 12 countries (Algeria, Australia, Austria, the 
Federal Republic of Germany, Finland, Iceland, Italy, New Zealand, 
Spain, Sweden, Switzerland and the United Kingdom) took part in this 
programme. The water purification programme overcame the threat of 
cholera and typhus epidemics. Similarly, an anti-diarrhoea programme for 
children was launched in early April and saved the lives of thousands of 
children suffering from gastro-enteritis or typhoid fever. Medical equip
ment, medicines and food aid were also provided by Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies and dispatched to Iraq by the ICRC.

Since early March, however, southern Iraq had been in the throes of 
rebellion. The repressive measures taken by the Iraqi forces caused some 
22,000 Iraqi civilians to flee, mainly citizens of the large Shiite cities of 
Basra, Nasiriyah, Najaf and Karbala, who sought refuge in the zone 
occupied by the Coalition forces and who, after the latter’s withdrawal, 
were allowed to cross the Saudi border and were interned in a camp at 
Rafha. At the ICRC’s request they were afforded the protection of the 
Fourth Geneva Convention.

Between 16,000 and 17,000 other Iraqi civilians fled to Iran (the Khuzes- 
tan region). As the ICRC had stockpiled substantial relief supplies there, 
the ICRC delegates and the Iranian Red Crescent were able to mount a 
rapid relief operation on their behalf. They evacuated the wounded who 
were in the border area and transported them in Iranian Red Crescent 
ambulances to hospitals in Khorramshahr, and housed the civilians in 
transit camps set up on Iranian territory. The first of these camps had been 
built with the help of medical teams first from the German Red Cross and 
later from the Swedish Red Cross; it was designed to accommodate tem
porarily 5,000 persons and was located at Shalamsheh, near Khorramshahr 
at five kilometres from the Iraqi border. The second camp, built at 
Shanenah with the help of Danish Red Cross medical teams, had a capacity 
of 10,000 persons.

Starting on 21 March an ICRC team carried out a survey in the region of 
Basra, Nasiriyah and Amarah; it found that many towns and villages had 
been abandoned and were in ruins, that the hospitals and dispensaries had 
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been pillaged and that a large proportion of the population had fled to Iran 
or Saudi Arabia. The ICRC posted two teams of delegates in Basra and 
Nasiriyah to provide emergency aid, while Baghdad-based delegates pro
vided relief to the inhabitants of Najaf and Karbala. The ICRC teams 
stocked up the region’s hospitals and dispensaries with medicines and 
equipment and set up a drinking-water purification and supply system.

But a rebellion also broke out in the north of Iraq: that of Kurdish 
combatants opposed to the Baghdad government. They took up arms and 
in the space of a few days gained control of large parts of Iraqi Kurdistan, 
particularly the provinces of Arbil, Dohuk, Kirkuk and Sulaymaniyah.

At the end of March the Iraqi armed forces reversed the situation by 
harshly quelling the rebellion, thereby causing the flight of hundreds of 
thousands of Kurdish civilians to Turkey and Iran; the exodus to Iran 
followed two main routes, one to Piranshahr (Western Azerbaijan pro
vince), and the other to Paveh (Bakhtaran province). ·

Some 600,000 refugees were soon stranded in the mountains, in 
extremely severe weather conditions. This drama, which was widely 
covered by the media, particularly the western television networks, 
aroused widespread public indignation and the Coalition forces decided to 
provide assistance, under military cover, to Kurdish refugees in the north 
of Iraq (Operation Provide Comfort).

Faced with the mass influx of these exhausted, sick and frightened 
people, the Iranian authorities and the Iranian Red Crescent launched a 
large-scale assistance operation. The ICRC took part by opening sub
delegations at Orumiyeh (Western Azerbaijan), Tabriz (Eastern Azerbai
jan), Bakhtaran and Sanandaj (both in Kurdistan) and providing the 
Iranian Red Crescent with relief supplies for about half a million refugees 
(tents, blankets, food and medicines).

Mobile medical teams cared for the wounded and sick and teams of 
sanitary engineers carried out sanitation work in the camps.

With the help of technicians from the Belgian, Netherlands, German 
and Swedish Red Cross Societies, the ICRC set up and subsequently ran 
two camps at Oshnavieh (Western Azerbaijan) and Seria (Bakhtaran) for 
more than 50,000 people.

The ICRC also sent two delegates to Turkey to assess the situation in the 
region along the border with Iraq; they requested permission from the 
Turkish authorities to organize an assistance operation for the Kurds who 
managed to enter Turkish territory, but this was refused; on the other 
hand, ICRC delegates were authorized to visit Iraqi military internees in 
two camps run by the Turkish Ministry of Defence.

But above all the ICRC wanted to launch an operation to protect and 
assist Kurds living in regions not receiving outside humanitarian aid. It 
approached the Iraqi authorities to this effect, and on 11 April received 
their permission for its delegates in Iraq to travel freely throughout the 
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country. The next day ICRC delegates left Baghdad with a consignment of 
relief supplies for the region in northern Iraq along the Turkish border and 
established a camp there. On 18 April another team of delegates left for the 
Arbil region; they set up a camp there and provided the local hospital with 
medicines and other medical supplies. On 1 May a third team left for the 
Sulaymaniyah region with a consignment of relief supplies, where they set 
up a camp. By the end of May the work of the ICRC’s delegates covered 
the whole of north-eastern Iraq, while the Kurds who had left the country 
were beginning to return.

The ICRC also launched an emergency operation on Iraqi territory, in 
the Penjwin region, on behalf of some 250,000 displaced Kurds along the 
border with Iran. The ICRC was the only humanitarian organization 
capable of operating in this region; the other humanitarian organizations 
and the UN were concentrated in the so-called security zone where allied 
troops were stationed within the framework of Operation Provide Com
fort. The ICRC delegates were in contact with the leaders of the Kurdish 
opposition movement and were given the support of the Iraqi authorities, 
who issued them with passes both for personnel and for equipment, includ
ing radio equipment.

Meanwhile, the ICRC continued to supervise repatriation operations. In 
August, when these were drawing to a close, the ICRC informed all 
prisoners of war still in Saudi Arabia that they had to take a final decision 
on whether to return to Iraq, as they would no longer enjoy prisoner-of- 
war status once the repatriation operations had ended. Some 13,000 men 
informed the ICRC of their decision not to return to Iraq.

On 23 August the ICRC informed all the parties to the conflict that the 
repatriation operations had ended and announced that the Iraqis who had 
refused to be repatriated and who were still in camps in Saudi Arabia 
henceforth came under the protection of the Fourth Geneva Convention. 
The ICRC accordingly continued to visit these Iraqis assembled in the 
Rafha camp and to forward family messages to them.

In all, the repatriation operations enabled 70,067 prisoners of war and 
5,038 Kuwaiti civilians and military personnel to return home.

By the end of 1991 the ICRC had repatriated from Iraq a total of 4,299 
American, British, Italian, Kuwaiti and Saudi prisoners of war, in addition 
to 1,436 civilians from seven countries: Austria, Egypt, Kuwait, Philippi
nes, Saudi Arabia, Syria and the United States. But many Kuwaiti and 
some Saudi nationals were still reported missing and the ICRC continued 
its representations to the Iraqi authorities in an attempt to trace them; for 
this purpose it tried to obtain permission from Iraq to visit all the prisons in 
the hope of finding them there, but at the end of 1991 this plan had still not 
been implemented as Iraq was demanding reciprocity from the Coalition 
countries.

As soon as their country was liberated, the Kuwaiti authorities made 
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numerous arrests and the ICRC delegates were authorized to visit the 
detainees·, these visits were still continuing at the end of 1991. In May 1991, 
a series of trials began against people accused of collaboration with the 
Iraqi army. ICRC delegates attended the hearings in order to ensure that 
the fundamental guarantees afforded by international humanitarian law 
were respected.

In June the Kuwaiti authorities began to expel certain categories of 
foreigners and the ICRC took many steps to ensure that these departures 
were organized under acceptable conditions: deportees had to be able to 
inform their families and to choose their destination; separation of 
families was prohibited; ICRC delegates had to be allowed to visit per
sons being expelled; deportees had to be allowed to take their possessions 
with them; and finally the expulsion orders had to be carried out in 
regular operations at the border and in the presence of ICRC delegates 
on either side.

The clashes between the Kurds and the Iraqi army resumed in July. They 
were particularly violent in September and October and the ICRC suc
ceeded in setting up an assistance and protection operation for the 
wounded, prisoners of war and civilians; it worked from Baghdad, as its 
delegates were permitted to cross the front lines. During September most 
of the Iraqi soldiers captured by the peshmergas were released and handed 
over to ICRC delegates.

The main clashes took place on 6 and 8 October in the provinces of 
Sulaymaniyah and Kirkuk, whence the ICRC evacuated dozens of 
wounded to the Finnish Red Cross hospital at Naopares and to the state
run hospital at Sulaymaniyah. In addition, the ICRC delegates visited 
some 4,000 soldiers and 300 officers of the Iraqi army who had been taken 
prisoner by the Kurds and were held in about fifteen places of detention; 
they distributed emergency relief and sought to negotiate their release. At 
the end of October most of these prisoners were released without ICRC 
intervention, although the Kurds kept 600 of them, who were regularly 
visited by ICRC delegates. Conversely, the ICRC was not granted access 
to the Kurdish combatants captured by the Iraqi armed forces.

The scale of the assistance operation launched in Iraq and Iran under 
ICRC supervision as soon as the conflict began was exceptional; in one 
year a total of more than 27,000 tonnes of goods was shipped to Iraq, 
including large amounts to Kurdistan, and about 7,600 tonnes of relief 
were distributed to Iraqi refugees in Iran. All this relief was provided by the 
National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies of the following countries: 
Algeria, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Czechoslovakia, Denmark, Finland, 
France, Germany, Iceland, Indonesia, Luxembourg, Morocco, Nether
lands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland and the 
United Kingdom, in addition to other donors such as the European Com
munity and a number of governments.
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It is clear that the humanitarian operation carried out by the Interna
tional Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement in the context of the Gulf 
conflict would not have been possible without the extremely swift and 
efficient response by the National Societies. Indeed, immediately after its 
appeals the ICRC received from them some very substantial consign
ments of relief and numerous skilled personnel for work in the field, 
where close co-operation was then established with the region’s National 
Societies.

At the end of 1991 the ICRC still had 50 delegates in Iraq, 13 delegates in 
Kuwait and six delegates in Iran.

b. Protection and assistance during internal disturbances

Note·. In this chapter, the term “political detainee” is frequently used to 
avoid any confusion with penal-law detainees; it in no way reflects on the 
status assigned by each country’s authorities to the detainees visited by the 
ICRC.

Congo67 (1960-1965)

The independence of the Congo, proclaimed on 30 June 1960, was immedi
ately followed by armed clashes in different parts of the country. In mid
July two ICRC delegates went to the Congo to assess the situation and, 
with the agreement of the Congolese authorities, take any emergency 
measures they deemed necessary to assist and protect the victims of the 
events.

From their arrival in the Congo, the ICRC delegates did all they could to 
arrange for the evacuation of foreigners who felt threatened and wanted to 
leave the country. They organized relief convoys which set out from 
Leopoldville and Stanleyville to make contact with people to be evacuated 
and transfer them to assembly centres. These operations were organized 
with the help of volunteers from the Congo Red Cross Youth, who had 
been trained by the Belgian Red Cross.

It soon became evident to the ICRC’s delegates, however, that because 
of the departure of Belgian medical personnel and the disorganized state of 
the country’s health services, priority had to be given to providing medical 
assistance, enabling hospitals in the main towns to continue treating the 

67 The former Belgian Congo took the name of Zaire only in December 1971; the place- 
names used herein are those of the period under review (1960-1965).
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population. With this in mind, the ICRC and the League launched an 
appeal on 22 July 1960 to 15 National Societies, asking them to send 
medical teams to the Congo. In the following days, ten medical teams made 
available by the National Societies arrived on the spot. However, by the 
end of July it was obvious that they would not be able to meet all the needs, 
some provinces still having no medical personnel whatsoever. The ICRC 
and the League had reached an agreement according to which the medical 
teams were under the responsibility of the ICRC, which co-ordinated their 
activities, whereas the League was in charge of the well-being of team 
members and internal administrative matters; they decided to launch a 
joint appeal to 18 other National Societies, asking them to send additional 
medical teams to the Congo. The appeal was launched on 28 July, and a few 
days later 11 National Societies responded positively.

As the teams arrived, ICRC delegates took them to the places where 
they were to work in the different provinces of the country, introducing 
them to the local authorities. By mid-October, Red Cross medical 
activities in the Congo were being conducted by 28 medical teams from 20 
different countries.

From the outset the ICRC had stressed that this medical assistance was 
an emergency operation, initially planned for three months but later 
extended to six. It had felt the operation should not last beyond May, for in 
its view the Congolese authorities, possibly with the help of WHO, should 
take over in the long term, the Red Cross acting only in extreme emergen
cies. However, at the end of the three-month period the disturbances 
ravaging the country were still so intense that neither the Congolese 
government nor WHO had been able to take over from the Red Cross 
teams. The ICRC and the League therefore asked the National Societies to 
extend the mandate of their teams for a further three months. In fact, the 
Red Cross medical operation in the Congo was to last almost a year, until 
30 June 1961, on which date it was taken over by WHO.

In addition to its co-ordination of medical activities, ICRC delegates also 
did what they could from the outset to organize, from Leopoldville and 
major towns in the provinces, tracing services to enable the innumerable 
families split up by the events to find their relatives.

Moreover, from the beginning of the ICRC operation in the Congo, 
delegates had endeavoured to come to the aid of all persons detained as a 
result of the events. They made numerous representations to the 
authorities in Leopoldville, whereupon they were able to visit political 
detainees in Leopoldville, Stanleyville, Luluaburg, Coquilhatville, Thys- 
ville, and elsewhere. They also visited Moise Tshombe while he was being 
held in Coquilhatville and Leopoldville in May 1960, and Patrice 
Lumumba in Thysville in December 1960. Unfortunately, in spite of its 
efforts, the ICRC did not obtain the necessary authorization to extend its 
protection and assistance activities to all political detainees in the Congo. 
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Most notably, their approaches met with complete failure in Eastern 
Province, Kiwu and Kasai.

During the violent clashes between Katangan troops and UN contin
gents in 1961, ICRC delegates organized relief operations for civilians. On 
13 December 1961, one of its delegates was killed during such a mission. 
The delegates also made representations with a view to visiting prisoners 
held by both parties in Katanga. They were able to visit detainees held by 
both sides and, at the end of 1961, they negotiated the release of several 
groups of Katangan gendarmes and UN soldiers.

During 1962, ICRC delegates continued their efforts to gain access to 
persons held as a result of the events in different parts of the country. At 
the end of 1962, fresh disturbances broke out in Katanga and a delegate 
went there to help civilians who had fled to the Rhodesian border and later 
to arrange for their return to their homes when the situation calmed down. 
At the end of January 1963, the delegate also obtained the release of a 
group of prisoners in the hands of Katangan troops.

During the following months, ICRC delegates continued to visit prisons, 
mainly in Leopoldville, Luluaburg and Stanleyville where, in May 1963, 
they obtained the release of about 100 Katangan gendarmes held for over a 
year.

At the beginning of 1964, after a lull of several months, outbreaks of 
violence once again shook different regions of the Congo. ICRC delegates 
made every effort to come to the aid of civilian victims of the events but the 
situation was so confused and the basic principles of humanity so totally 
ignored that the Red Cross was to all intents and purposes powerless. This 
happened, for example, in what became known as the Stanleyville affair, 
where about 900 foreigners were held hostage by the insurgents. After 
several representations by the ICRC, the rebels authorized an ICRC plane 
carrying a group of delegates and a consignment of relief supplies to land in 
Stanleyville, where the leaders of the insurgents received the delegates but 
refused to let them take the hostages away. The delegates were obliged to 
leave on 26 September 1964 after two days of discussions. Attempts made 
by the ICRC in the following days to send another mission to Stanleyville 
were to no avail. It was only after the capture of Stanleyville by Belgian 
paratroopers, on 24 November 1964, that the ICRC was able to return and 
organize the repatriation of the survivors. Once the repatriation operation 
was over, the chaos reigning in the area again made any Red Cross 
activities impossible and the delegates had to return to Geneva.

From then on, the ICRC had only one delegate in the Congo, based in 
Leopoldville. The delegate continued to visit political detainees, but this 
activity was very restricted in scope because all her efforts to extend the 
visits to a greater number of detainees were in vain. At the end of 1965, the 
ICRC decided to close its delegation in the Congo and continue its protec
tion activities by sending ad hoc missions from Geneva. After several such 
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missions, the ICRC opened another permanent delegation in Zaire in 
1978. Ever since, the principal activity of this delegation has been to visit 
political detainees.

South Africa (1963-1986)

In 1962, following a mission by its President to central and sub-equatorial 
Africa - the purpose of which was to give information on the means of 
adapting the ICRC’s humanitarian activities to socio-cultural conditions in 
the region - the ICRC decided to set up a regional delegation for sub- 
equatorial Africa in Salisbury. The delegation opened at the beginning of 
1963 and henceforth the regional delegate conducted several missions to 
South Africa, establishing close relations with the government and 
National Red Cross Society.

In 1964, the South African government authorized an ICRC delegate to 
visit a number of places of detention in the country. Further series of visits 
were conducted in April, May, August, September and October 1967. 
During the visits, the ICRC’s delegates were able to interview the 
detainees of their choice without witness, and their findings and sugges
tions were put down in reports transmitted by the ICRC to the South 
African government alone.

In May 1969, two ICRC delegates visited all sentenced political 
detainees in South Africa: a total of 945 prisoners in five prisons. In August 
of the same year, the ICRC Delegate General for Africa asked the South 
African authorities to extend ICRC visits to political detainees charged 
under the Terrorism Act. The South African authorities did not reply 
favourably, and the Delegate General returned to Pretoria in August- 
September 1970 to resume talks with the government. He obtained a 
general authorization in principle for ICRC visits to sentenced political 
detainees - until then the authorization for these visits had been granted by 
the South Africans on a case-by-case basis - but he was refused access to 
persons detained under the Terrorism Act. Following the negotiations, 
two ICRC delegates visited about 560 sentenced political detainees in four 
prisons from 18 November to 15 December 1970. Another series of visits to 
sentenced detainees was conducted one year later, in November 1971.

In 1972, the ICRC Delegate General for Africa again travelled to South 
Africa. During his mission he made every effort to encourage the develop
ment of local sections of the Red Cross, in particular when it came to 
training Africans in first aid.

In 1973, the ICRC’s delegates resumed their visits to sentenced political 
detainees; the visits were repeated in 1974 and 1975.

In December 1976, the ICRC was authorized for the first time to extend 
its visits to persons detained under the Internal Security Amendment Act. 
It was also, from 1977 on, authorized to conduct two series of visits per year 
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to sentenced detainees. On the other hand, the South African authorities 
continued to refuse access to persons held under the Terrorism Act. Thus, 
two series of visits were conducted in South Africa in 1976; during the first, 
from 26 April to 4 May, the delegates saw four places of detention in which 
258 sentenced political detainees were held. During the second, from 7-13 
December 1976, they saw 125 persons held under the Internal Security 
Amendment Act in six places of detention.

Moreover, the ICRC offered its services to the South African govern
ment to assist persons arrested, especially children, during the riots in 
Soweto in June 1976. This offer of services was not accepted.

In April 1977, the ICRC President, accompanied by the Delegate Gen
eral for Africa, went to Pretoria to resume negotiations with the South 
African authorities on extending ICRC visits to persons detained under the 
Terrorism Act. This mission was also, unfortunately, to no avail, and the 
delegates conducted only two series of visits in 1977: one in March and 
April to 373 sentenced political detainees in four places of detention, the 
other from 8-14 December to 61 persons held under the Internal Security 
Amendment Act, also in four places of detention. In the context of its 
protection activities, the ICRC also came to the aid of detainees’ families 
who were in need, providing them with relief supplies.

In 1978, the ICRC continued to visit the same categories of detainees. In 
November it opened a regional delegation in Pretoria. ICRC visits to these 
two groups of detainees were conducted regularly throughout the years 
that followed, and the Committee continued its representations to the 
South African authorities with a view to obtaining access to all political 
detainees. At the end of 1985, however, such access had still not been 
granted.

In October 1986, the Twenty-fifth International Conference of the Red 
Cross decided to suspend the South African government from the Confer
ence. In the hope of preserving the universality of international humanita
rian law, the ICRC did not participate in the vote, but the South African 
authorities informed it on 28 October that its delegates would have to leave 
South African territory by 30 November 1986 at the latest. However, 
following representations made by the President of the ICRC, the South 
African authorities reversed their decision in November, and the ICRC’s 
delegates were able to stay in the country and resume their work.

Indonesia (1965-1981)

In 1965 Indonesia left the United Nations. The army took power and 
eliminated the communists; and an appalling civil war ensued.

The ICRC Delegate General for Asia made representations to the 
Indonesian authorities in March 1966 for permission to visit persons 
detained as a result of the events of September and October of the previous 
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year. The authorities did not respond to the ICRC’s offer. However, in 
October 1966 an ICRC delegate was able to go to Lombok island, where he 
was authorized by the local authorities to visit, with the Indonesian Red 
Cross, about 250 detainees arrested for political reasons. The delegate did 
not think it opportune to approach the Indonesian authorities again for 
permission to visit all political detainees in the country, estimated at about 
50,000 at the time.

A year later, in the second half of 1967, about 50,000 people of Chinese 
descent left their villages in the Kalimantan area (Borneo) and sought 
refuge on the island’s west coast because of the prevailing insecurity. The 
Indonesian government invited the National Red Cross to come to the aid 
of families in Pontianak and Singkawang (western Borneo). In March 
1968, at the request of the Indonesian Red Cross, the ICRC sent a delegate 
to Jakarta. After an extensive survey of the situation carried out with the 
authorities and the National Society, the delegate came to the conclusion 
that relief supplies had to be sent as a matter of urgency to the Kalimantan 
refugees. He therefore gave a favourable reply to the Indonesian Red 
Cross request for food and medical supplies for a six-month period.

On 19 April 1968, on the basis of a report by its delegate and to meet the 
request of the Indonesian Red Cross, the ICRC launched an appeal to 
several National Societies on behalf of the refugees on Borneo. In 
response, the ICRC received contributions amounting to 150,000 Swiss 
francs. The Singapore Red Cross took charge of buying supplies in Singa
pore and shipping them to Pontianak. In July 1968, an ICRC doctor went 
to Borneo to help the Indonesian Red Cross distribute the supplies.

The ICRC nevertheless remained concerned about the plight of persons 
detained as a result of the events of September 1965. In January 1969 it 
made a formal request to the Indonesian authorities for permission to visit 
them. The ICRC Executive Director reiterated this request during a mis
sion to Jakarta in April 1969. Partial permission was obtained in June 1970, 
when the ICRC Chief Medical Officer was authorized to visit a penitenti
ary and a women’s prison on Java, where respectively 450 and 156 political 
detainees were held. Two reports were written on the visits and sent by the 
ICRC to the detaining authorities. Moreover, in August 1970, the ICRC 
sent the Indonesian Red Cross 70 kilos of medicines, worth 94,000 Swiss 
francs, some of which were intended for the detainees visited by its dele
gate.

In January-February 1971, two ICRC delegates conducted another 
series of visits to political detainees. They saw about 2,500 detainees, and 
as during the first series were authorized to talk to the detainees of their 
choice without witnesses. As is customary, confidential reports were drawn 
up on the visits and sent to the detaining authorities alone. In November 
1971 the ICRC sent the Indonesian Red Cross a consignment of medicines 
for the detainees visited by its delegates.



151

At the beginning of 1972, the ICRC made renewed representations to 
the Indonesian government with a view to continuing its visits to places of 
detention. However, the Indonesian authorities informed the Committee 
that for technical reasons they preferred to postpone the visits. These were 
in fact resumed in 1974: that year, ICRC delegates went to 60 places of 
detention holding some 20,000 detainees.

Another series of visits took place in January-February 1977 to seven 
places of detention (five on Java, two on Sumatra) holding about 2,250 
political detainees, to whom the delegates provided relief worth about 
7,600 Swiss francs. After the visits, the ICRC sent the Indonesian govern
ment the reports drawn up by its delegates. It drew the government’s 
attention to the fact that it would not be possible to get a clear overview of 
actual conditions of detention in Indonesia unless the ICRC was 
authorized to extend its visits to all political detainees. Discussions bet
ween the ICRC and the authorities on this matter led to an agreement on 30 
November 1977 and the visits resumed in 1978. During that year, ICRC 
delegates visited 96 places of detention holding some 19,000 political 
detainees. In the summer of 1979, four ICRC delegates conducted another 
series of visits to 2.043 detainees in 31 places of detention.

During 1980, the Indonesian authorities released a large number of 
people who had been arrested following the events of 1965, but it did not 
release those it had already sentenced. The ICRC therefore negotiated 
with the Indonesian government for authorization to visit these detainees. 
An agreement was reached at the end of 1980 and ICRC visits resumed in 
1981. Since then, the visits have been conducted regularly, and at the end 
of 1986 the ICRC was still present in Jakarta.

Greece (1967-1971)

The colonels seized power in Greece on 21 April 1967 and numerous 
arrests followed; several days later, the ICRC sent one of its delegates to 
Athens to contact the authorities and the Hellenic Red Cross.

The delegate arrived on 1 May 1967 and was immediately received by the 
Chairman of the Council of Ministers and the Minister of the Interior. 
After his discussions with these officials, the delegate was authorized to 
visit persons arrested in connection with the events and to inspect their 
conditions of detention.

Visits started on 10 May 1967 to persons arrested on the order of the 
Ministry of the Interior and deported for the most part to islands in the 
Aegean Sea. Between May and July 1967 two series of visits were con
ducted to the country’s main places of detention. At the end of July, the 
delegate started a third serie, accompanied this time by an ICRC doctor. 
From then on, ICRC delegates regularly visited internment camps, sys
tematically interviewing the detainees of their choice without witnesses, 
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taking note of their observations and wishes and informing the competent 
authorities. Furthermore, ICRC delegates made numerous representa
tions to the Greek government for authorization to bring relief supplies to 
political prisoners and their families; this was a need which they themselves 
had observed. The first ICRC relief parcels arrived in Athens in mid-June 
1967.

At that time, however, ICRC protection activities covered only political 
detainees held by the Ministry of the Interior; detainees sentenced for 
political reasons and depending on the Ministry of Justice were governed 
by the same regulations as penal law prisoners and were therefore not 
visited by the ICRC. Anxious to extend its protection activities to these 
detainees as well, the ICRC started making representations to the Greek 
authorities at the end of 1967 for access to all political detainees, including 
those who had been sentenced and were under Ministry of Justice responsi
bility. The ICRC was first authorized to visit sentenced detainees in Janu
ary 1968.

Thereafter, ICRC delegates were authorized to make further series of 
visits to political detainees, both interned and sentenced, and were able to 
obtain considerable improvements in their conditions of detention, in 
particular an increase in the amount of mail to which they were entitled, the 
organization of regular family visits and distributions of clothing, food and 
medicines.

In October 1968, on the ICRC’s recommendation, the Greek govern
ment evacuated the island of Yaros, releasing about 400 elderly and sick 
prisoners and sending the rest to other internment camps.

In the following months, ICRC delegates continued their series of visits 
to political detainees by virtue of authorizations granted by the Greek 
government on a case-by-case basis.

However, the Committee was anxious to ensure the continuity of its 
protection activities. In 1969 it started negotiations with the Greek govern
ment which led to an agreement, on 3 November, allowing ICRC delegates 
to visit all categories of Greek political detainees for one year, and extend
ing facilities for assistance to needy families. The agreement took effect on 
24 November 1969. On that date, a lengthy series of visits was started by 
ICRC delegates; they had access to all places of detention, including the 
police commissariats in which about 2,000 political detainees were being 
held. During their visits, the delegates were able, as in the past, to move 
freely about the premises and interview the prisoners of their choice 
without witnesses or time limit.

The reports drawn up after the visits were submitted, as is customary, to 
the Greek authorities. The delegates later checked that the improvements 
requested had been taken into consideration.

At the same time, the ICRC delegation which had been set up in Athens 
following the signing of the agreement on 3 November 1969 continued to 
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help the Hellenic Red Cross in its assistance activities for the families of 
political detainees.

However, on 3 November 1970 the Greek government informed the 
ICRC that the agreement signed one year previously and due to expire 
“could not remain in force in its present form”. They added that this 
“would not preclude a later study of the problem of relations between the 
ICRC and the Greek government as a whole”. From that day on, all the 
activities of the ICRC delegation in Athens were suspended at the request 
of the government. The Committee sent its Delegate General for Europe 
to meet the Greek authorities and enquire about their intentions as to the 
future of ICRC work in Greece. Following these meetings, the ICRC sent 
the Greek government a list of specific proposals for the continuation of its 
activities for political detainees. However, on 16 January 1971 the govern
ment replied that in view of the large number of detainees that had just 
been released and in view of the fact that administrative detention and 
house arrest would end in 1971, “any ICRC action similar to that agreed 
upon in November 1969 would serve no useful purpose”. The ICRC 
therefore closed its delegation in Athens on 28 February 1971.

Northern Ireland (1971-1983)

The number of violent incidents in Northern Ireland was increasing in 
1970. On 9 August 1971, the Belfast authorities decreed emergency powers 
(the Special Powers Act) enabling them to order administrative internment 
without trial. They arrested a number of people, and on 27 August the 
ICRC offered its services to the government of Great Britain and Northern 
Ireland for assistance to people deprived of their freedom for reasons 
related to the events. In mid-September, the British government invited 
the ICRC to send representatives to London and Belfast to discuss the 
terms and conditions of the operation the ICRC wished to undertake. 
Following the mission, the Northern Ireland government and the ICRC 
reached an agreement according to which the ICRC was authorized to visit 
persons interned in Ulster because of the events (administrative 
detainees).

ICRC delegates began visits to all persons interned in Northern Ireland 
in October 1971. During the visits they inspected the conditions of deten
tion and were able to speak freely and without witnesses with each 
detainee. As is customary, confidential reports drawn up by the ICRC on 
the visits were submitted to the Northern Ireland government.

The ICRC continued its visits in the following years. A Secretary of State 
for Northern Ireland having been appointed by the British government on 
24 March 1972, the ICRC thereafter transmitted its reports to him.

During 1975, the British government gradually released all administra
tive detainees. The last of these prisoners was released in December 1975, 
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ending internment without trial. The ICRC was thus no longer authorized 
to visit places of detention in Northern Ireland. It nonetheless remained 
concerned about the situation, and on 14 May 1981 made a new offer of 
services to the authorities of the United Kingdom, with the aim of visiting 
all persons imprisoned because of the events. On 27 May 1981 the British 
government informed the ICRC that it did not consider it opportune to 
grant this request immediately. It nonetheless requested that it be allowed 
to consider the offer as remaining in force, so as to revert to it as appropri
ate. On 15 July 1981 the British government informed the ICRC that it 
accepted the offer of services. The next day three ICRC delegates went to 
Northern Ireland and undertook a series of prison visits. In April 1983 the 
ICRC was authorized to conduct a second series of visits to Irish prisons, 
and in August-September 1986 a further series was conducted.

Uruguay (1972-1985)

In 1972, the Uruguayan government launched a large-scale police action 
against the Tupamaros, arresting many of them. The ICRC decided to 
make representations to the Uruguayan authorities with a view to obtain
ing permission to visit persons detained as a result of these events, and sent 
delegates to Montevideo in May, June, July, September and October 1972. 
In June they were authorized to visit prisons under the jurisdiction of the 
Ministry of the Interior and from October on, military prisons. The 
delegates saw about 200 detainees in all during 1972. The visits continued 
throughout 1973: ICRC delegates conducted two series of visits to almost 
3,600 political detainees in seven places of detention.

However, in 1974, after having visited about 2,500 detainees in four 
places of detention, the delegates had to interrupt the visits. They did not 
start again until April 1976, when the delegates went to four prisons and a 
military hospital.

However, contrary to custom, the delegates were not authorized to 
speak with the detainees of their choice during the visits. They nonetheless 
agreed to go to these places of detention in the hope that doing so would 
make it easier to resume visits carried out in accordance with ICRC 
criteria. This hope was in vain and in December 1976, during a visit by the 
ICRC President to Montevideo, the Uruguayan authorities informed him 
that they did not wish the ICRC to resume its activities in their country.

From 1977 to 1979, the ICRC continued to approach the Uruguayan 
authorities with a view to obtaining permission to resume its visits' to 
political detainees. On 21 December 1979, the Uruguayan government 
signed an agreement with the ICRC, authorizing it to visit all places of 
detention in accordance with its standard criteria. Four ICRC delegates 
therefore conducted a fresh series of visits from 31 January to 16 May 1980; 
they went to 19 military places of detention. However, during the summer 
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of 1980, a number of articles that appeared in the press on the conditions of 
detention in Uruguayan prisons were wrongly attributed to the observa
tions of ICRC delegates. The ICRC responded by issuing a press release on 
28 August 1980, specifying that:

“In accordance with its policy of discretion and in the interests of the 
protected persons, [the icrc] never makes its findings in places of deten
tion known to the public.”

This press release did not, however, solve the problem, and in the months 
that followed ICRC visits were once again stopped. The ICRC undertook 
further negotiations with the Uruguayan authorities with a view to resum
ing its activities. These negotiations led to the signing of an agreement on 
23 November 1982, and from 4 April to 2 June 1983 ICRC delegates 
conducted a further series of visits to 879 security detainees in seven 
prisons. Another series of visits took place from 21 November to 16 
December 1983; during both series of visits, however, the ICRC was 
refused access to nine detainees imprisoned in army barracks.

The ICRC’s visits continued throughout 1984. In July of that year, 
delegates were also allowed to see the nine detainees to whom access had 
been refused until then.

Prison visits continued until the general amnesty promulgated on 9 
March 1985. In July, the ICRC and released political detainees met to 
discuss the ICRC’s protection work in Uruguay. The discussions revealed 
that for the detainees, talking to ICRC delegates without witnesses had 
been of the greatest importance since these interviews had been the 
detainees’ only link with the outside world, and above all with their 
families.

Chile (1973-1978)

In mid-1973, one month before the Allende government fell, the ICRC 
already felt that there was a danger of violent internal disturbances break
ing out suddenly in Chile and that it was therefore vital to take immediate 
steps in preparation for any emergency that might arise.

With this in mind, the ICRC Delegate General for Latin America went 
to Santiago from 28 August to 4 September. During his mission he 
examined, with the authorities and leaders of the National Red Cross 
Society, the possibility, if need be, of the National Society and the ICRC 
acting under the provisions of Article 3 common to the four Geneva 
Conventions. It was decided that the Chilean Red Cross would start to 
prepare staff and material with a view to providing relief supplies to the 
victims of any disturbances. The ICRC Delegate General purchased there 
and then a large amount of first-aid material - antibiotics, disinfectants and 
dressings - to build up the National Society’s stocks. At the same time, the 
ICRC in Geneva sent 3,235 kilos of pharmaceuticals to Santiago.
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Moreover, since external communications would be vital in the event of an 
emergency, authorization was obtained from the Chilean authorities to 
install an ICRC radio station at the National Society’s headquarters and to 
use ICRC frequencies.

General Pinochet seized power on 11 September, and large- scale arrests 
ensued. The ICRC immediately tried to send three delegates to Chile, but 
the borders had been closed and in spite of its many representations they 
arrived only on 20 September. On arrival they contacted the new Chilean 
authorities and were given permission to visit places of detention in the 
country, to speak to the detainees of their choice without witnesses and to 
bring them material assistance.

The delegates started their visits on 22 September in the National 
Stadium in Santiago, where about 7,000 people were being held. By the 
time this place of detention was closed on 9 November, they had been there 
17 times and had distributed, in close co-operation with the Chilean Red 
Cross, large amounts of relief supplies and many family messages.

Over the following weeks the delegates visited places of detention in 
Santiago and elsewhere in the country. From 22 September to 31 
December 1973 they conducted 114 visits to over 19,000 detainees arrested 
as a result of the events, in 61 places of detention.

During the visits, the delegates distributed large quantities of relief 
supplies to the detainees. At the beginning of October 1973, the ICRC 
launched an appeal to National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, 
requesting support for this operation. Thanks to the help provided by 
about fifteen National Societies, the ICRC was able to distribute, during 
the last three months of 1973, some 11,509 kilos of relief supplies worth 
about 120,650 Swiss francs (not including the cost of transport). The relief 
was mainly in the form of medicines and medical supplies.

Following the ICRC visits, considerable improvements were made in 
conditions of detention. However, not all problems were solved so in late 
November 1973 the Delegate General for Latin America and a member of 
the Committee went to Chile to examine with the authorities a number of 
problems related to conditions of detention and the question of the execu
tions. They renewed the ICRC’s plea that death sentences handed down by 
military courts be deferred sine die.

During 1974, ICRC delegates continued their visits to places of deten
tion throughout the country. Between 1 January and 31 December they 
visited about 9,000 political detainees in 108 places of detention. In the 
context of these visits, the delegates arranged for the detainees to corres
pond with their families and distributed relief supplies provided in part by 
National Red Cross Societies. During 1974, some 46 local relief distribu
tion centres for the families of detainees were opened by ICRC delegates, 
enabling them to assist about 3,000 families, or almost 15,000 people, each 
month. However, the ICRC was not authorized to extend its visits to all 
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persons detained as a result of the events. Indeed, some military places of 
detention and the interrogation centres were constantly closed to it, in spite 
of many approaches made to the government.

On 11 September 1974, the Chilean authorities announced that they 
intended to release a number of political detainees on condition that they 
agree to leave the country and asked the ICRC to supervise the releases. 
Given that other organizations, notably the Intergovernmental Committee 
for European Migration, were participating actively in the operation, the 
ICRC decided to limit its cooperation to registering the wishes of the 
detainees to whom this proposal was made.

Protection and assistance activities for detainees and their families con
tinued throughout 1975 and 1976, but were considerably reduced from 
November 1976 because of the many releases and expulsions effected at 
that time.

In April 1978, the Chilean government decreed further amnesty 
measures for persons imprisoned for crimes against State security, and in 
October of that year the ICRC decided to close its permanent delegation in 
Santiago. From then on, ICRC activities in Chile were conducted through 
periodic missions from the headquarters of its regional delegation in 
Buenos Aires.

Iran (1977-1981)

On 6 March 1977, during a mission by the ICRC President to Teheran, the 
Iranian authorities accepted the ICRC’s offer to visit “security detainees” 
(the term used by the Iranian authorities) in Iran. ICRC delegates there
fore conducted a first series of visits to places of detention from 18 April to 
13 May 1977.

The visits were conducted in accordance with ICRC criteria, meaning 
that:
- ICRC delegates had access to all but penal law detainees, including those 

under interrogation;
- they could speak freely and without witnesses to the detainees of their 

choice;
- the ICRC received lists of detainees for each place of detention;
- the ICRC had access to all buildings and premises used for detention; 
- the visits could be repeated if needed.
The confidential reports drawn up by the ICRC after the visits were, as 
usual, handed only to the Iranian authorities.

A second series of visits took place in October 1977. In February 1978, 
the ICRC was authorized by Iran to open a delegation in Teheran. Its task 
was to ensure continuity between each series of visits, in particular to 
facilitate contacts between the delegates and the authorities, the detainees 
and their families. The delegation was opened in April 1978.
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From the end of April to late June 1978, ICRC delegates conducted a 
third series of visits to prisons in Tehran and the provinces. For several 
months, in spite of growing disturbances in the country, ICRC delegates 
continued to visit Iranian prisons regularly.

Following the fall of the Shah in February 1979 and the subsequent 
release of all former political detainees, the ICRC approached the new 
Iranian authorities with a view to obtaining access to persons arrested 
because of these events.

In March 1979, ICRC delegates were able to visit an Iranian prison, but 
the visit did not take place in accordance with ICRC criteria since the 
delegates were not authorized to interview the detainees without witnes
ses. The ICRC therefore made further representations to the Iranian 
authorities. At the end of August, its delegates were able to visit, in 
accordance with its criteria, a prison in Teheran in which about 750 people 
arrested after the change of regime were being held. In the following 
months the ICRC continued to request access to all places of detention in 
the country, and at the end of 1979 it received the agreement in principle of 
the Iranian authorities. ICRC delegates therefore started to visit Iranian 
prisons once again in January 1980.

When the American hostages were taken at the US embassy in Teheran 
on 4 November 1979, the ICRC did not formally approach the parties 
concerned, given that a large number of other intermediaries had already 
asked for the release of the hostages and meanwhile for authorization to 
visit them.

However, at the end of 1979, seeing that the intermediaries authorized 
to visit the hostages were never able to see them all, the ICRC requested 
permission to visit all persons held at the embassy.

On 14 April 1980, two ICRC delegates, one of them a doctor, were 
authorized to visit the hostages held at the US embassy in Teheran. During 
the visit, the delegates had the hostages fill out Red Cross message forms, 
which the ICRC later forwarded to their families.

In December 1979, the Iranian press published an extract from the 
summary report drawn up by the ICRC after its first visits to Iranian 
prisons in April and May 1977. The ICRC consequently decided to make 
public the report in full; indeed, the ICRC considers that its reports on 
visits are strictly confidential and does not give them to anyone but the 
detaining authorities. When the latter do not respect the confidential 
nature of the reports and publish them in part, the ICRC reserves the right 
to make public the entire contents of the report. The ICRC’s position in 
this specific case was explained in a press release issued on 9 January 1980.

ICRC press release of 9 January 1980
“Iran: Publication of an ICRC Report
Geneva (ICRC) - Excerpts of the first summary report on iranian places 
of detention visited in Iran in april-may 1972 by delegates of the Interna
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tional Committee of the Red Cross have recently been published by the 
iranian authorities and in the press.
The ICRC wishes to draw attention to the fact that its delegates’ findings 
in places of detention are set forth in confidential reports which it sends 
to and intends solely for the authorities concerned. Should this condition 
not be observed and the reports incompletely published, the ICRC 
reserves the right to publish the reports concerned in full. It is indeed 
important to ensure that the impression given of detention conditions 
corresponds to that conveyed in the full reports.”

In the present case, the ICRC summary report may be consulted at its 
headquarters.

ICRC delegates continued to visit Iranian prisons in the course of 1980.
In 1981, besides developing activities in the context of the Iran-Iraq 

conflict, the ICRC delegation in Teheran continued to be concerned about 
the plight of persons being held for political reasons.

During the first months of 1981, ICRC delegates regularly visited per
sons held in Teheran; ever since the conflict had broken out with Iraq, 
however, visits to places of detention elsewhere in the country had been 
suspended.

The visits resumed in mid-February, but on 20 June 1981, although the 
ICRC’s activities were not basically called into question, the delegates 
were refused access to a number of places of detention. As of 13 September 
1981, ICRC activities to help political detainees were definitively blocked.

Philippines (1977-1986)

From the early sixties, the ICRC made a number of visits in the Philippines 
to people being held for political reasons. However, it was only in 1972 that 
it started systematic protection activities for Philippine security detainees. 
For example, two ICRC delegates conducted a series of visits from 14 
August to 24 September 1977 to about 200 political detainees in 12 places of 
detention. In 1978, ICRC delegates visited 1,475 detainees in 290 places of 
detention.

During the visits, as is customary, the delegates concerned themselves 
only with the conditions of detention and not with the reasons for imprison
ment. They spoke without witnesses to the detainees of their choice, 
distributed relief supplies to prisoners in need and set forth their conclu
sions in confidential reports which were then sent to the Philippine 
authorities.

From 15-27 October 1979, an ICRC delegate went to Manila to request 
permission to begin a new series of visits to places seen in 1977 and 1978 and 
to extend the visits to detainees who had been sentenced and to whom the 
ICRC had not as yet had access. During the negotiations, the delegate 
obtained from the authorities a list of places of detention holding political



160

detainees and a list of all such detainees except those who had been 
sentenced. The Philippine government’s decision, however, was not taken 
until early 1980, at which time visits were resumed and indeed extended to 
sentenced detainees. ICRC delegates therefore conducted a further series 
of visits from March to May 1980, seeing 1,128 detainees - both sentenced 
and in preventive detention - in 33 places of detention.

There was nevertheless still one category of political detainee to whom 
the ICRC had not been able to extend its protection services: prisoners 
under the direct jurisdiction of the military security services. The ICRC 
therefore made further representations to the Philippine authorities with a 
view to visiting this category of detainees as well. The authorization was 
granted at the end of 1980.

Since 1976, besides visiting prisons, ICRC delegates had regularly gone 
to Mindanao and Samar to assess the situation of persons displaced 
because of the conflicts on those islands and to distribute relief supplies. In 
late November 1980 a team of three delegates, including a doctor, went to 
Mindanao and Samar to assess the medical and nutritional situation of 
displaced persons and to analyse the operation conducted by the Philippine 
National Red Cross (PNRC) to distribute relief supplies provided by the 
ICRC (in 1980, the ICRC made available to the PNRC 1,500 tonnes worth 
3.7 million Swiss francs).

In 1981, ICRC delegates visited 34 places of detention, seeing 824 
detainees. For the first time they were authorized to visit a prison under the 
jurisdiction of the military authorities. Delegates again made several mis
sions to Mindanao and Samar to assess the relief programme for displaced 
persons being conducted by the PNRC using ICRC supplies.

Until 1981, ICRC activities in the Philippines were conducted from the 
regional delegation in Kuala Lumpur. However, in January 1982, anxious 
to carry out its work in the Philippines with maximum efficiency, the 
ICRC, with the agreement of the Philippine government, opened a new 
regional delegation in Manila. This delegation covered Hong Kong, Macao 
and Taiwan as well as the Philippines.

From 10 April to 17 June 1982, three teams each composed of two ICRC 
delegates made a general visit to all places of detention in the Philippines: 
they saw 913 political detainees in 43 places. Another series of visits took 
place from 16 October to 16 November 1982 when delegates saw 1,054 
detainees in 11 places of detention. The delegates also visited two prisons 
on the island of Mindanao, where the ICRC was pursuing its relief opera
tion for displaced persons.

The ICRC protection and assistance operation in the Philippines con
tinued from 1983 to 1986 with visits and distributions of relief supplies to 
political detainees and displaced persons. In March 1986, when President 
Marcos fell from power, the ICRC still had a regional delegation in Manila 
which continued its work under the government of Corazon Aquino.
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Poland (1981-1984)

When martial law was proclaimed in Poland on 13 December 1981, the 
country was cut off overnight from the rest of the world. The ICRC 
nonetheless had good reason to hope that it would soon be able to send 
delegates to Poland.

Indeed, in the sixties the ICRC had conducted an extensive relief opera
tion for Polish civilians who had undergone pseudo-medical experiments in 
Nazi concentration camps, and the ICRC had maintained close relations 
with the Polish Red Cross ever since. In 1977, the ICRC and the Polish Red 
Cross had together set up a large-scale programme to disseminate the 
principles of the Red Cross and international humanitarian law in Europe 
and North America.

The last seminar organized in the framework of this programme by the 
Polish Red Cross and the ICRC for law students at European and North 
American universities had been held in Warsaw in October 1981. ICRC 
delegates had participated actively.

With the proclamation of martial law, the ICRC therefore decided to 
send to Poland two delegates who had already been there on several 
missions. Air links having been cut, the delegates had to try to reach 
Warsaw by car, through Sweden and the port of Swinoujscie, while the 
ICRC chief medical officer, on mission in Budapest at the time, tried to get 
there by train. The three delegates were able to cross the border with no 
problems. They met in Warsaw on 18 December, at the headquarters of the 
Polish Red Cross. In under 24 hours the National Society arranged for 
them to meet with the country’s main authorities. After two days of 
discussions, the ICRC delegates obtained:
- permission to conduct a preliminary survey of civilian needs; and
- the assurance that they would be able to visit people interned because of 

the events.
In the meantime, many National Red Cross Societies had already started 
sending relief supplies to Poland. On 23 December, the ICRC and the 
League reached an agreement stipulating that the ICRC delegation in 
Warsaw, which would be joined by representatives of the League and 
donor National Societies, would co-ordinate the distribution of relief sup
plies with the Polish Red Cross. Thus, during 1982, some 16,000 tonnes of 
material worth over 61 million Swiss francs were distributed to the most 
vulnerable sectors of the population, and to internees and their families. 
The relief operation continued on a smaller scale in 1983 (total value of 
relief material distributed in 1983: 18.9 million Swiss francs).

All communications with other countries having been cut, the ICRC, 
with the help of the Polish Red Cross, set up a system for the exchange of 
family messages during the first half of 1982. The messages were transmit
ted via Geneva between Poland and the rest of the world, enabling Polish 
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families that had been split up to correspond. The operation ended in the 
second half of 1982, when the Polish postal service started to work again.

The ICRC also acted as an intermediary between the Polish authorities 
and Polish citizens abroad, forwarding requests for family reunification. 
Thus about 150 people, over half of them children left behind in Poland, 
were able to join their relatives abroad.

The major source of concern for the ICRC was the plight of internees. 
From early 1982 to 13 December of the same year - the day on which 
martial law was lifted and all “internees” released - the ICRC was 
authorized to visit them regularly. During the visits, the delegates 
inspected the conditions of detention and spoke to the internees of their 
choice without witnesses. They also obtained from the Polish authorities 
and those in charge of the camps regular and precise information on the 
number of places of detention, the number of internees and all transfers 
and releases. The visits to internees were the subject of confidential reports 
sent only to the Polish authorities.

However, ICRC delegates were authorized to visit only “internees”, 
i.e., people arrested when martial law was proclaimed. In spite of their 
many representations, they were never authorized to visit detainees 
arrested because of events which occurred after the proclamation of mar
tial law.

The ICRC delegates gradually saw the group of detainees they visited 
decrease in number as they benefited from the amnesties decreed by the 
Polish government, and yet arrests under martial law continued. The lifting 
of martial law which led to the release of all the “internees” at the end of 
1982 brought an end to the ICRC’s protection activities for persons 
detained as a result of the events. Nevertheless, in 1983 and 1984 the ICRC 
continued to approach the Polish government for authorization to visits 
persons arrested or sentenced for politically-motivated crimes, but to no 
avail. The ICRC closed its delegation in Warsaw at the end of 1984. It 
nonetheless maintained close ties with the Polish Red Cross and continued 
the dissemination programme undertaken with it in the seventies.
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2. The National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies

A. The establishment of the Red Cross in various countries

At the 1863 Geneva Conference (see Chapter I, Section 2 and annex 1) it 
was decided to found in each country a national relief society. Its tasks 
would be “in time of war and if the need arises, to assist the army medical 
services by every means in its power”. In peacetime Societies should 
prepare for their intervention in the time of war namely by training “volun
tary medical personnel” and by preparing medical material relief of all 
sorts. Societies should be managed by a central committee·, “an unlimited 
number” of regional or local sections may be formed to support the central 
committees. Every committee must get into touch with the Government of 
its country “so that its services may be accepted should the occasion arise”. 
The national committees may meet in international assemblies; the focal 
point of the committees is the “Comité international de secours aux 
militaires blessés”.

On the basis of and in the sense of these decisions national relief societies 
were formed within a short time, at first in Europe; at the first International 
Conference which was held at Paris in 1867 already 16 National Societies- 
alongside 9 Governments of States who were bound by the 1864 Geneva 
Convention - were represented. The initial reticence of some predomin
antly Catholic countries concerning the humanitarian work of Geneva 
soon gave way; it was completely overcome with the accession of the Holy 
See to the Geneva Convention in 1868. Just as since 1875 the “Comité 
international de secours aux militaires blessés” was called the “Interna
tional Committee of the Red Cross”, national relief societies which until 
then had different designations took on the name in the 70’s of “Red Cross 
Societies”. Later in most cases the name of the country was added to the 
Red Cross and the Society was quite simply called German, French or The 
Netherlands Red Cross.

Special importance was attached to the foundation of a relief society in 
Turkey in 1868. Already in 1865 Turkey had acceded to the Geneva 
Convention opening the gate of the Moslem world to the humanitarian 
work initiated in Geneva.68 In 1876 war broke out between Russia and 
Turkey and the Turkish Government authorised the use of the red crescent 
on a white ground by the army medical service as a protective sign in the 
place of the red cross prescribed in the Geneva Convention. Within the 
framework of a reorganisation the Turkish relief society likewise took on 
the name and sign of the Red Crescent. The use of the new emblem, which 

68 Gustave Moynier later wrote about this: “For the first time the Moslem world was 
associated with the initiative of the Christian world through the accession of Turkey to the 
Geneva Convention”.
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was above all justified due to religious feelings, as the protective sign in the 
sense of the Geneva Convention met with no opposition either from States 
parties to the Convention or from the International Committee of the Red 
Cross. It was rather tolerated in the interests of expanding protection and 
relief under the Convention. A formal revision of the Geneva Convention 
as regards the protective sign was effected only in 1929 when it was laid 
down that “As compliment to Switzerland, the heraldic emblem of the red 
cross on a white ground, formed by reversing the Federal colours, is 
retained as the emblem and distinctive sign of the Medical Service of armed 
forces,” but that “nevertheless, in the case of countries which already use 
as emblem, in place of the red cross, the red crescent or the red lion and sun 
on white ground, those emblems are also recognised by the terms of the 
present Convention.” (Geneva Convention 1929, Chapter VI, Art. 19). 
On the end of 1992 out of a total of 153 National Societies 25 used the Red 
Crescent as distinctive and protective signs instead of the Red Cross.69 Up 
to 1980 the Red Lion and Sun was solely used by Iran·, with the creation of 
the Islamic Republic this dynastic sign was given up and replaced by the 
Red Crescent.70

With the start of the 80’s the Movement spread to other continents. The 
foundation of National Societies was often brought about through armed 
conflicts, disorders or disasters which resulted in a great need for relief in 
the country itself or also in foreign countries. Many times the initiative was 
taken by a personality who had been impressed by the development of 
National Societies in Europe. So in 1881 the American Red Cross was 
formed followed shortly afterwards by the establishment of Red Cross 
Societies in Argentina, Peru and El Salvador. In 1887 the Japanese Red 
Cross was founded and in 1904 the Red Cross of China. A fresh impetus 
was given to the Movement in the years following the First World War,71 
for example with the foundation of the Indian Red Cross Society (1920) 
and the formation of the Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 

69 In the Soviet Union the name and sign of the red cross were used in 11 Soviet Republics 
whereas in 4 Soviet Republics the name and sign of the red crescent were used. The 
National Society was called the “Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies of the 
USSR”. Since 26 March 1992 the Alliance ceased to exist.

70 The Diplomatic Conference of 1949 confirmed the distinctive and protective signs “red 
cross”, “red crescent” and “red lion and sun” but declined to recognise further signs. Israel 
had applied for the recognition of the “red star of David” which still today is used by the 
Israelis army medical service and the national relief society.

71 The Covenant of the League of Nations (Part I of the Versailles Peace Treaty of 28 June 
1919) comprised in Article 25 the following provision: “The members of the League agree 
to encourage and promote the establishment and cooperation of duly authorised voluntary 
national Red Cross organizations having as purposes the improvement of health, preven
tion of disease and the mitigation of suffering throughout the world”. With this provision 
the originators of the League of Nations did not only want to support the geographical 
extension of the Movement but to set for it new goals for the expansion of work in time of 
peace. This double aim was also to apply to the Federation of Red Cross Societies also 
established in 1919 (see Chapter II, 3).
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of the Soviet Union (1923), whose first precursor was a relief society 
already set up in 1867 in Russia for the wounded and sick members of the 
armed forces.

In 1945 the number of recognised National Societies stood at 64, includ
ing 34 in Europe, 21 on the American continent, five in Asia, three in the 
Near East and only one African Society.72 With the development of the 
United Nations and the decolonization promoted by it, numerous peoples 
and areas became independent bringing into being new States and within 
these States, for the most part promptly, new Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies.73 On the occasion of the Centenary of the Red Cross Movement 
in 1963 the number of recognised National Societies had risen to 102; in 
1975 it stood at 122 and in the end of 1992 at 153. In the same year around 
20 National Societies were in process of formation and on the way to 
becoming recognised as the number of States bounded by the Geneva 
Conventions had risen to 175. The Movement has thereby come close to 
being universal.

B. The recognition of National Societies
by the International Committee of the Red Cross

Already at the beginning of the Movement the International Committee of 
the Red Cross gave its attention, at the request of the already existing 
national relief societies, to guidelines for the formation of further Societies 
and to criteria for their formal recognition, whereby the decisions of the 
1863 Conference served as a basis. The IVth International Conference 
(Karlsruhe 1887) defined in a resolution the role of the ICRC and gave it 
the task: “à notifier la constitution des nouvelles Sociétés nationales, après 
s’être assuré des bases sur lesquelles elles sont fondées”. Later the “condi
tions for the recognition of National Red Cross Societies” were laid down 
in resolutions of International Conferences of the Red Cross, in particular 
in Resolution XI of the XVIIth International Conference (Stockholm, 

72 In the colonies of European powers sub-organizations (Overseas Branches) of the relevant 
National Red Cross Societies had been formed which later in most cases became indepen
dent National Societies.

73 The Charter of the United Nations of 26 June 1945 has no provision regarding the Red Cross 
and its organizations. On the other hand, the General Assembly of the UN accepted the 
following resolution on 19 November 1946: “The General Assembly draws the attention of 
the members of the United Nations to the fact that the following purposes are of special 
concern, namely: a) that the said members should encourage and promote the establish
ment and cooperation of duly authorised voluntary National Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies; b) that at all times the independent voluntary nature of the National Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies be respected in all circumstances, provided they are recognised 
by their Governments and carry on their work according to the principles of the Geneva 
and The Hague Conventions and in the humanitarian spirit of the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent; c) that the necessary steps be taken to ensure that in all circumstances contact 
may be maintained between the National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies of all 
countries, so as to enable them to carry out their humanitarian task”.
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1948).74 Since the XXVth International conference of the Red Cross 
(Geneva, 1986) decided on the complete revision of the Statutes of the 
International Red Cross of the year 1952, the “conditions for recognition of 
National Societies” are to be found in Article 4 of the Statutes of the 
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement.75 In Article 5 of the 
new Statutes the task of the ICRC in this respect is confirmed, namely “to 
recognise any newly established or reconstituted National Society, which 
fulfills the conditions for recognition set in Article 4, and to notify other 
National Societies of such recognition”.

In accordance with Article 4 of the Statutes a National Society has to 
fulfill the following conditions:

1. Be constituted on the territory of an independent State where the 
Geneva Convention for the amelioration of the condition of the 
wounded and sick in armed forces in the field is in force.

2. Be the only National Red Cross or Red Crescent Society of the said 
State and be directed by a central body which shall alone be competent 
to represent it in its dealings with other components of the Movement.

3. Be duly recognised by the legal Government of its country on the basis 
of the Geneva Conventions and of the national legislation as a volun
tary aid society, auxiliary to the public authorities in the humanitarian 
field.

4. Have an autonomous status which allows it to operate in conformity 
with the fundamental principles of the Movement.

5. Use the name and emblem of the Red Cross or Red Crescent in 
conformity with the Geneva Conventions.

6. Be so organised as to be able to fulfill the tasks defined in its Statutes, 
including the preparation in peacetime for its statutory tasks in case of 
armed conflict.

7. Extend its activities to the entire territory of the State.
8. Recruit its voluntary members and its staff without consideration of 

race, sex, class, religion or political opinions.
9. Adhere to the present Statutes, share in the fellowship which unites 

the components of the Movement and cooperate with them.
10. Respect the fundamental principles of the Movement and be guided in 

its work by the principles of international humanitarian law.
The ICRC gives its consideration to the question whether a National 
Society asking for recognition complies with the conditions set out on the 
basis of the relevant documents and through visits of delegates to the 
country involved. As recognition of a Society by the ICRC is - though not 
legally but in practice - a precondition for its admission to membership of 
the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, the 

74 See International Red Cross Handbook, Twelfth edition, Geneva 1983, pp. 497-498.
75 See International Review of the Red Cross, No. 256 (January-February 1987) p. 31-32
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examination of the documents and the actual situation has for some consid
erable time been effected in close cooperation between the ICRC and the 
Federation. In the agreement between the two institutions of 1969 “for the 
purpose of specifying certain of their respective functions”,76 the harmon
isation of the examination procedure is defined and it is in addition men
tioned that in the event of differences of opinion which cannot be solved in 
direct discussion the Standing Commission should be consulted. In the new 
Agreement of 1989, which replaces the Agreement of 1969, cooperation 
between the ICRC and the Federation in the examination of requests of 
National Societies for recognition is also provided for.

In this connection mention should also be made of the establishment of 
“model statutes for the use of National Societies”, which were adopted in 
their first version by the Federation Board of Governors at Toronto in 
1952, whilst the second version was jointly presented by the Federation and 
ICRC and adopted by the Board of Governors in Mexico City in 1971.77 
Since the beginning of the 70s there has in addition been a “joint commis
sion set up by the ICRC and the Federation for the examination of the 
Statutes of National Societies”. This Commission does not only study the 
Statutes of National Societies within the framework of the procedures 
which lead to recognition by the ICRC and to admission to the Federation, 
but also cases of later revisions to the extent that they effect conditions for 
recognition and admission. In compliance with a resolution accepted by the 
XXIInd International Conference of the Red Cross (Teheran, 1973),78 
National Societies are obliged to submit such changes to the ICRC and the 
Federation and to take their recommendations into account.

If a National Red Cross or Red Crescent Society has been recognised by 
decision of the ICRC Assembly it becomes a member of the International 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and has the duties and rights 
inherent in this position. These duties and rights have both a national and 
an international character as they are based on the law of the country and 
internal legal provisions and also on international law and autonomous 
international Red Cross ordinances (for details see Section E). Additional 
rights and duties come into being through the admission of a Society to the 
Federation on the basis of the Constitution of this World Federation of 
National Societies. Admission to the Federation is not an automatic and 
obligatory follow-up to the recognition of a Society by the ICRC. It must be 
requested by a Society and can be approved or declined by the General 
Assembly of the Federation. In practice the admission of a Society to the 
Federation is effected regularly and without delay once recognition has 
been notified by the ICRC. The suspension of a Society as a member of the

76 See International Red Cross Handbook, p. 479.
77 See International Red Cross Handbook, p. 501.
78 See International Red Cross Handbook, p. 600.
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Federation which is foreseen in the Constitution or its withdrawal from the 
Federation would not - at least legally - affect its position as a member of 
the Movement.

C. Attributes of National Societies in respect of their structure 
and organization

As National Societies have to comply with the conditions for their recogni
tion by the ICRC and thereby are in duty bound to observe the principles of 
the Red Cross and keep to them, they are - also in view of the resolutions 
adopted by organs of the Movement (Red Cross Conferences, Council of 
Delegates) or of the Federation - characterised by a series of common 
features affecting their structure and organization. The existing common 
characteristics already described and to be defined subsequently do not 
alter the fact that there are considerable differences as between one Society 
and the next. These are based on the integration of the Society in the 
national environment. It is here shown - as with the tasks and activities - 
that both common interests and unity as well as differences and manifold 
interests exist giving the Movement an international as well as a national 
character. This twofold nature of the Red Cross Movement gives it its 
strength.

a. On the one hand, National Societies are independent or autonomous 
associations, which are mostly subject to private law, and for example, are 
constituted as societies or foundations. On the other hand, they have to be 
recognized by the Government of their country as voluntary relief societies, 
which - at least partly - have the task of giving support to the public 
authorities in the humanitarian sphere. This recognition by the State and 
the resulting duties give National Societies a special position within the 
many other associations having humanitarian and social goals.  A 
National Society must move between two poles and in this movement 
achieve a state of balance : between the pole of freedom and autonomy and 
the pole of duties towards the State. The balance is - according to the Red 
Cross principle of independence and the fourth condition for recognition - 
achieved when a National Society - despite its cooperation with the State 
authorities and despite mutual support - is at all times in a position to 
observe the principles of the Red Cross ( for example the principles of 

79

79 Richard Perruchoud writes: “In view of the fact that National Societies have to obtain the 
recognition of their Government their status of private law organization is supplemented 
by a network of public law relations”. ( “International Responsibilities of National Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Societies”, Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva 1982, p. 20)



169

impartiality and neutrality). The new Statutes of the Movement expressly 
oblige States in Article 2 not only to promote National Societies, but also to 
respect their adherence to the Red Cross Principles.

b. According to the Red Cross principles of unity and the seventh condi
tion for recognition a National Society is in duty bound to carry out its 
activities over the whole area of the State. This obligation has its counter
part in the rule that in each country there shall be only one Red Cross or 
Red Crescent Society. The resolutions of the Geneva Conference of 1863 
already provide for the fact that in each country “an unlimited number of 
sections” can be formed alongside a central committee, to which the 
sections give their support and to whose supervision they are subject. In 
this sense virtually all National Societies are sub-divided into a central 
organization with central organs (General Assembly, Central Committee, 
Management or Executive Board) and into a regional organization with 
regional and local associations or sections. This decentralised and federal 
structure guarantees that the National Society is firmly rooted in all parts 
of the country and within all sections of the community. It makes it 
possible for the Society to be open to all as is indicated in the principle of 
unity and ensures that the Red Cross is present and carries out its work in 
the whole territory of the State. The decentralised structure also makes it 
possible for Red Cross activities not only to correspond to the concepts of 
the central body, but also to be adapted to regional and local conceptions 
and needs.

c. In his book “A Memory of Solferino”, Henry Dunant urged that relief 
societies be founded with the goal of “having care given to the wounded in 
wartime by zealous, devoted and thoroughly qualified volunteers”. These 
voluntary nurses and helpers should comprise women and men from all 
countries and all sections of the community. The resolutions of the 1863 
Conference also mention “voluntary medical personnel” and “voluntary 
personnel” and in the conditions for recognition National Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Societies are called “voluntary aid societies”. The fifth Red 
Cross principle is entitled “voluntary service”. The Red Cross and Red 
Crescent are characterized as a Movement of “voluntary relief not promp
ted in any manner by desire for gain”. In the eighth condition for recogni
tion the recruitment of “voluntary members” (as also professional staff) is 
made subject to the principle of non-discrimination as to race, sex, class, 
religion or political opinions: National Societies should not only (poten
tially) give their support to all those who suffer and are in need, but also 
stand open to all people of good will who are prepared to work on the basis 
of the Red Cross Principles.

The National Society does not exist which would not obtain support to a 
broad extent from the concept of voluntary service provided by a large 
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number of people at all levels and in all spheres of the central or regional 
organization. What has changed since the time of the foundation of the 
Movement is the necessity of giving the voluntary extra-professional mem
bers and helpers numbered in millions around the world, the support of 
professional (part or full-time) staff members. It would not be possible to 
have a modern blood donor service with collection centres and laboratories 
or high-level schools for the training of nurses or an efficient central 
secretariat without fully qualified career personnel, who put their specialist 
knowledge and career experience at the service of the National Society. 
These professional staff members should not be given a lower rank in the 
Movement because they are just as essential as “volunteers” and as in the 
final analysis they work whole-heartedly for the Red Cross and the Red 
Crescent.

Since the time of the foundation of the Movement it has become ever 
more necessary to train also voluntary, extra-professional members. Train
ing is required for members of the governing bodies and commissions, for 
helpers in the sphere of nursing, first aiders and samaritans, for those who 
look after the elderly, the disabled and refugees. Precisely for this training 
it is essential to have the backing of professional staff members so that 
voluntary service is put to the best use.

Although the Red Cross Principles and the conditions for recognition do 
not have any rules in this respect, virtually all National Societies base 
themselves on the principle of general or far-ranging joint decision-taking. 
Active members and volunteers are given the opportunity of cooperating 
and helping to shape the activities of the organs (assemblies, committees, 
special commissions) in the regional and local organisations. The central 
organs comprise mostly representatives of regional and local organisa
tions, but also representatives of the authorities and eminent personalities 
from the spheres of politics, economics, science, health and social security. 
The principle of broad-ranging and representative joint decision-taking is 
fully in line with the concept of humanity of the Red Cross Movement. Yet 
this must not run counter to the requirement of having qualified manage
ment and efficient leadership. Here also it is a question of finding a golden 
middle way and a state of balance between different extremes.

d. Every National Society needs sufficient financial resources to maintain 
and develop its installations and services. The principle of voluntary ser
vice would be best served if these resources were obtained through mem
bership subscriptions, public collections, private donations, sale of pro
ducts and services. It seems that the majority of the funds needed by 
National Societies can be obtained in this way. As Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies however have a special position in that they are recog
nised by the Governments of their countries and must support the public 
authorities with the fulfillment of humanitarian tasks, it is in no way 
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objectionable or incorrect if the authorities at the various levels (Federal 
States, member State, province, district and community) contribute to the 
financing of Red Cross activities. This happens in practice very often, as for 
example when a National Society has to carry out on a permanent basis 
mandates entrusted to it by the authorities (blood donation service, profes
sional training in nursing, support of the army medical service and civil 
defence, looking after the elderly, the disabled, youth and refugees) or 
when it has work to do abroad (relief actions in the event of armed conflicts 
or disasters in other countries). A National Society would however do well 
in keeping State resources for the coverage of its expenditure to reasonable 
proportions as its autonomy and independence might come into question. 
If State contributions were to be more than half of total expenditure the 
influence and control of the authorities might go beyond a reasonable 
level. Also in the financial sphere a middle way must be sought and found.

D. Developments and changes in National Societies activities

Since the foundation of the Red Cross the activities of National Societies 
have consistently expanded and been transformed in that they had to be 
adapted to new situations, needs and requirements.80 This applies to the 
major sphere of assistance to victims of armed conflicts and thereby to the 
initial task of the Red Cross, namely assisting the wounded and sick 
members of the armed forces. At the Red Cross conference in St. Peters
burg (1902), London (1907) and Washington (1912) the question of protec
tion of prisoners of war was debated and it was decided that not only the 
ICRC but also National Societies are in the nature of things called upon to 
give aid to prisoners of war. In the 1914-18 world war the assistance 
provided by the National Societies of warring and neutral States to prison
ers of war (namely in the form of relief consignments and communication 
of news) achieved considerable proportions, alongside care for the sick and 
wounded. Aid for prisoners of war was far more extensive in the Second 
World War as the number of prisoners went into millions and as the 
protection and assistance of the ICRC and those of relief societies for 
prisoners of war could be based on the Geneva Convention relative to the 
treatment of prisoners of war of 1929.

In the course of the years assistance to civilians came alongside aid for 
prisoners of war. The phenomenon of civilians not participating in the 

80 Both for the following and for the comments under chapter II, 2, A-C, see the background 
papers published within the framework of the study headed by Donald D. Tansley on the 
“Re-appraisal of the Role of the Red Cross”, in particular “The Evolution of the Red 
Cross” by Ian Reid', “Red Cross at National Level: a Profile”; “Present Role of the Red 
Cross in Assistance” by David J. Holdsworth; “National Red Cross Societies and Health 
and Welfare” by Dr. Pierre M. Dorolle.
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armed conflict being endangered, wounded and killed came into evidence 
centuries ago. However it is only in the 20th century that this has character
ised wars and increased their terrors to an immeasurable extent. In the 
Second World War the number of civilians killed through shooting and 
bombing, through deportation, starvation and capture was twice as large as 
the number of soldiers killed. It was and is therefore indispensable that the 
ICRC and National Societies in priority come to the aid of wounded, sick, 
homeless, famished, interned and deported civilians and provide them 
with protection and assistance.

The major problem of the protection of civilians and civilian population 
was one of the main themes of the Red Cross conference of Tokyo (1934) 
and London (1938). The ICRC had submitted draft new conventions81 
which could however not be presented to the Diplomatic Conference 
convoked for the beginning of 1940 in Geneva due to the outbreak war in 
the autumn of 1939. Despite the considerable lack of international 
humanitarian law protection, National Societies did a great deal for the 
civilian victims of the World War; for those affected by bombing, for 
internees, for populations in occupied territories, for deportees and 
refugees. National Societies also gave support to the work of the “Commis
sion mixte de secours de la Croix-Rouge internationale” set up by the ICRC 
and the Federation in 1940. This Commission did extensive relief work for 
needy populations, for example in 1941/42 for those suffering from hunger 
in Greece. Also in international armed conflicts since 1945 (wars in Korea, 
Vietnam, the Near East, between India and Pakistan, between Iran and 
Iraq) and in internal conflicts (in particular in Africa and Latin America) 
National Societies have come to the aid of affected civilians where at least 
in part they could base their action on the Geneva Convention relative to the 
protection of civilian persons in time of war adopted in 1949.

It is of great importance that National Societies dedicate themselves to 
humanitarian tasks called for in time of peace. This dedication came into 
evidence in individual countries a few years after the foundation of the 
Movement and was already approved by the Ilnd International Confer
ence of the Red Cross at Berlin in 1869.82 Accordingly National Societies 
should provide prompt and well organised aid in the event of major natural 

81 The draft concerning the protection of civilians comprised:
- the draft convention relating to medical air transport;
- the draft convention for the setting up of medical establishments and zones in wartime;
- the draft convention relating to the condition and the protection of civilians of enemy 

nationality within the territory of a belligerent or a territory occupied by a belligerent.
82 The corresponding Resolution has the following wording: “To provide assistance and relief 

in disasters which may afflict peoples during peacetime is a condition of the vigorous 
development of the Societies, and a useful preparation for their wartime work. Relief 
Societies should therefore, in peacetime, devote themselves to humanitarian work corres
ponding to their wartime duties, namely... to giving relief in case of public calamity 
which, like war, demands immediate and organized assistance”. See International Red 
Cross Handbook, p. 653.
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disasters whereby they receive the best preparation for their wartime 
activities. Emergency relief in case of need, above all natural and other 
disasters has in the course of decades become one of the main tasks of 
National Societies. This only assumed considerable proportions after the 
Second World War, above all due to the world-wide development of 
communications and transport facilities. Individual actions (for the victims 
of earthquakes, floods, tidal waves, damage to dams, drought, poisoning, 
epidemics and traffic accidents) were coordinated by the Federation of Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Societies, which for its part sought liaison with 
other international relief organisations and institutions, in particular of the 
United Nations, and maintained these contacts. In the course of the years 
relief activities were extended to refugees and expellees (for example from 
Hungary, Algeria, Bangladesh, Vietnam and numerous African coun
tries), which called for close cooperation between the ICRC and the 
Federation. The responsibilities and methods of cooperation were defined 
in “agreements” between the two institutions (1951,1969,1974 and 1989).

In the course of the years, alongside emergency relief in peacetime in the 
event of acute major disasters, a further field of action for National 
Societies came into being: the regular and continuing assistance to the sick, 
accident victims, the disabled, the elderly, people in need, comprising also 
help for children and youth. This started with help in the event of accidents 
in the streets, in places of work and at home, which called for the training of 
a large number of first aiders or samaritans. First aid was supplemented by 
nursing, be it at home or in hospitals and other institutions. After the 
foundation of the Federation in 1919 the work in health and social welfare 
was expanded. National Societies increasingly gave their attention to 
health education and the prevention of illness and also to the professional 
training of nursing personnel, including courses for auxiliary nursing per
sonnel. Developed Societies established and ran schools, hospitals and 
sanatoria. In the period between the two world wars “Red Cross Youth" 
was founded and developed. Under the auspices of the Federation, it has 
the goal of making children and adolescents familiar with the concept of 
health, protection and assistance to those hard pressed, comprising also the 
ideals of understanding between peoples and peace promotion. Red Cross 
Youth was in many cases installed in schools and became a matter for 
educators. Later out-of-school groups played a growing role. They were 
linked to National Societies and worked within this framework.

In the four decades since the Second World War, the work of National 
Societies in the sphere of “health and social well-being” constantly 
developed from the quantitative and qualitative points of view. In addition 
to the tasks already mentioned, participation in the blood donor service 
became a feature in almost all countries. This covered activities from donor 
recruitment to blood collection, from the delivery of whole blood preserves 
to the production of durable blood preparations in technically highly 
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developed and staff-intensive laboratories. In developed countries partici
pation in the care of the chronically sick, the disabled and the elderly plays 
a increasingly important role. Many Societies give their attention to “mar
ginal groups”: the unemployed and refugees, drug addicts and people 
suffering from AIDS. In developing countries Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies have many and varied major tasks as the needs cannot be calcu
lated and the humanitarian and social welfare services provided by States 
and private organisations are still limited. In these countries it is a question 
of elementary matters: life preserving minimum nutrition, shelter, clo
thing, hygiene and nursing. In developing countries also the focal point of 
Red Cross work covers children and youth as they represent a high propor
tion of the population and as educational possibilities are still modest. As 
the helpers are swamped with work, development cooperation between 
National Societies in developing countries on the one hand, and the Feder
ation, the ICRC and the National Societies in developed States on the 
other hand, has major importance. This will also be dealt with in another 
section.83

E. Tasks and duties of National Societies under the current legal order

A National Red Cross or Red Crescent Society, which has been recognised 
by the Government of its country and by the ICRC (See Section B) has 
given duties and rights. These depend, on the one hand, on the national 
legislation and internal regulations and, on the other, on international law 
and regulations within the Movement. Within national legislation the fol
lowing may come into question: constitutional provisions on the freedom 
of association, on social welfare and national defence, civil law provisions 
covering foundations, associations and societies. Special ordinances, such 
as laws on health, on military and civil defence service, on disaster relief 
and on asylum may in addition be relevant. Special ordinances on the Red 
Cross or the Red Crescent, such as decisions on the recognition and tasks of 
the National Society or a law on the protection of the sign and name of the 
Red Cross, are of particular importance. The statutes and regulations 
established by a National Society are in the final analysis decisive for its 
work. National law and regulations, be it promulgated by the State or the 
Society, must fit in with the relevant international law and regulations; the 
latter has priority.

International law and regulations, which defines and lays down the 
position, the structure, the organisation, the duties and tasks and the rights 
of all National Societies, comprises, on the one hand, autonomous 
ordinances within the Movement and, on the other, a part of international 

83 See the following Section E and chapter II, Section 3, B and D.
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humanitarian law. Autonomous ordinances comprise the Statutes of the 
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, the statutes of the 
ICRC and the Constitution of the Federation, and finally resolutions 
adopted by International Conferences of the Red Cross and Red Crescent, 
by the Council of Delegates or by the General Assembly of the Federation. 
International humanitarian law consists in particular of the four Geneva 
Conventions for the protection of the victims of armed conflicts of 1949 and 
the two Additional Protocols of 1977, i.e. agreements between States, 
which are in part the expression of international customary law.

The duties and tasks of National Societies, as set out below, above all 
take into consideration the new Statutes of the Movement of 1986 and the 
Geneva Conventions and Additional Protocols, although here only short 
references are made.

a. Articles 3 and 4 of the Statutes of the Movement make it quite clear 
that one of the main duties of National Societies is assistance to armed 
conflict victims. In Article 4 on the conditions for recognition of National 
Societies by the ICRC frequent reference is made to the Geneva Conven
tions84 and to international humanitarian law. A Society must be consti
tuted on the territory of an independent State where the First Geneva 
Convention is in force. The Society must be recognised by the legal 
Government on the basis of the Geneva Conventions as a Voluntary Aid 
Society, auxiliary to the public authorities in the humanitarian field. The 
Society must use the name and emblem of the Red Cross or Red Crescent 
in conformity with the Geneva Conventions. In its work the Society must 
respect the principles of international humanitarian law. Finally, it is 
expressly demanded that the Society must have an organisation so as to be 
able to fulfill its statutory tasks, including preparation in peacetime for its 
statutory tasks in case of armed conflict.

In Article 385 it is laid down that in liaison with the public authorities 
National Societies should organise emergency relief operations and other 
services to assist the victims of armed conflicts in compliance with the 
Geneva Conventions in their own countries. Also in the international sphere 
National Societies should within the limits of their resources and in confor
mity with the Geneva Conventions provide help for the victims of armed 
conflicts. National Societies are in addition bound to participate in the 
dissemination of international humanitarian law and take appropriate 
initiatives. In addition, they should cooperate with their Governments to 
put international humanitarian law into effect and ensure the protection of 
the emblem of the Red Cross and Red Crescent.

84 In the Statutes of 1986 the term “Geneva Conventions” also covers the Additional 
Protocols for those States bound by them.

85 In this newly inserted article the duties and tasks of National Societies are indicated for the 
first time in detail. At the beginning there is the sentence: “the National Societies form the 
basic units and constitute a vital force of the Movement”.
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Repeated reference to the Geneva Conventions and the Additional 
Protocols makes it necessary to give some indications as to the provisions 
which are of special importance to National Societies. Article 26 of the 
First Convention draws attention to the original task of the “Voluntary Aid 
Societies” proposed by Henry Dunant, namely to cooperate with the army 
medical service with all available resources in the event of war. It is laid 
down that the personnel of recognised and empowered National Red Cross 
Societies engaged in sanitary relief in the sense of Article 24 enjoy the same 
protection as the personnel of the army medical service, though on the 
condition that they come under military law and regulations and are 
thereby incorporated in the army medical service. The personnel of the Red 
Cross Society may use the Red Cross or Red Crescent as a protective sign, 
just as the official medical personnel.

In Article 27 of the First Convention it is stated that a recognised Society 
of a neutral country may allow its medical personnel and its medical units to 
cooperate with a party engaged in the conflict. The permission of its own 
Government must be obtained and also the authorisation of the party 
concerned. The personnel and the units come under the control of the party 
engaged in the conflict. Foreign medical assistance may in no event be 
regarded as interference in the conflict. These provisions also go back to 
the origins of the Red Cross in that they were already provided for in the 
decisions of the 1863 Conference to the effect that “the committees of 
belligerent nations.... may call for assistance upon the committees of 
neutral countries”. The provisions of Article 27 are not only maintained in 
paragraph 2 of Article 9 of Additional Protocol I, but also expended in that 
according to the Protocol medical assistance to belligerent parties may also 
be provided “by a neutral or other State which is not a party to the conflict” 
and by an “impartial international humanitarian organization”.

The medical assistance of National Societies is however also covered by 
those provisions of the Fourth Geneva Convention relative to the protec
tion of civilian persons in time of war and of Additional Protocol I, which 
refer to civilian hospitals and their personnel and civil defence and the 
civilian protection organizations. In Article 18 of the Fourth Convention it 
is laid down that “civilian hospitals organised to give care to the wounded 
and sick, the infirm and maternity cases” may in no circumstances be the 
object of attack; they shall at all times be respected and protected by the 
parties to the conflict. To the extent that they are empowered for this by the 
State civilian hospitals must be marked with the protective sign of the red 
cross or red crescent. Their permanent and temporary staff must also be 
respected and protected. They shall be recognisable by means of an armlet 
bearing the protective sign (Article 20).

Additional Protocol I relating to the protection of victims of interna
tional armed conflicts contains an important new element in its provisions 
on civil defence (Articles 61-67), which is entrusted with the fulfillment of 
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humanitarian tasks “intended to protect the civilian population against the 
dangers, and to help it to recover from the immediate effects, of hostilities 
or disasters and also to provide the conditions necessary for its survival”. 
“Civilian civil defence organizations and their personnel” shall be 
respected and protected, subject to the provisions of the Protocol. They 
should be recognisable by the “international distinctive sign of civil 
defence”. For the identification of medical and religious personnel and 
medical units and medical transports use should be made of the protective 
sign of the red cross and red crescent.

Whilst in earlier years and in many countries the army medical services 
needed the support of National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 
because these services were only slightly developed and for the most part 
could not meet the requirements, the situation may well have changed in 
the past fifty years. The army medical services have been promoted and 
expanded and have at their side civilian medical services, which have 
become necessary due to the dangers incurred by and the wounding of the 
civilian population in modern warfare and in the event of disasters. The 
civilian medical services are often short of staff meaning that they might not 
be in a position to meet the sharp rise in requirements in case of war or 
disaster. National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies must take into 
account this change and give their support to those services, which are 
especially dependent on them. The historically exclusive orientation of 
National Societies towards the army medical services is no longer appropri
ate; civilian services (public health, civilian hospitals and civil defence 
medical services) also, if not far more, merit the attention and the support 
of the Red Cross and Red Crescent. In our times it is necessary to coordi
nate the health and medical services in individual countries and to regard 
them as a whole. The Movement should give its attention to the whole 
(coordinated and comprehensive medical service) and should direct its 
endeavours towards situations where the needs are greatest.

Article 8 of Additional Protocol I defines “medical personnel”. Medical 
personnel comprise those persons who permanently or temporarily carry 
out medical service tasks, such as the search for, collection, transportation, 
examination or treatment - including first aid treatment - of wounded, sick 
and shipwrecked, or the prevention of disease. Medical service tasks also 
include the administration of medical units and installations and the 
administration and running of medical transport. According to Article 8 
the term “medical personnel” comprises
- military or civilian medical personnel of a party to the conflict and those 

assigned to civil defence organizations
- the medical personnel of National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 

and other national voluntary aid societies duly recognised and author
ised by a party to the conflict

- medical personnel of medical units or medical transports which in 
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accordance with paragraph 2 of Article 9 are assigned to international 
medical aid.

The medical personnel of National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 
therefore form a select and independent category. They are entitled to 
respect and protection (Article 15) and may be identified by the protective 
sign of the red cross or red crescent (Article 18). This personnel may be 
assigned to the army medical service or to civil defence and to the civilian 
hospitals mentioned in the Fourth Convention. A National Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Society is not debarred from setting up its own medical 
services. As a recognised National Society having the function of auxiliary 
to the public authorities in the humanitarian sphere, it would however have 
to be so empowered by the State.86

The Conventions and Additional Protocols provide for functions outside 
the sphere of medical aid for National Societies. Mention should be made 
of Article 125 of the Third and Article 132 of the Fourth Conventions, 
where reference is made to care for prisoners of war or civilian internees by 
religious organisations and relief societies. Special mention is made of 
National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in Articles 25,30 and 63 of 
the Fourth Convention; Article 25 covers their cooperation in the 
exchange of family correspondence; Article 30 provides that protected 
persons shall have every facility for making application to the National 
Society of the country where they may be; Article 63 lays down that 
“subject to temporary and exceptional measures imposed for urgent 
reasons of security by the Occupying Power” National Societies shall be 
able to pursue their activities in occupied areas as long as they correspond 
to the Red Cross Principles. The Occupying Power may not demand any 
changes in the personnel or in the composition of these Societies which 
might hamper the said activities.

The Additional Protocols mention other activities than medical aid for 
National Societies. In Article 6 of Protocol I relating to the protection of 
victims of international armed conflicts provision is made for the coopera
tion of National Societies in the training of qualified personnel. This should 
facilitate the application of the Conventions and the Protocol and in 
particular the activities of the Protecting Powers. According to Article 33 
of Protocol I information on missing persons may be transmitted to 
National Societies. Article 81 of Protocol I gives detailed coverage to the 
activities of the Red Cross and other humanitarian organisations. The 
parties to the conflict and the Contracting Parties shall grant to their 
respective National Societies or “Red Cross (Red Crescent) organizations” 

86 In the sphere of medical services the following further articles are of special interest to 
National Societies: Article 18, 28, 32, 34 and 44 of the First Convention; Articles 24-27, 
30-32 of the Second Convention; Articles 21-23 of the Fourth Convention and Article 17 
of Additional Protocol I.
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the facilities necessary for carrying out their humanitarian activities in aid 
of the victims of the conflict, in accordance with the provisions of the 
Conventions and the Protocol and with the Fundamental Principles of the 
Red Cross. Article 18 of Protocol II relating to the protection of victims of 
non-international armed conflicts mentions relief societies located in the 
territory of the High Contracting Party, such as “Red Cross (Red Crescent) 
organizations”: they may offer their services “for the performance of their 
traditional functions in relation to the victims of the armed conflict”.

An observer of the work and development of National Societies in the 
past 30 years notes that the basic commitment of coming to the aid of 
victims of armed conflicts refered to here and of making the necessary 
preparations beforehand in peacetime is not or not sufficiently 
implemented by many Societies. The documents and reports (1975) pub
lished within the framework of the study on the “ Reappraisal of the Role of 
the Red Cross" contain the following sentences:“nearly half of the Profile 
Societies did not recognise their responsibilities in conflict assistance or 
protection, and consequently had not planned or prepared for them”87 and 
“the two conditions most often unmet were to be prepared to act in time of 
war, and to extend activities to the entire country”.88 Also in a study by 
Richard Perruchoud,89 it is noted that:“The most crucial problem for 
National Societies is, however, the loss of awareness of their original goal 
of assistance to the victims of armed conflict” (p. 67). Also: “It has been 
said that National Societies have some shortcomings. The most serious is 
without doubt no longer realizing the original goal as the Red Cross 
principles are really put to the test in humanitarian action in times of armed 
conflict” (p. 91). Jean Pictet makes the same point when he commends the 
value of the development of the work of National Societies in peacetime, 
but nevertheless writes:“l’activité de guerre, pour laquelle la Croix-Rouge 
s’est créée, reste l’épreuve décisive. C’est, alors, quand tout semble perdu, 
quand la souffrance et l’anéantissement son voulus par l’homme, que la 
Croix-Rouge défend des intérêts suprêmes”.90

One of the most important tasks of the ICRC - as again defined in the 
new Statutes of the Movement (see in particular Article 5) - is to draw the 
attention of National Societies to their basic commitment in the sphere of 
aid for the victims of armed conflicts, to give them support with prepara
tion for the work in time of peace and to cooperate with them in the 
extreme case of a conflict, to the extent that this is possible and appropri
ate. For some considerable time the ICRC has been determined to be even 
more active in this respect and this above all through continuing participa

87 “Red Cross at National Level: a Profile ”, p. 37.
88 “Final Report: An Agenda for Red Cross”, by Donald D. Tansley, p. 97.
89 “International Responsibilities of National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies”, Henry 

Dunant Institute, Geneva 1982
90 Le Comité international de la Croix-Rouge, Genève/Paris 1985, p. 19.
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tion in the programmes of the Movement for the development and streng
thening of National Societies (see following section e).

b. A further main commitment of National Societies is to come to the aid 
of natural disaster victims (for example, victims of earthquakes, floods, 
tidal waves and drought) and victims of other emergency situations (for 
example, industrial and traffic accidents, fires, bursting of dams, poisoning 
and unrest and disorders) and to give aid to refugees and expellees. Article 
3 of the Statutes of the Movement places this task of aiding to victims of 
natural disasters and other emergencies alongside the task of giving aid to 
armed conflict victims and a distinction is made between disaster relief and 
emergency aid in their own countries, which is to be given in liaison with 
the authorities, and assistance in the international sphere, in which 
National Societies participate to the extent that they are able and have 
available resources. In the same way as for assistance to conflict victims, 
disaster relief and emergency aid can involve the assignment of personnel 
and material and financial support and further services. Whilst the coordi
nation of the assistance of National Societies in the event of conflicts and 
disorders falls to the ICRC (Article 5, para. 4b of the Statutes), it is the task 
of the Federation to effect coordination in the event of natural and other 
disasters, in accordance with Article 6 of the Statutes. The Federation must 
also give support to National Societies in preparations for effective disaster 
relief.

With reference to the presentation of relief actions under the leadership 
of the Federation in Section 3, A and D of the present Chapter, it may 
today be noted that a large majority of National Societies regard assistance 
in the event of natural disasters and other emergency situations as one of 
their main tasks, that they take note of this for the most part effectively and 
make the necessary preparations for this in liaison with the authorities and 
often with other organizations.91 Although most Societies concentrate on 
first aid and emergency help this is often continued - if the required 
resources are available - in the form of further activities, namely restora
tion and reconstruction. The International Conference of the Red Cross 
adopted the “Principles and Rules for Red Cross Disaster Relief”, which 
are for the most part observed by National Societies.92 With regard to aid to 
refugees there is a special “Statement of policy” adopted by the Interna

91 Perruchoud (see footnote 22) writes:“Despite the faults inherent in every relief operation, 
the Red Cross is at present the best organization for the distribution of relief’ (p. 58)

92 The Principles and Rules adopted by the XXIst International Conference of the Red Cross 
at Istambul in 1969 were amended by the Conference in Teheran (1973), Bucharest (1977), 
Manila (1981) and Geneva (1986) on the basis of the experience obtained. The text in force 
is to be found in Compendium of Reference Texts on the International Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement, Geneva 1990, p. 157 and seq.
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tional Conference of the Red Cross at Manila in 1981.93 There is no doubt 
that intensive and qualified relief activities of National Societies in aid of 
victims of natural disasters and other emergency situations strengthen their 
capacity for effectively carrying out the similar tasks involved in cases of 
armed conflict.

c. A third main commitment of National Societies concerns the major 
sphere of health and social well-being. According to paragraph 2 of Article 
3 of the Statutes of the Movement National Societies should cooperate with 
the public authorities in the prevention of disease, the promotion of health 
and the mitigation of human suffering by their own programmes. Para
graph 3 of Article 4 of the Statutes states that a National Society is 
recognised by its Government not only as a Voluntary Aid Society as laid 
down by the Geneva Conventions, but also as an aid society in accordance 
with the national legislation where it has to support the public authorities in 
the fulfillment of humanitarian tasks with due consideration paid to the 
needs of the population. As the recognition of the role of National 
Societies in the sphere of disaster and emergency relief vis-à-vis the original 
mission - assistance to war victims, above all the wounded and sick - was 
important, but actually to be understood as needing expansion, the recog
nition in the new Statutes of the role in the sphere of health and social well
being in the sense of an equally vital major task opens very wide horizons 
and virtually unlimited fields of activity. This opening up corresponds 
nevertheless to the Red Cross Principle of “Humanity” where the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Movement endeavours in its national and interna
tional activities “to prevent and alleviate human suffering wherever it may 
be found” and “to protect life and health and to ensure respect for the 
human being”.

The work of National Societies in the sphere of health and social well
being has accordingly developed considerably in the past 40 years. As the 
“Profiles of National Societies” in the following section F expressly show, 
this extends from health education and the prevention of disease through 
basic nursing and first aid in the event of accidents to the transport of the 
sick and the blood donor service, the care of the elderly, the disabled and 
those in need, aid to refugees and the unemployed, youth work and youth 
aid going as far as training in health professions and the management of 
hospitals. Just as there are differences in the needs in developing countries 
and industrial nations, in towns and in the countryside, in free enterprise 
and socialist States, the activities of National Societies are also different; in 
fact an enormous disparity can be noted. Even though the wide-ranging 
activities in the sphere of health and social welfare almost always corres
pond to genuine needs and strengthen the relationship between people and 

93 See International Red Cross Handbook, pp. 495 and 496.
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National Societies, there is also the danger of a dispersion of resources and 
forces, a “humanitarisme tons azimuts” (Perruchoud) and as a result of this 
a reduction in quality and effectiveness. It is all the more important that 
National Societies adapt their activities to the work of the public 
authorities and that of other private organizations, that professionals and 
volunteers cooperate appropriately and harmoniously and that the count
less and dispensable voluntary helpers receive sufficient training. Espe
cially in the sphere of health and social welfare the desire to help of the 
individual must be linked to technical knowledge.

d. In Article 3 of the Statutes of the Movement National Societies are 
charged to recruit, train and assign the necessary personnel to different 
services and actions so that they can carry out their tasks and assume their 
responsibilities. National Societies should provide the framework for the 
activities of their voluntary helpers and staff members. They should 
encourage the participation of all in Red Cross work, in particular young 
people. For the recruitment, motivation, training and job assignment of 
the helpers and staff members the principles and ideas of the Red Cross and 
Red Crescent should be followed; they should therefore be disseminated 
and explained.

The tasks mentioned here are vitally important, but have a secondary 
character to the extent that they provide the preconditions for the approp
riate fulfillment of the three said main commitments. They are not an end 
in themselves, but are directed towards the higher purposes. In the daily 
life and work of National Societies everything connected with training, 
practice and education plays a major role and the result of these 
endeavours is not only important for the people the Red Cross has to 
support, but also for its helpers and staff members who can find satisfaction 
and fulfillment in a sound training and successful humanitarian work.

e. Article 3 of the Statutes indicates a further task of National Societies: 
in order to strengthen the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement as a 
whole they should contribute, as far as they are able to the development of 
other National Societies which require such assistance. In this connection 
reference should be made to Article 2 of the Statutes: the States parties to 
the Geneva Conventions should promote the establishment of a National 
Red Cross or Red Crescent Society on their territories and encourage the 
development of this Society.

The task of development cooperation within the Movement results from 
the solidarity binding the components of the Movement. The concept of 
solidarity and mutual assistance is clearly mentioned both in the Red Cross 
Principle of Universality and in the conditions for the recognition of 
National Societies (paragraph 9 of Article 4 of the Statutes). The contribu
tions of National Societies, the ICRC and the Federation to the develop
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ment of new or underprivileged Societies was somewhat sporadic up to 
about 1960 and without any systematic planning. Genuine programmes or 
strategies for development in aid of National Societies were established in 
the years since then in connection with the formation of many new States 
and the establishment of new National Societies, in particular within the 
Federation. Here it became ever more evident that projects and activities 
for the development of National Societies had to fit in with the plans for the 
general development of the countries involved, that the possibilities and 
ideas of the Societies in developing countries (operating Societies) should 
be in the forefront and suitably taken into consideration and finally that an 
integrated approach was to be aimed at. This means a coordinated action in 
which National Societies (participating Societies), the Federation and the 
ICRC participate appropriately according to the capacity, knowledge, 
capability, experience and sphere of responsibility.94 The goal of develop
ment activities is for National Societies to have the capacity to carry out the 
humanitarian and social welfare tasks falling to them, in particular their 
main commitments, on their own.95

So far attention has been drawn to the three main commitments of 
National Societies: protection and help for armed conflict victims, assist
ance to victims of natural disasters and other emergency situations, preven
tion and mitigation of human suffering resulting from sickness and injury, 
disablement and any other type of handicap. From these three main 
commitments there follows the duty to take preparatory measures, namely 

94 Yves Sandoz writes: “The National Societies, the ICRC and the Federation must work 
together, each respecting the other’s areas of competence, or better yet, each simply 
respecting the other in their work together to build a strong and united Movement to serve 
the victims of armed conflict, natural disaster and poverty”. (“Developing National 
Societies: An ongoing challenge”, IRRC, No. 264, May-June 1988, p.255)
The ICRC participates since the acceptance of the “Strategy for the Development of 
National Societies in the Eighties” systematically and in liaison with the Federation in the 
development activities for National Societies. In 1986 it presented a “Guide for National 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies on their activities in the event of conflict” and 
concluded “co-operation agreements” up to the middle of 1988 with 15 National Societies 
in all parts of the world (see Jeanne Egger “Development of National Societies and co
operation: The ICRC contribution, 1981-1987”, IRRC, No. 264, May-June 1988, pp. 
245-250). For the predominant role of the Federation in development activities see 
Chapter II, 3, B, a.

95 Donald D. Tansley came out in favour of a “basic role” for the Movement and thereby of a 
“common purpose” and a “unifying element” in his “Final Report: An Agenda for Red 
Cross”. Development activities should also be directed on the “basic role”. Tansley writes: 
“And this is a major recommendation of this report: that the basic role of Red Cross be 
provision of emergency help, on an unconditional and impartial basis, whenever and 
wherever human needs for protection and assistance exist because of a natural disaster or 
conflict” (p. 64). It seems that in their majority National Societies regard the proposed 
definition of the “basic role” as too narrow, in that they want to be active also outside the 
scope of disasters and conflicts and do not want only to give emergency aid. The “Mission” 
of the Movement was defined in this broader sense at the XXIIIrd International Confer
ence of the Red Cross in Bucharest (1977). The wording adopted there was included in the 
Statutes of 1986.
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the duty to train and hold ready personnel. In the final analysis there is the 
duty - according to capabilities and resources - to participate in interna
tional cooperation for the development of National Societies.96

The said duties have a relative character to the extent that they are linked 
to the special position of each individual country and its National Society. 
Even though each National Society should be active in the sphere of the 
main commitments, the activities should be adapted to the actual needs as 
they result from different kinds of conflicts, disasters and emergency 
situations and the different resources available for protection, assistance 
and care. National Societies have the same main commitments, they may 
not withdraw from any of them completely, they however may and should 
fulfill these commitments with due regard to every specific situation and 
thereby if necessary in a different way.

Alongside commitments with a relative character there are commit
ments of an absolute nature. They are commitments which should be 
fulfilled by all National Societies in the same sense and without any limita
tion because they are the focal point of the Movement and determine its 
identity. These commitments are described in the seven Fundamental 
Principles of the Red Cross and Red Crescent and in the conditions for the 
recognition of National Societies, which were both integrated into the 
Statutes of the Movement in 1986. The Principles and the conditions for 
recognition form - from the legal point of view - the hard core or the “jus 
cogens” of the Movement’s system. This part of the system calls every
where and at every time for total fulfillment and a limited, a relative 
application and respect may not come into consideration.97

The uniform and integral respect for and fulfillment of the Fundamental 
Principles and the conditions for the recognition of National Societies are 
rendered complicated to the extent that the understanding and interpre
tation of individual principles or provisions are not everywhere the same. 
For example, this applies to the Principles of Neutrality and Independence. 
By way of examples, the following questions may be asked: if National 

96 Chapter V: “The Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement as a Factor of Peace”, deals with 
the duty and task of the Movement in the sense of the Red Cross Principle of “Humanity”, 
namely to promote “mutual understanding, friendship, cooperation and lasting peace 
amongst all peoples”.

97 Perruchoud (see footnote 22) writes: “In Red Cross law it is possible to find provisions 
whose obligatory character is doubtful or called into question: the principles are the 
backbone of this law and if anything is absolutely obligatory then it is respect of these 
principles. To deny this would impair the very reason for the existence of the Red Cross” 
(p. 33). “The main aspects, namely respect of the fundamental principles and fulfillment of 
the conditions for recognition, constitute the charter of the members of the Red Cross” 
(p. 40). Jacques Moreillon puts it this way: “There is only one Red Cross and its principles 
are equally binding on all parties”. See: “The good use of some fundamental principles of 
the Red Cross”, studies and essays on international humanitarian law and Red Cross 
principles in honour of Jean Pictet, Geneva-The Hague 1984, p. 920. See also Chapter III 
2 on the obligatory character of the Fundamental Principles of the Movement.
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Societies - in order to keep the confidence of all in them - are obliged to 
avoid participation in conflicts and at all times in controversies of a politi
cal, racial, religious and ideological character, does this mean that they 
should keep out of discussions on the ratification of the Additional Pro
tocols to the Geneva Conventions? Does the focal point of these discus
sions lie with political and military considerations or with humanitarian 
ideas and requirements as represented by the Red Cross? Or does the 
Principle of Neutrality prevent a National Society, dealing with the recep
tion of and care for refugees, from complaining to the authorities and if 
needs be, publicly about disregard of the international law principle of 
“non-return” (no driving back to States in which refugees are threatened 
by danger to their body, life and freedom)? Or can a National Society, 
which has been recognised by the Government of its country on the basis of 
the Geneva Conventions and national legislation as a voluntary relief 
society of the public authorities in the humanitarian sphere and to which 
actual mandates are assigned with the necessary financial means for their 
fulfillment being put at their disposal, really be independent? Can it keep 
that measure of autonomy permitting it always to work in agreement with 
the Fundamental Principles, above all the Principles of Humanity, Impar
tiality and Neutrality? Or can the position of a National Society in a 
socialist country be the same as in a country which is a liberal democracy 
and has a system of free enterprise? These questions should here remain 
open; they will be reverted to in Chapter III devoted to the Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Principles.

What action is to be taken if a National Society continuously disregards 
the Fundamental Principles or no longer fulfills the commitments laid 
down in the conditions for recognition? Should sanctions be taken or some 
kind of aid be given?

Just like the previous Statutes of the International Red Cross, the new 
Statutes of the Movement of 1986 do not provide for any sanctions, which 
might be taken against a fallible National Society. In particular there is no 
provision for the withdrawal of the recognition of a National Society by the 
ICRC. On the other hand, in the Constitution of the Federation of 1987 
there is a provision (paragraph 3 of Article 7), whereby the General 
Assembly can decide on the suspension of a National Society in its capacity 
of member if this Society no longer fulfills any of the conditions for 
admission, if it goes counter to one of the Red Cross Principles or if it 
thwarts the fulfillment of the purpose of the Federation and in particular 
systematically declines to implement the decisions of the General Assem
bly.

In his final report on the reappraisal of the Red Cross Donald D. Tansley 
wrote:

“A National Society now exists in most countries of the world. Thus a 
much more serious problem than initial recognition and admission is the 
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almost total absence of process, machinery, and precedent for ensuring 
that National Societies continue, after recognition and admission, to fulfill 
the statutory conditions. The assumption seems to be that once a member, 
always a member, regardless of whether principles are observed or respon
sibilities honoured” (pp. 96-97).

In this connection mention should at least be made of two resolutions 
adopted by the International Conference of the Red Cross: Resolution VI 
of the Teheran Conference (1973) and Resolution XX of the Manila 
Conference (1981).98 These resolutions laid down that it is a duty of 
National Societies always and at all times to comply with the Red Cross 
Principles and fulfill the conditions for recognition. As a practical measure 
it was provided that National Societies should submit to the ICRC and the 
Federation for examination draft amendments to their Statutes affecting 
the conditions for recognition and admission (to the Federation) and that 
they are obliged to take into consideration any recommendations both 
institutions might make. However, the resolutions confirm the right of the 
ICRC to watch over compliance with the conditions for recognition of 
National Societies - and thereby also over the observance of the Red Cross 
Principles - and, if needs be, to determine whether and in what respect the 
conditions for recognition are no longer fulfilled in a given case. It is 
probably to be assumed that in this right, as Perruchoud notes,99 the 
competence must logically be included to withdraw in a serious case the 
earlier announced recognition. Resolution VI (Teheran), it is true, only 
mentions that a National Society whose Statutes do not comply with the 
conditions for recognition and admission would lay itself open to question 
and the Statutes of the Movement of 1986 also make no provision for 
suspension or withdrawal of recognition or even exclusion.100

As National Societies are in duty bound - at all times and under all 
circumstances - to observe the Fundamental Principles and comply with 
the conditions for the recognition of National Societies, it seems justified 
that the ICRC - in liaison with the Federation - should be obliged as of 
a permanent task to give consideration to the behaviour of National

98 See International Red Cross Handbook, Twelfth edition, Geneva 1983, p. 600.
99 See footnote 22): “Recognition is linked to the fulfillment of defined objective condi

tions. It is logical that it be withdrawn if the National Society ceases to comply” (p. 29). 
Jean Pictet also writes: “In legal terms, it is true indeed that the ICRC, in serious cases, 
could withdraw international recognition from a National Society which displayed con
duct in flagrant contradiction of the ‘conditions of recognition’, one of which, specially, is 
to ‘honour the fundamental principles of the Red Cross’” (see “The Fundamental Prin
ciples of the Red Cross. Commentary”, Geneva 1979, p. 14) See also footnote 23 (p. 78).

100 “Exlusion of a National Society from the International Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement already raises a problem as the “Movement” (just as the earlier “International 
Red Cross”) is no organization with members and its own legal personality, but only “ein 
Geflecht von Organisationen, die aufeinander zugeordnet sind”. See Anton Schlôgel 
“Das Internationale Rote Kreuz heute” in: “Geist und Gestalt des Roten Kreuzes”, Bonn 
1987, p. 81. See also Chapter II, 4.
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The Central Tracing Agency of the ICRC during the Second World War; 
general view of the central card-index hall, which contained in 1945, 40 
million cards. Photo ICRC

Conf lict between Israel and Arab States in 1967. TheAlith camp: Pierre Bois
sier, ICRC delegate visiting Egyptian prisoners of war. Photo Jean Mohr
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Nigeria- Biafra conflict, 1967-1970; the Oboro camp (Biafra), where chil
dren are seen receiving milk rations. Photo ICRC/M. Vaterlaus

Greece 1968 -An ICR C ship anchored off the island of Yaros where after 16 
months of separation families will be reunited with the detained relatives.

Photo ICRC
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Chile 1976 - The head of the ICRC delegation in Santiago, Dr. Rolf Jenny, 
discusses with a political detainee in front of his cell without witnesses.

Photo ICRC!M. Trumpy

Israel and Occupied Territories 1981 - In the dunes bordering on to a camp 
in the Gaza Strip an ICRC delegate gives a Bedouin family a power of 
attorney signed by the father in prison; he takes the opportunity to enquire 
into material needs of this family. Photo ICRC!Jean-Luc Ray
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Falklands conflict between Argentina and the United Kingdom 1982 - The 
ICRC doctor, Dr. Giorgio Loder er, holds discussions with Argentine pris
oners on the hospital ship HMS Hecla before handing them over to the 
Argentine authorities in Montevideo. Photo ICRC/L. Chessex

Poland 1982 - Special assistance programme of the ICRC and the League 
for underprivileged children; the parents receive medicaments, toilet kits and 
baby food. Photo Françoise Vermot
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Uganda 1984-ICRC medical teams give care to civilians forced to flee.
Photo ICR C!Liliane de Toledo
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Uganda 1984 - Uganda Red Cross volunteers distribute foodstuffs to dis
placed persons. Photo ICRC!Liliane de Toledo

Lebanon 1984 - Handing over a family message to a mother in the plain of 
Bekaa. The distribution of such Red Cross messages between members of 
families separated due to the conflict is the main task of the ICRC tracing 
service in the Lebanon. Photo ICR&T. Gassmann



Iraq-Iran conflict- Exchange of 100 Iranian prisoners and 72 Iraqi prisoners under the auspices of the ICRC on 19 and 20 
October 1984 in Ankara; the Turkish Red Crescent Society staff help unload wounded Iranian prisoners. , ,

Photo ICRC!J.-J. Kurz S
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Sudan 1986-Distribution of food relief rations in Narousé.
Photo ICRC/E. Gasser
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Nicaragua 1986 - Dissemination of the Fundamental Principles of the Red 
Cross and the rules of international humanitarian law at the State Security 
Headquarters at Esteli. Photo ICRC/Ph. Merchez

Philippines 1986 - Visit to the provincial prison of Butuan by Dr. Hack, an 
ICR C medical delegate. Photo ICR&T Gassmann



196

Honduras-EI Salvador conflict 1969 - Near Tegucigalpa Salvadorean pris
oners of war talk with the ICRC delegate, Serge Nessi. Photo ICRC

Afghanistan 1988-ICRC hospital for war wounded in Kabul.
Photo ICRCU.-P. Kolly



Saudi-Arabia 1991 - Saudi-Arabian/Iraqi frontier. March 1991: visiting an Iraqi prisoner of war camp. Photo ICRC



Iraq - Bagdad, April 1991. Discussion at the ICRC “Central Tracing Agency’’ delegation. Photo ICRC! Ph. Dutoit
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Societies and see to it that not only their Statutes, but also their policy and 
practical work are in agreement with the conditions for recognition and 
thereby with the Red Cross Principles. Here there should be strict objectiv
ity and every bias should be avoided. Should violations of the Principles or 
conditions for recognition be noted, the best way of improving the situation 
would lie less in the imposition of “sanctions” or public exposure, but 
rather in the initiation of a constructive dialogue and if necessary also 
practical aid in the sense of development cooperation. These ways and 
means take into account the fact that the non-observance of principles and 
conditions for recognition by a National Society arises often not through 
their own fault - for example under State pressure or due to lack of 
resources. Dialogue and aid correspond further more to the character of 
the Movement based on trust and willingness to help. Finally, experience 
shows that constructive measures have the best chance of achieving the 
desired goal.
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F. Profiles of National Societies

The Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies of the USSR*

Historical Outline

During the Crimean War (1854-1856), the surgeon Nikolai Ivanovitch 
Pirogov set up a team of nurses who did invaluable work providing medical 
aid for the defenders of Sebastopol. On 3 May 1867, with the support of 
several members of the imperial family, Pirogov set up the Association for 
assistance to wounded and sick Russian soldiers which later became the 
Russian Red Cross Society. Soon after, on 10 May 1867, Russia became a 
party to the 1864 Geneva Convention.

When the Franco-Prussian War broke out in 1870, the Russian Associa
tion sent medical teams, medicines and food to both belligerent armies. 
Dr. Pirogov supervised the medical services and saw to the implementation 
of the Geneva Convention.

During the 1877-1878 Russo-Turkish War, the Russian Association once 
again gave Dr. Pirogov the task of “carrying out detailed inspections of the 
infirmaries and other medical establishments in the army of the Danube”.

In 1896, during the war between Italy and Abyssinia, the Russian Red 
Cross sent medical teams to Abyssinia and to bring impartial assistance to 
the victims of the conflict and train Abyssinian staff, for whom they 
compiled a first-aid manual in Amharic.

The Russian Revolution of 1917 had a profound effect on the Red Cross 
Society; its activities were temporarily suspended and its structure was 
thoroughly reorganized.

Lenin issued several decrees defining the Society’s objectives, activities 
and organization. One of them stated that “all international agreements 
relating to the Red Cross, and to which Russia was party before 1917, shall 
be recognized and maintained by the Soviet Government; the Society shall 
retain all the rights and prerogatives deriving from those agreements”.

On 20 November 1918, the Red Cross of the Soviet Republic was officially 
created. This is today considered to be the date on which the new National 
Society was founded. At this time, several committees from the former 

* Reproduced here is the text drawn up in August 1989 in agreement with the Alliance of Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Societies of the USSR. In the meantime the situation has changed 
radically: the Soviet Union ceased to exist on 8 December 1991 and the Alliance of Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Societies of the USSR was dissolved on 26 March 1992. In the 
former Soviet republics independent National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies are in 
process of being established: up to 31 December 1992 the Societies of Latvia, Lithuania and 
Russia have been recognised by the ICRC according to confirmation of the former recogni
tion. The replacement of the profile of the “Alliance” by a profile for a newly established 
National Societies within the borders of the former USSR seems to us premature, on the 
other hand it might be of interest to show on the bases of the profile of the former “Alliance” 
how the Red Cross and Red Crescent was organised in the USSR and what tasks it assumed.
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Russian Red Cross were formed again and attached themselves to tsarist 
forces, especially in the Ukraine. These committees, which assisted Russian 
prisoners and émigrés, refused to be assimilated into the Soviet Red Cross.

On 15 October 1921, the ICRC announced its recognition of the Red 
Cross Society, with its headquarters in Moscow, as the sole National Red 
Cross Society in Russia, “that is, that part of the former Russian Empire 
which now constitutes the territory of the Russian Soviet Federated Social
ist Republic”.

The Alliance of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies of the USSR was 
formed on 23 May 1923, and on 31 January 1924 the Constitution of the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics came into force, stipulating that the 
Federated Republics were henceforth part of one single State.

Starting in 1926, the Red Cross in the various Republics was reorganized 
on similar lines and the eight Societies of the Federated Republics, i.e. the 
Armenian, Georgian, Ukrainian, Russian and Byelorussian Red Cross 
Societies and the Red Crescent Societies of Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan and 
Uzbekistan, united to form the Alliance of the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies of the USSR. The Alliance’s Executive Committee ipso facto took 
the place and role within the international Red Cross Movement which had 
been held by the erstwhile Central Committee of the Russian Red Cross in 
the Soviet Republic, which the ICRC had recognized in 1921. On 3 January 
1928, the ICRC took formal note that the former Society, reconstituted by the 
Soviets in 1918, had been replaced by the new Alliance.

The Alliance became a member of the League in 1934.

Organization

Structure
The Alliance is organized on the basis of the Constitution adopted at its 10th 
Congress in 1986, under which the Alliance, at central level, consists of a 
Congress, an Executive Committee, a Praesidium of the Executive Com
mittee, an Office of the Praesidium and a Chairman of the Executive 
Committee.

The Alliance meets in Congress every five years. Between Congresses, 
the Executive Committee directs the Alliance’s activities.

A plenary session of the Executive Committee is convened once a year. In 
the interval between these sessions, the Praesidium of the Executive Com
mittee directs the Alliance’s activities. The Praesidium meets once every 
three months.

Between the meetings of the Praesidium, it is the Office of the 
Praesidium which directs the Alliance’s activities. The Office of the 
Praesidium meets once a month. In the interval between the meetings of 
the Office of the Praesidium, the Chairman of the Executive Committee 
directs the activities of the National Society.
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At regional level, the Alliance is made up of the 15 National Societies of 
the Soviet Socialist Republics, namely 11 Red Cross Societies (Russia, 
Ukraine, Byelorussia, Kazakhstan, Georgia, Lithuania, Moldavia, Latvia, 
Kirgizia, Armenia and Estonia) and 4 Red Crescent Societies (Uzbekistan, 
Azerbaijan, Tadzhikistan and Turkmenistan). It also has 16 republics 
Committees, 6 territorial Committees, 135 district Committees and 32 rail
way Committees.

Membership
The Alliance is open to all Soviet citizens who have reached the age of 16 
and who accept its Constitution, work within a unit of the Society and pay 
membership dues. Young people may become members from the age of 
10.

Financing
The Alliance’s activities are financed by entrance fees and membership 
dues - which young people do not have to pay - appropriations from the 
government for special activities, cash and property gifts from individuals, 
enterprises, educational establishments, state farms, collective farms, co
operatives and other social institutions.

Relations with the authorities
The activities of the Alliance are in accordance with the division of labour 
between the State and public organizations and complement the public 
health authorities’ programme.

The Alliance maintains very close relations with the various government 
ministries. Its specific task is to assist the public health services, the 
Ministry of Health and the Ministries of Social Security in the different 
Republics in the areas of health education and blood donation.

Activities

Activities at the national level
The Alliance’s activities help the public health services in a variety of ways 
to implement sanitary and prophylactic measures, fight alcoholism and 
smoking and develop a blood-donation network.

One essential aspect of the Soviet Red Cross/Red Crescent Societies’ 
work is to provide public health education, and voluntary inspectors to help 
monitor sanitary conditions in public establishments and enterprises.

Together with the Soviet Ministry of Health and the Federated Repub
lics’ Ministries of Social Security, the Alliance takes an active part in 
medical and social assistance for lone elderly people, war invalids and 
disabled. Between 1981 and 1985, more than 2,5 million people per year 
were trained in home care under a programme run by Red Cross organiza
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tions. Under the supervision of nurses, they provide the medication, food 
and other current services.

The Red Cross and the Red Crescent Societies in the USSR render 
effective assistance to the victims of natural disasters in several parts of the 
country for example by organizing first aid and taking measures to prevent 
epidemics.

In the fight against alcoholism, the Alliance runs over 131,000 treatment 
centres.

It has over 9,500 first-aid stations on main roads the care for accident 
victims.

Through its transfusion centres, the Alliance encourages active volun
tary blood donation.

The tracing service was created at the end of the Second World (March 
1945) War. Until the agreement reached in 1957 with the German Red 
Cross in the Federal Republic of Germany, the Swedish Red Cross trans
mitted the Alliance’s tracing requests to the German Red Cross Society in 
the FRG. The service works under the responsibility of one of the Allian
ce’s Vice-Presidents; the individual Societies in the various Republics do 
not have their own tracing services. The Alliance’s service is divided into 
two sections, one for the Socialist countries (75% of the mail concerns 
Poland) and the other organized by language zones for other countries.

Present tracing activities are centred on restoring contact between mem
bers of families separated during the Second World War. Requests come 
from former deportees who have reached retirement age and require 
certificates for pensions, widows of deportees or of prisoners of war who 
died in captivity, orphans and people applying for exit visas. The ICRC’s 
Central Tracing Agency works closely with the Alliance’s tracing service, 
sometimes acting as intermediary for requests coming from or concerning 
countries with which the Soviet Union does not have diplomatic relations.

The Youth service, created in 1924, is active in primary, secondary and 
vocational training schools. Under the Alliance’s Constitution, the Youth 
service’s primary tasks are to teach the rules of hygiene, provide medical 
and sanitary information for school children, institute, prevent hygienic 
measures in schools, train first aiders in conjunction with the public health.

A museum on the history of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement 
in the USSR and abroad and on the Alliance’s activities was opened in 
Moscow in 1979.

Activities at the international level
The Alliance maintains contacts with a great many National Societies. It 
has organized a number of seminars on topics such as primary health care 
(Frunze, 1979), Red Cross Youth and Peace (Moscow, 1984), the 
implementation of international humanitarian law (Moscow 1985 and 
1987), and health as a factor of peace and development (Moscow, 1987), as 
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well as holding training courses for delegates in conjunction with the 
League and the ICRC. It also makes a number of films and takes part in the 
Varna Festival in Bulgaria for films on the Red Cross and health and in 
other amateur film festivals. It worked together with the ICRC and other 
National Societies to make the film about the Central Tracing Agency 
entitled “Anxious for News”. In 1985, the Alliance made a film in English 
and Amharic for the Ethiopian Red Cross Society to mark the fiftieth 
anniversary of its foundation. It also has two hospitals abroad, one in 
Ethiopia and the other in the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen, 
and runs a third hospital jointly with the Algerian authorities.

The Alliance takes part in League programmes to assist National 
Societies in developing countries; between 1981 and 1986, it sent eight 
delegates to work for the League in Ethiopia, Uganda, Mali, Burkina Faso 
and Niger. The Alliance also participates in some ICRC operations by 
sending donations in kind (relief material, vehicles, medicines) and staff 
(medical teams sent to Kampuchea in 1980-1981). Examples of material 
contribution to ICRC relief operations are Greece (1963), the Middle East 
(1970), Cyprus (1974), South Vietnam (1975), Chile (1975-76), Kam
puchea (1980) and Poland (1981-82). For the most part, however, Alliance 
assistance is provided on a bilateral basis to National Societies of various 
countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America.

In March 1984, the Alliance and the ICRC established a joint co
operation programme in the areas of information and dissemination, which 
is still going on. Since 1983, the Alliance has also been represented at 
various seminars on international humanitarian law, such as those regu
larly organized in San Remo and Warsaw.

Role within the Movement

The Alliance regularly sends representatives to International Conferences 
of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent and to meetings of the Council of 
Delegates. Between 1955 and 1981, several Chairmen of the Alliance have 
been members of the Standing Commission. An Alliance representative 
took part in the 1949 Diplomatic Conference and that of 1974-77. Lastly, 
the Alliance has taken an active part in the world conference on the Red 
Cross as a Factor of Peace, held in Belgrade (1975) and Aaland/Stockholm 
(1984).

Stress must also be laid on the role played by the Alliance in various 
League bodies such as the General Assembly, the Executive Council, the 
Health and Community Services Commission and the Finance Commis
sion.
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Future prospects

The Alliance’s main projects and objectives for the future are:
- to make an increasing contribution to the country’s economic and social 

development;
- to help achieve the goals of Soviet social policy by stepping up the 

activities of the Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies of the 
USSR;

- to promote public health by means of medical, social and sanitation 
work;

- to take an active part, within the International Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement, in developing and consolidating co-operation with 
the National Societies of other countries;

- to make international statutory changes to keep peace with the develop
ment of Soviet society.

(August 1989)

The British Red Cross

Historical Outline

The Red Cross started in Britain in July 1870 as the National Society for 
Aid to the Sick and Wounded in War, (before formal recognition of 
National Societies by the International Committee of the Red Cross was 
instituted). Even in the 1870’s it was referred to as the Red Cross Society.

Before that, Great Britain had sent official representatives to the 1863 
Geneva Conference, which founded the Red Cross internationally, to the 
1864 Diplomatic Conference which approved the first Geneva Convention 
(Great Britain ratified the Treaty in February 1865), and to the subsequent 
International Red Cross or Diplomatic Conferences in 1867, 1868 and 
1869.

As a result of experience in the Crimean War 1854-55, efforts were made 
in Britain in the late 19th century, led particularly by Florence Nightingale, 
to improve the military medical services and establish nursing as a profes
sion. This at first took precedence over the Red Cross idea of providing 
volunteer support. Although a provisional committee had been formed in 
Britain in 1868, it was the outbreak of the Franco-German (Prussian) War 
in July 1870 which spurred the National Society’s founders into action. 
Doctors with ambulances, supplies and equipment rendered extensive 
service to the sick and wounded of both sides of this conflict, and in the 
many subsequent wars and conflicts in the 19th century.

The present British Red Cross Society was formed in 1905 by a fusion of 
the National Society of 1870 and the Central British Red Cross Council, the 
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latter having been established in 1898 (then called a Committee) to coordi
nate government and volunteer aid to the sick and wounded during the 
South African war 1899-1902. The independent British Red Cross Society 
was granted a Royal Charter of Incorporation in 1908 “for the primary 
object of furnishing aid to the sick and wounded in time of war”. The 
Society helped both sides during the Balkan wars 1912-13.

First World War 1914-18
The great expansion of the Society’s services took place during the first 
world war, when from 1914-1918 it cooperated with the Order of St. John 
within a Joint War Committee. The reason for this was that in 1907 the 
British Government had formed a Territorial Army for Home Defence and 
in 1909 it had invited the British Red Cross and St. John Ambulance to 
train Voluntary Aid Detachments (VAD) of men and women to supple
ment the medical services of the Territorial Army. By 1914, 2000 such 
Detachments comprising 57,000 persons had been recruited.

Between 1914 and 1918, 23,000 VAD nursing members and a further 
15,000 VADs for general service, drivers, dispensers and X-ray assistance 
were employed in military hospitals both in Britain and in conflict zones 
overseas. In addition, hundreds of working parties packed parcels of 
medical and other supplies for the sick and wounded, and relief parcels 
were despatched through neutral countries to prisoners of war and civil 
detainees in Germany and elsewhere. By 1918, over 2.5 million parcels had 
been despatched to prisoners of war. During the four years of war, over £20 
million was expended on such relief by the Joint War Committee.

Inter-war Years 1919-38
In 1919, the Society helped to found the League of Red Cross Societies 
(since 1991 called the International Federation of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies) and was granted a supplemental charter extending its 
objects, like those of the League, to “improvement of health, the preven
tion of disease and the mitigation of suffering throughout the world”. This 
enabled the Society to develop humanitarian activities in peacetime as well 
as to train for its work in the event of war as a Voluntary Aid Society 
subject to the provisions of the Geneva Conventions.

Between the two world wars, the Society continued to establish Bran
ches in the United Kingdom and overseas in countries in the British 
Commonwealth. In 1921, a Voluntary Blood Transfusion Service was 
pioneered by a London Red Cross centre and in 1924 a Junior Red Cross 
for boys and girls was initiated as an integral part of the Society, and the 
first specialist Clinic for Rheumatism was founded in London. The Society 
assisted with relief following natural disasters in many countries overseas 
as well as within Britain, and during the Italian-Abyssinian War in 1935-36 
supported the British Red Cross Ambulance Unit in Ethiopia. The Society 
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gave financial support to the work of the ICRC during the Spanish Civil 
War 1936-1939 and to the Red Cross units attached to the Chinese armies 
in 1937.

Second World War 1939-45
During the Second World War the British Red Cross again joined with the 
Order of St. John to form a Red Cross and St. John War Organisation to 
carry out extensive joint services for the sick and wounded, prisoners of 
war and for civilians needing relief as a result of enemy action.

Even larger demands were made on the Voluntary Aid Societies in the 
Second World War compared with the first because of the much greater 
hardship suffered by the civilian population owing to enemy air bombing 
and food shortages, and from 1940 onwards by the alarming increase in the 
numbers of prisoners of war in Nazi German hands.

In London and other major cities subject to air raids the Red Cross and 
St. John VAD members staffed First Aid Posts in the underground stations 
and other shelters. VADs also assisted in service hospitals in Britain and 
overseas.

Red Cross and St. John despatched hundreds of thousands of food 
parcels at first overland and when that route was blocked by chartering a 
neutral ship under ICRC control to carry consignments from Lisbon to 
Marseille. The ICRC arranged the carriage by rail from there to Geneva 
and thence to POW camps.

For casualties reaching the UK, Red Cross and St. John took over 234 
houses to provide 20,000 wounded and sick servicemen with auxiliary 
hospital and convalescent care. In 1943 welfare officers were first 
appointed in service hospitals overseas as well as in the UK to give practical 
and emotional support to casualties - a service which Red Cross and St. 
John continues to provide jointly.

From 1942 onwards, civilian relief teams were sent to the Near East, 
Greece, Italy, Austria, N.W Europe and the Far East, as these territories 
were liberated.

A “Tracing Families in Europe” service was begun in 1940 in the Red 
Cross Foreign Relations Department of the Joint War Organisation. Its 
purpose was to try to locate relatives of civilians who had lost touch with 
each other as a result of the conflict, persecution, forcible separation, 
deportation and detention, and massive population movements in Europe 
resulting in millions of “displaced persons”. This service worked closely 
with the ICRC Central Tracing Agency in Geneva. In 1945 in agreement 
with the Allied Military Authorities, the Foreign Relations Department set 
up British Red Cross Tracing Bureaux in the British zone of Germany. The 
records amassed from such sources were in due course collected by the 
International Tracing Service at Arolsen, Germany, administered by the 
ICRC since 1955.
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Overall the Joint War Organisation’s income between 1939-46 was £64 
million, of which over £54 million was raised through public appeal.

In view of the decisions made at the 1948 International Red Cross 
Conference to safeguard the absolute impartiality of the Red Cross name 
and emblem, combination with other organisations became no longer 
permissible. The British Red Cross Society and the Order of St. John 
therefore agreed in 1951 that cooperation in the event of future war would 
be organised under Red Cross authority.

Post Second World War
Many of the inter-war and wartime medical, para medical and nursing 
activities of the Society were taken over by the state when the National 
Health Service became operational in Britain in 1948. The Red Cross 
redeveloped its pioneering role particularly in the development of welfare 
services in the community and people’s homes assisting the sick and 
injured, disabled and frail elderly persons, alongside its traditional train
ing, youth and international activities. Close cooperation was developed 
by Branches with their local health and social service authorities.

Civilian Relief Commissions were maintained in Europe until 1950; the 
British Red Cross cooperated with the League (International Federation) 
in a Commission in Jordan 1948-50 to care for Palestinian refugees; Service 
Hospital Welfare personnel were posted to Korea during the 1950-53 
conflict and the Society assisted with repatriation of prisoners of war. 
Nursing and welfare teams assisted during the conflicts in Malaya, Kenya 
and Cyprus, and extensive assistance was given to refugees fleeing Hun
gary in 1956.

In the immediate postwar years the Society continued to promote the 
establishment and development of Overseas Branches in the then depen
dent British territories, and, by 1961, no less than 49 Overseas Branches or 
Committees had been created. Subsequently as these territories attained 
independence, 34 of these Branches achieved recognition as sister National 
Societies.

The Society’s role in the field of international disaster relief developed 
extensively in the 1960’s largely owing to the visual appeal to the public 
made possible by television. Following a serious earthquake in Iran in 
1962, an appeal raised the unprecedented sum of £450,000. In 1965-66 the 
Society agreed to cooperate with five other major charities in Britain to 
form the Disaster Emergency Committee to launch free television appeals 
following major overseas disasters. For other international emergencies it 
may launch Red Cross appeals for which it must pay television advertising 
costs. Supplies or personnel or both were sent to help the victims and 
refugees of many disasters, earthquakes, cyclones, floods and drought, 
including adulterated cooking oil poisoning in Morocco 1959-61.

In Britain Red Cross members assisted following air crashes and other 
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major accidents including the mining slag-heap disaster at Aberfan in 1966. 
Members in N. Ireland carried on their community services in a remark
able way during serious civil disturbances. The influx of Asian refugees 
from Uganda in 1971 and the Boat People from Vietnam in 1978 later gave 
members neu and valuable experience in documentation, concurrently, 
Junior Red Cross members uere much involved with the assembly of 6,000 
disaster relief kits which were sent to refugee children in South Vietnam, 
500 kits for flood victims in North Africa and the production of 1,500 kits 
use in hurricane and other disasters affecting BRCS Overseas Branches.

The introduction of the Pontins Red Cross Holiday Camps for Disabled 
Persons in 1968 and the opening of Princess Mary House, Harrogate, a 
holiday home for handicapped people in 1971, expanded the services of 
fered by the Society where trained volunteers were needed. A Therapeutic 
Beauty Care service for patients in hospital and disabled or elderly clients 
in residential homes, had been pioneered in 1957 and extended to all 
County Branches in 1959. In 1975 Red Cross Cosmetic Camouflage treat
ment for patients with disfigurement was introduced.

Constitutional changes in 1976 which requested centralisation of county 
Branches accounts had a profound effect on Branch organisation. In 1981 
changes also occurred in Health and Safety Regulations which required 
nominated employees in every work place to become prof icient in basic 
first aid. The Red Cross, as a major training organisation launched First- 
Aid-At-Work courses on a commercial basis for Industry and Commerce. 
Within the membership, trends in training reflected the broader base of 
post-war Red Cross Service. Voluntary Aid Detachments gave way to 
more flexible membership units. Less rigid core training prepared mem
bers in the three elements needed in their work: Nursing, First Aid and 
Welfare Skills.

The Falkland Conflict in 1982 once again saw Service Hospitals Welfare 
officers in action, on the Hospital Ship “Uganda” under ICRC mandate.

In 1984 the Society’s Council agreed a Long Term Strategy for the 
British Red Cross which was extensively updated between 1986 and 1989 
and incorporated in 1990 into a National Strategy with a simplified mission 
statement and related plan of action. The purpose of this was to raise the 
profile of the Red Cross in Britain by focusing the Society’s activities on 
five major programmes to revitalise the Society’s emergency role, to meet 
current social needs, to enlarge the training, to expand the Society’s 
international relief activities. Major appeals were launched for relief in the 
famine in Central and Eastern Africa 1984-86, and for assistance following 
the earthquake in Mexico City 1985, the volcanic eruption at Armero in 
Colombia 1985, and the 1988 earthquake in Armenia.

In the 1991 Gulf War the British Red Cross was mobilised again as a 
Voluntary Aid Society for the first time for 45 years and provided welfare 
and nursing support to the Medical Services of the Armed Forces for the 
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care of casualties from the conflict. In accordance with Red Cross Princip
les of neutrality and impartiality, the Society gave assistance to both the 
families of British prisoners of war and the families of Iraqis detained in 
Britain.

Organisation

Royal Family
The Society is constituted under Royal Patronage with the monarch as 
Patron, and the Queen Consort or Regnant as President. Currently Her 
Majesty The Queen holds both positions. These are honorary appoint
ments with no executive authority. Queen Elizabeth The Queen Mother is 
Deputy President, and Princess Alexandra and the Countess Mountbatten 
of Burma are Vice Presidents. The honorary office of Patron of Red Cross 
Youth, created in 1949, is currently held by The Princess of Wales.

The Red Cross and Red Crescent Principles
When revising its constitution in 1976 the Society also amended its charter 
to incorporate the clause that “the Society shall act in accordance with the 
Principles of the Red Cross as may from time to time be defined by the 
International Conference of the Red Cross and be promulgated by Coun
cil.”

Council
The Society’s governing body is the Council which elects the Chairman, up 
to 4 Vice-Chairmen and up to 32 members from the Society, representing 
the Branches in England, Wales, Scotland and North Ireland, the medical, 
nursing and social service professions, and three members proposed by the 
Youth Forum aged between 18 and 25 at the time of election. The only non- 
Red Cross member on the Council is the Surgeon-General of the Medical 
Services of the Armed Forces proposed by the Ministry of Defence. Since 
the British Red Cross is a registered charity, members of Council are 
Trustees of the Society, that is unpaid volunteers who are responsible for 
ensuring the proper management and administration of the Society.

The Society has a Branch in every County in England (44) and Wales (8), 
and a Central Council Branch (with local branches) in Scotland (30), 
Northern Ireland (5), and the Isle of Man (1), and a Branch and a Commit
tee in the Channel Islands (2). Each Branch has a governing Committee, 
Director and specialist staff, and is responsible for carrying out the work of 
the Society in its area, in accordance with the policies laid down by Council, 
by directing and guiding the work of the volunteer membership (UK total 
about 100,000) who operate primarily from local centres. In 1993 the 
Society also has an Overseas Central Council Branch in Hong Kong and 
Overseas Branches or Committees in 8 other British territories.
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The National Headquarters of the Society is in London where the 
Director General, who is appointed by Council as the Chief Executive 
officer, directs the NHQ staff of about 200. They are responsible for the 
implementation of Council policies in the UK by the provision of profes
sional and technical guidance with advisory and training services to the 
Branches; their overseas services include the operation of disaster relief, 
development programmes and the international tracing service.

Members
The Society has a combined adult and youth membership of approximately 
100,000 volunteers. Members of the British Red Cross Society are persons 
who have agreed to abide by the Principles of the Red Cross/Red Crescent 
Movement and the rules of the Society and (if aged under 75) to give a 
minimum of 10 hours direct or indirect service per year; they are covered 
by the Society’s Personal Accident Insurance from age 15 to 75. Other 
adult volunteers who give occasional service but do not wish to comply with 
conditions of membership are called “Friends” and have a limited insur
ance cover. There are just under 20,000 young persons enrolled in Red 
Cross Youth, those aged 5 to 11 called Junior members, and those 10/11 to 
25 called Youth members.

Financing
The Society is self-financing and receives no grants from government 
departments except for specifically approved projects, mostly for interna
tional disaster relief and development projects overseas. At a national 
level, sources of income are appeal donations, legacies, investment 
income, voluntary contributions from corporate and individual donors and 
national fundraising activities such as direct mail, and social or cultural 
events.

Each Branch is responsible for its own finances, so income generation 
activities such as first aid training for the work place and fundraising events 
are important activities. Branches may receive a grant from their Local 
Government for providing a specific service, such as Day Care Centres for 
the infirm or non-emergency hospital transport, on an agency or contract 
basis. Branches pay a quota towards the Society’s international operations 
only totalling about £750,000 in 1991.

Total income and expenditure for the British Red Cross as a whole was 
about £60 million in 1991, of which just over half was spent on the Society’s 
international work.

Relations with the authorities
The Society is autonomous, and is independent organisationally and finan
cially from the state. It is however recognised by the British Government as 
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a Voluntary Aid Society under the terms of the Geneva Conventions, and 
plans wartime support to the medical services of the Armed forces through 
the Ministry of defence. It has good relationships with several other gov
ernment departments, and has received grants from the Ministry of Educa
tion for the Society’s Youth programme, from the Home Office for care of 
refugees, from the Department of Health for emergency planning and pilot 
schemes such as “Home from Hospital” care, and from the Overseas 
Development Administration at the Foreign and Commonwealth Office 
for specific international projects.

Activities

Activities at the national level: The work of the Society is summarised in the 
Mission Statement adopted in 1990 as an updated expression of the Socie
ty’s purposes:

“The British Red Cross gives skilled and impartial care to people in need 
and in crisis - in their own homes and in the community, at home and 
abroad, in peace and in war.”

In 1991 the Society’s Council adopted a Five Year Strategic plan and its 
National Headquarters staff embarked on a programme of work with 
individual Branches, called ‘the National Strategy’. It is designed to ensure 
that in every Branch a basic set of Core Services is available to a given 
standard, within each of the five programmes (detailed below) and to help 
Branches in the development of strategic plans, the management of finan
ces, and the preparation and implementation of annual budgets.

The Society’s Core Services which every Branch provides within each 
programme are:

Emergency Programme - response to an unexpected local or a national 
emergency.

The Society’s Branches are equipped and staffed to help with first aid, 
transport, escort, or comfort for survivors, bereaved relatives and rescuers 
following a major technological accident or natural disaster or other 
emergency. Although the UK has no national disaster plan, Branches work 
closely with their Local Authority County Emergency Planning Officers. A 
‘Disaster Appeals Scheme’ launched by the Red Cross in September 1991 
is designed to provide a set of procedures which any Local Authority faced 
with a major disaster could use promptly to establish a disaster fund. A 
National Voluntary Aid Society Emergency Committee and network of 
county committees coordinates Red Cross and St. John planning for assist
ance to the military and civilian medical services in the event of conflict or a 
major national emergency.

Community Programme - first aid duties, escort, medical loan and 
therapeutic beauty care and hand care.

The Society provides trained first aiders at some 37,000 sporting, cul
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tural or other events each year throughout the UK. During 1990, over 
58,000 escort duties were carried out, enabling housebound, elderly or 
disabled people to make journeys that would otherwise have been imposs
ible. The Society maintains a network of over 1,000 Medical Loan depots, 
each stocked to supply medical and nursing equipment, e.g. wheelchairs 
and commodes, for people who are injured or ill to use at home on short
term loan. Hand Care and Therapeutic Beauty Care for the sick and 
elderly was began in the late 1950’s, and now flourishes in hospitals, 
residential homes and day care units, and is also given to blind persons. 
Cosmetic camouflage to conceal skin blemishes, scars and prostheses is 
taught to patients including those with AIDS who develop Kaposi’s sar
coma.

Other community services are offered by many, but not all, Branches 
according to local need and capability. The Society’s Branches operate a 
network of 63 Day Care Centres, 12 Residential Homes, and 766 clubs for 
the elderly and disabled. Every year over 4,500 holidays are provided for 
people with disabilities (including 1,100 children).

Training Programme - training to meet need and crisis.
During 1991 the Society issued over 51,000 certificates in First Aid to 

examination candidates, and trained a further 28,000 people in non-certifi- 
cated basic first aid. The Society runs some 700 certificated courses in 
Nursing, and 200 in Welfare per year, and issues certificates for Therapeu
tic Beauty care and Cosmetic Camouflage, as well as attendance vouchers 
for Hand Care. Since 1990 the Society has developed a series of courses to 
train members and others to care for people in crisis. Caring for People in 
Crisis, Managing Crisis workers, Caring for Children in Crisis and coping 
with Mental Distress in the Workplace. The Society also has a major 
programme for disseminating International Humanitarian Law to univer
sity academics, health professionals, civil servants, journalists, law stu
dents as well as the general public.

Youth Programme - youth development.
There are over 10,000 Youth members and more than 7,000 Juniors. 

They undertake a wide range of training to suit their interests and abilities, 
including First Aid, Casualty Simulation, Home Safety and International 
Understanding and give service particularly to housebound persons and 
children with disability. A National Youth Forum founded in 1991 elects 
three members to Council, and young members are represented on Branch 
committees and at Regional meetings. The Society has mounted a major 
review of the Youth Programme to ensure its learning and action prog
ramme is relevant to the health and social issues of concern to young people 
in the 1990’s.

Activities at the international level: International Programme involving 
Branches in U.K. - international welfare and tracing.

The aim of this service is to trace missing relatives overseas or reunite 
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families who have become separated as a result of armed conflict, major 
disaster or social emergency. Enquiries are made concerning the whereab
outs, health and welfare of close relatives in almost any part of the world 
through the network of Branches within the UK and National Societies 
overseas and the ICRC. The Red Cross Message Service enables prisoners 
of war, refugees and victims of disaster to communicate with close relatives 
when normal channels of communication have broken down.

Overall the Society handled over 3000 tracing enquiries in 1992, with a 
successful outcome in 500. 25% of enquiries are from or concern victims of 
the Second World War. The NHQ department handled additionally over 
5ooo Red Cross messages. A large proportion of these concerned former 
Yugoslavia and Somalia. There were also enquiries and messages involving 
Liberia, Sri Lanka, Lebanon, Israeli Occupied Territories, Ethiopia, 
Zaire, Iran/Iraq and the Philippines.

International Aid and Development: For this the British Red Cross coor
dinates relief with the ICRC in conflict zones and the Federation in non
conflict zones. It works in conjunction with funding partners such as the 
British Government’s Overseas Development Administration and the 
Emergency Aid Division of the European Community for development 
projects but relies generally on public appeals for disaster relief.

Since 1985 the British Red Cross has greatly expanded its international 
operations in parallel with the increase in scale and frequency of disasters 
internationally particularly in Africa, parts of Asia and South America. 
The Society’s expenditure on international work rose from £5 million in 
1985 to over £30 million in 1991, when an unprecedented number of 
disasters of all kinds occurred.

The number of British Red Cross delegates with medical, technical and 
administrative expertise working with the ICRC, the Federation or with 
National Societies overseas in 1992 rose to over 60. In 1992 the British Red 
Cross was top of the list of National Society contributors to the ICRC, with 
goods in cash and kind worth 13.9 million Swiss francs. (£7 million ster
ling).

Role within the Movement

The British Red Cross was a founder member of the League (Federation) 
in 1919 and has played an active part in subsequent international Red Cross 
affairs and meetings . In 1907 and in 1938 the British hosted and chaired the 
8th and 16th International Red Cross Conference in London.

Immediately after the Second World War, the Society was keen to 
promote international cooperation and took the initiative in hosting the 
19th meeting of the League’s Board of Governors (General Assembly) in 
1946 in Oxford.
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Three British Red cross leaders have been chairman of the Standing 
Commission, namely Sir Arthur Stanley 1938-46, Angela, Countess of 
Limerick 1965-73 and Sir Evelyn Shuckburgh 1977-81. The Countess of 
Limerick (Angela) was previously elected a Vice-Chairman of the League 
1957-65.

The Society was elected to the Executive Council of the League (Federa
tion) 1979-81 and again in 1989-93.

Future prospects

In 1992 the British Red Cross Council promulgated a Five Year Strategic 
Plan, with a detailed programme of activities, budget and timetable for 
implementing the Society’s National Strategy, under the abbreviated mis
sion: Care in Crisis.

The challenges of the 1990’s within Britain are chiefly demographic and 
economic: a growing number of elderly people, and structural changes in 
the state provision of health and community care with incresed encourage
ment to voluntary organisations to provide services to statutory authorities 
under contract. Internationally an increasing proportion of many popula
tions are extremely vulnerable to both man-made and natural disasters.

In order to meet the challenges, the Society will move forward in 
accordance with the Federation’s Strategic Workplan for the ‘90’s focus
sing on the needs of the most vulnerable, with the following priorities: raise 
quality of services, attract volunteers, raise income levels and profile, 
professionalise support services, and increase international development 
as well as relief. The Society will review current programmes and develop 
new services to ensure the Society’s activities are relevant to the needs and 
the opportunities to the year 2000 and beyond.

(April 1993)

The German Red Cross

Historical Outline

The development of the Red Cross in Germany is closely linked to the 
history of the German nation, and can be divided into four periods.

The first period lasted from 1863 to 1918. Following the decisions taken 
by the Diplomatic Conference in Geneva in 1863, the Reverend Christoph 
Ulrich Hahn founded the Württemberg Medical Relief Society on 5 
December 1863 in the Kingdom of Württemberg. Between 1864 and 1866, 
eight further regional organizations came into being, in the German states 
of Oldenburg, Prussia, Mecklenburg-Schwerin, Hamburg, Hesse-Darm
stadt, Saxony, Baden and Bavaria. These organizations, which were set up 
under various names to tend wounded and sick soldiers in the field, united 
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on 20 April 1869 and formed a central committee. In peacetime, however, 
this committee had only very limited powers.

The members of these associations were mostly men, but parallel 
women’s associations wer also set up. Besides helping the medical services, 
they devoted themselves mainly to nursing, social welfare work and educa
tional activities for young people. From the beginning they were intended 
first and foremost to carry out peacetime activities. Although they joined 
together with the men’s associations to form working groups, they were 
integrated with them only at the highest level, for organizational purposes, 
and were otherwise autonomous. The most significant were the Baden 
Women’s Association, which was founded in 1859 and that same year 
promptly sent relief supplies to the victims of Solferino, and the Patriotic 
Women’s Association set up by Queen Augusta of Prussia on 4 November 
1866. These were soon followed in the other German States by similar 
women’s organizations, which merged in Würzburg on 12 August 1871 to 
form the League of German Women’s Organizations.

One of the first projects realized by the regional associations was to set 
up their own nurses’ associations to meet the needs of the military and 
other medical services. Nursing schools sprang up everywhere, sometimes 
with their own medical facilities, and combined in 1882 to form the Federa
tion of German Red Cross Nursing Institutions. The men’s organizations 
were initially volunteer medical units. The first was founded in Bavaria in 
1875 and others rapidly came into being throughout the German Empire. 
Their main activities were rescue work, health services including first aid 
for accident victims, and disaster relief. The women’s associations were 
already doing voluntary social work.

During the First World War, the work accomplished by the Red Cross 
organizations was quite exceptional, largely thanks to the Imperial Com
missioner for Voluntary Nursing and the 118,000 women and 133,000 men 
who took part. The Red Cross set up 3,355 hospitals and convalescent 
homes totalling some 200,000 beds and put 84 hospital trains into service.

The second period began with a severe setback. The German Red Cross, 
too, felt the effects of the German defeat in World War I.

This period, which lasted from 1919 to 1933, can be referred to as the 
Weimar period. As early as 21 October 1919 the leaders of the various 
regional associations met in Weimar, and in Bamberg on 25 January 1921 
all the regional associations were united to form the German Red Cross with 
its headquarters in Berlin. However, the scope of its activities was consid
erably curtailed by the Versailles Treaty of 28 June 1919 and the ban it 
imposed on any link with military authorities. The Society was thus initially 
unable to continue its traditional tasks under the Geneva Conventions. 
Emphasis was transferred instead to public welfare activities, public health 
programmes and rescue work, which developed in a spectacular manner. 
During the difficult years of inflation (1919-1923) and unemployment 
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which followed, most German welfare societies came together to form 
central volunteer organizations. These organizations then formed a Lea
gue of Central Public Assistance Organizations. The German Red Cross 
adopted a cautious approach to this League and joined it only in 1925 at the 
request of the German government.

In 1922 all German Red Cross nursing associations combined to form the 
German Nurses Schools’ Federation. In 1925 the Red Cross Youth was 
established, and with the ideas and inspiration of the most enlightened 
educationists of the time it quickly developed into an association with great 
influence upon young people throughout the country.

This phase of the Society’s development was also brusquely interrupted 
by political events. Thus began the third period {1933-1945) which, though 
brief, brought profound changes. It can be called the Third Reich Period. 
The Red Cross Society’s federal and democratic organization began to be 
marked by a growing centralism. Whereas the 1933 Statutes had retained 
the old structures, in 1937 Red Cross legislation and new Statutes made the 
German Red Cross a strictly hierarchical organization entirely controlled 
by the government, and took no account of the intrinsic nature of the 
German Red Cross. The regional associations were replaced by regional 
offices modelled on the military set-up of the Third Reich. The German 
Red Cross was deprived of two main areas of activity. All its social welfare 
facilities were taken away from it; it also lost the Red Cross Youth section. 
Conversely, it acquired a larger role in disaster prevention and rescue 
work. It kept its role in the area of health (for example, it retained its 
hospitals) and it was able once again to resume its activities as an auxiliary 
to the medical services of the armed forces - its original task under 
international humanitarian law.

The German Red Cross was very active during the Second World War, 
especially in caring for the wounded, doing welfare work for the troops and 
prisoners of war, and assisting the civilian population. Some 800,000 
doctors, nurses and auxiliary personnel took part in the Society’s activities 
during the war. Unlike the First World War, over 85% of them were 
women.

The fourth period began in 1945 with the end of the Second World War. 
After the capitulation of the Nazi régime, de facto state authority passed 
into the hands of the four occupying powers. As there was no agreement 
within the Allied Control Council as to the German Red Cross, each of the 
four powers did as it saw fit. The Americans and British allowed the local 
Red Cross organizations to continue their work within their respective 
occupation zones, but demanded the strict denazification of all leading 
posts and promptly encouraged reconstitution of organizations in the 
“Lander”. The French initially authorized the Red Cross associations, but 
then suddenly dissolved them in January 1946, only to authorize them 
again in April 1947, in the meantime forming substitute organizations 
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under various names. By the end of 1947 the regional associations had been 
formed anew in the French zone, within a few months of their reauthoriza
tion. The Soviets banned any Red Cross activity whatsoever in their zone 
as from October 1945.

When the war ended, the Red Cross organizations found themselves 
faced with three tremendous tasks: prisoners of war, refugees and tracing. 
Most members of the German armed forces were prisoners of war. Under 
the 1929 Geneva Convention on prisoners of war - to which the Soviet 
Union was not party - the repatriation of all POWs was mandatory only 
after peace had been concluded; the actual date of the prisoners’ release 
was left largely to the discretion of the detaining powers. The German Red 
Cross went to extraordinary lengths to accelerate their repatriation. Once 
the POWs had returned, the German Red Cross assumed responsibility for 
their welfare.

From 1945 to 1946, over 10 million refugees and displaced persons 
arrived in western Germany. Only the work of hundreds of thousands of 
German Red Cross volunteers, in addition to that of the churches, made it 
possible to receive them at the border, house them in transit camps and 
provide for their immediate needs. The National Society concentrated its 
further assistance on children, old people and the sick. In this connection 
the generous help given by other National Societies, in particular the Swiss 
and the Swedish Red Cross, remains unforgotten.

In the post-war period, tracing became the Red Cross’s best known 
activity. The tracing service, which sprang up almost simultaneously in the 
north and the south, gave information on the dead and missing, on prison
ers of war, civilians who had fled the bombing, displaced and stateless 
people and refugees. Its information was kept in two central files, in 
Hamburg and Munich, which are still widely used today.

Seizing whatever possibilities were at hand under the political conditions 
of the time, the organizations in the “Lander” initially formed associations 
in the occupied zones. But a single, united German Red Cross Society 
became impossible once two separate German states with divergent sys
tems of government and social structures came into being in 1949.

On 4 February 1950 the associations in the three Western zones founded 
the “German Red Cross in the Federal Republic of Germany”. It, too, was 
federal in structure. It was officially recognized by the Federal German 
Government on 26 February 1951 as the national Red Cross Society·, after 
the Federal defence Force came into being this recognition was confirmed 
on 27 September 1956 by a newly drafted decree. The German Red Cross 
in the Federal Republic of Germany was officially recognized by the ICRC 
on 26 June 1952 and became a member of the League of Red Cross 
Societies on 24 July of the same year.

The German Red Cross of the German Democratic Republic was 
founded by decree of the Council of Ministers (?) on 23 October 1952 as a 
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Collectivity of Public Right, was recognized by the ICRC on 9 November 
1954 and in the same year was admitted to membership of the League. As a 
mass association organized on socialist, centralistic lines and with predo
minantly prophylactic activities, it differed sharply from its West German 
sister Society, both in structure and in its approach to its work.

When the two German States became one on 3 October 1990 the two 
German Red Cross Societies, which had been separated for more than forty 
years, were also reunited. In the course of the year five regional branches, 
one for each of the now restored “Länder” of eastern Germany, were 
formed from the membership of the German Red Cross of the German 
Democratic Republic; on 9 November 1990 they announced their intention 
to join the German Red Cross in the Federal Republic of Germany as from 
1 January 1991, whereupon the German Red Cross of the German Demo
cratic Republic was dissolved on 31 December 1990. With 19 regional 
branches and some 600,000 active members the German Red Cross is now 
one of Europe’s major and highly efficient relief organizations.

Organization

Structure
The German Red Cross in the Federal Republic of Germany is a registered 
society under Federal German civil law. The same is true of its member 
organizations except for the Bavarian Red Cross, which has retained its 
previous legal form as a public corporation. The Society has its head office 
in Berlin and its secretariat in Bonn. Its Statutes date from 4 February 
1950; they were amended on 19 June 1970 but this brought with it no major 
changes. Under these Statutes, the German Red Cross has a federal 
structure. It is made up of 19 regional branches (Landesverbände') and the 
Federation of German Red Cross Nurses’ Associations. The regional 
branches are in turn made up of 624 district branches (Kreisverbände) and 
more than 10,000 local branches (Ortsverbände), while the aforesaid Fed
eration is composed of 37 Nurses’ Associations. Special status has been 
accorded to two institutions which have long been formally affiliated to the 
German Red Cross, namely the Jugendsozialwerk, a social service which is 
devoted mainly to resolving youth unemployment and related problems, 
and the Elsa Brandström Foundation, which provides family assistance 
and works to promote international understanding by bringing people of 
various countries together.

At national level the German Red Cross is composed of the following 
bodies:
- The General Assembly is made up of 125 delegates from the Landesver

bände, five delegates from the Federation of Nurses’ Associations and 
the Society’s President. The Assembly is competent to take decisions in 
all areas. It meets once a year.
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- The Presidential Committee has 23 members. Within it there is a Manag
ing Committee made up of the President, the two Vice-Presidents, the 
National Treasurer, the National Chief Medical Officer and the Head 
Nurse.

- The Presidential Council consists of the Presidents of the Landesver
bände and the President of the Federation of Nurses’ Associations. It 
advises the Presidential Committee and may, in certain cases, become 
involved in its work. Numerous advisory committees exist for specialized 
subjects.

The Office of the Presidential Committee - the Secretariat General - is 
under the direction of the Secretary General. He is in charge of all full-time 
staff at national level and is responsible for implementing the decisions of 
the Presidential Committee. He is a member, in an advisory capacity, of 
the Presidential Committee and its Managing Committee.

Members
The German Red Cross has about 4,5 million members (1990). Of these, 
about 600,000 are active members (men’s and women’s assistance groups, 
social welfare work and mountain and sea rescue), over 3,7million are due- 
paying members and about 200,000 are members of the German Red Cross 
Youth. In addition, 20,000 nurses belong to the Nurses’ Federation.

Financing
The German Red Cross has four main sources of revenue. The two most 
important are membership fees and donations. In addition there is public 
funding, which takes the form of reimbursement of expenditure from 
organizations of social welfare, and federal and municipal allocations.

Each German Red Cross branch establishes its own budget. The 
member branches each pay contributions to their respective umbrella 
organization. Federal Government allocations earmarked for the national 
Society’s Tracing Service, for international aid, participation in more 
extensive disaster preparedness project and certain training programmes 
are channelled to the regional and district branches via the Society’s federal 
headquarters. Allocations provided by the governments of the “Länder”, 
or the district or local authorities, usually go directly to the individual 
branch concerned and are assigned to specific regional or local projects.

Relations with the authorities
The German Red Cross works in close co-operation with the departments 
of the Federal Government and the various federal states, as well as with 
the local authorities. However, both sides strictly maintain their organiza
tional independence. There is no ex officio representation of the public 
authorities in the national Society’s governing bodies; it undertakes only 
those public services which are in accordance with the Fundamental Prin
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ciples of the Red Cross. This does not preclude mayors or district adminis
trators from acting as honorary President of district branches, as is fre
quently the case. This close relationship with the authorities is typical of the 
national Society’s work in the national sphere and key factor in its strength 
and efficiency.

Activities

Activities at the national level
The German Red Cross runs its own large-scale ambulance service. 

More than 3,590,000 emergency calls were answered in 1989, using some 
3,800 ambulances with 7,000full-time staff and about 10,000 auxiliary staff 
working on a voluntary basis. Valuable help has also been given by 4,850 
people doing community work in lieu of military service. (The following 
figures relate to the territory of the Federal Republic of Germany without 
the former GDR).

The century-old water-rescue service has grown considerably, particu
larly since 1945. It attracts a large number of young people, who work with 
great enthusiasm as life-guards in swimming, boating and surfing. They are 
also active in nature conservation.

The mountain-rescue service works in the Alps and the uplands of central 
Germany. It co-operates closely with its sister organizations in Austria, 
Italy, Switzerland and France.

The air-rescue service, which has been run by the German Red Cross since 
1976, is also in full expansion. In 1989, the Society made over 520 rescue 
flights using ambulance aircraft, helicopters and commercial aircraft.

Protection and assistance in disasters, whether large or small, requires 
thorough training and high-quality equipment. This applies to the first-aid 
service at public events, in emergencies and in the event of large-scale 
disasters. The technical and telecommunication services are of growing 
importance. Rapid communications and modern logistics are indispens
able in providing effective assistance. These services establish radio and 
telegraphic links, put up tents and other emergency shelters, provide 
drinking water, etc.

The most important disaster relief facility of all is the German Red Cross 
mobile relief unit. It consists of 10 groups, of which the central group is 
under the direct supervision of the Presidential Committee; nine auxiliary 
groups are assigned to the respective Landesverband. Each group has its 
own administration, a round-the-clock assistance service, a medical ser
vice, and a logistics service. The hospital service has 210 beds at its 
disposal, a mobile surgical unit for tricky operations, two nursing units and 
a supplies unit.

The German Red Cross Tracing Service has restored contact between 
more than 17 million people since 1945 and has reunited over 1.1 million 
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families since 1955. It has ascertained the fate and whereabouts of over 1.8 
million soldiers and civilians and has solved the cases of over 290,000 
missing children. At present, the Society’s activities are mainly centred on 
family reunification and the emigration of ethnic Germans from eastern 
and south-eastern Europe. At the request of the Federal Government, the 
Tracing Service is currently preparing to set up a National Information 
Bureau, as provided for in the Geneva Conventions.

Hospital care is one of the longest-standing of the Society’s activities. It 
currently runs 49 hospitals and clinics with a total capacity of almost 9,000 
beds. There are about 100 schools to train nurses and advanced courses for 
senior nurses are held at the Wernerschule in Gottingen. Most of the 
approximately 20,000 nurses work in university clinics, state and municipal 
hospitals and hospitals run by the Society itself.

The German Red Cross blood transfusion service is made up of 8 transfu
sion centres and 19 institutes. The 2,200 full-time staff members consist of 
doctors, chemists, biologists, pharmacists, nurses, technicians and 
administrative staff. About 1.2 million donors are registered every year 
and about 200,000 volunteers from the local sections and duty stations help 
the donors and recruit them. The transfusion service also plays a major 
scientific role. New challenges such as AIDS are currently the object of 
intense research. The Society meets about 70% of the Federal Republic’s 
needs for blood.

Constant attention is given to building up the auxiliary health services, in 
accordance with the Federal Republic’s defence policy. Trained assistant 
nurses and medical aids help wherever voluntary co-operation is required: 
care in the home, community work and stepping in when needed to provide 
round-the-clock attendance.

The German Red Cross is recognized as a central volunteer welfare 
organization in the Federal Republic of Germany and as such covers the 
entire range of welfare activities. It offers appropriate services, facilities 
and assistance for children and young people. Its most important services 
are nursery schools and day-care centres, children’s homes, advisory ser
vices and out-patient care destined especially for disadvantaged and unem
ployed young people. The German Red Cross considers that this type of 
work should be basically an effort towards personal development and 
education aimed at countering as far as possible disruptive influences. It 
was the German Red Cross which initiated the Federal Republic’s “Volun
tary Social Year”, during which young people do voluntary service of value 
to the community.

The Society has, especially in recent years, been given tasks directly 
related to the large-scale migrations and movements of refugees through
out the world. Apart from its traditional work of resettlement aid, i.e. 
taking care of ethnic Germans coming to the Federal Republic from eastern 
and south-eastern European countries, it is increasingly active in another 
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important field, i.e. helping the 4.5 million foreign workers and refugees 
who now live in the Federal Republic to become socially integrated. As in 
other countries with a large proportion of foreign inhabitants, it is not 
always possible for Germans and other nationalities from many parts of the 
world to live together without some friction. The Society feels it is its duty 
to help/osier and maintain social peace between Germans and foreigners, in 
keeping with the Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross. At the initia
tive of the regional and local German Red Cross branches, more than 150 
advisory centres were created throughout the country between 1981 and 
1987 to meet the concerns and needs of foreign workers and refugees. The 
extremely varied services which they provide - information leaflets for 
foreigners, both in their own language and in German translation, mutual 
aid groups for foreign workers and for refugees, the opportunity to partici
pate in the Society’s activities - complement social welfare assistance and 
encourage the integration of foreigners into German society.

With the average age in the country increasing every year, assistance to 
old people is of steadily growing importance. The German Red Cross has 
290 old people’s homes and nursing homes and 11 centres for day care and 
short-term treatment. Most local branches also have out-patient services. 
These consist of meals on wheels (delivered to people’s homes), home 
helps for housework and shopping and voluntary drivers to fetch people for 
outings, consultations, etc. and take them home afterwards. Such services 
make life easier for sick and disabled people while allowing them to live at 
home. In addition, there are 2,810 social centres where the aged can meet 
and engage in educational and recreational activities.

Family welfare services are also provided for families in situations of 
urgent need. To this end, the German Red Cross runs 771 social welfare 
units of which 271 are social welfare centres, 340 provide household and 
family-care services and 160 community services.

Assistance for the disabled has long been one of the Society’s major 
activities. It runs special transport services, treatment and convalescence 
centres, professional and social rehabilitation programmes, and vocational 
training centres for young people and the disabled. Many such program
mes have received considerable financial support through a regular tele
vised appeal on behalf of problem children and the disabled.

Centres offering psychological and social support for cancer patients and 
their families provide an important supplement to medical after-care with 
personal consultations, visits to the patient at home or in hospital and 
group therapy. To carry out these tasks, the Society has specialized profes
sional staff such as social workers and nurses as well as volunteers for whom 
it organizes training courses.

The organization of treatment and periods of convalescence has always 
been one of the main activities of most local branches. Together with other 
major organizations, the Society organizes special stays for mothers with
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young children, children, mothers and elderly people in 28 Red Cross 
convalescent and nursing homes.

The Red Cross Youth is active both at home and abroad. Whereas its 
post-war work was initially centred on the schools, the main emphasis is 
now placed on group activities. It is guided by three principles: personal 
responsibility for health; social commitment; and peace and understanding 
between nations. The Red Cross Youth works closely with other National 
Societies and sends groups on active holidays in Third World countries. It 
regularly organizes development aid programmes and international meet
ings.

The training programmes offered by the German Red Cross for its full- 
time staff, volunteers and the general public are a key element of all Red 
Cross work. The basic first-aid courses (some 500,000 participants per 
year) are particularly well known, as are similar courses which are mandat
ory for obtaining a driving licence (about 450,000 participants per year). 
Within the Society itself competitions at all levels encourage volunteer staff 
to continue perfecting their knowledge of firstaid.

Other courses held for the general public deal with held on “Home 
nursing by the family”, “Parents and their first child”, “Relatives care for 
relatives”, “Preparing for old age”, “Anti-stress”, and many more. A 
further major training programme is for assistant nurses and has been 
completed to date by some 239,000 girls and women. Specialized courses 
are also organized for the Society’s own staff to enable them to perform 
their tasks with professional competence, whether in civil defence, disaster 
preparedness and assistance, the rescue services, social welfare work and 
activities related to the Red Cross Youth. The German Red Cross further
more runs state-recognized training centres for occupational therapy, phy
siotherapy and care for the aged, as well as 16 vocational schools for 700 
students.

The German Red Cross has always worked to spread knowledge of 
international humanitarian law. It took an active part in the revision work 
which led to the adoption of the 1977 Additional Protocols and promoted 
their ratification by the Federal Republic of Germany. Special responsibil
ity for disseminating knowledge of the Geneva Conventions rests with the 
delegates assigned to this task at the national, regional (“Lander”) and 
local (“Kreis”) levels. Co-operation with the government ministries con
cerned is mainly the task of the Presidential Commission for International 
Humanitarian Law. The Society regularly organizes lectures and informa
tion meetings for all strata of the population.

As a major public organization, the German Red Cross has a duty to 
keep people informed about its activities and plans. To this end, it makes 
regular use of press conferences and communiqués, radio, television, films 
and all other media, as well as its own publications such as the specialized 
magazine “Rotes Kreuz” for senior staff, the periodical “Gute Tat”, 
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intended for members, and bulletins from the “Ländesverbände” and the 
Red Cross Youth. Dissemination of knowledge of international humanita
rian law is supported by the quarterly “Humanitäres Völkesrecht Informa
tions-Schriften”.

Activities at the international level
With the experience gained in the terrible suffering caused by two World 
Wars, the German Red Cross has always done what it can to help people in 
countries affected by armed conflict. Its assistance has invariably been 
given in close conjunction with the ICRC. Examples of such assistance are 
the large field hospital set up in Pusan, Korea (1953 to 1959); the relief 
supplies sent to Algeria (1955 to 1962); medical teams in the Congo (1960 
to 1962); delivery of a mobile hospital and reconstruction assistance in 
North Vietnam and a hospital ship and land-based medical teams in South 
Vietnam (1966 to 1972); relief flights, first-aid teams and the construction 
of a hospital in Nigeria/Biafra (1969 to 1970); field hospital and distribution 
of relief supplies in Israel and Arab countries (1967 to 1973); assistance 
programmes in Lebanon (1977 to 1982) and in Nicaragua (1979 to 1984). 
More recently the German Red Cross has been supporting assistance 
programmes in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Angola, Mozambique, Sudan and 
Chad. In addition to the distribution of various types of relief supplies, the 
German Red Cross is also providing medical care. The use of two relief 
ships illustrates the National Society’s international commitment: the Hel
goland in Vietnam (1966 to 1972) and the Flora in South-East Asia (1979 to 
1981) and in Africa and the Middle East (1982 to 1983).

Assistance to victims of natural disasters, mainly earthquakes and 
drought, but also floods, hurricanes and fires, was just as extensive. Since 
1980, efforts have been centred on Africa. More than 50% of the total 
assistance between 1980 and 1986, i.e. DM 217 million out of DM 420 
million, was spent in Africa, in areas stricken by drought. In sending such 
assistance, the German Red Cross has always given particular attention to 
logistics and the various technical problems so as to intervene rapidly and 
effectively in close co-operation with the League of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies and sister Societies.

For many years the German Red Cross has been contributing to the 
development of some National Societies in Third World countries, to 
enable them to carry out their tasks autonomously by helping them to help 
themselves. Its main efforts are centred on promoting primary health care, 
medical and social aid programmes, disaster preparedness and reconstruc
tion in the wake of disaster.
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Role within the Movement

The German Red Cross in the Federal Republic of Germany takes regular 
part in the International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent, 
sessions of the Council of Delegates and meetings of the League General 
Assembly and Executive Council. Its Lions contribut to the deliberations 
and to the adoption of resolutions have repeatedly proved to be extremely 
constructive.

The esteem in which the Society is held within the Movement was 
demonstrated at the Twenty-fifth International Conference of the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent (Geneva, 1986) when the German Red Cross 
President was made a member and then Vice-Chairman of the Standing 
Commission.

In 1973, the German Red Cross became a member of the Commission 
for the Financing of the ICRC and since 1981 has been a member of the 
League’s Disaster Relief Commission. Since 1985, it has acted as advisor to 
the League Finance Commission. From 1959 to 1985, it was a member of 
the League’s Executive Council.

Future Prospects

The problems stemming from the reunification of the two German National 
Societies will call for the alterties and efforts of many German Red Cross 
staff for quite some time to come. Since the two Societies were previously 
integrated in totally different governmental and social systems many ques
tions relating to structure, staff and financing, as well as certain difficulties 
of understanding, will have to be resolved in order to create homogeneous 
and well coordinated units.

The German Red Cross in the Federal Republic of Germany will con
tinue in the years ahead to help improve emergency services and disaster 
preparedness, while taking requirements of environmental protection in the 
Federal Republic of Germany into full account.

To protect the health and well-being of the population and reduce public 
health costs, the Society intends to provide a qualified and cost-efficient 
rescue service in which the Society will play a leading role.

As part of its international disaster and development aid programme, the 
German Red Cross will provide increasing support for the activities of 
National Societies in the developing countries. These Societies must be 
helped to respond increasingly efficiently and autonomously to growing 
needs, especially in regions in the grip of or threatened by conflict, natural 
disaster or other crises.

It will also endeavour to arrange for the reunification of people of 
German origin living in eastern and south-eastern Europe with their 
relatives living in the Federal Republic of Germany.
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According to demographic forecasts for the Federal Republic, the per
centage of young people in the population could decline by up to half in the 
next fifty years, whereas the number of people over 60 will rise sharply. 
Social assistance needs will change both as a result of this and of growing life 
expectancy. In addition, there will probably be a larger number of people 
with chronic illnesses, physical and mental handicaps or drug addictions. A 
greater number of single parents is also predicted. There will also be 
increases in the number of ethnic Germans seeking resettlement in the 
Federal Republic, foreign families and refugees in need. Moreover, there 
is no reason to expect a drop in the number of traditional beneficiaries of 
social work, namely recipients of social security benefits, delinquents and 
the homeless.

The number of German Red Cross volunteers is dropping and the 
Society is furthermore having difficulties in recruiting and paying profes
sional staff because state contributions for social work are limited. As a 
result, it will in future become more and more difficult to solve social 
problems. This means that each of the Society’s local branches will have to 
fix priorities in accordance with its own personnel and financial 
capabilities. On this assumption, greater emphasis will have to be given to 
encouraging public participation, promoting self-help and increasing vari
ous forms of additional assistance, above all in out-patient and semi-out- 
patient care. The population’s interest in actively or financially supporting 
the Society’s work must be aroused and maintained so that its statutory 
tasks can be carried out reliably and by properly qualified staff.

(January 1991)

The Netherlands Red Cross

Historical Outline

The humanitarian ideas of Henry Dunant very soon caught the notice of 
several Dutch personalities, in particular Dr. J.H.C. Basting, surgeon and 
army major, who asked Gustave Moynier and Henry Dunant for details of 
the Berlin Congress, and then for permission to translate “A Memory of 
Solferino” which was published in Dutch in May 1863. Soon afterwards, 
Dr. Basting was sent to the International Conference on the establishment 
of national Committees for relief to the wounded in the field, which was 
held in Geneva in October 1863. He played a key role at the Conference, 
since, against the advice of Gustave Moynier, he insisted on considering 
the question of making army medical services neutral, which was to be one 
of the essential provisions of the First Geneva Convention of 1864.

On 19 July 1867, a few days before the opening in Paris of the Interna
tional Conference attended by the 20 new Aid Societies for the Nursing of 
War Wounded, King William III signed a royal decree announcing the 
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foundation of a Dutch Relief Society, which would be active only in war
time.

On 21 September 1868, the International Committee for Relief to the 
Wounded notified all the other Societies of the founding of the Netherlands 
Relief Society. In 1869, the National Society held an exhibition of “all kinds 
of objects related to the work of relief societies”; this exhibition was 
probably one of the first, if not the first, organized by a Red Cross Society.

In 1870, it dispatched ambulances, doctors, nurses and emergency sup
plies to the battlefields of the Franco-Prussian war, and again at the time of 
the wars between Russia and the Ottoman Empire (1878), the Transvaal 
War (1880-1881) and the Balkan Wars (1912-1913).

In 1871, the Committees of several branches of the Netherlands Red 
Cross proposed that their activities be extended to include emergency relief 
operations in peacetime. This proposal was initially rejected, although in 
1876 local Committees were given authorization to aid disaster victims.

After the adoption of the Geneva Convention in 1906, the medical 
services of the Dutch Army and the National Society came under new 
regulations. The Netherlands Red Cross set up an ambulance service at the 
same time.

In 1909 and in 1913, two more royal decrees allowed the National Society 
to extend its activities to the fields of welfare assistance and relief in the 
event of natural disasters in the Netherlands and abroad.

During the First World War, the Netherlands Red Cross provided medi
cal care for thousands of wounded combatants; it gave food supplies to 
some 600,000 Belgian civilian refugees in the Netherlands and supervised 
the transit through the country of disabled prisoners of war. It also sent 
thousands of parcels to the prisoner-of-war camps.

On 15 August 1919, the Netherlands Red Cross was admitted to the 
League of Red Cross Societies.

In 1929, following the adoption of a Convention on the treatment of 
prisoners of war, the National Society opened an information office on 
prisoners of war. Peacetime activities were developed and first aid stations 
appeared along highways. The first blood transfusion centre was set up in 
1930.

Thanks to the measures taken prior to the outbreak of the Second World 
War, such as the training given to thousands of women who volunteered to 
care for the sick and wounded, the Netherlands Red Cross was able to 
continue its activities until 1944, when its work was brought to a halt by the 
occupying forces. As soon as the south of the country was liberated, a 
temporary Committee was set up, which immediately undertook large- 
scale action to assist victims of the occupation. Since 1945, the Netherlands 
Red Cross has developed its activities considerably in many fields.
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Organization

The Netherlands Red Cross is a private Society made up of 484 legally 
independent local branches. The National Society’s statutes and rules of 
procedure were revised in 1987, as well as the statutes and rules of proce
dure of the local branches.

Structure
At the central level, the National Society provides the following bodies: the 
General Assembly, the Governing Board and the Current Affairs Commit
tee.

The General Assembly consists of representatives of local branches. 
Every branch is entitled to delegate up to two members, of whom one is 
entitled to vote. The General Assembly is the supreme body of the Nether
lands Red Cross, and is responsible for considering and modifying its 
statutes and rules of procedure. It receives proposals from the Governing 
Board, the Current Affairs Committee and the branches. The General 
Assembly reports on the activities of the Board and the Current Affairs 
Committee. It submits accounts to the Finance Committee and presents the 
budget. Its decisions are taken by an absolute majority and it meets at least 
once a year when convened by the Current Affairs Committee.

The Governing Board consists of 26 members, including the President of 
the National Society, who is also Chairman of the Current Affairs Commit
tee, the members of the Current Affairs Committee, the Commissioners of 
the regional circles, the delegate of the National Society’s Central Medical 
Blood Transfusion Committee, a delegate of the Order of Malta and of the 
“Johannifer Orde”. Representatives of public welfare institutions, three 
delegates of the Ministry of Defence and one delegate of the Ministry of 
Welfare, Public Health and Culture are also advisory members of the 
Board. As the governing body, it is responsible for determining the general 
policy of the National Society, for drawing up budget proposals and 
accounts and the annual management report, for establishing regulations 
and for setting out guidelines of general interest to the Red Cross.

The Current Affairs Committee is composed of 13 members, including 
the President and the two Vice-Presidents, two regional circle Commis
sioners, two branch members who are appointed by the General Assembly 
and who are especially familiar with branch interests and six other mem
bers appointed by the General Assembly, including one physician and 
representatives of the Ministries in an advisory capacity. The Current 
Affairs Committee meets once a month. It is the administrative body of the 
Netherlands Red Cross and is answerable to the Governing Board. It 
convenes the General Assembly and the meetings of the Governing Board, 
implements the decisions taken by those two organs, supervises the 
activities of regional circles and local branches, while informing and assist
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ing them. The Current Affairs Committee may appoint a Sub-Committee 
of its own members, known as the Council.

The implementation of the Current Affairs Committee’s decisions and 
the conduct of business are the responsibilities of the Administration, 
which includes one or more directors nominated by the Governing Board 
on proposals by the Current Affairs Committee. This Administration runs 
the Secretariat of the Governing Board, the Current Affairs Committee 
and the Council.

At the regional level, the National Society is organized into regional 
circles, whose boundaries coincide in principle with those of the Dutci 
provinces, after which they are named and, at the local level, into local 
branches.

Every regional circle is run by a Regional Committee and includes at lean 
three local branches. The regional circles meet in annual Regional Assem
bly attended by delegates from the local branches belonging to each circle. 
The Chairman of the Regional Committee is the Regional Commissioner.

In principle, there should be no more than one local branch in eaci 
municipality. To be constituted, a branch must have at least 50 members. 
Each local branch is run by a Local Committee responsible for implement
ing the decisions of the Local Assembly.

Membership
Within its various branches the Netherlands Red Cross has some 1,033,00) 
members: 1,000,000 active members, 33,000 volunteers and 3 honorar/ 
members (1988). Honorary membership is conferred on proposal by th; 
Governing Board and on the recommendation of a Branch Committee. 
Honorary members may attend the General Assembly in an advisor/ 
capacity. Other bodies may become affiliated to the National Society or to 
one of its branches as donor members by applying to the Current Affairs 
Committee or the Branch Committee concerned, which decides on admis
sion.

Financing
The Netherlands Red Cross is financially independent. It receives n> 
government subsidies and finances its national activities alone. Its resour
ces are made up of voluntary contributions from private individuals anl 
companies, members’ subscriptions, the annual collection, special fund- 
raising campaigns, legacies, inheritances and a percentage of the incom: 
produced by games such as lotteries and lotto. The Netherlands Govern
ment provides support, however, in the form of substantial financial con
tributions to the National Society’s international activities.

Relations with the authorities
As an auxiliary to the public authorities, the Netherlands Red Cross 
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cooperates closely with various Ministries, which send representatives to 
its General Assembly in an advisory capacity. The Red Cross assists the 
army’s medical service, under the instructions of the Ministry of Defence, 
and the civilian population of the Netherlands under the instructions of the 
Ministry of Welfare, Public Health and Culture. It cooperates with a 
number of public welfare organizations. The Netherlands Red Cross 
remains independent of the government, despite the substantial part 
played by the Crown in the appointment of its President and two Vice- 
Presidents.

Activities

Activities at the national level
The Netherlands Red Cross, which is remarkably active and well 
organized, conducts activities in the fields of relief, health, welfare assist
ance and dissemination of international humanitarian law.

The National Society has 13,000 volunteers organized into 260 relief 
columns. First aid training is continuous and includes basic training of Red 
Cross units, the treatment of injuries and familiarization with medical 
equipment. The Netherlands Red Cross Volunteer Corps organizes relief 
and medical and welfare assistance in the event of disasters. The Nether
lands Red Cross disaster action includes setting up provisional camps to 
accommodate the injured, transporting the latter to larger centres installed 
by the Volunteer Corps on the edge of the danger zones, caring for the 
wounded, registering casualties and assigning them to the various hospi
tals, to which they are then transported by the ambulance and Civil 
Defence services. The Red Cross relief columns co-operate with the police, 
the car service and the ambulance services.

In the field of medical and welfare assistance, relief volunteers are called 
upon to attend sports events and other large gatherings, to provide care to 
the sick and disabled at home and to help transport the disabled for all 
kinds of activities, such as evening shopping trips, excursions or blood 
donation sessions. The Netherlands Red Cross carries out other welfare 
activities for the benefit of the sick, the disabled and the elderly. Some 
12,000 volunteers, including therapists trained at the specialized Nether
lands Red Cross school, which is recognized by the government, work on a 
weekly basis in homes for the elderly, at medical centres, rehabilitation 
centres and making home visits. The content and form of activities, which 
range from handicrafts using textiles, wood and other materials to paint
ing, reading aloud, listening to music, shopping, conversation and garden
ing, are determined by the interest and capabilities of the participants.

In 1975, the Netherlands Red Cross set up telephone circles for the 
purpose of maintaining contact with lonely and isolated persons and watch
ing over their health.
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For many people, the ship J. Henry Dunant is the floating symbol of the 
Netherlands Red Cross; it provides one of the Society’s three types of 
holiday programmes. Each year, the Red Cross offers some 5,500 disabled 
people the chance to go on holiday either on the J. Henry Dunant or to two 
holiday homes called Ijsselvliedt and de Valkenberg, which are especially 
adapted and organized for disabled and sick people requiring a lot of care. 
The voluntary staff of nurses and assistants are trained for this work and 
make every effort to ensure that the holiday-makers have a pleasant stay. 
Also each year, the Netherlands Red Cross organizes trips to England and 
to a city elsewhere in Europe.

The Netherlands Red Cross service providing medical assistance by radio 
makes it possible for sick or injured people on board ships within or outside 
Dutch territorial waters to contact the Red Cross doctor on duty through 
Radio-Scheveningen. Diagnosis and advice can be given over the radio for 
the sick person to be treated on board. If this is not possible, the patient is 
transported from the ship to a hospital by helicopter or rescue craft. 
Medical assistance by radio operates all year on a round-the-clock basis.

The Netherlands Red Cross has always played an important part in the 
field of blood transfusion, particularly the recruitment of blood donors. The 
blood transfusion service comprises a central laboratory and 22 regional 
blood centres engaged in the production of plasma and by-products. In 
towns without a blood centre, the National Society organizes blood dona
tion evenings in co-operation with the central laboratory of the blood 
transfusion service.

The Netherlands Red Cross is a member of two transplant committees, 
one for organs and tissues and the other for corneas, which meet in the 
form of several working groups (medical, ethical, legal, information, etc.); 
it also co-operates with the thrombosis services of many hospitals by 
training specialized nurses and laboratory technicians, especially at the Red 
Cross Hospital in The Hague. These transplant and thrombosis services, 
which were started in the 1950s in The Hague, now operate in about a 
dozen Dutch towns. The Netherlands Red Cross is one of the few National 
Societies in Europe whose information service has been instructed by the 
government to undertake tasks assigned under the Geneva Conventions to 
National Information Bureaux (NIB). The National Information Bureau of 
the Netherlands Red Cross operates very much like the Central Tracing 
Agency of the ICRC and co-operates closely with the latter. The Bureau 
has set up an information network throughout the country, for the purpose 
of collecting rapidly as much information as possible on persons missing 
after disasters. It also holds all the Dutch and German archives concerning 
the concentration camps and ghettos set up in the Netherlands by the 
occupying forces representing 300,000 files and over 3 million cards. The 
Bureau now employs only 14 staff, compared with 450 at the end of the 
Second World War. It is active in the event of conflicts or natural disasters 
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and deals with many requests concerning Vietnamese refugees and the 
victims of conflicts in the Middle East. The Bureau also facilitates the 
reunification of dispersed refugee families in the Netherlands, while pro
viding advice and support to refugees and people seeking asylum.

The Netherlands Red Cross Youth offers young people a wide range of 
activities, such as social activities for disabled young people or for the 
elderly, international solidarity, contributions to National Society projects 
in developing countries and meetings with young people from other coun
tries, first aid courses for children between 11 and 15, at which they learn 
first aid and accident prevention, and how to disseminate Red Cross 
principles and ideals, organize conferences and initiate projects in schools. 
There are Red Cross Youth volunteers in about half the local branches; the 
activities are organized organized by a Youth Committee.

Another field in which the Society has always been particularly active is 
the dissemination of international humanitarian law, the origins of which 
take us back to The Hague, since conventions concerning the laws and 
customs of war were drafted at International Peace Conferences in 1899 
and 1907. The Netherlands Red Cross received National Society experts in 
The Hague during preparations for the Diplomatic Conference which led 
in 1977 to the adoption of the Protocols additional to the Geneva Conven
tions. The Netherlands Red Cross takes part regularly in national and 
international seminars on international humanitarian law and is consider
ing setting up an information and documentation system on the subject 
with the assistance of other National Societies in Europe and of the ICRC. 
An extraordinary chair of international humanitarian law was set up at the 
University of Leyden, also on the initiative of the Netherlands Red Cross.

The Society attaches great importance to keeping its members and the 
public in general well informed. For this purpose, its information service 
makes extensive use of the media and publishes articles in its review and in 
specialized journals.

Activities at the international level
The Netherlands Red Cross contributes actively to the international relief 
work of the League and the ICRC through cash donations, food supplies 
and various donations in kind. By the scale of its donations and contribu
tions it ranks among the main contributors, and supports major relief 
operations for the victims of natural disasters and conflicts. In particular, it 
supported the following international relief operations: Lebanon 
(1982-84), Southern Africa (1982), Poland (1982), Iran/Iraq (1982-85), 
Africa (1984, 1985 and 1987), Central America (1985) and the Afghan 
conflict (1986). It also provides specialized personnel to the League and the 
ICRC, as in the case of Thailand in 1985.

In 1985, the Netherlands’ National Society devoted 11,6 million Swiss 
francs to emergency relief in natural disasters and conflicts, to develop- 



234

ment aid, to the League’s “Child Alive” programme and to general support 
for the League, the ICRC and National Societies. The Netherlands Red 
Cross increasingly supports development programmes for recently created 
or developing National Societies by offering financial and material assis
tance or providing personnel.

Role within the Movement

Since the support given by Dr. Basting to Henry Dunant, the Netherlands 
Red Cross and the ICRC have always entertained relations of mutual trust.

The Netherlands Red Cross regularly and actively takes part in the 
meetings and seminars organized by the Movement as a whole.

The Netherlands Red Cross is also active within the various bodies of the 
League, it has served on the following organs: Advisory Committee on 
Health (1951-63), Disaster Relief Commission (1959-69 and 1981-89), 
Executive Council (1959-77), Advisory Committee on Nursing (1963-73), 
Finance Commission (1973-77), Permanent Scale of Contributions Com
mission (1973-77) and Health and Community Services Commission 
(1975-81). The former President of the Netherlands Red Cross, Jonkheer 
G. Kraijenhoff, was also one of the Vice-Presidents of the League from 
1977 to 1985. Since 1977, he has been Chairman of the Permanent Scale of 
Contributions Commission. Lastly, from 1958 to 1973 the Netherlands Red 
Cross provided the Chairman of the Commission for the Financing of the 
ICRC.

Future Prospects

On the domestic level, the Netherlands Red Cross will endeavour to 
preserve the important position it occupies in many welfare organizations. 
New legislation on medical assistance in the event of conflicts is likely to 
strengthen the important role it already plays in this field. Assistance and 
care provided as close as possible to the home will tend to develop further.

As the financial needs of the Netherlands Red Cross are continually 
increasing, the National Society will take every care to manage the money 
it receives effectively and to find new sources of funds.

On an international level, the Netherlands Red Cross will continue to 
make a substantial contribution to emergency relief operations and to aid 
for developing National Societies.

(December 1988)
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The Polish Red Cross

Historical Outline

Poland has a long tradition of humanitarian assistance to war victims that 
goes back, in particular, to the 1794, 1831, 1848 and 1863 struggles for 
independence. When the First Geneva Convention was signed in 1864, 
committees of Polish women, created by decree of the insurrectional 
government on 18 March 1863, were already assisting soldiers and their 
families.

Only in Galicia, then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, an Associa
tion of Ladies and Gentlemen of the Red Cross was created. The Associa
tion, which established its headquarters in Lemberg (today Lvov). The 
Association ran two sanatoriums and managed various stocks of first-aid 
and medical supplies.

A Society for Emergency Medical Relief was created in Warsaw in 1887 
and in Lodz in 1910. The Society’s main tasks were to publish first-aid 
manuals and organize courses in emergency medical care. During the same 
period, numerous independent social assistance organizations and associa
tions were created , including the Military Protection Society, the Military 
Association of Polish Women, the Committee for Assistance to Invalids, 
the Polish Association for Relief to War Victims, the Polish Medical 
Services, the Academic Committee for Assistance to Students in the 
Armed Forces and the Central Committee for Assistance to Polish Sol
diers. These associations assembled on 18 January 1919 to discuss the 
creation of the future Polish Red Cross. On 20 January 1919, the Central 
Committee for Assistance to Polish Soldiers, the Society for Emergency 
Medical Relief, the Polish Medical Services and the Polish Committee for 
Medical Relief merged under the emblem of the red cross and formed a 
Provisional Committee of the Polish Red Cross. The first statutes of the 
Polish Red Cross were ratified by the Minister of the Interior on 15 April 
1919 and the National Society’s first General Assembly was called by the 
government representative on the 27th of that month.

On 14 July 1919 the 1CRC officially recognized the Polish Red Cross 
which became a member of the League of Red Cross Societies the following 
September.

The new National Society was rapidly organized and by 1st January 1921 
it had established 305 local branches to handle its new responsibilities and 
the needs resulting from the First World War. It launched extensive prog
rammes to assist war invalids, widows and orphans, and to control conta
gious diseases, protect women and children, train medical personnel and 
set up first-aid posts. It founded two nursing schools and, also in 1921, 
created a Red Cross Youth. It assisted Poles repatriated from Russia until 
1923 when, in response to an appeal by the League, it participated in the 
international relief effort to help victims of the earthquake in Japan by 
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organizing, under the slogan “Poland in Japan”, a vast fund-raising cam
paign which enabled it to send substantial contributions in cash and kind to 
the Japanese Red Cross Society.

In 1921 and 1922, during the internal disturbances that broke out in Upper 
Silesia, the local Polish Red Cross branch worked in co-operation with the 
ICRC mission sent to the area, which set up its headquarters in Opole. 
Teams composed of a representative from the ICRC, the Polish Red Cross 
and the German Red Cross visited places of detention. As a result, hun
dreds of Polish and German prisoners were exchanged.

In 1924 the Polish Red Cross wrote a letter to the ICRC and the League 
requesting that a mission be sent to visit political detainees in Poland. An 
ICRC delegate subsequently visited 951 political detainees in some 20 
prisons. Another ICRC delegate, sent to Poland in 1926 after the Polish 
Red Cross had initiated an exchange of political detainees between Poland 
and Lithuania, introduced important changes in the procedure for visits to 
political detainees. He succeeded in particular, for the first time, in obtain
ing permission from the Polish authorities to interview detainees without 
witnesses. The experience acquired by ICRC delegates in Poland contri
buted to the establishment by the ICRC of the procedures currently 
observed today by its delegates in visits to political prisoners and civilian 
internees.

In March 1924, the Polish Red Cross assisted victims when the Vistula 
overflowed and in 1927 it began to train first-aid workers and set up first- 
aid teams.

Between 1936 and 1938 the Polish Red Cross became the leading promo
ter of blood donation in Poland. In 1936, it founded the first Blood 
Transfusion Institute at the Red Cross Hospital in Warsaw and established 
two sister institutes in Lodz and Krakow.

During the Second World War the activities of the Polish Red Cross were 
virtually paralysed nationwide. The German authorities formed a Central 
Assistance Council which took over all the National Society’s social assis
tance work, allowing it to continue only with activities deriving from the 
Geneva Conventions, particularly those on behalf of prisoners of war.

However, under the aegis of the Polish Government in exile in Paris and 
then in London, the Polish Red Cross established a Central Committee in 
London and set up delegations in Europe, America and the Middle East to 
provide social and medical assistance to Polish citizens abroad, carry out 
tracing activities and send parcels to Polish prisoners held in Germany, 
Hungary and Palestine. During that period the ICRC maintained close 
contacts with the Central Committee in London and Polish Red Cross 
delegations abroad. It was not until after the liberation of Warsaw on 17 
January 1945 that the ICRC was able to re-establish direct contacts with the 
Polish Red Cross which had reorganized in Warsaw under the new Polish 
Government. In a letter dated 10 September 1945 the ICRC explained to 
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the Polish Red Cross Central Committee in London that only the reconsti
tuted National Society in Warsaw could be recognized as a member of the 
International Red Cross and advised it to negotiate with the Warsaw 
National Society to resolve the situation. In October 1946, the Central 
Committee reached an agreement with the Warsaw National Society 
whereby the former would continue its activities for Polish exiles under the 
name of “The Relief Society for Poles”. In September 1946 the Polish Red 
Cross delegation established in Geneva closed its office at the request of 
the Swiss authorities. The delegation set up in France was required to hand 
over its files and archives to the Polish Red Cross in Warsaw in March 1947.

The generosity of the Polish population, the financial support provided 
by the authorities and the assistance of other National Societies made it 
possible to supply war victims with food, clothing and medication. The 
Polish Red Cross undertook a large-scale relief programme for people 
living in the war-torn areas, orphans, soldiers and disabled. It also assisted 
foreigners, former members of the Soviet and Allied armed forces interned 
during the war in various camps in Poland and citizens of many European 
countries who had been deported to labour camps in Poland. The National 
Society set up three hospital trains that rendered valuable service repatriat
ing mothers, children and the sick. It managed numerous first-aid posts and 
medical establishments, particularly in the Occupied Territories, and 
strove to pioneer the establishment of blood donation posts and relief 
services.

Between 1948 and 1950, at the request of the Polish Government, the 
National Society considerably increased the number of such medical 
establishments. Between 1949 and 1951, it handed over to the public health 
services 6 hospitals, 5 sanatoriums, 15 blood donation posts, 177 first-aid 
stations, many dispensaries and numerous medical and social assistance 
establishments. During the sixties it also handed over to the State several 
schools for nursing aides.

From 1945 to mid-November 1949 the ICRC maintained a delegation in 
Warsaw whose main tasks were to visit prisoner-of-war camps, supervise 
the distribution of relief from abroad, hand out relief supplies to prisoners 
of war being repatriated, organize the repatriation of Polish citizens and 
implement an assistance programme for Poles of German ethnic origin 
(Volksdeutsche).

Between 1961 and 1971 the Neutral Commission of Experts set up to 
determine the compensation dues to victims of pseudo-medical experi
ments enabled thousands of Poles to obtain financial aid from the Govern
ment of the Federal Republic of Germany.

In January 1982 an ICRC delegation, including representatives from the 
League and participating National Societies, was set up in Warsaw. This 
delegation worked without interruption until December 1984 in close co
operation with the Polish Red Cross. Over thirty National Societies sent 
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medical and food relief to Poland’s population, hospitals and dispensaries. 
In 1982 the National Society helped organize the exchange of family 
messages, and also enabled about 150 people to join their relatives abroad. 
It also facilitated visits by ICRC delegates to persons detained under 
martial law. This protection activity ended with their release after martial 
law was lifted at the end of 1982. Meanwhile, the detainees and their 
families had received much appreciated social assistance from the Polish 
Red Cross.

Organization

Structure
The statutes of the Polish Red Cross have been amended most recently in 
1984. They describe the National Society as a mass social organization 
which is run on a voluntary basis. At the central level, it is organized as 
follows: the National Congress, the Central Committee and its Praesidium, 
and the Central Supervisory Commission.

The National Congress is composed of delegates elected by the Voivod- 
ship Conferences, members of the Central Committee and of the Central 
Supervisory Commission, and the National Society’s honorary members, 
all of whom are entitled to vote. It is convened every five years by the 
Central Committee’s Praesidium and is responsible in particular for elect
ing the Central Committee and the Central Supervisory Commission. The 
Central Committee consists of 101 members elected by the National Con
gress and of representatives appointed by the Ministers of National 
Defence, Health and Social Welfare, Education, Science and Higher Edu
cation, Art and Culture, Finance, Communications, the Interior, Foreign 
Affairs and Veterans’ Affairs. The Central Committee meets at least twice 
annually and elects, from among its members, a Praesidium of 15 to 23 
persons including the Chairman, Vice-Chairmen, Secretary General, Sec
retaries and Treasurer.

The Praesidium of the Central Committee represents the Polish Red 
Cross in its relations with the Government and foreign countries. It handles 
the National Society’s international contacts and appoints representatives 
to attend various meetings, assemblies and conferences in Poland and 
abroad.

The Central Supervisory Commission, consisting of 17 members, elects 
from among its members a Praesidium of 5 to 7 persons including the 
Chairman, an Acting Chairman and a Secretary. It is responsible for 
monitoring the activities of the National Society’s different bodies, its 
finances and the legal aspects of its work.

At the regional and local levels the Polish Red Cross is made up of 
Voivodship bodies, municipal bodies and their counterparts, and Circles. 
The Voivodship Committees, each composed of 15 to 29 members, elect 5 
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to 9 persons to form their respective Voivodship Praesidiums. The 
National Society’s 49 Voivodship Committees meet every five years in a 
Voivodship Conference, which also elects a Voivodship Supervisory Com
mission. The Polish National Society is subdivided into 659 Municipal 
Committees and their counterparts (communal, district or regional), which 
meet in a Municipal Conference every five years. The National Society’s 
basic units are its 32,000 Circles established in residential areas, work 
places, institutions, universities and primary and secondary schools. The 
Circles come together every two and a half years in a Plenary Assembly.

Membership
Any person or legal entity may join the Polish Red Cross, which has 
ordinary, honorary and supporting members. Ordinary members make up 
the Circles. They help the National Society carry out its work by observing 
its Statutes and Regulations and paying a membership fee. They elect the 
Circle’s bodies and delegates to higher-level conferences. Honorary mem
bership is bestowed on ordinary members by the National Congress as a 
reward for outstanding service. Supporting members help finance the 
Polish Red Cross’ activities. They are admitted by the Voivodship Com
mittees and the Municipal Committees and their counterparts.

Financing
The Polish Red Cross is financed through membership fees and local and 
national State subsidies. The State finances the National Society’s activities 
in areas for which it is responsible (care for the elderly and sick, training of 
relief workers specialized in Civil defence, etc.). The Ministry of Health 
and Social Welfare finances the Polish Red Cross’ blood donation prog
rammes.

Public fund-raising campaigns, such as those carried out during Red 
Cross Week, yield substantial sums which reflect the Polish Red Cross’ 
general popularity. Additional funds are obtained through national lot
teries (since 1974), taxes levied on stamps for the benefit of the Polish Red 
Cross, fairs, gifts, legacies and bequests.

Relations with the authorities
The Polish Red Cross maintains relations of mutual co-operation with the 
Polish Government, which fosters the National Society’s development. 
Ten Ministries are represented on its Central Committee. The law on the 
Polish Red Cross, promulgated by the Diet of the Polish People’s Republic 
in 1964, testifies to the important role attributed to Red Cross activities in 
Poland.
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Activities

Activities at the national level
The Polish Red Cross co-operates actively with the public health services in 
promoting health education. It strives to rally popular support for environ
mental protection, control of tobacco, alcohol and drug abuse, and the 
prevention of obesity and cardio-vascular, respiratory, orthopaedic and 
neoplastic diseases. The National Society also participates in efforts to 
prevent the spread of AIDS. To achieve its goals in health education, it 
relies on various means of dissemination including conferences, film pro
jections, exhibitions and lectures.

The Polish Red Cross recruits voluntary blood donors whom it refers to 
State institutions specialized in blood collection and transfusion. This 
activity, carried out on a regular basis, is one of the National Society’s main 
tasks. A sustained and systematic campaign to attract voluntary donors 
resulted in the collection of over 520,000 litres of blood in 1986, that is, 93 
per cent of the total amount of blood collected nationwide. Voluntary 
blood donors belong to more than 4,000 clubs set up by the Committees of 
the Polish Red Cross in work places, schools and residential areas.

One of the National Society’s statutory tasks is to organize first-aid 
courses for the public. First-aid workers trained by the Polish Red Cross 
provide their services, for example, in medical posts, work sites, schools 
and along highways. They also participate in Civil defence.

In the social sphere, the National Society assists the elderly and solitary, 
the sick and the disabled. Since 1961 it has devoted particular attention to 
out-patient and home care for sick pensioners, elderly invalids and the 
handicapped. For this purpose it trains Sisters of the Polish Red Cross who 
work in Red Cross Health Centres under the supervision of professional 
nurses. Despite a considerable increase in the number of these centres 
(1,163 in 1986) and of Sisters (over 24,250 in 1986), who provide home care 
for some 85,000 people, the Polish Red Cross is nevertheless unable to 
meet existing needs. It therefore relies increasingly on voluntary social 
workers and especially on people willing to lend a helping hand to their 
neighbours for a token fee. This social assistance work, which reaches over 
20,000 people, is led by National Society volunteers, especially young 
people.

Approximately 80 per cent of the work carried out by the Polish Red 
Cross’ Information and Tracing Bureau concerns enquiries arising from the 
Second World War. The Bureau handles annually between 4,000 and 5,000 
such enquiries from Poland and abroad. Over half pertain to family mem
bers who disappeared during the Second World War. The Bureau also 
receives thousands of letters requesting attestations for veterans, former 
prisoners of war held in Germany and former concentration or labour 
camp detainees. It issues over 5,000 of such certificates yearly. Another of 
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its tasks consists in locating the burial places of fallen soldiers. The Bureau 
has a file index of about 7 million cards containing information on the 
victims and missing of the Second World War. The Information and 
Tracing Bureau of the Polish Red Cross works in close co-operation with 
the Central Tracing Agency in Geneva, the International Tracing Service 
in Arolsen (Federal Republic of Germany) and the tracing services of other 
National Societies.

The Red Cross Youth Circles in Poland were created in 1921. Today the 
National Society is represented in 80 per cent of all educational institu
tions. Over 7,000 voluntary youth instructors, recruited in secondary 
schools, universities and among young workers, fill its ranks. Their 
activities relate primarily to health education, environmental protection, 
first aid, social assistance, blood donation, international co-operation and 
friendship and dissemination of international humanitarian law. These 
activities are organized in co-operation and with the support of the school 
authorities. The National Society has been organizing summer and winter 
youth camps for the last thirty years. These were attended by 38,600 young 
Poles between 1980 and 1987. Among other activities, the camps train 
young people from age 14 to 18 to become voluntary youth instructors and 
first-aid workers. Special camps are organized for children from large or 
needy families. The Polish Red Cross has also set up medical institutions 
for children who are handicapped or diabetic or suffer from posture prob
lems, respiratory diseases, etc.

Over the past ten years the National Society has stepped up its activities 
to promote the dissemination of international humanitarian law in confor
mity with resolutions adopted by the International Conferences of the Red 
Cross in Tehran (1973) and Bucharest (1977). The National Society has 
designed its own plan of action which it is carrying out in agreement with 
the responsible authorities in the Ministries concerned. Its major targets 
for dissemination are universities, schools and the armed forces. In 1978, 
on the initiative of the Polish Red Cross, a Centre for the dissemination of 
international humanitarian law was created in Warsaw. It is run by a 
Committee of eminent experts in international law, most of whom are from 
the universities or the National Society. The Centre’s main task is to 
implement the joint ICRC/Polish Red Cross dissemination programme in 
various sectors of the population. Since 1977 it has organized seminars in 
international humanitarian law for the European National Societies (War
saw, 1977), members of Red Cross Youth (Gdansk, 1978), university 
circles (Krakow, 1979 and Warsaw, 1981) and the medical professions 
(Warsaw, 1980). The joint programme, which was interrupted in 1981, got 
off to a fresh start in 1984 with the organization of annual summer courses 
for advanced law students from Europe and North America. The Warsaw 
summer school’s 1987 session was attended by 51 aspiring lawyers from 20 
European and North American countries.
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Activities at the international level
The Polish Red Cross provides international assistance, generally in the 
form of bilateral aid, to countries affected by natural disasters or conflicts.

The National Society participates in the ICRC and the League interna
tional relief operations through contributions in kind, such as those allo
cated to Jordan (1970), India and Pakistan (1972), and Angola (1975). It 
also makes cash contributions, as it did in the case of Chile (1975). In the 
late seventies and early eighties the Polish Red Cross provided aid to 27 
countries, including substantial support for the victims of an earthquake in 
Italy.

In 1980-81 the Polish Red Cross seconded six medical teams comprising 
49 persons, to the ICRC for its operations in Kampuchea. Two further 
medical teams were sent to Kampucheain 1987. In 1980 the National Society 
had to cut back its international aid considerably owing to internal difficul
ties. In 1984 it was able to resume its assistance to six countries and in 1985 
five countries received aid including Ethiopia, Mexico and Colombia.

Role within the Movement

The Polish Red Cross participates regularly in the statutory meetings of the 
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and meetings of the 
League bodies, particularly its Executive Council, of which it has been a 
member. It has been also a member of its Finance Commission and its 
Advisory Commissions on Disaster Relief, Health and Community Ser
vices. In the past, the Polish Red Cross has been a member of the Commis
sion for the Financing of the ICRC.

Since 1981, the Polish Red Cross is a member of the Youth Commission 
of the League.

The National Society participated, as part of the Polish Government’s 
delegation, in the four sessions of the Diplomatic Conference on the 
Reaffirmation and Development of International Humanitarian Law 
which took place in Geneva from 1974 to 1977.

The Polish Red Cross is particularly concerned with the question of 
peace and therefore closely followed the meetings of the two World Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Conferences on Peace held in Belgrade in 1975 
and in Aaland and Stockholm in 1984.

Future Prospects

The aims of the Polish Red Cross, defined by its National Congress in 1987, 
centre on the following priorities:
- developing and implementing public education programmes, particu

larly for young people, in a spirit of mutual understanding, co-operation 
and friendship;
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- launching and supporting initiatives to increase the role and influence of 
the Red Cross in promoting peace;

- spreading knowledge of international humanitarian law and of the Inter
national Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement by participating, with 
the assistance of the ICRC and the League, in international programmes 
to this effect, and in particular by developing the activities of the Centre 
for the dissemination of international humanitarian law and organizing 
summer courses in Warsaw;

- teaching basic first-aid principles to the general public;
- promoting disease prevention aid control;
- continuing the voluntary blood donation campaign;
- providing various services for elderly, sick and disabled people who are 

housebound, with the objective of reaching over 100,000 persons by 
1989;

- consolidating the self-management system of the Red Cross Youth. The 
National Congress of the Polish Red Cross also adopted measures to 
improve the organization and management of the National Society. The 
report on the Polish Red Cross, written on the basis of an opinion poll on 
“The attitude of the Polish population towards the concept of the Red 
Cross and the activities of the Polish Red Cross”, was useful in develop
ing new principles and methods for the organization of future activities 
of the Polish Red Cross.

(April 1989)

The Swedish Red Cross

Historical Outline

At the prompting of the Secretary Royal, C.G. Pauli, who had met Henry 
Dunant in Switzerland, initial consultations leading to the setting up of a 
Red Cross Society in Sweden took place back in 1864. During a meeting in 
Stockholm on 3 December 1864, the “Society for Voluntary Care for the 
Sick and Wounded in the Field” was founded and on 13 December 1864 
Sweden, which at that time was united to Norway (1814-1905), became 
one of the first signatory States of the Geneva Convention of 22 August 
1864 for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded in Armies in 
the Field. On 24 May 1865 the Society held its first General Assembly and 
adopted its Statutes. It was recognized by the ICRC on its founding in 1865.

The Society’s interest in looking after the sick initially took the practical 
form of sending Miss Emy Rappe to England in 1866 to study nursing under 
Florence Nightingale. On her return, Emy Rappe was the person in overall 
charge of training the first intake of Red Cross nurses who in 1870 formed a 
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“Ladies’ Committee” with its own statutes. In addition, the members of a 
Volunteer Workers’ Society who had undertaken to act as nurses formed a 
Special Corps of ambulance workers in the service of the Red Cross in 
1870. The Swedish Red Cross was also active during the Franco-Prussian 
War of 1870.

In 1887, the Society for Voluntary Care for the Sick and Wounded in the 
Field took the name “Swedish Red Cross Society” and the “Ladies’ Commit
tee” became the “Red Cross Nurses’ Hostel Society” in 1900.

In 1903, the Swedish Red Cross Society had only 4,500 members, i.e., 
less than half that of a rival organization set up in 1900 under the name 
“Queen Sophia’s Society for Assistance to the Medical Services of the 
Army and Navy in Time of War”. So with a view to co-ordinating the 
activities of both Societies, the Royal Council set about reorganizing them. 
New Statutes were adopted according to which the Red Cross would 
henceforth consist of three Societies headed by a Central Board: the “Red 
Cross Society for Voluntary Health Service in the Field”, the “Women’s 
Red Cross Society” and the “Red Cross Nurses’ Hostel Society”. In 1911 it 
was suggested in “The Voluntary Health Service Periodical” that the Red 
Cross and Queen Sophia’s Society be combined; with the adoption of the 
new Statutes, they were merged in 1915 and the Society was definitively 
named the Swedish Red Cross.

The Swedish Red Cross first worked abroad during the Balkan Wars of 
1912 and 1913. In the course of the First World War, the Swedish Red Cross 
made a substantial contribution by taking on many tasks such as exchanges 
of prisoners of war, assistance to prisoners of war and helping war-torn 
countries after peace had been concluded.

The Swedish Red Cross became a member of the League of Red Cross 
Societies as soon as it was founded in 1919. At the time, the national and 
international activities of the Swedish National Society were expanding 
rapidly. There was a remarkable diversification of activities throughout the 
country during the first years after the war. Policy guidelines for welfare 
and health work were issued in 1920. The Swedish Red Cross Youth 
section was set up in 1921 and in the same year there was a special Red 
Cross week to inform the population about the work of the National 
Society.

As from autumn 1939 the National Society considerably increased its 
staff and gave them all, including senior officials, special intensive training. 
This preparation enabled the Swedish Red Cross to become the effective 
instrument of a neutral country determined to aid victims during the 
Second World War. In carrying out these activities it worked closely with 
the International Committee of the Red Cross. In 1943 and 1945 it helped, 
inter alia, with exchanges of prisoners of war and participated in the 
admirable work being done by Count Folke Bernadotte in the spring of 
1945, when he was Vice-Chairman of the Swedish Red Cross. The relief 
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operations conducted under Bernadotte’s guidance between March and 
May 1945 were the largest relief efforts on German soil. Swedish Red Cross 
vehicles, more commonly known in Nordic countries as “white buses”, 
were used to evacuate the concentration camps and bring to Sweden more 
than 20,000 people of some 20 nationalities, one third of whom were Jews.

During the Second World War the Swedish Red Cross came to the aid of 
the victims of the Russian!Finnish War (1939-1940) and took in a large 
number of Finnish refugees. It gave food to the starving people in Holland 
and Greece and provided relief supplies, food and medicaments to France, 
Belgium and Poland. After the war it continued and increased its relief aid 
to 14 European countries.

Since the end of the Second World War, the Red Cross has considerably 
expanded its national first aid, home care and social welfare activities. It 
has opened new establishments (homes for children, unmarried mothers, 
old people and the disabled), trained more medical personnel and Samari
tans, created new sections and set up an equipment-lending service.

Today the Swedish Red Cross has become an extremely powerful and 
well-organized National Society. Engaged in activities throughout the 
world, it participates widely in the large-scale relief programmes con
ducted by the League and the ICRC in their respective spheres.

Organization

Structure
The present Swedish Red Cross Statutes were adopted in 1962 and a few 
procedural modifications were made in 1974 and 1984. At the national level, 
they provide for a National Conference, a Central Committee and a 
Secretariat.

The National Conference (or General Assembly) is the National Socie
ty’s supreme decision-making body. The Statutes provide for it to meet 
twice yearly, however by special decision of the Conference it now meets 
only once a year. It is composed of the delegates from the district boards 
and members of the Central Committee. The Conference is responsible for 
drawing up the Society’s guidelines for its activities, organization and 
administration. It examines the Annual Report and the Financial Report 
and decides on the allocation of funds for the National Society’s main 
activities. The President of the Swedish Red Cross and the members of its 
Central Committee are elected by the National Conference for a three- 
year period.

As the administrative body of the Swedish Red Cross, the Central 
Committee administers and co-ordinates all activities. It consists of twelve 
members, including the Chairman and two representatives of the Swedish 
Red Cross Youth, plus six deputies elected by the Conference and as four 
co-opted government representatives (military defence and civil defence 
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departments, the National Board of Health and Welfare and the Swedish 
International Development Agency (SIDA)). The Central Committee is 
assisted by a Secretariat headed by the Society’s Secretary General. As the 
executive body, the Secretariat implements the decisions of the Central 
Committee. It is responsible for helping the sections to plan their work and 
co-ordinate international relief activities.

At the regional level, the Swedish Red Cross has 24 provincial districts 
and 2,000 local districts, called branches (1988). These districts are located 
mainly in the centre and south of the country and are headed by district 
boards and local boards.

Membership

The Swedish Red Cross has regular members and honorary members, all 
together totalling approximately 420,000 (1988); about 10% are active 
members. The members of a local district are automatically members of 
the corresponding provincial district.

Financing

The resources of the Swedish Red Cross come from fund-raising, govern
ment grants, interest on funds and other capital, membership fees, dona
tions and legacies.

Donations and all funds raised among the general public are earmarked 
for specific activities and are not used for administrative expenses, which 
are met by government and municipal grants, membership fees and inter
est from non-earmarked funds. In addition, the State finances certain 
activities connected with social welfare, first aid, training and youth prog
rammes. State aid is channelled through the SIDA and comes to approxi
mately one quarter of the National Society’s annual budget.

Fund-raising is a major activity of the Swedish Red Cross. In addition to 
its annual collection and in order to finance special programmes, the 
Society organizes another collection every three years at election time in 
co-operation with voluntary organizations such as the Scouts. Thanks to 
the aid of a computer the National Society has adopted modern fund- 
raising techniques such as “direct mail”.

Relations with the authorities

The Swedish Red Cross is on good terms with the Government. Without 
detriment to its independence, its relations including co-operation with the 
authorities have considerably expanded since the 1960s. The Government 
and the provincial authorities widely support all the National Society’s 
activities. With the grants and contributions it receives from them it can 
finance not only some of its national activities but also international ones.
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As auxiliary to the public powers, it co-operates with the police, the fire 
brigade and forensic medicine within the “Identification Committee” and 
the “Medical Aid Committee in Case of Disaster” which is composed of 
representatives from the civil defence, the armed forces’ medical services, 
the police and the medical and welfare services. This Committee issues full 
instructions and recommendations for medical care in the event of disasters 
and is responsible for co-ordinating medical assistance with various public 
bodies specialized in emergency aid at national level.

Activities

Activities at the national level
The Swedish Red Cross organizes various first-aid courses for the popula
tion. A large number of people are attracted each year to the introductory 
courses and specialized courses (first aid on the highways and at the 
workplace). It trains first-aid workers within the National Guard, civilian 
first-aid workers and hospital assistants. In peacetime it prepares for work 
that might arise in time of war by organizing and training volunteer workers 
to care for the wounded in case of conflict.

The National Society’s health activities are nowadays relatively small, as 
the Swedish Government provides this fundamental facility free of charge 
to everybody. The Swedish Red Cross provides health education courses 
for hygiene, home care and child care and runs a school which annually 
trains some 150 male and female nurses.

The Swedish Government is responsible for blood transfusion and the 
recruitment of blood donors. In the event of war the National Society 
assists the public health services by organizing voluntary blood donation 
campaigns, recruiting blood donors and providing military hospitals with 
assistant nursing staff.

The Swedish Red Cross is also extensively engaged in social work, which 
it began as early as 1918. For example when dental care was scarce and 
people suffered from oral TB, the National Society initiated school dental 
services thanks to mobile clinics. Saunas and school baths were a Red Cross 
contribution towards a cleaner Sweden.

During the thirties and forties, the Swedish Red Cross started school 
meal services. The fifties saw the beginning of home-help services for the 
elderly, including assistance with food and pedicure. In the seventies the 
Swedish Red Cross took the lead with new activities involving children, 
including play-therapy for handicapped children and language oriented 
nursery schools for refugee children.

Through its friendly neighbour activities the Swedish Red Cross 
endeavours to break down the isolation barrier of those who have lost 
contact with society and help them in the difficult task of becoming inte
grated again. Some 10,000 Red Cross volunteers regularly engage in 
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friendly neighbour activities offering human contact and daily support 
through their visits to people in their homes or in hospitals for long-term 
treatment, institutions and nursing homes. Visits to people remanded in 
custody or serving prison sentences are also made by the Swedish Red Cross 
which sometimes, depending on the circumstances, joins in with activities 
such as handicrafts, cooking, etc. At present seven remand centres and 
twelve prisons are being visited by Swedish Red Cross visiting groups.

In 1984, the Swedish Red Cross started a Treatment Centre at Soderang- 
storp for young people suffering from serious mental disorders combined 
with drug problems.

The Swedish Red Cross is currently building up an Emergency Tele
phone Service (“Crisis Hot Line”) network throughout Sweden and 17 
districts now have this service, which is run by specially recruited and 
trained Red Cross volunteers. It is open at night and receives numerous 
calls, many of them dealing with loneliness or from people in a crisis 
situation feeling the need to talk to someone. Red Cross Youth groups are 
establishing a similar service for children and young people.

Since 1987 the Swedish Red Cross has been running “The Noah’s Ark 
Red Cross Foundation”, which was set up to help control the HIV epidemic 
and its consequences by providing information and counselling on HIV and 
AIDS and support for HIV and AIDS patients, their partners, relatives 
and friends. The work is based mainly upon volunteers, at present several 
hundred persons.

The Swedish Red Cross seeks in a variety of ways to meet those needs of 
asylum-seekers and refugees which are not covered by the authorities. The 
National Society’s work for refugees has expanded greatly in recent years 
owing to the increasing number of asylum-seekers (approximately 20,000 
in 1988) and acknowledged refugees (16,000 in 1988) in Sweden. In propor
tion to its population, Sweden is today one of the host countries receiving 
the largest number of refugees in Europe. This increase is reflected both at 
central, regional and local levels of the Swedish Red Cross and is currently 
the National Society’s largest activity at national level. Most of the asylum
seekers and refugees in Sweden come from Iran, Iraq, Chile, Ethiopia and 
Lebanon.

The Refugee Unit of the Swedish Red Cross is today primarily active in 
the following main areas:
- tracing and family messages, in close co-operation with the Central 

Tracing Agency;
- legal counselling for asylum-seekers. In Sweden all asylum-seekers are 

entitled to free legal assistance. Despite this, many of them seek the 
advice of the Red Cross. The Swedish Red Cross co-operates to a large 
extent with the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) and also intervenes in individual cases;

- family reunification. The Swedish Red Cross gives financial support to 



249

those persons not receiving this aid from the authorities. The National 
Society works in close co-operation with the Inter-Governmental Com
mittee for Migration (ICM);

- helping refugees to integrate into Swedish society. Owing to the fact that 
refugees in Sweden live throughout the country, this is the responsability 
of the local districts or branches, with due support from Red Cross 
headquarters in Stockholm.

In addition, the Swedish Red Cross, at the request of the Swedish Govern
ment, runs four reception centres for refugees housing approximately one 
thousand refugees and employing around 150 others. This activity is not of 
a permanent nature. In its work at the reception centres the Swedish Red 
Cross, among other things, has developed alternative solutions to language 
education and health care; these solutions have subsequently been adopted 
by the authorities.

In 1985 the Swedish Red Cross opened a Treatment and Rehabilitation 
Centre for Tortured Refugees in the Red Cross hospital in Stockholm. In 
1988 a second centre was opened in Malmo. These are the only two hospital 
establishments run by the National Society, and also the only ones of their 
kind in Sweden. The centres endeavour to give psychological and social 
assistance to the refugee victims of torture, who are treated free of charge 
as out-patients. The centres were opened on the basis of experience gained 
at similar centres in Copenhagen and Toronto.

The National Society has been given the job of setting up and running a 
National Information Bureau (NIB). This is a State body officially estab
lished by the Swedish Government in 1981 and the Red Cross runs the 
Secretariat and provides the necessary technical assistance. In time of war, 
the NIB is responsible for the activities provided for by the Geneva 
Conventions. In peacetime, together with the civil defense organizations, 
it performs similar functions in connection with natural disasters.

The Red Cross Youth has approximately 250 units, with members 
(8,000) aged from 7 to 25 and leaders 15 years old and upwards. Their main 
activities are first aid, social service and fostering an awareness of interna
tional problems. The holiday camps are very successful and provide an 
opportunity to get to know immigrants’ children, refugees or young people 
from other countries (international camps and study visits).

The Swedish Red Cross has also been very active for many years in 
disseminating international humanitarian law and the principles and ideals 
of the Red Cross. Since the 1969 Istanbul Conference, the Swedish Red 
Cross has stepped up its efforts in collaboration with the ICRC and other 
Nordic National Societies (Denmark, Iceland, Finland and Norway) in 
order to promote, mainly by means of seminars, the international 
humanitarian law, the peace and the Fundamental Principles of the Red 
Cross.

All twenty-four provincial districts of the Swedish Red Cross have 
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international activity projects. These projects are based on the needs and 
interests of the sister National Societies concerned and are designed to help 
them organize their own districts. The projects are small in order to reach 
people at district and village level. The projects help the districts in Sweden 
to gain fuller insight into international issues, mainly with regard to 
development aid. This leads to greater understanding and motivation in 
dissemination and fund-raising activities.

Activities at the international level
The Swedish Red Cross provides substantial aid during natural disasters'. 
floods, volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, drought and famine. To do so, it 
has adopted a number of measures to expedite the dispatch of emergency 
funds and supplies to the disaster-stricken areas: special fund for disaster 
relief, central warehouse, relief personnel on stand-by (doctors, nurses, 
administrators and technicians).

For some years the Swedish Red Cross has also been endeavouring to 
demonstrate the overriding importance of disaster prevention by denounc
ing a chaotic exploitation of natural resources. As evidenced by famine- 
stricken Ethiopia, the report it published on this subject in 1984 entitled 
“Prevention is Better Than Cure” is very much to the point. This report 
demonstrates that many of the so-called natural disasters are in fact man
made.

In assistance to victims of conflict or internal disturbances, the Swedish 
Red Cross has been and continues to be one of the ICRC’s main suppor
ters. In recent years the Swedish Red Cross has steadily sent assistance 
both in cash and in kind to ICRC operations around the world. The 
numerous staff seconded to the ICRC by the Swedish Red Cross are very 
efficient and competent. In some cases this kind of co-operation has been 
going on for several years, as in Thailand and Kampuchea where there 
have been successive Swedish teams since 1980.

The Swedish Red Cross does a lot to help National Societies to become 
strong, active partners. It provides financial and technical aid for develop
ment programmes of National Societies in Angola, Mozambique, Kam
puchea, Lesotho, Zimbabwe, Uganda, Kenya, Ethiopia, Bolivia, Nepal, 
Bangladesh and Vietnam. Together with the other Nordic National 
Societies it also participates in development programmes for National 
Societies in Central America.

Role within the Movement

For a very long time, and perhaps more especially since it hosted the 
Seventeenth International Conference of the Red Cross in 1948, the Swed
ish National Society has been playing a leading role within the Inter
national Red Cross. It takes regular active part in International Con
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ferences, meetings of the Council of Delegates and other functions of the 
Movement; in particular, jointly with the Finnish Red Cross, it hosted the 
Second World Red Cross and Red Crescent Conference on Peace (Aaland 
and Stockholm, 1984).

It has been a member of various League bodies and several of its leaders 
have occupied high positions, in particular Judge Emile Sandstrom, who 
was League President from 1950 to 1959.

It provided the League with a Secretary General, Mr. Henrik Beer, 
under whose dynamic leadership the Federation and its Secretariat 
expanded its activities and its structures between 1960 and 1981.

It participated in the working group on the revision of the International 
Red Cross Statutes and of the Agreement between the ICRC and the 
League. Ever true to the Fundamental Principles of the Movement, on 
certain occasions this National Society has also played a moderating role by 
inviting different parties to respect those same principles.

Future Prospects

To create a national profile and concentrate its efforts, the Swedish Red 
Cross, at its 1988 National Conference adopted a Programme of Action for 
the 1990s with the following areas of specific focus:
- international understanding and international assistance:

assistance to victims of war and other disasters; protection and assistance 
to refugees; development assistance to other National Societies;

- work for humanity and peace: promotion and dissemination of interna
tional humanitarian law and human rights;

- wartime and peacetime health care: first-aid courses; preventive health 
care; development of blood donation services;

- social work: assistance to the isolated and lonely, for example through, 
“friendly neighbour” activities and the Emergency Telephone Service.

In the coming years, the Swedish Red Cross will place more stress in 
particular on public relations, information and education in each area.

(October 1989)

The Swiss Red Cross

Historical Outline

On 17 July 1866 various eminent persons, most of them members of 
parliament representing Swiss cantons, assembled in Bern at the invitation 
of General Guillaume-Henri Dufour, who had chaired the 1864 Geneva 
Conference of plenipotentiairies at which the First Geneva Convention 
had been signed, and of Federal Councillor Jakob Dubs. The meeting in 
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Bern was convened to implement a resolution adopted by the 1863 Interna
tional Conference in Geneva that called for the creation of a relief society. 
As a result the Swiss Society for Relief to Wounded Soldiers and their 
Families was founded. Its purpose, which was to assist not only soldiers 
mobilized in time of war but also their families, extended rapidly beyond 
the scope of the First Geneva Convention and the role assigned at the time 
to relief societies. This can be explained by the fact that the Swiss Army is a 
militia which has close ties with civilian life. The Society did not immedi
ately adopt its current name because the protective emblem of a red cross 
on a white ground was still reserved exclusively for army medical services. 
The creation of the Bern Society had been preceded by the founding of a 
sister Society in Geneva on 17 March 1864 by the International Committee 
for Relief to Wounded Soldiers.

When the Franco-Prussian War (1870-1871) broke out, Switzerland 
mobilized its army. The Swiss Society for Relief to Wounded Soldiers and 
their Families, made up of cantonal committees, was the only association 
that not only provided assistance, such as warm clothing, to soldiers, but 
also attended to the needs of their families. On 18 July 1870, the Interna
tional Committee set up an International Agency in Basel to act as an 
intermediary between the National Societies of the belligerent and neutral 
States in conformity with a resolution of the 1869 Berlin Congress. 
Through this agency, the Swiss Society for Relief sent relief to France and 
Germany in response to appeals by both the Swiss Society for Relief to 
Wounded Soldiers in Paris and the “Deutsche Vereine zur Pflege im Felde 
verwundeter und erkrankter Krieger". The Swiss Society also raised funds 
to support field hospitals set up by the belligerent States and to provide 
assistance to refugees from Strasbourg, a city which had been partially 
destroyed by bombing. Thanks to its efforts, some 4,000 women and 
children were able to take refuge in Switzerland. When in winter of 
1870-1871 the 84,000 troops of General Bourbaki’s French army, including 
16,000 wounded or sick soldiers, sought asylum in Switzerland, the Swiss 
military authorities organized assistance for them with the help of many 
volunteers from the Swiss Society. However, the Swiss Society for Relief to 
Wounded Soldiers and their Families was short-lived. Following the 
Franco-Prussian War, its activities wound down and its cantonal commit
tees gradually disbanded. Indeed, its Statutes provided it with no 
peacetime role. Between 1872 and 1881 its Executive Committee met five 
more times and remained in touch with the International Committee in 
Geneva, as testified by a letter from Gustave Moynier received by its 
President in 1873. Later, the Society failed into oblivion.

On 25 April 1882 Walter Kempin, a Zurich clergyman concerned about 
public health problems, founded the Swiss Central Red Cross Society. He 
was evidently unaware of the existence of the Swiss Society for Relief to 
Wounded Soldiers and their Families. The remaining members of the Swiss 
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Society for Reliefs Executive Committee then decided to dissolve their 
Society and join the new one. Their former President, Federal Councillor 
Schenk, became Honorary President of the Swiss Central Red Cross 
Society, whose purpose was to “develop medical care for the sick in time of 
war and in time of peace” and to provide “first aid for accident victims”.

In the following years, voluntary medical services were also provided by 
the Swiss Medical Relief Society, founded in 1880, the Swiss Samaritan 
Alliance, founded in 1888, and the Swiss Women’s Welfare Society. 
Towards the end of the century these three associations merged, forming 
the Swiss Central Secretariat for Voluntary Medical Assistance, and joined 
the Swiss Central Red Cross Society. By a federal decree of 25 June 1903 
the Swiss Central Red Cross Society was recognized as the legitimate 
representative of all societies and associations providing voluntary medical 
relief and training medical personnel. Its new tasks were set out in the 1903 
and 1914 Statutes, and under the latter it took the name Swiss Red Cross.

It was during the Boer War (1899-1902) and the Balkan Wars 
(1912-1913) that the Swiss Red Cross first organized relief operations 
abroad.

During the First World War, the National Society was extremely active in 
assisting the victims of hostilities. At the request of the Federal Council it 
organized over 300 train convoys of gravely ill or disabled prisoners of war 
being exchanged by belligerent States and wounded soldiers being sent to 
Switzerland for internment. It thus provided transport for over 80,000 
persons, including Belgian, German, French, Italian, Austrian and Hun
garian citizens. After the war ended, the Swiss Red Cross also assisted 
civilians, particularly famine victims in Vienna. During an influenza 
epidemic in Switzerland, the Swiss Red Cross took on 750 nurses, 69 of 
whom paid for their dedication with their lives.

On 17 July 1919 the Swiss Red Cross became a member of the newly 
founded League of Red Cross Societies.

At the request of the International Committee of the Red Cross, the 
Swiss Red Cross organized relief operations for victims of the Italo-Ethio
pian War (1935-1936) and the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939).

During the Second World War, 13,000 women serving as nurses, Samari
tans, drivers and scouts, and 1,400 men called up for complementary 
military service worked for the Red Cross Service, which acted as an 
auxiliary to the army medical services, provided linen and clothing for 
servicemen and helped the authorities responsible for interned soldiers and 
civilian refugees. The Swiss Red Cross organized transport for the war- 
wounded and sent many adults and children suffering from tuberculosis to 
sanatoriums. It also arranged for the reception of adolescents and disabled 
servicemen in Switzerland. The Society’s “Save the Children” campaign, 
which sought Swiss families willing to host child war victims for three
month periods, was highly successful. By 1948 no less than 150,000 children 
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from 14 European countries had been received in Swiss homes. The 
international relief operations of the Swiss Red Cross covered 21 countries, 
and were particularly extensive in the neighbouring countries and in 
Greece. Medical missions were sent abroad, particularly to the Eastern 
Front, Finland, France, and later, to North Africa, to care for members of 
the armed forces. Other missions were sent to assist civilians, especially 
children.

Since the end of the Second World War the Swiss Red Cross has 
considerably developed and diversified its activities at home and abroad. 
In addition to relief operations for conflict victims, generally carried out in 
co-operation with the ICRC, it has undertaken relief operations for 
refugees and disaster victims in conjunction with the League. To give a few 
examples, the Swiss Red Cross has taken part in operations organized to 
help Algerian, Hungarian and Tibetan refugees. It has provided assistance 
in Hungary, the Congo, Yemen, Viet Nam, Morocco, Iran, Chile and 
Cambodia.

Organization

Structure
The Swiss Red Cross is a private corporate association, governed by 
Statutes which were amended most recently in 1987. At central level the 
principal bodies of the National Society are the Assembly of Delegates, the 
Board of Directors, the Central Committee and the Managing Committee. 
They constitute, together with the Society’s main services (Central Sec
retariat, Central Laboratory of the Blood Transfusion Service, Vocational 
Training Centre, Office of the Chief Medical Officer), the central organi
zation of the Swiss Red Cross.

The Assembly of Delegates is the Society’s supreme body. It brings 
together, in an annual ordinary session, delegates representing the Socie
ty’s regional branches and corporate members, the members of the Board 
of Directors and honorary members. It elects the President, the two Vice- 
Presidents and the Treasurer of the Swiss Red Cross, the members of the 
Board of Directors and the members of the Central Committee for four- 
year terms. It also elects five regional branches to form the Management 
Control Commission and appoints an auditing firm.

The Board of Directors is composed of 40 elected members, at least 24 of 
whom must be proposed by the regional branches, four representatives of 
the federal authorities and two representatives of the cantonal authorities, 
all of whom are entitled to vote. The members of the Central Committee, 
the honorary members and the Secretary General attend in an advisory 
capacity only. The Board of Directors meets three times a year, sets 
guidelines for the Society’s activities and supervises their application.

The Central Committee consists of the President, two Vice-Presidents, 
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the Treasurer and five other members of the Board of Directors. It meets 
monthly, manages the Society’s business and represents it in its relations 
with third parties. It is entitled to establish commissions to examine or even 
carry out specific tasks.

The Managing Committee is composed of the Management Control 
Commission, comprising five members appointed for four years by the 
Assembly of Delegates, and an auditing firm.

At the regional and local levels the Swiss Red Cross is made up of 69 
regional branches in the 26 cantons. The branches are autonomous associa
tions that carry out the Society’s tasks regionally and locally according to 
guidelines issued by the central bodies. The Conference of Branch Presi
dents, convened twice annually by the Central Committee, plays a consul
tative role.

Membership

The National Society’s corporate members are independent national 
organizations that perform tasks conforming to the Red Cross Principles 
and are entirely incorporated in the National Society. There are six of 
these, namely the Swiss Air Rescue Patrol (GASS), the Swiss Society of 
Military Medical Troops (SSTS), the Swiss Rescue Society (SSS), the Swiss 
Samaritan Alliance (ASS), the Swiss Society of Rescue Dog Handlers and 
the Swiss Civil Defence Union.

The Swiss Red Cross is composed of active, passive and honorary 
members. The active members are its regional branches and corporate 
members. The passive members are legal entities and corporations that 
support the Swiss Red Cross through their contributions. Honorary mem
bership is awarded to persons who have rendered outstanding services. 
The branches and corporate members are themselves made up of indi
vidual, collective and honorary members.

Financing

The central organization is financed, independently from the branches and 
corporate members, through membership fees, public fund-raising, gov
ernment subsidies, payment for services rendered, interest on property 
and investments, legacies and gifts.

Certain tasks commissioned by federal or cantonal authorities are totally 
or partly financed by the requesting party (medical assistance to the armed 
forces, training of health service personnel, assistance to refugees, home 
care, etc.). Relief operations and development aid for foreign countries are 
financed through special fund-raising campaigns and earmarked subsidies.
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Relations with the authorities

The legal status and the tasks of the Swiss Red Cross are defined in a 
federal decree of 13 June 1951. The Swiss Confederation is a federal State 
composed of 26 cantons, which retain individual responsibility for impor
tant sectors such as health and education. Certain tasks which in most other 
countries are incumbent on the national authorities, such as establishing 
regulations for and supervising the training of health personnel, are 
entrusted in Switzerland to the Red Cross, a private institution. The Swiss 
Confederation, as the depositary for instruments ratifying of the Geneva 
Conventions and their Additional Protocols, maintains close relations with 
the ICRC and the Swiss Red Cross, and often grants the latter preferential 
treatment over other humanitarian organizations. However, it scrupul
ously respects the National Society’s independence.

Activities

The Swiss Red Cross is a highly decentralized National Society with a wide 
variety of activities. Since the country has not been the scene of armed 
conflict in over a century, is not prone to large-scale natural disasters and 
enjoys economic prosperity, it is only to be expected that the Swiss Red 
Cross should direct a large part of its efforts abroad.

Activities at the national level
The Swiss Red Cross is responsible for virtually all activities related to 
blood transfusion in Switzerland. By collecting some 700,000 unpaid and 
voluntary blood donations annually it is able to provide hospitals and 
doctors with whole blood and various blood products and keep national 
defence blood banks well stocked. Its blood transfusion service is made up 
of about 20 regional centres, which formed an association in 1983, and 
one central laboratory in Bern which is set up as a foundation.

The Swiss Red Cross organizes courses in health care for the public which 
are given by nearly 900 professional nurses. Its branches offer the following 
courses: “Health care at home”, “Child care”, “Baby-sitting”, “Ageing 
and health”. The courses are attended by over 18,000 participants annu
ally. More than 1,000 persons also follow the “Preparatory course in basic 
health care”. Graduates earn the title of “Red Cross health auxiliary” and 
in this capacity are qualified to assist medical personnel in hospitals, 
medico-social establishments and at home.

The National Society is very active in training medical personnel, includ
ing technicians and therapists. A convention passed with all the Swiss 
cantons entitles it to establish the regulations governing nine medical 
professions and to supervise training and practice. The Swiss Red Cross 
currently recognizes 124 schools which issue about 3,500 diplomas and 
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certificates yearly. The School of Advanced Nursing, founded in 1951, 
trains senior nursing staff and nursing instructors in Aarau (in German) 
and in Lausanne (in French). The Swiss Red Cross itself runs 2 schools for 
basic nursing training. These are “La Source", the Red Cross Nursing 
School for French-speaking Switzerland, founded in Lausanne in 1859, and 
the “Lindenhof Red Cross Nursing Foundation", established in Bern in 
1899. It also manages a campaign to inform the public about the medical 
professions and organizes practical camps for adolescents.

By recruiting, training and providing personnel for both civilian and 
army medical services and for the civil defence corps, and by managing 
blood transfusion facilities, the Swiss Red Cross contributes actively to the 
establishment of the Co-ordinated Medical Service. Since Swiss women are 
not subject to compulsory military service, the Swiss Red Cross strives to 
recruit and train the many female volunteers that are indispensable for the 
smooth running of the army medical services in time of war. The Red Cross 
Service under the responsibility of the Red Cross Chief Medical Officer, 
performs this task which finds its origins in the early days of the Red Cross.

When fires, floods or avalanches strike the country, the National Society 
organizes emergency relief for victims with the assistance of its corporate 
members, which are largely responsible for training first-aiders and carry
ing out relief operations. The Red Cross social service rapidly distributes 
basic items such as clothing, furniture and household utensils. In Bern, the 
Swiss Red Cross maintains a large central warehouse where it stocks 
clothing, tents, blankets, medical instruments and first-aid supplies.

The Swiss Red Cross provides community services with the assistance of 
some 7,000 volunteers who tend to the needs of the chronically ill, the 
handicapped and the elderly. Among the services offered by the National 
Society are visiting, automobile transportation (private cars), and library 
services. These volunteers also assist the therapists who work in the 26 
regional out-patient therapy centres run by regional branches of the Swiss 
Red Cross. Several of these branches also provide extensive home nursing 
care. Excursions and holiday camps are organized for the handicapped, 
who are transported in specially equipped coaches belonging to the Swiss 
Red Cross.

The tracing service helps find persons who have disappeared in Switzer
land or abroad, reunite separated families and arrange for the exchange of 
news between persons interned abroad and their relatives.

Assisting in the reception and care of asylum seekers and refugees is one 
of the statutory tasks of the Swiss Red Cross. By virtue of the 1981 federal 
law on asylum, revised in 1988, the Federal Department of Justice and 
Police recognizes the Swiss Red Cross as an institution responsible for 
giving assistance to refugees. In 1987 the National Society helped approxi
mately 3,000 refugees, mainly from Middle Eastern, African and Asian 
countries. Some regional branches have set up temporary shelters for 
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asylum seekers. The Swiss Red Cross also runs two offices to assist persons 
ordered to leave the country after their applications for asylum have been 
refused (arranging for visas and identity papers, requests for the extension 
of departure deadlines and search for another host country).

The Red Cross Youth, set up in 1922, has never enjoyed great popularity, 
particularly in schools. This is due to the highly decentralized structure of 
the country’s educational system. Its main arm is to encourage young 
people to participate in community services, especially for the handicap
ped. However, many of them prefer to express their desire to help and their 
solidarity by participating in the relief activities organized by the corporate 
members of the Swiss Red Cross.

The Swiss Red Cross also directs part of its activities towards information 
and public relations. The National Society is particularly keen to increase 
public knowledge of the Red Cross Principles and awareness of its needs 
and activities, the Swiss Red Cross frequently uses the press, radio and 
television to achieve this. However, the media are mainly interested in 
covering the participation of the National Society or the International Red 
Cross in international operations. The Swiss Red Cross is therefore often 
mistakenly thought to work mainly abroad and has to make a sustained 
effort to highlight its social and health activities inside the country and its 
need not only for money but also for volunteers. The National Society 
publishes a widely circulated series of brochures on health matters and a 
magazine in the three national languages.

Activities at the international level
The Swiss Red Cross responds regularly and often generously to ICRC and 
League appeals for emergency relief and development assistance for coun
tries afflicted by armed conflicts or natural disasters. In 1987, for example, 
the National Society took part in operations to help the victims of earth
quakes in Mexico, Ecuador, El Salvador and southern Italy. It also contri
buted to various relief actions by offering cash and kind contributions for 
Angola, Ethiopia, Tigray/Eritrea, Mozambique, Uganda, Nicaragua, 
Peru and Lebanon. In 1988, its international relief operations included 
activities in Ethiopia, Iran, Lebanon, Mozambique, Nicaragua and 
Somalia.

The National Society receives considerable financial support from the 
Swiss population and authorities for its international relief operations. 
However, it is now attributing increasing importance to long-term develop
ment activities, generally in the wake of very short-term emergency relief 
operations. It favours bilateral relations with the operating National 
Societies and the authorities of the beneficiary countries. Its major areas of 
concern are primary health care, vocational training, development of craft 
and blood transfusion activities.
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Role within the Movement

Although the Swiss Red Cross works in the very country where the Red 
Cross was born and where the ICRC and the League maintain their 
headquarters, its relations with those international bodies are not on the 
whole different from those of the other National Societies. There are, 
however, two exceptions to this rule. First, the President of the Swiss Red 
Cross, as head of the National Society of the country in which the League 
has its headquarters, is by statute designated ex officio as one of the League 
Vice-Presidents. Secondly, the Swiss Red Cross, as one of the three found
ing members of the Henry Dunant Institute, has a particularly important 
role to play in promoting the Red Cross idea and in disseminating the 
Fundamental principles and the International humanitarian law. 
Moreover, certain eminent Swiss figures have served in both the National 
Society and the ICRC. A case in point is Professor Eric Martin, who held 
senior posts in the National Society and its Geneva branch during the 
forties and went on to become President of the ICRC from 1973 to 1976.

Future Prospects

The Swiss Red Cross will certainly have to develop its activities further, 
mainly in the area of public health, by promoting community services and 
home care for the chronically ill, the elderly and the handicapped who have 
no one to look after them. It will take also preventive measures against 
contagious diseases. The National Society will also need to expand its 
blood tranfusion programme and increase its assistance to asylum seekers 
and refugees. More volunteers will have to be found and trained. Construc
tion of a large training establishment in a central area of the country has 
been finished in 1990 and is now at the disposal of the National Society and 
other organizations. To spread the idea of the Red Cross and ensure that its 
ranks are filled with qualified personnel in the future, the National Society 
must rapidly find a means of attracting young people. The Swiss Red Cross 
must also redefine its specific role as an auxiliary to the public authorities 
and increase its co-operation with the country’s other humanitarian organi
zations. Lastly, it must preserve its ability to adapt to new needs and avoid 
the encroachment of excessive bureaucracy. A study entitled “The Red 
Cross in Switzerland - Horizon 2000” is actually being conducted. The aims 
to redefine the systems and structures of the entire organization, on the 
basis at an extremely large audit and with the help of specialists in the field 
of non-profit organizations.

(August 1991)
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The American Red Cross

Historical Outline

In 1861, a Sanitary Commission, a voluntary organization that had the 
sanction of the government, was created in New York under the Pres
idency of Dr. Henry Bellows to improve medical care and sanitary condi
tions for the soldiers of the Union army during the American Civil War 
(1861-65). During this same conflict, Clarissa Harlowe Barton devoted 
herself to independently helping the wounded and sick at the battle fronts, 
where she spent four years relieving human suffering as Florence Nighting
ale had done in the Crimea.

At the Geneva Conference of 1864, the United States were informally 
represented by their Minister to Switzerland and the European agent of the 
Sanitary Commission. In the hope that the United States would rapidly 
ratify the 1864 Geneva Convention, an American Association for the relief 
of suffering on the battlefields was formed in New York in 1866, after the 
Civil War, to take over from the Sanitary Commission. However, the 
United States refused to take part in the Berlin Conference of 1869 and to 
sign the First Geneva Convention; the American Association was dissol
ved around 1872.

In 1869, Clara Barton was in Europe. There, she learned of the activities 
of the Red Cross and soon became a well-known figure in relief activities 
during the 1870 Franco-Prussian War. In Geneva, she met G. Moynier and 
L. Appia, and when she returned to America in 1873, she was determined 
that her country should become a party to the Geneva Convention of 1864. 
She actively pleaded the Red Cross cause with men of influence in the 
United States Government and finally gained President Garfield’s sup
port. On 21 May 1881, the American Association of the Red Cross was 
founded in Washington with Clara Barton as President. On 20 September 
1882, the International Committee recognized the American Association of 
the Red Cross.

Soon after its foundation, the American Association was active provid
ing disaster relief when forest fires broke out in Michigan in 1881, after a 
cyclone in Louisiana and Mississippi in 1883 and when floods ravaged the 
Ohio and Mississippi valleys in three successive years in 1882-84. The 
American Association also served in a number of disasters that struck 
several States of the country in 1883 and 1884: famine, earthquake, yellow 
fever epidemic, floods, tornadoes and hurricanes. The activities of the 
American Association in events unrelated to war, such as natural disasters, 
led to the presentation and adoption of what is known as the American 
Amendment at the Third International Conference of the Red Cross in 
Geneva in 1884.101

101 This amendment provided: “that the Red Cross Society engages in times of peace in
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The American Association first provided relief abroad in in favour of the 
famine in Russia (1892), the Balkan War (1883) and the massacre of 
Armenians in Asia Minor (1896). It was during the Spanish-American War 
(1898-99), however, that the American Association first experienced 
working under fire (Philippines and Cuba).

In 1900, the United States Congress adopted a Charter reorganizing 
the American Red Cross with a view to ensuring a better response to the 
needs of the population and protecting the emblem from commercial 
misuse.

Clara Barton resigned in 1904 at the age of 83 and created the American 
First Aid Association, which entered into competition with the correspond
ing services of the American Red Cross from 1910 to 1912. As from 1904, 
leadership of the American Red Cross was entrusted to Mabel T. Board
man, who organized fund-raising campaigns in favour of Red Cross 
Societies of Italy (volcanic eruption) Japan (famine) and Chile (earth
quake). Under her influence, and with the assistance of the then Secretary 
of War William H. Taft, a revised Charter was adopted in 1905, which 
defined the relationship with the government and the armed forces.

The National Society’s efficiency was demonstrated during the San 
Francisco earthquake and fire (1906), the Messina earthquake (1909) and 
the Illinois mine disaster (1909). Between 1911 and 1913, the services of the 
American Red Cross were requested for 31 disasters, including eight 
abroad. The Red Cross Nursing Services ware established in 1909, thanks 
to Jane Delano who enrolled the first nurses. In 1910 a First Aid Service 
was set up, primarily for workers in mines and on railroads. In 1912, 
hygiene and home care were added to the nursing programme, and in 1914, 
the rescue service and water safety service completed the First Aid Service 
programme.

At the time of the Ninth International Conference of the Red Cross in 
Washington in 1912 the American Red Cross had only 60 Chapters; this 
number had risen to over 3,700 by the end of the First World War.

Between 1914 and 1918, its membership increased from 300,000 to 31 
million. During the First World War, President Wilson appointed a War 
Council under the Chairmanship of Henry P. Davison, to direct the 
activities of the American Red Cross. The First World War saw the 
creation of various social services, the Junior Red Cross and the Home 
Service. The American Red Cross organized and equipped 58 military 
hospitals, 54 of which were overseas; it also recruited 20,000 of the total of 
25,000 nurses who assisted the United States armed forces. It distributed

humanitarian work analogous to the duties devolving upon them in periods of war, such 
as taking care of the sick and rendering relief in extraordinary calamities where, as in war, 
prompt and organized relief is demanded”. (Extract from Introduction to the Red Cross, 
A Course for General Orientation of Red Cross Workers, the American Red Cross, 1948, 
p. 14). 
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relief worth about 325 million dollars to many countries, including France, 
Belgium, Italy and Rumania. In Europe, the American Red Cross pro
vided assistance to refugees and displaced persons and took care of chil
dren and orphans; it ran a large number of hospitals, set up shelters, rebuilt 
villages in war-stricken areas and took steps to control epidemics. The 
American Red Cross maintained a mission in Bern to co-operate with the 
ICRC in sending relief and improving detention conditions for the Ameri
can prisoners of war in the German and Austrian camps.

In 1919, the President of the United States asked Henry Davison to 
implement a proposal which he had made in 1918, that is, to organize a 
Committee of Red Cross Societies made up of representatives of the Ameri
can, British, French, Italian and Japanese Red Cross Societies to “prepare 
and to present to all the National Societies a wide programme of activities 
in the general interest of humanity”102. This Committee drew up the 
statutes and on 5 May 1919, in Paris, the League of Red Cross Societies was 
officially constituted.

Between the two World Wars, the American Red Cross’ major tasks were 
helping disabled war veterans and their families, teaching safety courses 
and the preparation of relief in case of natural disasters. The development 
of the National Society was profoundly influenced by Judge John Barton 
Payne, who presided over the National Society for 14 years. The American 
Red Cross expanded considerably, developing its services and creating 
new ones, such as the first aid and accident prevention along highways in 
1935 and social welfare in 1937. Between 1936 and 1939, the American Red 
Cross sent relief to refugees in Czechoslovakia, to Spanish refugees in 
France and to China at war with Japan.

During the Second World War, the National Society played a most 
important role as an auxiliary to the army medical services and went far 
beyond the customary mandate of a Red Cross Society. Thus it recruited 
and trained over 215,000 nurses for military and civilian hospitals, and 
organized a large-scale blood donation campaign for the armed forces. It 
provided a large number of social services for the military, including the 
setting-up of over 900 clubs for men on leave from active service in Europe 
and the Far East. Through the ICRC, the National Society shipped nearly 
200,000 tonnes of relief supplies to American and Allied prisoners of war.

In the United States, innumerable volunteers were involved in making 
millions of garments for European refugees, particularly from Poland, 
Alsace-Lorraine and the Netherlands. The National Society’s war relief 
programme sent ambulances, hospital equipment, medicines, soap, blank
ets and food supplies for the refugees; in the occupied countries, relief 
supplies were distributed under the supervision of the “Joint Relief Com

102 André Durand, History of the ICRC, from Sarajevo to Hiroshima, HDI, Geneva, 1978, 
p. 147.
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mission” of the ICRC and the League. From 1940 to 1946, about 75 million 
people in 40 countries benefited in one way or another from the civilian war 
relief programme. At the outbreak of hostilities, the American Red Cross 
set up an enquiry and information service working closely with the Central 
Prisoners of War Agency in Geneva. Millions of volunteers enabled the 
National Society to mount this extraordinary war effort. From 1939 to 
1945, the National Society’s membership rose from 5,7 million to nearly 37 
million adult members and that of the Junior Red Cross from 7,5 million to 
almost 20 million members.

When the war ended, the American Red Cross continued providing 
relief to war-torn countries and helping their National Societies resume 
their peacetime activities. In the United States, it focused its efforts on 
assistance to veterans and their families, developing home care, nutrition, 
national blood programme and disaster relief.

A study carried out to examine the evolution and the changes that had 
taken place in the National Society since the congressional charter had 
been granted it in 1905 led the Congress to adopt, in 1947, a new amende- 
ment redefining the attributions and competences of the National Society 
and providing for a larger governing body, with increased representation 
by the Chapters at the national level.

Organization

Structure
The present organization and structure of the American Red Cross are 
defined in the bylaws adopted in 1963 and which provide at the national 
level for the following bodies: the National Convention, the Board of 
Governors and the Executive Committee.

In 1984, however the Headquarters of the American Red Cross went 
through a major reorganization. New departments and divisions were 
created to plan and evaluate the activities of the National Society and to 
ensure better co-ordination with the media. Until 1984, the American Red 
Cross had divided the national territory into three large administrative 
areas: the Eastern area, with Headquarters in Alexandria (Virginia), the 
Midwestern area, with Headquarters in St. Louis (Missouri) and the West
ern area, with Headquarters in Burlingame (California).

The National Convention, which is the National Society’s Annual Meet
ing usually held in May and brings together the delegates of the various 
Chapters. One of their tasks is to elect 30 of the 50 members of the Board of 
Governors, to study proposals made by members, to formulate recommen
dations and to adopt resolutions.

The Board of Governors directs and governs the National Society. It is 
composed of 50 volunteer members elected for three years and eligible for 
re-election. Eight of them are appointed by the President of the United 
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States, who is also the Honorary Chairman of the American Red Cross; 30 
members are elected by the Chapters at the National Convention and 12 by 
the Board of Governors itself. Of the eight governors appointed by the 
President, one is designated by him to act as the Chairman of the National 
Society whose mandate may be extended every three years. Seven of the 
eight governors are representing the various ministries and the armed 
forces. In turn the Board designates the President of the National Society.

The Executive Committee is appointed by the Board of Governors from 
among its members. It is composed of 15 members, including the Chair
man. The Executive Committee manages the National Society’s activities 
between sessions of the Board of Governors. As an executive body, it also 
has the power to take decisions and adopt measures not provided for in the 
bylaws and regulations of the National Society.

Standing or Special Committees may be constituted by the Board of 
Governors. Among the Standing Committees are the Finance Committee 
and the Committee on Chapter Relations both appointed from among the 
members of the the Board of Governors. At the regional and local levels, 
the American Red Cross is made up of approximately 2,800 local Chapters 
(1986), less than 200 of which are called Key Resource Chapters. The size of 
the Chapters varies considerably depending on the county, but all of them 
enjoy considerable autonomy. At the national level, the National Society 
has a two-fold mandate, and disaster relief and services to the armed forces 
are the only two activities that are common to all the Chapters. All other 
activities are optional.

Membership
Membership in the American Red Cross is open to all citizens of the United 
States, its territories and dependencies, on payment of the annual dues, 
which allows voting at annual meetings. Anyone may be an active volun
teer without paying dues. The American Red Cross has 1.200,800 volun
teers and employes 23,000 retributed persons. It has also 191,600 youth 
volunteers (1987).

Financing
The American Red Cross is financed mainly through voluntary contribu
tions and the proceeds of fund-raising campaigns among the public. Today, 
it relies on two fund-raising organizations, the United Way and the Com
bined Federal Campaign, to collect funds for the American Red Cross, 
especially in business circles. In the event of disasters either within the 
United States or abroad, the American Red Cross may also make public 
appeals, which often bring in considerable sums of money. About one- 
third of the National Society’s income derives from private contributions, 
membership dues, fund drives, legacies and bequests. The National Socie
ty’s other revenues come from the blood bank, investments, interest on 
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donations, the sale or rent of equipment and the teaching of health and 
safety courses and charitable events. Income from private foundations and 
the United States Government represents only 3% of the American Red 
Cross’ revenues.

Relations with the authorities
Although the American Red Cross is entirely autonomous and financially 
independent, it maintains close and frequent relations with the United 
States Government, since seven members of the Board of Governors are 
government representatives. The American Red Cross works in co-opera
tion with various services of the Departments of Defense and Health and 
Human Services, and with the State Department as regards assistance to 
refugees and liaison with international organizations. Several agreements 
have been passed with the public authorities in order to facilitate Red Cross 
activities in various fields.

Activities

Activities at the national level
The American Red Cross and two other organizations, the American 
Association of Blood Banks and the Council of Community Blood Cen
tres, work together to collect and process blood throughout the country. 
The 56 regional centres which form the American Red Cross Blood Services 
supply blood and blood products to some 4,400 hospitals and other medical 
establishments, thus meeting approximately one half of the nation’s 
requirements. Proceeds from Blood Services represent 76 % of the 
National Society’s income (1987), but also 59 % of its overall expenditure, 
since the American Red Cross charges its clients only for transport, storage 
and handling of blood units. The management, accounting, recording and 
distribution of blood units are entirely computerized. The American Red 
Cross also maintains a register of donors with rare blood groups, counting 
some 9,000 people. In 1986, the National Society had over 500,000 volun
teers working for its Blood Services.

The American Red Cross also runs one medical research laboratory 
specializing in cancer research, the prevention of hereditary conditions, 
organ transplantations and AIDS research. Discoveries made in this 
laboratory have enabled the American Red Cross to take out several 
patents in the field of blood. In 1986, it opened a new research laboratory 
the Jerome Holland Laboratory for the Biomedical Sciences, to carry out 
such work as epidemiology, immunology and organ preservation research.

The National Society does not train nurses but provides courses in home 
nursing and trains volunteers to serve in hospitals, dispensaries and dental 
clinics. It also proposes various health education courses on subjects such as 
home nursing, mother and child care and care of handicapped children. 
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The American Red Cross also provides instruction in primary health care, 
basic hygiene, protection of the environment and preparation for parent
hood. In co-operation with the public health services it organizes or takes 
part in various health campaigns', vaccination, control of drug and alcohol 
abuse, blood pressure screening and information on AIDS. The American 
Red Cross also engages in other medical activities, such as sight, hearing 
and speech tests, care for persons suffering from multiple sclerosis and 
courses for diabetics and the obese.

Activities connected with first aid are extremely widespread in the 
United States. The American Red Cross provides first-aid courses and 
instruction in emergency procedures, such as taking the pulse, checking 
respiration and taking blood. It trains instructors and specialized first-aid 
workers called upon to man emergency mobile units or water rescue ser
vices. Such personnel are also trained in cardiac resuscitation. The 
National Society offers other courses on subjects connected with first aid, 
such as the prevention of sports accidents, swimming lessons, including 
lessons for the disabled, and sailing courses for small craft, such as canoes, 
dinghies and sail boats. It also provides first-aid kits for drivers.

As regards disaster relief within the United States, the American Red 
Cross works jointly with the government agency called the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency; the American Red Cross is responsible 
for evacuating and providing shelters, food and medical care for the 
disaster-stricken population. It also deals with repairing damaged housing, 
providing shelters for the homeless as well as social welfare assistance and 
supplying various forms of equipment. Every year, the American Red Cross 
responds to more than 40,000 disasters103 in the United States, ranging from 
small house fires to major catastrophes. More and more frequently, the 
American Red Cross also intervenes in the event of accidents involving toxic 
chemicals, oil spillage or leaks of radioactive gas (as in the case of the 
accident at the Three Mile Island nuclear power plant in 1979).

The American Red Cross has an extremely sophisticated telecommuni
cations centre, which plays a vital role during national or international 
disasters, and in the case of massive population movements. It enables 
people to exchange family messages and to trace relatives or friends who 
are living within the United States and are able to take in refugees. One of 
the two units forming this telecommunications centre is in charge of liaison 
with military bases, checkpoints and navy ships in order to transmit per
sonal messages. An average of 85% of these messages concern the Services 
to the armed forces and veterans and only 15% concern disaster relief, the 
Blood Services or the administrative services of the American Red Cross.

In the sphere of social work the American Red Cross is extremely active 
on behalf of various social groups, refugees and the armed forces. The 

103 American Red Cross Annual Report, 1986, p. 11.
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National Society has devised and implemented over 1,000 relief and assist
ance programmes for people in the ghettos, ethnic minorities, battered 
women, delinquents, prostitutes, the unemployed and the economically 
weak. Services are also provided for the handicappped, the lonely and the 
elderly, such as transport, visits, home help and various recreational prog
rammes. Individual Chapters, depending on community needs and resour
ces provide special instruction for the deaf, the blind and the handicapped, 
and some produce transcriptions in braille. Assistance for haemophiliacs, 
voluntary work in day nurseries and libraries, literacy campaigns and 
campaigns to promote the wearing of seatbelts are examples of the very 
varied social services provided by the American Red Cross.

Since 1975, the United States Government made the National Society 
responsible for receiving and resettling refugees from Viet Nam, Cuba, 
Haiti, Honduras and Guatemala. The American Red Cross also helps 
these refugees to go through the necessary administrative procedures in 
order to obtain work within the United States.

In 1889, the American Red Cross began providing social services for 
members of the armed forces and veterans. The American Red Cross is one 
of the only organizations to undertake this type of activity, such as provid
ing legal, social, emergency or financial assistance, further training 
courses, assistance to servicemen repatriated as a matter of urgency, 
assistance in obtaining pensions and recreation programmes. In Europe, 
the American Red Cross has 60 Offices on military bases, which process all 
requests from army and civilian personnel stationed on the continent.

The tracing activities undertaken by the American Red Cross started in 
1905. The National Society works closely with all the departments of the 
Central Tracing Agency of the ICRC, on account of the very large number 
of tracing requests made by refugees from South-East Asia who are now 
living in the United States. The National Society also co-operates with two 
government agencies, the Immigration and Naturalization Service and the 
Refugee Data Centre.

The Junior Red Cross, now known as Youth Services, was founded in 
1917. In the United States, Red Cross activities are included in school 
curricula in over 20,000 primary and secondary schools. Young people take 
part in first-aid activities, accident prevention, and in swimming and water 
safety programmes. Home nursing, health care, nutrition, hygiene, protec
tion of the environment and the recruitment of blood donors are its 
principal activities. Youth volunteers are also extremely active in the area 
of family welfare, and in providing social assistance to the underprivileged 
and to the elderly or disabled. The Junior Red Cross has also launched 
special programmes for refugees and immigrants, and projects designed to 
bridge the generation gap. Welfare activities in the slums, rehabilitation 
programmes for young delinquents and various sports and recreational 
activities are also organized by the Youth Services.
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Dissemination activities got off to a rather slow start in the 1980s within 
the Office of International Services. A serie of lectures on international 
humanitarian law was organized in 1982 to celebrate the 100th anniversary 
of the United States’ accession to the Geneva Convention of 1864. Some 
Chapters of the American Red Cross (San Francisco, Seattle, etc.) 
organize occasional seminars on international humanitarian law in co
operation with universities or schools. The ICRC plays an extremely active 
role in promoting dissemination activities in the United States via its 
dissemination delegate based in New York.

The American Red Cross has an audio-visual laboratory which regularly 
produces videocassettes for distribution to the Chapters. In 1984, the 
National Society produced a film on the worldwide activities of the Interna
tional Movement of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent over the previous 
10 years, called: Light the Darkness. The film received the League Special 
Award at the Twenty-first Festival of Red Cross and Health Films held in 
Varna in 1985.

Activities at the international level
On the international scene the American Red Cross provides assistance to 
refugees and to victims of natural disasters and armed conflicts. It also tries 
to reunite families separated by conflicts and gives technical and material 
assistance to developing National Societies.

In 1984, the national campaign launched by all its Chapters among the 
American public enabled the American Red Cross to collect 25 million 
dollars to help the ICRC the League and bring aid to famine and conflict 
victims in 14 African countries. In 1985, the value of the support in cash, 
kind and staff provided by the American Red Cross to relief operations 
undertaken by both institutions amounted to more than 63 million dollars, 
including governmental contributions.

Among the international relief operations in many countries that have 
received support from the American Red Cross, we shall mention the 
following countries: the Middle East (1980-83), Kampuchea/Thailand 
(1979-82), the South Atlantic Conflict (1982), Poland (1982-83), Uganda, 
Angola and Ethiopia (1984-86), Central America (1985) and the Philippi
nes (1986).

Role within the Movement

The American Red Cross was host to the Ninth International Conference 
of the Red Cross held in Washington in 1912. It was instrumental in the 
creation of the League of Red Cross Societies in 1919 (now the League of 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies), of which it is one of the five 
founder members. The American Red Cross has played a particularly 
important role within the structure of the League. Mr. Norman Davis was 
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President of the League from 1919 to 1944 and Mr. Basil O’Connor from 
1947 to 1950. From 1950 to 1959, Mr. James T. Nicholson held the Vice 
Chairmanship of the League Board of Governors. From 1952 to 1977, the 
American Red Cross was a member of the League Executive Committee 
Council, and from 1981 to 1985 Dr. Jerome Holland held the Vice Chair
manship of the Council. Moreover, the American Red Cross Society was a 
member of the Standing Commission of the International Red Cross from 
1965 to 1973. It has occupied several positions within the various League 
Commissions or Committees, including membership of the Advisory Com
mittee on Disaster Relief from 1959 to 1973 and continuous membership of 
the Finance Commission of the League since 1947. It has held the Chair
manship of this Commission since 1981.

The American Red Cross is regularly represented at International Con
ferences, at meetings of the Council of Delegates and at various other 
events that bring together the entire International Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement.

Future Prospects

The American National Society’s future calls for more emphasis on the 
basic mission of the organization: the provision of emergency services. The 
word “emergency”, in this case, means any crisis where people would die, 
be injured or otherwise suffer distress without Red Cross help.

For nearly 10 years, in addition to emergency services such as disaster 
relief, blood collection, safety instruction and assistance for the armed 
forces, a strong emphasis was placed on helping Americans achieve a 
healthier lifestyle through a better nutrition, exercice and blood pressure 
control. But the Board of Governors has since determined that the organi
zation’s key resources should be redirected to emergency services, the 
original intent of Henry Dunant and Clara Barton, with less concentration 
being given to the more optional services. This was done to achieve 
operational efficiencies and to address the organization’s financial needs in 
an age of increasing competition for contributions.

In the coming years, it is envisioned that the American Red Cross will 
continue to provide its basic services, while also continuing an active role in 
AIDS education and building public support for famine relief in Africa and 
other endangered areas. In addition, the American Red Cross will streng
then its programmes designed to help National Societies in South America 
and Southern Africa to better provide emergency services in their own 
countries, while expanding inter-society pairing and exchange program
mes worldwide. Increased attention will also be given to dissemination of 
the basic rules protecting the victims of war.

(June 1989)
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The Canadian Red Cross Society

Historical Outline

In April 1885, during an uprising by settlers in Alberta, Saskatchewan 
and Manitoba known as the Second Riel Rebellion, a flag bearing a red 
cross on a white ground was flown in Canada for the first time on the 
initiative of Dr. George Sterling Ryerson, a surgeon and major of the 
Royal Grenadiers, who had learned of the existence of the International 
Committee for Relief to the Wounded while travelling in Europe. Dr. 
Ryerson, who was later appointed surgeon general, became one of the 
outstanding figures of Canadian medicine and was the founder of the 
Canadian branch of the Saint John’s Ambulance brigade and the Cana
dian Red Cross. In 1894, he requested permission from the Saint John’s 
Ambulance brigade in London to set up a Canadian branch, which 
opened in Toronto in March 1895.

In August 1886 Dr. Ryerson also obtained permission from the National 
Society for Aid to the Sick and Wounded in War (the British Red Cross, 
founded in 1870) to set up a Red Cross branch in Canada. On 2 December 
of the same year, the British National Society recognized the Canadian Red 
Cross as its first overseas branch.

The newly founded Canadian Red Cross concentrated its efforts on 
raising funds to provide relief for combatants in the Spanish-American 
War (1898). In 1899, when the Boer War broke out in South Africa, new 
branches were rapidly set up in Montreal, Quebec, Winnipeg, Vancouver 
and Fredericton. The fledgling Canadian Red Cross then faced the task of 
organizing assistance for Canadian soldiers serving in the conflict between 
the British and the Boers.

In May 1909, the Canadian Red Cross was reorganized and granted 
Statutes by the Canadian Government that defined its role as a branch of the 
British Red Cross.

During the First World War, the Canadian Red Cross was very active in 
sending to Europe not only food and clothing, but also medical supplies for 
soldiers and prisoners of war. It built two hospitals, one in France and the 
other in England, where it also set up two rest homes for nurses and one for 
convalescent soldiers. In France, it organized two ambulance teams and a 
service for rapid transport of supplies to hospitals in the conflict area. After 
the armistice, it sent large quantities of food and clothing to civilians in the 
liberated zones.

By the war’s end, the Canadian Red Cross had become a powerful 
institution. In February 1918, its Central Committee unanimously adopted 
a resolution whereby the Canadian branch undertook to continue its work 
in peacetime at the national level, assisting wounded or disabled veterans, 
providing disaster relief, organizing public health campaigns and training 
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nurses. Shortly after the First World War, it set up its first field dispensary 
to provide medical care and teach basic principles of hygiene to settlers in 
isolated communities. It also established various medical services (mobile 
medical and dental clinics, breastmilk banks for infants). Its main task was 
still to provide assistance to demobilized soldiers, particularly by running 
hospitals reserved exclusively for the disabled veterans. It also set up 
reception centres for immigrants in Canada’s Atlantic ports (Quebec, 
Halifax, St. John’s).

The 1926 Imperial Conference defined the status of Great Britain and its 
dominions as “autonomous communities equal in status, in no way subor
dinate one to another”. The British Government also specified that the 
1906 Geneva Convention remained in force throughout the British 
Empire and that the dominions were thus bound by the rights and obliga
tions deriving therefrom. The Canadian Red Cross and its sister institu
tions in the other dominions under the British Crown thus ceased to be 
branches of the British Red Cross and became independent National 
Societies. As a result, on 15 November 1927 the ICRC recognized the 
Canadian Red Cross Society, which had been a member of the League 
since 20 June 1919.

Between the wars, the National Society continued to provide medical 
care and social services to members of the armed forces, veterans and 
civilians. It also distributed relief in Canada and abroad.

By the outbreak of the Second World War, the Canadian Red Cross had 
become one of the most representative voluntary institutions in the coun
try. Hundreds of thousands of Canadians, by volunteering their services, 
enabled the National Society to accomplish invaluable humanitarian work 
for Canadian combatants and their allies in Europe and the Far East. 
Canadian, British and other allied prisoners of war regularly received 
parcels sent by the Canadian Red Cross through the British Red Cross 
collection and distribution centre in Geneva run in co-operation with the 
ICRC. From 1939 to 1945, close to 14 million food parcels were sent to 
prisoners and 39 million assorted relief parcels were shipped to the Cana
dian armed forces overseas.

The Canadian Red Cross Corps sent 500 young women abroad to serve 
as ambulance drivers, social workers, office employees and aides in armed 
forces hospitals and canteens. Thousands of women volunteered to make 
clothes for civilian war victims. The Canadian Red Cross built and fitted 
out a 600-bed hospital in Great Britain, and also sent ambulances, mobile 
kitchens and food.

After the Second World War, the National Society resumed its 
peacetime activities while continuing to assist veterans and repatriate 
prisoners of war and civilian detainees. After the hostilities ended, its 
National Tracing Bureau stepped up its work in co-operation with the 
ICRC’s Central Tracing Agency and its counterparts in other National 



272

Societies, particularly the Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies of the USSR and the Polish Red Cross. The Canadian Red Cross 
Youth Services played an important role during this period sending clo
thing and Christmas parcels to Canadian war orphans and raising funds to 
send European children to sanatoriums in Switzerland.

In 1950, the Canadian Red Cross and the Saint John’s Ambulance 
brigade signed an agreement defining their respective roles.

From 1956 to 1957 the National Society processed numerous tracing 
requests concerning refugees and provided aid to those living in Canada.

Organization

Structure
The National Society’s current Statutes, as amended in August 1987, 
provide for the following central bodies: the Annual Meeting, the Board of 
Directors and the Executive Committee.

The Annual Meeting, the supreme body, is open to all members of the 
Society, but only the National Representative Members elected by the 
provincial division meetings may vote. The Annual Meeting studies the 
reports submitted by the President, the Secretary General and the 
Treasurer, elects the members of the Board of Directors and appoints 
auditors.

The Board of Directors, the managing body, comprises 20 to 24 members 
elected by the Annual Meeting, ten of whom are chosen from among the 
National Representative Members (one per division), and 16 other mem
bers including the President, the Vice-President, the Immediate Past Presi
dent, the Secretary General, the Counsel, the Treasurer and the Chairmen 
of the Society’s four Standing Committees. The Board meets three to four 
times yearly at the President’s request.

The Executive Committee is composed of various members of the Board 
of Directors, namely, its President, Vice-President, Treasurer and Coun
sel, the Chairman of the National Planning and Review Committee, one 
National Representative Member and the Secretary General. Between 
sessions of the Board of Directors, its powers are vested in the Executive 
Committee.

At the regional level, the Canadian Red Cross Society comprises ten 
provincial and territorial divisions, those of British Colombia and the 
Yukon, Alberta and the Northwest Territories, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, 
Ontario, Quebec, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island and 
Newfoundland. The divisions enjoy considerable autonomy and are simi
lar in structure to the central bodies.

At the local level, the National Society comprises 608 branches, whose 
structure is patterned on that of the provincial divisions.



273

Members
The Canadian Red Cross has active members and honorary members. A 
distinction is drawn between active members at the national, provincial 
and local levels. Active members of provincial divisions and local branch 
offices may become representative members. In 1987 and 1988, the 
National Society had 6,000 paid employees, 71,358 first-aid workers, 
62,230 volunteers, 32,412 adult members and 1,182,211 youth members.

Financing

The National Society’s funding for 1989-1990 was obtained through public 
appeals (7.7 % or Cnd $ 24.3 million), federal, provincial and territorial 
government contributions (86.7 % or Cnd $ 273.2 million) and contribu
tions from various companies, foundations and individuals (5.6 % or Cnd $ 
17.7 million), amounting to a total budget of Cnd $ 315.2 million.

Relations with the authorities

The Canadian Red Cross maintains excellent relations with the federal, 
provincial and territorial governments. In many areas (blood services, 
public health, emergency relief), it acts as an auxiliary to the public 
authorities, who show their appreciation for its co-operation and efficiency 
by partly financing its national and international activities. The National 
Society works in close co-operation with the Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA).

Activities

Activities at the national level
The National Society’s Blood Services constitute one of its main areas of 
activity since the government has entrusted the Society with the collection 
of and supply to hospitals of virtually all blood and blood products. A first 
blood centre was set up in British Colombia in 1947, but the Blood Services 
did not gain national importance until 1961, when a blood centre was 
opened in Quebec. Today the National Society’s Blood Services produce 
more than 20 different blood products and its 17 blood centres across the 
country supply more than 900 hospitals. A new quality-control service was 
created recently in order to improve further the already excellent blood
screening procedures. Since 1983, the Blood Services have been carrying 
out tests for AIDS (acquired immune deficiency syndrome) and informing 
the public about the disease. In 1987-1988, the National Society held 9,911 
blood donor clinics attended by 1,275,128 donors.

The National Society’s Health and Safety Services offer the following 
range of programmes, which vary from branch to branch:
- The Homemaker Services carry out various domestic tasks and provide 
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at-home care for the sick, elderly and handicapped. This programme, 
which operates in the Ontario, New Brunswick and Nova Scotia Divi
sions, assisted 111,500 people in 1987-1988.

- The Sickroom Equipment Loan Service (SELS), set up in 1947, lends 
essential items for short periods to sick people at home. In 1987-1988, 
some 102,000 people borrowed a total of 121,000 medical accessories 
from this service, which operates in all divisions with the help of 1,240 
volunteers.

- The Veterans’ Services organize arts and crafts activities for veterans with 
the help of 311 volunteers, and carries out hospital visits.

- The Creations programme, in which some 7,000 volunteers take part, 
contributes to the National Society’s international development 
activities through fund-raising projects. The programme raises about 
Cnd $ 300,000 yearly, thanks to the creative skills of its members and 
various public education activities.

- The Seniors’ Service offers various activities that help the elderly to 
remain independent and active, including a telephone crisis line, a 
friendly visiting service, a mobile canteen and a “Fun and Fitness” 
programme. The service is offered in every province except Manitoba, 
and in 1987-1988, 20,300 beneficiaries and elderly volunteers took part 
in its activities.

- The Small Craft Safety programme, which operates in all ten divisions, 
promotes safe navigation practices and accident prevention; it also 
teaches survival techniques.

- The Water Safety Services, which celebrated their 43rd anniversary in 
1989, offer swimming lessons, including special courses for the elderly 
and for preschool children. In 1987-1988 a total of 1,061,650 pupils and 
1,050 instructors were trained under this programme.

The National Society also takes part in seminars and conferences on health 
education organized by government services and medical associations such 
as the Canadian Public Health Association and the Canadian Social 
Development Council.

In the event of disasters on the national territory the Canadian Red 
Cross Emergency Services work under the supervision of and in co-opera
tion with the government. Their tasks are to collect and supply blood, 
handle tracing enquiries, provide personnel and set up temporary shelters. 
Each provincial and territorial division has its own emergency service 
ready to take action in case of fire, floods or other disasters. The National 
Society’s primary concern is to register and trace disaster victims and 
forward news of them to their families. In 1987-1988, some 6,390 persons 
received assistance during disasters and emergency operations.

The First Aid Services organize courses in first aid and in infant and child 
care.

The Youth Services, set up in 1922, are recognized by the Canadian 
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authorities as an integral part of the public educational system. The Ser
vices are designed to develop in young people humanitarian concerns and 
an understanding of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Move
ment, improve their health and safety practices and promote their volun
tary involvement in the community. For International Youth Year (1985), 
the Youth Services invited 30 young people from 14 developing countries 
to take part in a study programme. In exchange, 30 young Canadians 
visited five National Societies in developing countries. In 1987-1988, 
1,182,211 people took part in Youth Services activities, which traditionally 
focus on health education and first aid.

The Canadian Red Cross has been disseminating international 
humanitarian law (IHL) for several years through a range of educational 
programmes offered to Canadian schools by the various divisions. Two 
educational publications, entitled “A Question of Justice” and “Our 
Rights are Sacred”, were issued recently to explain IHL and human rights 
to teachers and students in secondary schools and universities. A training 
course in IHL for the staff and volunteers of the National Society’s bran
ches is being planned in order to increase their knowledge of the subject 
and develop dissemination activities throughout the country using local 
resources. The National Society also takes part in a yearly training course 
in IHL for members of the Canadian armed forces and helps organize two 
annual courses in IHL for law students, one run by the ICRC and the Polish 
Red Cross, the other by the ICRC and the American Red Cross.

Through its public relations activities, the National Society seeks to 
arouse interest in and promote understanding of and support for Red Cross 
ideals and principles. It provides its branches with technical support and 
advice in that respect and organizes promotional campaigns for its relief 
operations within the country and its international activities.

The Tracing and Reunion Service, part of the National Society’s Interna
tional Services, has grown steadily in recent years. In 1981 its resources 
were increased to cope with a surge of enquiries resulting from the influx of 
South-East Asian refugees into Canada. Between 1983 and 1987 it traced 
2,672 persons and processed 33,100 requests. In 1987-1988 it handled close 
to 5,160 enquiries and family réunifications.

Activities at the international level
The National Society’s interest in international aid grew rapidly from the 
end of the Second World War. Its International Services respond to ap
peals for relief assistance launched by the ICRC and the League and lend 
support to League development programmes.

Financial resources allocated by the Canadian International Develop
ment Agency (CIDA), the federal, provincial and territorial governments 
and the public enables the Canadian Red Cross to contribute generously to 
international relief operations. Between 1981 and 1986 it handed over a 
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total of Cnd $ 96 million in cash and kind and seconded some 200 Cana
dians to international relief operations organized by the League and the 
ICRC. In 1985 alone, close to 80 countries received some form of assis
tance from the Canadian Red Cross, which provided the ICRC with large 
contributions in cash and kind for conflict victims in various countries of 
Africa, the Middle East, Asia and Central America. It also supplied the 
ICRC with medical teams and specialized personnel for relief operations in 
Angola, Ethiopia, Lebanon, Pakistan, Sudan and Thailand.

In 1985 and 1986 the Canadian Red Cross responded to numerous 
appeals by the League on behalf of victims of earthquakes (Mexico), 
volcanic eruption (Colombia), cyclones and typhoons (Bangladesh and 
Viet Nam) and especially drought (Burkina Faso, Chad, Ethiopia, Fiji 
Islands, Mozambique, Niger, Sudan and Tanzania). It also plays a major 
part in the League’s National Society development programme, through 
which it lends support to about ten sister Societies each year. These include 
Angola, Cape Verde, Colombia, Ethiopia, Kenya, Mexico, Mozambique, 
Peru, Uganda and Zimbabwe.

Role within the Movement
The Canadian Red Cross has always played an important role within the 
Movement. Already in 1912 the Canadian branch was invited by the British 
Red Cross to send delegates to the International Conference in Washing
ton D.C. and in 1952 the National Society hosted the XVIIIth Interna
tional Conference of the Red Cross.

Several leading figures of the Canadian Red Cross have occupied emi
nent positions in the Standing Commission and the League. Among these, 
Sir John A. Macaulay will long be remembered as President of the League 
from 1959 to 1965. In 1975 Mr. Donald D. Tansley, recruited from the 
Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) by the Canadian 
Red Cross, carried out a major study reassessing the role of the Red Cross.

Moreover, the National Society has always shown special concern not 
only for international relief and assistance activities, but also for the 
general issues facing the Movement, including peace, the emblem and 
financing.

Future Prospects
During the National Society’s 1986 Annual Meeting, the Board of Direc
tors adopted a Directional Plan for the following four major development 
sectors:
- concentration of services, i.e., emergency and disaster relief in Canada 

and abroad (including first-aid training), blood services and community 
development services as needed;

- promotion of volunteer work within the National Society;
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- independence vis-à-vis donors and increased self-financing;
- improvement of management support systems.
To accomplish the objectives set out in its Directional Plan, the National 
Society will have to tackle difficult and sometimes delicate tasks, such as: 
- rechannelling the resources of existing services to ensure coverage of 

Canada’s most needy areas, and reallocating funds to increase participa
tion in ICRC and League international assistance operations;

- shifting the emphasis in human resources management from paid to 
voluntary services, while concentrating on mutual assistance and 
development programmes;

- ensuring that its relations with the authorities do not hamper its indepen
dent use of grants and contributions;

- maintaining its non-commercial status and monitoring use of the emb
lem;

- establishing efficient management support systems while cutting back on 
administrative structures and orders.

(March 1990)

The Colombian Red Cross Society

Historical Outline

During the 1899-1902 civil war, Santiago Samper and three physicians, Dr. 
Hipólito Machado, Dr. José María Montoya and Dr. Nicolas Buendia, set 
up a medical team which worked under the Red Cross emblem caring for 
the wounded at the battle of Santander. The team consisted of some 40 
fully equipped first-aid workers and initially enjoyed the support of the 
authorities. However, when Dr. Machado suggested to the chief of staff of 
the Colombian armed forces that similar teams be organized in the other 
areas where fighting was taking place, an order was issued forbidding Dr. 
Machado from treating members of the government armed forces. Dr. 
Machado then approached the rebels who immediately accepted his ser
vices. Following the civil war, the Red Cross medical team practically 
disappeared from the national scene until 1913 when Joaquin Samper 
asked Dr. Adriano Perdomo, who was now back from Europe, to suggest 
that a Red Cross Society be set up in Colombia. At the second National 
Medical Convention, held in Medellin, the proposal was favourably 
received. With the support of the Archbishop of Bogotá, of Dr. B. Herrera 
Restrepo and of Lt. Col. Luis Acevedo, Dr. Perdomo reached the objec
tive on 23 July 1915 with the founding of a Red Cross Society, which was 
officially recognized by the Colombian government on 22 February 1916.

On 6 November 1920, the Society took the name Colombian Red Cross 
Society and on 10 March 1922 it was recognized as an auxiliary of the 
Colombian army medical services.
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On 23 March 1922, the International Committee of the Red Cross offi
cially recognized the Colombian Red Cross, which became a member of the 
League of Red Cross Societies on 29 May of the same year.

From its very beginnings, the Society endeavoured to bring down the 
infant mortality rate, especially in the large cities of Bogotá and Medellin. Its 
first major project was a health centre, opened in Bogotá in December 1921, 
that over the years was to render excellent services to the needy residents of 
the capital. During the influenza and measles epidemics of 1922 and 1923, 
the centre treated many children from poor families and gave free medical 
consultations. From 1923 onwards, doctors gave public lectures at the centre 
on hygiene and venereal diseases. However, the Bogotá health centre was 
primarily concerned with child care, treating, weighing and vaccinating 
children. Later it also served as a first-aid centre in the event of natural 
disaster, accidents and epidemics and also as an information centre and 
distribution point for public assistance. It was also equipped to provide baths 
for young children and care for pregnant women.

Between November 1923 and January 1924, the Colombian Red Cross 
brought relief to the victims of earthquakes which had struck several of the 
country’s departments. It opened two free day-care centres and organized 
home medical visits and a free out-patient consultation service for children 
from poor families. From 1924 to 1926, a Belgian nurse sent by the League 
helped the Colombian National Society lay the groundwork for a future 
nursing school, which was eventually set up in 1938. Also in 1924, the 
Society opened a dormitory for abandoned children in Bogotá, and set up a 
canteen that provided a free meal daily for some 100 mothers-to-be. Milk 
distribution centres were also set up in several Bogotá neighbourhoods. 
When serious flooding hit Bogotá in 1924 and 1925, the Society distributed 
food, clothing and other relief supplies to the victims, especially those 
living in slums. It was also active following the fire which ravaged the town 
of Manizales.

The Medellin branch was set up in 1926 and began by opening a small 
dispensary and publishing a newsletter which helped to make it known and 
gain the support of the residents. This branch did true pioneering work by 
introducing medical consultations, supplying prescribed medicines free of 
charge and setting up a paediatric hospital (1926), an ambulance service, a 
free dental clinic for schoolchildren (1939) and organizing holiday camps 
for poor and undernourished children (1947).

With the opening of a health-care centre for adults and a first-aid post in 
1929, the Society extended its assistance to the victims of work-related 
accidents. Doctors and nurses working as volunteers at the health care 
centre for adults also made many house calls.

The Society’s programme for the protection of children was taken over 
by the State in 1934. A short time later, the Society opened a second 
canteen for pregnant and nursing women and an antenatal clinic.
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In September 1932, war broke out between Peru and Colombia. The 
Colombian Red Cross immediately set up a war committee and quickly 
collected a large amount of money with which it organized medical relief. 
A women’s committee took on the task of making bandages, sheets and 
mosquito nets. When hostilities ended, the Society handed over the hospi
tals, the medical equipment and a first-aid launch to the armed forces 
medical services. Some of the funds collected by the war committee were 
given to the Antioquia branch for its institutions in Medellin and two 
branches which had contributed to the collection to help them develop 
their activities. Then after the war, under an agreement with the National 
Department of Health, the Society set up groups of health visitors in 
several cities to organize a campaign against malaria, venereal diseases, 
smallpox and typhoid fever. Demobilized soldiers who were ill were able to 
receive treatment at out-patient centres. This campaign, which was con
centrated in the south of the country, produced excellent results. The 
Society set up a branch in Florencia and later a hospital and dispensary 
there.

By 1934, the Society was running no less than five special infant feeding 
centres, each of which could feed up to 50 children under two years of age. 
These centres also provided working women with a rudimentary know
ledge of nutrition and hygiene and occasionally ran courses on infant care.

In 1938, the Society set up a school in Bogota to train nurses, assistant 
nurses and first-aid workers. The following year, it opened a maternity 
hospital in Bogota and a hostel where destitute expectant mothers could 
come a month before the baby was due and stay for three months. This 
hostel was financed with money bequeathed for the purpose and had a 
dispensary, an out-patient clinic and an ambulance. It also took in the 
children whose mothers were temporarily unable to take care of them.

In conjunction with the War Department and the National Health 
Department, the Society started a special service in 1947 called “National 
relief in the event of public disaster”. The frequency of such disasters has 
made this one of the Society’s most important services. It went into action, 
for example, together with the 13 other National Societies which 
responded to the League’s appeal, following the earthquake which hit the 
Andes in 1950.

In the 1950s, the Society vied with a government welfare agency called 
“SENDAS” which the government assigned to distribute donations 
received by the “National Committee for the victims of Cali” (an explosion 
in 1955). About the same time, an addition was made to the maternity 
hostel: a day-care centre for one- to seven-year-old children of working 
mothers worked.

Finally, the Society did its utmost to organize a campaign against tuber
culosis by encouraging BCG vaccinations and the building of hospitals and 
sanatoriums. In 1951, an anti-tuberculosis league was created under the 
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Society’s auspices. The Society was also the first institution in Colombia to 
tackle rural hygiene problems. At the suggestion of the League of Red 
Cross Societies, the anti-tuberculosis League set up a rural hygiene com
mittee, but the project was unfortunately short-lived.

Organization

Structure
The Colombian Red Cross Society operates under statutes adopted in 1983 
which provide, at national level, for a National Convention, a Central 
Committee and an Executive Committee. Honorary Presidents are the 
President of the Republic of Colombia and the Archbishop of Bogota.

The National Convention is composed of the members of the Central 
Committee and the Executive Committee, plus three delegates from each 
branch and the directors of the technical services at headquarters and in the 
various branches. It is also attended by observers. The Convention meets 
once every four years. Among other things, it sets guidelines for the 
Society’s activities, studies the reports, plans and proposals submitted to it 
by the Central Committee and the branch committees. It can also amend 
the Society’s Statutes.

The Central Committee is responsible for implementation of the prog
ramme approved by the National Convention. The Central Committee 
consists of elected members , members as of right and consultative mem
bers. Of the 30 elected members, 15 are co-opted by the Committee and 
the other 15 are elected by the National Convention for a period of four 
years. The members as of right are the Ministers of Foreign Affairs, 
Education, Public Health and National Defence and the Mayor of Bogota, 
or their representatives. Other members of the Committee are former 
Presidents of the Colombian Red Cross who served for more than four 
consecutive years, the honorary Presidents elected by the Central Commit
tee, the Chairman of the Committees of the 26 department-level branches; 
10 members from headquarters and the National President of the “Grey 
Ladies”, a group of senior-citizen volunteers. The consultative members, 
who have no vote, are the Executive Director General, the Auditor, the 
Relief Director and the National Directors for the blood bank service, 
nursing training, first aid, information/dissemination and Red Cross 
Youth. The Central Committee elects the Society’s President and Vice- 
President for two-year terms of office and each year elects from among its 
ranks seven members for the Executive Committee. One of these serves as 
second Vice-President. The Central Committee meets three times a year.

The Executive Committee is responsible for administration and for 
implementation of the directives and tasks assigned to it by the National 
Convention and the Central Committee. It decides on the creation or 
dissolution of Branch Committees and fills vacant posts. The Executive 
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Committee is made up of the President, the two Vice-Presidents and the 
seven members elected by the Central Committee.

To ensure that its activities are also carried out at the regional and local 
level, the Society is organized into 26 department-level branches, 108 
municipal branches and over 1,000 local sections (1987) run by Commit
tees. The branches enjoy a high degree of legal and financial autonomy. 
The Society’s headquarters in Bogota redistributes over half of its financial 
resources to the branches to help them develop their activities. The bran
ches themselves do most of their own fund-raising.

Members
Any Colombian citizen or foreign national may become a member of the 
Colombian Red Cross Society. There are three categories of member: 
honorary members, subscribing members and active members. The active 
members are all those who do work within the various Committees. They 
are not paid for their work. The Grey Ladies (1,500), first-aid and relief 
workers (5,000) and the members of the Red Cross Youth (43,000) are the 
three groups of volunteers within the Colombian Red Cross (1987).

The Colombian Red Cross Society has some 50,000 volunteers, 30,000 
members and 1,500 paid staff.

Financing
The Society obtains about half of its funds through weekly, government- 
approved lotteries and tombolas held once every three months. In May of 
each year, a nation-wide appeal is coordinated by five Committees and 
industry and commerce respond generously (these funds go to finance the 
activities of the various branches). The money earned through the services 
provided by the Society (sale of medication, national education centre, 
training courses, etc.) represents about 20% of the Society’s income. The 
rest of the Society’s income comes from membership fees paid by the active 
members and subscribing members and from donations and bequests. The 
Colombian government does not contribute to the financing of the 
National Society.

Relations with the authorities

The Colombian Red Cross scrupulously observes the Movement’s Funda
mental Principles and enjoys the recognition and support of the civilian and 
military authorities and the Church.

Activities

The Colombian Red Cross is one of the most active National Societies in 
South America. As it has a very well developed infrastructure and a large 
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fleet of vehicles, it is particularly effective in the areas of health, social 
assistance and disaster-preparedness.

Activities at national level
The Colombian Red Cross Society’s national blood-donation service was 
set up in June 1966 and supervises 9 regional blood banks. It provides blood 
to hospitals and clinics of the capital as well as regional hospitals and gives 
courses and lectures to hospital staff and students. It also has a clinical and 
pathological laboratory. Finally, it benefits from the active participation of 
the three volunteer groups - the Grey Ladies advertise and organize the 
blood-donation campaigns and the relief staff and members of the Youth 
section work at recruiting donors and preparing and storing the transfusion 
equipment.

The Society runs a paediatric hospital and 35 very well equipped dispen
saries with a wide range of capabilities (vaccination, analyses, gynaecologi
cal and odontological testing). The “Centro Adriano Perdomo”, which was 
set up in 1968 in one of Bogota’s poorest neighbourhoods, employs some 
120 people. It organizes courses in basic health care, care in the home, 
hygiene, nutrition and mothercraft. It also runs a day nursery and a 
workshop.

The Society takes part in health programmes: fluoridation, vaccinations 
and screening (through its laboratories) for high blood pressure and 
cancer. It is spearheading the League’s “Child Alive” programme devoted 
to nutrition and rehydration and is helping to combat drug abuse, alcohol
ism and smoking. Eleven of its department-level branches have launched 
an environmental protection programme and are organizing, among other 
things, courses on waste recycling. In conjunction with UNICEF, the 
Society has developed a training programme for volunteer educasionists to 
instruct people in therapeutic procedures, oral rehydration, child develop
ment, immunization, breast-feeding, nutrition and fighting intestinal para
sites.

The Colombian Red Cross Society gives first-aid courses and specialist 
training in rescue at sea, mountain rescue and road safety. Some branches 
also have an ambulance service and first-aid posts manned around the clock 
by volunteers. In all, the Society runs 31 first-aid posts. Some of them have 
a pharmacy service. The Society’s main pharmacy is at its headquarters and 
is open 24 hours a day. It distributes medicines to several hospitals and 
some 300 people per day.

The National Relief Section was set up in 1947 and has gone into action 
following many natural disasters: fires, hurricanes, earthquakes, floods and 
landslides. Prominent among these were the Armero disaster in 1985 and 
the floods of July 1986 during which the Society came to the aid of 28,000 
victims. The Relief Section also organizes seminars on relief coordination 
and training. In addition to its medical and relief assistance to civilians hit 



283

by natural disaster, the Society provides medical treatment for the victims 
of armed clashes and social disturbances (demonstrations, sit-ins, strikes 
and hostage-taking).

In conjunction with the League and the National Communications Com
mission (CNC), the Society has set up a telecommunications programme to 
equip itself with a functioning and effective emergency radiocommunica
tion network.

The Grey Ladies play a vital role in the Colombian Red Cross Society’s 
social welfare work. They work in the first-aid posts, dispensaries, phar
macies, sewing workshops, stores and Red Cross day nurseries and, 
together with the Red Cross Youth, run second-hand clothing shops. The 
Society’s social services concentrate their efforts on infant care (day nurse
ries, food for poverty-stricken pregnant women and young children and 
special feeding programmes for young children). The Society visits homes 
for the aged, hospitals and reformatories. It organizes cultural and athletic 
activities. In poor neighbourhoods, it installs latrines, water tanks and 
solar-powered fish driers. In all, the Society runs 12 day nurseries, 3 
rehabilitation centres, 7 homes, 7 training centres and 4 athletic and 
recreational centres (1984). In 1987, it had 62 social welfare programmes. 
Finally, it organizes courses to promote literacy and environmental protec
tion and to teach sewing, manual skills, preservation of perishable foods 
and so on.

The Society’s National Training Centre issues directives at national level 
to the 14 first-aid schools and to the 7 nautical safety centres which provide 
basic, advanced and specialized training for volunteers, instructors, nurses 
and assistant nurses. The Centre also organizes courses for the general 
public.

The Red Cross Youth was set up in 1923 for people between 6 and 25 
years of age. It is active in primary and secondary schools and universities. 
Apart from the traditional exchange of correspondence and photo albums, 
the Red Cross Youth takes part in the Society’s relief operations, in 
recreational programmes, in environmental projects, in the struggle 
against drug abuse and in the League’s “Child Alive” programme. It assists 
the blood-donation service and the National Information Bureau set up in 
1983 following the Popayan earthquake. It also helps needy children, 
disabled people and the elderly and makes visits to the hospitals.

In accordance with the new Statutes, the Colombian Red Cross has set 
dissemination of international humanitarian law and the fundamental prin
ciples of the Red Cross as one of its most important tasks. It has launched a 
myriad of useful initiatives but their co-ordination at a national level is 
proving difficult.

Feeling that a special approach is necessary for dissemination among the 
armed forces, the Society has appointed an official in charge of dissemina
tion for this specific target group. It also attends various dissemination 
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seminars organized by the Movement as a whose or by specialized 
institutes. Dissemination is being conducted within the framework of a 
four-year programme organized in conjunction with the ICRC. The Soci
ety itself organizes national dissemination courses and workshops for its 
staff; it also invites representatives from neighbouring National Societies. 
The Colombian Red Cross Society is backed in its dissemination efforts by 
the ICRC which provides a portion of the audiovisual equipment and 
written material. In Bogota and departmental branches such as Medellin 
and Bucaramanga, the Society has set up groups to study and spread 
knowledge of international humanitarian law. These groups are mostly 
made up of law students and lawyers who are Society volunteers. The 
Society organizes meetings with people of various professions such as 
journalists, lawyers and military personnel on subjects relating to the Red 
Cross and international humanitarian law.

Finally, the Society’s information service publishes a large number of 
brochures on its courses and activities as well as various other publications. 
It has a large library which may be used by both members of the Society and 
the general public. The Society itself produces films and other audiovisual 
productions and appeals to television, radio, the cinema and the press to 
help in its public relations campaigns. Red Cross first-aid courses are 
regularly broadcast on television.

Activities at international level
The Colombian Red Cross takes part in relief operations organized by the 
League for victims of natural disaster, especially in Latin American coun
tries. It sometimes makes a cash contribution but more often it sends 
blankets, food, plasma and other relief supplies. Countries which the 
Society has recently helped in this way are Panama (drought 1984), Bolivia 
(flooding 1985), Chile (earthquake 1985), Mexico (earthquake 1985), 
Argentina (earthquake and flooding 1985-1986), Peru (flooding 1986) and 
Ecuador (earthquake 1987).

To a lesser extent, the Society takes part in the National Society develop
ment assistance programme conducted by the League (Cuba, 1985).

Role within the Movement

The Colombian Red Cross Society regularly sends representatives to the 
International Conferences of the Red Cross and Red Crescent, to the 
Council of Delegates and to various other events organized within the 
Movement.

Over the years, the Colombian Red Cross has held various posts in the 
Movement’s central institutions. From 1981 to 1985, Dr. Guillermo Rueda 
Montaña was Vice-President of the League. Dr. Montaña has also been 
Chairman of the Commission for the Financing of the ICRC since 1981.
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The Society has been a member of the League’s Youth Commission 
since 1977. Mr. Oscar Zuluaga has been its Chairman since 1981.

Finally, the Colombian Red Cross Society has been a member of the 
Commission on the Red Cross, Red Crescent and Peace since 1986.

Future Prospects
To extend its services throughout the country, the Colombian Red Cross 
has drawn up a long-term development programme. There are a number of 
difficulties in implementing this programme, however, due largely to the 
country’s size (1,200,000 km>) and the often rugged terrain (the Andes to 
the west, the plains to the east and the Amazon forest to the south). There 
is also a large number of local sections, most of which have financial 
difficulties.

In spite of these problems, the Colombian Red Cross is endeavouring to 
improve and expand its services and simultaneously adapt them to the 
needs of each different part of the country. It will also continue to work for 
peace and development in Colombia.

(July 1989)

The Salvadorean Red Cross

Historical Outline

The Salvadorean Red Cross Society was founded in March 1885 by Dr. 
Augusto Bonineau, who became its first President. Its statutes, drafted by 
Astor Marchesini and Luis Van Dyck, were approved by the Salvadorean 
Government on 13 March 1885.

Although a controversial political figure, Salvadorean President Rafael 
Zaldivar was the one who pioneered - at the urging of his wife, Sara Guerra 
de Zaldivar - the establishment of charitable institutions in the country. It 
was during his term of office that the “Sara Home”, the country’s first 
orphanage, and the Red Cross Society were founded.

The Society was put to the test only days after its foundation when, on 28 
March 1885, war broke out between El Salvador and Guatemala. Deter
mined to preserve their independence in the face of the federalist policies of 
Guatemala’s President Justo Rufino Barrios, El Salvador, Nicaragua and 
Costa Rica formed an alliance. The Salvadorean Red Cross organized teams 
of stretcher bearers and set up makeshift hospitals where outstanding work 
was carried out by doctors Juan Padilla Matute and Hernan Power; it 
provided assistance to Salvadorean troops and on several occasions went to 
the aid of sick and wounded enemy soldiers. The conflict ended with 
Guatemala’s defeat and the death of Justo Rufino Barrios at Chalchuapa on 
2 April; the peace treaty was signed two weeks later, on 16 April 1885.
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Following this conflict, the Salvadorean Red Cross entered a period of 
inactivity: a number of events, political instability above all, made any 
sustained activity virtually impossible.

In 1890 an uprising in El Salvador led to Costa Rica’s withdrawal from 
the Union of five Central American Republics which had been created on 
15 October 1889 for a ten-year period. Four years later El Salvador, 
Honduras and Nicaragua formed the Republic of Central America, which 
was dissolved in 1898 as a result of the so-called “Revolution of 44“ in El 
Salvador. This revolution also marked the revival of the Salvadorean Red 
Cross; the Society’s Supreme Council was reorganized on 31 October 1898.

A thread of continuity in the Society’s activities became evident in 1906 
with the foundation of the Ladies’ Association, which would in 1952 
become known as the Ladies’ Volunteer Committee. At the start of the 
century the Salvadorean Red Cross joined forces with the High Council of 
Health and embarked on peacetime activities by participating in the fight 
against epidemics of cholera, smallpox, meningitis, influenza and dysen
tery which broke out in the aftermath of clashes which pitted El Salvador 
against Guatemala in 1906 and against Nicaragua a year later. In 1914 the 
Society set up three sanatoriums as part of its campaign against tuber
culosis, and in 1915 it started a programme for orphans in Nueva San 
Salvador (Santa Tecla). El Salvador’s history has always been marked by 
frequent natural disasters such as earthquakes, floods and droughts. All 
too often these were followed by outbreaks of epidemics, as was the case in 
1917 and 1918, but the Red Cross Society was able to deal with such 
difficult situations swiftly and effectively.

In 1917 the Supreme Council decided to reorganize the National Society 
so as to ensure its compliance with the provisions of the 1864 Geneva 
Convention to which El Salvador had acceded in 1874, the first Latin 
American country to do so. The new statutes were adopted on 5 July 1918, 
but it was only in 1921 that the Society approached the International 
Committee of the Red Cross in order to be granted recognition. It was 
officially recognized by the ICRC on 25 April 1925 and became a member of 
the League of Red Cross Societies on 24 June 1925.

The Red Cross Youth section was founded in 1926, and in 1928 the 
National Society contributed towards training professional nursing staff by 
granting scholarships which enabled a number of young women to receive 
necessary training in a hospital in Havana, Cuba. In 1931 it founded the 
National Anti-Tuberculosis League and opened the country’s first tuber
culosis centre; that same year it also came to the aid of victims of the 
earthquake which had devastated the town of San Vicente. It distinguished 
itself once again in the aftermath of the hurricane and floods which hit the 
country in 1934.

Throughout this period the Salvadorean Red Cross was active even 
beyond national boundaries, seconding personnel and sending material 
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and financial assistance to neighbouring countries: when internal distur
bances broke out in Honduras in 1924 a medical team from El Salvador 
tended the wounded from both camps, and in 1932 the Society provided 
assistance to the victims of the eruption of the Santa Maria volcano in 
Guatemala.

On the occasion of the 1935 Sports Games of Central America and the 
Caribbean the National Society set up its Rescue Corps; in 1938 it 
organized the first course for lifeguards and took on the task of ensuring 
safety on the beaches. The building which houses the Society’s headquar
ters was constructed in 1935 and renovated in 1963.

On 1 October 1944, at the time of the “Revolution of 44” which put an 
end to the 13-year dictatorship of President Maximiliano Hernandez Mar
tinez, the Salvadorean Red Cross inaugurated the country’s first blood 
centre. When a series of earthquakes and floods hit El Salvador in 1947 and 
again in 1951, the Society provided assistance to the affected population. 
Following the 1951 earthquake, Mr. Baltazar Llort Escalante set up the 
Volunteer First-Aid Corps, and in 1954 the Society’s first departmental 
branch was opened in Santa Ana. In 1958 the Salvadorean Red Cross was 
awarded a gold medal by the Austrian Red Cross for the assistance pro
vided to Hungarian refugees in Austria.

Other important events in the Society’s history were the creation of an 
Advisory Medical Committee in 1960 and obtaining postage exemption in 
1962.

Over the next few years, the internal regulations of the affiliated organi
zations were approved: those of the Ladies’ Committee in 1963, Youth 
Red Cross in 1967 and Volunteer First-Aid Corps in 1968.

During the so-called “football war” between Honduras and El Salvador in 
1969, Honduras expelled about a quarter of a million Salvadoreans, most 
of them illegal settlers in the western part of the country. From the 
outbreak of hostilities, the National Societies of El Salvador, Honduras 
and Nicaragua reached an agreement providing for the setting-up of a 
tracing office in Honduras for all Salvadoreans residing there, and of a 
similar office in El Salvador. In the course of the conflict, the Salvadorean 
Red Cross received many Salvadoreans crossing the border and aided the 
country’s armed forces as well as civilians by evacuating prisoners of war 
and civilian victims, dispatching food and using its 27 ambulances to 
provide medical assistance. Arbitration by the Organization of American 
States soon brought the fighting to an end. A ceasefire went into effect on 
22 July 1969, and 3 August 1969 the Salvadorean army withdrew from a 
portion of Honduran territory it had occupied for two weeks.

The release and repatriation of prisoners of war were organized by the 
ICRC and attended by the Presidents of the Honduran and Salvadorean 
National Societies. The prisoners were turned over to the two National 
Societies which provided transport to their respective capitals. This opera-
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tion was the first general application in Latin America of the 1949 Geneva 
Convention relative to the treatment of prisoners of war.

Organization

Structure
The current statutes and regulations of the Salvadorean Red Cross were 
adopted in 1974. An administrative reorganization of the Society took 
place in 1985.

At the national level, the Society’s statutory bodies are the General 
Assembly, the National Committee and the Executive Council. Regional 
and local bodies are appointed by departmental general assemblies, by 
departmental branches and by local branches.

The General Assembly is the Society’s supreme body. It comprises the 
National Committee, the Executive Council, one delegate from each 
departmental assembly and each departmental and local branch, as well as 
one delegate from each affiliated organization (these include the Ladies’ 
Committee, Red Cross Youth, Volunteer First-Aid Corps and Rescue 
Corps) at central, regional and local levels. The General Assembly meets 
in ordinary session once a year. It elects 14 of its members to sit on the 
National Committee, reviews the Committee’s report and the Society’s 
financial reports, fixes membership fees and amends the statutes.

The National Committee comprises one delegate from each departmental 
assembly, 14 members elected by the General Assembly, the President of 
the Ladies’ Committee, the Head of the Volunteer First-Aid Corps and the 
General Coordinator of Red Cross Youth, as well as benefactors and 
honorary members. The Committee meets four times a year; it elects the 
Executive Council from among its members, approves the Council’s reports 
and drafts the annual report. It also fills vacant posts in the Executive 
Council, awards medals and prizes and rules on membership issues.

The Executive Council is made up of seven members who include the 
Society’s President, Vice-President and Secretary and are elected by the 
National Committee for a renewable four-year term. It is empowered by 
the National Committee to adopt or amend the Society’s regulations, draw 
up the budget and appoint delegates to represent the Society in the statut
ory bodies of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement 
and at international meetings. It convenes the General Assembly and the 
National Committee and rules on the admission and expulsion of the 
Society’s members.

At the regional and local levels, the Salvadorean Red Cross consists of 52 
branches divided between the country’s central, eastern and western reg
ions. Thirteen of them, located in the capitals of the various departments, 
are departmental branches, and the remaining 39 are local branches. Each 
branch is made up of a President, Vice-President, Secretary, Treasurer and 



289

three Directors. Departmental and local branches represent the Executive 
Council and act on its instructions. They meet in departmental general 
assemblies.

Membership
Membership in the Salvadorean Red Cross is open to all Salvadorean and 
foreign nationals. There are four categories of members: subscribers, 
active members, honorary members and benefactors. The Society enjoys 
the support and participation of numerous volunteers, who in emergency 
situations make up as much as 95 % of its total numbers. The number of 
permanent staff is very small.

Financing
Under its statutes, the Salvadorean Red Cross derives its income from 
government subsidies, members’ fees, donations, bequests, and proceeds 
of special campaigns.

Because of the internal conflict affecting the country since 1979, the 
National Society’s financial means are proving insufficient. It has been 
receiving substantial aid since 1981 from various organizations such as the 
ICRC, the Nordic National Societies (Red Cross Societies of Denmark, 
Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden), the League and the United States 
Agency for International Development (USAID). These funds are used 
for specific undertakings such as community projects, purchase of equip
ment, use of technology and staff training.

Until 1982, government aid represented 9 % of the Society’s regular 
budget; it has since risen to 45 % thereof and is used to finance services and 
administration. To supplement its income, the Salvadorean Red Cross 
organizes raffles and collections, the proceeds of which represent about 
20 % of its budget.

The ICRC, for its part, in 1981 assumed the Society’s deficit and ensured 
the funding and operation of the Blood Centre, and in 1982 covered more 
than half of the Society’s expenses. Since then it has continued to provide 
financial support so as to enable the Society to maintain and develop its 
medical services (ambulance service, free medical consultations, training 
of first-aid workers).

In 1983 the Salvadorean Red Cross and the Nordic National Societies 
signed an agreement on the financing of priority projects. Under this 
agreement, aid given by the Nordic National Societies has been applied 
primarily to the construction of the Blood Centre and the improvement of 
services offered by the branches of the Salvadorean Red Cross.

Relations with the authorities
The Salvadorean Red Cross is well known throughout the country; its 
activities are appreciated and judged effective by most national circles.



290

The Society enjoys good relations with the government. Despite having 
to operate in extremely difficult circumstances, it has always striven to 
respect the Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross, above all those of 
impartiality and neutrality, and to abide by the distribution of tasks and 
powers among the various components of the Movement. It has thus 
succeeded in remaining independent while incessantly endeavouring to 
ensure that the emblem worn by its workers is duly respected. In spite of its 
constant appeals, on several occasions its ambulances have been shot at 
and a number of first-aid workers and volunteers killed or wounded. 
Failure to respect the emblem is consequently a source of the greatest 
concern for the National Society.

Activities

Activities at the national level
The National Society’s fields of action include emergency relief, health and 
social services.

The Society’s Blood Centre, inaugurated in May 1981, was set up with 
technical and financial help from the ICRC and support from the League. 
Its activities are limited to publicizing the Centre’s work and collecting 
donated blood which is then made available without charge to civilian and 
military hospitals. The National Society coordinates the work of blood 
centres nationwide, in accordance with two agreements it signed with the 
Ministry of Public Health and the Institute of Social Security. Another 
agreement, entered into forces by the Society and the Nordic National 
Societies in 1986, concerns the construction of new premises for the 
Centre, training of its staff and an increase in the number of its mobile 
units. In just a few years the volume of the Centre’s activities increased 
more than fivefold, the number of donors rising from 1,200 in 1981 to 6,500 
in 1986.

The Salvadorean Red Cross is the country’s only institution which pro
vides a round-the-clock ambulance service free of charge. Social Security 
ambulances exclusively answer calls from their subscribers, who constitute 
only a fraction of the population. The National Society’s development 
plan, initially financed by the League and then by the ICRC and the Nordic 
National Societies, helped modernize and expand the Society’s ambulance 
service. In 1986, its 109 ambulances transported 209,620 people.

The Society’s emergency clinics are also open day and night. At present 
there are five such clinics where free medical care (first aid and minor 
surgery) is dispensed by medical students and volunteer first-aid workers. 
Where necessary, patients are taken to a hospital for further treatment.

The Salvadorean Red Cross has 52 permanent first-aid posts along the 
country’s main roads, and additional posts are set up during the summer 
months. Its training school, “Baltazar Llort Escalante”, provides training 
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courses for first-aid workers, some of whom specialize in rescue at sea or in 
mountain rescue. The Lifeguard Corps, formed in 1938, assists vacationers 
and excursionists on beaches and in seaside resorts; it has had its own 
training school since 1966. The first mountain rescue team was set up in 
1979.

The Volunteer First-Aid Corps, founded in 1951, today numbers over 
5,000 permanent volunteers. Its tasks include transport and evacuation of 
the sick and injured in emergency situations, and working with ICRC 
delegates in assisting persons displaced by the conflict. The Corps also 
provides first-aid training and follow-up practice in the form of prepared
ness exercises.

Since in this part of Central America earth tremors are very frequent, 
first-aid workers are often called on to help earthquake victims. This was 
for instance the case in San Salvador in October 1986 when in addition to 
rescuing, evacuating and transporting the injured, members of the Corps 
administered first aid in emergency clinics, assisted medical teams in 
performing minor surgical procedures, distributed food and other supplies 
and provided temporary shelters. They are also present and ready to 
intervene, if required, at sporting and other events such as international 
fairs, high-level visits and vaccination campaigns.

In co-operation with the Ministry of Health, the Salvadorean Red Cross 
participates in campaigns aimed at promoting public health, vaccinations 
and protection of the environment. First-aid workers, the Ladies’ Commit
tee and Red Cross Youth members also take part in these campaigns.

Social work, carried out by the Ladies’ Committee and - to a lesser 
extent - by Red Cross Youth, consists mainly in distributing clothes and 
medicines in hospitals, children’s homes or orphanages and providing 
some social services in rehabilitation centres, hospitals and shelters. The 
Ladies’ Committee, made up of older, well-to-do women, also organizes 
raffles and prepares first-aid supplies for use in emergency clinics.

From the beginning of the present conflict the Salvadorean Red Cross 
has provided aid to displaced persons in the affected zones. Since 1980 its 
members have been assisting the ICRC in emergency relief operations 
aimed at providing food and medical assistance to the civilian population 
affected by the events. The National Society carries out many missions into 
the conflict zones, where no other organization can operate. It played a 
significant role in helping organize two meetings between the Salvadorean 
Government and representatives of the guerrilla forces, held under the 
auspices of the Church in conjunction with the ICRC.

Another important facet of social work is the high number of tracing 
requests handled the National Society’s Tracing Service. This service works 
in co-operation with the Central Tracing Agency in Geneva and more 
particularly with its six offices set up in El Salvador since 1980 by the ICRC.

The Red Cross Youth was founded in 1926 and reorganized several times 
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since then. It is involved with primary and secondary schools, youth 
protection centres and old people’s; its activities include accident preven
tion, first aid, health education and protection of the environment, as well 
as visits to hospitals, shelters and orphanages.

Dissemination of knowledge of international humanitarian law and of the 
principles and ideals of the Red Cross began in 1980 as part of a campaign 
implemented by the ICRC. Since 1983 these tasks have been entrusted to 
an official who works in close co-operation with the ICRC delegation and 
the National Society’s public relations office and is in charge of dissemina
tion activities countrywide. The dissemination campaign destined for the 
armed forces and the security corps consists of series of lectures on interna
tional humanitarian law, while that destined for the general public and 
university circles comprises lectures, the distribution of posters and media 
information about the Red Cross.

Activities at the international level
On account of its meagre financial resources the Salvadorean Red Cross 
usually does not take part in relief operations organized by the League and 
the ICRC, with the exception of certain operations in aid of victims of 
conflict or natural disasters in Central America; in the past these disasters 
have included earthquakes in Nicaragua (1972), Guatemala (1976) and 
Mexico (1985), and hurricanes “Fifi” in Honduras (1983) and “Joanna” in 
Nicaragua (1988).

Role within the Movement
The Salvadorean Red Cross is usually represented at International Con
ferences of the Red Cross, meetings of the Council of Delegates and other 
similar events, especially when these are held in Latin America. It has 
attended all 13 Inter-American Conferences held since 1923 and all 12 
meetings of Sub-Region I (Central America), as well as those of the Inter
American Regional Committee (CORI) in San José.

In addition, between 1977 and 1986 the Salvadorean Red Cross was a 
member of the Commission on the Red Cross, Red Crescent and Peace. 
Because of the present conflict and its precarious financial situation, how
ever, the National Society has only rarely attended meetings of the Move
ment’s statutory bodies.

Future Prospects

The Salvadorean Red Cross has been extremely active over the past ten 
years, working in a situation of acute internal conflict, aggravated by 
natural disasters. These factors have led to an obvious deterioration of 
economic and social structures at all institutional levels and in all aspects of 
Salvadorean life.
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Given these circumstances, the National Society has decided to focus on 
the following objectives, based on the results of regular evaluations carried 
out within the National Society:
1. to review, improve and extend permanent emergency services, which 

have been and will continue to be of crucial importance to the commun
ity (e.g. emergency clinics, ambulance services, blood programmes);

2. to improve the efficiency of disaster prevention and preparedness. 
Since there is a high risk of earth tremors in the region, relief services 
are vital;

3. to develop the National Society’s capacity to meet priority requirements 
in improving public health;

4. to promote staff recruitment and provide appropriate training for mem
bers of the National Society, while expanding preventive services for 
the community, with special emphasis on dissemination programmes;

5. to modify the National Society’s infrastructure and administrative and 
fund-raising procedures so that it can work effectively under the circum
stances described above and gradually recover economic self-suffi
ciency.

(February 1990)

Australian Red Cross

Historical Outline

The Australian Red Cross was founded as an overseas branch of the British 
Red Cross on 13 August 1914. Nevertheless, humanitarian ideas were 
already rooted in Australian soil, especially in New South Wales where a 
Voluntary Aid Organisation was already in existence under the leadership 
of Mrs. Langer Owen and the patronage of Lady Helen Munro-Ferguson, 
wife of the Governor-General at that time and the promoter and first 
President of the Australian Red Cross.

Right from the beginning the Australian Red Cross displayed a wonder
ful spirit of solidarity and initiative in helping war victims. During the First 
World War, it received sizeable gifts and was responsible for running 
numerous military hospitals, convalescent homes, rest homes and other 
medical institutions both abroad and in Australia itself. It distributed lots 
of food and clothes and set up relief depots in Great Britain, France and 
Egypt. It also sent correspondents to Ceylon (Sri Lanka), Bombay, South 
Africa, Mesopotamia, Gibraltar, Switzerland, Sierra Leone and France. 
Four hundred people were employed overseas at that time. It established 
Information Bureaux and arranged in Cairo, London and Australia for 
parcels to be sent to prisoners of war. In 1915 it also organized a legal aid 
service for soldiers to help them settle their private problems.

In the period between the two wars, the Australian Red Cross continued 
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to assist the disabled in Australia effectively. An awareness of the suffering 
caused by the First World War inevitably led to the birth of the Red Cross 
Youth Movement in Australia and in Canada in 1916 with the foundation 
of a Junior Red Cross section in both countries.

As a branch of the British Red Cross, the Australian Red Cross had been 
associated to the League since 1919 and followed very closely the work 
which led to this body being set up.

The British Empire Conference in 1926 described the status of Australia 
and the dominions as “autonomous communities whose status is equivalent 
and which are not subordinate to one another in any way”. In addition, the 
British Government stipulated that the 1906 Geneva Convention would 
remain in force throughout the British Empire and that the Dominions 
would therefore be bound by the laws and obligations deriving from this 
Convention. The Australian Red Cross then became an independent 
National Society. Official recognition by the ICRC was proclaimed on 17 
November 1927. On 19 June 1929 the Australian Red Cross was admitted to 
membership of the League.

When the Second World War broke out in 1939 the Australian Red Cross 
had already been well established and organized in peace-time activities 
and was therefore ready to handle any tasks that might arise as a result of 
this new war. It sent medical and relief staff to all the places where 
Australian troops were involved in the fighting. It was the only organiza
tion maintaining contact between thousands of Australian prisoners and 
their families. It regularly supplied these prisoners of war and allied prison
ers with a great number of food parcels and educational material. It must 
be pointed out that in addition to all the aid for the victims of this conflict, 
the Australian Red Cross was one of the Red Cross Societies which 
concerned itself with the fate and well-being of enemy prisoners of war and 
it undertook relief work for them without fearing contemporary public 
opinion. It was also during these war years that the Society undertook to set 
up a National Blood Transfusion Service whose products were even then 
being offered free of charge to the medical services of the armed forces.

In 1945 the National Society returned to its peacetime activities, con
stantly expanding and diversifying them. Much later, when fighting broke 
out on Timor in 1975 between the Timor Democratic Union and the 
Revolutionary Democratic Front for the Independence of Timor (FRETI
LIN), Australia became a country of refuge for many civilians. The ICRC 
opened an office in Darwin with the logistic support of the Australian Red 
Cross. The main task of the office was tracing work in connection with the 
conflict. It also served as a logistics base for ICRC activities in Dili.
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Organization

Structure
The Australian Red Cross is organized on the basis of Rules adopted in 
1946 and amended in 1986. At the central level it comprises the Council, the 
Executive and the Finance Committee.

The Council is the supreme body of the Society. It consists of the 
President and Vice-Presidents of the Society, the Chairman and Vice- 
Chairman of the Council, the Chairmen of the eight Divisional Councils, 
the Honorary Treasurer, representatives elected from the members of the 
Divisional Councils and the Representative of the Youth Section. The 
Council meets once a year at an Annual General Meeting. On this occasion 
it appoints the Executive and the Finance Committee, and elects the 
Chairman and the Vice-Chairman of the Council and the Honorary 
Treasurer. It may also appoint Vice-Presidents. The Annual General 
Meeting also approves the reports and accounts of the Executive. The 
Council monitors all the Society’s activities which need prior approval by 
the Government or any other official Australian authority or which have to 
be carried out in co-operation or in association with these same bodies. It 
controls the transferring of money and property being sent abroad. It 
supervises the activities which the Society conducts outside Australia and 
those which it considers as being of national interest and requiring cen
tralized control. It may appoint ad hoc Committees to make investigations 
and report upon special matters.

The Executive consists of the Chairman and Vice-Chairman of the 
Council, the Honorary Treasurer and representatives elected from the 
members of the eight Divisional Councils. It meets not less than four times 
a year. The Secretary General is appointed by the Executive. If necessary, 
it may establish Committees to which it delegates all or part of its duties, 
discretions and powers.

The Finance Committee consists of the Honorary Treasurer of each 
Division and such other members of the Society as may be appointed by the 
Council from time to time. The Chairman and the Honorary Treasurer of 
the Society are ex-officio members. The latter is also the Chairman of the 
Finance Committee.

At the regional and local levels, the Australian Red Cross is divided into 
eight Divisions representing six States and two Territories: Victoria, New 
South Wales, Queensland, South Australia, Western Australia, Tasmania, 
Australian Capital Territory and Northern Territory. At the head of each 
there is a Divisional Council, a Divisional Executive and a Finance Com
mittee. Each Divisional Executive may establish and register local units 
within its territory. The internal organization of the 1,700 registered units is 
the same as that of the Divisions.
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Members
The Australian Red Cross is open to anyone who pays a membership 
subscription. Companies and institutions may become corporate mem
bers. The Society has life members (75,000) and junior members 
(100,000). Honorary life members may be elected by the Council, the 
Executive or by any Divisional Council.

Financing
The National Society’s resources are made up of donations (A$ 6,540,000), 
gifts and legacies (A$ 2,730,000), interest and dividends (A$ 1,700,000) 
and other sources including government contributions (A$ 5,780,000). In 
1988, the Society raised A$ 16,640,000.

Relations with the authorities
The National Society has excellent relations with the Australian Govern
ment, which provides valuable support for some of its technical services 
(blood service, social activities) and for specific international projects.

Activities

Activities at the national level
The non-profit making blood transfusion service is the most prominent 
activity of the Australian Red Cross. It is partly financed by the govern
ment. The National Society has the entire responsibility for collecting and 
distributing blood and blood products throughout Australia; it has 150,000 
volunteer donors. In this field, the Australian Red Cross trains many 
foreign technicians and doctors in techniques developed in Australia.

As regards medical and social matters, the Australian Red Cross man
ages several geriatric hospitals, a hospital for disabled children, children’s 
holiday homes and many treatment and therapy centres. Likewise it also 
directs musical therapy services for psychiatric and geriatric treatment and 
for the disabled. Beauty therapy is provided in geriatric and psychiatric 
centres. It also works on rehabilitation and speech therapy.

The Society is very active in first-aid. It has many first-aid posts and offers 
numerous first-aid and resuscitation courses, training lecturers and teachers 
in first-aid, as well as specialized relief workers. In addition, it has pub
lished first-aid and home-care manuals which have been enormously suc
cessful with the Australian public.

Disaster relief work continues to be one of the priorities of the Australian 
Red Cross. The Divisions are responsible for relief work in the States and 
Territories. The activities of each Division are set out in the “Disaster 
programme” for its region.

This generally involves rescue work, registering victims and replying to 
information and tracing requests. It may also involve first-aid and health 
services for relief workers from all rescue and mutual-aid organizations.
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Community services can take many forms. The Australian Red Cross has 
a bookshop on wheels. For music therapy it lends records, cassettes and 
films. It also lends orthopaedic material and medical equipment. It takes 
elderly or disabled people out for walks and has their shopping done. A 
telephone service called “Telecross” rings up certain elderly people living 
on their own every day to see if they are all right: if there is no answer 
volunteer workers go round to their homes. The disabled are being re
trained by the Society in workshops where they can do manual work. In 
addition to these workshops, the Society manages rest and convalescent 
homes for the elderly and/or the disabled for whom it also provides holiday 
camps. The Red Cross provides numerous services in veterans hospitals for 
soldiers who served during the Second World War as well as for those 
involved in later wars in which Australia took part. The National Society 
helps integrate displaced persons and refugees by assisting them to adapt to 
their new environment.

The South Australian Division of the Australian Red Cross has underta
ken an imaginative programme financed by the Government to help young 
unemployed people by giving them an opportunity to do voluntary work. 
The programme is intended to help these young people acquire experience 
and self-confidence. After a few months of work, they are issued with a 
certificate testifying that they have gained a certain amount of experience 
and this enables them to find a job more easily.

The Australian Red Cross possesses a remarkable Tracing Service. With 
Australia being one of the main countries of immigration, the Society’s 
activities in this sphere are quite sizeable. In the main, tracing requests are 
of a family nature. In case of natural disaster, this service registers victims 
and replies to families’ requests. It is an important responsibility when one 
bears in mind the frequency with which disasters occur in Australia, 
notably bush fires. The Tracing Service is also involved in family réunifica
tions for people from Vietnam, Timor, Cambodia and European coun
tries. More generally, it sees to tracing conflict victims (South Atlantic, 
Iran/Iraq, Nicaragua, Lebanon and Poland) and answers enquiries in 
connection with the Second World War. The ICRC Central Tracing 
Agency co-operates with this family reunification service, especially as 
concerns Timor and the boat people.

The Youth Service is divided into three categories: primary schoolchil
dren, secondary schoolchildren and young people between the ages of 18 
and 30. Throughout the Society there is a diversity of Youth Programmes 
designed to specifically generate the interest of young people and enable 
them to respond to local community needs by active participation. The 
Australian Red Cross has developed programmes for young people in the 
8O’s in the following sectors: education, community service, assisting 
young people in need, training and international activities.

The Australian Red Cross has a dissemination and information prog
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ramme on international humanitarian law geared to all levels of Australian 
society. It organizes many conferences on the subject for specific sectors of 
the public and produces a wide range of publications and textbooks for use 
in schools. It has a committee on disseminating international humanitarian 
law (the National Committee on International Humanitarian Law) and is 
part of the Joint Committee of the Australian Red Cross and Government 
on Dissemination of International Humanitarian Law.

Activities at the international level
The Australian Red Cross is one of the chief exponents and supporters of 
the large-scale relief operations un by the International Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement. Its annual contribution amounts to millions of 
Australian dollars, comprising sizeable cash donations and gifts in kind. It 
also seconds a large number of specialized medical, paramedical and 
administrative staff to the ICRC and the League for their relief activities. 
For example, in 1986-1987 the Australian Red Cross provided assistance 
for the following international relief operations: Ethiopia, Sudan, Angola 
and South Africa, Pakistan (Afghan refugees), Philippines, Cambodia/ 
Thailand, Lebanon, Iran/Iraq, Yemen, Central America.

The Society’s National Headquarters houses the League Extension 
Desk for the Pacific, which seeks to meet the specific needs of eight 
National Societies in the Pacific islands by providing financial and material 
assistance. It also supports various African countries in preparing for 
disasters and contributes to setting up primary health care programmes in 
developing countries.

The Blood Transfusion Service assists Societies in Asia and the Pacific by 
supplying them with equipment and blood products. It also sends red blood 
cells to Indonesia and to the ICRC surgical hospital on the Khmer/Thai 
border. Hundreds of thousands of litres of plasma are dispatched to Com
monwealth laboratories to produce albumin preparations, coagulants and 
immunoglobulins.

Role within the Movement

The Australian Red Cross has always occupied an important place within 
the Movement. From 1973 to 1977 the President of the Society, Sir Geof
frey Newman-Morris, was Chairman of the Standing Commission. The 
Society was on the League’s Executive Council from 1946 to 1985.

From 1982 to 1986, the National Society actively participated in revising 
the Statutes of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. 
It was a member of the League’s Working Group on the revision of the 
Agreement between the League and the ICRC, which was signed on 20 
October 1989.

Its input to studies on the contribution of the Red Cross to peace has 
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been particularly outstanding; the same holds true for its contribution to 
advancing the work of the Commission on the Red Cross, Red Crescent 
and Peace.

It should also be remembered that the Henry Dunant Medal was created 
thanks to the initiative and generosity of the Australian Red Cross.

Very active in the Movement, the Australian Red Cross plays an impor
tant part in its meetings and exhibitions, paying particularly close attention 
to national and international seminars on international humanitarian law.

Future Prospects

The Australian Red Cross Society has emerged from a decade of stable 
national leadership during which it conducted a review prompted above all 
by the Tansley Report. It has analysed and amended its decision-making 
structure, revised its Rules and re-examined its community service prog
rammes.

The Society’s Divisions are undertaking or implementing corporate 
plans which, though not inconsistent with each other, differ in emphasis 
and may present considerable difficulty for the future national leadership 
which will be responsible for ensuring that unity and cohesion are main
tained. This task should be helped by the recognition that the Australian 
public must be presented with a very clear and unambiguous understanding 
of Red Cross programmes if community support is to be retained.

The Society will also need to choose between a defined set of services with 
a degree of excellence or a larger set of programmes which reflect commun
ity needs. Given that public support is not infinite, the Society recognizes 
that rigorous evaluation of Red Cross programmes is needed to ensure that 
they meet defined objectives within specific areas of community need.

(February 1990)

The Japanese Red Cross Society

Historical Outline

At the outset of the insurrection which occurred in February 1877 in 
Kagoshima, on the Island of Kiushu, the Count and Senator Tsunetami 
Sano, who had learnt of the Red Cross Movement when he visited the 
Universal Exhibition in Paris in 1867, and then in Vienna in 1873, encour
aged the nobility of his country to aid the wounded. He succeeded in 
obtaining Prince Arisugawa’s consent and, together with Senator Ogyu, on 
1 May 1877 he founded the Hakuai-Sha Society or Philanthropic Society, on 
the model of the German and Austrian Societies for aid to wounded and 
sick soldiers. When the medical units of the Japanese Army first wanted to 
use the Red Cross emblem, eminent leaders of the government opposed 
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the idea, arguing that Japan was not a Christian country. So the army re
moved the vertical bar of the Red Cross and adopted a wide red horizontal 
line for its emblem. When the Hakuai-Sha was organized, Count Sano took 
as its emblem the wide red horizontal line with a red rising sun above it.

Right from when the National Society was founded, the Empress Sho- 
ken, the wife of the Emperor Meiji, took a close interest in the work of the 
Red Cross. At Count Sano’s request, she devised the National Society’s 
emblem. Later, she greatly encouraged the development of activities in 
peacetime, such as medical care, the prevention and eradication of tuber
culosis, public health and hygiene, and the protection of mothers and 
children.

In 1884, Japan was unofficially represented in Geneva at the Third 
International Conference of the Red Cross. On 5 June 1886 the Japanese 
Government acceded to the 1864 Geneva Convention.

On 20 May 1887 the Philanthropic Society adopted the name the Red 
Cross Society of Japan and on 2 September of the same year the ICRC 
announced the creation of the first Red Cross Society in Asia.

In 1886 the Japanese Red Cross Society opened its first hospital in 
Tokyo, and in 1887 several ladies from the National Society formed the 
Japanese Ladies’ Volunteer Nursing Association.

The Japanese Red Cross Society engaged in peacetime work for the first 
time when, in 1888, it sent medical teams to help the casualties resulting 
from the eruption of Mt. Bandai in Fukushima Prefecture by order of 
Empress Shoken.

When a Turkish war vessel was shipwrecked in Japanese waters in 1890 
and at the time of an earthquake in the provinces of Mino and Owari in 
1891 the Japanese Red Cross Society provided relief for the victims. The 
training of nurses and instruction for medical relief teams began also in 
1890 at the Red Cross hospital in Tokyo.

During the Sino-Japanese war (1894-95), the Japanese Red Cross Soci
ety seconded more than 1,500 of its relief staff to work in army standby 
hospitals set up in Japan and in field hospitals in China and Korea. 
Japanese Red Cross relief workers also helped on evacuation boats char
tered by the army and as ambulance staff.

At the time of the Boxer Rebellion (1900), it dispatched 600 staff mem
bers to the army standby hospitals in China at Tientsin, Tungtchen and 
Shanhaikuan and used the two hospital ships it had acquired in 1899 to 
transport the wounded and the sick.

In 1900 the Japanese Red Cross Society also decided to include assist
ance for the victims of natural disasters amongst its statutory tasks. This 
activity was written into the Act concerning the Red Cross Society of Japan 
in 1901.

During the Russo-Japanese war (1904-05) the National Society involved 
more than 5,000 of its members in caring for tens of thousands of wounded 
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and sick people, especially in the army standby hospitals set up in Korea 
and Manchuria. After both these wars, the Japanese Red Cross expanded 
considerably, and it soon had a greater number of members than any other 
National Society of the time.

When an earthquake, fire and a tidal wave devastated San Francisco on 
April 1906, the Japanese Red Cross Society organized a collection which 
raised some 152,000 US dollars for the American Red Cross to help the 
disaster victims.

Between 1911 and 1912 at the time of the Hangchow revolutionary 
disturbances in China, a medical team of 34 people was sent to assist the 
Japanese community in the city.

On the occasion of the Ninth International Conference of the Red Cross 
in Washington, Empress Shoken donated 100,000 Yen to the International 
Red Cross to encourage its peace-time activities; thus was created the 
Empress Shoken Fund in April 1912. Since then, the fund has been added 
to by gifts from the Imperial Family, the Japanese Government, financial 
circles and the general public in Japan. Initially the gifts were administered 
by the ICRC and from 1935 onwards by a joint ICRC/League Commission. 
Interest from the fund is used to allocate grants for specific purposes to 
National Societies who have requested assistance for their peace-time 
activities. The income of this fund is distributed annually on 11 April, the 
day commemorating the Empress Shoken’s death. Between 1921 and 1987, 
more than 350 allocations were made for three specific fields of activity: 
relief work in peace-time (welfare work, public health, blood transfusion, 
primary health care, information); control of tuberculosis and other com
municable diseases, and assistance to the victims of natural disasters.

As from 1914 the Japanese Red Cross Society was very active in the 
prevention and treatment of tuberculosis.

During the First World War, the National Society served on board two 
hospital ships it had acquired; it sent medical relief teams to care for 
German and Austrian wounded and sick in Tsingtau Garrison and to 
eastern Siberia to assist Czechoslovak and Bolshevik troops. In addition, it 
supplied ambulances and in Vladivostok opened a dispensary and later a 
hospital to provide free medical care for civilian residents who were mainly 
Russians. Koreans and Poles. It also opened a hospital in Petrograd.

The Japanese Red Cross Society also sent a medical relief team to 
England to work side by side with the British Red Cross Society. In France 
it opened a 150-bed hospital in Paris and seconded medical staff. It donated 
medicaments and bandages to the National Societies of the allied coun
tries: Belgium, England, France, Italy, Montenegro, Romania, Russia, 
Serbia and the United States. Moreover, it co-operated with the ICRC in 
providing relief supplies for German, Austro-Hungarian and Turkish pris
oners of war interned in Japan and Siberia and lent its assistance to the 
ICRC when visiting prisoner-of-war camps in Japan.
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After the war, it organized a relief operation for Polish orphans 
(1920-22) and helped Russian refugees (1918-23).

The Japanese Red Cross Society also supported the initiative by the 
American Red Cross which, together with the British, French and Italian 
Red Cross, led to the creation of the League of Red Cross Societies in Paris 
in May 1919.

In 1920 the first Florence Nightingale medals were awarded to three 
nurses from the Japanese Red Cross Society.

In 1922, the first activities of the Junior Red Cross began in a school in 
Shiga.

In September 1923 a terrible earthquake struck the Yokohama area, 
killing 99,000 people and injuring 103,000, while 38,000 people were 
reported missing. The Japanese Red Cross Society dispatched more than 
80 teams comprising a total of 1,700 relief workers, who took care of 
412,000 people.

In November 1926 the Japanese Red Cross Society hosted the Second 
Oriental Red Cross Conference in Tokyo and in 1934 the Fifteenth Inter
national Red Cross Conference also in Tokyo. Significant draft conven
tions on the protection of civilians in wartime emerged from both these 
Conferences.

During the Second World War, the Japanese Red Cross Society dis
patched 960 medical teams, comprising more than 33,000 staff and con
ducted campaigns to trace missing persons. When war in the Pacific broke 
out in 1941 it made medical and relief teams available. After the Japanese 
army had left, the Japanese prisoners interned in several countries (Hong- 
Kong, Philippines, Indonesia) received Red Cross messages and relief 
supplies.

At the end of the war in August 1945, the Japanese Red Cross Society 
had used up almost all of its financial resources, and most of its hospitals 
and Chapters had been destroyed. It lost no time in mobilizing all its efforts 
and reorganized its services with the help of the ICRC, the League and 
National Societies.

Following the example of the American Red Cross, in 1947 the Japanese 
Red Cross Society instituted first-aid courses and courses in home nursing 
and safety at sea. The Japanese Junior Red Cross was reorganized in 1948 
and volunteer groups were set up.

The post-war period led to a massive campaign to repatriate Japanese 
from China, the USSR, Korea (D.P.R.K.) and Viet Nam (D.P.R.V.) with 
the help of the respective National Societies. Similarly, many foreigners 
remaining in Japan were repatriated to their home countries.

Between 1950 and 1960 the National Society underwent a second reor
ganization and consolidation phase. It instituted new activities in the spheres 
of health, social welfare and relief. In 1952 a Law governing the Japanese 
Red Cross Society was adopted and, the same year, the first blood bank was 
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set up in Tokyo. However, this activity had to wait until 1964 to expand 
considerably with the creation of a national blood donation network.

In 1953 there was a marked increase in tracing activities and family 
réunifications when Japanese civilians in the USSR and China were being 
repatriated. This continued in 1959 with the repatriation of North Koreans 
from Japan. These activities were carried out with the help of the ICRC, 
which set up a delegation in Tokyo between 1959 and 1968 and then for six 
months in 1971; working with the Japanese Red Cross Society, it was 
responsible mainly for reuniting families and repatriating civilians and 
prisoners of war. These operations resumed in 1968, and later in 1971, thus 
bringing to over 93,000 the number of Koreans who had left Japan since 
1959.

In 1956 the Japanese Red Cross Society constructed the Hiroshima 
Atomic Disease Hospital. A second hospital of that type was built in 1958 
in Nagasaki.

Since 1961 the Japanese Red Cross Society has been operating mobile 
dispensaries to provide medical care in the more remote areas, outlying 
islands and villages without doctors. The National Society created its own 
Flying Corps in 1963. It also set up its own language service in 1964 at the 
time of the Paraplegic Olympic Games.

Organization

Structure
The 1952 statutes which are presently in force were revised in 1974. They 
make provision at the central level for the following bodies: the Board of 
Representatives, the Board of Governors, the Standing Board of Gover
nors and the Board of Counsellors.

The Board of Representatives is the General Assembly of the Society. It 
consists of 223 members elected by the Board of Consellors of each 
Prefectural Chapter for a period of three years. The Board of Represen
tatives elects 61 Governors (one representative per Prefectural Chapter), 
of whom 47 are elected from among themselves and the other 14 are 
elected from among members of the National Society who have a special 
interest in its activities. The term of office is three years. The Board of 
Representatives meets at least once a year.

The Board of Governors is the National Society’s executive body. It 
consists of 61 Governors including the President and two Vice-Presidents, 
who are all elected for a three-year period. The Board of Governors meets 
when convened by the President.

The Standing Board of Governors is the permanent bureau of the Board 
of Governors. It consists of 12 members elected from among the members 
of the Board of Governors; whose task is to consider subjects submitted to 
them by the Board of Governors.
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The Board of Counsellors is the local assembly of the Chapters. It 
consists of Counsellors elected for a three-year period by the regional and 
local Chapters from among their own members. It meets at regional or 
local levels when convened by the President of the Chapter. The Board of 
Counsellors elects the members of the Board of Representatives, and the 
President, the Vice-Presidents and the Auditors of the Chapter.

At the regional and local levels, the Japanese Red Cross Society is 
organized into regional sections (Chapters) and local sections (Branches 
and Sub-Branches). The National Society has a regional section (Chapter) 
in each of the 47 Prefectures in Japan headed by a President and up to three 
Vice-Presidents and three Auditors.

Membership
The Japanese Red Cross Society has ordinary, special and honorary 
members. Ordinary members are divided into two sub-categories, namely 
individual members who contribute under 500 Yen annually and associate 
or corporate members whose subscription exceeds 500 Yen. Special 
members subscribe at least 10,000 Yen per year. The title of honorary 
member is conferred on members of Japanese or foreign Imperial or 
Royal Families. Hence successive Empresses have always been Honorary 
Presidents of the Japanese Red Cross Society; Honorary Vice-President
ship is conferred on members of the Imperial Household. Former Presi
dents of the National Society are generally given the title of President 
Emeritus.

In 1986 the Japanese Red Cross Society employed some 40,000 salaried 
staff with more than 4,600,000 volunteer workers split up into 3,400 
groups.

Financing
All the Chapters and institutions of the Japanese Red Cross Society are 
financially independent from each other.

The major sources of the National Society’s income are membership fees 
and cash contributions. Statutory activities are financed mostly by these 
sources and supplemented in some cases by subsidies from the Japanese 
Government and public aid agencies.

Fifteen per cent of annual membership fees collected by the Chapters are 
transferred to the National Headquarters. In addition to this 15 %, the 
National Headquarters raises its own funds directly from major industries 
and associations with Headquarters in Tokyo.

Whenever the Japanese Red Cross Society requires extra funds for 
dealing with a national or international emergency or for specific develop
ment programmes, it launches fund-raising campaigns. For the last five 
years a year-end special campaign has been conducted with the assistance 
of the Japan Broadcasting Corporation (NHK); the money raised goes 
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towards what is known as the NHK International Helping Hand Cam
paign.

Relations with the authorities
The Japanese Red Cross Society has excellent relations with the Japanese 
Government. It provides effective and appreciated support in the field of 
health and social welfare and co-operates closely with the Ministry of 
Health and Social Affairs.

Activities

The Japanese Red Cross Society is a powerful and effective National 
Society. With sizeable financial resources it is well structured and deeply 
rooted in Japanese life. Thanks to its qualified volunteer workers and 
competent staff it carries out important activities and offers a wide range of 
services to the community.

Activities at the national level
As regards health education, since 1947 the Japanese Red Cross Society has 
been giving courses in home nursing. It trains nursing staff in its 38 nursing 
schools, its 3 midwifery schools and its higher institute for nurses. Every 
year some 1,200 nurses are trained , 85 % of whom are employed in the 
National Society’s hospitals.

The Japanese Red Cross Society runs 64 blood centres, 11 sub-centres, 
120 collecting centres and a fleet of 360 vehicles for blood collection, plus 
1,080 vehicles for transporting donors and for delivering blood and blood 
products. In 1986 the National Society’s blood programme employed more 
than 5,000 people. In each of the National Society’s Branches there is a 
Council for encouraging blood donation; it is responsible for recruiting 
donors, organizing blood donation campaigns and blood sampling. In 1983 
the Japanese Red Cross Society constructed a plasma fractionation centre 
in Hokkaido, enabling the National Society to produce 17 different blood 
products.

Relief work and emergency disaster aid constitute one of the main 
activities of the Japanese Red Cross Society. It will be recalled that the 
National Society was one of the first to serve on board warships (1904-05 
Russo-Japanese war). Today it helps in the event of floods, tidal waves, 
earthquakes, volcanic eruptions and, more rarely, when there are air 
crashes. Each Chapter is duty-bound to provide National Headquarters 
with at least five relief teams each consisting of 1 doctor, 3 nurses, 1 
administrator and 1 assistant. The Japanese Red Cross Society runs ware
houses with emergency stocks, plus a fleet of more than 1,000 vehicles and 
90 boats. It also has a ski patrol specialized in mountain rescue and a 
seashore patrol.
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The Flying Corps is responsible for air rescue; it consists of approxi
mately 300 volunteer workers who each have a light aircraft pilot’s licence. 
Some 130 aeroplanes are placed free of charge at the disposal of the 
Japanese Red Cross Society. In summer these airborne teams patrol the 
coasts in search of boats in distress and people in danger of drowning.

Life-saving and emergency disaster relief work are backed up by a net
work of 70 radio stations, 1,300 mobile stations and helped on a regular 
basis by the Japan Amateur Hams Association, which was set up in 1947.

The Japanese Red Cross Society places special emphasis on social wel
fare services, particularly for children, the handicapped, the elderly and 
refugees. The Japanese Red Cross Society runs 8 homes for children under 
two years old, 3 day nurseries, an orphanage, a home for children in poor 
health and 4 treatment centres for disabled children. In 1985 the National 
Society provided assistance for 1,370 children in these various institutions.

The Japanese Red Cross Society also runs 4 establishments for the 
handicapped, one of which was created after the International Year of the 
Disabled in 1981 and can house 50 seriously handicapped. It also has an 
artificial limbs workshop. In Yokohama it has a specialized centre for the 
blind and visually handicapped, which employs more than 30 people. The 
centre serves as a place to train them to live independently and where they 
can meet other people. It has its own printing press to produce works in 
braille (21,330 as of 1987) and a recording studio making cassettes for the 
blind. The centre offers training in three professions specially reserved for 
the blind in Japan: acupuncture, massage and radio operation. The 
National Society runs another centre where the deaf and mute can study 
sign language and primary hearing techniques and are given vocational 
training in printing, hairdressing and repairing hearing aids.

The Japanese Red Cross Society runs 4 nursing homes for the elderly. It 
offers various services for these people: short-term accommodation (one 
day to one week), bathing services, rehabilitation, caring for old people 
confined to home, etc. Japan and the National Society are particularly 
concerned about the elderly, who in 1985 accounted for more than 10 % of 
the population.

Also as part of its welfare work the Japanese Red Cross Society provides 
a language service run by more than 150 volunteer workers; their services 
include interpreting, translating and teaching English to the disabled.

Between 1975 and 1987 more than 9,050 refugees were given temporary 
asylum in Japan. With finance provided by the UNHCR and the Japanese 
Government, the Japanese Red Cross Society set up a programme to help 
4,080 people housed in 8 refugee centres.

Every year the Japanese Red Cross Society tracing service handles 
several hundred cases concerning Vietnamese refugees’ requests from the 
Chinese Red Cross and people living in China, requests from numerous 
Japanese, particularly war orphans, living in China since the end of the 
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Second World War and who are trying to contact their real families in 
Japan. The Japanese Red Cross Society is also involved in tracing Japanese 
women who had married Koreans and who went to the Democratic Peop
le’s Republic of Korea between 1959 and 1968.

The Japanese Red Cross Society also arranges family meetings between 
Koreans from Sakhaline and their relatives living in South Korea; as a 
result, in 1986 20 Koreans from Sakhaline and 59 in 1987 met their families 
in Japan.

Unlike other National Societies, the Japanese Red Cross Society is not 
involved in the work of the National Information Bureau (NIB).

The Japanese Junior Red Cross Society works only in more than 6,000 
schools. Junior Red Cross leaders are trained school teachers who provide 
their services free of charge. The activities of the Junior Red Cross involve 
protecting life and health, providing social services, promoting interna
tional friendship and understanding and relief work and assistance to 
National Societies in developing countries.

Owing to the psychological barrier raised by the notion that Japan might 
again become involved in an armed conflict, the Japanese Red Cross 
Society does very little in the field of dissemination of international 
humanitarian law. Indeed, the plan set up in 1981 for a research centre into 
international humanitarian law has not yet materialized. Consequently, 
the National Society’s dissemination activities place greater emphasis on 
the fundamental principles and ideals of the Red Cross than on the Geneva 
Conventions.

Although the Japanese Red Cross Society is only slightly involved in 
dissemination to the armed forces it is encouraging the Japanese Govern
ment to ratify the 1977 Additionnal Protocols. The Japanese Red Cross 
Society has also established relations with eminent professors specializing 
in international humanitarian law. In December 1987 it organized a Sym
posium on international humanitarian law and peace in Tokyo.

In 1976 and 1978 the National Society organized a Red Cross film festival 
in Japan, based on the example of the Varna Festival in Bulgaria, which is 
regularly attended by the Japanese Red Cross Society.

Activities at the international level
The international relief activities of the Japanese Red Cross Society began 
in 1906, and since then the National Society has continued to play an active 
role in that field. It provided support for the work of the ICRC in Indochina 
and seconded medical and relief teams to the Congo (1960) and to Bang
ladesh (1972). It substantially participated in financing the ICRC’S 
activities in Cyprus (1974) and Lebanon (1976 and 1983-84). Between 1973 
and 1987 the Japanese Red Cross Society placed 72 people at the ICRC’S 
disposal, including 70 in Thailand, one in Ethiopia (1986) and one in 
Saigon (1973).
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The Japanese Red Cross Society is one of the main donor National 
Societies. It has provided staff and gifts in cash and kind for international 
relief operations in the following countries: Poland (1983), Iran-Iraq 
(1984), Ethiopia (1985-86), Mozambique, Angola, Sudan (1987), Pakistan 
(1987), Kampuchea and Thailand (1980-88).

It has always responded generously to appeals launched by the League’s 
development programme for National Societies. From 1967 to 1987 it 
assisted more than 30 National Societies.

Between 1983 and 1987 funds raised by the NHK campaign enabled the 
Japanese Red Cross Society to help the National Societies of Bangladesh, 
Nepal, India, Pakistan, the Philippines, Sudan and Ethiopia.

Role within the Movement

The Japanese Red Cross Society maintains close relations with the ICRC. 
It also plays an important role within the League Financing Commission 
and has been a member for many years of the Commission for the Financ
ing of the ICRC. Since 1981 the Japanese Red Cross Society has been 
holding the Vice-Chairmanship of the League Disaster Relief Commis
sion.

The Japanese Red Cross Society has, moreover, been instrumental in 
having the present Fundamental Principles of the Movement adopted. It 
was the first National Society to translate J. Pictet’s work on the Funda
mental Principles (1955). In 1958, it asked the President of the League to 
have the summarized Principles adopted by the Movement to replace the 
1946 Oxford Declaration on that subject. The proposal was acted upon by a 
joint League/ICRC Working Group which led to the adoption of the 
Fundamental Principles by the Council of Delegates in Prague in 1961, and 
later to their proclamation by the Twentieth International Conference of 
the Red Cross in Vienna (1965).

Future Prospects

The Japanese Red Cross Society believes that its responsibility for interna
tional assistance programmes has become greater in recent years and will 
continue to grow in the future. The National Society intends to improve not 
only the quantity but also the quality of its international assistance to cope 
with the increase in both natural and man-made disasters. The National 
Society will therefore try to secure sizeable financial resources for interna
tional assistance, to train more qualified personnel for relief and develop
ment abroad and to promote closer co-operation with international organi
zations and other National Societies.

(September 1989)
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The Malaysian Red Crescent Society

Historical Outline

The Federation of Malaya was created in 1948. It achieved internal auton
omy in 1955 and gained independence on 31 August 1957.

From early 1950, the British Red Cross Society established branches in 
various parts of the then Federation of Malaya. The first of these was 
established in Penang. In February 1951, the Federation of Malaya branch 
of the British Red Cross was duly established. In October 1955, the National 
Society took the necessary steps to create an autonomous Red Cross 
Society in the Federation of Malaya. On 18 October 1957, the British Red 
Cross Society’s branches were disbanded and authority was transferred to 
the Federation of Malaya Red Cross Society, which was founded on 22 
November 1957. The branches of the British Red Cross Society in Sarawak, 
founded in February 1948, and Sabah, founded in April 1948, continued 
their activities until 1963, when they joined the Federation of Malaya Red 
Cross Society. On the formation of Malaysia, a member of the Common
wealth, in 1963, the country adopted the name of Federation of Malaysia 
and the National Society was renamed the Malaysian Red Cross Society.

On 4 July 1963 the ICRC recognized the National Society, which was 
admitted to the League on 24 August of the same year.

In July 1965 the Malaysian Red Cross Society received its charter from 
the Malaysian Government, which recognized it as the sole National Red 
Cross Society established in Malaysia and extended its competence to 
include Sabah and Sarawak.

The State of Singapore, which joined the Federation of Malaysia in 
September 1963, seceded from it in August 1965. On 6 April 1973, it 
formed its own National Red Cross Society which was recognized by the 
ICRC on 20 September 1973 and was admitted to the League on 2 
November of the same year.

Relations between the Malaysian Red Cross Society and the ICRC were 
established at the time of the confrontation between Malaysia and 
Indonesia (1965-66). Even though the Malaysian Government did not 
recognize the Geneva Conventions as being applicable, the ICRC was 
nevertheless authorized to carry out its activities on behalf of the victims 
with the assistance of the Malaysian Red Cross Society. It visited Indone
sian prisoners in Malaysian hands, distributed parcels to them, and 
organized the exchange of correspondence between detainees and their 
families. Finally, on 8 October 1966, it repatriated 538 Indonesian prison
ers.

Since 1965, the Malaysian National Society has developed into a well 
established organization, providing emergency aid at the national and 
international levels. Events in the country have tested its capabilities and 
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resources. The National Society has acquired valuable experience in cop
ing with difficult situations such as the 12 years’ emergency period, the 
confrontation with Indonesia, the floods of 1967 and 1971, the internal 
disturbances of 1969, the Japan Air Lines plane crash and the influx of 
refugees from Vietnam, Kampuchea, Thailand and Burma.

At the end of 1972, the ICRC obtained authorization from the Malaysian 
Government to open a regional delegation in Kuala Lumpur which, in 
addition to Malaysia, covered Singapore, Indonesia, the Philippines, Thai
land and Burma. The ICRC’s permanent presence in Malaysia enabled it 
to establish close contacts with the Malaysian Red Crescent Society, espe
cially at branch level, and to make regular visits to places of detention. 
Since January 1982, the Kuala Lumpur delegation has been in abeyance as 
a result of the opening of the Manila regional delegation.

By the Laws of Malaysia Act N162, the Malaysian Red Cross Society’s 
name and emblem were changed to the Malaysian Red Crescent Society 
(MRCS). The Act received royal assent on 21 May 1975.

In 1977, the MRCS was the first National Society to receive the Nansen 
Medal in acknowledgement of its services to refugees and displaced persons.

In 1982, the MRCS received the Tun Abdul Razak Award for its out
standing services to the victims of various natural disasters and for coping 
with the problem of the Vietnamese Boat People. The Award was in 
memory of the late Tun Abdul Razak, Prime Minister (1970-75) and 
President of the MRCS (1972-75).

Organization

Structure
The National Society’s basic Constitution dates back to 1957. It was last 
amended in September 1988 and provides at national level for a Council 
and an Executive Committee, now known as the Steering Committee.

The Council consists of 12 to 20 members elected for two years, plus two 
representatives from each branch and a representative from each of the 
following Ministries: Health, Education, Welfare Services, Youth and 
Sports and Environment, Science and Technology. The Council holds at 
least three ordinary sessions a year and one Annual General Meeting. The 
members of the Council are elected at the Annual General Meeting. The 
Council appoints ad hoc Committees and their Chairmen; the National 
Chairman, the National Vice-Chairmen and the National Honorary 
Treasurer are ex-officio members of these Committees. The National 
Chairman has power to constitute an Emergency Committee. The Council 
approves the National Society’s annual and financial reports and elects for 
two years from amongst its members the National Chairman, the National 
Vice Chairmen, the National Honorary Treasurer, and the Chairmen of 
the various National Committees. It also appoints the auditors.



311

The Steering Committee consists of 15 members elected for two years. 
The National Chairman is the Chairman of the Steering Committee. The 
other members of the Steering Committee are the four National Vice 
Chairmen, the National Honorary Treasurer and the Chairmen of the 
various Committees or Services (Administration and Personnel, Awards, 
Anti-Dadah Programme, Blood Programme, Building, Community Ser
vices, Emergency Services, Fund-raising, International Humanitarian 
Law, Legal Affairs, Public Relations, Resources and Development, Train
ing and Manpower). The Secretary General is an ex-officio member of the 
Steering Committee. The Steering Committee meets at least once every 
two months. It considers the National Society’s annual budget and submits 
it to the Council, and appoints staff.

At the regional and local levels, the MRCS is organized into 14 branches 
(one in each State), 108 districts and numerous sub-districts.

Each one of the 14 branch committees has between 8 and 18 members 
elected for two years. The branch committee also has regional government 
representatives from Welfare Services, Health, Civil Defence and Educa
tion, as well as two representatives from each district committee. The 
branch committee meets at least four times a year and holds one Annual 
General Meeting.

Each one of the 108 district committees has between 8 and 18 members 
elected for two years. The district committee has local government rep
resentatives from Welfare Services, Civil Defence, Health and Education. 
The district committee meets at least four times a year in ordinary session 
and holds one Annual General Meeting. It can appoint sub-committees and 
terminate the appointment of district officials. It submits its financial report 
to the branch committee, and passes on its requests for authorization to 
organize fund-raising activities to the branch committee for approval.

Membership
In 1988 the Malaysian Red Crescent Society had 161,000 members, falling 
into several categories. First primary school students aged 7 to 12, known 
as Link Members (70,000), and secondary school students aged 13 to 18, 
known as Youth Members (72,600), do not pay any subscription. Young 
people over 18 who have left school or attend teacher training colleges and 
Universities, known as Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD) members 
(18,700), and other volunteers pay an annual subscription. Honorary life 
membership is awarded by the MRCS to distinguished persons who have 
rendered valuable services to the National Society in accordance with the 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Principles.

Financing
Funding for the National Society’s programmes and services is derived 
from:
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- public support for its fund-raising projects, for example lotteries, din
ners and fashion shows, ballet, music and dance shows, etc.;

- a Malaysian government subsidy for its ambulance service;
- a City Hall grant;
- reimbursement by the Ministry of Welfare Services for mass feeding of 

flood and fire victims;
- Branch contributions and membership fees;
- the Million Dollar Club, which comprises companies and firms that 

agree to contribute, for a number of years, a significant sum annually to 
the National Society;

- financial assistance given by the ICRC, the League and sister National 
Societies.

The Malaysian Government has granted the following privileges to the 
MRCS: free postal services within the country and the use of call sign 
9WR88 for direct communication with the ICRC in Geneva in time of 
emergency. It also benefits from exemptions from sales tax and custom 
duties, income tax on any donations, entertainment tax and lottery tax.

Relations with the authorities
The MRCS maintains close relations with the Malaysian Government and 
its various ministries. The National Society is under the Patronage of His 
Majesty the King and the Presidency of the Prime Minister; of its two Vice- 
Presidents, one is the Minister of Welfare Services and the other the 
Minister of Health. Representatives of several other ministries are to be 
found amongst the members of the Council of the MRCS.

The Ministry of Education greatly appreciates MRCS activities, and 
considers that the Society plays an essential role at national level in the 
education of youth and the dissemination of the Fundamental Principles of 
the Red Cross and Red Crescent. This Ministry decided to introduce 
instruction in Red Cross and Red Crescent ideals in over 6,700 primary 
schools.

In its efforts to control drug abuse, the National Society works in co
operation with the Ministry of Home Affairs.

When assisting Vietnamese Boat People, it co-operates with the various 
local agencies of the Malaysian Government, as well as the UNHCR, the 
League and the ICRC.

In time of emergency, the MRCS provides assistance to:
- the Ministry of Welfare Services in setting up and running relief centres, 

preparing and distributing food, clothing, blankets and other supplies for 
victims, and in organizing tracing services and rehabilitation activities;

- the armed forces, the police, and the civil defence corps in rescuing and 
evacuating victims;

- the Ministry of Health in providing first aid and other medical and health 
services at relief centres.
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Activities

MRCS activities are manifold and are carried out mainly in the areas of 
disaster relief, health and community services.

Activities at the national level
There are more than 100,000 trained young relief workers, members of the 
Voluntary Aid Detachments and the Youth groups, who practise regularly. 
Their training includes first aid, artificial respiration, life-saving, the run
ning of mobile kitchen units and the administration of relief centres. First 
aid competitions and youth camps are organized by the MRCS, as are 
courses for specialized relief workers. Volunteers who are to work in 
hospitals and the ambulance service receive additional training. Camps 
and practical courses are held, as well as instructors’ courses. In a five-year 
period, 59,000 members attended courses held by the MRCS and 49,900 
members received certificates.

The MRCS has a Mobile Disaster Relief Column comprising 70 mobile 
kitchen units, 16 ambulances, 25 boats and 12 vehicles, some equipped with 
radio. The column units are on 24-hour alert with 15,700 relief workers on 
immediate call.

In isolated villages where there are no hospitals, first-aid clinics are set 
up and run by voluntary relief workers of the MRCS.

The Ambulance Service - called by dialling 999-was set up by the MRCS 
in 1969 in response to a request by the Malaysian Government; it operates 
on a 24-hour basis. In 1988, it was called out 8,400 times. It is also present at 
large public gatherings. The ambulance crew are paid staff who have 
attended specialized courses.

In co-operation with the Malaysian Government and private hospitals, 
the MRCS runs campaigns to recruit blood donors and promote blood 
donation in factories, offices and commercial centres. The target groups 
are young people, government employees, members of the armed forces 
and the police. The MRCS had 37,000 voluntary blood donors in 1988. The 
two most productive branches as regards blood units are Sarawak and 
Sabah, which provide 63% and 24% respectively of the total national blood 
donation. The National Society supports and promotes its campaigns with 
posters, multi-purpose leaflets, information sheets, lectures and films.

In the area of health, the MRCS runs courses on basic hygiene and home 
nursing. The National Society plays a role in preventive education and in 
the effort to control drug abuse. This activity has developed since 1984 
along the lines of a programme (Anti-Dadah Programme) set up after a 
massive campaign launched by the Malaysian Government in 1983. The 
programme provides for the holding of seminars, the spread of informa
tion, the recruitment and training of counsellors, the organization of joint 
working sessions with the Government Task Force, a telephone counselling 
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service set up in 1986 for drug addicts (Anti-Dadah Hotline), as well as 
assistance for the Parents’ Movement Against Drug Abuse. In 1986, the 
MRCS decided to set up a National Anti-Dadah Programme Committee.

In the field of community services, the MRCS runs courses on hygiene 
and water safety. Environmental protection and hygiene campaigns are 
mounted in co-operation with the Ministry of Health to teach villagers to 
keep their homes and surroundings clean, to construct latrines, to boil 
drinking water and to combat malaria and dengue by the elimination of 
mosquito breeding grounds.

The MRCS also runs a programme for the elderly and the handicapped 
with cleaning, maintenance and redecoration of dwellings, food distribu
tions, and visits to homes, hospitals and centres for the handicapped. Some 
districts organize games and outings for handicapped people and help them 
to obtain the equipment or artificial limbs they need. In 1981, the Interna
tional Year of Disabled Persons, some districts of the MRCS engaged in 
special activities, such as first-aid courses for the blind, outings, holiday 
camps, sports competitions, swimming sessions and concerts.

Under its Assistance Programme for the Vietnamese Boat People (VBP), 
the MRCS co-ordinates, jointly with National Task Force and the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), all activities for the 
VBP in Malaysia. Its role is unique and its activities differ from those of 
other National Societies. The involvement of the National Society in the 
VBP programme goes back to 1975, when the National Society found itself 
faced with a mass influx on the north-eastern shores of Malaysia. With the 
assistance of the Malaysian Government, the UNHCR, the ICRC, the 
League, voluntary agencies and the private sector, the MRCS set up eight 
reception camps and five transit camps. The period of most intense activity 
for the National Society was between 1978 and 1980, when more than 2,000 
refugees a month arrived in Malaysia. The total budget of the MRCS 
assistance programme for the VBP in 1988 amounted to $15,285,500, of 
which $14,532,100 came from the UNHCR, $521,000 from the League and 
$232,400 from the ICRC. Today, after 13 years of work, the MRCS still 
runs a camp at Pulau Bidong, as well as a holding centre at Sungei Best.

Within the framework of its VBP programme, the MRCS employs 170 
Malaysians and some 40 foreigners from international agencies, private 
bodies and humanitarian organizations. The MRCS, as the operating 
partner of the UNHCR, undertakes to offer the following services to the 
VBP: to supply basic materials and social amenities and infrastructure; to 
improve resettlement prospects; to provide recreation facilities, self-help 
activities, and counselling and care for victims of violence and rape; to 
maintain wooden jetties, marine and land transportation services; to main
tain health services, curative and preventive services; to supply food and 
basic domestic items; to maintain proper sanitation facilities and organize 
regular garbage collection, spraying and fogging; to support the Tracing, 
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Mailing and Money Transfer Service; and to implement an educational 
programme in languages and culture and organize vocational training.

It also runs the Cherating Camp for the reception and housing of Muslim 
refugees from Kampuchea.

The MRCS is one of the National Societies involved in the Tracing and 
Mailing Service (TMS) set up in the countries of first asylum in South-East 
Asia. In 1978, the German Red Cross in the Federal Republic of Germany 
responded to the call made by the League of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies and helped the MRCS to establish a tracing service. In 1979, 
together with National Societies of Indonesia, the Philippines, Singapore, 
Thailand and the overseas branches of Macau and Hong Kong, the MRCS 
was given technical assistance by the ICRC in developing its tracing service 
on the national and local levels, and also in training its personnel. From 
1980 to 1982, the TMS in South-East Asia was co-ordinated by an ICRC 
delegate in the area. Since then, this role has been taken over by the 
Central Tracing Agency in Geneva. TMS activities in the camps enable 
VBP in Malaysia to correspond with their families, file tracing requests in 
respect of family members with whom they have lost contact, receive help 
with formalities in their efforts to be resettled in a third country, and 
receive financial aid through its Money Transfer Service. In 1988, the 
MRCS Tracing and Mailing Service handled 538,150 letters for VBP and 
processed 1,250 tracing requests, of which 540 were resolved. It also dealt 
with 16 tracing requests from Kampuchean refugees. The money transfer 
service handled a total sum of $5,309,850 for 21,535 VBP.

The Malaysian Youth Red Crescent Society was founded in 1951. All 
Youth members take part in the National Society’s medical and social 
activities such as protection and promotion of health; community services; 
international and national friendship programmes; learning about the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Movement; understanding and disseminating the 
Fundamental Principles and international humanitarian law.

The members wear uniforms and are given ranks; the Red Crescent 
Youth aims to inculcate discipline, dedication, loyalty and team spirit and 
has a chain of command to facilitate mobilization. Parades also feature in 
the Red Cross Youth and VAD’s activities.

The MRCS is very active in disseminating international humanitarian law. 
It enjoys the support and encouragement of the Ministry of Education, 
which has decided to introduce the teaching of the Fundamental Principles 
of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and education in Red Cross 
and Red Crescent ideals in primary and secondary schools. As early as 1977, 
the MRCS national Humanitarian Law Committee was created with the aim 
of promoting and developing knowledge of this law at national level. Today, 
thanks to the co-operation of the ICRC and the League and their financial 
support, the MRCS is in a position to publish numerous handbooks and 
brochures, posters, and other instructive and informative material.
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The MRCS also produces the booklets “The Red Cross and My Coun
try” and “The Teacher’s Manual” in the national language and in English, 
Tamil and Chinese, for use in secondary schools.

Together with the ICRC and in collaboration with the League, the 
Malaysian Red Crescent Society held the First Asia and Pacific Seminar on 
the Dissemination of International Humanitarian Law for the National 
Societies of South-East Asia in Kuala Lumpur in 1978, and the second such 
seminar in 1986. It also helped to organize a course on international 
humanitarian law for the armed forces in August 1988. The National 
Society also organizes for its own members lectures and seminars on 
various subjects such as disaster preparedness and relief, dissemination of 
international humanitarian law, assistance to refugees, tracing and mailing 
activities. Apart from the seminars mentioned above, the MRCS held the 
Asia and Pacific Regional Workshop on Disaster Preparedness and Relief 
in May 1988 and the Asia and Pacific Regional Workshop on Refugees and 
Displaced Persons in November 1988.

The MRCS has produced or contributed to the following films: “Symbol 
of Service”, “The Red Telephone” and “PAX”.

Activities at the international level
Given its limited financial resources, the National Society does not take an 
active part in any international aid activities. Nevertheless, the Sabah and 
Sarawak Branches of the Malaysian Red Crescent Society give occasional 
help to the National Society in formation in Brunei.

The Malaysian Red Crescent Society has only recently started contribut
ing financially to International Red Cross aid programmes: Lebanon in 
1982 and Africa (Zimbabwe, Mozambique, South Africa, Namibia, Chad, 
Angola, Uganda, Somalia, Kenya) in 1985, 1986 and 1987.

However, in the past the MRCS sent a relief team to Bangladesh (in 
1974) and the National Society topped the donation list among developing 
nations for the Africa Famine Relief Fund.

Role within the Movement

The MRCS is a National Society in which Malays, Chinese, Indians and 
other ethnic groups complement each other to form a dynamic and efficient 
National Society. Since the early seventies, the MRCS has held posts 
within the League which are as diverse as they are numerous: Youth 
Consultative Committee (1969-73), Working Group on the League Advis
ory System (1977-81), the League Finance Commission (1977-85) and the 
Disaster Relief Commission (1977-88). In addition, the MRCS held one of 
the League Vice-Presidencies from 1977 to 1981.

From 1980 to 1982, Mr. VT Nathan held the Vice-Chairmanship of the 
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Joint ICRC/League Working Group of Experts on the Dissemination of 
International Humanitarian Law and the Principles and Ideals of the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent. He had already been a member of this Working 
Group since 1977. Moreover, the Malaysian Red Crescent Society was a 
member of the Joint ICRC/League Working Group on the Emblem 
(1977-81).

From 1981 to 1986 the National Society was a member of the Commis
sion for the Financing of the ICRC.

As one of the member countries of the Association of South-East Asian 
Nations (ASEAN), the National Society has participated in all the bi
annual regional conferences organized by the National Societies of South- 
East Asia. In 1983, in its turn, it hosted in Kuala Lumpur the Fifth 
Conference of Red Cross and Red Crescent Leaders of countries within 
ASEAN.

From the opening of the ICRC regional delegation in Kuala Lumpur in 
1972 until its closure in 1982, the MRCS at both headquarters and branch 
levels enjoyed excellent relations with the delegates. These fruitful con
tacts are still maintained through the ICRC delegation in Jakarta.

Future Prospects

In the early seventies, after studying the Tansley Report, the MRCS 
analysed and evaluated its past activities and drew up a plan of action for 
the eighties. Bearing in mind the pace of social change and the needs of the 
community and country, the National Society is now in the process of 
formulating its plan of action for the nineties, which includes the following: 
- dissemination of the message of the Movement by audiovisual means, 

focusing on two million students in 6,700 primary schools and on the 
91,300 youth members in secondary schools, colleges and universities 
and out of school;

- increasing and widening membership of the MRCS, reaching every heart 
and home in the country;

- extension of primary health care and community services to other areas;
- strengthening the disaster preparedness and relief (DPR) service, 

upgrading training programmes and establishing more bases for DPR 
teams;

- improvement of the organization of the 14 branches and 108 district 
committees to provide more efficient services to the community in time 
of peace and war;

- studying, improving, projecting and upholding the image of the MRCS 
to strengthen the credibility and increase the accountability of the 
National Society.

(October 1989)
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The Ethiopian Red Cross Society

Historical Outline

Emperor Menelik II had envisaged his country’s accession to the First 
Geneva Convention of 1864 during the Italo-Abyssinian war of 1896 and 
had sent a communication to that effect to the ICRC, but he did not pursue 
the idea. The presence in Ethiopia of two medical teams from the Italian 
and Russian Red Cross Societies, which had come to assist the victims of 
the conflict, was to highlight the need to create a Red Cross Society in the 
country. In 1896 the medical team from the Russian Red Cross set up a 
field hospital, trained a number of Ethiopian staff and cared for some 
27,000 sick and wounded. In a letter, Emperor Menelik pointed out that 
the new Red Cross Society was placed under the patronage of his consort, 
Empress Taitu. Although this Society did not engage in any specific 
activities it appears that it existed at least until 1907.

In 1922, the Diplomatic Corps of Addis Ababa informed the ICRC that a 
provisional committee of a Red Cross association had been formed in 
Ethiopia. Meeting under the high patronage of H.R.H. Ras Tafari, the 
Diplomatic Corps submitted the draft statutes of this association to the 
International Committee. While noting the generous initiative of the Brit
ish, French and Italian legations, the ICRC drew their attention to the fact 
that this association, which was composed mainly of foreigners, could not 
be regarded as a National Red Cross Society and could not therefore be 
admitted as such to the Movement.

Between 1929 and 1935 the League of Red Cross Societies, the ICRC 
and the British Red Cross endeavoured on several occasions to encourage 
the creation of a National Red Cross Society in Ethiopia.

In December 1934 a dispute arose at Wal Wal in the Ogaden between 
Italian settlers from Somalia and Ethiopian soldiers, who were allied with 
the British. Mussolini’s Government used this border incident as a pretext 
to attack Ethiopia in 1935. July 1935 the President of the International 
Committee wrote to the Emperor of Ethiopia to draw his attention to the 
fact that his empire was not yet on the list of countries which had ratified or 
acceded to the Geneva Convention. On 8 July 1935 the National Society of 
the Ethiopian Red Cross was founded in Addis Ababa and on 15 July 
Emperor Haile Selassie delegated his Ambassador plenipotentiary in Paris 
to notify Swiss Federal Council in Bern of the accession of the Ethiopian 
Empire to the Geneva Convention. The foundation and the Charter of the 
Ethiopian National Society were approved by an imperial decree dated 25 
July. On 26 September 1935 the ICRC officially recognized the Ethiopian 
Red Cross Society.

Following violent clashes with Italian troops on the Eritrean and Somali 
fronts, the Ethiopian Government announced a general mobilization. A 
section of the Ethiopian Red Cross Society at Adwa was destroyed by 



319

bombing and the next day the ICRC offered its services to the belligerent 
States and to their National Societies. The Ethiopian Red Cross Society 
responded at once by requesting medical staff and ambulances while the 
Italian Red Cross declined the ICRC’s offer. In November 1935, the 
International Committee sent Mr. Marcel Junod and Mr. Sydney Brown as 
delegates to Addis Ababa. With their support, the Ethiopian Red Cross 
Society organized ambulance services, which it sent to the northern, east
ern and southern fronts. Because of the lack of Ethiopian doctors, the 
Society turned to foreign doctors working in the country and formed five 
medical teams composed of American, Greek, Austrian, Indian and Polish 
doctors. The Society also trained about 300 Ethiopians in first aid and 
assigned them to the ambulance teams; in some cases it even deployed 
them to carry out medical care in areas where there were no doctors. The 
ICRC’s activity in Ethiopia and the opening of a delegation in Addis 
Ababa were among the first Committee’s actions on the African continent.

The medical units, which were composed largely of foreign medical staff 
and the six medical teams supplied by the National Societies of Great 
Britain, Egypt, Sweden, Norway, Holland and Finland were partly des
troyed by the Italian bombing104 and many of these volunteers met with a 
tragic fate, as is recounted by Sydney Brown in his book “For the Red 
Cross in Ethiopia” and by Marcel Junod in “Warrior without weapons”. 
After the fall of Addis Ababa in May 1936, Mussolini merged Ethiopia 
with Eritrea and Somalia to form the Italian East Africa. The Ethiopian 
Red Cross Society had to cease its activities in June 1936 after its headquar
ters had been burned and totally sacked. During the Italian occupation, it 
managed to pursue some activities abroad, namely in Great Britain and in 
the United States, where committees of support for Ethiopian exiles were 
formed.

In a circular dated 25 June 1936 the ICRC announced to the Interna
tional Red Cross the disbandment of the Ethiopian Red Cross Society.

After the liberation in 1941, former members of the Ethiopian Red 
Cross Society decided, with the help of the British Red Cross, to reestabl
ish the Society and to expand its peacetime activities. A provisional com
mittee was formed and its Charter approved by the government on 31 
October 1947.105 The Society held its first General Assembly in January

104 The relief work was considerably hampered by the failure to respect the red cross emblem 
and by the use of poison gas by the Italian forces. The special circumstances of this conflict 
led several National Societies and particularly those whose medical units had been victims 
of these grave violations of the Geneva Conventions, especially the Swedish Red Cross, 
to reconsider means of increasing the efficiency of the Red Cross in modern warfare.

105 Although it had announced the disbandment of the Ethiopian Red Cross Society in 1936, 
the ICRC did not deem it necessary to renew its recognition of the Society when it was 
reestablished after the Second World War. According to a principle that was confirmed 
by Resolution 12 of the XVIIth International Conference of the Red Cross in Stockholm, 
the ICRC in fact considered as recognized any Society which was returning to its liberated
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1948; the same year it was represented at the XVIIth International Confer
ence of the Red Cross in Stockholm. In 1949 it created the country’s first 
school of nursing and a free ambulance service. Since 1950 it began to 
recruit blood donors.

The Ethiopian Red Cross Society was admitted to the League on 16 
October 1950.

Organization

Structure
The Charter of 1980, revised in 1981, governs the organization and 
activities of the Ethiopian Red Cross Society and provides for the following 
bodies at the central and regional levels: a National General Assembly, a 
National Board, a National Executive Committee and a Secretariat.

At the central level the National General Assembly meets every two 
years. It elects by secret ballot and from among regular or life members of 
the National Society the nine members of the National Board, from among 
them the Chairman, the two Vice-Chairmen and the Treasurer.

In addition to its nine elected members, the National Board is composed 
of the Chairmen of the 16 regional branches, representatives of eleven 
Ministries and of each of the country’s 4 mass organizations, two members 
representing Red Cross Youth and three co-opted members. The National 
Board meets every six months.

The National Executive Committee is composed of the Chairman, one of 
the two Vice-Chairmen, the Treasurer and two other members elected by 
the National Board. It meets at least once a month.

All kinds of administrative and official duties are channelled through the 
Secretariat.

At the regional level the 16 branches of the Society are organized on the 
same model; they hold Regional General Assemblies every two years. Ten 
of the 16 regional branches of the Ethiopian Red Cross Society were 
created in 1981; they correspond to Ethiopia’s various administrative 
regions: Addis Ababa, Arsi, Assab, Bale, Eritrea, Gamo-Gofa, Gojjam, 
Gondar, Hararge, Illubabor, Keffa, Shoa, Sidamo, Tigray, Wollega and 
Wollo.

Apart from these 16 regional branches, the Society has 27provincial sub
branches and over 4,000 Red Cross Committees at different levels (July 
1987).

territory and was recognized by its government, subject only to its Articles of association 
still conforming to the conditions for recognition (Report, XVIIth International Confer
ence of the Red Cross, Stockholm, August 1948, p.90).



321

Membership
The Ethiopian Red Cross Society has regular members, life members and 
honorary members. In accordance with the provisions of its Charter, it has 
also introduced institutional and family membership. All paid-up regular 
members are entitled to vote and are eligible as of the age of 18 for election 
at a General Assembly. Honorary members may attend the General 
Assemblies of the Society but may neither vote nor be eligible for election. 
In July 1987, the membership figure had reached 625,000 mark.

Financing
The Society’s main sources of financing are membership subscriptions, 
government subsidies, collections, bazaars and sales, contributions from 
the mass organizations, donations, bequests and external assistance.

Relations with the authorities
The Society is headed by a Patron appointed by the Head of State and with 
specific responsibility for giving the guidelines necessary for the expansion 
of the Society’s activities.

As an auxiliary to the public authorities, the National Society maintains 
a close working relationship with the government, both from the financial 
point of view and owing to its organizational set-up, representation and 
sphere of activities. It co-operates with various Ministries and particularly 
with the Ministries of Health, Education and Agriculture.

Activities

Activities at the national level
The Ethiopian Red Cross Society organizes a number of permanent medi
cal and social activities: ambulance service, blood bank, dispensary and 
training centre. It also performs ad hoc relief activities for the victims of 
drought and conflict particularly in collaboration with the League and the 
ICRC.

In 1950 the Ethiopian Red Cross Society created the country’s first 
ambulance service. Free of charge and available 24 hours a day, this service 
makes an average of 90,000 trips each year thanks to a fleet of 40 ambulan
ces available in 30 major cities and towns (July 1987). The service is 
subsidized and enjoys the support of city councils.

The first blood bank was set up in Addis Ababa in 1969. The blood bank 
is an important activity for the Ethiopian Red Cross which, with financial 
and technical assistance from the Finnish Red Cross, has embarked on a 
programme destined to transform the Addis Ababa blood bank into a 
national blood transfusion centre, to strengthen the Harar and Asmara 
blood banks and to set up two other blood banks in Awassa and Jimma.

For a long time, the Ethiopian Red Cross Society managed 6 clinics in 
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different parts of the country, providing free medical service to the needy. 
These clinics have been progressively handed over to the Ministry of 
Health. They provided polyclinic, health education, child care, rehabilita
tion and demonstration services.

The Ethiopian Red Cross Society National Training Centre gives prim
ary health care and first aid courses. It trains first-aiders and instructors in 
addition to Red Cross Youth leaders. It also gives specialized courses on 
warehouse management, accounting, transport, etc. From 1949 to 1976 the 
centre also trained nurses. Today, however, that training is provided by the 
State. It is expected that the National Training Centre strengthen its 
training infrastructure, increase its capacity and diversify its activities to 
become fully operational.

The Red Cross Youth, which was created in Addis Ababa in 1966, today 
has some 40,000 members, 308 trained youth leaders and about 400 Red 
Cross Youth clubs (July 1987). Red Cross Youth volunteers help with relief 
distributions, in the recruitment of blood donors, in ambulance, hospital 
and first-aid services, dissemination and fund-raising activities. They also 
take part in activities connected with environmental and spring protection 
and reafforestation.

In addition to these various activities, the Ethiopian Red Cross Society is 
associated with some of the government’s ad hoc programmes, such as the 
literacy campaign with the Ministry of Education, through such undertak
ings as the publication and distribution of Red Cross booklets especially 
designed for newly-literate people.

Assistance for the victims of famine and drought has, of course, been the 
main activity of the Ethiopian Red Cross Society for a number of years. 
This activity is part of the extensive relief operation launched in Ethiopia 
by numerous foreign governments, missions, charitable institutions and 
humanitarian agencies. From 1979 up to early 1988, it has been participat
ing in the ICRC’s medical and nutritional relief and assistance operation 
for persons displaced by conflict and famine. This joint operation provided 
assistance to almost one million people per month in 1985-1986. The 
Ethiopian Red Cross Society is also associated with the relief operation for 
drought victims undertaken by the League. Under an agreement with the 
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, the Society 
acts as the operational agency for the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees for Sudanese refugees and Ethiopian returnees from 
Somalia.

The recurrent disastrous drought coupled with the favourable conditions 
created by the approval of the Revised Charter in 1980 prompted the 
Ethiopian Red Cross Society to draw up a five-year development plan 
(1981-1985). Under this plan and thanks to financial support from the 
Swedish Red Cross, the Society was able to build a central warehouse and a 
vehicle repair workshop in Addis Ababa (1983) and other satellite 
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warehouses in the different regions to strengthen its preparedness. In 1985 
rehabilitation programmes aimed at making self-supporting through the 
provision of agri-inputs (seeds, fertilizers, oxen, tools) the surviving 
drought victims were launched.

In collaboration with the Ministries of Health and Agriculture and with 
the aid of the Swedish, German Federal Republic and Japanese National 
Societies, the Ethiopian Red Cross Society has developed an extensive 
disaster prevention programme which provides for the construction of dams 
and irrigation systems, the development and protection of springs and 
reafforestation. This programme, which became operational at the end of 
1985, runs three independent projects: two specific integrated rural 
development pilot projects in the drought-related disaster-prone Wollo 
and Hararge administrative regions and a more general national branch 
programme, covering all regions. In addition, the Society has converted 
former shelters for famine victims into agricultural education and training 
centres so as to check, at least partially, the constant degradation of the soil 
caused by the recurrent drought and the misuse of natural resources.

Under its five-year development plan the Ethiopian Red Cross Society 
has negotiated several bilateral projects in a consortium with the Danish, 
Finnish, Swedish, Norwegian, British, German Federal Republic, Cana
dian, Japanese, American, Icelandic, Australian and New Zealand Red 
Cross Societies.

Furthermore in 1985 the ICRC and the Ethiopian Red Cross Society 
drew up a joint programme for the dissemination of knowledge of 
humanitarian law and the Principles of the Red Cross, and the creation of a 
dissemination service within the Society.

Thus, in relatively few years, the Ethiopian Red Cross Society has, by 
dint of great efforts, considerably broadened and diversified its range of 
activities and developed its infrastructure.

Activities at the international level
The extreme gravity of the situation in Ethiopia and the Society’s modest 
resources do not allow it to engage in activities on an international scale.

Role within the Movement

The Ethiopian Red Cross Society is regularly represented at International 
Conferences of the Red Cross, at meetings of the Council of Delegates and 
at sessions of the General Assembly of the League. It has also hosted 
several international and regional conferences and workshops.
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Future Prospects
The first five-year development plan (1981-1985) of the Society produced 
positive results in structural set-up, operational capability and disaster 
preparedness as well as in the overall capacity to render service in the areas 
of relief, medical and social services, information and dissemination.

Based upon the experiences of the first plan, the second plan 
(1985-1988) adopts a more comprehensive and integrated perspective in 
order to meet the existing and changing needs of the community.

The development strategy focuses on two interdependent components: 
on the one hand, it concentrates on developing and consolidating the 
capacity of the National Society, quantitatively and qualitatively, to 
respond to community needs, with emphasis on “traditional” mandates of 
the Red Cross such as blood banks and ambulance services. The Society 
will continue its efforts to develop a more dependable disaster prepared
ness programme and provide effective relief and medico-social services. 
On the other hand, with a view to containing the root causes of the 
recurrent drought, the Society will continue to broaden its extra-conven
tional role in disaster prevention programmes. This shift of emphasis from 
the curative to the preventive approach not only responds to the changing 
needs of the community but serves as a source of encouragement for 
community involvement. It is also expected to help the Society to assume 
greater responsibility, to increase participation in the country’s socio
economic development and in the framework of the Red Cross Principles 
and the Society’s declared objectives.

To reflect the Society’s desire for greater co-ordination and integration 
of activities, changes and modifications will be introduced in policy and in 
programmes such as youth and training services.

The implementation of the strategy, needless to say, also calls for vigor
ous structural growth to enhance the Society’s operational and outreach 
capacity; for an intensive membership and dissemination campaign to 
enlist public support and the launching of viable fund-raising projects to 
generate sustained local income in order to meet the increasing costs 
involved in pursuing the National Society’s goal of self-reliance.
(June 1989)

The Nigerian Red Cross Society
Historical Outline

The origin of the Red Cross Society in Nigeria, according to available 
records, dates back to 1917 when an Adamu Orisha play was organized as a 
Red Cross fund-raising event.

During the Second World War Red Cross work in Nigeria developed in 
the form of various voluntary services in the country’s hospitals and dispen
saries.
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As early as 1946, the United Kingdom Government had expressed its 
intention to grant political independence to Nigeria and the British Red 
Cross Society, for its part, recognized that its role was to facilitate the 
setting up of a National Society in Nigeria. The Central Council of the 
Nigeria Branch, which was set up on 14 April 1945, was thus virtually 
autonomous. The Nigeria Branch continued under the direction of the 
British Red Cross Society until Nigeria gained independence on 1 October 
1960. The then Vice-Chairman of the British Red Cross Society, the 
Countess of Limerick, who visited Nigeria for the purpose, performed the 
official handing over of responsibility to the first Prime Minister, the late 
Hon. Sir Abubakar Tafawa Balewa.

The Nigerian Red Cross Society was founded on 29 September 1960. 
Pursuant to its statutes and by virtue of a Government Ordinance of 16 
September 1960, it was recognized by the authorities as a voluntary aid 
society auxiliary to the public authorities and to the military medical 
services in particular. It took up the task of working to help the victims of 
conflicts and disasters and contributing to the prevention of diseases and 
the training of nursing staff and first aiders.

On 4 May 1961 the ICRC officially recognized the Nigerian Red Cross 
Society, which became a member of the League on 2 October of the same 
year.

From 1967 to 1970 the Society played an important role in the relief 
operation carried out in Nigeria during the armed conflict resulting from the 
attempted secession of the Eastern Region of the country, which proc
laimed its independence on 30 May 1967 under the name of Biafra. The war 
that followed gave rise to one of the most far-reaching relief operations in 
Red Cross history. Thanks to the assistance of governments, National 
Societies and intergovernmental and private international agencies, as well 
as many donations from individuals, some 120,000 tons of food and medici
nes reached Nigeria.

This vast operation, which took place under difficult conditions and 
which sometimes encountered almost insurmountable obstacles - particu
larly in the secessionist zone - nevertheless made it possible, between July 
1967 and June 1969, to provide daily assistance through some 900 distribu
tion centres to almost a million people on territory controlled by the federal 
forces and nearly a million and a half in the secessionist zone.

The ICRC co-ordinated, on both sides of the front, the work of 45 
medical and surgical teams seconded by various benevolent agencies and 
by a number of National Societies. It also ran seven hospitals, an 
orthopaedic workshop and 64 sick-bays - including three for leprosy cases. 
It admitted a total of 15,000 sick and wounded.

The Nigerian Red Cross Society, with the assistance of the League, was 
closely associated with the conduct of relief operations through a relief 
centre which functioned as a general headquarters for the joint ICRC/ 
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NRCS relief operations in the territory under the control of the federal 
forces. With the help of the local branches of the Nigerian Red Cross 
Society the ICRC simultaneously carried out a large-scale vaccination 
campaign against smallpox, measles and tuberculosis.

At the request of the authorities, the coordination of operations was 
finally transferred to the Federal Commission for Rehabilitation, and with 
the signing on 30 September 1969 of a Convention the ICRC handed over 
to the Nigerian Red Cross Society 20,000 tons of equipment, food and 
medicines stocked near the front, together with 98 vehicles, a number of 
boats, inflatable warehouses and a radio network. The ICRC, however, 
maintained its relations with the Nigerian Red Cross Society and continued 
its visits to detention centres on both sides of the front. When the fighting 
ceased in mid-January 1970, the ICRC brought its activities to an end and 
closed its Lagos delegation.

After the end of the hostilities, the Red Cross of the former secessionist 
zone was reabsorbed into the National Society, thereby facilitating assist
ance work in favour of the victims of the civil war.

Organization

Structure
The Nigerian Red Cross Society is highly decentralized. It is governed by 
statutes which were revised in 1962. Although it is well organized adminis
tratively, it is experiencing certain problems owing to the very large 
number of its Branches and Divisions, which make for a top-heavy 
administration. The situation is aggravated by the fact that the various 
Branches and Divisions have very little contact with the Lagos Headquar
ters or among themselves.

At the national level, the Nigerian Red Cross Society has a Central 
Council and an Executive Committee.

The Central Council is the National Society’s highest policy - making 
body. It meets once a year in an Annual General Meeting. It is presided 
over by the National President. Each Branch elects five persons to be 
members of the Central Council, which in turn elects for a one-year term 
the President, the National Chairman and the National Vice Chairman of 
the Executive Committee, a Financial Adviser, a Treasurer, an Assistant 
Treasurer, a Medical Adviser, an Adviser on Nursing and a Quartermas
ter. The Central Council sets up a Finance Sub-Committee consisting of at 
least one member from each Branch; it may also set up Ad Hoc Sub
committees, of which the Chairman of the Executive Committee is an ex- 
officio member.

The Executive Committee is the executive organ of the National Society. 
It meets once a month at the National Headquarters. The Executive 
Committee is presided over by the National President. The other officers 
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of the Executive Committee include the National Vice Chairman, the 
Financial Adviser, the Treasurer, the Quartermaster, the Medical 
Adviser, the Nursing Adviser and the Legal Adviser. The above officers 
are elected at the Annual General Meeting. The Executive Committee 
submits the budget and the annual report to the Central Council.

Each State Branch is entitled to a two-man representation at the Execu
tive Committee. The National Society’s statutes also provide for the co
option of members on personal merit into the Executive Committee. The 
number of such co-opted members is limited to twenty-one.

At the regional level, the Nigerian Red Cross Society has 21 regional 
Branches, one in each of the 21 States of the country, including the Federal 
Capital Territory, Abuja. A Branch has started well in the newly created 
Akwa Ibom State, whereas Katsina State Branch is still under develop
ment. The activities of these Branches are directed by Branch Executive 
Committees. These Branch Committees are presided by the Branch Chair
man. They also have co-opted members and representatives of some State 
Government Ministries, Agencies and the Armed Forces. The Branch 
Executive Committee meet once a month, usually at the Branch Head
quarters.

The Branches themselves are sub-divided into Divisions, which operate 
under Committees. Each Division has a Chairman with other elected 
officers. The Society’s operational detachments and some local Govern
ment Agencies are represented in the Divisional Committees, which can 
meet more than once a month. Each Division is represented in the Branch 
Committee.

In turn, each Division consists of Voluntary Aid Detachments, Junior 
Units and other subsidiary groups or units. They operate in both urban and 
rural areas. The present VADs structure with Commandants as the Chief 
Executives is a carbon copy of the old British Red Cross system.

There is currently a move to restructure this arm of the Nigerian Red 
Cross Society into different service groups, for example first aid, home 
nursing, disaster relief, blood donation and fund-raising. The National 
Society hopes that with the group system more people from various walks 
of life will find more acceptable standards where they could be of great 
service to the Nigerian Red Cross Society.

Membership
The Nigerian Red Cross Society has three categories of members: active 
members (Branch leaders, staff of Voluntary Aid Detachments and other 
employees); associate members who pay an annual contribution to the 
National Society; and Junior members (children of school age and mem
bers of Junior Units). Individuals whose activity or financial contribution 
justifies this distinction may be elected life members. The total member
ship strenght of the Nigerian Red Cross Society is over one million.
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Financing
At the national level, the main fund-raising activities are the Annual Fund- 
Raising Dinner and the International Fair which is currently held bi- 
annually. These two events are usually held during the World Red Cross 
Day celebration. It is organized in the form of a one-day miniature trade 
fair. Stalls are held by diplomatic missions, companies, organizations, the 
ICRC Regional Delegation, some individuals and the Nigerian Red Cross 
Society.

At the regional level, the regular fund-raising activities are sales of flags 
during flag weeks, issuing of appeal letters, dinners, concert shows and 
football matches. The Borno State Branch organizes local wrestling, which 
is a very popular event, and the Kano State Branch runs a thrift shop. Some 
States also organize beauty contests.

A number of the local Governments in some States give annual grants to 
the National Society.

In recent years, there has been a major down trend in Government 
subsidies to the Nigerian Red Cross Society both at national and regional 
levels, due to the present national economic climate. In many cases, the 
subsidies were reduced to a tenth or even less of what they used to be. In 
some States, no subsidy has been given to the National Society for the past 
two or three years. Plans are now on for representatives of the Executive 
Committee to visit all State Governors of the Federation to discuss this 
deteriorating situation.

Relations with the authorities
Representation of some Federal Government Ministries or Agencies on 
the Executive Committee of the Nigerian Red Cross Society is provided for 
both at national and regional levels. Such bodies include the Ministries of 
Social Development, Youth and Sports, Health and Education, the Army, 
the Navy, the Air-Force, the Police and the National Emergency Relief 
Agency. Both the Federal and State Governments financially support the 
National Society’s activities.

Activities

The Nigerian Red Cross Society carries out a number of humanitarian 
services throughout the Federation. Most of the services are rendered by 
volunteers working at Branch and Division levels as Voluntary Aid 
Detachment members (VADs). Some of the services are carried out by 
paid staff, mostly in the National Society’s, residential welfare institutions 
(for example motherless babies homes, child welfare clinics), but the day- 
to-day supervision of their work is often done by unpaid Red Cross work
ers. The activities of the National Society are hampered by the dearth of 
personnel and of financial resources at both national and regional levels.
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Activities at the national level
In Lagos and in some of the Branches, the Nigerian Red Cross Society 
engages in some medical and social activities, but its main tasks throughout 
the country concern first aid training, first aid and ambulance services at 
sporting and public events and along major highways, home nursing train
ing, home care, disaster relief preparedness and operations, and blood 
donor recruitment campaigns.

At the request of the Ministries of Health and of Social Development, 
Youth, Sports and Culture, it organizes various courses in first aid for 
workers in factories and plants, the staff of private enterprises, the police 
and the public in general.

In the capital, the Nigerian Red Cross Society runs motherless babies’ 
homes/child welfare clinics. The motherless babies’ homes are located in 
Yaba in Lagos State, Enugu, Abakaliki, Onitsha and Nnewi in Anambra 
State and Owerri in Imo State. The homes normally cater for motherless 
and abandoned babies from birth until they attain 18-24 months of age 
when they are handed back to their fathers, relations or to the Ministry of 
Social Development, Youth and Sports for fostership and subsequent 
adoption.

In addition, the Nigerian Red Cross Society visits the handicapped in 
welfare institutions and hospitals. It also participates in hospital duties. For 
example, in co-operation with the Ministry of Health, the Nigerian Red 
Cross Society gives assistance to the staff of a day clinic for spastic children. 
It also helps in a nursing school, provides replacement personnel for hospi
tals during weekend holidays and runs a library service in Lagos hospitals.

In co-operation with the public health authorities, the National Society 
participated in a national smallpox eradication campaign and in hygiene 
and sanitation campaigns.

The National Society used to run its own blood transfusion service, 
which it handed over to the Ministry of Health in 1963. Instead, it now 
recruits blood donors and sends them to hospitals mostly University Teach
ing Hospitals and General Hospitals, that have the facilities for blood 
donation and storage. The National Society has been looking into the 
possilibity of having its own blood bank, but the estimated cost is so high 
that no firm decision has been taken. The general view is that it would not 
be possible for the National Society to embark on the project without 
substantial government financial support or participation.

The Nigerian Red Cross Society is also active in disaster relief (mainly 
fires and floods), distribution of relief to disaster victims (e.g. distribution of 
cereals to drought-stricken populations and of clothes, blankets and other 
supplies).

In addition, the social service of the Nigerian Red Cross Society provides 
material assistance to the needy (distribution of second-hand clothes in the 
prisons).
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The Nigerian Red Cross Society also runs community development prog
rammes. A majority of Nigerians live in rural areas where social amenities 
are not adequate or are poorly provided.

Youth members participate in Nigerian Red Cross activities such as first 
aid, disaster relief, health campaigns, fund-raising, excursions, etc.

Activities at the international level
Because of its limited financial resources, the Nigerian Red Cross Society’s 
participation in international relief activities is also very limited.

Role within the Movement

The Nigerian Red Cross Society regularly attends the meetings organized 
within the Movement. It takes part to a limited extent in regional meetings 
organized by sister National Societies.

The National Society has played an important role within the League, as 
its National President, the Hon. Justice J.A. Adefarasin, was President of 
the League from 1977 to 1981.

Since 1981, the Nigerian Red Cross Society has been a member of the 
League’s Disaster Relief Commission.

The National Society maintains close relations with the ICRC Regional 
Delegation for the English-speaking countries of West Africa, which was 
opened in Lagos on 10 March 1986, and receives technical and financial 
assistance from this delegation.

Future Prospects

The present country-wide economic squeeze has been having some adverse 
effect on public donations to the National Society. To cope with the 
situation, the Nigerian Red Cross Society is now laying more emphasis on 
practical Red Cross services which could appeal more to our supporters in 
both the Government and the public.

The National Society is now working towards more involvement of its 
members in community development programmes by instilling the idea of 
self-help projects in the rural population. The Nigerian Red Cross Society 
helps the people to identify their real communal needs and assists in finding 
solutions to them, concentrating its activities in the field of health and 
social services. Moreover the National Society intends to improve its 
primarily health care activities.

The National Society, with the help of the ICRC delegation in Lagos, is 
now developing a better method of work in its tracing services.

For information purposes, the Nigerian Red Cross Society is planning to 
re-introduce its “National Newsletter”. The need to do so has been stressed 
on several occasions. Two of its Branches also have their own Branch 
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publications: Ondo, which has a “Newsletter”, and Kano, which recently 
introduced a magazine known as “Orbit”.

Finally, the Nigerian Red Cross Society envisages to bring improve
ments to its internal organisation. Moreover, it intends to build a new 
National Headquarters in the Federal Capital.

(July 1989)

The Tunisian Red Crescent

Historical Outline

Under the French Protectorate ending in 1955 and until the independence 
of Tunisia on 20 May 1956, the French Red Cross was represented in 
Tunisia. A provisional Tunisian Red Crescent Committee, however, 
assisted World War II casualties after November 1942, when Tunisia was 
occupied by Axis troops. When the Allied armies arrived in 1943, this 
provisional Committee suspended its activity in compliance with one of the 
Fundamental Principles of the Movement, the one of unity, which pro
hibits the coexistence of two National Societies in the same country. It 
resumed its activities in 1956 just before independence, taking the place of 
the French Red Cross, which handed over its staff and its property.

The Tunisian Red Crescent was founded on 7 October 1956 and on 4 May 
1957 the Bey of Tunis, Lamine Bey, sent the depositary Government a 
declaration notifying Tunisia’s accession to the 1949 Geneva Conventions, 
which came into force on 4 November of that year. The new National 
Society was recognized by the Government as a voluntary relief society 
auxiliary to the public authorities, under the terms of a decree issued on 6 
May 1957, and applied for recognition and admission to the International 
Red Cross.

In June 1957, the Tunisian Red Crescent began to co-operate with the 
ICRC delegation in Tunisia, then with the League, to bring relief to 
Algerian civilians who had taken refuge in Tunisia. In fact, even before it 
had been recognized by the ICRC, the Tunisian Red Crescent embarked 
upon its very first international activity when it provided assistance for 
Algerian refugees during the Algerian war. In June 1957, the Tunisian 
authorities and the National Society requested the assistance of the ICRC 
for Algerian civilians who had taken refuge in Tunisia. Since then, an 
ICRC delegation was set up in Tunisia and worked alongside the Tunisian 
Red Crescent, which had just been recognized by the Tunisian Govern
ment, and the League, which helped the Society in its development. The 
first assistance to the refugees was provided by the Tunisian Government 
and Red Crescent. The XIXth International Conference of the Red Cross, 
which met in New Delhi in 1957, adopted a resolution calling on its 
members to support the efforts already being made. Soon afterwards, the 
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ICRC and the League launched an appeal in favour of the Algerian 
refugees. From March 1958, the programme was handed over to the 
Tunisian Red Crescent, which, still in conjunction with the League, con
tinued and later supervised from February 1959 to May 1962 the distribu
tion of aid from the United Nations and National Societies for Algerian 
refugees in Tunisia.106

A few years later, at the time of the events in Bizerta, the ICRC under
took a further aid programme in response to an urgent request from the 
Tunisian Red Crescent. On July 1961, the ICRC sent medical assistance. 
Care to the wounded and burial of the dead were the most urgent tasks. At 
the same time, ICRC delegates were able to visit places of detention, 
where Tunisian prisoners were being held by the French forces, and had 
occasion, in consultation with the authorities concerned, to resolve a 
number of problems arising from the detention of French and Tunisian 
prisoners and civilian internees. When the exodus of the civilian popula
tion of Bizerta occurred, measures taken by the authorities ensured that 
most refugees were provided with accommodation in Tunis and in special 
centres opened by the Tunisian authorities in co-operation with the Red 
Crescent.

On 12 September 1957 the ICRC officially recognized the Tunisian Red 
Crescent which was admitted to the League on 25 October 1957.

From the time of its foundation, the new Society concentrated its efforts 
on refugees and the victims of natural disasters, such as floods, which occur 
frequently in Tunisia.

Organization

Structure
The activities of the Tunisian Red Crescent are governed by statutes 
adopted in 1972 and providing, at central level, for the establishment of a 
Central Committee, an Office of the Central Committee and a General 
Assembly.

The Central Committee, supreme body of the Tunisian Red Crescent, 
administers the Society and directs its activities. It is made up of 16 
members elected for a period of three years at the General Assembly. It 
meets every three months in ordinary session and may hold extraordinary 
sessions at the request of the President or the Office and of one third of the 
members.

The Office of the Central Committee, or main Office, is made up of 9 
members elected by the General Assembly. These are the President, two 
Vice-Presidents, the Secretary General and his Deputy, a Treasurer and 
his two Deputies and an Inspector. The Office of the Central Committee 

106 Chapter II, section 3, B/b.
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processes and has custody over all the official documents of the Society; it 
also attends to correspondence and organizes the sessions of the Central 
Committee. The resolutions of the latter are not binding unless they have 
been approved by a majority of the Office’s members.

The General Assembly is made up of members of the Central Committee 
and of the Presidents and representatives of the Regional Committees. All 
the members are entitled to vote if they have paid their dues. The General 
Assembly is convened once a year in ordinary session by the President or 
the Vice-President. It approves the annual report of the Society, which is 
presented by the Central Committee, and the financial report which has 
been approved by the auditors. Every three years the General Assembly 
elects the members of the Central Committee and its Office, and appoints 
auditors. It can be called upon to take decisions in regard to changes in the 
statutes of the National Society, at the request of the Central Committee or 
of one third of its members.

At regional level, the Tunisian Red Crescent is organized along the same 
lines as at national level. Each regional branch is directed by a Regional 
Committee having its headquarters in a “Wilaya” (Prefecture). The Cent
ral Committee of the National Society decides to set up Regional Commit
tees. At local level, the Tunisian Red Crescent is organized into Local 
Committees.

The Regional Committee is composed of 9 members elected every three 
years by the regional General Assembly. The members to be replaced are 
elected by secret ballot at an ordinary session of the Regional Committee. 
The latter appoints the members of its Office from among its own mem
bers, and also appoints a President and Vice-President, a Secretary Gen
eral and a Deputy Secretary General, a Treasurer and a Deputy Treasurer. 
The Regional Committee must apply all the directives issued by the Cent
ral Committee. It meets at least once a month and can be convened in an 
extraordinary General Assembly at the request of the Office of the Regional 
Committee. The General Assembly of the Regional Committee is com
posed of members of the Regional Committee and of the Presidents and 
representatives of the Local Committees. The Central Committee may 
designate a person to represent it at the General Assembly of the Regional 
Committee.

The Local Committee, like the Regional Committees, can be set up only 
with the approval of the Society’s Central Committee. Each Local Com
mittee has its own Office, whose members are elected every three years 
during a General Assembly. The Local Committee is responsible for 
recruiting new members, raising funds and maintaining links with the 
Regional Committee in applying the Central Committee’s directives.

Membership
The Tunisian Red Crescent is made up of founder members, active mem
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bers, supporting members and honorary members. Every member must 
pay dues, the amount of which varies according to the different categories. 
The members of the Central Committee and of the regional and local 
branches must be Tunisian nationals. Foreigners are eligible to be support
ing members, but cannot be elected nor can they vote. Membership in the 
Tunisian Red Crescent is conditional on having paid the annual dues. 
Applicants for membership have to be recommended by two founder 
members or two active members. All the members of the Central Commit
tee, the Regional Committees and the Local Committees provide their 
services free of charge.

Financing
The Tunisian Red Crescent’s financial resources come from the members’ 
annual dues, subsidies from the government and local authorities, dona
tions and grants of various kinds, the sales of Red Crescent stamps and 
postage stamps, the income and interest from certain investments.

Every year, the Central Committee must inform the Secretary of State 
for Finance and Planning of all Government subsidies which have not been 
disbursed for the set purposes. No expenditure may be made of the 
National Society’s funds without a decision of the Office of the Central 
Committee and without the approval of the President and of the Treasurer. 
The National Society is not allowed to engage in or organize any profit
making activities or events.

Relations with the authorities
The National Society maintains close relations with the Tunisian Govern
ment. It co-operates with the Ministry of Health in its medical and social 
activities, with the Post Office for the issue of postage stamps, and with the 
Ministries of Foreign Affairs, Justice and the Interior, especially with 
regard to the ICRC’s offers of services. It also co-operates with the Univer
sity of Tunisia (Law Faculty) in the field of International Humanitarian 
Law. Despite its close links with the Government, however, it has always 
maintained its independence to act in accordance with the Fundamental 
Principles of the Movement.

Activities

Activities at the national level
For many years, the National Society was mainly engaged in providing first 
aid and medical services, making a real effort to bring them to the population 
of the hinterland; this in order to extend its humanitarian work to the whole 
of the country. More recently, social and welfare activities have developed 
appreciably. The Tunisian Red Crescent also endeavours to make its 
activities better known, especially among young people in schools.
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USSR - Soviet Red Cross Social Service gives assistance to isolated elderly 
and handicapped people; here a Red Cross nurse. Photo Soviet Red Cross

USSR - First Aid competition for young volunteers of the Uzbekistan Red 
Crescent in Tashkent. Photo Soviet Red Cross
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The Netherlands - Excursions for the handicapped on the ship Henry 
Dunant” of the Netherlands Red Cross. PhotoL.M. Tangel

Sweden - Collective blood donation in a Red Cross bus in Malmö.
Photo Swedish Red Cross!Bengt Ericsson
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Switzerland - In the Central Laboratory of the Swiss Red Cross in Bern 
blood derivatives, coagulating or non - coagulating solutions and immunog
lobulin preparations are produced in highly specialised installations.

Photo Central Blood Transfusion Laboratory
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Switzerland - Olten: Ergotherapy Centre; functional rehabilitation of a 
patient by a Swiss Red Cross ergotherapist. Photo Bruno Kissling

USA-An American Red Cross volunteer comfort a child following a fire.
Photo American Red Cross/R. Vetter
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Canada - Canadian Red Cross volunteers show active solidarity with handi
capped and elderly people. Photo Canadian Red Cross

Es Salavador - El Salvador Red Cross First Aiders in action.
Photo El Salvador Red Cross
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Colombia - Following the eruption of the Nevada del Ruiz volcano in 1985, 
the Colombian Red Cross, with the support of the League, undertakes for 
eight months distributions of foodstuffs and top priority items in the Guar- 
duras camp, department of Cundinamarca. Photo Colombian Red Cross
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Photo Japanese Red CrossJapan - Water Safety instruction.

Japan - Two Red Cross Youth members count money they have collected for 
the canalisation project in Nepal. Photo Japanese Red Cross
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Australia - Following cyclone “Tracy”, Nellie Flynn (aged 93) appreciates 
the meal and the break in her solitude provided by a Red Cross volunteer in
Darwin. Photo Australian Red Cross

Australia - A Red Cross volunteer looks after children whose mother had to 
be suddenly hospitalised. Photo Australian Red Cross
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Nigeria - These two twin sisters who had lost their mother have been brought 
up by the Nigerian Red Cross Society until their father can finally take them 
back. Photo Nigerian Red Cross

Mozambique -Ina classroom of the “1 May College” in Nampula blood is 
taken by the Mozambique Red Cross. Photo ICR C/Thierry Gassmann
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Pakistan - A Pakistan Red Crescent dispensary in the Adezai camp where 
blood and eye illnesses are very widespread; Dr. Nazim Akhtar examines a 
patient. Photo League!Liliane de Toledo

Nepal - Community Health Project in Panauti; a Nepal Red Cross midwife 
gives care and advice on hygiene to young mothers.

Photo League!Liliane de Toledo



Federal Republic of Germany - German Red Cross relief teams are immediately on the spot. Photo German Red Cross
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Federal Republic of Germany - The professional training of nurses is one of 
the main tasks of the German Red Cross. Photo German Red Cross

Malaysia -At Red Crescent headquarters in Kuala Lumpur; daily sorting of 
the mail. Photo ICRC/T: Gassmann
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Great Britain - Red Cross members have been providing first aid cover at 
Scarbrough FC’s Athletic Ground. Photo Dennis Dobson
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Great Britain - Red Cross volunteer is taking care of a handicap child at
Hockney City Farm. Photo British Red Cross
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The Tunisian Red Crescent runs health and social activities. In the field 
of primary health care, it has set a number of objectives which serve as 
guidelines for its activities, such as ensuring supplies of safe drinking water, 
healthy food and, where necessary, medicines, and encouraging expectant 
mothers to attend dispensaries. Primary health care is one of the main 
concerns of the National Society, which has prepared a new training 
programme on health care in the home, covering notions of child care, first 
aid, family planning, and the prevention of infectious diseases.

The National Society organizes health campaigns, such as the 1983 first 
aid campaign, as well as vaccination campaigns. It also systematically 
encourages mothers to have their children vaccinated.

In Tunis, the Red Crescent operates a large blood transfusion centre 
equipped with vehicles for blood collection. It participates in blood dona
tion campaigns in conjunction with the National Transfusion Centre, reg
ional hospitals and local health authorities. The Tunisian Red Crescent 
sponsors the Blood Donors Association, which is active in the national 
effort to encourage people to give blood. Even though the amount of blood 
collected has been increasing steadily, the country’s requirements are still 
being only partially met.

For a number of years the Tunisian Red Crescent has been running a 
school of nursing. The school, which was set up in 1964, now offers nursing 
courses tailored to meet the country’s new requirements. The Tunisian 
Red Crescent also runs three dispensaries specialized respectively in 
mothercare for children, blood donations and hospital care.

The Tunisian Red Crescent organizes first aid courses of different levels 
and trains first aid workers and instructors each year. In some towns, the 
authorities rely on the Red Crescent to instruct staff of the public services 
(policemen, firemen and bus drivers) in first aid and emergency care. Red 
Crescent first aid workers are also active on highways and at sports meet
ings and major public events. Since 1984, a programme has been set up to 
provide specialized training in first aid for disasters. In this connection, the 
Red Crescent is ready to provide substantial assistance in the form of 
distributions of food, blankets and clothing to the most needy families. 
Thanks to its first aid workers, its food reserves and fleet of vehicles, the 
National Society can act rapidly in the event of natural disasters, especially 
floods. Some first aid workers specialize in water rescue.

The Youth Department, which was set up in 1965, is active both within 
and outside schools in the fields of first aid and health.

With regard to social welfare, the Red Crescent offers many community 
aid services, such as aid for the disabled and the needy, campaigns against 
drug, alcohol and tobacco addiction, accident prevention, protection of the 
environment, and the running of welfare establishments (dispensaries and 
canteens), as well as assistance to the families of Tunisian migrants abroad. 
The Regional Committees make a substantial contribution to the assist
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ance provided to the needy by distributing food and clothing to poor 
families and to some welfare organizations. Moreover, the Tunisian Red 
Crescent has two centres which provide welfare assistance and combat 
malnutrition. The Ghardimaou Centre, situated near the Algerian border, 
has been helping the needy for some 20 years. In 1984, it served about 
84,000 meals to school children. The Sidi Brahim Centre provides shelter 
for several hundred young people, giving them the opportunity to engage 
in cultural activities, to continue their schooling under satisfactory condi
tions and to enjoy a varied diet.

The Society has also extended its activities as part of the development 
programme for the 1980s through the purchase of mobile health units, by 
increasing its stores and means of transport and by setting up work and 
sewing centres and primary health care units in deprived areas. The 
“Ladies Committee” of the Red Crescent has also been reactivated.

Activities at the international level
The international activities of the Tunisian National Society are less exten
sive owing to its limited financial resources.

It is worth remembering, however, that it contributed towards several 
international relief operations particularly in Indochina. On behalf of the 
Palestinian victims of events in the Middle East, the Tunisian Red Crescent 
played the highly appreciated role of co-ordinator of aid to the Palestinians 
between 1970 and 1973.

In recent years, the Tunisian Red Crescent has assisted victims of events 
in the Lebanon and of drought in Eritrea. It has also sent medical aid to 
displaced populations and refugees in Somalia.

Role within the Movement

Relations between the Tunisian Red Crescent and the international bodies 
of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent have always been conducted in a 
spirit of co-operation and may be described as excellent.

The Tunisian National Society actively contributes to the work of the 
Movement’s organs, as member of the Disaster Relief Commission 
(1971-75), member of the Working Group on the Advisory System 
(1977-81), member of the League’s Executive Council (1977-81) and 
member of the Health and Community Services Commission (1981-88). 
From 1981 to 1985 Dr. Ali Fourati was one of the Vice-Presidents of the 
League.

On the international level, the Tunisian Red Crescent, both as member 
of the General Secretariat of Arab Red Crescents and Red Cross Societies 
and as member of the Association of Red Cross and Red Crescents 
Societies of French-speaking Africa (ACROFA), takes regularly part in 
meetings and conferences organized by these bodies. Thus, it participates 
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with interest to the regional conferences organized by the National 
Societies of the Mediterranean Region. It should lastly be mentioned that, 
in co-operation with the ICRC, the Tunisian Red Crescent organized the 
first French-speaking African seminar on the dissemination of interna
tional humanitarian law in Tunis in 1979.

Future Prospects

The Tunisian Red Crescent’s plans for the future may be summarized as 
follows:
- support for the development programme of Regional and Local Com

mittees based essentially on locally available resources;
- restructuring of Youth activities with a view to improving co-operation 

with other national Youth organizations while preserving the specific 
character of Red Crescent Youth;

- dissemination of health education programmes as part of the national 
health programme;

- revision of first aid workers’ training programmes in co-operation with 
the National Civil Defence services;

- initiation of new social and cultural activities (hospital libraries, etc.);
- consolidation of voluntary blood donation campaigns and encourage

ment of Regional and Local Committees of the Tunisian Red Crescent’s 
National Blood Donors Association.

(December 1988)
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3. The International Federation of Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies

A. Chronology of the evolution

Within the Red Cross Movement the International Committee of the Red 
Cross had been the only institution up to 1919 which had an international 
status and international functions. This was changed with the foundation of 
the League of Red Cross Societies (since 28 November 1991 its official name 
is: International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies and 
abbreviated in this text as “Federation”), at a conference in Cannes in 
April 1919 and put into formal effect in Paris on 5 May of the same year. As 
already mentioned in Section 2 of this chapter, the initiative for the 
creation of an international federation of National Red Cross Societies was 
taken by Henry P. Davison, the Chairman of the American Red Cross War 
Council, an initiative endorsed subsequently by the Red Cross Societies of 
France, Great Britain, Italy and Japan accordingly, in the main the victori
ous powers of the First World War. Davison in addition had the support of 
the President of the United States of America Woodrow Wilson, who was 
one of the promoters of the new League of Nations. Davison and Wilson 
regarded the Federation of Red Cross Societies to be established as an 
organisation which could supplement in the humanitarian sphere the Lea
gue of Nations, aimed at the preservation of peace. The relationship 
between the Red Cross and the League of Nations above all came into 
evidence in Article 25 of the Covenant of the League of Nations reading as 
follows: “The Members of the League agree to encourage and promote the 
establishment and cooperation of duly authorised voluntary national Red 
Cross organizations having as purposes the improvement of health, pre
vention of disease and mitigation of suffering throughout the world.” For 
its part, the Federation of Red Cross Societies would here make its con
tribution in that its member Societies would not tire in the coming time of 
peace, but rather dedicate their efforts to the new tasks in the sense of the 
broad programme defined in Article 25 of the Covenant of the League of 
Nations.107

The evolution of the Federation of Red Cross Societies in the past 70 
years will be briefly described below. Here we shall distinguish two 
periods, namely that from 1919 to 1945 and that from 1946 to 1990. The 
comments under B, C and D will focus on the last twenty years and current 
problems and tasks.108

107 See in particular Cécile M. Ringgenberg, “Die Beziehungen zwischen dem Roten Kreuz 
und dem Volkerbund”/The relationship between the Red Cross and the League of 
Nations/, European High School documentation, Bem 1970.

108 For the Sections A-C: Henry W Dunning, “Elements for the history of the League of Red 
Cross Societies”, Geneva 1969; Henrik Beer, “New Charter for the League of Red Cross
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a. The period from 1919 to 1945

The first years of the Federation’s existence are characterised by an activity 
which will later be included among its permanent and major tasks: assist
ance to victims of epidemics, natural disasters and famine. In 1919/20 the 
Federation undertakes a first large-scale action for the victims of a typhus 
epidemic in Poland. Repeated appeals bring in donations amounting to 99 
million Swiss francs. In 1921 there is an action for the population of Russia 
then suffering from severe famine. Joint appeals of the ICRC and the 
Federation for funds raise the very considerable amount of 179 million 
Swiss francs. On 1 September 1923 Tokyo and Yokohama are hard hit by 
an earthquake. For the first time 35 National Red Cross Societies partici
pate in a joint action of the ICRC and the Federation, for which the record 
sum of 277 million Swiss francs is donated. Also in the coming years the 
Federation undertakes relief actions for the victims of natural disasters, 
often in liaison with the ICRC and always in cooperation with National 
Societies, for example in connection with the earthquakes in Latin 
America, Greece and Turkey, floods in China, France, Japan and Poland, 
and hurricanes in El Salvador and Mexico. In the 30s the Federation gives 
its attention in addition to assistance to refugees, for example refugees from 
Spain at the time of the Civil War and refugees from Czechoslovakia 
threatened by Germany.

A second important activity of the Federation covers health, above all 
the prevention and combating of illnesses and the promotion of nursing 
through the training of male and female nurses and volunteers in large 
numbers who give care at home and can help in hospitals and special 
homes. To combat illnesses - above all tuberculosis, venereal diseases, 
rheumatism and malaria - the Federation works together with specialised 
international organisations, such as the International Office of Public 
Hygiene and the International Associations Against Tuberculosis and 
Venereal Diseases.

The third major task of the Federation is youth work, which has taken 
shape since 1922 in the Junior Red Cross. Here the aim is to make young

Societies”, IRRC, July - August 1978;Jacques Meurant, “Apropos the new Constitution 
of the League of Red Cross Societies”, IRRC, July - August and September - October 
1978; Ian Reid, “The Evolution of the Red Cross”, Joint Committee for the Re-appraisal 
of the Role of the Red Cross, Background Paper No. 2, Geneva 1975; Donald D. 
Tansley, “Final Report: An Agenda for Red Cross”, Re-appraisal of the Role of the Red 
Cross, Geneva 1975; “The ICRC, the League and the Report on the Re-appraisal of the 
Role of the Red Cross”, IRRC, March - April 1978 and January - February 1979; 
Publications of the Federation'. “Strategy for the 80s”, adopted by the General Assembly 
of the League of Red Cross Societies, Manila 1981; “The League of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies 1919-1989”, Geneva 1989; “Strategic Work Plan of the League for the 
Nineties” adopted by the General Assembly of the League of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies, Geneva 1989; Roger de Weiss, “The Role of the League of Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies in the Nineties-The League’s identity, crisis or affirmation”, 
Report to the Secretary General, Geneva 1989.
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people, mainly school children and students at various educational levels 
familiar with the Red Cross idea and to introduce them in courses and by 
participation in relief actions to practical Red Cross work. By exchange 
actions and international meetings the aim of Red Cross Youth wants to 
make a contribution to understanding between peoples and consolidation 
of peace.

The severe economic crisis of the 30s obliged National Societies and 
thereby also the Federation to make savings and restrictions. On the other 
hand, new tasks came into being which urgently needed a solution: assist
ance to the unemployed and their families, help above all for mothers and 
small children, aid for emigrants in ever larger numbers. At the same time 
National Societies and the Red Cross Movement as a whole devoted their 
attention to the increasing danger of war·, the Red Cross conferences in 
Tokyo (1934) and London (1938) concentrated in the main on the question 
of protection and assistance for the victims of a new major war. This 
development reduced the role of the Federation and expanded that of the 
ICRC.

On 1 January 1920 the Federation numbered 28 National Societies with 
this number rising to 57 in 1930 and 61 in 1938. Whereas the Federation set 
up its headquarters in Geneva in 1919, it moved to Paris in 1922 to return to 
Geneva after the outbreak of war in the autumn of 1939. The tense 
relationship between the ICRC and the Federation in the twenties has 
already been described in Section 1 of this chapter. This tension was only 
significantly remedied with the acceptance of Statutes of a new association 
named “International Red Cross” by the Red Cross Conference in The 
Hague in 1928. These Statutes defined the role and functions of the ICRC 
and the Federation, settled their cooperation and gave bodies of the 
International Red Cross coordination tasks.109 Today’s regulations and the 
cooperation between the two institutions will be examined in detail in 
Section 4 of this chapter.

With the start of the Second World War the activities of the Federation 
were considerably reduced. National Societies carried out their major 
tasks derived from the war in liaison with the competent authorities of their 
countries or in cooperation with the ICRC, if a neutral intermediary going 
beyond the fronts of the parties involved in war proved necessary. 
Nevertheless the Federation Secretariat - its Executive Committee was 
suspended - maintained relations as far as possible with its member

109 In the official report of the Federation on its development and work from 1919 to 1989 
there is the following passage:
“On 22 June 1925 the Board of Governors, meeting in Paris, stated that the fusion of the 
International Committee and the League in the present circumstances seems impossible; 
but that their existing good relations must be maintained and strengthened. The ICRC 
was a specifically neutral organisation, the League a representative one; it was accord
ingly unrealistic to imagine that they could be amalgamated” (p. 8).
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Societies and attempted to promote the work and evolution of those 
Societies which were not directly affected by the war. Special mention 
should however be made of the participation of the Federation in the joint 
relief commission of the International Red Cross, which was founded in 
1941 under the auspices of the ICRC and with the support of several 
National Societies. Up to 1946 it carried out extensive relief actions for 
needy civilians and civilian populations in European countries with the aid 
totaling around 500 million Swiss francs.110

b. The period from 1946 to 1990

After the end of the war the Federation took on an expected strong 
impetus. National Societies insisted on the Federation establishing the 
relations interrupted for years and upon devoting their attention to joint 
work to solve existing tasks, mostly still derived from the war, but also new 
ones going into the future. At the first now legendary post-war session of 
the Board of Governors of the Federation in Oxford in July 1946 a declara
tion on the “fundamental principles of the Red Cross” and a programme of 
action for the post-war period were adopted. Apart from the tasks already 
agreed upon, such as disaster relief and nursing, combating illnesses and 
epidemics and Junior Red Cross activities and increased work for peace, 
this programme enlarged the Federation’s sphere of competence to include 
cooperation in humanitarian matters with the United Nations, a yearly 
commemoration of World Red Cross Day on 8 May, the birthday of Henry 
Dunant, and a general strengthening of the directing and coordinating 
functions of the Federation. At the International Conference of the Red 
Cross in Stockholm in 1948 a resolution was adopted with the participation 
of governments. It placed emphasis on the blood donor service on the basis 
of the voluntary and unpaid gift of blood and encouraged National 
Societies to promote blood donation and if possible themselves carry out 
blood donation activities and establish and run blood donation centres and 
laboratories.

In 1950, 67 National Societies were members of the Federation. At the 
Secretariat in Geneva the professional staff numbered about 100. The 
financing of the Federation could for the first time be put on a secure basis 
in that an obligation to contribute was laid down on the basis of a scale of 
contributions. This scale took into consideration the number of members 
and the financial capacity of the National Society. In 1951 an agreement was 
concluded between the ICRC and the Federation to govern in particular 
the sphere of competence of the two institutions in the field of international 
relief actions.

110 Here see Section 1, A, d, cc. of the present chapter.
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Between 1948 and 1970 the Federation launched more than 200 relief 
appeals to its member Societies. The donations received - out of resources 
and collections of National Societies, other organizations and governments 
- reached a value of nearly 900 million Swiss francs. Among the many and 
varied relief actions for disaster victims and in particular refugees mention 
may be made of the following:
- the action for around 300,000 Palestinian refugees in the years 1948-1950 

which mainly comprised the provision of shelter, the distribution of food 
and clothing and medical aid and in which 25 National Societies partici
pated.

- the action for the reception and care of about 200,000 Hungarian 
refugees in Austria and Yugoslavia from 1956 to 1957, to which 52 
National Societies gave their support.

- the action for accommodating, feeding, giving care to and finally arrang
ing the return home of around 300,000 Algerian refugees in Morocco and 
Tunisia in the years 1958-1962, which was jointly supported by 50 
National Societies (for further details see Section D, b).

- the action for the rehabilitation of over 10,000 victims paralysed by food 
poisoning in the period 1959-1961 (for further details see the following 
Section D, a).

- emergency and reconstruction aid for the victims of the severe earth
quakes in Morocco (Agadir) and Chile in 1960 for which contributions 
totalled 80 million Swiss francs.

- the despatch of over 50 medical teams to the former Belgian Congo 
(today Zaire) a prey to conflicts and disorders in 1960-61. Staff members 
of 23 National Societies participated in the action.

- emergency and survival aid for the victims of hurricanes and tidal waves 
in the isthmus between India and Ceylon (today Sri Lanka) and South 
Vietnam in 1964.

- emergency and reconstruction aid for the victims of a terrible hurricane 
and devastating tidal waves in East Pakistan (today Bangladesh) in 
1970-71. Contributions for this action totalled 67 million Swiss francs 
and 64 National Societies participated.

In 1957, 75 National Societies were members of the Federation. In 1963 
membership numbered 102. Decolonisation had given a short sharp spurt 
to the number of independent States and thereby the number of recognised 
National Societies. An old task of the Federation had again become topical 
and had acquired a new dimension: the promotion of the establishment and 
development of National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, in par
ticular in the young States of the Third World. In 1962-63 the first “Red 
Cross development programme" was established in the form of a tangible 
“strategy” and expression was given to the expectation that development 
cooperation would become the key activity of the Federation in the follow
ing years.
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In 1963, the year of the Red Cross Centenary, the Federation was given 
the Nobel Peace Prize jointly with the ICRC.

At the beginning of the 70s a major study on the “Reappraisal of the Role 
of the Red Cross” was launched under the auspices of an ICRC/Federation 
“Joint Committee”. Headed by the Canadian Donald D. Tansley, the 
study was aimed at investigating the role of all components and bodies of 
the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement in a rapidly changing world 
and above all at making proposals for improvements and changes. A major 
recommendation of the “Final Report: An Agenda for Red Cross” pub
lished in 1975 was to the effect that the Movement’s basic role should be the 
provision of emergency help, on an unconditional and impartial basis, 
whenever and wherever human needs for protection and assistance exist 
because of a natural disaster or conflict.111 Alongside the function of leader
ship and coordination in the sphere of disaster relief the Federation is “in 
normal times” given the major task of development work in aid of National 
Societies, which require far greater resources than before and a stronger 
commitment of the participating Societies. In addition the strengthening of 
the Federation as an institution is called for. The General Assembly should 
be able to adopt resolutions binding on member Societies and the spheres 
of competence of the Executive Council and the Secretary General should 
be broadened. The overall revision of the Federation Constitution adopted 
at the end of 1976 has in part put this proposal into effect and in addition 
given a more detailed and precise definition of the rights and duties, tasks 
and responsibilities of National Societies.

In response to more than 200 appeals nearly a thousand million Swiss 
francs were donated for Federation relief actions in the period 1970-1980. 
The emergency and reconstruction aid given was for the victims of the 
earthquakes in Turkey, Chile, Iran, Nicaragua, Mexico, Guatemala, Pakis
tan, Indonesia and Rumania, for those affected by cyclones in the Philippi
nes, India and Sri Lanka as well as for those struck by drought in the Sahel, 
Ethiopia and Mauritania.112 The Federation also undertook relief actions 
for expellees and refugees, for example in Somalia, Indonesia, Bangladesh, 
the Philippines, Honduras and, on a large scale, in Indo-China.

Ill See Final Report p.64. As mentioned in Section 2, E of this Chapter the majority of 
National Societies regarded “the basic role” as proposed by Tansley as too limited and not 
sufficiently in line with the needs. The mission of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent as 
defined in a resolution of the International Conference of the Red Cross in Bucharest in 
1977 and then in the Statutes of the Movement of 1986 goes further - in agreement with 
the principle of “humanity” - in that it includes the prevention and alleviation of human 
suffering “wherever it may be found” and in general the protection of life and health and 
the promotion of social welfare (see Annexe 3). The practical work of National Societies 
and thereby also that of the Federation have for a certain length of time been definitely 
directed in this sense which emerges clearly from the 17 “Profiles of National Societies” in 
Section 2, F of the present chapter.

112 There are more details on the action for the drought victims in Africa (1973/74) and the 
victims of the serious earthquake in Guatemala (1976) in the following section D, a.
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The action for the war victims in Indo-China (Vietnam, Cambodia and 
Laos) lasted for over 10 years and was a coordinated action of the ICRC, 
the Federation and National Societies, which was in part directed by joint 
bodies (the Indo-China Bureau and the intervention group for South-East 
Asia). The action comprised extensive assistance to hundred thousands 
expellees in North and South Vietnam and Cambodia. The operations 
launched in 1975 were supported by 38 National Societies and 19 govern
ments with donations amounting to 73 million Swiss francs. In 1979 the 
major action for the countless “boat people” fleeing their countries in 
ships, boats and rafts started. If they did not fall a prey to the waves and 
storms, thirst and hunger or pirates they were collected and received in 
China, Hong Kong, Singapore, Indonesia, Macao (Portugal), Malaysia, 
the Philippines and in Thailand. In these countries the “boat people” were 
accommodated in camps which were administered by the Office of the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees and in which the 
National Societies of the said countries - with the support of the ICRC, the 
Federation and numerous National Societies of other countries - installed 
tracing services, gave care and made relief supplies in kind available.113

In 1980 the number of member Societies of the Federation rose to 126. In 
1983 the Federation changed its name. Since the National Society of Iran 
renounced the name and sign of the Red Lion and Sun in 1980 and adopted 
the name and sign of the Red Crescent, it was than called the League of Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Societies.

In the 80s also the Federation was faced with major tasks in the field of 
disaster relief. The renewed drought and the famine caused in Africa in the 
years 1984-1986 took on dramatic proportions. Nearly 45 million people 
were affected by the disaster. The relief action undertaken by the Federa
tion, which is probably the most extensive since its foundation, extended to 
21 countries and made it possible to feed and rescue around 3 million 
people.114 Great importance should also be attached to the emergency and 
reconstruction aid for the victims of the earthquake in Mexico City (1985) 
and for the survivors in the town Armero in Colombia who on 13 November 
1985 - as a result of the sudden eruption of the volcano Nevado del Ruiz - 
had been buried under a gigantic wave of lava, stones and mud. Finally 
attention should be drawn to the major action for the victims of the 
earthquake in Armenia (6 December 1988) where 25,000 people lost their 
lives, many thousands were injured and around 500,000 were rendered 
homeless. Alongside the Alliance of the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies of the USSR, over 40 National Societies participated in the 

113 See the detailed description of the action for the “boat people” in the following section D, 
b.

114 See the description of the action and the difficulties and shortages involved in the 
following section D, a.
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emergency and reconstruction operation, which also covered medical 
actions for the rehabilitation of the traumatised and amputees, for which 
funds and relief supplies in the value of more than 60 million Swiss francs 
had been available.

In addition to their involvement in disaster relief actions, National 
Societies extended and intensified their activities in the sphere of prevent
ing and combating illnesses and epidemics, nursing and blood transfusion, 
first aid and rescue, health education, looking after refugees, the handicap
ped and the elderly, youth and social welfare. Another major challenge for 
many National Societies was protection against AIDS and assistance to 
those suffering from AIDS and looking after drug addicts and those who 
were a prey to drugs. A special programme entitled “Child Alive” was 
launched in 1984. The goal was to combat diarrhoea through preventive 
and healing measures especially among children in countries of the Third 
World.

At Manila in 1981 the Federation General Assembly adopted a strategy 
for the development of National Societies for the 80s. In 1989 at Geneva the 
General Assembly - the number of member Societies of the Federation 
had in the meantime risen to 149 - accepted a Plan of Action for the 
Strategy of the Federation in the 90s. Both documents will be considered in 
greater detail below.

B. Tasks and activities of the Federation on the basis of the provisions 
prevailing today

The goal, tasks and functions of the Federation are defined in the Statutes 
of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, in the Feder
ation Constitution,115 in the agreement between the ICRC and the Federa
tion116 and in resolutions of International Conferences of the Red Cross, 
the Council of Delegates of the Movement and the Federation General 
Assembly.117 According to Article 6 of the Statutes of the Movement and 
Article 2 of the Federation Constitution the general object of the Federa
tion, defined as the International Federation of the National Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies, is to inspire, encourage, facilitate and prom
ote at all times all forms of humanitarian activities by the National 

115 The valid version was adopted by the General Assembly in Rio de Janeiro in November 
1987.

116 The latest edition dates from 20 October 1989.
117 The most important texts are to be found in: “Compendium of Reference Texts on the 

International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement”, published by the ICRC and the 
Federation, Geneva 1990; and “International Red Cross Handbook ”, 12th edition, 
Geneva 1983.
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Societies. Through its activities the Federation should prevent and allevi
ate human suffering and thereby contribute to the maintenance and the 
promotion of peace in the world.

In accordance with Article 6 of the Statutes of the Movement and Article 
3 of the Federation Constitution, the Federation in particular has the 
following functions in order to achieve its general objective:
- it has to encourage and promote in every country the establishment and 

development of an independent and duly recognised National Society. It 
represents National Societies in the international field, protects their 
interests and is the guardian of their integrity.

- it has to bring relief to the victims of disasters and other emergencies in 
that it assists National Societies with the relief actions in their countries 
and organises, coordinates and directs international relief actions.

- it encourages and coordinates the participation of National Societies in 
activities for safeguarding public health, looking after and nursing the 
sick and injured, looking after the handicapped and the elderly, giving 
attention to the underprivileged, the oppressed and endangered and in 
general serving the cause of social well-being.

- it encourages and coordinates the endeavours of National Societies 
directed at the dissemination of humanitarian ideals and the develop
ment of friendly relations between children and young people of all 
countries.

- it assists the ICRC in the promotion and development of international 
humanitarian law and in the dissemination of this law and of the Funda
mental Principles of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement among 
the National Societies.118

- it carries out further mandates entrusted to it by the International Con
ferences of the Red Cross and Red Crescent.

- it acts as the permanent body of liaison, exchange, coordination, advice 
and study between National Societies and gives them any assistance they 
might request.

The following points will be taken from this list of functions and tasks and 
gone into in greater detail:

a. Foundation and development of National Societies

The contribution of the Federation to the foundation and development of 
National Societies up to the mid-eighties is described in the following 

118 Here see “Third Programme of Action of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement 
with respect to dissemination of international humanitarian law and of the principles and 
ideas of the Movement (1986-1990)” adopted by the XXVth International Conference of 
the Red Cross, Geneva 1986, (contained in: “Compendium of Reference Texts on the 
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement”, Geneva 1990).
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Section D, c. Here attention is to be drawn to the latest endeavours of the 
Federation in the field of development cooperation as set out in the 
‘ Strategic Work Plan of the Federation for the Nineties” adopted in 1989 
and in “Principles and Rules for Red Cross and Red Crescent Develop
ment Cooperation” drawn up in 1989/90.

The strategy laid down in 1981 is still in force for the development of the 
National Societies, which are capable of effectively carrying out the tasks 
devolving on them under the Principles and Statutes of the Movement. 
Development cooperation should be the concern of all components of the 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and should promote and streng
then them all. The primary responsibility falls to the Society in process of 
development and receiving help (operating Society). It should request 
development cooperation with one or more sister Societies ( participating 
Societies). Here the Federation can assist it in finding suitable partners. If 
development cooperation between National Societies comes into effect it is 
the duty of the Society receiving help and the Federation to draw up and 
sign a framework agreement defining the goal, methods, duration, financ
ing, administration and evaluation of the project. The framework agree
ment may be supplemented by development programme contracts, which 
with the participation of the Federation are concluded between the 
Societies involved and which lay down the reciprocal or multilateral duties 
and rights. The support given to a Society in process of development may 
comprise contributions in cash and kind, training, advice and technical 
assistance. The overall leadership, coordination, verification and evalua
tion of development cooperation within the Movement fall to the Federa
tion which thereby has an exacting large-scale major task to carry out.

In the agreement between the ICRC and the Federation of 20 October 
1989 Article 7 states: “In accordance with the Movement’s Statutes, the 
development of National Societies shall fall within the competence of the 
Federation”. In the same article it is however added that the ICRC - in its 
sphere of competence - may make contributions to the development of 
National Societies. Express reference is made to legal and technical aid 
when National Societies are founded or newly constituted; promotion of 
activities in the field of the dissemination of international humanitarian law 
and the Principles of the Movement ; cooperation with National Societies in 
the interests of strengthening and putting into effect international 
humanitarian law; joint assistance with the preparation of National 
Societies for their activities in the event of an armed conflict; support with 
the training of officers in areas related to the terms of reference of the 
ICRC.

In the agreement it is laid down that - at the request of a National Society 
and in liaison with the Federation - the ICRC may make further contribu
tions to development. In addition there may be close cooperation between 
the ICRC and National Societies, especially in those countries where a war 
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is being waged (for example, in connection with the tracing service). 
Finally the agreement obliges both institutions to coordinate their 
endeavours to develop National Societies, to make the best use of the 
available resources, to keep each other informed regularly and thereby to 
contribute to a global development effort.119

If within the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement development 
cooperation has so far only come up to expectations to a comparatively 
small extent, this is in large measure due to the shortage of financial 
resources. Whereas it is in general easy to obtain substantial contributions 
in cash and kind for emergency and reconstruction aid in the event of 
disasters and conflicts, all components of the Movement find it difficult to 
secure sufficient resources for unspectacular development activities. For 
this reason the Federation has included two new measures in the work plan 
for the strategy in the 90s: on the one hand, approaches to governments, 
international organizations and private institutions to induce them to make 
direct contributions to the Federation; on the other, the establishment of a 
special development fund.120 The first measure calls for coordination and 
agreement with National Societies and the ICRC to avoid disagreeable 
competition with and the weakening of these partners. The establishment 
of a development fund can only be welcomed. It should start to function 
with an inalienable basic capital of one million Swiss francs and then be 
increased by contributions from National Societies, governments, interna
tional organizations and institutions as well as by proceeds of shares and 
interest. The fund is to provide contributions for development projects and 
programmes of National Societies, the Federation and the ICRC.

Even more important than the financial resources are the people who 
devote themselves to the development cooperation of the Red Cross and 
Red Crescent. The main role and the main responsibility fall to the staff 
members of the National Society of the developing country involved. They 
must be correctly selected, motivated and trained. They are the partners of 
the experts and delegates sent in from outside by a sister Society, the 
Federation Secretariat or the ICRC. The willingness to learn, the know
ledge and ability, the insight and attitude of all those involved determine 
whether development cooperation reaches its goal and produces a lasting 
effect.

119 The role of the ICRC concerning the development of National Societies as defined in the 
Agreement of 1989 has been recognized by the Federation for some time and is expressly 
confirmed in the documents mentioned of 1981, 1989 and 1990.

120 See “Rules for Development Fund of the League of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies”, adopted by the Executive Council of the Federation in October 1990.
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b. Relieffor the victims of disasters and other emergencies

The description of the development and activities of the Federation in the 
past 70 years (in this Chapter II, Section 3, sub-section A and D) brings out 
clearly and expressly that relief actions for the victims of natural and 
number other disasters, as well as relief actions for refugees and expellees, 
amongst the main tasks of the institution and that in this area it has tackled 
and achieved a great deal together with its member Societies. For the relief 
operations of the Federation and those of the National Societies federated 
within it, principles and rules have emerged in the course of the years. They 
are laid down, on the one hand, in the Statutes of the Movement, Constitu
tion of the Federation and the agreement between the ICRC and the 
Federation and, on the other, in the resolutions of International Con
ferences of the Red Cross. The current authoritative document is entitled: 
“Principles and Rules for Red Cross Disaster Relief’. The first edition was 
adopted by the Conference in Istanbul (1969) and was later altered, sup
plemented and adopted by the Conferences in Teheran (1973), Bucharest 
(1977), Manila (1981) and Geneva (1986).121 In accordance with paragraph 
I, the “Principles and Rules” apply to natural or other calamities, that is to 
say situations for which in accordance with the statutes and the agreement 
with the ICRC the Federation is competent to handle. Most of the provi
sions should however analogously apply (and are in fact applicable) also to 
situations in which the ICRC is competent for the coordination of the relief 
actions of National Societies in accordance with the statutes and the 
agreement with the Federation, namely in the event of armed conflicts and 
internal disorders. Alongside the Federation, the ICRC is therefore men
tioned in certain places. Otherwise, with regard to relief operations in the 
event of war and internal disorders, reference is made to the agreement 
between the ICRC and the Federation of 25 April 1969.

In the 1986 edition of the Principles and Rules for Red Cross Disaster 
Relief tasks and duties are mentioned which, on the one hand, fall to 
National Societies and, on the other, to the Federation. National Societies 
have the duty to prepare for disaster relief actions in cooperation with the 
competent authorities. They have to draw up plans of action fitting in with 
those of the government. The endeavours of National Societies support 
and supplement State measures. Such endeavours as a rule come into effect 
in the emergency stage and comprise medical service activities, care of the 
sick and wounded, care in general, distribution of foodstuffs and clothes, 
provision of accommodation and the tracing service. If the needs required 
and the resources are available the National Society may also give its 
attention to longer-term projects in the area of rehabilitation and recon

121 See “Compendium of Reference Texts on the International Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement”, Geneva 1990.
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struction. It is the task of the Federation to support National Societies with 
the preparatory measures, above all training of personnel, logistical sup
port, the establishment of reserve stocks of supplies, the obtainment of 
transport facilities or (in liaison with the ICRC) the tracing service. This 
support can also cover development cooperation projects. The 1986 docu
ment also lays down that National Societies should endeavour to conclude 
agreements with sister Societies providing for mutual assistance in the event 
of disaster. The Federation should be informed and can also assist with 
this.

In the event of disaster the Federation itself should play a main role and 
this above all when international assistance is requested and given. In this 
case the Federation Secretariat should act as an information centre and 
coordinating body. The National Society of the country struck by the 
disaster is duty bound to inform the Federation on the type and extent of 
the damage and on the need for aid and to submit a possible appeal for help 
to the Federation with all the required details. The Federation Secretariat 
then has to decide whether a relief appeal should be launched to all or only 
selected National Societies. This appeal has to contain accurate details on 
the help needed and desired. Moreover the Federation can on its own 
initiative offer a National Society special assistance and if it is accepted 
provide the aid out of its own resources.

If a relief appeal is launched to all or selected National Societies, they are 
obliged to inform the Federation Secretariat of the measures taken (the 
obtainment of gifts in cash and kind, the despatch of relief supplies and 
personnel). For its part, the Federation will send a delegation to the 
stricken country to support the National Society with the relief action.122 
The delegation should provide a guarantee for all Societies participating in 
the action and through them for their donors that the relief given reaches 
those in need within the terms of the Principles of the Movement, in 
particular the principle of impartiality. The delegates of the Federation 
who are in touch or work together with possible delegates of National 
Societies have to provide constant feedback to the Secretariat in Geneva 
and through it to the Societies participating in the action on the develop
ment and results of the relief action and in particular on the needs 
covered and still to be met. This ensures effective coordination of the 
relief operation within the Red Cross and the Red Crescent and also in 
relationship to other organizations and agencies. This prevents overlap
ping and improper use leading to squandering and losses. Finally all 
National Societies participating in a relief action are obliged to keep 
accurate and careful records of the gifts in cash and kind they receive 

122 If a National Society is not yet in a position to assume responsibility for a major action, it 
can request the Federation to see to the direction and running of the action in cooperation 
with the National Society.
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and if need be to accept control by representatives of the Federation or the 
ICRC.

c. Protection of health, nursing care and social welfare

The work of National Societies in the broad and immeasurable sphere of 
protection of health and social well-being has increased from year to year 
since the Second World War. This comes clearly to the fore in the descrip
tion given in Section 2 of the present chapter, in particular in the “Profiles 
of National Societies”. Protection and assistance for conflict and disaster 
victims have had added to them protection, assistance, care and help for 
other and ever new “victims”: the accident victims and sick in daily life, the 
disabled and the elderly, the hungry and the homeless above all in develop
ing countries, the “asylum seekers”, who are not predominantly politically 
persecuted but are rather the victims of the economic and social distress in 
their home countries, finally new categories of those needing assistance, 
such as those endangered by and dependent on drugs or those struck by 
immuno-deficiency AIDS. The work of National Societies in this unlimited 
field is largely determined by local, regional or national situations, needs 
and initiatives. There are therefore great differences within and above all 
between National Societies. In any event the activities of National 
Societies in these spheres support and supplement the work of the 
authorities and other institutions. In general it cannot be said that the Red 
Cross and the Red Crescent here have a special or monopoly status.123

What can the Federation do for National Societies and with them in the 
spheres of health, nursing and care? Certainly it can play its role as the 
liaison body between National Societies and devote its attention to 
exchanges of information, studies and advice. Within the terms of Article 
3, f of the Constitution, it can also encourage National Societies to take 
action in one or more of the said spheres and then, if they so desire, give 
them technical assistance. This technical assistance can turn into develop
ment projects and programmes where appropriate account is to be taken of 
the special situation, functions and tasks of the National Society involved. 
This effort of promotion on the part of the Federation should follow the 
guidelines laid down by one of its special commissions, namely the Health 
and Community Services Commission.

In three sectors National Societies and together with them the Federation 

123 Donald D. Tansley writes in his Final Report on the study of the reappraisal of the role of 
the Red Cross (Geneva 1975), pp. 81/82: “... community service activities are likely to be 
discretionary, in the sense that no common pattern need be established”. “They have... 
the characteristic of being complementary, and supplementary to what is being done by 
the public authorities and others. What is done must fit within the framework of national, 
regional or community plans”.
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have made a special contribution and distinguished themselves: blood 
donation service, first aid and nursing. In the blood donation service 
activities extend from donor recruitment via blood collection to the pro
duction of blood products of high quality in laboratories owned by the 
National Societies.124 First Aid for accident victims and those injured at 
home, at the place of work, in the street, in the water and during sport is a 
task which is undertaken by virtually all National Societies and which 
involves close relations with the rescue and medical services. In nursing, 
many Societies give their attention to the professional training of personnel 
of different categories and levels and even more so to courses for home 
nursing and the care of mother and child and to the instruction of nurses’ 
aides who give their services mainly in hospitals and homes. In all three 
sectors volunteers play an outstanding role alongside the professionals.

d. Dissemination of humanitarian ideals among youth

The incorporation of youth in the work of the Red Cross and the dissemina
tion of humanitarian ideals among children and young people are matters 
which have been promoted by the Federation since its foundation. In the 
course of the decades Red Cross youth has taken on two different forms: 
firstly, group formation and group work within National Societies and, 
secondly, a kind of movement which - with the approval of the authorities - 
is run by teachers and school classes and enlivens and supplements educa
tion. For both forms linking ideas to practice is important. The concept of 
impartial and unselfish help is not only to be taught in theory, but also to be 
applied in courses, exercises and daily life, be put into practice and thereby 
tried out. The goal of understanding and friendship between youth going 
beyond race, class and ideology and also beyond frontiers is of major 
importance. Red Cross Youth is thereby able to serve the cause of peace in 
society and among peoples.

The Federation has a Youth Commission and within its Secretariat a 
youth department. For several years, however, the trend has not been 
towards segregation but rather in the direction of integration of young 
people in National Societies. They are to take part in as many activities as 
possible on the same footing and with the same rights as their elders. This 
goal should and can come into effect in the development cooperation of the 
Federation and National Societies.

124 In the Final Report of Donald D. Tansley the following comment is made: “Red Cross has 
been the pioneer in blood programmes in many countries. Whether limited to the 
recruitment of donors or extending to the provision of a complete range of services, this is 
an activity which matches perfectly the volunteer nature and image of the Red Cross” 
(p.83).
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C. Characteristic features of the Federation

a. Membership and bodies

According to Article 6 of the Statutes of the Movement and Article 1 of its 
Constitution, the Federation is the International Federation of National 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies. In line with Article 4 of its Constitu
tion Federation members are those National Societies which have been 
recognised by their governments and by the ICRC at the international level 
and admitted as members by the General Assembly of the Federation on 
request in accordance with Article 6 of its Constitution. The Federation is a 
corporate international body with a legal personality. Its rights and duties, 
tasks and functions are derived from its own Constitution and the Statutes 
of the Movement. In Article 6 of the Statutes of the Movement the 
Federation is described as an independent humanitarian organization 
which is neither governmental, political, racial nor sectarian in character. 
Like the ICRC and National Societies it is a component of the Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement and as such obliged to keep to the Principles 
of the Movement and to work together with the other components to fulfill 
the joint humanitarian mission.

As members of the Federation, National Societies have rights and duties 
which are laid down in Article 5 of the Constitution. The rights comprise 
the right to vote in the General Assembly, eligibility to all other bodies of 
the Federation, the right to submit proposals and the right to be rep
resented by the Federation with other international organizations. On the 
other hand, the members are obliged to support the Federation with the 
fulfillment of its goals and its tasks and to apply and carry out the decisions 
taken by the General Assembly and the Executive Council. As members of 
the Federation, National Societies are in addition obliged - when carrying 
out all their own activities - to keep strictly to the Principles of the 
Movement and to have these principles also respected by subsidiary bodies. 
Finally the members have the duty to make annual contributions - laid 
down by the General Assembly - to the Federation and to inform the 
Secretariat on the composition of the central bodies and on proposals for 
the revision of their own Statutes.

Membership of the Federation comes to an end when a National Society 
withdraws or when it is dissolved. Further participation in its rights can be 
suspended by decision of the General Assembly if the Society no longer 
fulfills all the conditions required for admission, if it - either on its own 
initiative or under pressure of the government of its own country - goes 
counter to a Principle of the Movement or if it does not comply with the 
goal of the Federation and systematically refuses to apply and carry out the 
decisions of the General Assembly. If the reasons for suspension no longer 
apply, it can be cancelled by decision of the General Assembly, meaning 
that the Society is reinstated in its statutory rights.
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Concerning the bodies of the Federation, the Constitution makes a 
distinction between collective and individual bodies (Articles 8-25). 
Statutory collective bodies are the General Assembly, the Executive Coun
cil and the permanent commissions set up by the General Assembly. 
Statutory individual bodies comprise the President, the Treasurer General 
and the Secretary General.

The General Assembly is the highest body of the Federation. It is 
composed of the delegates of member Societies and meets at least every 
two years in ordinary session. Each represented member Society has one 
vote. The General Assembly carries out in particular the following func
tions: it determines the general policy of the Federation; it takes decisions 
on the admission and eventual suspension of members ; it elects the 
President of the Federation, eight Societies each of which can appoint a 
Vice-President, sixteen Societies as members of the Executive Council, the 
representatives of the Federation to the institutions and bodies of the 
Movement and the Societies or persons to the expert commissions. In 
addition the General Assembly appoints the Treasurer General and the 
Secretary General. Finally the General Assembly decides on the budget 
and accounts, on the annual contribution of members, on the Constitution 
and regulations, on agreements with the ICRC and other international 
institutions, on the headquarters of the Federation and on reports or 
proposals submitted by the Executive Council and other bodies or by 
member Societies. It is not permissible to delegate the power mentioned 
here to subordinate bodies.

The Executive Council is composed of the President of the Federation, 
eight Vice-Presidents, who are named as such by elected National 
Societies, the ex officio Vice-President, namely the President of the 
National Society of the country in which the Federation has its headquar
ters and sixteen elected Societies, which in principle have to appoint the 
same person as their representative for the whole period of office. The 
term of office of the persons and Societies named lasts - with the exception 
of the ex officio Vice-President - four years, whereby eligibility for reelec
tion only covers the immediately following term of office. At elections the 
principle of fair geographical distribution shall be respected.

The Executive Council meets twice a year in ordinary session. It shall 
advise the President and give guidance and support to the Secretary Gene
ral in interpreting and implementing the decisions of the General Assemb
ly. In particular the Executive Council carries out the following functions: 
to follow up the decisions of the General Assembly and to promote their 
implementation; to carry out - under the authority of the General Assem
bly - the mandates entrusted to the Federation by the International Con
ference; to prepare sessions of the General Assembly and submit to it 
advice and proposals; to make recommendations with regard to the 
appointment of the Secretary General and the Treasurer General; to 
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examine the reports of the Secretary General and to approve the outline 
structure of the Secretariat proposed by him and to approve the selection 
by him of candidates for appointment to the posts of Deputy and Under 
Secretaries General; finally in emergencies the Executive Council can take 
urgent decisions in the place of the General Assembly. These decisions are 
to be submitted to the General Assembly for approval at its next session. 
They may not cover matters expressly reserved for the General Assembly.

The permanent Constitutional commissions established by the General 
Assembly are the Finance Commission, the Youth Commission, the Disas
ter Relief Commission, the Development Commission and the Health and 
Community Services Commission. Whereas the Finance Commission has a 
chairman and eleven elected members and the Treasurer General, all other 
commissions are composed of their chairmen and twelve elected National 
Societies which shall if possible appoint the same person as their represen
tative for the full four year duration of the term of office. In their speciali
sed fields the commissions act as advisers to the General Assembly and the 
other bodies.

The President is the highest personality of the Federation. He has to see 
to it that the Federation remains true to its general objective and carries out 
the individual functions in accordance with the Constitution. He presides 
over the sessions of the General Assembly and Executive Council, presents 
a review of the state of the Federation to the General Assembly, guides and 
coordinates the activities of the Federation in line with the decisions of the 
General Assembly and the Executive Council and represents the Federa
tion vis-à-vis the other components of the Movement and other interna
tional organizations. The President comes under the authority of the 
General Assembly and the Executive Council and may, to ensure 
implementation of their decisions, advise the Secretary General.

The Treasurer General is the main adviser to the Secretary General and 
the Finance Commission on all financial matters of the Federation. Due to 
his office he is a member of the Finance Commission and takes part in 
meetings of the General Assembly and the Executive Council in an advis
ory capacity.

The Secretary General is the chief executive officer of the Federation. He 
carries out his functions under the authority of the General Assembly, the 
Executive Council and the President. In particular, he is responsible for the 
implementation of the decisions of the General Assembly and the man
dates assigned to him by the Executive Council or by the other bodies of the 
Federation. He shall direct the Secretariat and be in charge of the fulfill
ment of the tasks assigned to it. He shall organise the different services of 
the Secretariat in liaison with the Executive Council. He shall appoint the 
staff, with the approval of the Executive Council in the case of senior posts. 
He shall direct relief operations and other actions as decided on by the 
General Assembly or the Executive Council. He shall have the right to take 
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urgent measures in exceptional circumstances. In particular, in the absence 
of the President he shall represent the Federation with the outside world. 
Finally the Secretary General is ex officio secretary of the General Assem
bly and the Executive Council.

b. Strength and weakness of the Federation as the Federation
of independent National Societies

The main strength of the Federation is its universality. In it all the National 
Societies recognised by the ICRC on the basis of the Statutes of the 
Movement are united. A recognised National Society has never yet been 
turned down, expelled or suspended in its rights. The Federation offers a 
framework in which all National Societies can work together with in princi
ple the same rights and duties in order to exchange ideas and experiences, 
to deliberate, to take decisions and undertake joint actions - above all in 
the sphere of relief for disaster victims and in the field of development 
cooperation. The Federation also promotes cooperation between the 
National Societies of a given region in that it joins in preparing and running 
regional conferences. The Federation Constitution expressly admits such 
conferences, but requests that with regard to goals, themes and procedure 
they are in conformity with the Principles of the Movement, the Constitu
tion of the Federation and its Rules of Procedure. All in all the Federation 
is a community spanning the world which makes a major contribution to 
the fulfillment of the mission of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Move
ment.

Since the overall revision of the Constitution of the Federation in 1976 
and later partial revisions, the duties of the member Societies have been 
specified and the spheres of competence of the bodies have been made 
clearer and have been better defined and strengthened. The National 
Societies are definitely obliged to apply and implement the decisions 
adopted by the General Assembly and the Executive Council and to 
comply strictly with the Principles of the Movement in all activities. In 
addition they are obliged to make annual financial contributions to the 
Federation in accordance with the scale of contributions.125 Among the 
bodies the General Assembly has far-reaching spheres of competence. It is 
in fact the highest and leading body. The spheres of competence of the 
Executive Council - comprising twenty-six members - are limited. Com
pared to the General Assembly, its main functions are preparation and 
implementation. The position of the President and that of the Secretary 

125 In 1985 the annual contributions of National Societies to the Federation in accordance 
with the scale of contributions amounted to the round figure of 14 million Swiss francs and 
in 1992 to the round sum of 21,66 million Swiss francs.
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General have clearly been strengthened, in relation to earlier years. The 
President and the Secretary General can play a leading role, have an 
influence on the deliberations and decisions of the collective bodies and 
have a decisive say and share in the implementation of the decisions 
adopted.

A further strong point of the Federation is its relations with other interna
tional organizations, be they of a universal or regional, intergovernmental 
or private character. The Federation here represents its own interests and 
those of the National Societies and promotes efficient coordination and 
harmonisation of the activities. Further details on the cooperation of the 
components of the Movement with other national and international organ
isations are to be found in Chapter VI.

The Federation has a series of weaknesses to which Donald D. Tansley 
already drew attention in his Final Report of 1975 and which were recently 
set forth also by Roger de Weiss in respect of the present situation in a 
report submitted to the Secretary General in 1989.126 The weakness espe
cially emphasised by both authors lies in the lack of willingness of many 
above all strong National Societies to give the Federation an important role 
and appropriate spheres of competence and resources and at the same time 
to accept reductions in their own jealously guarded autonomy. Many 
Societies were not sufficiently aware of their obligations as members of the 
Federation, in particular the obligation to support the leadership and 
coordinating function of the Federation, especially the activities (relief 
actions and development cooperation) going beyond frontiers to the best 
of their ability.127 Many Societies sought refuge in bilateralism in that they 
aimed at and encouraged direct cooperation with sister Societies thereby 
by-passing the Federation and avoiding multilateral actions coordinated by 
the Federation, if at all possible. The Federation and in particular its 
Secretariat often suffered from this lack of solidarity and loyalty.

Both Donald D. Tansley and Roger de Weiss recommend a strengthen
ing of the position and role of the Secretary General and of the Secretariat 
directed by him. In the opinion of de Weiss the Secretary General should 
have a right of initiative and a kind of power of arbitration in the event of 
conflicts of interest between National Societies in relief actions and 
development cooperation. In the selection of staff members the Secretary 

126 See “The Role of the League of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in the Nineties;
The League’s identity, crisis or affirmation”, report to the Secretary General, Geneva 
1989.

127 Tansley writes: “Reference has already been made to the jealously-guarded autonomy of 
National Societies. A logical consequence has been that the mandate of the League and 
hence of its Secretariat is weak. This is clearly revealed in the statutes of the League, in 
the nature of its resolutions and in the operations of the Secretariat” (p. 99). “National 
Societies must begin to accept more fully their duties and responsibilities as members of 
the League. There are times when that responsibility must override their autonomous and 
national character” (pp. 100/101).
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General should not be bound by excessive influence of National Societies 
and should increasingly be able to focus on the suitability and abilities of a 
candidate. It would then be essential to expand and strengthen the financ
ing of the Federation as an institution and the financing of its activities 
through opening up new sources, such as direct contributions from govern
ments, international funds and organizations and possibly also private 
foundations. The need for improved financing - permitting increased 
operational activity of its own by the Secretariat - is emphasised in the plan 
of work for the strategy of the Federation in the 90s. It is however also 
emphasised that all endeavours towards strengthening direct financing of 
the Federation need the agreement and support of the participating and 
affected National Societies.

c. The Federation as component of the Red Cross
and Red Crescent Movement

For the growth, work and cohesion of the Red Cross and Red crescent 
Movement the Federation is just as essential as the ICRC. Whereas the 
ICRC is characterised by its mono-nationality, its homogeneity, its specific 
independence and neutrality and also by its ability to take prompt decisions 
and action, the existence and work of the Federation are based on univer
sality, representative diversity, equality in co-determination and interna
tional cooperation. Each of the two institutions eases the task of and supple
ments the other. The ICRC above all devotes its attention to the Principles 
of the Movement, the development and application of international 
humanitarian law and operations and activities for the protection of and 
assistance to victims of armed conflicts and internal disorders. The Federa
tion concentrates on relief actions for disaster victims, development coop
eration and advice and encouragement in the spheres of health and social 
welfare services. Neither of the two institutions could master all the work 
involved on its own. The Federation would lack the independence and 
neutrality required by at least a part of protection and assistance in the 
event of conflicts, the ICRC would lack the representative basis and the 
general universal co-determination, which are necessary, legitimate and 
useful for activities in normal times, that is to say in times of peace. Above 
all the ICRC could not maintain its traditional, exclusively Swiss character 
if it took over all or only a part of the tasks which today fall to the 
Federation.

Not only the Federation but also the ICRC work together with National 
Societies and regard them as their primary and natural partners. Coopera
tion is based on the division of tasks laid down in the Statutes of the 
Movement and in detail in an Agreement between the two institutions 
dating back to 1951 and revised in 1969 and 1989. Here there are functions 
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which exclusively fall either to the ICRC or to the Federation - direction 
and coordination in the event of relief actions of National Societies in time 
of armed conflict is the task of the ICRC, whereas this task falls to the 
Federation in the case of natural and other disasters. There are also 
functions which are carried out in close liaison or jointly such as the 
promotion of the foundation and development of new National Societies, 
the examination of the revision of Statutes by National Societies, the 
implementation of the rules for the protection of the emblems of the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent, the dissemination of international humanitarian 
law and the Principles of the Movement, the training of delegates and other 
staff members, public relations to the extent that they cover the whole 
Movement, and finally the preparation of sessions of the Council of 
Delegates of the Movement and of International Conferences of the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent. It is of decisive importance that both institutions 
respect each other in their individuality and equality and that they are 
willing to strengthen the unity of the Movement.128 This unity determines 
the capacity of all components to fulfill their joint humanitarian mission 
worldwide and effectively.

D. Examples of Activities in Recent Times*

a. Aid to disaster victims

Yugoslavia: Skopje Earthquake (1963)

At 05hl7 on 26 July 1963 a violent earthquake destroyed 80% of the town 
of Skopje, capital of the Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, taking a toll of 
1,070 persons killed, 3,000 injured and about 170,000 homeless.

Communications with the disaster area were partially cut and the world 
only obtained details on the disaster with considerable delay. However in 
Belgrade the Central Committee of the Red Cross of Yugoslavia estab
lished contact with its Macedonian Branch, which was coming to the relief 
of the victims and which had already mobilised the organisation through
out the country. Through it the Federation would obtain the same day and 
on the following days the first details of the situation and needs which it 
hastened to disseminate to its members by cable and telex. At the same 
time a representative of the Secretariat flew to Belgrade and then went to

* Written by Jean-Pierre Robert-Tissot, former Director of the Relief and Operations Divi
sion of the Federation.

128 In the “Strategic Work Plan of the League for the Nineties” there is the following passage: 
“... the League and the ICRC have an obligation to create an image of unity and 
coordination. Their cooperation should be based on a concept of absolute equality with 
respect for their distinct but mutually supportive mandates” (p. 6).
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Skopje by road. With the Red Cross officers in charge and the authorities 
of the town he studied how the most effective aid could be provided by the 
Red Cross world. Even before his return to Geneva on 3 August the 
Federation was therefore in a position to indicate to National Societies the 
nature of the priority needs and how to search for missing people. That 
summer many foreign tourists were in Macedonia and distressed relatives 
were asking the Red Cross for news.

In the first week relief supplies reached the disaster area from other 
Republics and abroad in such large quantities and without due control that 
a temporary halt in the despatch of consignments had to be recommended. 
Simultaneously the Red Cross of Yugoslavia was hard at work with the 
authorities who determined very accurately the tasks it would have to carry 
out during the emergency phase to help evacuees and those provisionally 
housed in tent cities established on the outskirts of the town.

On the basis of these data a new appeal was launched by the Federation 
for blood plasma, antibiotics, medical equipment, camp beds, blankets and 
tents. It was soon followed by a supplementary request for serum against 
gangrene, products for the purification of water, blood collection bottles 
and perfusion appliances. A request for barracks was also made to promote 
the return of a part of the active population which had left the town and to 
permit the factories in the suburbs - an economic factor important to the 
region - to reopen their doors.

Towards the middle of August a new task was assigned to the Red Cross 
of Yugoslavia which approached the Federation in this respect. It consisted 
of a nine-month feeding programme for 27,000 children and 3,000 mothers 
given shelter in establishments available to the Society in various parts of 
the country. Set at 2,400 calories per person and per day the ration 
provided for consisted of meat, vegetables, fruit and sugar - which would 
be purchased on the spot with the funds to be provided by the National 
Societies - and of flour, oil and milk powder obtained in kind from the 
American Government through the intermediary of the Church World 
Service and CARE. This programme was the subject of a further appeal 
which the Federation launched on 25 August at the time when most 
National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies were assembled in Geneva 
to commemorate the Centenary of the movement. On the occasion of this 
appeal a press conference was organised in Skopje where very many 
foreign journalists were staying at that time. A plane was chartered by the 
Yugoslav Government, which thus gave proof of its full support for the 
programme. In this way other representatives of the press and television 
and some 30 leaders of National Societies who were in Geneva could effect 
a one-day visit to Skopje, see the situation on the spot for themselves and 
participate in the press conference which thus had an even greater impact.

Launched in November the programme underwent a significant change 
as a result of the return to their parents in Skopje or in the surrounding area 



375

of children scattered over Red Cross institutions throughout Yugoslavia. It 
nevertheless kept its full importance and the approach of winter made its 
continuation even more necessary. This change involved many difficulties 
related to the installation of kitchens, the distribution of meals and the 
transport of foodstuffs. At the beginning the dishes were prepared in the 
university centre and then taken in thermos flasks and pressure-cookers to 
the refectories installed in tents. Subsequently recourse was had to field 
kitchens made available together with the necessary staff by a National 
Society. As the work of reconstruction progressed the children could take 
their meals in the refectories and canteens of repaired schools.

With the arrival of winter other difficulties became evident. The climate 
of Skopje is typically continental with a very hot summer and a very cold 
winter. In July due to the high temperature the atmosphere was filled with 
dust subsequent to the earthquake. When winter came with its snow and 
glacial winds the damaged roads turned into a mire making the life of the 
refugees even more uncomfortable and causing new problems for the 
implementation of the feeding programme.

When the families were regrouped in Skopje it had been decided to 
devote the programme to 30,000 children of families living in modest 
circumstances. Each beneficiary therefore received coupons for the meals 
to which he was entitled. However the number of these meals prepared in 
various centres varied continuously due to children moving with their 
families to prefabricated or repaired houses or attending newly reopened 
schools. The site and capacity of refectories was also often changed to meet 
the new requirements as best as possible. Thirty-four centres, including 
five reserved for 7,000 children of pre-school age, were accordingly in 
operation in Skopje. The three meals a day initially served were subse
quently reduced to two - breakfast and lunch - as this solution proved in 
practice to be better adapted to winter conditions. At the end of the school 
year a decision was taken again to evacuate the children to the resorts of the 
country where holiday camps are organised each summer and to terminate 
the feeding programme on 30 June 1964. At this date more than nine 
million meals had been distributed by the Red Cross.

An enquiry undertaken in Skopje by the Department of Health brought 
out that in spite of the earthquake and the precarious conditions under 
which the population was living the state of health of the children had 
remained satisfactory. Better still: there had been less cases of illness than 
under normal living conditions. This was ascribed not only to life in the 
open which the children were often obliged to adopt but also to the quality 
and regularity of the feeding from which they had benefited.

This result was a fair reward for the magnificent spirit of solidarity shown 
by the Red Cross world in the sad story of Skopje. In response to the 
appeals of their federation fifty-five National Societies from all continents 
supported for long months the exemplary action of the Red Cross of 
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Yugoslavia in the form of gifts in cash and kind in the value of over 13 
million Swiss francs.

Turkey: Earthquake in the provinces of Van and Acri (1976)

Wedged in between Africa on the one hand and Eurasia on the other, 
whose continental plates act as the jaws of a clamp with a tendency to close, 
Turkey is especially exposed to earthquakes. Since 1925 it has had close to 
forty-five of varying intensity and taking a toll of more than 60,000 persons 
killed, hundreds of thousands of injured and several millions of homeless.

At the request of the Turkish Red Crescent Society (Kizilay), the Inter
national Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies has on 17 
occasions asked for the assistance of the international community of the 
Red Cross for the victims of these tragic events.

Due to these special circumstances the Turkish Red Crescent set up a 
permanent intervention mechanism with varied logistic means and trained 
and qualified personnel. An important factor in the context of the national 
relief plan established by the Government, is that the Society has the 
priority task of providing disaster victims with emergency relief. In its 
central warehouse in Ankara and in subordinate depots spread over the 
various regions of the country, it has for this purpose large reserves of tents 
- made in its own workshops - beds, blankets, clothing and underclothing, 
kitchen utensils and medical and health material. In the main responsible 
for the National Blood Programme it sees to the supply of blood to First 
Aid posts and hospitals to which the injured are directed and for the 
transport of whom its own ambulances cooperate alongside army and civil 
defence units. Finally, it is in a position to help with feeding the victims by 
distributing warm meals made in field kitchens sent from the depots to the 
site of the disaster.

At the beginning of the afternoon on 24 November 1976 the provinces of 
Van and Acri located in Eastern Turkey near the frontier with Iran, at a 
height of over 1,700 metres above sea-level and at a distance of 1,200 
kilometres from the capital, were struck by a violent earthquake. About 
150,000 persons were affected by this disaster, including over 3,800 killed 
and 1,500 hospitalised injured, whilst around 20,000 houses were com
pletely destroyed or badly enough damaged to make them uninhabitable.

News of the disaster reached the headquarters of the Turkish Red 
Crescent a few hours later. It was confused and fragmentary due to the 
break in communications and the difficulties experienced by the 
authorities and the provincial and regional committees of the Kizilay in 
reaching the distant villages and hamlets due to the rough ground and the 
damaged roads and bridges. The worst was to be expected due to the 
violence of the earthquake (which attained 7.5 on the Richter scale). The 
executive Committee of the Society therefore decided immediately to alert 
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the organization throughout the country and to assign all available means 
without waiting for additional information. It started by sending lorries 
from the Erzurum depot, the nearest to the disaster area, tents and blank
ets. The next day 80 first aiders, a medical team, a field hospital of 25 beds, 
vehicles and large quantities of relief supplies withdrawn from the Society’s 
stocks were sent to Van by six Turkish Air Force planes, whilst a special 
railway convoy of 40 trucks loaded with additional material left Ankara for 
the same destination.

Despite the immediate steps taken by the Red crescent, the army and 
civilian authorities, it very quickly became clear that the resources avail
able at the national level would not suffice to meet the extensive needs. The 
Government accordingly asked for outside aid from Governments and 
United Nations (UNDRO) and the Kizilay whose stocks were almost 
exhausted appealed to the Federation. The latter had moreover put its 
members on an alert basis and the delegate of the institution was already on 
the spot to ensure liaison with the operational centre of the Society and the 
Headquarters of the Federation in Geneva.

The dramatic situation of the victims was to worsen due to the unfavour
able weather conditions inherent in the season: abundant falls of snow and 
a temperature which in certain places in the mountainous regions went 
down at night as far as minus 30 Centigrade. Another major preoccupa
tion: despite the measures taken by the Government to encourage the rural 
populations to move and settle down temporarily in more clement parts of 
the country, the victims in the disaster areas, for the most part dependent 
on raising sheep and cows, refused to abandon their cattle at the risk of 
endangering their security and personal comfort. It therefore became 
urgent to improve on the spot the living conditions of these people to 
enable them to survive a long hard winter.

The appeal addressed to the Federation - which the latter immediately 
passed on to its members - therefore mainly covered the supply of winter 
tents, means of heating, sleeping bags and warm overcoats. At a later stage 
the Kizilay asked for the despatch of Landrovers and a mobile unit for the 
purification and processing of water, which was made available by the 
German Red Cross of the Federal Republic of Germany; established on 
the shores of Lake Van this unit treated several thousands of cubic metres 
of water which was put into bags and forwarded to the towns and villages 
deprived of drinking water.

In the days following the disaster international aid started to arrive at the 
airport of Van whose capacity was fairly restricted. Whereas a part of that 
aid had a spontaneous character, the other - which quickly became the 
most important - consisted of the response to appeals launched by 
UNDRO and by the Federation. Most of the relief supplies were ready for 
use and every effort was made by the Turkish Red Crescent to ensure their 
immediate distribution. However the influx of goods was such that it very 
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soon exceeded the means available on the spot for their reception, their 
sorting out and their systematic distribution. This situation worsened when 
certain members of the foreign personnel went beyond the local arrange
ments and made it their duty to effect distributions themselves. It was at 
that time that both the foreign and Turkish press started to publish articles 
of a negative character on the organisation and conduct of the operation. 
This complicated problem was however solved in a comparatively short 
time thanks to the combined efforts of Kizilay, UNDRO and the Federa
tion, which subsequently made it possible to identify exactly the nature and 
quantity of the relief supplies received and to proceed promptly and surely 
with their distribution on the basis of the needs and their evolution.

Supported by the Federation whose appeal had triggered off a vast wave 
of solidarity on the part of its members-49 National Societies had 
responded by the despatch of aid in cash and kind to the value of 30 million 
Swiss francs - the action of the Turkish Red Crescent was undertaken in 
two major phases. In the course of the first which lasted to the end of 
December 1976 all emergency needs for shelter, clothing and food were 
met by distribution centres. During the second which ran on until March 
1977, the Kizilay mobile teams undertook to visit systematically each 
village and hamlet starting with the most distant to discover whether there 
were still unmet needs and determine the exact number of families and 
inhabitants of each locality, whether large or small. The results of this 
enquiry made it possible to provide the inhabitants of isolated regions with 
the supplementary relief supplies required: winter tents, mattresses, sleep
ing bags, blankets, clothing, stoves, kitchen utensils, etc. and also reserve 
food stocks for a period of 90 days. Quite apart from this operation, the 
mobile kitchens of the Kizilay served two warm meals a day - i.e. a total of 
240,000 rations in 50 days - to the especially under-privileged victims in 
Calidran and the Muradiye, the two largest centres of population in the 
affected area.

With the arrival of spring, the relief operation gradually gave way to 
reconstruction under the full responsibility of the Government. The Turk
ish Red Crescent decided to concentrate its longer-term efforts on the 
establishment of a multi-purpose community aid centre in Van and on 
strengthening its intervention potential in the event of disasters by 
developing its warehouses in Ankara, Istambul and Elazig and by expand
ing the production capacity of its tent workshop. As these concepts were in 
line with the Principles and Rules for Red Cross Disaster Relief affecting 
the use of resources remaining over at the end of an emergency action for 
which they had been provided, the Federation gave them its support by 
allotting the balance of funds in its possession to them and by encouraging 
member Societies to give them their backing.
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Guatemala: Earthquake (1976)

Located on the “fire” belt which runs along the Pacific coast of the Ameri
can continent, Guatemala is especially exposed to natural disasters, such as 
volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, cyclones and floods, which have always 
taken a heavy toll in human lives and material resources. The earthquake 
which struck the country in 1976 is one the most devasting disasters 
affecting the Central American country in the 20th century.

It was three o’clock in the morning on 4. 2. 1976 when an earthquake - 
which was to attain an intensity of 7.5 on the Richter scale (which goes up as 
high as 9) - shook the country for interminable seconds. The capital was 
severely affected and the region of Chimaltenango, at a distance of 200 
kilometres to the north-west of Guatemala City, was between 80% and 
100% destroyed. Roads were cut and bridges collapsed; drinking water 
was rare in the capital and the stricken towns. It was to take over 10 days to 
establish a sufficiently accurate picture of the disaster; almost 5 million 
homeless (out of the country’s 6 million inhabitants) 250,000 houses des
troyed or damaged, 6,5% of the public buildings, bridges, viaducts and 
schools reduced to rubble or threatened by collapse.

Since its foundation in 1923, the Guatemala Red Cross had concentrated 
on organising its relief services to ensure effective intervention. With the 
technical assistance of the Federation it had worked out a relief prepared
ness plan comprising the establishment in each municipality of small 
emergency committees composed of three to five persons, the training of 
personnel and the availability of resources to enable it to intervene in 
rescue and evacuation, the provision of shelter, the distribution of food
stuffs, first aid and medical services. An agreement with the Government 
fixed its responsibilities and it was prepared to cope with the enormous task 
awaiting it on that 4 February when early in the day its relief teams 
combined their efforts with those of the army, the police and the fire 
brigades to free the victims and give first aid to the injured.

In the afternoon of that same day the first Red Cross volunteers from 
Honduras arrived in Guatemala City with a complete stock of tents, 
medicaments and foodstuffs. They left immediately for San Pedro Sac- 
atapequez where they established a village of two hundred tents. A few 
hours later a group of volunteers from El Salvador did the same in another 
destroyed village. International aid started to arrive at the same time as 
first aiders from all the National Societies of Central America to whom a 
field of action was immediately assigned. Nicaragua, Costa Rica, Mexico, 
Panama and Colombia; all the National Red Cross Societies of the region 
were present.

There were tremendous technical problems. At the start of the operation 
the Guatemala Red Cross only had six four-wheel drive lorries. It was 
therefore difficult for it to receive, store and then forward and distribute 
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the relief supplies sent. In view of the cost of hiring vehicles it was decided 
to purchase such vehicles on the spot. Another difficulty: the roads and 
bridges were in such a poor state that some villages were difficult to reach. 
In certain places it was necessary to have recourse to mules. In one case, 
namely that of San Martin Jilotepeque, at some dozens of kilometres from 
Chimaltenango, all the supplying was done by helicopter for weeks. The 
radio was the only means of communication with that town of 10,000 
inhabitants, which had been completely destroyed. A camp of 400 tents 
was erected. It was only several weeks after the earthquake that a convoy 
could get through to San Martin. At Chimaltenango, the Panamanian Red 
Cross established a village of several hundred tents to give shelter to over a 
thousand families. For its part, the American army set up an ultra modern 
field hospital, a large part of which it was to hand over to the hospital of the 
town at the end of the operation.

As soon as it was informed of the disaster the International Federation of 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in Geneva launched an interna
tional appeal to all its members for assistance to the victims. At first 
fragmentary, details of the needs became more accurate and more plentiful 
every day: they were daily disseminated to the whole international com
munity of the Red Cross. A Federation delegation was set up in Guatemala 
City with the task of helping the Guatemalan Red Cross. It comprised five 
relief technicians made available by the National Societies of the USA and 
Panama and the Federation Secretariat. The Red Cross was given respon
sibility for eight disaster areas where it would concentrate its endeavours. 
There it was to establish five tent villages, each of them giving shelter to 
two to three thousand families. It was to be present at 238 key points to 
ensure that the stricken inhabitants of the capital had a daily food distribu
tion. Some 30,000 inhabitants of the town thus received - between 4 and 29 
February - thousands of tons of red beans, rice, salt, sugar, coffee, 
potatoes and oil, at the same time as blankets and clothing. At the end of 
February the Red Cross was responsible for 43 camps throughout the 
country and it was planned to set up some twenty more in Guatemala City.

A few days after the disaster the Federation asked National Societies no 
longer to send foodstuffs, clothing and medicaments to the Guatemalan 
Red Cross as the needs had been met through gifts. On the other hand, in 
view of the enlargement of the areas for which responsibility had been 
given to the Guatemalan Red Cross and the Federation, additional tents, 
blankets and camp beds were still needed.

Once the emergency phase reached its last stage, a new preoccupation 
came to light: the plight of hundreds of thousands of homeless, who - 
provisionally given shelter in tents - could not cope with the precarious 
conditions of the next rainy season. On 1 March 1976 an important meeting 
was held in Guatemala City. The Head of State took the floor: “The urgent 
needs of our people have been covered very effectively. But we are now 
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beyond this problem and must provide for the replacement and repair of 
hospitals, clinics, schools and dwellings for our citizens”. Could the Red 
Cross - which had given its assistance to the victims in the period following 
the earthquake - do more and ensure part of the essential reconstruction? 
The Red Cross gave its agreement under the condition that a national plan 
be worked out. A few days later the Federation and the Guatemalan Red 
Cross informed the Government that they would provide the wood, the 
corrugated iron and the other materials needed for the construction of ten 
thousand provisional dwellings intended for the most under-privileged, for 
those whom the earthquake had left without any resources and who were to 
be very carefully selected by the local Red Cross authorities and the 
national emergency committee. The future beneficiaries of the dwellings 
should take part in the construction under the supervision of the Red Cross 
and in accordance with the principle “food for work”.

Prompt action was required: it was the beginning of March and the rains 
were expected in May. In their devastation they would transform the tent 
villages into fields of mud. There would be floods and landslides, all the 
work would be blocked and the homeless would be struck a second time. 
As from the beginning of March the Federation therefore launched a new 
appeal in Geneva to National Societies for assistance to the reconstruction 
programme and allotted to this new task part of the sums received during 
the emergency phase. It reinforced its delegation which would soon com
prise some fifteen members with varied qualifications.

On 12 March El Progreso, a village located at some 60 kilometres from 
the capital, was selected. Ninety-five per cent destroyed, the toll had been 
2,000 persons killed and 7,600 injured. In cooperation with the govern
mental committee, the Federation and the Guatemalan Society therefore 
decided to build some 2,000 dwellings there, which could house some 
10,000 persons. On 15 March the first dwellings were assembled and on the 
19th they were already handed over to families during a short ceremony. 
The construction rhythm stood at around a dozen houses a day, though this 
figure sometimes went as far as twenty. The inhabitants learnt how to 
assemble the dividing walls and how to put the corrugated iron roofing into 
place. It sometimes took hours for the lorries transporting the elements 
prepared in the El Progreso work-site to reach the surrounding hamlets 
where the houses had to be erected. It also took hours to travel the some 60 
kilometres to the capital where the raw materials were received. The 
purchases of wood and corrugated iron were effected in Guatemala or in 
neigbouring countries, such as Honduras and Costa Rica.

At the start the cost of building a house had been estimated at US$ 500. 
In fact the actual cost, including operational expenses and transport, was 
lower than this sum by about 20%.

On 25 March and later the Federation announced that new areas had 
been assigned to the Guatemalan Red Cross for reconstruction, bringing 
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the number of houses to be terminated up to 10,000. Apart from the 2,500 
planned for El Progreso there would be 1,500 in Jalapa, as many in Salama 
and Chimaltenango, 500 in San Martin Jilotepeque and 1,000 in Comalata. 
New work-sites therefore had to be established in these towns which would 
make it possible to speed up the programme. There were however certain 
fears about the supply of material only from the regional market. In 
addition, as the rains came one month in advance of the forecasts the tent 
villages set up in the country during the emergency phase and maintained 
as far as possible became a mire making it urgent to take other decisions 
regarding supply and reconstruction.

The programme was therefore accelerated as far as possible and at the 
end of May reached the rhythm of thirty to forty houses per day built on 
several work-sites. By mid September, namely in six months, 4,690 
“casitas” had been completed and given to the most under-privileged 
families in El Progreso, Jalapa, Salama, Comalata and Chimaltenango. 
The reconstruction programme was in full spate and the target of 5,000 
houses was reached in September and came close to 10,000 at the end of the 
year and was to go even further.

The tragedy of Guatemala had been at the origin of one of the largest and 
most complicated relief actions ever undertaken by the Federation as a 
result of a natural disaster. It aroused an extraordinary movement of 
solidarity on the part of the Red Cross world: 57 million Swiss francs were 
donated in cash and kind by 73 National Societies for the stricken popula
tions, whether it be a question of the emergency phase between 5 and 29 
February or the reconstruction phase launched as from 1 March and which 
only came to a close nine months later.

Thanks to the Red Cross hundreds of thousands of men and women and 
children in distress were given care, fed, clothed and could in a provisional 
and modest habitat recover their dignity and their hope of a better tomor
row. Another important result from the human point of view, the stricken 
inhabitants learnt how to use a hammer and to work together. They 
acquired useful training for the future and discovered the importance of 
teamwork and human solidarity.

Gulf of Bengal: prevention of the effects of typhoons in Bangladesh 
(1966-1973) and in India (1977-1982)

The shores of the Gulf of Bengal are so frequently exposed to floods that 
this constitutes for the population living on the coastline a virtually perma
nent scourge. The main natural causes are violent monsoons, snow melting 
in profusion in the Himalayas, tidal waves and cyclones from the sea. 
Leaving masses of people homeless, causing heavy loss of cattle, destroy
ing harvests and seed-beds, damaging means of communication and public 
works, these repeated disasters are a constant drain on the budgets of rural 
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communities and are a major obstacle to the economic development of the 
countries concerned.

During the last three decades the National Societies of India and East 
Pakistan - which became the independent State of Bangladesh in 1971 - 
went into action some 50 times to come to the assistance of the stricken 
populations following such happenings and the Federation invited the 
international community of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent to support 
their efforts whenever the needs exceeded national resources.

These operations will not be described here. They were in line with the 
classic scheme for Red Cross intervention at the international level with its 
appeals, its despatches and its purchases on the spot of varied relief 
supplies, its problems of transport and its countless difficulties in 
implementation. On the other hand, it is of interest to devote some time to 
a form of assistance which for the Federation came into being for the first 
time subsequent to one of the operations. It covers prevention and disaster 
relief preparedness.

For a long time the action of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in 
the event of major national or international disasters was confined to 
coming to the assistance subsequently of the victims of these events. It was 
only towards the end of the 50s that the concept of disaster relief prepared
ness was progressively developed and finally took firm root at the com
bined instigation of the Federation and the United Nations. The latter 
debated this within the General Assembly and in 1968 adopted a resolution 
inviting the Governments which had not yet done so to take measures in 
advance at the national level to cope with natural disasters. It further 
requested the Secretary-General of the UN - in cooperation with the 
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies - to 
examine the means of intensifying assistance given to Governments in this 
respect. This resolution also recommended the development of an early 
warning system in member countries.

This was a new opening for the Red Cross, supplementary to that which 
it had so far given itself in the sphere of emergency relief: contributing to 
programmes of action intended to reduce the loss of human lives and 
damage to a minimum, organising and facilitating in the event of disaster 
the relief work as such, aid and reinstallation, and this at the right time and 
effectively and promptly.

Eastern Pakistan/Bangladesh
Already in 1966 the eastern Pakistan Red Cross Society - in cooperation 
with the Federation and the Swedish Red Cross - had given study to a 
disaster relief preparedness plan in the region of the country - and without 
doubt in the world - which was the most exposed to natural disasters. Each 
year the lower reaches of the Ganges delta fall a prey to the fury of 
cyclones. Representing due to the very shape of the Gulf of Bengal a power
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of devastation without equal, pushing in front of them whole walls of 
water, the cyclones strike the islands and the lower land around the 
coastline, hit without mercy the whole region up to about 10 kilometres 
inside the country where five of the sixty million inhabitants of what was 
then the population of Eastern Pakistan live.

The study brought to light that loss of human life subsequent to the 
cyclones was not so much due to the violence of the wind as to the tidal 
waves which followed it. It was therefore important to reduce the elements 
of surprise inherent in tidal waves by means of an early warning system. As 
from 1968 a plan was carefully worked out by the Red Cross: to detect 
threatening cyclones, to advise the population, prepare the places to which 
they could retreat and provide for the necessary means of relief. Training 
courses were given to several thousand voluntary members of the National 
Society and a semi-professional emergency relief organisations. Their task 
was to assume responsibility in the villages for providing disaster relief and 
in close cooperation with the chiefs of the villages to see to the evacuation, 
first aid, sanitation and inoculation measures as well as to the distribution 
of relief supplies. This initiative, first of all limited to the coastline, was 
subsequently extended to the whole Eastern Province with the support of 
the Government. Each first aider was given a transistor radio enabling him 
to hear the warning disseminated about approaching cyclones, an alert 
siren, rockets and rescue equipment. The system was later reinforced 
through the installation in Cox’s Bazar of a radar for the detection of 
cyclones which the Pakistan Red Cross could acquire with the financial aid 
of the Swedish Child Relief organisation “Raddar Barnen” and whose 
operators were trained in Japan and the USA thanks to scholarships 
granted by the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) in Geneva. 
Finally mounds of earth in the form of terraces going as high as six to eight 
metres above the level of the sea - called killas - were erected on the islands 
to enable the local population to seek refuge there out of the reach of the 
cyclone-induced tidal waves.

The system was unfortunately insufficiently developed and run in when 
in November 1971 the “cyclone of the century” struck taking a toll of 
between 200,000 and 300,000 lives in the lower reaches of the delta. Shortly 
afterwards the events which shook the East of Bengal and led to the 
establishment of the independent State of Bangladesh confronted the 
Federation with other priorities concerning humanitarian activities and it 
was only as from 1972 that the prevention programme could be reactivated 
and consolidated. With the financial help of National Societies, new killas 
were erected, a radio communication network enabling the headquarters 
of the Bangladesh Red Cross Society to communicate with the centres 
located in the delta and with the governmental services was amplified and 
artesian wells were dug in the villages to ensure the supply of drinking 
water even in the event of flooding. With the help of the Government and 
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the World Food Programme (WFP) reserve stocks of cereals were built up 
in protected warehouses, which were humidity-free. Landing craft were 
put into service to facilitate the transport of supplies and material for the 
whole region concerned and first aid teams were reequipped and their 
training was intensified.

In July 1973 the programme of preparedness for cyclones was integrated 
into the Government’s national relief plan and administered by a commit
tee composed of representatives of the Red Cross and the main ministries 
involved. As from that date the Government took charge of the financing 
whilst the Federation used the balance of the funds at its disposal for the 
purchase of equipment which could not be bought on the spot.

Through its unprecedented action in the Gulf of Bengal, the Federation 
in addition to its mission of mitigating the suffering of natural disaster 
victims attained a second objective: that of preventing the effects of a 
disaster threatening populations in order to reduce loss of human life.

The effectiveness of the system proved its worth when subsequent cyclo
nes struck the region. Once again the Red Cross had done pioneer work 
and opened the door to new hope.

India
To provide the population with better protection against the fury of ele
ments was also the principle retained by the Indian Red Cross Society after 
the cyclones which on three occasions within 10 days had struck the States 
of Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu in November 1977 with a toll of 14,000 
persons killed and hundreds of thousands of homeless.

This disaster involved the National Society in a major relief operation, 
which benefited from wide support from the Federation and its mem
bers. At the end of the emergency phase, which lasted for six months, 
during which the Indian Red Cross effectively devoted its attention to 
meeting the basic needs of the victims and supplementing the action of 
the local authorities, a plan was implemented for the long-term rehabili
tation phase. It comprised the supply of fishing nets to facilitate the 
economic reintegration of those deriving their essential resources from 
this industry and having lost both boats and equipment in the strategic 
areas of community centres capable of giving shelter to 500 persons on 
the approach of a cyclone, but which in everyday life would serve as 
cultural and educational centres, day-nurseries and dispensaries, 
depending on the needs.

The cost of these projects was estimated at 8 million Swiss francs, of 
which more than half was already in the possession of the Indian Red Cross 
and the Federation as a result of the international appeal launched on the 
day following of the disaster. Three and half million therefore still had to be 
found to obtain the maximum financial aid from the Governments of the 
States of Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu as they had promised to 
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participate in the programme for an amount equal to that which the Red 
Cross would be in a position to provide.

The Federation therefore renewed its appeal and invited its members to 
continue to support the efforts of the Indian Red Cross. This made it 
possible to double the scope of the initial projects and bring up the number 
of dwellings to be built to 2,600 and that of community centres to 227.

Studies undertaken with the cooperation of local experts and architects 
laid down the standards which the buildings should meet to be both 
sufficiently resistant to the wind and the pressure of the water, while having 
an appearance as close as possible to the traditional buildings and houses. 
The building sites were carefully selected with the local authorities and the 
Government of each State made the land available to the Red Cross free of 
charge.

The implementation of the programme took more time than planned 
due to the many difficulties inherent in the nature of the land and the 
transport problems. Most of the villages selected along the coastline where 
the population ran a greater risk of being cut off from the world by cyclones 
were far from the main roads and for the most part did not have means of 
access suitable for vehicles. Resource therefore had to be had to tractors, 
ox carts, skiffs and even the backs of men to transport metal beams, bricks, 
sacks of cement and sand. Paradoxically enough water also had to be 
carried over long distances as the water of the sea was too salty to make the 
cement, just as the sand on the beaches was also too salty and too fine. 
Finally, it was only in 1982 that the Indian Red Cross could announce the 
completion of the programme which in the sphere of construction was one 
of the most important and one of the longest in time that a National Society 
- with the support of the Federation - had ever been called upon to 
undertake.

Africa:
Drought and famine (1973-1974, 1984-1986)

Drought - whose causes are generally attributed as much to a progressive 
deterioration in the environment of man promoted by human activities as 
to climatic factors - is a chronic scourge for many countries. Africa is 
regularly exposed to it, in particular in the south of the Sahara where the 
desert makes slow and inexorable progress, which each year leads to the 
loss of millions of acres of arable land under the sand. The history of the 
Sahelian population records the fact: 1680, 1750, 1820, 1830, 1900 and 
1910. However, the beginning of the 70s had to be awaited - when the 
spectre of famine threatened six million persons - for men to realise the 
gravity of the situation and look for means of coping with it through 
concerted action.

In 1973 six countries were especially stricken: Upper Volta (today Bur
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kina Faso), Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Senegal and Chad. They set up a 
permanent inter-State committee for combating drought raging for five 
years and asked the United Nations and the International Federation of 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies for urgent varied aid for their 
populations, including 46 per cent of children under the age of 15. The 
nomads were more severely affected: as the drought had dried up the 
normal water-points, had decimated the cattle and had worsened already 
rare vegetation they came in large number towards regions of sedentary 
settlement in search of food and water and often saw what was left of their 
valuable herds die in the course of this exodus.

For the international community this appeal marked the start of a 
programme of emergency assistance, which would make it possible to save 
countless human lives through regular distributions of food. This was 
however insufficient to ensure a return to a normal situation as it was not 
accompanied by a comparable effort at the level of resources likely to 
remedy the very causes of the disaster. After some more favourable years 
when it could be hoped that any general danger had been avoided Africa 
was in 1984 again confronted with the largest drought it had ever experi
enced since 1970. With 150 million persons affected it came at the top of the 
list regarding the number of victims of this scourge. The countries of the 
Sahel belt were joined by most of those composing the central and the 
eastern part of the continent.

In a situation of such a scope, the essential burden of the interventions 
required at the general level falls to Governments. Those of the affected 
countries, on the one hand, regarding the definition of priorities and the 
measures to be taken (and which differ from one country to the next due to 
many and varied factors), those who form the international community of 
States, on the other, which would provide to the first the means required 
and which do so directly or through the channel of multinational assistance 
stimulated and coordinated mainly by the United Nations Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO) and its subsidiary organs, the World 
Food Programme (WFP), the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 
and the Office of the United Nations Coordinator for Disaster Relief 
(UNDRO).

The supplementary action of the voluntary agencies comes within the 
framework of this general effort with account taken of the specific location 
of each of them and the constant concern to fill gaps and avoid overlapping.

The Red Cross has its place here as several resolutions of its Interna
tional Conference have reaffirmed its mandate in famine situations. Both 
here as in many other spheres for its intervention its means are not 
unlimited. It must therefore fix its action both in form and scope within the 
limits of its possibilities. In view of the extent of the needs involved in the 
situation of drought prevailing at the time in Africa, the Federation 
decided to concentrate its efforts on the most underprivileged and the most 
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vulnerable: children, pregnant women and nursing mothers, old people 
and the disabled. Its appeals in 1973 -1974 and as from 1984 were essen
tially for the benefit of these categories of people. Its interventions will 
not be detailed country by country, project by project. More significant 
- to illustrate its role and reflect the constant need of adjustment to 
which the Federation must conform - will be a brief evocation of the 
evolution of those interventions and of the problems which had to be 
overcome.

In a first phase the efforts of National Societies in essence met the urgent 
needs of the victims: to combat malnutrition and eradicate its galloping 
progression through food, health and medical assistance. The supply of 
foodstuffs was therefore a priority. It was also necessary that they corres
ponded to the habits of the populations for which they were intended. This 
was not often the case of those offered to the Federation. Strict criteria had 
to be established which was not always understood or easily accepted by 
the donors. Certain products, in particular palm oil, had to be bought on 
the spot or nearby which represented an advantage as regards cost and 
speed of transport.

The forwarding and warehousing of very large quantities of relief sup
plies for the countries of the Sahel, only two of which - Mauritania and 
Senegal - were accessible by sea, were a major problem due to the virtual 
non-existence of an infrastructure at the level of ways and means of 
communication. Many vehicles - adopted to the precarious state of 
the roads and more often the mud tracks - had to be used in the operation 
and workshops were set up to ensure their maintenance and repair. In the 
initial phase and later when it was necessary to remedy a break in the 
supply-line, which would have been dramatic for the populations, recourse 
had to be had to very costly air transport. In the north of Mali where many 
nomads were concentrated, the Federation delegate had to operate as a 
public works engineer to put - with the help of local labour - an unused 
landing strip back into working order to enable cargo planes to land and 
unload their valuable cargo. Thousands of tons of food could in this way 
reach individuals in a critical situation and ensure their survival.

Subsequently the Federation added to “dry” food rations distributed 
monthly to families a controlled nutritional programme reserved for chil
dren from 0 to six years old of whom a preliminary enquiry had revealed 
that they had serious signs of malnutrition, that is to say a physical develop
ment below the average. These children had access to medico-nutritional 
centres where they daily received gruel on the basis of cereals, oil, sugar 
and milk. During the whole duration of the intervention their state of 
health was checked by Red Cross and Red Crescent doctors and personnel, 
who were thus in a position to verify the progress made. The Federation 
introduced this formula for the first time in Niger in 1973-1974 and it was 
extended to all Sahel countries at the time of the second intervention in 
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1984 when supplementary feeding was provided even to certain adult 
groups in the most vulnerable categories.

Whenever circumstances permitted and whenever it was provided with 
the resources, the Federation encouraged and helped the National 
Societies of the stricken countries to open a second front: that of the 
combat against the scourge by a return to self-sufficiency. Whereas the 
emergency action could suffer no delay, time did not count as much 
regarding development. Each project had to be studied beforehand with 
care so as to contribute to producing the best result. In addition, contrary 
to the relief action which left the population passive, the working out of 
projects for food production, the establishment of dunes, re-afforestation 
seed-beds, pilot farms, etc. directly associated the population with a collec
tive effort, which gave it the opportunity of determining its own needs, of 
identifying priorities, of taking an inventory of the resources to be used, of 
deciding, planning, implementing and finally of deriving the benefit. In 
brief, it was the persons concerned who intervened - from the initiative to 
the yield - with the additional advantage of a minimum external investment 
in human and material terms. Such projects were therefore undertaken by 
local Red Cross and Red Crescent committees and village communities. To 
discover the methods to master the water situation, reach food self-suffi
ciency, maintain the survival of the cattle and improve the environment: 
these were all new objectives proposed to the Red Cross in the course of 
these operations and which were included in the sphere of its interventions 
with that flexibility and capacity for adjustment, which since its foundation 
had characterised its action, whenever it could contribute to mitigating 
human suffering or obviate its cause. When in 1984 it was necessary to 
undertake what was to become for it the largest operation in its history, the 
Federation was paradoxically fairly badly prepared. Like many non-gov
ernmental organisations deprived of an institutional memory it did not 
have sufficient recourse to the lessons it had learned from its previous 
interventions in Africa. Obliged under the pressure of its members and the 
media, just as by the tragic reality of starvation and death which threatened 
millions of human beings, to act without delay, it launched an extensive 
programme of food and nutritional aid without clear definition of the 
objectives, the needs and the material and human resources required for a 
successful operation. To meet immediate needs, it acted in an emotional 
rather than a carefully thought-out way progressively allowing itself to be 
involved in operations going far beyond its capacity in the spheres of 
administration, management and control of such an enterprise. Freed as 
from the initial stage from financial concerns due to the unusual abundance 
of the resources actually or potentially available, it thereby opportunely 
solved the costly problems of logistics posed in Africa regarding transport, 
communications and equipment without however succeeding in ever mas
tering a situation which each day involved new requirements.
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In the spring of 1986 some 20 months after its first appeal, the Federation 
had assisted in the Sahel countries and those of eastern Africa over 
3,200,000 drought victims at a total cost of 425 million Swiss francs. In 
successive waves, it had assigned to the operation 425 delegates and had 
recourse to over 500 auxiliary workers recruited on the spot. However, the 
financial situation, which had until then been fairly favourable, brought to 
light a growing deficit all the more disturbing as it was accompanied by a 
progressive slowing down in the arrival of new resources. Alarmed by this 
the Federation Secretary General made extensive changes in the structure 
of the bodies administering the operations both in Geneva and in the field. 
He also studied with the operating and participating National Societies 
how it would be possible to arrange a less costly programme without 
thereby bringing about harmful consequences for the victims vitally depen
dent on assistance. At the same time he asked two private organisations, 
external to the Red Cross Movement, to make an independent evaluation 
of the relief operations undertaken in 1984-1986 by the Federation in 
Africa. The first of these organisations devoted its attention to achieve
ments, while the second dealt with methods with the underlying criteria of 
economy, profitability and efficacy.

This was a courageous decision at more than one level. When several 
relief organisations were going through the same crisis and coming up 
against similar difficulties, the Federation had been the only one to have 
recourse to independent evaluators instead of making its own evaluation. 
It had not craved for indulgence nor thought to hide the facts or avoid 
criticism. The report of the evaluators did not spare it identifying gaps in 
methods, organisation and implementation, such as the weakness of the 
human potential in training, preparation and qualifications or again the 
inadequacy of the resources and means in relation to the needs. Apart from 
these negative considerations on the capacity of the Federation to carry out 
the task it had assigned to itself as it should, the evaluators however 
maintained that its action had undoubtedly mitigated much suffering and 
had made it possible to save countless human lives. This is what should 
above all be remembered.

In determining the spheres in which it would be possible to improve the 
activities of the institution and to reinforce its action through better prepa
ration and increased professionalism, the evaluation - by measures it 
advocated and the immediate implementation of which was approved by 
all National Societies at the General Assembly in October 1986 - thus 
traced the way to follow to enable the Federation to administer in the 
future its relief operations more effectively, and with a better yield and 
economy. In this way there would be an increased reduction in suffering 
and loss of human lives due to disasters of all kinds, which strike the world 
and which each day cause new and untold distress.
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Morocco:
Food poisoning: Functional Rehabilitation of the Paralysed (1959-1961)

Most emergency situations involving the intervention of the Federation 
and National Societies, whose assistance it coordinates at the international 
level, result from natural disasters or man-made situations causing the 
massive displacement of populations. They are at the origin of relief 
operations of the classical type and simultaneously meet the prime neces
sity needs of victims regarding medical and nursing care, feeding, housing, 
clothing and social welfare aid. However some are of a nature calling for 
specific action in a given field. This is notably the case with epidemics.

The Federation - whose first appearance at the international level was in 
aid of the populations of central Europe exposed to typhus in the aftermath 
of the First World war - has since then been asked to intervene on many 
occasions by the National Societies of countries where smallpox, cholera 
and measles were raging in an acute form. With the foundation in 1948 of 
the World Health Organization (WHO), it has given itself the rule of only 
acting in these cases in consultation with this institution and only on the 
condition that the National Society concerned is in a position to take an 
active part in the programmes and measures launched by the governmental 
public health services. Its role has generally been confined to providing 
vaccines, medicaments and medical supplies.

Special circumstances also led it to cooperate in situations characterised 
by insufficient medical services when the health of a community was in 
danger due to a fortuitous outside event, which called for specialised 
medical treatment. This was the case at the request of the United Nations
it temporarily made good the shortage of medical services by sending out 
doctors and nurses who had the task of ensuring the functioning of hospital 
establishments suddenly deprived of their executive personnel. Its most 
original intervention was however that in Morocco from which the victims 
of serious poisoning due to the consumption of adulterated oil benefitted.

At the beginning of September 1959 the Meknes hospital received a 
patient suffering from paralysis of the hands and feet. In the following days 
other patients arrived whose examination showed an analogous syndrome 
of still unknown origin. The ailment did not cease to develop and expanded 
at a rate of 200 cases per day in the area surrounding Meknes, Fez and then 
the province of Rabat. In November 1959 the toll was very heavy some 
10,000 women, men and children - more often than not whole families - 
were affected by this disease.

It took the Moroccan public health authorities over three weeks of 
patient observation, research and cross-checking to establish that the 
origin of the infectious or toxic disease was food. The enquiry would finally 
show that it came from the consumption of an olive oil put on the market by 
not very scrupulous tradesmen, who had mixed with it in a proportion of 60 
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per cent mineral oil for engines bought at a low price from American 
surpluses at the air base of Nouaceur.

The etiological diagnosis established, it remained to determine a suitable 
therapy. At the request of the Moroccan Government the WHO sent an 
expert to the spot who reviewed for two weeks the therapies used. He 
advocated functional rehabilitation. This however required specialised 
personnel in large numbers not available in Morocco. The Ministry of 
Health then appealed to the Federation which agreed to take charge of the 
recruitment of the international personnel needed through the intermedi
ary of its member Societies: a total of 180 persons, i.e. five chief delegates, 
47 doctors, 86 physiotherapists, five occupational therapists, 15 nurses, 
four special workers, five administrators, eight secretaries and five brace
makers. They were joined by 14 others with varied qualifications provided 
by the Iraqi and Tunisian Governments and by the International Christian 
Service for Peace (EIRENE). For its part, the WHO made available to the 
Moroccan authorities two neurologists, two specialists in physical 
medicine, one administrator and three physiotherapists.

The 16 National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, which had 
responded to the Federation’s appeal, took charge of the salaries of the 
personnel recruited by them and in addition sent to Morocco vehicles and 
almost 200 tons of material in support of the operation. As for the Moroc
can Government, which had for its part engaged numerous administrative, 
auxiliary and domestic personnel, it - with the cooperation of the Moroc
can Red Crescent - ensured the housing and feeding of the members of the 
international teams. It personally undertook to reimburse through the 
intermediary of the Federation the salaries of those foreign personnel, 
thereby considerably reducing the burden on National Societies, which 
apart from the travel costs only had to make up for the difference between 
the Moroccan allowance and the salary guaranteed.

From December 1959 to June 1961 Red Cross teams took over from each 
other every six months in three successive waves. They were distributed 
among six different centres established by the Moroccan authorities in the 
localities where the sick were most numerous. First of all in Meknes where 
large premises on the border between the old and new towns were suited 
for the installation of rehabilitation centres whereas separate houses 
located nearly housed the patients. In Sidi-Kacem, Sidi-Slimane and 
Khemisset hangars were rented and transformed, whilst in Alhucemas in 
the north of the country an abandoned barracks was made ready to hos
pitalise the patients from the mountainous regions stretching from Rif and 
Nador to Ketama. Finally, in Fez an old military hospital being restored 
took in the patients of the town and its surroundings. In each centre the 
responsibility for all activities fell to a Red Cross doctor assisted by an 
administrator recruited on the spot by the Moroccan Government. 
Regarding the general management of the operation, it was directed 
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from Rabat by the Federation delegation working in close liaison with the 
Ministry of Public Health and the representative of the WHO.

The first teams reached Morocco towards the end of December 1959 and 
had the initial task of examining all the patients and of making out files on 
each of them. This preliminary work took three months after which the 
rehabilitation could start in groups or individually depending on the seri
ousness of the case. This was continued up to the end of June 1961. At this 
date 491,000 treatments (hydrotherapy, physiotherapy and occupational 
therapy) had been given and more than 5,000 braces for the hands and feet 
and appliances to facilitate walking had been made. When it had attained 
the objective it had given itself the Federation put an end to its action and 
only 273 patients out of the 10,000 treated at the beginning were still 
obliged to follow a treatment; 750 remained under mere medical supervi
sion and all the others could be considered as completely cured.

The operation undertaken in Morocco in aid of persons affected to 
varying degrees by flaccid paralysis due to the consumption of toxic oil 
remains unique in the annals of the Red Cross and physical medicine. It 
was for the Federation an innovation both due to its duration and the 
specifically medical character involved. It showed its capacity in these very 
special circumstances to mobilise numerous and highly qualified person
nel. Finally, it enable the Moroccan State and the doctors established there 
to develop and put to its true use physiotherapy and rehabilitation by the 
establishment in Morocco - under the auspices of the WHO - of a national 
school for the training of physiotherapists, which can be considered as one 
of the direct consequences of the Red Cross action.

The best conclusion is the one Professor A. von Albertini, then Presi
dent of the Swiss Red Cross, added to the medical report in which the 
scientific committee - which he directed - put down the sum of knowledge 
and experience acquired in Morocco: “Today, we may be proud to realize 
that the International Red Cross was able to carry out this difficult task 
with so much perseverance and so much patience, and thus to furnish proof 
of its ability to face even large-scale and improvised operations. Every day 
the basic principles of the Red Cross were quietly practised and put to the 
test. The operation had its primary origin in a deeply felt humanity, strictly 
respecting the rules of impartiality, a wonderful expression of the unity and 
universality of the Red Cross”.

b. Aid to refugees and displaced persons

Morocco and Tunisia: Algerian refugees (1958-1962)

Ten years of unstable political conditions in Algeria were followed by an 
open conflict which broke out in November 1954. The result was consider
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able population movements in the country itself and in 1956 a part of the 
local population of Algeria started to seek refuge in Tunisia and Morocco, 
once the independence of these two countries had been recognised. In 1957 
the number of refugees in Tunisia was estimated at 50,000 and in Morocco 
at 40,000, figures which doubled in one year and continued to increase 
subsequently.

Coming from an original farming population in the frontier areas of 
Algeria, the refugees were for the most part composed of women, children 
and old men and reached the countries of asylum deprived of their bread
winner and in the greatest destitution. They were not assembled in camps 
or concentrated centres of population. Spread along the Algero-Tunisian 
and Moroccan frontiers from the Mediterranean coast to five or six 
hundred kilometres in the interior of the Sahara, they lived mixed with the 
local population and most of them had no shelter other than caves in the 
mountains or rudimentary “gourbis”, which they had built themselves with 
clay and branches. In winter the glacial night and the storms of rain and 
snow aggravated their plight still further.

For them the solution of the problem was both simple and obvious: they 
would return to their country once the conflict had ceased. In the mean
while their subsistence had to be taken care of by measures enabling them 
to eat and be clothed sufficiently. The assistance which the two countries of 
asylum were in a position to give them could not suffice.

As from the spring of 1957 in the course of the period which preceded the 
establishment and recognition of the Red Crescent Societies of the newly 
independent States of Morocco and Tunisia, the International Committee 
of the Red Cross helped the Algerian refugees by sending missions to the 
spot to distribute the first relief supplies.

In November 1957 the XIXth International Conference of the Red Cross 
launched an urgent appeal to the world in aid of the Algerian refugees. It 
felt: “that only an effort of an international and universal nature would be 
able to meet the immense resources required to give assistance to these 
hundreds of thousands of human beings”. The ICRC and the Federation 
then launched a joint appeal to National Societies with the aim of obtaining 
foodstuffs, blankets and clothing or cash donations to purchase them. 
Thanks to the contributions obtained in response to this appeal, large 
distributions of relief supplies could be effected at the beginning of 1958 
and following the recognition and admission to the Federation of the 
Tunisian Red Crescent and then of the Moroccan Red Crescent, the ICRC 
could withdraw from the action leaving it to the Federation to assist on its 
own the two new Societies in their endeavours in aid of the refugees.

On the eve of the winter of 1958/1959, after an enquiry of its delegates in 
Tunisia and Morocco on the situation and special needs of the refugees, the 
Federation launched a further appeal to all National Societies asking them 
to continue and step up despatches of relief supplies. At the same time the 
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Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
had been invited in a resolution of the United Nations General Assembly 
to continue in substantial form the operation it had launched in Tunisia 
through the intermediary of the ICRC and to undertake a similar operation 
in Morocco. It then asked the services of the Federation as operational 
agent acting with and through the National Red Crescent Societies of the 
two countries of asylum. Aware of the tragic situation of the refugees and 
the need for an extensive relief action, the Federation agreed to this heavy 
task. As a result on 1 February 1959 the UNHCR appealed to the Govern
ments of the member countries of the United Nations and of its specialised 
agencies asking them to accord a favourable response to the Federation 
appeal and asking them to make available to it the funds needed to 
supplement the gifts in kind which might be obtained.

The relief operation for the Algerian refugees in Tunisia and Morocco 
was thus undertaken jointly by the Federation and the UNHCR as from 1 
February 1959. It was continued for three and a half years. Brought to a 
successful conclusion with the repatriation of the refugees it was completed 
on 31 June 1962.

As soon as the agreement of cooperation between the Federation and 
the UNHCR was concluded, representatives of the two institutions went to 
Morocco and Tunisia to lay down - in agreement with the National Red 
Crescent Societies and the Governments - the programme for a major 
relief operation. The main objective of the operation was to ensure the 
subsistence of the refugees and provide them with protection against the 
cold to the extent possible. Monthly distributions of foodstuffs and accord
ing to availabilities clothing, blankets, tents and soap made up the basic 
programme. A supplementary programme was added later aimed in par
ticular at remedying the state of undernourishment of most of the children 
and supplement the action of the governmental health services.

The Tunisian and Moroccan Governments agreed to assume the costs of 
unloading, warehousing and transport of the relief supplies on the national 
territory. It was also agreed that the two Governments would take a census 
of the refugees and that in Tunisia the distributions as such would be 
effected by the Tunisian administration, whilst in Morocco this would be 
taken care of by the Federation in cooperation with the Moroccan Red 
Crescent.

The general planning of the operation was jointly undertaken by the 
Federation and the UNHCR at headquarters level. The implementation 
and supervision of the programme was the task of the Federation alone and 
was assumed by the Federation Secretariat in Geneva and by the delegations 
it had established in Tunisia and Morocco with the personnel seconded or 
recruited by headquarters or made available by National Societies.

In Geneva, in addition to the general management of the operations, the 
Secretariat had to coordinate all relief consignments, effect the necessary 
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purchases outside the two countries of asylum, keep the general bookkeep
ing of the operation and publish for National Societies and the public 
regular reports and press releases on the unfolding of the actions. In 
Tunisia and Morocco the delegations were charged with ensuring the safe 
receipt, the purchase on the spot, the storage and forwarding of relief 
supplies to the frontier regions. They also distributed the relief supplies in 
Morocco and saw through inspection that the means of assistance made 
available by the Tunisian authorities reached the refugees regularly and in 
conformity with the Red Cross principles.

For its part the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees had representatives with headquarters in Tunisia and Morocco 
during the whole duration of the joint action. Acting in liaison with the 
Federation delegations, these representatives ensured the supervision of 
the operation. In addition, they had the task of maintaining close contact 
with the two Governments and coordinating supplementary assistance 
activities of voluntary agencies.

The operation was initially planned for 180,000 refugees, but the 
authorities of the two countries of asylum soon announced much higher 
figures. Due to this the number of rations distributed progressively 
increased to reach some 300,000 in 1962, a figure also including the rations 
distributed to persons of Moroccan and Tunisian nationality who - having 
their normal residence in Algeria - had also left this country as a result of 
the events.

The system established for distributions was characterized by close 
cooperation between the governmental authorities, the members of the 
Red Crescent Societies and the personnel of the Federation. In all 62 
distribution centres were set up of which 35 were in Tunisia and 27 in 
Morocco. Composed of wheat, sugar, oil and pulses, the basic food ration 
provided each beneficiary with 1,540 calories per day. In addition, before 
the complete setting up of an appropriate network of milk distribution 
centres, children who represented about 50% of the number of refugees 
received in addition condensed milk obtained in response to an appeal 
launched by the Federation to Red Cross Youth Sections bringing the 
content of the rations up to 1,670 calories.

Under the basic programme, clothing, blankets and tents were also 
distributed to the refugees on the eve of each winter. During the operation 
each refugee received on average two blankets and two sets of clothing: 
either used clothing received as a gift or new traditional style garments 
bought on the spot. The supplementary programme covered a whole range 
of projects, milk and soup distribution stations enabling children to 
balance their diet and to stand up better to the rigours of winter, collective 
kitchens, dispensaries, small school classes and apprenticeship centres for 
sewing serving at the same time as workshops for the manufacture of 
traditional type clothing.
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The supplies provided through the intermediary of the Federation to 
Algerian refugees in Tunisia and Morocco in connection with the joint 
operation had a total weight of over 89,000 tons, to which should be added 
83,000 tons of foodstuffs in the value of 37 million Swiss francs delivered to 
Tunisia by the Government of the USA as bilateral assistance between 
these two countries. The financing of the operation was entirely ensured by 
voluntary contributions in cash and kind provided by 55 National Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Societies, Governments, non-governmental 
organisations and private individuals. The value of the relief channeled by 
the Federation and the UNHCR reached a total of 96 million Swiss francs 
of which 21,5 millions were provided by the Red Cross world in addition to 
7,5 millions representing the amount of contributions remitted by National 
Societies before 1 February 1959.

At the start of the fourth year of the joint relief operation undertaken by 
the Federation and UNHCR in aid of Algerian refugees in Tunisia and 
Morocco, the conclusion on 18 March 1962 of a cease-fire agreement in 
Algeria made it possible to envisage a return of the refugees in the near 
future to their homeland. The Government declarations, which accom
panied this agreement, stipulated that the refugees abroad could return to 
Algeria and that commissions with headquarters in Morocco and in Tunisia 
would facilitate this return. Invited to participate in the work of these 
commissions, the UNHCR first wanted to make sure that it could continue 
to benefit from the cooperation of the Federation. Certain that it could 
count on the support of National Societies, the Secretary General immedi
ately agreed to this request.

A central tripartite commission was set up at the end of April 1962 with 
headquarters in Rocher-Noir (Algiers) to establish the principles and plan 
of repatriation, coordinate various efforts made in this connection and 
supervise the unfolding of the operations. Shortly afterwards three com
missions, also tripartite, took up their quarters respectively in Oudja 
(Morocco), Le Kef (Tunisia) and Laverdure (Algeria). They were charged 
with organising and carrying out the operation. Within each of these bodies 
Federation delegates were at work as experts vis-à-vis the representatives 
of the UNHCR.

The tripartite commissions were called upon to prepare and supervise 
the operation in cooperation with the competent local authorities and a 
special telecommunication network was established between the three 
countries.

In cooperation with the Governments, the Red Crescent Societies and 
the Algerian organisations in the countries of asylum, the UNHCR and the 
Federation were responsible for the transport of the refugees from the 
places of their abode to the departure centres. These centres - with a 
capacity of 600 to 1,200 persons - were established in Tunisia and Morocco 
in the immediate vicinity of the frontier crossing points: nine on the 
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Algero-Tunisian frontier and seven on the Algero-Moroccan frontier. The 
Federation provided the necessary equipment for their installation and 
their functioning. Refugees grouped according to place of origin in 
Algeria, were given shelter there and fed in the 24 hours preceding their 
departure and received a monthly ration of foodstuffs and soap. Twelve 
medical teams - made available by National Societies and each composed 
of a doctor and two nurses - were sent to the two countries at the request of 
the UNHCR. In an extremely short time these teams were all assembled in 
Geneva to receive information on their tasks and were transported to the 
spot by special plane. Seven of these teams were assigned to Tunisia and 
five to Morocco where a medical team of the Swedish Child Relief Organ
isation (Radda Barnen), which had given assistance to the refugees, also 
put itself at the disposal of the Federation.

In Tunisia the repatriation operations started on 30 May 1962 and were 
completed on 20 July enabling 120,000 persons to return to Algeria. In 
Morocco where the action began on 10 May operations were terminated on 
25 July when 61,400 persons had been repatriated. Undertaken with speed 
and effectiveness, the repatriation operations nevertheless came up against 
very many technical difficulties, in particular on the Algero-Tunisian fron
tier where the refugees were spread out over very long distances in regions 
having few roads and where the tracks across the frontiers had not been 
used for many years.

The relief operation, undertaken for three and half years by the Federa
tion jointly with the Office of the United Nations high Commissioner for 
Refugees, came to an end with this repatriation. It is fairly rare in the case 
of operations for refugees that they can finally return in this way to their 
own country. This was the happy end of the longest operation undertaken 
until then by the Federation in aid of a given group of persons.

Vietnam: Boat People (1975-1985)

In April 1975, after long years of an especially cruel fratricidal war, the 
armed forces of North Vietnam conquered the South and Vietnam was 
officially reunited in a Socialist Republic whose institutions were based on 
the Constitution of the former North. Hostile to the political and economic 
system setup by the central Government many South Vietnamese decided 
to leave the country. There was only one way open to them: that of the sea. 
In this way came into being the tragic exodus of those called Boat People. 
This is before they became forgotten refugees, those who did not have the 
opportunity of finding a country offering them the possibility of a new life. 
For ten years after their flight they still stagnated in reception centres and 
camps established by countries of first asylum where they had disem
barked.

The Exodus of the Boat People reached its height in 1978 -1979 when 
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several tens of thousands of men, women and children left the country on 
board often fragile skiffs not adapted to overcoming the risks a long 
crossing involved. There were the dangers of the sea and seasonal storms 
which struck the coastline of the Gulf of Siam and the southern China Sea. 
Those who had overcome the risks of a clandestine embarkation and a 
possible interception by the police and army coast-guard patrols and had 
succeeded in getting out to sea were faced by another peril just as terrifying 
and relentless: the pirates who infested the region, who stripped the 
fugitives of their meagre belongings, raped the women and girls, killed 
those who tried to offer resistance and then obliterated the traces of their 
crimes by burning and sinking the boats without pity for the survivors who 
might still be on board.

History will never recall the number of those who lost their lives in this 
desperate adventure. It may however be estimated at several thousands on 
the basis of the testimony of relatives who had never received news of a 
family member and the accounts of the very few who escaped. The more 
fortunate ones, who from 1975 to 1984 succeeded in reaching the coast of 
Malaysia, Indonesia, Philippines, Singapore and Thailand or even got as 
far as China, Hong Kong and Macao, numbered over 560,000.

Role and Action of the Red Cross
As soon as the first refugees arrived the National Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies of South-East Asia went into action to come to their aid. 
In a first phase, their aim was to meet the top priority needs by supplying 
foodstuffs, clothing, sleeping material and if necessary giving medical care. 
The growing influx of refugees however quickly imposed a burden on the 
Societies and their Governments which they were no longer in a position to 
bear without massive external aid. They asked for this from the interna
tional bodies of the Red Cross and the United Nations. In the context of an 
action globally coordinated by the Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), this was the beginning of a major 
joint operation undertaken by the International Red Cross and many 
voluntary agencies. From 1975 to the end of 1985 it was possible to come to 
the relief of several hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese refugees in 
several countries in South Asia.

To ensure success and effective coordination, the Federation and the 
ICRC set up an international Red Cross task-force. It sent delegates to 
each of the operating Societies with the mission of drawing up with the 
latter plans and budgets in conformity with the local programmes and 
needs, varying from one country to the next. The relief programmes of the 
National Societies naturally had to be in line with the services normally 
provided by the Red Cross and be directed at supplementing the efforts of 
the UNHCR to cover essential needs. These plans and budgets were 
regularly reviewed in order to take into account the developments in the 
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situation and submitted to the other members of the international com
munity of the Red Cross. On several occasions during the operation the 
ICRC and the Federation convened meetings between operating Societies 
and donors so that they could exchange their views on the programmes 
presented and the support from which they might benefit.

The role of the National Societies of the countries of first asylum varied 
considerably depending on the periods and the responsibilities assigned to 
them by their respective Governments. This was more especially important 
in Malaysia and Indonesia and also - though to a lesser degree - in the 
Philippines where the Societies were appointed national operational part
ners of the UNHCR for all or part of the services provided to refugees. As 
the basic needs were met, new requirements came into being and these had 
to be taken into consideration. This applied in particular to the means to 
facilitate the emigration and future assimilation of the refugees in the 
countries which would offer them definitive asylum, namely the develop
ment of projects affecting the teaching of languages, professional training 
and the improvement of cultural knowledge. This was also the case of 
special activities, which were all the more necessary for the moral well
being of the refugee as his long wait ran on between the moment of his 
arrival and then when - having met the requirements of a long and severe 
process of selection - he was finally accepted as an immigrant by a country 
of asylum.

One of the most important services of which the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies of the countries of South-East Asia took the initiative - 
with the help of the ICRC and its Central Tracing Agency - was the search 
for persons separated from their families and the exchange of news. For the 
first time the National Societies were directly involved in an activity which 
until then had been a traditional function of the ICRC. The network they 
set up made it possible to find many persons presumed to be missing, to 
reunite scattered family members and to give reassurance to those dis
turbed by the plight of their near relations of whom they had no news.

In February 1981 the task-force of the International Red Cross for the 
refugees in South-East Asia was dissolved, but the close cooperation 
established between the eight operating Societies, the ICRC and the 
Federation continued: the ICRC assumed the coordination of tracing and 
mail services and the Federation that of relief actions. By that time the Red 
Cross had provided over 30 million Swiss francs in relief in cash, kind and 
services. This was made up of contributions from 31 National Societies, 
eight Governments and 19 national and international voluntary agencies.

The overall endeavours of the Red Cross in aid of the boat people would 
be incompletely recorded if no mention were made - parallel to the support 
given to the National Societies of the countries of first asylum - of the 
assistance which the Societies of the countries of resettlement gave to these 
refugees in welcoming them, meeting their needs and facilitating their 
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integration into the new national community of which they became mem
bers. There are unfortunately no statistics making it possible to give a 
figure for the global value of the aid which has been provided - and 
continues to be provided in certain cases - by the Red Cross Societies of 
Belgium, Brazil, Canada, Finland, France, Germany (Fed. Rep.), Italy, 
Japan, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Sweden, Switzerland, United 
Kingdom and the USA, to mention only the main countries of asylum and 
resettlement. In the final analysis this is only of slight importance. What 
counts and what will be regarded as of infinitely greater value is the 
tremendous movement of solidarity which once again through the Red 
Cross has brought man to come to the help of his neighbour in distress.

The brief descriptions which follow do not claim to give a full picture of 
the action undertaken by the three National Societies selected from among 
the eight of the countries of first asylum. The aim is merely to illustrate 
some of the main and most characteristic aspects.

Indonesia
A member of the intervention group set up by the Government, the 
Indonesian Red Cross (PNI) was initially charged with ensuring the follow
ing services: supply of supplementary foodstuffs, medical and social wel
fare assistance, the provision of personal objects, educational and recrea
tional material, and the organisation of a tracing and mail service. Subse
quently it became the main operational partner of the UNHCR in respect 
of most of these activities. With the help of Federation delegates it assigned 
to the operation some 60 auxiliary workers loaned to or borrowed from 
various sections of the Society.

The Society endowed the main reception centre for boat people on the 
island of Galang with a hospital comprising a surgical unit. The out-patient 
treatment was given in an adjacent dispensary. Four doctors, one dentist 
and 27 male and female nurses of the Red Cross ensured their functioning. 
These establishments which were also open to the local population of 
Galang and the neighbouring islands gave treatment to some 6,000 patients 
per month.

The social welfare services provided by eight mother and child care 
auxiliary workers with the assistance of 130 volunteers recruited from 
among the refugees were concentrated on individual assistance (advice and 
material aid) and community activities intended for vulnerable groups (the 
elderly, the disabled, unaccompanied children, pregnant women and 
young mothers). As the proportion of unaccompanied minors was espe
cially high, mother and child care had to take charge of the supervision of 
barracks housing the most needy and of day centres which received chil
dren whose only parent was following a crash language and cultural orien
tation course.

The German Red Cross of the Federal Republic of Germany had 
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assigned to the operation of the International Red Cross in South-East 
Asia a ship and medical and relief personnel. The M/S “Flora” was espe
cially active in the Indonesian territorial waters where it undertook very 
varied tasks, such as the transport of supplies and relief material, or 
depending on the needs functioned as a hospital ship. Its activities were 
extended in a very useful manner to the most isolated islands of the Anabas 
and Natuna archipelago where medical care was given on the spot and rice 
distributed to the local population whose needs were similar to those of the 
refugees. In the period from July to the end of December 1980 over 24,800 
x-rays were taken on board the M/S “Flora”; 9,200 persons were given 
dental treatment; 2,380 were treated against tuberculosis and 2,212 against 
malaria; finally 241 babies were born on board.

Malaysia
Since 1975 the Malaysian Red Crescent Society in its capacity of opera
tional partner of the UNHCR came to the assistance of the boat people 
through distributions of foodstuffs, drinking water, clothing, blankets, 
medicaments and other relief items in nine camps established by the 
Government in the States of Kuala Lumpur, Johore, Pahang and Treng- 
ganu. At the end of 1978 over 70,000 Vietnamese had benefited from this 
relief action. To undertake it the Society had to increase the number of its 
permanent personnel from 21 to 33 and had recourse in shifts to over 300 
volunteers. Its local committees were for the most part entirely engaged in 
activities in the camps. In addition the Malaysian Red Crescent asked the 
Federation for the help of technical delegates called on to act as advisers in 
logistics, transport, health, social welfare, census taking and tracing.

The main problems confronting the Malaysian Red Crescent came into 
evidence in Pulau Bidong, a small island off the eastern coast of Malaysia, 
which most of the refugees crossing the Gulf of Siam reached first. The lack 
of water and the proliferation of rodents made the health conditions there 
extremely precarious. The Red Crescent installed a dispensary and from 
sister Societies the Federation recruited medical and nursing personnel to 
help the Malaysian staff. Due to the close link between health conditions 
and the propagation of communicable diseases and the development of 
epidemics, it was above all important to maintain a very high degree of 
cleanliness in Pulau Bidong. A health education project was therefore 
implemented there by the Red Crescent; a group of mothers was selected 
and they were given very complete training on all subjects related to 
individual and collective hygiene; they would then instruct the refugees of 
the sector for which each one of them had been made responsible.

Tuberculosis was a constant problem and induced the Federation to 
finance an isolation pavilion equipped with x-ray appliances making it 
possible to detect the ailment and follow its evolution. The island was 
sprayed to prevent the development of malaria and regular rat-extermina
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tion campaigns made it possible to ward off the danger the many rodents 
represented for the spread of illness and epidemics.

Philippines
The boat people who succeeded in reaching the western coast of the 
archipelago were first of all assisted by the local committees of the Philippi
nes National Red Cross, which provided emergency foodstuffs, medical 
care and top priority relief. In the Puerto Princess centre on the island of 
Palawan to which the refugees were later transferred and in the Bataan 
selection centre, the Society had established an ambulance service, a 
supplementary feeding programme for infants and young children and 
many assistance projects of a social welfare character (first aid and health 
in the home courses, classes in sewing, embroidery, languages, etc.). To 
ensure the functioning and facilitate the expansion of its programmes in the 
camps, the Philippines Red Cross had to undertake an extensive action for 
the reinforcement and training of its personnel. This finally enabled it to 
assign some 60 of its members to these operations.

The Philippines Red Cross gave its active attention to the tracing ser
vices. On the other hand, its role in passing on mail and transferring money 
was of minor importance compared to that played by its Indonesian and 
Malaysian sister Societies due to the facilities normally existing at the 
national level. Its services were however extensive in aid of refugees 
looking for relatives from whom they had been separated due to the 
circumstances, either because they were unfamiliar with their plight or 
knew that they had emigrated to a country of second asylum but were not 
familiar with their address.

The local population of the province where the Bataan centre was 
located is among the most underprivileged of the country and its needs 
were to a certain extent as urgent as those of the refugees. The assistance 
given to the latter brought out a problem generally encountered in such 
circumstances, namely the development of a feeling of animosity of the 
local populations as they feel that they are victims of discrimination. The 
Philippines Red Cross succeeded in remedying this by associating the local 
populations with its action.

The Red Cross action for refugees is derived quite naturally from its 
universally recognised role as a voluntary non-governmental organisation, 
whose mission it is to prevent and mitigate human suffering. The legal basis 
for this is to be found in many statutory provisions and in international 
conventions. In addition, various resolutions of the deliberative bodies of 
the International Red Cross deal with certain special aspects of the ques
tion.

For all that, no specific rule has until quite recently laid down for the 
ICRC, the Federation and National Societies the conditions, methodology 
and limits of their action. For a long time the Red Cross coped with the 
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humanitarian needs of the refugees somewhat in the same way as it 
responded to the needs of natural disaster victims.

The analysis of past activities and the experiences learned from the 
problem of the boat people and the relief operations to which it gave rise 
made the ICRC and the Federation realise that it was necessary to draw up 
a compendium of guidelines to guide the movement in its future interven
tions. After a joint study, they defined them in a report whose conclusions 
were approved by the XXIVth International Conference of the Red Cross 
(Manila, 1981). The resolution which resulted (XXI: “international Red 
Cross aid to refugees”) reaffirmed the fundamental mission of the Red 
Cross to assist and protect refugees, displaced persons and returnees and 
this in particular when these victims do not benefit from any other protec
tion or assistance. It recalled that the action of National Societies for 
refugees should continue to be of an auxiliary and temporary character and 
should be undertaken in conformity with the Red Cross principles and the 
rules governing its interventions in the sphere of relief. The resolution 
introduced some new concepts. Red Cross aid should at all times take into 
account the comparable needs of the population living in the reception 
zones for refugees. With regard to a Society which undertakes a relief 
action for refugees, it should immediately inform the Red Cross or the 
ICRC. In addition the latter should, depending on cases, be associated 
with the negotiations and should concur with the terms of the agreement 
which the Society might be induced to conclude with the UNHCR. 
Another new concept was also retained; that of the cooperation of the 
Central Tracing Agency of the ICRC with National Societies and if need be 
with the UNHCR to facilitate the reunion of dispersed families, the 
exchange of family news and the tracing of missing persons.

Thus, as the outcome of one of the main problems with which the Red 
Cross as a whole has had to deal in recent years, the resolution adopted by 
the XXIVth International Conference has prolonged and specified the 
outline of the guidelines, until then fairly vague, of the International Red 
Cross in the sphere of assistance to refugees. It should enable the Federa
tion, the ICRC and National Societies to cooperate to the maximum extent 
of their capabilities with the UNHCR and the other governmental and non
governmental organizations and institutions coming to the assistance of 
refugees and give the necessary auxiliary character to their respective 
efforts.
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c. Development Programme for National Societies, 
notably in Third-World countries

Historical background and evolution
One of the functions of the Federation is to encourage and promote in 
every country the establishment and development of an independent and 
duly recognised National Society. This goal figures at the beginning of the 
first Convention which the institutions gave itself in 1919 and has since then 
continued to be at the centre of its preoccupations. However, in the first 
decades of its existence the Federation spared no effort to bring into being 
National Societies in States so far not having one; it was on the other hand 
less active in developing the Societies and in supplying a Society with the 
means likely to help it to “be so organised as to enable it to deal effectively 
with the tasks incumbent upon if’, as provided for in the 1948 Conditions for 
Recognition. For lack of a systematic programme and sufficient coordina
tion, it for the most part acted sporadically to the exclusion of a detailed 
study on future interactions.

The upheaval caused by the Second World War and the progressive 
speeding up of the process of decolonisation were however as from the 50s 
considerably to modify the establishment of the Red Cross in the world. 
Born in Switzerland in the heart of Europe, the Red Cross was in the main 
established in Western countries. In 1945 out of the 64 National Societies 
then recognised and members of the Federation 34 belonged to Europe, 21 
to the American continent, five to Asia, three to the region of the Middle 
East and only one to Africa where the European nations expanded their 
possessions and where the Red Cross was represented - if at all - by 
sections or Overseas Branches of the metropolitan National Society. In 
1960, on the eve of the second century of existence of the Red Cross, 
autonomous Societies existed in virtually all Asian countries and started to 
be born in Africa. To the 27 new Societies fulfilling the conditions for 
recognition, were to be added the Societies “in process of formation”, 
namely these of countries having more recently gained their independence 
or likely to do so in the short term : some 10 in Asia and the Middle East and 
over 20 in Africa.

This growth involved a deep change in the nature of the problems which 
National Societies and their federation were so far accustomed to solve. 
These “young” Societies were established in parts of the world where there 
was a great need for technical assistance and where - despite multinational 
or bilateral external aid - the lack of balance between economic develop
ment and social conditions increased daily. A joint effort had to be made to 
speed up and facilitate the development of these countries and due to its 
humanitarian mandate the Red Cross movement had to contribute to this 
by making newly formed Societies capable of playing their social welfare 
role within their national communities. Every recently established Society 
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is confronted with the same initial problems. In the context of the manifold 
urgent needs of their countries, they should determine priorities within the 
traditional field of action of the Red Cross. On this basis they should 
ascertain their bearing, fix their programmes and promptly develop an 
adequate strong and stable organization. This will enable them to give its 
true meaning to their capacity of auxiliaries of the public authorities and to 
support the efforts of the latter by placing emphasis on the value of self
help.

The responsibilities of the Red Cross vis-à-vis certain essential needs of 
the world are of a category which may be described as both material and 
moral. Material, when they are devoted to mitigating human distress 
following natural disasters, to combating an epidemic or to promoting 
activities in the sphere of health, hygiene and social welfare. Moral, where 
as laid down in the principle of Humanity, the purpose of the Red Cross is 
to ensure respect for the human being, and to promote mutual understand
ing, friendship, cooperation and lasting peace amongst all people. Apart 
from a perception of the Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross, which is 
perhaps not a priori clear to all cultures, the exercise of these respon
sibilities presupposes a strength where goodwill in our times no longer 
suffices to be the main driving force. It must be accompanied by technical 
means and knowledge, which go far beyond those which for too long since 
Henry Dunant, have been the only resources of the Red Cross. Voluntary 
service, both motivated and zealous, certainly remains the main framework 
of the movement on which all its undertakings are based. It is from it that it 
has its vigour, it is through it that it lives, it is in this context that it acts both 
in time of armed conflict and in time of peace. However, it is in addition 
necessary that will to serve is accompanied by the capacity to serve. The 
volunteer must therefore be prepared and trained for the manifold and 
often very specialized tasks he will have to carry out as on this the efficacy 
of his work will finally depend. The training of volunteers and officers is 
therefore the corner-stone of the organization and development of every 
new Society. At the same time it will contribute to interesting this person
nel in the development of their own country and to giving them appropriate 
tasks which awaken in them a sense of responsibility.

The Federation was aware of this requirement when, once the weapons 
were silent, the political map of the world was gradually modified as from 
1947. Each time that a people gained independence, the Red Cross won 
ground: an autonomous Society was set up, but its structures were still in 
embryo and its means limited. It is then that with the help of experienced 
Societies having the necessary resources the Federation undertook to give 
technical assistance to these young organizations by providing for them 
visits and study centres or by putting at their disposal personnel charged 
with advising and helping them. However, this assistance remained mod
est, above all for financial reasons. The organization in Geneva in June 



407

1960 of a first international Red Cross/Red Crescent study centre, in which 
eleven National Societies of Africa and Near and Middle East took part, 
was without doubt the most important event in the development of the 
Federation training programme. It had a decisive impact on the governing 
bodies of the federation whose previous decisions in support of a prog
ramme of technical assistance had not so far received the backing expected 
from member Societies.

In October 1961 the Federation Board of Governors meeting in Prague 
adopted an important resolution which underlined the urgent need for 
enlarged technical assistance and special financial aid for new Societies; 
requested the Secretary General to develop systems, principles, plans and 
financing methods without delay for this purpose and urged National 
Societies to strengthen the already existing or previously offered resources 
through non-earmarked cash contributions, thus creating the best condi
tions for an effective implementation of the projects.

The development programme was definitely launched and would not 
cease to gain importance as the years went by. Its first success was in 1963 
when the movement, to which Henry Dunant had given birth, commemo
rated its Centenary. At the session of the Board of Governors preceding 
the opening of the Congress intended to mark this event, 14 new National 
Societies recognised by the ICRC were admitted to the Federation thereby 
bringing the number of its members up to 102. To varying degrees each of 
them had benefited from aid under the development programme and from 
the experience gained from a second international study centre for leaders 
of young Societies, organised by the Federation in cooperation this time 
with the Swiss Red Cross and the International Committee of the Red 
Cross. The Swiss Government had granted substantial financial support. 
Encouraged by this success, the Board of Governors unanimously 
approved a five-year development plan to be supported by voluntary 
contributions from National Societies in the total value of some four and a 
half million Swiss francs.

Objectives and general principles
The Red Cross/Red Crescent development programme has two objectives: 
on the one hand, to help sister societies in need to organise and develop 
their different services thanks to assistance provided by the Federation and 
National Societies which make available the required personnel, material 
and funds and, on the other, to encourage along similar line the establish
ment of new Societies.

It is clear that any measure taken individually, without a plan and in the 
short-term, cannot give genuine and lasting aid. It is just as obvious that 
help provided outside any programme and without any specification as to a 
limit in time would tend to delude beneficiaries into believing that they 
could count on this help indefinitely. It will here be retained that a long
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term plan does not necessarily involve assistance of a longer duration than 
so-called short-term aid. On the other hand, it provides the only guarantee 
that the beneficiary Society will receive help to enable it to become auton
omous in its growth and thereby no longer to be dependent on permanent 
assistance. These facts bring out the special importance of the time factor in 
planning. If it is too short the objectives can probably not be attained; if it is 
too long it does not permit taking into account future developments which 
might exercise an influence on the unfolding of the action and the princip
les which govern it. It was therefore wise and prudent that the five-year 
plan which the Red Cross was entrusted with implementing was sub
divided into annual cycles. In the context of a long-term programme, 
readjusted according to need, it was therefore possible to submit to the 
Board of Governors and the Executive Committee an annual report and a 
programme of activities for the coming year and thereby to ensure the 
necessary continuity of the actions to be undertaken while responding to 
the adjustment requirements imposed by the new situation.

All Societies, whether recently created or of longer standing are entitled 
to aid in proportion to their needs. The development programme was 
bound by this principle. Due to insufficient initial resources, it was how
ever obliged to give priority to Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 
recently created or in process of formation. Did it here - though unwillingly 
- run counter to a fundamental principle? We do not think so. “An 
inequality can only be remedied by another inequality, if an equal balance 
is to be restored” said Jean Pictet.129 In another context: that of a equality 
between men stricken by misfortune. Just like this, the development 
programme had first to give its attention to the weakest and most under
privileged Societies in order to reestablish a balance. To give priority to the 
most urgent cases of distress; is not this one of the essential rules of Red 
Cross action in all spheres?

In an undertaking as vast and complex as that of development where 
factors are involved affecting virtually all the social welfare problems 
confronting a new country, the action of the Red Cross cannot be validly 
undertaken without taking into consideration governmental programmes. 
As Jacques Meurant wrote: “Whether in developed or in developing coun
tries, the expansion of National Society activities must be in line with the 
country’s national development plan. And each country’s overall approach 
to planning for development implies synchronized action between the 
public authorities and the various voluntary agencies”.130 It is important to 
avoid all overlapping which might harm effectiveness and lead to unneces
sary expenses. This does not however mean that the Red Cross should 
remain passive when faced with new problems. On the contrary, it must 

129 Red Cross Principles, ICRC, Geneva 1956, p. 42
130 Voluntary Service in Society Today, Geneva, IRRC, September-October 1979, p. 236
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affirm its traditional pioneer role and endeavour to provide the comple
ment which will ensure continuity where it is lacking, thereby seeking new 
fields of activity or supplementing existing services.

Here there is a link-up with that concept of coordination - already 
evoked regarding international relief operations - which should come into 
play both at the national level, where the action has to be undertaken, and 
at the international level, where there are those who have the resources 
and means of assistance. It was therefore natural that the role of coor
dinator already recognised by National Societies as falling to the Federa
tion in other fields of activity should also be so recognized for technical 
assistance in connection with development.

It will be noted in passing that the need for central planning and coordi
nation does not have a compelling effect on the approach to be adopted in 
the implementation of the programme: depending on circumstances it can 
assume both multilateral and bilateral channels. There are forms of assist
ance which can only be effected by a single organisation, in this case the 
Federation Secretariat, leaving it quite free to include any project in the 
overall programme. However, there is nothing to prevent National 
Societies from taking concerted action and from reaching direct agreement 
on matters affecting for example the methodology of the action properly so 
termed. This is even advisable in view of the scope of the programme and 
the limited resources of the Federation, both in the form of funds and in 
that of personnel. However, to be effective the bilateral approach can only 
come into effect provided it is included in a multinational framework and 
that the assistance which certain Societies intend to give to sister organiza
tions individually ties up with the overall planning of the programme.

The training of personnel, of which it has already been said that it is one 
of the main conditions of the development of a National Society, was given 
special attention under the programme concerning the methodology of its 
implementation. Should this be provided abroad through seminars and 
study visits to Geneva or to already firmly anchored Societies or again on 
the spot in the environment and conditions in which the trainee will have to 
put what he has learned into practice? At the time the delegates of new 
Societies were understandably enthusiastic about gaining their training and 
their instruction outside their country. Rightly the programme did not 
however follow this procedure: as previous experience has shown that this 
was not the way to obtain the result expected, both surely and promptly. 
The prestige surrounding the individual who had gained his knowledge 
outside the frontiers of his country disappears quickly in contact with 
reality and the implementation as such of new ideas of foreign inspiration 
often seems not to apply to the specific conditions existing in the country. It 
is therefore preferable that the training, education and basic information 
be provided as far as possible in the places where it will have to be put into 
effect. Problems can far better be understood when they are examined in 
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their actual national context and a foreign expert will more easily and 
validly give advice when he is in a position to judge the conditions on the 
spot. It is therefore this principle which the programme adopted; study 
visits abroad were only retained in a secondary capacity, as a means of 
supplementing in certain cases training of a more especially specialized 
nature or of a technical character.

New Orientation
Despite very considerable achievements in the years following its 
implementation - including the establishment and accession to recognition 
of 26 new Societies - the programme only imperfectly attained its objec
tives. Although unanimously and enthusiastically accepted in 1963, it did 
not receive sufficient support from the members of the Federation. As the 
Secretary General pointed out, this is the illustration of a weakness of the 
Red Cross, namely the absence of a common role and of concerted deter
mination. This findings was also that of Donald D. Tansley, charged in 
1973 by the ICRC and the Federation to undertake in cooperation with 
National Societies a major study on the role of the Red Cross, which was to 
induce the latter to inquire into its own future.131 In a pertinent analysis of 
the Development Programme, Tansley identifies the main deficiencies of a 
system too often dominated by donors where the forms of assistance 
sometimes have no real link with a specific objective and where the 
distribution of help in time is accidental rather than planned. He advocates 
a more dynamic system which would involve at all stages the active partici
pation of National Societies and would make them more aware of the fact 
that they are mainly responsible for their own development and for their 
capacity of assuming their role in the face of conflicts, natural disasters or 
other emergency situations.

In 1979 the first General Assembly of the Federation, replacing the 
former Board of Governors, gave the Secretary General the mandate of 
establishing for the 1980s a strategy aimed at improving the system and the 
methods of development, taking into account past experience, the propos
als from the Development Programme Advisory Committee and the com
ments contained in the Tansley Report.

That same year the Commission on the Red Cross and Peace presented 
to the Council of Delegates a report in particular comprising general 
considerations on development and peace and on the specific role of the 
Red Cross, which was to have a deep influence on the establishment of the 
strategy. Here emphasis is placed on the importance attached to the 
concept of development as a factor of peace and the evolution which these 
two notions - development and peace have undergone in the course of 

131 See above all the Final Report on the Re-appraisal of the Role of the Red Cross: “An 
Agenda for Red Cross”, Geneva 1975.
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recent years. Peace no longer appears as the negative requirement of an 
absence of war, but as a positive requirement resulting from the concord
ance of the wills of each State, each for itself assuming its own develop
ment. To establish peace is therefore not only to create propitious political 
and economic conditions, but it is also to put in place the structures and 
means which will enable each State and first of all the least advanced to 
continue to make the best use of their own resources with the help of other 
States. For its part, the concept of development, for a long time limited to 
the single aspect of economic growth and social progress, has been widened 
to respect for the dignity and value of the human being and the establish
ment of better living conditions for everybody. There is therefore a link of 
reciprocity between development and peace. The Development Prog
ramme - whose final objective is the existence in all countries of a National 
Society with a sound structure, both strong and effective in the services it 
renders to the community - is in compliance with the mandate entrusted to 
it by the “Programme of Action of the Red Cross as a Factor of Peace”132, 
the best means by which the Red Cross and Red Crescent movement can 
increase its capacity to ensure peace.

The Federation held many consultations with National Societies and 
with the ICRC on the strategy for the 80s. In the first place it fixed for the 
Development Programme a specific goal for the decade in question: induce 
National Societies to become self-reliant and effective partners in the 
context of the movement. Secondarily it determined the procedure to be 
followed to attain this goal: have recourse to an integrated method of 
approach corresponding to needs, determined by National Societies them
selves with the support of the components of the Movement (Federation, 
ICRC and National Societies) with efforts coordinated under the Develop
ment Programme.

The concept of an “integrated approach” is the main innovative factor 
introduced by the strategy. Up to then the programme had in the main had 
recourse to the “system of projects”, which was too restricted and rigid. In 
the future the programmes and their components will be included in the 
context of a complete development plan and budget, which the National 
Societies concerned should establish to guide their own growth and serve in 
seeking the necessary resources at the national and international levels. A 
stress is thus laid on the National Society which is made responsible for 
taking charge of its own development.

Another innovation: linking the programme to the activities connected 
with disaster relief preparedness. Endeavours in this respect should not 
only be aimed at the establishment of operational plans, but also be applied 
to seeking the financial means enabling the National Society to put the 
plans into effect. In addition the coverage will also be extended to situa
tions of armed conflicts and to the dissemination of humanitarian law and 
132 See Chapter V “The Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement as a Factor of Peace”. 
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the principles and ideals of the Red Cross thereby involving active partici
pation of the ICRC. Finally, at the level of human resources, increased 
recourse should be had to the existing capacities of the region, in particular 
to overcome the difficulty facing the Secretariat - due to its limited person
nel - in meeting all the needs of National Societies in the spheres of help, 
social welfare, information and administration.

After the strategy had been adopted in November 1981 by the second 
session of the General Assembly and then approved by the International 
Conference of the Red Cross which followed it, the Federation Secretariat 
undertook to draw up a plan of action for the years 1982-83. This was based 
on the analysis and methods advocated in the statement of the goal and 
objectives of the strategy itself. Submitted to periodical evaluations the 
plan is called on to be revised in the following years in the light of its 
achievements and the evolution of the needs.

The strategy for the development of National Societies for the 80s 
marked an important change in the concept of the role and potential of the 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. It induced the Federation Sec
retariat to make important modification in its structure: by giving pride of 
place no longer to the services to be ensured, but to the National Societies 
divided out according to regional criteria, it gave itself the means of 
effectively putting into practice the integrated approach on which the 
strategy is based. The introduction in the new Statutes of the movement of 
very detailed provisions concerning National Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies may also be considered as a propitious outcome of the strategy 
and of the attention thereby drawn to the responsibilities and role of 
National Societies.

The success of the strategy depends on National Societies showing joint 
understanding for the fundamental concepts which are development, self- 
reliance and effectiveness. However, it also depends on the capacity of the 
Federation to assemble the resources required on a long-term basis for the 
Development Programme, whose financing calls for considerable commit
ments on the part of all those belonging to the great Red Cross family. At 
the time when these lines were written, the programme - despite more 
sustained support from participating Societies - had not yet attained all its 
objectives. It is true that many operating Societies, which should have 
benefited, have seen their development curbed by unexpected events - 
natural disasters and internal disorders-which produced emergency needs 
which had to be met in priority. The efforts required are being pursued. It 
will take some considerable time, but it is not the first time in its history that 
the International Red Cross and Red Crescent movement has been con
fronted with a long and difficult task. It will find the strength to carry it out 
successfully in the motivation which its mission has always given it: to 
assume in a constantly changing world increased responsibilities to cope 
with the requirements of tomorrow.



Bangladesh 1968/69 -Artificial hill as a refuge for the population in the event of tidal waves, erected in cooperation with the 4^
League. Photo Jean Mohr w
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Bangladesh 1970171 - As protection against cyclones a shelter for the local 
population built by the Bangaldesh Red Cross Society with the help of sister 
Societies. Photo League

Guatemala 1976 -At El Progreso, a town more than 80% destroyed by the 
earthquake, the Red Cross and the authorities build provisional dwellings 
for the underprivileged. Photo Jean Pekmez
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Turkey I976 - Turkish Red Crescent tents are erected on the high plateau of 
Eastern Anatolia to protect the earthquake victims against the rigorous cold.

Photo SYGMA/Simonpietri

Eastern India 1977- Despite the ravages of the cyclone, life continues for the 
inhabitants; in response to the appeal of the League, National Societies have 
sent tents as provisional shelters; the Indian Red Cross Society provides 
emergency care, foodstuffs, clothing and drinking water.

Photo League!Indian Red Cross



Malaysia 7979- Tragedy of the Indo-Chinese refugees. Pulau Bidong camp. Photo SYGMA!Jaques Pavlovsky
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Niger 1985 - Training of First-Aiders of the Red Cross Society of Niger 
under the development programme of the League. Photo Liliane de Toledo

Niger 1985 - Fully trained First-Aiders equipped with their first-aid kits.
Photo League!Liliane de Toledo
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Ethiopia 1986 - Staff mem
bers of the Ethiopian Red 
Cross conduct an enquiry 
into the nutritional state of 
the population.

Photo League/Liliane de 
Toledo

Sahel 1985 - At Gao in 
Mali a League nutritionist 
gives protein tablets to an 
undernourished child.

Photo League
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Sahel 1985 - Distribution of basic foodstuffs to the population of a Senegalese 
village struck by the drought. Photo League
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Sahel 1985 - Daily distribution of enriched gruel in a Red Cross centre in the 
province of Guerra in Chad. Photo League! Liliane de Toledo
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4. The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement 
in its entirety

A. Origin, development and structure

The development of the Movement which comprises all components of the 
Red Cross and the Red Crescent may be divided into four periods. The first 
period spreads from 1863 up to 1919, the year of the foundation of the 
League of Red Cross Societies, the second from 1919 to 1928, the year of 
the adoption of the Statutes of the “International Red Cross”, the third 
from 1928 to 1952, the year of the first revision of the Statutes and the 
fourth from 1952 up to the present. Here the characteristic feature is the 
complete revision of the Statutes and the establishment of the new name 
“International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement” in 1986.133

a. The period from 1863 to 1919

The Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement was only structured and 
organised to a small extent in the first 56 years. In the sense of the decisions 
of the founding Conference in 1863, the International Committee in

133 For the statements made in the present Section 4 see in particular: Pierre Boissier, “From 
Solferino to Tsushima”, History of the International Committee of the Red Cross, 
Volume I, Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva 1985 (English version); Henry Coursier, “La 
Croix-Rouge internationale” /The International Red Cross/, Paris 1989; André Durand, 
“From Sarajevo to Hiroshima”, History of the International Committee of the Red 
Cross, Vol. II, Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva 1984 (English version); the same author, 
“Origin and Evolution of the Statutes of the International Red Cross”, IRRC, July - 
August 1983; Hans Haug, “The International Red Cross”, IRRC, December 1976; the 
same author “Das Internationale Rote Kreuz”/The International Red Cross/ in:Deutches 
Rotes Kreuz, Schriftenreihe 47, Abteilung Recht, Heft 10, Bonn 1976; Jacques Moreil- 
lon, “Le Comité international de la Croix-Rouge et la révision des Statuts de la Croix- 
Rouge internationale”/The International Committee of the Red Cross and the revision of 
the Statutes of the International Red Cross/ in:“Völkerrecht im Dienste des Menschen”/ 
Humanitarian Law in the Service of mankind/, Bern and Stuttgart 1986; Richard 
Perruchoud, “Les résolutions des Conférences internationales de la Croix-Rouge”/The 
resolutions of the International Conferences of the Red Cross/, Henry Dunant Institute, 
Geneva 1979; Paul Ruegger, “L’organisation de la Croix-Rouge internationale sous ses 
aspects juridiques’TThe Organisation of the International Red Cross from its legal 
aspects/, Académie de droit international, Recueil des cours, 1,1953, pp. 377-480; Anton 
Schlögel, “Das Internationale Rote Kreuz heute”/The International Red Cross Today/, 
in: Geist und Gestalt des Roten Kreuzes/Spirit and Form of the Red Cross/, Bonn 1987; 
Peter Schneider, “Zur Rechtsstellung des Internationalen Roten Kreuzes’VThe Legal 
Position of the International Red Cross/, in: Archiv des Völkerrechts, Vol. 5, Tübingen 
1955/56; Wilhelm von Starck, “Internationale und nationale Rechtsstellung des Roten 
Kreuzes”/International and National Legal Position of the Red Cross/, in: Jahrbuch für 
Internationales Recht, Vol. 13, Kiel 1967; Donald D. Tansley, “Study on the Re
appraisal of the Role of the Red Cross, Final Report : An Agenda for Red Cross”, Geneva 
1975.
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Geneva exercised the function of a central liaison body in that it gave its 
attention to the exchange of information between the central committees 
of National Societies, notified the existing Societies of the establishment of 
new Societies after a prior study of their foundations, published an interna
tional bulletin and periodically issued circulars and convened International 
Conferences in liaison with the host National Society. The first Conference 
of this kind was held in Paris in 1867. It was called “International Confer
ence of Relief Societies for the Military Wounded” and was attended by 
representatives of 16 National Societies and 9 Governments of States 
which had ratified the Geneva Convention of 1864. The second Interna
tional Conference took place in Berlin in 1869 and the third - for the first 
time under the title “International Conference of the Red Cross” - in 
Geneva in 1884. Representatives of 20 National Societies and of 20 States 
parties to the Geneva Conventions took part in this third Conference, 
where the principle of a mixed conference came into being, that is to say 
one which was half private and half diplomatic. However, for the first time 
delegates of the National Societies met separately from the delegates of 
States within the framework of a newly created “Commission of Delegates 
of Central Committees”. This commission, chaired by the President of the 
ICRC, Gustave Moynier, had the aim of discussing internal Red Cross 
questions, virtually “within the family”. It existed until 1928 and was then 
superseded by the “Council of Delegates”, a body of the newly established 
“International Red Cross”.

After 1884 and up to the beginning of the First World War six further 
International Conferences of the Red Cross were held with the participa
tion of representatives of National Societies, the ICRC and States parties 
to the Geneva Conventions: in 1887 at Karlsruhe, in 1892 at Rome, in 1897 
at Vienna, in 1902 in St. Petersburg, in 1907 at London and in 1912 at 
Washington. In the main the conferences dealt with the protection of and 
assistance to war victims, several times however also with Red Cross work 
in time of peace, for example relief in the event of natural disasters and 
epidemics or the training and making available of nursing personnel. In the 
form of resolutions the conferences addressed recommendations to 
National Societies, gave terms of reference to the ICRC or appealed to 
States to support the Red Cross Movement and strengthen the protection 
of war victims. From the organisational point of view, nothing however 
changed up to the founding of the Federation in 1919. The frequent 
consideration of the creation of a Federation of National Societies and the 
formation of a central body with spheres of office was ever and again given 
up in favour of the status quo. Here the main emphasis was based on the 
autonomy of National Societies and freely consented solidarity which was 
described as the “community of principles” and “moral solidarity”. The 
ICRC was accepted as the neutral body of liaison and in the event of war as 
the neutral intermediary in providing protection and assistance whereby it 
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was not given to the Committee any comprehensive power vis-à-vis the 
National Societies in the sense of a “central authority”.134

b. The periodfrom 1919 to 1928

The foundation of the League of Red Cross Societies in 1919 is described in 
sections 1 and 3 of the present chapter. This involved the union and closer 
cooperation of National Societies within the framework of a worldwide 
federation where the main aim was the promotion of humanitarian 
activities in time of peace. In the new era of peace a leading role was given 
to the Federation in the Red Cross Movement, in particular regarding the 
foundation and development of National Societies and the coordination of 
relief actions in the event of major disasters. The question very quickly 
came to the fore whether co-existence of the Federation and the ICRC and 
meaningful cooperation between them was possible or whether it would 
not be better to amalgamate the two institutions and establish new bodies 
and common services. The struggle to solve the acute problem lasted for 
seven years. It came to a satisfactory conclusion in 1928 with the creation of 
a flexible association, based on what had evolved and proved its value and 
which was given the title “International Red Cross”.

A first step on the way to a solution satisfactory to all parties was the 
establishment of a coordination commission, so called Joint Commission 
on the 1 April 1921. It had to apply its underlying agreement, in which the 
roles of the ICRC and the Federation were foreseen in different situations 
(wartime, peacetime and disasters). To get to grips with the problems of 
structure a study commission called the “Commission of Six” was formed 
in September 1922. Its participants were in favour either of the amalgama
tion of the Federation and the ICRC or of the maintenance of separate but 
coordinated institutions. The Xlth International Conference of the Red 
Cross held in Geneva in 1923 set up a new more extensive study commis
sion (“Study Commission on the Organisation of the International Red 
Cross”), which subsequently more often than not came out against an 
amalgamation and in favour of a coordination solution. At the Xllth 
International Conference of the Red Cross, which took place in 1925 also 
in Geneva, it was decided to convene a special conference which was held 
at Bern in November 1926. At this conference 24 National Societies and 
the representatives of 20 States recommended a project, whereby the 
International Conference of the Red Cross was to be the highest authority 
of the International Red Cross. The ICRC and the Federation were to 
continue their activities in accordance with their Statutes and a “Joint

134 For further details see André Durand, “Origin and Evolution of the Statutes of the
International Red Cross”, see Footnote 133, pp. 178/79.
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Coordination Council” was to be set up composed of 5 members of 
National Societies, 2 members of the ICRC and 2 representatives of the 
Federation. At a session in Paris in 1927 the Board of Governors of the 
Federation voted in favour of the project in broad outline with a large 
majority.135

Now it was a question of giving legal form to the project and drawing up a 
draft for the Statutes of the future International Red Cross. For this task 
the following were appointed: for the ICRC Max Huber, the successor in 
1928 of ICRC President Gustave Ador who had died in office, and for the 
Federation one of its Vice-Chairman, Colonel Draudt, a member of the 
Central Committee of the German Red Cross. Huber and Draudt suc
ceeded in a short time in presenting the draft Statutes, which subsequently 
were approved by the ICRC and the Federation and were finally adopted 
on 25 October 1928 at the XHIth International Conference of the Red Cross 
in The Hague by 52 National Societies and 35 Governments with a total of 5 
abstentions.

In Article 1 of the new Statutes, which came into force on 26 October 
1928, the International Red Cross was defined as follows:

“The International Red Cross shall comprise the National Societies, the 
International Committee of the Red Cross, and the League of Red Cross 
Societies. The supreme deliberative body of the International Red Cross 
shall be the International Conference. The Conference shall be com
posed of delegations of all National Societies, of delegates of the States 
Parties to the Geneva Conventions and of delegates of the International 
Committee of the Red Cross and the League of Red Cross Societies.
The Conference shall maintain its existing functions; it shall, further, co
ordinate the work of the National Societies, the International Commit
tee of the Red Cross, and of the League of Red Cross Societies.”

Apart from the International Conference the Statutes provided for two 
further bodies: the Council of Delegates and the Standing Commission. 
The Council of Delegates replaced the “Commission of delegates of central 
committees” created in 1884. It is now composed of delegates of all 
recognised National Societies and delegates of the ICRC and the Federa
tion. Its main task was the preparation (predominantly the nomination of 
officers) of the International Conference. Outside the framework of the 
Conference, it could however also deal with internal matters of the Red 
Cross Movement not of interest to States. The Standing Commission, to be 

135 In his letter of 9 May 1927 to the President of the ICRC, Gustave Ador, the Chairman of 
the Federation, Judge John Barton Payne pointes out: “The great majority of the Board 
(39 to 7) expressed the conviction that the ICRC and the League, having their separate 
fields of work, should be allowed free expression; that while union, as such, seemed 
impossible, the two should work together in complete harmony. With a united Interna
tional Conference and a Council of Coordination, the way seemed clear to end all 
controversy and for each to devote itself to its work unhindered by questions of organiza
tion”. (quoted from André Durand’s History of ICRC, Vol II, p. 189).
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elected by the Conference, was composed of five members of National 
Societies and two representatives each of the ICRC and the Federation. It 
had two main tasks: on the one hand, it had to prepare the agenda and the 
programme of the International Conference and, on the other, to deal with 
and possibly solve any differences of opinion between the ICRC and the 
Federation, in particular regarding the interpretation and application of 
the Statutes of the International Red Cross.

As an especially important new feature the Statutes comprise provisions 
on the role and functions of the ICRC and the Federation. It was laid down 
that the ICRC should continue to carry out its traditional tasks - guardian 
of the Red Cross Principles, recognition of National Societies, support of 
National Societies with the training of medical personnel and making 
available material - and that it should continue to be active as a neutral 
intermediary in giving protection and assistance in international wars, civil 
wars and internal disorders. The Federation was given the task - as Federa
tion of National Societies - of promoting their cooperation and mutual 
support in all the areas listed in their Statutes in particular in time of peace. 
Finally, the ICRC and the Federation were in duty bound to work together 
in spheres of mutual interest, in particular assistance in the event of major 
national or international disasters.

c. The period from 1928 to 1952

The common “house” established in 1928 had solid foundations and a 
balanced construction so that apart from smaller transformations and new 
coats of paint it was to last into the present. The interest in the original task 
of the Red Cross, mainly to assist war victims, continued. In 1929 the 
Geneva Convention of 1864/1906 was revised and the new Convention on 
the treatment of prisoners of war concluded, in which mention was made for 
the first time of the function of the ICRC in establishing a Central Agency 
for Information about Prisoners of War and its right of initiative. The 
International Conferences of the Red Cross of the years 1934 (Tokyo) and 
1938 (London) - in view of the troubled state of the world - gave their 
attention once more to questions of the protection of war victims, in 
particular the protection of civilians and civilian populations. In the Spa
nish Civil war (1936—39) the division of work and cooperation between the 
ICRC and the Federation proved its value. In the Second World War the 
ICRC played a leading role as “neutral intermediary” within the Red Cross 
Movement. Through the setting-up of the “Joint Relief Commission of the 
International Red Cross” in 1941, close and successful cooperation with 
the Federation did in fact come into being (see section 1).

With the start of the post-war period the conditions for cooperation 
between the components of the Red Cross Movement were altered. The 
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Federation received a new impetus, which clearly came into evidence at the 
sessions of its Board of Governors in Oxford (1946) and Stockholm (1948). 
Above all the question was raised whether the time had not come to 
transfer the responsibility for the coordination of all the relief actions 
within the Red Cross Movement to the Federation, this above all in 
peacetime, but in given situations also in the event of conflicts. In a partial 
revision of the Federation Constitution it was laid down that it was to 
“promote at all times all forms of humanitarian activities”. The XVIIth 
International Conference of the Red Cross (Stockholm 1948) underlined in 
a resolution the necessity of strengthening the role of the Standing Com
mission in the coordination of the endeavours of the ICRC and the Federa
tion. The same conference also adopted the drafts for four new Geneva 
Conventions for the protection of war victims submitted by the ICRC. 
They were accepted in 1949 by a Diplomatic Conference in Geneva and, as 
indicated in Section 1 and Chapter IV, consolidated and broadened the 
position and functions of the ICRC in many spheres.

In 1951 for the first time a comprehensive agreement not limited in time 
was concluded between the ICRC and the Federation on the spheres of 
competence on both sides where there was incipient overlapping or joint 
work. The agreement strengthened the cooperation between both institu
tions and broadened the coordination role of the Federation in relief 
actions, at any rate in those situations which did not call for the interven
tion of a specifically neutral institution. This agreement, which as a whole 
was to prove its value, subsequently exerted an influence on a partial 
revision of the Statutes of the International Red Cross, which had already 
been recommended by the International Conference of the Red Cross at 
Stockholm in 1948 and had been dealt with in 1950 by the Standing 
Commission under the chairmanship of Ambassador André François-Pon
cet. The revision which had been accepted by the ICRC, the Federation 
and the Standing Commission was adopted by the XVIIIth International 
Conference of the Red Cross at Toronto in 1952.

The on the whole minor alterations affected the spheres of competence 
of the ICRC and the Federation and the role of the Standing Commission. 
It was expressly laid down that apart from the Federation also ICRC should 
maintain close relations with the National Societies. For the definition of 
the object of the Federation a broad version was selected: it had at all times 
to promote and facilitate the humanitarian activities of National Societies. 
Apart from its previous functions, the Standing Commission was given the 
new task of ensuring the coordination and harmonisation of the endeavours 
of the ICRC and the Federation between meetings of the International 
Conference. In the event of the Commission recommending given steps or 
measures, it however had to observe strictly the independence and indi
vidual initiatives of the two institutions in their special fields of responsibil
ity·
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d. The period from 1952 to 1990

Whereas the Statutes of the International Red Cross in the version of 1952 
remained unchanged until 1986 the agreement between the ICRC and the 
Federation of 1951 was renewed in 1969 and supplemented in 1974 by an 
“interpretation of agreement”. In the 1969 agreement,136 which on many 
points incorporated the 1951 provisions, rules are laid down for coopera
tion in new fields of action, such as the promotion of peace or relations with 
international organizations. The focal point is however again relief actions 
in the event of conflicts and in peacetime. Here the role of the Federation is 
if anything strengthened in that it is laid down that in the event of actions 
undertaken by the ICRC in time of conflict the latter shall reach agreement 
with the Federation with a view to associating it with the relief action or 
even handing over to it the entire responsibility, when the intervention of a 
neutral institution is no longer necessary. The most important novelty is 
however the creation of a coordinating body, comprising two represen
tatives each of the ICRC and the Federation, which in the phases of 
preparation for action as in that of implementation is to ensure mutual 
information and can take all necessary operational decisions without delay.

In accordance with the wishes of the Council of Delegates meeting in 
Mexico City in 1971 and taking into account the experiences of the Indo
China conflict by the joint bodies (“Indo-China Liaison Group” and “Indo- 
China Operational Group”) an additional document to the 1969 agreement 
was worked out under the title “International Relief Operations - Commit
ment of Red Cross resources”. It serves as an interpretation of the 1969 
Agreement. This “Interpretation of Agreement” was approved by the 
Federation Board of Governors in November 1973 and by the ICRC in 
November 1974.137 The document in particular strengthens the coordinat
ing body set up in 1969 and to be composed of high ranking representatives 
of the ICRC and the Federation with appropriate spheres of competence 
and power. This body had to assess the situation calling for Red Cross 
action and then to decide whether ultimate responsibility for an interna
tional relief action was to be assigned to the ICRC or to the Federation or 
whether the situation allowed or required a joint action by the ICRC, the 
Federation and National Societies where integrated bodies would be set up.

In the 70s various important endeavours were introduced and concluded 
within the Red Cross Movement. The wide-ranging “Study on the Re
appraisal of the Role of the Red Cross” directed by the Canadian Donald 
D. Tansley was of special importance. The results were included in the 

136 It had the title: “Agreement between the International Committee of the Red Cross and 
the League of Red Cross Societies for the purpose of specifying certain of their respective 
functions” (signed on 26 April 1969). The text is to be found in the “International Red 
Cross Handbook”, 12th edition, Geneva 1983, pp. 475-480.

137 For the text see the “International Red Cross Handbook”, Geneva 1983, pp. 481-487.
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Final Report under the title “An Agenda for Red Cross” published in 1975. 
On the occasion of the XXIIIrd International Conference of the Red Cross 
at Bucharest in 1977, it was discussed in particular by the Council of 
Delegates together with the document “The ICRC, the League and the 
Report on the Re-appraisal of the Role of the Red Cross”138 submitted by 
the ICRC and the Federation. The discussions led to the fundamental 
resolution 1 under the title “Mission of the Red Cross”.139 A further impact 
of the Tansley study was the overall revision of the Federation Constitution 
prepared by a special commission and also concluded in 1977. Of consider
able significance was the adoption of two Additional Protocols to the 
Geneva Conventions of 1949 relating to the protection of victims of inter
national and non-international armed conflicts on 8 June 1977 at the end of 
the Diplomatic Conference in Geneva which had been opened in 1974. A 
fourth element of the endeavours was finally the increasing commitment of 
the Red Cross Movement in the cause of peace, which came into evidence 
at meetings of the Council of Delegates and International Conferences of 
the Red Cross and in particular at the first “World Red Cross Conference 
on Peace” (Belgrade 1975) (Here see Chapter V).

Were these developments a sufficient reason for undertaking a partial or 
overall revision of the Statutes of the International Red Cross? In an 
internal study the ICRC reached the conclusion in 1979 that a revision was 
indeed desirable for other and more formal reasons, but not definitely 
necessary. Here the fear that every revision involved the danger of “dam
breaking” and could jeopardise hard-won positions may have played a 
role. When in 1982 the Federation Executive Council - under the leader
ship of President Enrique de la Mata Gorostizaga elected at Manila in 1981 
- decided to set up a working group to study the Statutes of the Interna
tional Red Cross and the existing agreement between the ICRC and the 
Federation, the ICRC on the invitation of the Federation delegated one of 
its directors as observer to the working group. By 1984 preliminary draft 
Statutes and Rules of Procedure had been prepared. This encouraged the 
ICRC and the Federation to form a joint working group and to undertake 
jointly the overall revision of both documents. Already in October 1985 the 
Assembly of the ICRC and the General Assembly of the Federation could 
approve the draft submitted by the working group. At the beginning of 
1986 it was jointly presented to the States parties to the Geneva Conven
tions and to National Societies with a view to the XXVth International 
Conference of the Red Cross to be held at Geneva in October. The 
Conference adopted the new Statutes and Rules of Procedure by consen
sus. They came into force on 8 November 1986.

The most striking feature of the new Statutes is the replacement of the 

138 Published in the IRRC from March - April 1978 to January - February 1979.
139 See “International Red Cross Handbook”, 1983, p. 555.
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name “International Red Cross” by the name “International Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement”. The change of name had proved necessary 
because the number of Red Crescent Societies had increased to 22 and it 
was made possible or easier because Iran and its National Society had in 
1981 dispensed with the sign and name of the Red Lion and Sun in order 
also to use the sign and name of the Red Crescent. There was also broad 
agreement in future to call the former “International Red Cross” - which 
was often confused with the “International Committee of the Red Cross” - 
a “Movement", that is to say an entity which has not grown firm and 
unchanging as an “organization”, but takes its place in the flow and 
transformation of life. The word “movement” was already earlier often 
used (also by Max Huber); as an abbreviation it serves well to encompass 
the whole.

The Statutes of 1986 stand out through the following innovations:
- They take over - with drafting improvements and adjustments - already 

existing elements, which because of their importance should be included 
in the Statutes; for example in the preamble the definition of the mission 
of the Red Cross (resolution of the International Conference of the Red 
Cross at Bucharest in 1977), the Red Cross Principles (adopted by the 
International Conference of the Red Cross at Vienna in 1965), the motto 
of the ICRC (inter arma caritas) and the motto of the Federation (per 
humanitatem ad pacem), which become the mottoes of the Movement, a 
description of the Red Cross contribution to peace and a definition of the 
concept of “peace” as they , emerged from the World Red Cross Con
ferences on Peace (1975 and 1984). In addition with suitable wording the 
conditions for recognition of National Societies by the ICRC are laid 
down in Article 4 as tlhey were defined by the International Conference 
of the Red Cross at Stockholm in 1948. Other articles take over elements 
from the Statutes of the ICRC and the Constitution of the Federation 
and the agreement between the two institutions of 1969/1974.

- Article 3 is completely new. It is devoted to National Societies. It defines 
their position, functions and tasks and calls them the basic units and vital 
force of the Movement.

- Article 2 is also new. It covers the relationship of the Movement and its 
components with the States Parties to the Geneva Conventions and lays 
down the duty to provide mutual support.

- finally Article 7 is also new. It comprises provisions for the cooperation 
between the components of the Movement among them-selves and with 
other humanitarian organisations.

In the final analysis the structure of the Statutes and the drafting of almost 
all articles have been improved. Apart from the preamble, the Statutes 
comprise four sections: “general provisions”, “components of the Move
ment”, “statutory bodies” and “final provisions”.
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B. Components and legal character of the Red Cross
and Red Crescent Movement

In Article 1 of the Statutes the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement is 
defined as follows:
“1. The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement (hereinaf

ter called ‘the Movement’) is composed of the National Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Societies recognised in accordance with Article 4 
(hereinafter called ‘National Societies’), of the International Commit
tee of the Red Cross (hereinafter called ‘the International Commit
tee’) and of the League of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 
(hereinafter called ‘the League’).

2. The components of the Movement, while maintaining their independ
ence within the limits of the present Statutes, act at all times in accord
ance with the Fundamental Principles and cooperate with each other in 
carrying out their respective tasks in pursuance of their common mis
sion.

3. The components of the Movement meet at the International Confer
ence of the Red Cross and Red Crescent (hereinafter called ‘the Inter
national Conference’) with the States Parties to the Geneva Conven
tions of 27 July 1929 or of 12 August 1949”.140

The main difference between this definition and that of 1928/1952 is that 
the composition of the Movement is made completely clear. It comprises 
only Red Cross and Red Crescent organizations, namely the National 
Societies, the ICRC and the Federation. The States Parties to the Geneva 
Conventions are outside the Movement. However they meet periodically 
with the components of the Movement at the International Conference. 
The composition and responsibilities of the Conference are no longer laid 
down in Article 1, but in special provisions (Section III; “Statutory 
bodies”).

The relationship of States with the Movement is laid down in a special 
article (2) independent of the International Conference. The General 
Principle is that the States Parties to the Geneva Conventions141 cooperate 
with the components of the Movement in accordance with the Conven
tions, the present Statutes and resolutions of the International Con
ferences. Each State shall promote the establishment on its territory of a 
National Society and encourage its development. The States shall, 
whenever possible, support the work of the components of the Movement, 
just as they in accordance with their respective Statutes shall, as far as 
possible, support the humanitarian activities of the States. Finally, the 
140 Two footnotes to Article 1 indicate that the Movement is “Also known as the Interna

tional Red Cross” and that “Any National Society recognised at the date of entry into 
force of the present Statutes shall be considered as recognised in terms of Article 4”.

141 In a footnote it is indicated that “the expression'Geneva Conventions’ also covers their 
Additional Protocols for the States Parties to these Protocols”.
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States shall at all times respect the adherence by the components of the 
Movement to the Fundamental Principles.

The Statutes devote a special article to each component of the Move
ment. The new Article 3 covers National Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies, describes their tasks and functions and mentions their coopera
tion with the public authorities and the support to be given to the ICRC and 
the Federation. Article 4 lays down the conditions for the recognition of 
National Societies by the ICRC. Article 5 is devoted to the ICRC and 
Article 6 to the Federation. The provisions are almost the same as those in 
the Statutes and Constitutions of each institution. The contents of Article 
3-6 do not need further comment at this point as they have been gone into 
fully in Section 1-3 of the present chapter.

The new Article 7 covers cooperation between the components of the 
Movement and with other organizations. Special emphasis is placed on the 
necessity for coordination and cooperation between the ICRC and the 
Federation. This is to be specified in agreements within the framework of 
the present Statutes. Cooperation on a regional basis is also provided for, 
in particular between the National Societies of the given region. Finally, 
Article 7 mentions cooperation between the components of the Movement 
and other organizations, which are active in the humanitarian field. It is to 
take place under the condition that the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
organizations can maintain their independence and identity and provided 
the organizations selected as partners are prepared to respect the adher
ence by the components of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement to 
their Fundamental Principles.

What is the legal character of the former International Red Cross and the 
present International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement? First of all 
it is clearly no international organization, either of a governmental or a 
private character. The International Red Cross was indeed based and the 
Movement is based on Statutes which have been adopted by International 
Conferences of the Red Cross. Since 1928, there have been bodies (Inter
national Conference, Council of Delegates, Standing Commission) which 
meet regularly and accept resolutions or take decisions. There is however 
no legal personality and no capacity to act as an operational partner. The 
International Red Cross never had a headquarters, had no financial resour
ces, no buildings, no material and above all no personnel of its own. As 
such it could never be operationally active and carry out relief actions on its 
own responsibility. The same is true of the present Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement. Both were and are in every respect dependent on 
their components, on the ICRC and the Federation and National Societies. 
The components are capable of acting alone and are in fact operational 
organizations. They have rights and duties and a legal personality, either 
on the basis of national law or - as especially in the case of the ICRC - on 
the basis of international humanitarian law.
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In an essay “The International Red Cross today”, Anton Schlôgel 
appropriately said: “the International Red Cross is not as may - also Red 
Cross members - think, a uniform organization but a network of organiza
tions related on each other”.142 Max Huber described the International Red 
Cross as a “legal entity sui generis”, as an “autonomous Red Cross order”, 
which would have to be carried by every external human order involving 
legal thought and appropriately interpreted according to legal principles 
and constructively supplemented.143 Richard Perruchoud characterised the 
International Red Cross as an “international association”, “which has no 
international personality, no statutory headquarters and no particular 
relation with a national law”. Perruchoud wrote: “in reality the Interna
tional Red Cross is essentially governed by its own law, its Statutes and its 
many resolutions. The International Red Cross is an illustration of the 
adage ‘Ubi societas ibi ius’. Every collectivity having attained a certain 
degree of cohesion gives itself a system of standards, and allows itself to be 
guided by its own conception of law on the basis of general principles of 
law”.144 What these three authors write about the “International Red 
Cross” has full value for the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. The 
word “Movement” makes it especially clear that a flexible entity is involved 
which offers its components considerable freedom and is not a solid strictly 
directed organization.

C. The Bodies of the Movement

a. The International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent

Like the Statutes of the International Red Cross of 1928 and 1952, the 1986 
Statutes also defined the International Conference as the supreme delibera
tive body of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. The members of 
the Conference are the delegations of National Societies, of the ICRC, of 
the Federation and of the States parties to the Geneva Conventions. All 
delegations have the same rights and each has one vote. A new provision 
adopted in 1986 lays down that a delegate can only belong to one delega
tion.145 It is also not permissible that a delegation allows itself to be 
represented by another. It is expressly laid down that participants in the 

142 In: “Geist und Gestalt des Roten Kreuzes’TThe Spirit and Form of the Red Cross/, Bonn 
1987, p. 81.

143 In: “Principles, Tasks and Problems of the Red Cross in International Law”, translated 
from “Jahrbuch für internationales Recht”, Zurich, 1944, ICRC, Geneva 1946, p. 4.

144 See “Les résolutions des Conférences internationales de la Croix-Rouge”, Geneva 1979, 
pp. 69-79.

145 Earlier it happened several times that a delegate headed both the delegation of the 
National Society and that of the government of his country. This practice was clearly 
contrary to the principle of Independence of the National Society.
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Conference have to respect the principles of the Movement both for oral 
interventions and the drafting of documents which they wish to submit and 
distribute. The Chairman and the Bureau of the Conference as well as all 
responsible officials have to see to it that no speaker and no delegation 
submitting documents to the Conference allow themselves to be led into 
controversies of a political, racial, religious or ideological nature.

The International Conference meets every four years unless the Confer
ence decides otherwise. It is convoked by the central body of a National 
Society, by the ICRC or by the Federation on the basis of terms of 
reference issued by the Conference itself or by the Standing Commission. 
The Conference can determine the place and date of the following Confer
ence either itself or it can leave this to the Standing Commission. The 
Commission is in addition authorised to change a place and date fixed by 
the Conference for the following Conference if exceptional circumstances 
so require.146

Within the International Conference the representatives of National 
Societies, of the ICRC and of the Federation, on one hand, and the 
representatives of States, on the other, examine together humanitarian 
questions of mutual interest and take decisions on these questions. The 
Conference is to contribute to the unity of the Movement and the fulfill
ment of its mission by strictly observing the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Principles. The Conference should in addition contribute to the observ
ance and development of international humanitarian law and also other 
international agreements which are of special importance to the Move
ment.

The Conference is alone competent to revise the Statutes and Rules of 
Procedure of the Movement,147 to take final decisions on differences of 
opinion concerning the application and putting into force of the Statutes 
and Rules of Procedure which are submitted by a member of the Conferen
ce as well as to decide on questions which the Standing Commission, the 
ICRC or the Federation in the event of differences between the ICRC and 
the Federation put forward. The Conference is also competent to elect five 
members of the Standing Commission (see the following Section c). Finally 

146 The XIXth International Conference in New Delhi (1957) had in view of the Centenary of 
the Red Cross Movement laid down the place of the XXth Conference namely Geneva 
and as the time the year 1963. Due to the tense world situation and the to be feared 
adverse impact on the Conference, the Standing Commission in 1962 decided to hold the 
Conference only in 1965 and to accept an invitation of the Austrian Red Cross for it to 
take place in Vienna. In Geneva 1963 there was an extended session of the Council of 
Delegates under the title “Centenary Congress”.

147 These rules are structured in the same way as the Statutes. They govern the application of 
the Statutes of the Movement and in particular the activities of the statutory bodies. The 
Rules of Procedure exclusively comprise organisational and procedural provisions. They 
were adopted together with the Statutes by the XXVth Conference (Geneva, 1986) and 
also came into force on 8 November 1986. See “Compendium of Reference Texts on the 
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement”, Geneva 1990, pp. 31-43
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the Conference can give both the ICRC and the Federation terms of 
reference. These must be in conformity with the Statutes and Constitution 
of the relevant institution and with the Statutes of the Movement. The 
Conference is expressly forbidden to change the Statutes of the ICRC and 
the Constitution of the Federation or to make a decision not in confor
mity with the Statutes or Constitution of one or other institution. On the 
other hand, the ICRC and the Federation are in duty bound not to take 
decisions contrary to the Statutes of the Movement or resolutions of the 
Conference.

In the 1986 Statutes it is laid down that the International Conference - 
within the framework of the Statutes and Rules of Procedure - adopts 
resolutions comprising decisions, recommendations or declarations. It is 
added that the Conference should endeavour to adopt its resolutions by 
consensus. According to the Rules of Procedure “consensus” shall be 
understood to mean the absence of any objection expressed by a delegation 
and submitted by it as constituting an obstacle to the adoption of the 
resolution in question. If no “consensus” is reached resolutions shall be put 
to the vote and adopted by a majority of those members present and 
voting.

The resolutions of the International Conference in accordance with the 
International Red Cross Handbook of 1983 cover “basis and principles of 
the Red Cross”, “international organization of the Red Cross”, “interna
tional humanitarian law”, “Red Cross wartime activities”, “activities of the 
Red Cross in the field of relief’, “Red Cross activities in peacetime”. The 
resolutions of the Conference are supplemented by resolutions of the 
Council of Delegates and the General Assembly (earlier Board of Gover
nors) of the Federation. A selection is also given in line with the indicated 
subject matter in the 1983 handbook.

What are the legal character and effect of resolutions adopted by the 
International Conference? This question is to be decided on the basis of the 
content of the resolutions and thus on the lines of the will expressed by the 
Conference. A determining factor is the addressee of a resolution; this can 
be the ICRC, the Federation or National Societies or also all components 
of the Movement. A resolution can also be directed at States or inter
governmental organizations.

As the International Conference is the supreme deliberative body of the 
Movement and shall assure the fulfillment of its mission it seems logical 
that it can accept resolutions which have the character of decisions with a 
binding and obligatory character for the components of the Movement. For 
example, the Statutes and the Rules of Procedure of the Movement, the 
resolutions of 1948 on the conditions for the recognition of National 
Societies, the resolution of 1965 on the Red Cross Principles, the regula
tions on the use of the red cross, red crescent and red lion and sun emblems 
(1965), the resolutions of 1973, 1977, 1981 and 1986 on the Principles and 
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Rules for Red Cross Disaster Relief have a binding character. Resolutions 
giving the ICRC or the Federation terms of reference can also have a 
binding effect. However, they must be in agreement with the Statutes or 
the Constitution of one or other institution and cannot run counter to the 
will expressed by the institution involved.

Alongside resolutions with a binding and obligatory effect there are 
those which are only of a recommendation character. These comprise 
resolutions concerning the activities of National Societies, above all 
activities in peacetime. As these activities (blood transfusion, nursing, 
social work, youth and health education) have to correspond to the dif
ferent national circumstances and needs, the Conference cannot lay 
down in resolutions precise obligations valid for all but only set goals 
and put forward guidelines. Resolutions of a recommendation character 
are not without importance. They may give an impetus or give rise to 
initiatives within National Societies. Vis-à-vis the authorities of its coun
try a National Society can refer to a Conference resolution and seek 
support and facilities in order to enable the Society to fulfill it. Resolu
tions including declarations and appeals form a special category. For the 
most part they are directed at States and international organizations and 
also at peoples and individuals. This may involve the maintenance and 
restoration of peace, reduction of armaments, fulfillment of fundamen
tal human rights, protection of the victims of armed conflicts or the 
maintenance of a healthy environment. It is clear that these resolutions 
do not involve obligations in the legal sense, either for components of 
the Movement or for the States represented at the Conference. Their 
importance is of a moral or political nature. They want and can contri
bute to the formation of opinion. Certainly many resolutions of this kind 
get lost in the profusion of texts and exitment of the today world. Within 
the Movement they have however had an effect and some of them have 
been integrated by international organizations, such as the United 
Nations, in their own decisions.148

International Conferences involve the danger that political controver
sies gain access, so that harmony and cooperation are disturbed. Examp
les of this are the Conference of Toronto (1952) where the incipient “cold 
war” between East and West made itself felt, of New Delhi (1957) where 
there was a difference of opinion on the question which government was 
authorised to represent the whole of China and finally of Geneva (1986) 
where a motion of the government delegation of Kenya was adopted 

148 A detailed assessment of resolutions adopted by International Conferences and in par
ticular their fulfillment and putting into effect by the ICRC, the Federation and National 
Societies have been included in Richard Perruchoud’s work “Les Résolutions des Con
férences internationales de la Croix-Rouge’’/The Resolutions of the International Con
ferences of the Red Cross/, Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva 1979.
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to the effect that the participation in the Conference of the representatives 
of the government of the Republic of South Africa be suspended.149

On the whole International Conferences of the Red Cross have however 
been held in harmony and produced good results. Governmental represen
tatives in general are reserved especially when questions are dealt with 
which they regard as entirely or predominantly as internal matters of the 
Movement. To abstain from holding Conferences out of fear for the danger 
of politisation would probably be a mistake - as the Conference has in the 
main proved its worth over 125 years and clearly gives expression to the 
liaison and cooperation between private humanitarian organisations and 
governments which are typical for the Red Cross and Red Crescent Move
ment. National Societies are according to their statutes “auxiliaries of the 
public authorities” and the ICRC is dependant on relations with govern
ments and trusting cooperation with them for the development, applica
tion and enforcement of international humanitarian law.

It is clear that the preparation, practical running and ensuing assessment 
of the Conference can be further improved. This task falls to the ICRC and 
the Federation and the Standing Commission. It in particular comprises 
the careful avoidance of political controversies, the selection of subjects to 
be discussed, the working out of documents and their early distribution and 
explanation, the chairmanship of the Conference and finally the dissemina
tion of the results followed by the implementation of the resolutions by the 
components of the Movement. It is however also important that delega
tions are well prepared for participation in the Conference. Their special
ised knowledge and attentiveness are in large part responsible for the 
success of the Conference.150

b. The Council of Delegates of the Red Cross
and Red Crescent Movement.

According to the 1986 Statutes the Council of Delegates is that body of the

149 For further details see Jacques Moreillon, “Suspension of the government delegation of 
the Republic of South Africa at the Twenty-fifth International Conference of the Red 
Cross (Geneva, 1986) - Different perceptions of the same event”, IRRC, March-April 
1987, pp. 133-151; Yves Sandoz, “Analyse juridique de la décision de suspendre la 
délégation gouvernementale Sud-africaine de la XXVe Conférence internationale de la 
Croix-Rouge”, Annuaire Français de Droit International 1986, pp. 591 ss; Anton 
Schlägel, “Völkerrecht und Politik auf den Internationalen Rotkreuzkonferenzen”, in 
Festschrift für Karl Josef Partsch, Berlin 1989, pp. 153-171.

150 After the International Conference of the Red Cross in Geneva in 1986 the question was 
brought up whether the name “International Conference of the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent” did not lead to a missunderstanding as it did not express that the delegations of 
the States parties to the Geneva Conventions participate with full rights in the Confer
ence. As a new name consideration could be given to “International Conference of States 
Parties to the Geneva Conventions and of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement”. 
Here see Anton Schlägel, footnote 149, p. 157.
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Movement where the representatives of its components meet to discuss 
matters which concern the Movement as a whole. Questions to be discus
sed can be submitted to the Council of Delegates by the Standing Commis
sion, National Societies, the ICRC or the Federation and also the Interna
tional Conference. The members of the Council are the delegations of 
National Societies, of the ICRC and the Federation. They have the same 
rights and each have one vote. If possible by consensus, the Council of 
Delegates can also accept resolutions covering decisions, recommenda
tions or declarations. In addition its members are also obliged to respect 
the principles of the Movement in discussions and in the submission of 
documents. Since its existence the Council of Delegates is as a rule chaired 
by the President of the ICRC.

As already mentioned the Council of Delegates was set up in 1928 as a 
body of the “International Red Cross”. Its original main function was the 
preparation of the International Conference of the Red Cross directly 
before its opening through the discussion and acceptance of the provisional 
agenda and the nomination of candidates for the posts of chairman, vice- 
chairmen, secretary general, and other officials of the International Con
ference of the Red Cross. Above all after the Second World War, the 
Council of Delegates was successively upgraded. It met ever more fre
quently also outside the framework of the Conference and dealt with 
important questions which were of concern to all components of the 
Movement either on a final basis or as preparation for deliberations and 
taking of decisions at the International Conference.

According to the 1986 Statutes the Council of Delegates meets 
obligatorily before the opening of each International Conference and in 
principle in connection with each session of the General Assembly of the 
Federation. The Council of Delegates can however meet independently 
of these meetings either at the request of the ICRC, the Federation or the 
Standing Commission or at the request of one third of the National 
Societies. Thereby the Council of Delegates has developed into a kind of 
small or real Red Cross and Red Crescent conference, in which all com
ponents of the Movement - and only they - take part with equal rights in 
order to discuss important questions of general interest and, if necessary, 
take decisions on them. Through its regular numerous meetings and its 
work the Council of Delegates has made an important contribution in the 
past thirty years to the strengthening and above all the unity of the Move
ment.151 The 1986 Statutes recognise its unifying and leading function and 

151 The following are examples of the work of the Council of Delegates in recent times: 
acceptance of the newly drafted Red Cross Principles to be submitted to the next 
International Conference (Prague 1961); coming out in favour of strengthened protection 
of the civilian population in the event of war (The Hague 1967); Red Cross Programme of 
Action for Peace (Geneva 1975, Bucharest 1977 and Aaland/Stockholm 1984); Re
appraisal of the Role of the Red Cross (Bucharest 1977); Red Cross and Human Rights
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confirm the development of its role, through practice, with a view to the 
future.

c. The Standing Commission of the Red Cross and Red Crescent

The Standing Commission set up as a body of the International Red Cross 
in 1928 consists - according to the Statutes of the Movement of 1986 - of 
nine members, namely five members of different National Societies 
elected ad personam by the International Conference and two represen
tatives each of the ICRC and the Federation including ex officio the 
president of each institution. The Standing Commission elects the Chair
man and the Vice-Chairman from among its members. It has its headquar
ters in Geneva and meets for at least two ordinary sessions each year. On 
his own initiative the Chairman can convoke extraordinary sessions of the 
Commission. In addition, at least three members can call for an extraordi
nary session.

The functions of the Commission were increased for the first time in 1952 
and then again in 1986. The main functions at the moment are the follow
ing:
- arrangements for the next International Conference through - when 

necessary - selecting the place and fixing the date and preparing the 
agenda for submission to the Council of Delegates.

- dealing with, and if necessary settling - between two Conferences and 
under the reserve of a definite decision by the Conference itself - of 
differences of opinion in the interpretation and application of the 
Statutes and Rules of Procedure and all questions which are submitted to 
it by the ICRC or the Federation concerning any differences between 
them.

- promote harmony in the work of the Movement, coordination of the 
activities of its components and encourage the application and fulfill
ment of resolutions adopted by the International Conference.

- preparation of sessions of the Council of Delegates through selecting the 
place and fixing the time and also working out the agenda.

The Statutes lay down that the Standing Commission in carrying out its 
functions may take any measures which circumstances demand, provided 
always that the independence and initiative of each of the components of 
the Movement, as defined in the present Statutes, are strictly safeguarded 
at all times.

Since 1928 the Standing Commission has played the role assigned to it

(Geneva 1983 and 1989); Revision of the Regulations for the use of the red cross and red 
crescent emblem to be submitted to the next International Conference (Rio de Janeiro 
1987).
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and carried out the tasks falling to it. It has however, scarcely had to carry 
out the function of settling differences of opinion or even conflicts between 
the ICRC and the Federation, because the two institutions always 
endeavoured to achieve this settlement in direct negotiations. In addition 
the Commission has never developed into a strong leading body or even 
into a kind of executive of the International Red Cross or the Movement. 
This is due to the already mentioned organisational weaknesses of the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Movement and to the determination of its compo
nents, above all the ICRC and the Federation, to maintain their independ
ence and their freedom of action. If however the Standing Commission 
keeps to its limits and seeks and promotes above all the dialogue with all 
those concerned and their voluntary cooperation, it can perform useful and 
valuable services. It can be dispensed with just as little as the International 
Conference and the Council of Delegates.

D. The Relationship between the ICRC and the Federation:
Spheres of Competence and Cooperation

The relations between the ICRC and the Federation are specified in the 
Statutes of the International Red Cross and the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement as well as in their own Statutes and Constitution, not 
forgetting the agreements they have concluded with each other. In the 
present chapter mention has several times been made of these texts and the 
de facto relationship and cooperation between the ICRC and the Federa
tion. Here attention will be given to the relevant provisions of the 1986 
Statutes of the Movement and to the new agreement which both institutions 
concluded on 20 October 1989. This agreement replaces the one of 1969 
and also the interpretation agreement of 1974.

The Statutes of the Movement lay down that the ICRC and the Federa
tion maintain regular and frequent relations at various levels in order to 
ensure optimum coordination in their activities in the interest of those 
needing protection and assistance. With this goal in mind they shall con
clude all necessary agreements. The Statutes further lay down that in the 
event of an international or national armed conflict and in the case of 
internal disorders the ICRC has to coordinate the relief actions of National 
Societies and this in line with the agreements concluded with the Federa
tion. For its part, the Federation - as the permanent body of liaison and 
coordination between National Societies - has to coordinate the relief 
actions of the Societies in the event of disasters and other emergencies in 
conformity with the ” Principles and Rules for Red Cross Disaster Relief’ 
(here see section 3, B, b of the present chapter) and the agreements with 
the ICRC.

These provisions are given in greater detail in the 1989 agreement.
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Under the title “Cooperation in the event of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
international relief actions” it is laid down that in the case of international 
or national armed conflicts the general leadership of the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent international action falls to the ICRC in its capacity of a specifi
cally neutral and independent institution. Also in other situations - such as 
internal disorders and tension - which call for the intervention of a specifi
cally neutral institution the ICRC is to fulfill the function of leadership. For 
its part, the Federation is competent for relief action in time of peace. It 
coordinates the relief actions of National Societies in the event of major 
disasters. It directs the action and takes part in the distribution of relief 
supplies when the affected and participating National Societies request it to 
do so. The agreement also contains provisions for situations where there 
are conflicts and disasters simultanously in the same country and when 
ICRC and Federation are in operation alongside each other at the same 
time or in situations when the action of one institution is followed by the 
action of the other.

The 1989 agreement no longer makes provision for the coordinating 
body created in 1969 and further strengthened in 1974. On the other hand, 
it is laid down that the presidents of both institutions (or their deputies), 
accompanied by their leading colleagues, should meet in the shortest time 
if in the event of a conflict or a disaster it has not been possible to decide on 
the necessary operational measures immediately at the directorate level. It 
is expected that the meeting of the two presidents will lead to the settle
ment of the existing differences of opinion and to the provisional or final 
decisions required. Like the earlier agreements the one of 1989 also covers 
many more situations of joint interest. The cooperation between the ICRC 
and the Federation is to cover the dissemination of the Principles of the 
Movement and those of international humanitarian law, the development 
of National Societies, training of personnel, preparatory measures for relief 
actions and public relations. In general there should be mutual information, 
for example concerning the relations with National Societies or with inter
national organisations. To promote the link up and cooperation between the 
institutions there should be regular working meetings of staff members 
(joint meetings) and the establishment of joint working groups.152

E. Henry Dunant Institute

In 1965 - at the instigation of the president of the Swiss Red Cross of the 
time, Professor Ambrosius von Albertini - the Henry Dunant Institute was 
founded by the ICRC, the Federation and the Swiss Red Cross (SRC) as an 

152 See for the relationship between the ICRC and the Federation also the comments in 
section 3, C, c of the present chapter.
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association to the Swiss Civil Code with headquarters in Geneva. The 
spiritual impulse and material basis for the foundation had been provided 
by the Red Cross Centenary in 1963. This impressive commemorative event 
of reflection was to find a continuation going into the future and the surplus 
financial resources were to be the basis for the Institute to be created. The 
three founder institutions were and are the members of the association and 
thereby the main donors. For years the Henry Dunant Institute has been 
supported also by the Swiss Federal authorities and the authorities of the 
town and canton of Geneva as well as several National Societies through 
annual general contributions or through contributions for projects. The 
beautiful building on the lake housing the Institute is made available by the 
Geneva authorities free of charge.

The governing bodies of the Henry Dunant Institute are the General 
Assembly of members and the Executive Committee. The ICRC, the Feder
ation and SRC are represented on both bodies with equal rights. They take 
it in turns every two years to provide the chairmanship. The Institute is 
managed by a director appointed by the General Assembly and his 
deputy.153

The object of the Institute is to make available to the member institutions 
ways and means of carrying out studies, research, training and instruction 
in all branches of the activities of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Move
ment.154 Through its activities the aim is to strengthen the unity and 
universality of the Movement. The main areas of work of the Institute 
comprise the Principles of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent, the history 
of the Movement and of its components, the development of National 
Societies, international humanitarian law and human rights with treatment 
of prisoners as a special field.

Methods and means of the work of the Institute are the arrangement of 
courses and seminars or participation in them, either in Geneva or else
where. Red Cross and Red Crescent members, civil servants, diplomats, 
officers, and journalists, educators and other persons interested take part 
in these teaching events. In addition the Institute each year receives around 
25 trainees or researchers, who would like to develop their knowledge or 
are engaged in the preparation of studies. They have at their disposal a 
group of scientific advisers and a well stocked library. Finally the Institute 
brings out publications, comprising both smaller and major works.155

Depending on the given area, the Institute works together with the 

153 The Statutes of the Institute in their 1965/66,1975 and 1983 versions are reproduced in the 
International Red Cross Handbook, Geneva 1983, pp. 524-526.

154 Here see the resolution on the “Development of the Activities of the Henry Dunant 
Institute” adopted at Manila in 1981 by the Council of Delegates and reproduced in the 
International Red Cross Handbook, Geneva 1983, p. 624.

155 Here see the catalogue of publications periodically brought out by the Institute and the 
bibliography in the present book.
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administration of the ICRC, the Federation secretariat and interested 
National Societies. Many projects are prompted by these partners which 
also participate in the financing and implementation. In addition the 
Institute maintains relations with Geneva University and the Institutes 
linked to it and also with high schools and research centres in other 
countries. All in all the Henry Dunant Institute is a place for reflection, 
stock-taking, encounter and instruction, with which the Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Movement cannot do without as it is strongly engaged in 
present events and action.156

156 The “International Museum of the Red Cross and Red Crescent” opened in 1988 and 
located near the headquarters of the ICRC in Geneva also serves to disseminate know
ledge of the history and the ideals of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent Movement. It is 
a private foundation and the financing of the museum was effected outside the Movement 
through donations of authorities, businesses and private individuals. The instigator and 
present director of the museum is a former ICRC delegate, Laurent Marti.
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Chapter III

THE FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES 
OF THE INTERNATIONAL RED CROSS 

AND RED CRESCENT MOVEMENT

1. The history of the Movement’s doctrine

Although the origin of the Red Cross is not based on abstract princip
les, but on the spontaneous action of the people who, on the battlefield 
of Solferino in June 1859, came to the aid of the wounded and dying, a 
search was made early on for guidelines and principles, for the 
humanitarian Movement to be created. The first definitions are to be 
found in Henry Dunant’s “A Memory of Solferino” (1862), in the deci
sions of the 1863 Conference and in the “Geneva Convention for the 
amelioration of the condition of the wounded in armies in the field” 
concluded in 1864. In the 1863 decisions, provision is made for the 
establishment in each country of a national committee whose duty it 
shall be to assist the army medical services by, in the first place, mak
ing available well trained voluntary personnel. The decisions of the 
founding Conference already envisaged exchanges, cooperation and 
assistance between the national societies, in other words an attitude of 
solidarity. The first Geneva Convention makes the postulate of the 
neutralization of medical aid a reality and in the sense of the principles 
of impartiality and non-discrimination lays down that “wounded or sick 
combatants, to whatever nation they may belong, shall be collected 
and cared for”.

Gustave Moynier, joint founder of the Red Cross and from 1864 to 1910 
President of the “International Committee for Aid to Wounded Soldiers” 
and (since 1875) the “International Committee of the Red Cross” (ICRC), 
gave special attention to the in-depth wording of the principles of the Red 
Cross and the creation of a doctrine of the Red Cross Movement. Moynier 
distinguished between essential principles such as universality and non
discrimination and principles of action, such as the management in a 



444

country of its one and only National Society by a central body, the exten
sion of the activities of National Societies to the whole territory of the 
State, preparation already in peacetime for intervention in the event of 
war, perhaps through relief actions in the case of natural disasters or the 
preparation of relief for foreign countries in the spirit of international 
solidarity. The principles set forth in articles, writings and reports were in 
the course of the years discussed by International Conferences of the Red 
Cross and laid down in resolutions.1

The year 1921 was a milestone in the development of Red Cross doc
trine. The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) for the first 
time included in its revised statutes a kind of ” Summary of Fundamental 
Principles” and gave itself the task of upholding these principles in the Red 
Cross Movement. In the “Summary” four principles were mentioned, 
namely: “the impartiality, the political, religious and economic independ
ence, the universality of the Red Cross and the equality of the National 
Red Cross Societies”. In the same year, the Xth International Conference 
of the Red Cross in Geneva adopted a resolution in which it was laid down: 
“The Conference approves the activity of the International Committee in 
peacetime. It recognizes the Committee as the guardian and propagator of 
the fundamental, moral and legal principles of the organization and 
appoints it to watch over their dissemination and application throughout 
the world”.2

The Statutes of the International Red Cross drawn up in 1928, aiming at 
delimiting and coordinating the activities of the ICRC and those of the 
League of Red Cross Societies established in 1919, defined the ICRC as the 
guardian of the Red Cross Principles. On the occasion of a partial revision 
of the Statutes in 1952 the summary of the fundamental principles drafted 
in 1921 was in addition included.

At Oxford in 1946 the Board of Governors of the League of Red Cross 
Societies - apparently without prior consultation with the ICRC - adopted 
a declaration of Fundamental Principles. Thirteen further principles were 
added to the four accepted in 1921; in addition there were six “Application 
of Principles”.3 The Declaration of Oxford comprises in addition to the 
Principles such as “to supplement offical services” (auxiliary), “voluntary” 
(voluntary service) or “be organized on a truly democratic basis” (demo

1 See André Durand “Quelques remarques sur l’élaboration des principes de la Croix-Rouge 
chez Gustave Moynier” in: “Studies and Essays on International Humanitarian Law and 
Red Cross Principles, in honour of Jean Pictet, Geneva - The Hague 1984, pp. 861-873.

2 Here and for the following see: Jean-Luc Blondel, “Etude sur les Principes fondamentaux 
de la Croix-Rouge; aperçu historique”. Doc. ICRC, 1987; Jacques Meurant “Principes 
fondamentaux de la Croix-Rouge et humanitarisme moderne”, in: Studies and Essays .. 
(footnote 1), pp. 893-911; Jacques Moreillon “Du bon usage de qelques principes fon
damentaux de la Croix-Rouge” in Studies and Essays... (footnote 1), pp. 913-923; Jean 
Pictet, “Red Cross Principles”, Geneva 1956.

3 See International Red Cross Handbook, 9th edition, 1951, pp. 399-400
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cratic organisation) a programme of action for the post-war period, in 
which for example disaster relief, combating epidemics, the development 
of the Junior Red Cross and work for peace are mentioned. The Declara
tion of Oxford only played a subordinate role in the later efforts made to 
draft a new version of the Red Cross Principles.

During his terms of office as President of the ICRC (1928-1944) and also 
in later years Max Huber (1874-1960), previously President of the Perma
nent International Court of Justice in The Hague, many times took a stand 
on the spiritual and legal basis of Red Cross work and on questions related 
to Red Cross doctrine. For him the focal point was the idea of humanity 
entailing respect for the human being and his dignity, and assistance to 
those who suffer without any discrimination. For him the principle of 
neutrality in the spheres of politics, religions and ideologies was especially 
important as he regarded neutrality as a means to the end of fulfilling the 
humanitarian mission of the Red Cross and as an attitude, not involving 
indifference but respect for other convictions and confessions.4

The work: “Red Cross Principles” drafted by Jean Pictet, at that time 
Director for General Affairs of the ICRC, was published in 1956. This 
book, highly praised by Max Huber in a preface, contains a detailed 
analysis of the until then known elements of a doctrine of the Red Cross, 
above all however, the draft of an actual system of Red Cross principles. 
Pictet differentiates between “fundamental principles” and “organic prin
ciples”, this means to say the basic values and major attitudes on the one 
hand and principles which concern more organisational or institutional 
characteristics on the other. According to Pictet the “fundamental princip
les” comprise: humanity, equality, due proportion, impartiality, neutral
ity, independence and universality. The “organic principles” consist of 
selflessness, free service, voluntary service, auxiliarity, autonomy, mul- 
titudinism, equality of the National Societies, unity, solidarity and fore
sight.

The whole Red Cross Movement took keen note of Pictet’s work. The 
Japanese Red Cross Society published a Japanese translation and pro
posed that the Red Cross Principles in the order and form proposed by 
Pictet be proclaimed the official doctrine. This proposal led to the setting 
up of a Joint ICRC - League commission, which subsequently worked out 
its own simplified draft and submitted it to the Standing Commission of the 

4 Speeches and Essays of Max Huber on the Red Cross doctrine appeared in the two volumes 
“Rotes Kreuz; Grundsätze und Probleme”, Zürich 1941 and “La pensée et l’action de la 
Croix-Rouge” CICR, Geneva 1954. Also see Max Huber, selected works, Vol. Ill 
“Gesellschaft und Humanität”, Zürich 1948, Vol. IV “Rückblick und Ausblick”, Zürich 
1957. “The Good Samaritan”, writing which was published for the first time in 1943 and in 
which Max Huber disclosed his deepest convictions and his Christian faith, has been 
translated into several languages. The German original was published in Vol. II of the 
Selected Works, “Glaube und Kirche”, Zürich 1948.
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International Red Cross. In October 1960 this Commission agreed to a new 
version of the Red Cross Principles. In this respect it agreed to a request 
from the President of the Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 
of the USSR that the peace promotion function of the Red Cross be 
included in the principle of Humanity.

At Prague in October 1961, the Council of Delegates of the International 
Red Cross unanimously adopted the new version of the Red Cross Princip
les with only slight amendments. The final adoption and proclamation of 
the new “Red Cross Charter” was effected in 1965 at Vienna by the XXth 
International Conference of the Red Cross. Thereby not only the ICRC, the 
League and National Societies had given their approval but also the Gov
ernments of the States bound by the Geneva Conventions.

In 1986 the XXVth International Conference of the Red Cross meeting 
in Geneva adopted an overall revision of the Statutes of the International 
Red Cross of 19525. The title “International Red Cross” was here replaced 
by the title “International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement”. The 
Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross proclaimed in 1965 were con
firmed and included in the Preamble of the Statutes whereby the change in 
title was taken into account. The “Fundamental Principles” are set out in 
the version in force today in the third section of this chapter and in the 
annex 3.

2. The obligatory nature of the Movement’s fundamental principles

Whereas most of the resolutions adopted by International Conferences of 
the Red Cross only had the character of recommendations or appeals, such 
as resolutions on particular activities of National Societies, the ICRC and 
the Federation or resolutions on such matters as disarmament and peace, 
the decisions on the Red Cross principles have a binding and obligatory 
character. The “Fundamental Principles” are the focal point of the Move
ment in that they describe its goal, its ethics, its meaning and its special 
nature. The principles ensure the internal link-up between the Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement covering the world.6 The principles proc
laimed in 1965 and reduced to the hard core of their very essence enjoy 
general recognition and are decisive for and guide all the components of 

5 See “Statutes and Rules of Procedure of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement”, International Review of the Red Cross, (No. 256) January - February 1987.

6 On 31 December 1992,153 National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies belonged to the 
Movement. On the basis of the Geneva Conventions and of national legislation National 
Societies are recognised by their respective governments as “voluntary aid societies, auxili
ary to the public authorities in the humanitarian field”. The international recognition is 
proclaimed by the ICRC on the basis of the “Conditions for Recognition of National 
Societies” (Article 4 of the Statutes of the Movement).
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the Movement. Here it is important that the seven Principles from the 
ideal, factual and logical points of view are closely related and form a 
whole. Only the whole “charter” points out the Movement and gives it its 
special character or uniqueness.

The new Statutes of the Movement adopted by the XXVth International 
Conference of the Red Cross (Geneva, 1986) clearly brings out the binding 
character of the principles. A National Society may only be recognised by 
the ICRC if it respects the Red Cross principles. The ICRC itself - as 
already in earlier years - is given the role of disseminating and preserving 
the principles. The Federation also shall fulfill its purpose of promoting 
National Societies and coordinating their activities, in particular in 
peacetime, in the context of the principles. The participants in Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Conferences and the members of the Council of 
Delegates of the Movement are expressly obliged to respect and maintain 
the principles during the meetings. New and specially important is the 
provision that the States parties to the Geneva Conventions have at all 
times to respect the fact that all components of the Movement are bound by 
its principles.

The important and binding character of the Red Cross Principles is 
further brought out in that they are mentioned as norms for the behaviour 
of National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in the First and the 
Fourth Geneva Conventions of 1949 and in the Additional Protocol I of 
1977. Accordingly Article 44 of the First Convention lays down that 
National Societies may use the name and emblem of the Red Cross or Red 
Crescent for their activities in peacetime provided that they are in confor
mity with the Red Cross Principles. Article 63 of the Fourth Convention 
contains the provision that in occupied territories National Red Cross or 
Red Crescent Societies “shall be able to pursue their activities in accord
ance with Red Cross Principles, as defined by the International Red Cross 
Conference”; this is of course subject to temporary and exceptional 
measures imposed for urgent reasons of security by the occupying power. 
Article 81 of Protocol I relating to the protection of victims of international 
armed conflicts lays down that the parties to the conflict shall grant to their 
respective Red Cross or Red Crescent organizations the facilities they need 
“for carrying out their humanitarian activities in favour of the victims of the 
conflict, in accordance with the provisions of the Conventions and this 
Protocol and the Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross as formulated 
by the International Conferences of the Red Cross”. The provisions indi
cating the Red Cross Principles, in particular the “Fundamental Princip
les” adopted in 1965 and 1986, formulated by the International Con
ferences of the Red Cross, have so accepted the Principles as part of 
international humanitarian law and given them more prominence than 
other conference resolutions.

Although the binding and obligatory character of the Red Cross and Red
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Crescent Principles is generally recognised within the Movement, there are 
- from country to country - or also from world region to world region - 
differences in the understanding, interpretation and practical application of 
individual principles. This above all applies to the principles of indepen
dence and neutrality. The degree of independence or autonomy of a 
National Society is dependent on the type of State and Society of the 
relevant country, and the neutral attitude is made difficult or easier 
through the internal and foreign policy of the country in question as also 
through the manifestation of the so called public opinion. Differences in 
the application of individual Red Cross principles results also from the 
structure of the Movement. The ICRC has another position and function 
than a National Society and the Federation is differently composed than 
the ICRC. The bodies of the Movement are also differently composed and 
shaped. Alongside the ICRC, the Federation and National Societies, 
States parties to the Geneva Conventions also take part in International 
Conferences of the Red Cross and Red Crescent. Only representatives or 
members of the components of the Movement take part in the delibera
tions of the Council of Delegates and the Standing Commission. Despite all 
differences, all those active in the Movement must endeavour to work 
towards agreement and unity in the interpretation and application of the 
principles. The solidarity, credibility and effectiveness of the Movement 
depend on this. On the instructions of the Council of Delegates, the ICRC 
is carrying out studies and consultations where one goal might be to 
establish guidelines for the interpretation and application of the principles 
in different situations and circumstances.

3. The seven Fundamental Principles of1965/1986

A. Humanity

“The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, born of a 
desire to bring assistance without discrimination to the wounded on the 
battlefield, endeavours, in its international and national capacity, to pre
vent and alleviate human suffering wherever it may be found. Its purpose 
is to protect life and health and to ensure respect for the human being. It 
promotes mutual understanding, friendship, co-operation and lasting 
peace amongst all peoples”.

“Humanity” is the main principle, a guideline and the focal point, it is the 
soul and spirit of the Red Cross and Red Crescent. Were it intended to 
condense the Red Cross principles into a single principle or to deduce them 
from a single principle, this would be the principle of “humanity”. Here the 
word “humanity” has a twofold meaning. It defines a life-style and 
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behaviour of man and describes the goal to which this behaviour is 
directed, namely the human being, man as such. The behaviour of man 
towards man called for by “humanity” is respect and love from which the 
will is derived to recognise the fellowman as a unique personality, to be 
good to him and to do him good, to spare him and to protect him, to help 
him when he needs help. “You should love your neighbour as yourself’. 
This saying of Christ defines what “humanity” demands of man.

To be understood in its full meaning and significance, the principle of 
“humanity”, should be given a religious or philosophical justification. 
Within the scope of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, such 
a justification is not called for from the institutions which must maintain 
their religious and ideological neutrality and thereby their unity and 
universality; it is rather a matter for the individual active in the Move
ment. If the principle of humanity has been given special prominence in 
Christian teaching it is because it regards man as God’s creature and 
image and infers love of one’s neighbour from the love of God.7 The idea 
of humanity should however be deeply rooted in all great religions and 
world ideologies.8 Man as a special creature within creation, man imbued 
with reason and an ethical responsible personality, who can claim respect 
for his value and his dignity and who owes his fellowmen such respect, is 
an idea which is accessible to man and peoples to an ever greater extent 
and ever more becomes their common possession. The idea of humanity 
for all, without prejudicial discrimination due to origin, race, sex or social 
position, is also the idea which forms the basis of modern human rights 
and which since the Second World War has increasingly assumed a defi
nite form in international declarations and conventions. The recognition 
of human rights for all is based on the concept that “All human beings are 
born free and equal in dignity and rights”.9 It is this image of man which 

7 Max Huber in his work “The Good Samaritan” (see footnote 4) has exhaustively presented 
this parable in the Gospel of St. Luke about the Samaritan who did good to the “man” who 
had fallen among robbers and thereby showed what Christian love of one’s neighbour 
means and how much the straightforward help of the Samaritan can be an example for Red 
Cross work. According to the parable “my neighbour” is quite simply the fellowman 
whoever he may be, but in particular the one who is weak, the oppressed, the pursued and 
those who suffer. In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus extended love of one’s neighbour to 
love of one’s enemy in that he said: “love your enemy and pray for those who pursue you”.

8 Jean Pictet writes: “The wellspring of the principle of humanity is in the essence of social 
morality which can be summed up in a single sentence: Whatsoever ye would that men should 
do to you, do ye even so to them. This fundamental precept can be found, in almost identical 
form, in all the great religions, Brahminism, Buddhism, Christianity, Confucianism, Islam, 
Judaism and Taoism. It is also the golden rule of the positivists, who do not commit 
themselves to any religion but only to the data of experience, in the name of reason alone.” 
(“The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross. Commentary”, p. 33). For the firmly 
rooted ethical dictates and in particular the dictate of active love of one’s neighbour in the 
great religions of the world see Albert Schweitzer’s work: “Das Christentum und die 
Weltreligionen” /Christianity and the world religions/, Bem, 1948.

9 See Article 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted by the United Nations 
General Assembly on 10 December 1948.
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justifies the claim of men to legally assured fundamental rights and funda
mental freedoms.

The principle of “humanity”is introduced by a kind of “historical pream
ble”, which records the origin and the first goal of the Red Cross: the 
Samaritan deed of Dunant and his helpers on the battlefield of Solferino 
and the original and exclusive task of the “International Committee” and 
National Red Cross Societies, namely to bring assistance to the wounded 
on the battlefield. Mention is however also made of the ethical idea, which 
was decisive from the beginning, namely the idea of help “without discrimi
nation” for the victims on the battlefield, that is to say help for all, help for 
friend and foe. Thereby reference is also made to the “ethical focal point” 
of the Geneva Convention of 1864 and the fact that “the Red Cross rests, 
first and last, upon the highest conception of charity, namely charity 
towards the enemy”.10

The historical character of the introductory words, which lead to a far 
broader concept of Red Cross work, does not mean that assistance to war 
victims belongs to the past and that the Red Cross Movement must give up 
this original task. As long as peoples fall a prey to armed conflicts and do 
not succeed in eliminating and eradicating them, protection and assistance 
for the victims remain one of the main tasks not only of the ICRC, but also 
of National Societies. It would be irresponsible and disastrous if the rele
vant commitments were ever more undervalued and neglected. Without 
doubt they are and remain included in the general humanitarian mission, as 
it is worded in the principle of humanity. In the chapters and sections 
devoted to the ICRC, National Societies and international humanitarian 
law detailed reference is made to the concrete tasks, rights and duties.

The principle of “humanity” opens a broad and almost incalculable field 
of action for the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. Action is to be 
taken in the national and international spheres and wherever human 
suffering may be found. It should be directed not only at the mitigation of 
human suffering, but also at prevention. This twofold task is expressed in 
the words: “its (the Movement’s) purpose is to protect life and health and 
to ensure respect for the human being”. Prevention of suffering is aimed 
also at the specially mentioned task of the Movement, namely the promo
tion of lasting peace amongst all peoples.

The portrayal of such a wide-reaching field of action could be regarded 
as presumptuous. It must however be taken into account that National 
Societies are auxiliaries of the authorities; they have to support the 
authorities in the fulfillment of humanitarian and social welfare tasks. In 
addition the components of the Movement lay no claim to monopoly 
status; they are in many respects active alongside other organizations and 
work together with them. The broadly worded definition of the goals of the 

10 See Max Huber, “The Red Cross. Principles and Problems”, ICRC, Geneva [1941], p. 27
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Movement, on which its efforts and endeavours are directed, in addition 
corresponds to the actual development of humanitarian work, as it has 
been carried out by the ICRC, National Societies and the Federation since 
the First World War and to a growing extent in aid of the suffering, 
endangered and underprivileged wherever they may be found (see Chapter 
II). It will certainly be important that the components of the Movement do 
not lose themselves in the extensive field of action and so disperse their 
strength and resources that the quality and effectiveness of the work begins 
to suffer. The fixing of priorities and keeping to accepted commitments are 
especially necessary at a time when modernism, activism and opportunism 
increasingly come into evidence.11

a. The alleviating and preventing of human suffering

The Movement endeavours to alleviate and to prevent human suffering, 
wherever it may be found. Pride of place falls to suffering threatening and 
looming large in armed conflicts and disorders, in other words suffering 
imposed on human beings by other human beings. In these exceptional 
situations the need for protection and assistance is especially great and 
acute and the intervention of the Red Cross and Red Crescent in aid of the 
“victims”, the wounded, sick, shipwrecked, prisoners, internees, the 
homeless, the famished and fugitives is indispensable and of the highest 
moral importance. In armed conflicts the ICRC and National Societies 
work under the protective sign of the Red Cross and Red Crescent and with 
the backing of international humanitarian law. Acute and heavy suffering 
also occurs in natural and other disasters. They often produce a large 
number of “victims” who need prompt and effective aid from National 
Societies and their Federation. Whilst in conflicts and disorders protection 
and assistance are ever and again made complicated by obstacles put in 
place by man, disaster relief actions are facilitated by the mostly spontane
ous and everywhere present desire to help. In recent times large scale 
solidarity, going beyond the frontiers of countries and continents, has 
come into evidence in such situations.

Physical and psychic suffering is not only a consequence of exceptional 
circumstances but also of life itself. It accompanies man, just as feeling well 

11 In view of the flood of tasks and requests for help facing the ICRC in the Second World 
War, Max Huber wrote in 1942: “Every institution must look first to the fulfillment of the 
obligation to which it is pledged, and which may therefore justly be demanded of it in all 
circumstances. If it is a living creation, it will grow steadily towards such new possibilities of 
action as open out before it, so far as they are compatible with its principles. But there are 
times when it must renounce its will to act, lest it become enfeebled through scattering its 
forces, or lose itself in hopeless or fantastic enterprises until at last it cannot even do what is 
both possible and essential” (“The Good Samaritan”, English edition, Victor Gollancz, 
London 1945, p. 69)
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and happiness. It is probably not correct to regard suffering only as the 
enemy of man as it can help him to mature and achieve a higher way of 
being. In spite of this man seeks - for himself and for others - to prevent 
and mitigate suffering. The combating of suffering corresponds to his 
nature and his will to live, and takes the form of sympathy and compassion 
for the suffering fellowman. In this defensive action on a broad front the 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement is fully engaged: it combats 
sickness, hunger, homelessness, isolation and fear of the prisoner or 
refugee, the seclusion and loneliness of the elderly and handicapped, the 
hopelessness of the young. It also alleviates the suffering which man has 
brought upon himself.

If emergency relief and nursing are in the forefront of the work of the 
Red Cross and Red Crescent for the mitigation of suffering, efforts to 
prevent suffering are increasingly important and essential.12 Within the 
Movement they take on many and varied forms: they comprise health 
education, the promotion of hygiene, vaccination campaigns, the improve
ment of nutrition and living conditions, protective measures with a view to 
disasters and armed conflicts and preparation for protective and relief 
action in emergency situations. Prevention of human suffering on a large 
scale is safeguarding of peace within States and in relations between States. 
This will be dealt with in Chapter V.

b. Protecting life and health and respecting the human being

The Movement endeavours to protect life and health and ensure respect for 
the human being. This noble goal especially comes clearly into evidence in 
international humanitarian law, mainly promoted by the International 
Committee of the Red Cross. From the Geneva Conventions for the protec
tion of victims of armed conflicts of 1949, to which at present (01. 01. 1993) 
166 States are bound, the following provisions may be indicated:

“Members of the armed forces... who are wounded or sick, shall be 
respected in all circumstances. They shall be treated humanely and cared 
for by the Party to the conflict in whose power they may be... Any 
attempts upon their lives, or violence to their persons, shall be strictly 
prohibited; in particular, they shall not be murdered or exterminated, 
subjected to torture or to biological experiments; they shall not willfully 
be left without medical assistance and care, nor shall conditions exposing 
them to contagion or infection be created”. (Art. 12, First Convention).

12 Jean Pictet writes: “The Proclamation (of Fundamental Principles) correctly emphasizes 
that the restorative action of the Red Cross must be accompanied by preventive action. 
The best means of fighting against suffering, after aH, is to prevent it from arising, to seek 
out and eliminate its causes, to nip the evil in the bud. An ounce of prevention is worth a 
pound of cure, as the common expression has it.” (“The Fundamental Principles of the 
Red Cross. Commentary”, p. 23)
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“Prisoners of war must at all times be humanely treated. Any unlawful 
act or omission by the Detaining Power causing death or seriously 
endangering the health of a prisoner of war in its custody is prohibited, 
and will be regarded as a serious breach of the present Convention. In 
particular, no prisoner of war may be subjected to physical mutilation or 
to medical or scientific experiments of any kind which are not justified by 
the medical,... treatment of the prisoner concerned and carried out in 
his interest” (Art. 13, Third Convention).
“Prisoners of war are entitled in all circumstances to respect for their 
persons and their honour”. (Art. 14, Third Convention). They “must at 
all times be protected, particularly against acts of violence or intimida
tion and against insults and public curiosity. Measures of reprisal against 
prisoners of war are prohibited”. (Art. 13, Third Convention).

The Fourth Convention covers the protection of civilian persons. Protec
tion shall be accorded to those persons who in the event of a conflict or of 
an occupation are in the power of a Party to the conflict or of an Occupying 
Power of which they are not citizens. The Convention states:

“Protected persons are entitled, in all circumstances, to respect for their 
persons, their honour, their family rights, their religious convictions and 
practices, and their manners and customs. They shall at all times be 
humanely treated and shall be protected especially against all acts of 
violence or threats thereof and against insults and public curiosity. 
Women shall be especially protected against any attack on their honour, 
in particular against rape, enforced prostitution, or any form of indecent 
assault”. (Art. 27).
“No physical or moral coercion shall be exercised against protected 
persons, in particular to obtain information from them or from third 
parties”. (Art. 31).
“The High Contracting Parties”... are “prohibited from taking any 
measures of such a character as to cause the physical suffering or exter
mination of protected persons in their hands. This prohibition applies 
not only to murder, torture, corporal punishment, mutilation and medi
cal or scientific experiments not necessitated by the medical treatment of 
a protected person, but also to any other measures of brutality whether 
applied by civilian or military agents” (Art. 32).

The Geneva Conventions strengthen the protection they provide to mem
bers of the armed forces no longer participating in the conflict and to 
civilian persons not involved in the hostilities, through many provisions, 
having the effect of preserving and protecting those persons, means and 
installations in the service of the protection and relief activities and the 
control of the application of the Conventions. The provisions above all 
contained in the Additional Protocols of 1977 are of the greatest import
ance for the protection of life. These provisions set limits to the waging of 
war and prohibit attacks against the civilian population as such and the use 



454

of means of combat which are not directed against a given military target 
and whose effects cannot be kept in bounds.13

The protection of life and health and respect for the human being are a 
basic theme and major goal of all the work done by the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement. All endeavours to alleviate and prevent human suf
fering are directed at this major goal. Outside the field of application of 
International Humanitarian Law, human rights as defined in regional and 
universal conventions gain growing importance as the ideal and legal basis 
also for the activities of the Movement. Reference may be made to the right 
to live to which everybody is entitled,14 to the prohibition of torture and 
other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, to the prohib
ition of slavery or to the obligation to treat prisoners humanely and with 
respect for the dignity inherent in man.15 When delegates of the Interna
tional Committee of the Red Cross visit “political” or “security” detainees 
and intervene for humane conditions of detention, they act in the sense of 
the Red Cross Principle of “Humanity” and in the sense of Human Rights 
as defined in modern international law. But social rights may also be 
important for the work of the Movement, for the protection of life and 
health and for the purpose of respect for the human being, such as the right 
of all to the highest degree of bodily and mental health, the right to 
education in the service of the full development of the human personality or 
the right of each person to an appropriate standard of living for himself and 
his family, including sufficient food, clothing and accommodation.16 The 
work of all members of the Movement contributes to the materialisation of 
these social rights, although often only in specific circumstances or by 
sector.17

13 See the detailed presentation in Chapter IV devoted to International Humanitarian Law.
14 The right to live is the highest human right from which all other rights of man are derived. 

Albert Schweitzer (1875-1965) has in his life’s work as theologian, musician and physician 
working in the African bush justified this right with the ethical concept of “respect for 
Life". It is based on the most direct fact of human consciousness, which reads: “I am life, 
surrounded by life, which desires to live”. All will to life should be shown the same respect 
for life as if it were one’s own. It is good: “to preserve life, to promote life, to bring 
developing life to its highest value; it is bad: to destroy life, to damage life and hold down 
developing life”. Albert Schweitzer regards respect for life as “the absolute basic principle 
of ethics always to be kept in mind”. See “Albert Schweitzer; sein Denken und sein Weg” 
(Albert Schweitzer; His philosophy and his way). Published by H.W. Bähr, Tübingen, 
1962.

15 See “International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights” of 16 December 1966, Articles 
6, 7, 8 and 10.

16 See the “International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights” of 16 
December 1966, Articles 11,12 and 13.

17 For fuller details on the relationship of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement to 
Human Rights, see Chapter VII.
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c. Working towards international cooperation and a lasting peace

The wording of the Principle of “Humanity” closes with the sentence: “It 
(the Movement) promotes mutual understanding, friendship, cooperation 
and lasting peace amongst all peoples”. This sentence brings out that the 
Movement does not restrict itself to the alleviation of suffering, but also 
wants to prevent suffering. Armed conflicts between States and within 
States, in fact use of force of any kind are one of the main causes of human 
suffering and a predominant danger to life and health. Peace is just the 
opposite, above all peace in freedom and justice, a basic condition for the 
development of “humanity”, for a limitation, prevention and mitigation of 
human suffering and for a life in which human dignity is respected. In 
peacetime the idea of humanity of the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement comes into full display.

The fact that the task of peace promotion is included in the principle of 
“Humanity” brings out that the contribution of the Movement to mutual 
understanding, friendship, cooperation and lasting peace emerges from its 
“humanity” and humanitarian work. The endeavours of the Movement for 
peace may not lead its components into political controversy, taking of 
sides and fights for power. It must fulfill the humanitarian mission in full 
respect for the principles of the Movement. Appropriately the Statutes of 
1986 lay down that the Movement tries to promote lasting peace by its 
humanitarian activities and the dissemination of its ideals. This is the 
meaning of the motto adopted by the Federation of Red Cross Societies in 
1961: “ Per humanitatem adpacem”. The motto was included in the Statutes 
of the Movement alongside the classical motto: “Inter arma caritas”.18

B. Impartiality

“The Movement makes no discrimination as to nationality, race, religious 
beliefs, class or political opinions. It endeavours to relieve the suffering of 
individuals, being guided solely by their needs, and to give priority to the 
most urgent cases of distress”.

The principle of Impartiality comprises in the above definition three ele
ments: the recognition of equality of men, the duty of equal treatment 
derived therefrom, due proportion or appropriate relief all without favour 
or prejudice. In his work “Red Cross Principles” (1956) Jean Pictet made a 
clear difference between these three elements and expressed them as 
individual principles(equality, due proportion, impartiality). In the 1965 

18 For further details see Chapter V: The Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement as a factor 
of peace.
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version the elements “equal treatment”, “non-discrimination” and “due 
proportion” clearly come to the fore, whereas “impartiality” as the attitude 
or approach of the institutions and staff of the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement is at the most implied but not defined. Despite this the principle 
- not quite appropriately - is placed under the title “Impartiality”.

a. Equality of human beings and equal treatment

The recognition of the equality of men is based on the picture of man which 
determines “the humanity” of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Move
ment. Man is understood as a special being within creation, as a person who 
has reason, morality, responsibility and love and who therefore has uncon
ditional value and dignity. Value and dignity are given to each man at birth. 
“All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.” (Univer
sal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948). Every man has human dignity 
quite apart from the fact that men are different, different as to race, colour, 
language, sex, different also with regard to their faith, philosophy of life, 
political convictions and leaning, their social origin and position, their 
education and culture, their knowledge and ability just as the individuality 
of their character. Human dignity is a common feature of all men. It springs 
from the dignity of creation; it can be marred by men through their thinking 
and their activities, but cannot be destroyed.19

Throughout thousands of years a long, fissured and ever again blocked 
path leads to the recognition of the equality of men. Even though slavery 
and the slave trade as the extreme form of inequality between people may 
in our time be considered as eliminated, race equality or sex equality has in 
many countries even today neither been fully recognised nor fully ensured. 
In addition there are still minorities which because of their religion, ethnic 
belonging or political convictions are persecuted or discriminated against. 
And even today hundreds of millions of people live in misery and poverty, 
whilst others enjoy welfare, social security and often even affluence. We 
are still far from a position where human dignity is everywhere respected 
and actually cherished.

And yet in the last decades there has been considerable progress. In the 
national legislation of many States and in international law agreements 
human rights have been defined which may be divided into “civil and 
political rights” and “economic, social and cultural rights”. The States 
bound by international law agreements are obliged to respect the defined 
rights and put them into effect for all those in their territory and in their 

19 Jean Pictet writes: “There are, too, various religions whose followers consider that men are 
brothers, being children of the same Father and called by the same destiny and to the same 
salvation”. (“Red Cross Principles”, ICRC, Geneva 1956 p. 33).
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power without discrimination as to race, colour, sex, language, religion, 
political or other convictions, national or social origin, property, birth or 
any other status.20 This comprehensive dictate of equal treatment and com
prehensive prohibition of according preference or applying discrimination 
in ensuring human rights is a major feature of modern international law 
and must be regarded as an achievement of the greatest importance. The 
task facing us today consists of putting the achievement of the prohibition 
of discrimination into actual effect through its breakthrough in real life.

As already mentioned, the idea of equal treatment or non-discrimina
tion in respect of war victims has already played a central role since the 
early days of the Red Cross. Dunant and his helpers gave their attention on 
the battlefield of Solferino to all wounded and dying regardless of which 
party to the conflict they belonged to. In the Geneva Convention of 1864 it 
was laid down that wounded or sick combatants, “to whatever nation they 
may belong”, shall be collected and cared for. In the four Geneva Conven
tions of 1949 on the protection of victims of armed conflicts and in the two 
Additional Protocols of 1977 there are comprehensive equal treatment 
dictates or discrimination prohibitions, which apply both in international 
and inner-state armed conflicts. For example, Art. 12 of the First Conven
tion specifies that the wounded or sick members of the armed forces are to 
be treated and cared for with humanity “ without any adverse distinction 
founded on sex, race, nationality, religion, political opinions, or any other 
similar criteria”. Article 16 of the Third Convention lays down that - taking 
into consideration the provisions of the present Convention relating to 
rank and sex, and subject to any privileged treatment which may be 
accorded to them by reason of their state of health, age or professional 
qualifications - “all prisoners of war shall be treated alike by the Detaining 
Power, without any adverse distinction, based on race, nationality, religi
ous belief or political opinions, or any other distinction founded on similar 
criteria”. In Art. 27 of the Fourth Convention relative to the protection of 
civilian persons in time of war it is specified that - without prejudice to the 
provisions relating to their state of health, age and sex - all protected 
persons shall be treated with the same consideration by the parties to the 
conflict in whose power they are, “without any adverse distinction based, in 
particular, on race, religion or political opinion.” Finally Article 75 of 
Additional Protocol I comprises a list of fundamental guarantees which all 
persons in the power of a party to the conflict should enjoy, as a minimum, 
“without any adverse distinction based upon race, colour, sex, language, 
religion or belief, political or other opinion, national or social origin, 
wealth, birth or other status, or on any other similar criteria.”

20 See Art. 2 of the “International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights” of 16 December 
1966; similar prohibition of discrimination is to be found in other universal or regional 
conventions on human rights.
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The dictate of equal treatment defined in the principle of Impartiality 
refers to all the protective, relief and care activities of the components of 
the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, whether they be carried out in 
armed conflicts and disorders or in normal circumstances in time of peace. 
The suffering individual shall receive protection, relief and care in equal 
measure and in an equal way, without any disadvantageous, irrelevant and 
thereby discriminatory differences. The distinctive features expressly men
tioned in the principle of “Impartiality” certainly only had the character of 
examples. The list is not exhaustive and can be supplemented by the 
characteristics indicated in the Geneva Conventions and Additional Pro
tocols. The lists there are also not complete as they forbid discrimination 
on the basis of “other similar criteria.”

b. Proportional relief

Alongside the dictate of equal treatment or the prohibition of discrimina
tion, the principle of Impartiality cites the precept of due proportion. In 
their relief actions the institutions of the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
should endeavour to take into account the measure of the need and to give 
priority to the most urgent cases. The greatest need shall be met with the 
greatest relief. The most urgent need shall receive the quickest help. The 
weak and endangered, such as the sick, children, pregnant women and old 
people shall be given preference over the healthy and strong. Protection, 
relief and care shall thereby not be schematic but shall comparatively be 
adapted to the real needs. This adjustment is not only based on intuitive 
humanity but also on the factor of justice. Justice demands that only the 
same case shall be treated in the same way and the different case shall be 
treated differently. It is decisive that different treatment has actual, objec
tive and humanitarian causes and corresponds to the sense of the relief 
activities. Strict care must be taken not only to border on to but go over to 
discrimination.

The Geneva Conventions provide in several provisions, which are often 
linked to the prohibition of discrimination, for preference being given to 
particular persons in treatment and relief. In the already mentioned Article 
12 of the First Convention reference is made to the fact that only “urgent 
medical reasons” will authorise priority in the order of treatment to be 
administered to the wounded and sick. In the Third Convention on the 
treatment of prisoners of war mention is made of preference being given on 
the basis of sex, state of health, age or professional qualifications. Similar 
preference is provided for in the Fourth Convention relative to the protec
tion of civilian persons, such as the wounded, sick and infirm, pregnant 
women and mothers of young children or of children under the age of 15. 
The preferential treatment foreseen in the Conventions is not discrimina
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tion as justified by the measure of suffering and the need for relief of the 
individual. It is aimed at appropriate and also justified protection and 
assistance.

Preferential treatment for individuals or groups of persons can become 
necessary when the means available for relief are limited and all those in 
need cannot be helped with the best will in the world. In such cases a choice 
must be made, which again has to be based on actual criteria and may not 
resemble any discrimination. In the Second World War for example the 
ICRC gave its protection and assistance in the first place to prisoners of 
war, as there was a legal basis for this, the needs were proved and relief 
resources and possibilities were available. In the Second World War and 
the first years after the war the Swiss Red Cross concentrated on assistance 
to sick and endangered children in view of the immeasurable human needs 
and its limited resources. Also within an action for a given group of people 
a choice and preference may be unavoidable for example when a medica
ment or foodstuff is only available in small quantities and thus may only be 
given to a few selected individuals - on the basis of medico-social indica
tions.

The dictate of equal treatment and proportional assistance cannot 
always be put into practice because the funds and relief supplies made 
available are often earmarked meaning that only a part of the needs are 
met. In the Second World War Governments and National Societies put 
enormous quantities of relief packages at the disposal of the ICRC for 
distribution to prisoners of war of their own nationality, whereas prisoners 
of other nationalities had nothing. In the case of natural or other disasters 
the result of collections varies and is not always adapted to the real needs. 
There are cases where surpluses with a given relief supply arise and cases 
where there are shortages. It is the task of the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement to see to achieving a balance where there are serious ine
qualities in the relief action by mobilising new donors or using non
earmarked resources. Modern media can give valuable support to such 
endeavours.

Equal treatment to those in need and proportional relief can be ham
pered or made impossible by parties to the conflict. In the Vietnam war in 
the sixties North Vietnam virtually completely shut itself off from the relief 
action of the International Red Cross meaning that Red Cross assistance 
could only be given in the south of the country, but on an intensive scale. In 
the war of Secession in Nigeria (1967-1970) - where the ICRC with the help 
of National Societies undertook a major action - this action was ever and 
again impeded by Government measures whereby proportional assistance 
corresponding to the needs, in particular in the secession area (Biafra) was 
made difficult and sometimes impossible. The relief action for the victims 
of the Afghan conflict (since 1978) went on for several years above all for 
refugees and the war wounded in the territory of Pakistan or in the nearby 
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frontier area because the Kabul Government prevented the ever and again 
proposed and attempted relief action in the area controlled by it. Also in 
the war between Iran and Iraq (1980-1988) international humanitarian law 
was disregarded and protection and assistance of the ICRC was repeatedly 
impeded whereby the help for prisoners of war and civilian persons could 
only in part meet the needs despite the greatest efforts.21

c. Impartiality

With the definition of the principles of equal treatment or non-discrimina
tion and due proportion of protection and assistance the major features for 
the work of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement have in fact been 
laid down and it may be wondered whether an additional element, namely 
“Impartiality”, is necessary. The question must however be answered in 
the affirmative as impartiality is that spiritual approach and that attitude, 
which guarantee the correct application of the relevant principle. Impar
tiality is the opposite of taking sides. It signifies lack of bias, freedom from 
prejudices, freedom from allegiances to parties, namely parties to a war or 
conflict, freedom from sympathies and antipathies, love instead of partial
ity. Impartiality is an attitude which calls for standing above and even 
wisdom. Impartiality may under given circumstances require of those 
active in the Movement self-conquest and self-denial. This applies above 
all to National Societies and the medical services of countries at war or 
beset by internal disorders as during the war, especially during internal 
conflicts, partiality, passion and hatred are very much in evidence. The 
impartiality of the Movement must hold good in the very area of tension of 
a conflict, there where other help is of no avail, there where regular and 
comparative provision of protection and assistance to the victims is sur
rounded by indifference, disapprobation and enmity. It is this uncondi
tional, all-embracing and paradoxical willingness to help, a willingness to 
help even the foe, which constitutes the special character and the greatness 
of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement.22

The attitude of impartiality is important at all times and for every 
assistance and care given by the Movement; it is a major prerequisite for 
keeping to the principle of equal treatment, non-discrimination and due 
proportion of the assistance. In the event of conflicts it poses supreme 
requirements for those members of National Societies of countries affected 
by the conflict or itself a party to the conflict, requirements which cannot 

21 See the description of protection and assistance of the ICRC in Nigeria and in Iraq and Iran 
in Chapter II, 1, D, a.

22 Jean Pictet writes: “... the Red Cross goes so far as to say to the unfortunate:*! love you 
because nobody loves you: I love you because you are hated’” (“Red Cross Principles”, 
p. 45).
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always be met. In conflicts and disorders the National Societies of the 
affected countries can scarcely keep completely free from the spiritual 
attitude and intensive propaganda prevailing in that country. Often they 
also lack accurate information permitting objective judgement and 
facilitating the application of impartiality. Under these circumstances it is 
necessary to have the intervention of components of the Movement who 
are not involved and from whom a strictly impartial attitude may be 
expected. In the first place it is a question of the International Committee of 
the Red Cross, which is defined in the Geneva Conventions as an “impartial 
humanitarian organization” and as an organization which “offers all 
guarantees of impartiality and efficacy”. Also came into consideration the 
National Red Cross or Red Crescent Societies of neutral or other states not 
participating in the conflict as they may make medical units available to 
warring parties, help to take care of prisoners and undertake relief actions 
for the civilian population.23

C. Neutrality

“In order to continue to enjoy the confidence of all, the Movement may 
not take sides in hostilities or engage at any time in controversies of a 
political, racial, religious or ideological nature."

a. The universally recognised substance of the concept of neutrality. 
Relations with other Fundamental Principles of the Movement

The word “neutral” comes from the Latin ne-uter and means: neither one 
thing nor the other.24 An institution or a movement is neutral when it 
renounces to participate in a conflict or altercation and abstains from any 
interference. Renunciation of participation and abstaining from interfer
ence can have various reasons: it may be a question of the will of self
preservation and self-assertion, of the judgement that good and bad, true 

23 In respect of medical interventions of National Societies of neutral or other states not 
parties to the conflict, see Articles 27 and 32 of the First Geneva Convention and para. 2 of 
Article 9 of Additional Protocol I.

24 For the comments in this section see apart from the writings of Jean Pictet in particular: 
Marion Harroff-Tavel, “Neutrality and Impartiality - The importance of these principles 
for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and the difficulties involved 
in applying them”, International Review of the Red Cross, November-December 1989 
(No. 273, pp. 536-552); Max Huber, “The Red Cross and neutrality” in: The Red Cross. 
Principles and Problems, Lausanne [ 1941J; Dietrich Schindler, “Die Neutralität des Roten 
Kreuzes” /The Neutrality of the Red Cross/, in: Des Menschen Recht zwischen Freiheit 
und Verantwortung, Festschrift für Karl Josef Partsch (Human Rights between freedom 
and responsibility, commemorative work for Karl Josef Partsch), Berlin 1989, 
pp.141-152.
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and false are to be found on both sides, of holding back in the interests of a 
higher purpose or a special task. Neutrality may however have its origin in 
indifference, fear and cowardice. Neutrality in itself is therefore not a 
virtue.

The motivation of the principle of neutrality is the Movement abstaining 
from any participation in hostilities and at all times in controversies of a 
political, racial, religious or ideological nature in order to continue to enjoy 
the confidence of all. This motivation is clearly well founded: those who 
take sides or interfere may estrange or deceive one side or the other, push 
them away and lose their confidence. States or economic powers may stand 
losses of confidence but for the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, 
which lacks the resource of power, the retention of the confidence of all is 
essential for the fulfillment of its humanitarian mission. Only where there 
is general confidence, confidence of the authorities and the population, can 
the institutions of the Movement have unimpeded access to conflict and 
disaster victims and obtain the necessary support for their protection and 
assistance activities. In respect of the ICRC the confidence of the govern
ments of States bound to the Geneva Conventions is probably the most 
important requirement for its work in the event of armed conflicts, disor
ders and situations of tension. However, confidence is also needed by the 
Federation for its international disaster relief actions and its development 
aid to National Societies. And the National Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies can only constructively operate with the authorities of their 
countries and be active in the whole territory for all inhabitants, if they 
enjoy the confidence of many people in all sections of the community. 
Confidence is the spiritual power, through which the Movement lives, 
grows and works.

Adherence to neutrality is meant to create and maintain confidence. It is 
however also a means of ensuring the unity and universality of the Move
ment. Every disregard of neutrality, every taking of sides in hostilities or 
participation in controversies of a political, racial, religious or ideological 
nature, leads to tension, contradictions, fissures and divisions within 
National Societies and within the whole Movement. Like general confi
dence, the unity and universality of the Movement are also the basic 
condition for world-wide impartial and efficient humanitarian activities. If 
the Movement is to be a world community, which comes to the assistance of 
suffering people everywhere and at all times and which - as is mentioned in 
the principle of “Humanity” - promotes “mutual understanding, friend
ship, cooperation and lasting peace amongst all people”, it must strictly 
follow the precept of neutrality in the event of armed conflicts and observe 
it loyally also in the case of controversies in peacetime.25

25 Jean Pictet regards the maintenance of the unity of the Red Cross Movement (alongside 
keeping general confidence) as a second reason for the justification of the neutrality of the
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The principle of Neutrality obliges the Movement and its components (in 
the first place) to refrain from participating in hostilities. The concept refers 
in particular to hostile acts in the event of international or internal armed 
conflict to which international humanitarian law applies. “Hostile acts” are 
acts which do harm to a party to the conflict. In the contemporary armed 
conflict these include not only military acts in the narrower sense (for 
example participation in the transport of weapons and munitions, in the 
military news service and in military observation), but also acts in the 
sphere of economic or ideological warfare. The term “hostile acts” is in 
addition related to situations not covered by international humanitarian 
law, such as disorders and tension within the State where a government is 
confronted by rebels or opposition groups and where at least sporadically 
force is used.

Refraining from any participation in hostilities is for all components of 
the Movement (ICRC, National Societies and Federation) an absolute rule 
which must be strictly observed. It is the corollary of the immunity 
accorded to the Red Cross and Red Crescent organizations, that is to say 
protection to which they can lay claim on the basis of international 
humanitarian law and autonomous Red Cross regulations, Statutes of the 
Movement and resolutions of the Red Cross Conferences. Refraining from 
any participation in hostilities is also the corollary of the protection which 
the emblem of the Red Cross or Red Crescent provides to the components 
of the Movement for their activities under international humanitarian law 
and the principles of the Movement.

The second major aspect of neutrality is the rule to abstain at all times 
from participation in controversies of a political, racial, religious or ideologi
cal nature. These four concepts cover spheres which in principle lie outside 
the mission of the Movement. Above all the Movement has an apolitical 
character - it has not been created and is not called upon to have an 
influence on the establishment of the system of law and society and to 
participate in the fight for power within states and in the world of states.26 
The Movement is also not tied to religions or churches although its idea of 
humanity is also rooted in religious doctrines. The emblems of the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent are not religious symbols. By no means does the 
Movement have a racial orientation. It keeps away from race hatred or 
racialism as its thinking and action is centered on respect for the human 
being and assistance to those who suffer without any discrimination.

Red Cross. He proposes when revising the principle of neutrality to word it as follows “in 
order to continue to enjoy the confidence of all and to maintain its unity..” see “The 
Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross; Commentary”, Henry Dunant Institute, 
Geneva 1979, p. 54.

26 Jean Pictet writes: “It is above all with regard to politics, both national and international, 
that neutrality must be observed. Let Red Cross institutions beware of having anything to 
do with politics! Their very existence depends on this.” (“Red Cross Principles”, p. 67). 
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Finally the Movement does not depend on any ideology, that means to say 
that it is not tied to any philosophical or ideological system but to its own 
ideals of willingness to help within the scope of unselfish humanity.

In an individual case it is not always easy to define where abstention is 
called for and where participation is permitted and perhaps even a duty. 
The difficulty stems from the fact that the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement is based on the idea of humanity and has a humanitarian 
mission to fulfil. Adherence to the idea of humanity and the constructive 
fulfillment of the humanitarian mission may call for taking a stand on 
humanitarian questions, even though these are controversial and also have 
political or ideological aspects. Through their neutrality the components of 
the Red Cross are not neutralized in respect of humanitarian issues. They 
are not condemned to just “sitting still”. Taking a stand is legitimate if it is 
effected on questions linked to the Movement’s sphere of action and 
responsibility, such as the application and implementation of international 
humanitarian law, the ratification of the Protocols additional to the 
Geneva Conventions, asylum and refugee policy or respect of fundamental 
human rights, involving for instance the prohibition of torture and inhu
man treatment of persons deprived of their freedom.

Whether the components of the Movement by taking a stand on controv
ersial humanitarian questions run the risk of losing general confidence and 
internal unity, depends to a considerable extent on the form of action 
selected. A direct and for the most part discreet approach to the respon
sible authorities is most likely to be in line with the special position of the 
ICRC and also that of National Societies. The public taking of a stand or an 
appeal to the population only comes into consideration when direct inter
vention has failed. Participation in demonstrations - which are arranged by 
other organisations or groups, above all those with political or ideological 
goals - is to be excluded. The components of the Movement must remain 
independent and make their own voice heard.

There is a relationship between the principle of Neutrality and other 
principles of the Movement, namely - as already indicated - the principles 
of Unity and Universality and above all the principles of Independence and 
Impartiality. The independence or autonomy of Red Cross and Red Cres
cent organisations vis-à-vis States, international organisations, political 
parties, churches and economic powers is a basic condition of neutrality. 
The more independence is definite and strong, the greater are the pos
sibilities and guarantees for a neutral approach. The relationship between 
neutrality and impartiality is evident. A neutral movement, which refrains 
from participating in conflicts and controversies, is ready and in a position 
to give its whole attention to the suffering individual and help him in 
proportion to his suffering without a secondary purpose and without dis
crimination. Active, all round and impartial readiness to help taking the 
true needs into account stems from renunciation and abstention.
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b. The specific neutrality of the International Committee
of the Red Cross

In the 1986 Statutes of the Movement (Article 5) the ICRC is defined as 
“an independent humanitarian organization”, which - as an association 
established under Swiss law - co-opts its members from among Swiss 
citizens. Following the listing of the main tasks of the ICRC, it is laid down 
that it may take any humanitarian initiative which comes within its role as a 
specifically neutral and independent institution and intermediary.21 In the 
Geneva Conventions of 1949 the ICRC is defined as an “impartial 
humanitarian organization”.

The “specific neutrality” of the ICRC is based on the one hand on the 
also “specific” independence of the institution and on the other on its Swiss 
character. The ICRC is specifically independent as its members (at the 
most 25) are co-opted, that is to say they are not elected by an authority 
(e.g. the Swiss Federal Council) or by a higher assembly (e.g. the Interna
tional Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent). Accordingly the 
ICRC does not come under and is not responsible to any electoral author
ity. In addition neither the Swiss authorities - which provide a large part of 
the funds needed by the ICRC - nor the authorities of other States or 
National Societies have a decisive influence on the activities of the ICRC. 
The Swiss character of the ICRC is due to the fact that all the members of 
the Committee and the majority of the staff are of Swiss nationality. In 
addition since its foundation in 1863 the ICRC has had its headquarters in 
Geneva. The institution is therefore closely linked to the Swiss Confedera
tion, that is to say to a State, whose position in the world has for a long time 
been characterised by an internationally recognized status of permanent 
neutrality .28

The specific neutrality of the ICRC is a basic condition for its humanita
rian work as this is done in the event of international or internal conflicts or 
in the case of internal disorders and tension. Through its delegates the 
ICRC is “in the field” as a “specifically neutral intermediary” between the 
parties to the conflict or between a government and rebel groups with the 
sole aim of giving protection and assistance to the victims (the wounded,

27 The same definitions are to be found in the ICRC’s own Statutes. The version in force is 
dated 2 March 1991. For the special character of the ICRC see in particular: André 
Durand, “Le Comité international de la Croix-Rouge” (The International Committee of 
the Red Cross), Centre de recherches européennes, Lausanne 1980; Jean Pictet, “Une 
institution unique en son genre: le Comité international de la Croix-Rouge”, Henry 
Dunant Institute/Pedone, Geneva/Paris 1985. In addition see Chapter II, Section 1.

28 For the permanent neutrality of states, above all also the neutrality of Switzerland, see the 
essay by Dietrich Schindler in “Handbuch der schweizerischen Aussenpolitik” / the hand
book of Swiss Foreign Policy, Bern and Stuttgart 1975, pp. 159-180. Further see by the 
same author, “Aspects contemporains de la neutralité”, Académie de droit international, 
Recueil des cours“/ Contemporary aspects of neutrality/, Academy of International Law, 
Compendium of Courses, Vol. II, Leiden, 1967, pp. 225-319. 
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sick, prisoners, internees, the deported, refugees, the homeless, the hun
gry, etc.) without any discrimination. Only strict neutrality, giving rise to 
general confidence, makes the protection and assistance activities possible. 
Specific neutrality is however also indispensable for the other work of the 
ICRC, such as the functions of guardian of the principles of the Movement, 
of “watchman” of the implementation of international humanitarian law or 
of promoter of its further development.

Its specific neutrality and its character as a “charitable institution” have 
led the ICRC to choose the working methods of discretion when fulfilling 
its humanitarian task. It endeavours to work together with governments 
and other authorities on a confidential basis in the sole interests of those 
needing protection and assistance. It does not play the role of public 
prosecutor nor that of judge. And yet there may be situations where a 
confidential approach has to be disregarded and a public declaration or a 
public appeal made. When determined discreet endeavours have remained 
unsuccessful, it may be a question of making public serious violations of 
international humanitarian law, or a marked disregard of fundamental 
human rights or of the general principles of humanity.29 Here the ICRC has 
to avoid one-sidedness and arbitrariness and determine whether a public 
approach does not do more harm than good for humanitarian work and 
does not in particular hamper practical protection and assistance activities 
out of due proportion.30 In this determination consideration has to be given 
not only to the position and activities of the moment, but also to long-range 
prospects of humanitarian work.

29 In the years since 1980 the ICRC has repeatedly approached states parties to the Geneva 
Conventions and world opinion in order to denounce the increasing rejection of humanita
rian considerations in the case of conflicts and definite violations of international 
humanitarian law, for example, in the conflicts in Campuchea and Afghanistan, in the war 
between Iran and Iraq and in the conflict between Israel and the Arab states. On 10 
January 1985, the President of the ICRC Alexandre Hay, made an appeal for a humanita
rian mobilisation and stated: “only a concerted action by all the forces of universal 
humanitarism, a mobilization of States and peoples, might raise in any decisive manner the 
level of respect for humanitarian rules in conflicts - short of abolishing war altogether.” 
(See International Review of the Red Cross, November-December 1987 p. 630.) See also 
“Action by the International Committee of the Red Cross in the event of breaches of 
international humanitarian law” IRRC, March-April 1981 (pp. 76-83).

30 Jean-Claude Favez’ book, “Une mission impossible? Le CICR, les déportations et les 
camps de concentration nazis”, Lausanne, 1988, deals with such considerations of 
humanitarian interests. In the Second World War could the ICRC have made a construc
tive contribution to the rescue of the inmates of concentration camps, in particular to Jews, 
through direct intervention with the leaders of the “Drittes Reich” or with the allied 
powers, possibly also through public appeals? Would it thereby have endangered its action 
for millions of prisoners of war? Favez writes:“Nous voici donc ramenés au problème de 
l’autorité morale sur laquelle, autant que sur les Conventions, le CICR fonde son action.” 
“Malgré toutes les explications fournies, malgré sa satisfaction d’avoir pu au moins 
apporter quelques secours, force est de reconnaître qu’il aurait en effet dû parler” (p. 374). 
The stand taken by the ICRC on Favez’ work - which is published in the book - makes the 
following point: “Pensez-vous... que cet appel, dans la rédaction envisagée, aurait permis 
d’imposer un frein quelconque à la ‘Solution final’ ?” “Nous doutons de l’efficacité 
qu’aurait eue un tel appel. Et cela, indépendamment du risque - que le CICR ne pouvait
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c. The neutrality of National Societies

National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in their large majority 
observe a neutrality which does not reach the high degree and absoluteness 
of the neutrality which the ICRC practises and keeps to. In the first place it 
could be called a normal, nationally conditioned neutrality. This may be 
explained by the following reasons:

Firstly National Societies are recognised by the government of their 
country as an auxiliary of the public authorities in the humanitarian sphere. 
Through this recognition the Society is bound to its State which may take 
the form of state decrees on the position and tasks of the Red Cross, 
regulations on the representation of the authorities in the bodies of the 
Society and material support. This link with the State may however not 
eliminate the independence or autonomy of the Society, yet it tends to act 
as a limitation. As we have seen, a decrease in independence can lead to a 
decrease in neutrality.

The Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies not only have a national 
character because they have been recognised by the government of their 
country, but also because they try to achieve widespread relationship with 
the people. A National Society must and wants to be supported by many 
people in all sections of the community and all parts of the country. 
Whereas the ICRC - although it is exclusively composed of Swiss citizens - 
exclusively thinks and acts supranationally, a Red Cross or Red Crescent 
Society tied in solidarity to the people cannot renounce its national charac
ter. Even if it seeks to act at all times in accordance with the principles of 
the Movement, it will nevertheless take into account the views prevailing in 
the population.

In the final analysis National Societies have for a long time been predo
minantly active in time of peace where they carry out wide-ranging 
humanitarian, social welfare and medical tasks (disaster relief, rescue, 
blood transfusion, training of nurses, care for the aged, handicapped and 
those in need). In this sphere of activities neutrality plays a less important 
role than in protection and assistance in the event of conflicts and disor
ders.

The indicated reasons are to explain that the neutrality practised by 
National Societies has different degrees and perhaps also different hues 
and cannot quite simply be put on the same level as the neutrality observed 
by the ICRC. And yet neutrality is and remains a basic commitment also for 
National Societies. Even today they are still called on with State and 
international recognition to offer protection and give assistance to the 
victims of conflicts and disorders without discrimination and to accept to

ignorer - de compromettre les possibilités de secourir les millions de prisonniers de guerre 
envers lesquels le Comité portait une responsabilité directe.” (p. 378). See also Chapter II, 
Section 1, A, d.
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and prepare for this major task already in time of peace. In contrast to 
many other humanitarian and social welfare institutions, they are compo
nents of a world Movement, to which also the ICRC belongs and which 
must ensure its solidarity and unity. Accordingly neutrality remains a 
fundamental principle, which applies to all components of the Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement and the focal point of which must be highligh
ted by all.

D.Independence

“The Movement is independent. The National Societies, while auxiliaries 
in the humanitarian services of their governments and subject to the laws 
of their respective countries, must always maintain their autonomy so that 
they may be able at all times to act in accordance with the principles of the 
Movement”.

The principle of independence has three elements: a general declaration of 
independence applying to the whole Movement and to all its components, 
an assertion on the supporting function of the National Societies vis-à-vis 
the authorities in the humanitarian sphere and the requirement for the 
maintenance of sufficient independence of National Societies “so that they 
may be able to act at all times in accordance with the principles of the 
Movement”.

a. The Movement’s independence

“Independence” with the definition “political, religious and economic 
independence” figures among the four principles contained in the “Som
maire des principes fondamentaux de la Croix-Rouge” of 1921. This defini
tion was adopted in a resolution of the XVIIth International Conference of 
the Red Cross (Stockholm, 1948) on the “Conditions for the Recognition 
of National Red Cross Societies”. In 1952 it was included in the Statutes of 
the International Red Cross. It is of importance because it gives expression 
to the fact that the Red Cross and Red Crescent institutions must maintain 
their independence not only vis-à-vis the States and political powers, but 
also vis-à-vis the churches and religious movements and powers in the 
financial and economic world. Although in the proclamation of the princip
les in 1965 mention is only and simply made of independence (“the Red 
Cross is independent”) and the independence of National Societies is only 
regarded from the point of view of their relations with the authorities, the 
aspects “religious and economic independence” have kept their great 
importance. The importance of both aspects may well even have increased 
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in the last decades, which on the one hand is connected with the vital role 
played by “religious relief agencies” at the national and international levels 
and on the other with the necessity of obtaining substantial financial means 
also from private sources. This necessity may lead to relations between 
Red Cross and Red Crescent institutions and economic undertakings for 
instance by using the method of sponsoring which is not without danger for 
the independence of the Movement.

As the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement is itself not 
an organization with its own legal personality and is not itself operational 
the declaration or requirement of independence refers to the individual 
components of the Movement.31 This reference is also unavoidable 
because the independence of the components of the Movement has diffe
rent forms and degrees. The independence of the ICRC, the Federation 
and National Societies must accordingly be assessed individually and sepa
rately. From the point of view of independence, brief attention should also 
be given to the bodies of the Red Cross Movement (International Confer
ence, Council of Delegates and Standing Commission).

aa. In the Statutes of the Movement of 1986 (Article 5) as in its own 
Statutes of 1988 the International Committee of the Red Cross is defined as 
an “independent humanitarian organization” “having a status of its own" 
and as a “specifically neutral and independent institution and intermedi
ary”. As already mentioned, the independence of the ICRC is above all 
guaranteed due to the fact that it co-opts its members from among Swiss 
citizens. The will and capacity of the members and of the staff of the ICRC 
to maintain the independence of the institution under all circumstances is 
decisive. The maintenance of independence against outside influence and 
pressure of any kind and any origin is exclusively directed at the goal of 
keeping to the principles of humanity, impartiality and neutrality and 
selflessly and effectively serving the victims of conflicts and disorders.

The history of the ICRC proves that it has been successful in maintaining 
its independence, either within the Movement vis-à-vis the other compo
nents and bodies, or outside vis-à-vis States and international organiza
tions, churches, associations and movements as well as the economic 
powers. Although a Swiss organization, the ICRC is also independent of 
the Swiss State and its authorities. Despite generous support given for 
years, the federal authorities do not go beyond an exchange of views and 
advice to influence the decisions of the Committee and do not exercise any 
undue administrative control.32 In addition the all-round fully ensured 

31 In paragraph 4 of Article 2 of the Statutes of the Movement of 1986 mention is made of the 
fact that: “The States shall at all times respect the adherence by all the components of the 
Movement to the Fundamental Principles.”

32 In the latest message of the Swiss Federal Council on the ordinary federal contribution to 
the International Committee of the Red Cross (of 18 January 1989) it is stated:
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independence of the ICRC is not to be compared with high-handed
ness and arrogance. The ICRC can only fulfill its humanitarian mission 
if it listens to and gives true value to other views and takes into consider
ation aspects where they seem to be in accord with its goals and prin
ciples.

bb. The Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies is defined in 
the Statutes of the Movement of 1986 as the International Federation of the 
National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies. It is an association with its 
own Constitution and its own legal personality. It is an “independent 
humanitarian organisation” which is not governmental, political, racial or 
sectarian in character.33

As the members of the Federation are the National Societies admitted to 
it and as the purpose of the Federation is to promote the humanitarian 
activities of the Societies, the Federation cannot be independent of the 
National Societies. The latter support the Federation and participate in the 
forming of opinion and taking of decisions in the bodies (General Assem
bly, Executive Council and Commissions). If a National Society does not 
have sufficient independence, for example is dependent to a too high 
degree on the government of its country, this can - through influence in the 
bodies - have an indirect effect on the independence of the Federation. 
However internal independence is to be expected from the President and 
Treasurer General and also from the Secretary General and his colleagues. 
They must not be bound in any way and have to serve the Federation and its 
members equally and without taking sides.

When the independence of the Federation is mentioned, the relations 
within the Movement and with the outside world come into question. 
Apart from mutual commitments under agreement, the Federation is just 
as independent of the ICRC as the latter is of the Federation. The bodies of 
the Movement also must respect the independence of the Federation. They 
may well make recommendations and give terms of reference; they may 
however not give instructions.34

“despite .... the mutual interests the ICRC is and remains independent of Switzerland. 
Our support of the Committee does not mean that this organization is an instrument of 
Swiss policy. Despite its independence, the ICRC is traditionally linked to the Swiss 
Confederation in the diplomatic, legal, operational and financial spheres” (Feuille 
fédérale, 141e année 1989, Vol. I, par. 4.1, p. 580). See also Federal Councillor Friedrich 
T. Wahlen, “Das Rote Kreuz und die Sweizerische Eidgenossenschaft’7 The Red Cross 
and the Swiss Confederation/, in: Dem Gewissen verpflichtet/Conscience bound; Zurich 
1966. “Das Internationale Komitee vom Roten Kreuz”/ The International Committee of 
the Red Cross”, lectures by A. Hay, R. Pestalozzi and F. Ch. Pictet, to the “Forum 
helveticum”, Bern 1981.

33 Also see the Constitution of the League in its version of 26 November 1987.
34 The same applies to the independence of the ICRC as a component of the Movement. See 

Section 4 of Chapter II for further details of the relations between the components and 
bodies of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement.
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In its relationship with States and international organizations, such as 
the United Nations, its subsidiary bodies and specialised agencies, with 
which the Federation has many working relations, the Federation has 
always maintained its independence. States exercising an influence on 
the decisions of the Federation is not very likely because the Federation 
- contrary to the ICRC - normally does not receive direct financial con
tributions from States. These go rather to and through National 
Societies. The same applies to economic undertakings whose contribu
tions are as a rule made to National Societies, even when they are for 
the benefit of Federation actions. The ordinary or institutional budget of 
the Federation is anyhow exclusively financed by contributions from 
National Societies.

cc. The bodies of the Movement create no independence problems for it in 
as much as the Council of Delegates or Standing Commission is involved. 
The Council of Delegates is composed of representatives of the compo
nents of the Movement: the ICRC, the Federation and all National 
Societies each of which have one vote. The Standing Commission com
prises two representatives each of the ICRC and the Federation and five 
personalities, who are elected by the International Conference of the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent from among National Societies. It is therefore a 
question of bodies which are not influenced from outside or at the most 
indirectly.

The same does not apply to the International Conference of the Red 
Cross and the Red Crescent, which is the highest deliberative authority 
of the Movement and in which the representatives of States parties to 
the Geneva Conventions participate alongside representatives of the 
ICRC, the Federation and National Societies and with the same rights. 
Through the participation of representatives of States - who may be 
bound by instructions from their governments - in the deliberations and 
decision-taking of the Conference, a foreign element is brought in, the 
element of State diplomacy and the guarding of State interests. This 
participation and involvement of States has existed since the beginning 
of the Movement. This is a consequence of National Societies being 
linked to and cooperating with States as well as of the endeavours of the 
Movement to promote international humanitarian law. The system of 
mixed Conferences - seen as a whole - has proved its value and has 
therefore been confirmed and even improved on the occasion of the 
overall revision of the Statutes in 1986. It is not without problems as it 
may affect the independence of the Movement and involves the danger 
that political considerations and trends come into evidence in the negoti
ations and decision-taking of the Conference. On the other hand, it may 
be said that States have so far held back in Conferences - in particular 
on questions to be regarded as internal affairs of the Movement - and 
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have never tried to dominate the International Red Cross and Red Cres
cent Movement.35

b. The National Societies, voluntary auxiliaries to the public authorities 
in the humanitarian field

When presenting the development, position and duties of National Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Societies (Section 2, Chapter II), it was shown that 
a Society can only be recognised by the ICRC if it has previously been 
recognised by the government of its country “on the basis of the Geneva 
Conventions and of the national legislation as a voluntary aid society, 
auxiliary to the authorities in the humanitarian field”. Whereas the func
tions of “auxiliary to the public authorities” originally related to supporting 
the army medical service, this today covers wide-ranging cooperation with 
the authorities involving humanitarian tasks in the event of armed conflicts 
and also in time of peace. A National Society can accordingly give its 
backing to the whole coordinated medical service of its country, it can help 
in disaster and accident assistance, it can play a leading role in the health 
service and in international relief actions. Cooperation with and support of 
the authorities in the humanitarian field are one of the basic functions of a 
National Society. A withdrawal into purely private functions is not permit
ted.36 On the other hand, the role of “auxiliary to the public authorities” 
does not exclude the fact that a National Society can fulfill freely selected 
tasks in complete independence of the State. The only condition is that 
they are in agreement with the principles of the Movement.

The recognition of a National Society by the State and the cooperation 
with the authorities lead to relations which in practice assume the most 
different forms. In many countries the position, tasks and rights of the 
Society are defined in a State decree. Cooperation and mutual support are 
often laid down in agreements. Decrees or agreements can provide that the 
Statutes of the Society or its regulations have to be approved by a public 
authority. They may also provide that the president and other members of 
the governing bodies of the Society are appointed or at least confirmed by 
the public authorities. Representatives of the authorities often sit on 
bodies of the Society where they may have the right to vote or only an 
advisory capacity. Alongside these organisational or personal relations 
there are many cases where the State makes contributions and facilities 

35 More details on the functioning and role of the International Conference are to be found in 
Section 4 of Chapter II.

36 Jean Pictet writes: “This auxiliary status nevertheless constitutes one of the fundamental 
principles of the Red Cross. Because of it, the Red Cross is at one and the same time a 
private institution and a public service organization. ” (“The Fundamental Principles of the 
Red Cross; Commentary”, p. 63)
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which may involve at least factual dependence of the National Society. If a 
state gives a Society individual terms of reference and if this Society 
subsequently carries out public tasks with public resources, the authorities 
have the right to exercise supervision and may also have administrative 
control.

This has the effect that a National Red Cross or Red Crescent Society 
cannot lay claim to and enjoy absolute, but only comparative independ
ence. However, how is the comparative independence to be measured and 
set up? Where are the confines and the criteria?

c. Upholding independence so as to be able to act at all times
in keeping with the Fundamental Principles

The Principles and Statutes of the Movement do not only give National 
Societies the task of supporting the authorities in their humanitarian work 
but also demand that the Societies (“nevertheless”) are independent and 
autonomous associations. According to the fourth condition for recogni
tion of a National Society by the ICRC the Society must “have an autonom
ous status which allows it to operate in conformity with the Fundamental 
Principles of the Movement”. The same point is made by the principle of 
independence: “National Societies... must always maintain their auton
omy so that they may be able at all times to act in accordance with the 
principles of the Movement”. Accordingly National Societies must have a 
degree of independence enabling them to be masters of their decisions, acts 
and announcements. A National Society is not to be an extension of the 
State administration and is not to be a speaker for the government. The 
relationship with the State and the cooperation with it may not prevent a 
National Society from remaining true to the Red Cross idea and follow the 
principles of the Movement without any restriction.37

The independence or autonomy of the National Society may not only 
mean that it must be in a position to assure that activity assigned to it by the 
authorities or that it carries out in relation with the authorities is carried out 
in the sense of the principles of the Movement. The Society must also have 
the freedom to decline assuming a task not in line with the principles or, on 
the other hand, to undertake protection and assistance activities in conform
ity with the principles, even if thereby it should incur the displeasure of 

37 See alongside the writings of Jean Pictet the essay of Botho Prinz zu Sayn-Wittgenstein- 
Hohenstein “Der Grundsatz der Unabhängigkeit des Roten Kreuzes - Das Verhältnis des 
Roten Kreuzes zu Staat und Regierung”; in: Völkerrecht im Dienste des Menschen /The 
Principle of independence of the Red Cross - the relationship of the Red Cross to the State 
and government; in: International law in the service of man/, Bern and Stuttgart 1986 and 
also Anton Schlägel, “Geist und Gestalt des Roten Kreuzes”, Deutsches Rotes Kreuz, 
/Spirit and form of the Red Cross/, German Red Cross, Bonn 1987.
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the government.38 At least in the sphere of its competence and its activities, 
a National Society must be able to speak with the voice of humanity. It 
should do this vis-à-vis the authorities in a way and in forms which do not 
endanger the relationship of loyal cooperation.

The maintenance of sufficient independence does not only depend on 
principles and regulations but also on the personalities who lead the Society 
and also on the degree of development of the National Society. In the final 
analysis only independent and courageous people can maintain the inde
pendence of a National Society. It is therefore highly desirable that the 
leaders are freely elected by a representative assembly of members or 
delegates within the Society.39 The internal strength of the Society itself is 
finally decisive: the number and quality of the members, helpers and staff 
as well as the potential regarding finance and other material means. Only a 
Society which has such assets can insist on and maintain independence. If 
the independence of young National Societies in developing countries is to 
be strengthened every effort must be made to build them up and to con
tribute to their development.

E. VOLUNTARY SERVICE

“It is a voluntary relief movement not prompted in any manner by desire 
for gain”.

The principle of “voluntary service” comprises two main elements: the 
voluntary belonging to the Movement and voluntary service within it and 
unselfishness of the help given by the Movement and the work done by the 
individual member, helper and staff member. Two different elements are 
therefore included in a single principle and put under one heading covering 
part of, but not the whole concept.40

38 The independence of a National Society of the State and government is put to the hardest 
test in the event of civil war or internal disorders. Here it comes into evidence whether it 
can give all-round help and keep to the dictate of non-discrimination also vis-à-vis insur
gents and rebels. Several National Societies have done remarkable work in such situations. 
See Jean Pictet, “Red Cross Principles”, pp. 122-123

39 Jean Pictet writes: “In any case, the best assurance of autonomy for the Society is in the 
democratic structure of its organization and freedom in recruiting.” (“The Fundamental 
Principles of the Red Cross; Commentary”, p. 68).

40 Jean Pictet in 1956 in “Red Cross Principles” divided the subject matter covered by today’s 
principle of “voluntary service” into three “organic principles”, namely “selflessness”, 
“free service” and “voluntary service” (pp. 96-111).
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a. The voluntary nature of belonging to the Movement
and working within it

The element of voluntary service was decisive for the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement from the beginning and has remained so until today41. 
Henry Dunant was a “volunteer” on the battlefield of Solferino and was 
supported by “volunteers” from among the population. In his “A Memory 
of Solferino” Dunant proposed the foundation of relief societies “for the 
purpose of having care given to the wounded in wartime by zealous 
devoted and thoroughly qualified volunteers". In the resolutions of the 
1863 International Conference the training, instruction and assignment of 
"voluntary medical personnel” are called for. In the Geneva Conventions 
mention is made of "voluntary aid societies” to which in the first place 
National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies belong. In the conditions 
for the recognition of National Societies they are also described as volun
tary aid societies. Article 3 of the 1986 Statutes of the Movement stipulates 
that National Societies are “autonomous national organizations” providing 
an indispensable framework for the activities of their voluntary members 
and their staff.

“Voluntary service” is here constantly alluded to and means above all 
that membership of Red Cross and Red Crescent institutions and activities 
in these institutions should not be based on compulsion but on free decision 
and choice. Compulsory service in a National Society decreed by the State 
would be irreconcilable with the principle of voluntary service. The princi
ple of voluntary membership and cooperation of persons in National 
Societies also has an effect on the position of National Societies themselves 
as through this emphasis is placed on their private character and their 
autonomy. There is a close relationship between the voluntary service of 
persons and the independence of National Societies. Independence would 
not be possible if service in a National Society were based on a legal 
obligation and the fulfillment of compulsory service were supervised by the 
State. It is therefore correct to define Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies as “voluntary aid societies”, that is to say societies which have not 
been created by the State and are not a party of the State organisation, but 
which have their origin in private initiative, the main issue in their function
ing, and which therefore enjoy extensive independence and autonomy.

41 Apart from the writing of Jean Pictet, see for this section in particular: Henrik Beer, “The 
Red Cross and voluntary service” IRRC No. 212, September-October 1979, pp. 240-246; 
Marcel Junod, “Voluntary Red Cross Members” IRRC, Supplement Vol 12, No. 5, May 
1959; Jean-Georges Lossier, “Les civilisations et le service du prochain,” Paris 1958; 
Jacques Meurant, “Red Cross Voluntary Service in Today’s Society”, Henry Dunant 
Institute, Geneva 1985; Jean Pascalis “Perspective suisse - le bénévolat dans faction 
social”, Cahiers médico-sociaux, Geneva 1977, Nos. 3-4, pp. 147-151.
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The principle of “voluntary service” does not only mean that member
ship of the Movement and cooperation within it should be based on free 
decision and choice, but it also covers the concept of the gratuitousness of 
the work done. “Volunteers” in the narrower sense are those in the 
Movement, above all people working within National Societies, who for 
their cooperation receive no remuneration, no payment and no salary. 
Abstaining from remuneration in the sense of payment can be expected of 
those members and helpers, who devote only a comparatively small part of 
their time and capacity of work to participation in the Red Cross or Red 
Crescent; they are thereby active in the Movement alongside their profes
sional work or other main occupation. It is a question of spare time or 
honorary activities, in fact “voluntary service”. In National Societies there 
are millions of persons working on this basis; they are the main strength of 
the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement.

Alongside “volunteers” in the narrower sense, the Movement has 
“volunteers” in the broader sense, namely those persons who work for the 
Red Cross or Red Crescent professionally and as a rule full-time. They also 
are “volunteers” in the sense that they have freely chosen the work in the 
Movement as professional work. On the other hand, their participation - 
which should also ensure their livelihood - is based on work and service 
agreements, on performance and valuable consideration whereby the pro
fessionally active staff members are obliged to do regular and qualified 
work in accordance with instructions. Although unremunerated “volun
teers” must also assume the duty to serve the institution and provide a given 
performance the degree of obligation of the professionally active staff 
members, at least legally and time-wise, is far higher. As we shall see, the 
Movement cannot fulfill the mission assigned to it without the element of 
professionalism, an element which will become even more important in the 
future. The Movement can however also not carry out its humanitarian 
mission without the helpers - depending on the case, numbered in hun
dreds, thousands and tens of thousands - who are active on a spare time and 
voluntary basis. Mention may be made of voluntary blood donors, Samari
tans and first aiders, voluntary nurses’ aides or those looking after refugees 
and disaster victims; care of the aged, handicapped and chronically sick 
also calls for voluntary helpers in large numbers. Red Cross and Red 
Crescent youth work is also unthinkable without the help of volunteers 
dealing with animation, education and instruction.

The participation of non-professionally active “volunteers” at all levels 
of the institutions up to the governing bodies clearly has great advantages. 
The most striking is the economic advantage in that an enormous donor 
and helper potential is available, whose preparation and assignment call 
for comparatively small financial resources. In addition, the potential is 
flexible and adaptable. When there is not very much work, calling on 
“volunteers” can be accordingly reduced. When the work increases - for 
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example in the event of conflicts, disasters or large influxes of refugees - 
“volunteers” can be called on to an increasing extent, reserves can be 
mobilised and new voluntary helpers recruited.

The cooperation of “volunteers” further strengthens the element of 
humanity within the Movement. The motivation of voluntary helpers and 
members of governing bodies might well in general be the wish to support 
the good cause of the Red Cross and Red Crescent and to help under
privileged people without asking for remuneration or expecting prestige 
and recognition. The cooperation of “volunteers” can also strengthen 
humanity within the Movement in that this counterbalances the elements 
of technology, bureaucracy and hierarchy, characteristic of modern 
organizations including the Red Cross and Red Crescent. The cooperation 
of “volunteers” mitigates the occasional routine and harshness of the 
professional apparatus.

The cooperation of part-time and unsalaried persons has in addition the 
advantage that through them human and professional experience from 
outside comes into the institutions of the Movement. This is of importance 
at all levels, but in particular at the level of the governing bodies. Finally 
the cooperation of “volunteers” in large numbers strengthens popularity 
and solidarity with the people of National Societies, in particular that of 
Societies divided up into many smaller units. An organisation run and led 
only by professional staff members cannot obtain the same strong backing 
from the population as National Red Cross or Red Crescent Societies 
predominantly based on “voluntary service”.

Also at this point it is necessary to emphasize that the cooperation of 
part-time and voluntary helpers in a National Society is only then purpose
ful and useful if it is preceded by sufficient introduction, briefing and 
instruction and is later continually followed up.42 The instruction must 
cover the tasks inherent in different situations (protection, assistance, 
care, tracing, etc.). It must however also meet the needs, wishes and 
possibilities of the voluntary helpers and staff members. Only cooperation 
adapted to both directions can be attractive and interesting. It is also 
essential to have a clear description of the duties, rights and respon
sibilities, on the one hand within the circle of voluntary helpers, on the 
other, in relationship to the circle of professional staff members. Whether 
they be voluntarily or professionally active, all members and helpers 
should be integrated into the institutions and be given an appropriate share 
in discussions and decision-taking. The integration should develop a feel
ing of belonging and equality and confirm this on a long-term basis.

Are there good prospects for our Movement finding also in the future 
voluntary helpers and staff members in large numbers? The negative and 

42 Here see Chapter II, Section 2: National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies and in 
particular Jacques Meurant as per footnote 41, pp. 109-128
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positive aspects of an answer to this are probably in a state of balance. A 
restriction for the recruitment of “volunteers” is probably the money and 
well-being consciousness in developed countries and the daily fight for 
existence of many people in developing countries. Willingness to do vol
untary service in the Red Cross and the Red Crescent could be promoted 
by the reduction in working hours and the increase in leisure time, and 
also the ever longer period of retirement, particularly in industrial 
nations. In developing countries - where young people make up the 
majority of the population - the lack of an occupation and the thirst for 
education could have a favourable effect on the recruitment of “volun
teers”. Whatever the chances may be, the Movement must do everything 
to make the existing possibilities of cooperation known and to strengthen 
the potential of voluntary helpers and staff members, both quantitatively 
and qualitatively.

It has already been said that the Movement could not fulfill its humanita
rian mission without the cooperation of professional staff members, with
out the element of (voluntary) “professionalism”. This factor has been in 
evidence for a long time, but becomes increasingly important. The ICRC 
can only do its legal-diplomatic work and exercise its protection and 
assistance in that it has engaged full-time numerous staff members at the 
Geneva headquarters and within the more than 50 delegations in the field. 
The Federation also has many full-time staff members at its secretariat in 
Geneva and as delegates on mission. The National Societies employ 
thousands of full-time persons at their headquarters and in their decen
tralized sections, be it in administration and social welfare, be it in the 
tracing service, in the blood donor service, in schools of nursing and 
hospitals, in the homes for children, old people and the handicapped, in the 
rescue service and the transport of the sick. For relief actions abroad 
specialised personnel are as a rule engaged ad hoc.

The advantages of professional full-time work within the Red Cross and 
Red Crescent are just as evident as the advantages of spare-time and 
voluntary cooperation. The professional staff members - doctors, lawyers, 
economists, nurses, therapists, technicians, personnel for administration 
and public relations, etc. - ensure a permanent presence and a regular 
intensive cooperation corresponding to their professional qualifications. 
The faithful staff member in addition ensures stability and continuity in the 
administration and leadership of the institutions. It is also important that 
the element of “professionalism” gives backing and effectiveness to the 
element of “voluntary service”. Professional staff members organise the 
work of the “volunteers”, cooperate in their introduction, briefing and 
education, prepare meetings and encounters and assume the necessary 
follow-up, for example the implementation of decisions.

As both categories of staff members - the spare-time and voluntary 
workers on the one hand and the professionals on the other - are essential 
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for the work of the Red Cross and Red Crescent, it would be wrong to 
speak about a hierarchy and put one or other category at a higher or lower 
level. It would also be out of place to expect an attitude of humanity more 
from “volunteers” than from “professionals”. It is important to have 
mutual appreciation and recognition and harmonious cooperation. It is 
decisive that all know about the noble aim of the Movement and are willing 
to serve the common cause unselfishly. Unselfishness does not mean 
renouncing from correct social and from human treatment on the part of 
the staff members of the Red Cross and Red Crescent, but rather setting 
aside egoistic motives by service in the cause and service in aid of the 
endangered and suffering individual. Unselfish service can lead to deep 
internal satisfaction and thereby to a reward going beyond material values 
or external recognition.43

b. The selfless nature of the help and work given

The principle of “voluntary service” comprises - apart from the element of 
free choice about belonging to the Movement and cooperating within it - 
the element of “disinterestedness” of the help given and of the work done 
by “volunteers” and professional staff members. For the institutions of the 
Red Cross and Red Crescent and for their members, helpers and staff 
disinterestedness signifies that in the fulfillment of their humanitarian task 
they do not pursue their own inappropriate interests, and seek their own 
benefit and advantage, but exclusively serve the goals of the Movement. 
The goals of the Movement are protection and assistance for those who 
suffer and are endangered. All resources and energies are to be directed 
towards these goals. The components of the Movement have a trusteeship 
function·, they administer and use the resources assigned to them in the 
interests of people who need protection and assistance.

Unselfish intervention for the mitigation and prevention of human suf
fering may on the other hand not signify that the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent institutions and those working within them should not pay due 
attention to their self-preservation and self-affirmation. Disinterestedness 
is not to be compared to self-renunciation and self-sacrifice, which would 
not be of service to the humanitarian cause, at least on a long-term basis. 
Disinterestedness however demands abstention from interests and advan-

43 Max Huber said “Rotkreuzarbeit ist Dienen und nur Dienen. Weder Anfechtung noch 
Ansehen und Dank dürfen in Betracht kommen”; and Jean Pictet wrote: “The true Red 
Cross worker will efface himself as he confronts the work to be done, and his deeds will 
often be hidden, for he will learn that to climb up on the pedestal of useless recognition 
means to lower himself on the scale of real values. The glory of the Red Cross consists 
above all of unknown acts of heroism.” (“The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross; 
Commentary”, p. 80)
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tages which are not justified by the cause and task. The following may 
perhaps come into consideration: the use of assigned funds not in line with 
the purpose for which they have been earmarked, excessive piling up of 
funds and resources without paying heed to urgent relief tasks, the granting 
of financial advantages to members or staff which are factually not jus
tified, and in general a “profit motive” going beyond the necessary provi
sions and beyond a justified reward for the work done.

The principle of “unselfishness” and also the principles of “humanity” 
and “impartiality” lead on logically to the principle of “free service" in 
respect of the help given. To enable the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement to give support to all, especially those without means and those 
in need, protection and assistance must in principle be given free, that is to 
say without any material reward. Unselfishness is especially important 
where the components of the Movement give their attention to actual 
“victims”, victims of conflicts, disturbances and disasters, meaning people 
who have been deprived or cut off from resources, for example prisoners 
and internees, the homeless and hungry, refugees and deportees.

There are other conditions for particular areas of the humanitarian work 
of National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in time of peace. It 
should be in line with the principle of “unselfishness” if a National Society 
sells its services and the products of its blood transfusion service, if an 
invoice is made out for a stay in a Red Cross hospital or if participation in a 
nursing course calls for the payment of a fee. In developed countries there 
are social insurances, making it possible for most receivers of Red Cross or 
Red Crescent services to make payment for them. On the other hand, the 
financial demands of a National Society must not go beyond the covering of 
its own costs and the formation of an absolutely necessary reserve because 
making “profits” is not allowed. In addition urgent assistance - such as the 
air transport of an accident victim or a blood transfusion - may not be 
declined if reimbursement cannot be made for lack of funds.

The unselfishness of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent does not 
prevent the institutions from observing and applying principles of provi
dence, efficient management and social justice. Providence comprises 
inter alia setting aside reserves to permit the continuation of activities even 
if receipts are reduced. Efficient management calls for suitable buildings 
and equipment permitting rational work. In addition a Red Cross or Red 
Crescent institution may be an employer respecting the legitimate means of 
its staff members and paying appropriate salaries and providing the cus
tomary social security. All these measures must in the final analysis serve 
the goal of the Movement, mainly the effective fulfillment of its humanita
rian mission.

Does the unselfishness require the components of the Movement to hide 
their light under a bushel and do their work in silence and secrecy? The 
modern world of communications and of mass media excludes such a 
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policy. It is also inappropriate as only sufficient publicity can secure the 
necessary material means and the recruitment of “volunteers” and profes
sional staff members. Public relations are today essential. They must be all
embracing, accurate and attractive, but not ostentatious, arrogant or even 
misleading. They must not require excessive expenditure as this would run 
counter to unselfishness and be to the detriment of humanitarian work.

E Unity

“There can be only one Red Cross or one Red Crescent Society in any one 
country. It must be open to all. It must carry on its humanitarian work 
throughout its territory”.

The principle of “Unity” comprises three elements: only one National Red 
Cross or Red Crescent Society in the relevant country; the openness of the 
Society in the sense of non-discrimination when recruiting members, hel
pers and staff; the universality of the humanitarian work within the national 
borders. It is clear that the word “unity” only partly expresses the content 
of the principle. The word “unity” is in addition often used in another 
sense, mainly in the sense of the solidarity and union of the International 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement.44

a. The existance of one National Society in each country

Already in the resolutions of the 1863 Conference it was laid down that 
(only) one national relief society should be formed in each country for the 
support of the army medical services. This society can be divided into (local 
and regional) “sections”, but must form a whole and come under a central 
directing body. These basic elements were later defined in greater detail in 
resolutions of International Conferences of the Red Cross, in particular in 
those which lay down the conditions for the recognition of National 
Societies by the ICRC (here see Chapter II, 2, B). The conditions for 
recognition valid today are laid down in Article 4 of the Statutes of the 
Movement of 1986 from which it emerges:
- that the word “country” is to be understood as the territory of an 

44 In respect of the following comments see the writings of Jean Pictet and in particular: “Re
appraisal of the Role of the Red Cross, Final Report: An Agenda for Red Cross” by 
Donald D. Tansley and “National Red Cross Societies and Health and Welfare” by Pierre 
M. Dorolle, Geneva 1975; Richard Perruchoud, “Resolutions of International Con
ferences of the Red Cross”, Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva 1975 and “International 
Responsibilities of National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies”, Henry Dunant 
Institute, Geneva 1982.
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independent State “where the Geneva Convention for the Amelioration 
of the Condition of the Wounded and Sick in Armed Forces in the Field 
is in force”

- that in such a State only one National Red Cross or Red Crescent Society 
can be recognised and that this Society be directed by a central body 
which shall alone represent it in its dealings with other components of the 
Movement.

The requirement fixed from the beginning that in each country there 
should be only one National Red Cross Society and that this Society be 
directed by a central body and be represented by this body externally has a 
two-fold reason. The National Society, which can and should divide itself 
into partial and subordinate associations should be formed and active 
according to uniform principles and guidelines and thereby constitute a 
unity. The National Society should be part of an international movement 
and initiate and maintain relations with other components of the Move
ment (ICRC, National Societies and later also the Federation). The 
assumption of external relations, such as the representation of a National 
Society at a Red Cross conference, must also be uniform and therefore 
come within the competence of a central body. This uniformity and unity, 
both internally and externally, are absolutely essential in the interests of 
the effectiveness and credibility of the National Society.

The required internal uniformity and unity must not stand in the way of a 
decentralized structure of the National Society or a comparatively flexible 
relationship of the National Society with similar organizations. As men
tioned before, the division into local and regional “sections” was already 
foreseen in 1863 and has since then been put into practice by virtually all 
National Societies (see the following section c and Chapter II, 2, C). In 
addition many Societies came into being through the amalgamation of 
independent associations, where within the framework of the National 
Society these associations are and continue to be accorded a given measure 
of autonomy. There are also National Societies, which have integrated or 
affiliated organizations with humanitarian goals, whereby these organiza
tions - while keeping extensive independence - became a part of the 
Society and gained the right to use the sign of the Red Cross or the Red 
Crescent. Such solutions are however only in conformity with the principle 
of unity if the central body of the National Society can in major questions 
get its way with incorporated or affiliated organizations and especially 
ensure that the Principles of the Movement and the rules for the use of the 
name and sign of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent are strictly 
observed.45

45 The Statutes of the Swiss Red Cross (SRC) of 22 Novemebr 1986 provide that “des 
organisations accomplissant des tâches humanitaires conformes aux principes de la Croix- 
Rouge” join the SRC as a whole on the basis of an admission agreement and then take on
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If in a single country there may be only one National Red Cross or Red 
Crescent Society the Geneva Conventions of 1949 provide nevertheless 
that other “voluntary aid societies” or “humanitarian organizations” may 
exist and may be recognized by the government of their country or by a 
party participating in a conflict and be empowered to support the army 
medical service or carry out relief activities in aid of prisoners of war or 
protected civilian persons.46 Although the National Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies are mentioned separately several times and named (see 
in particular Article 26 of the First Convention and Article 81 of Additional 
Protocol I), they are not accorded monopoly status. Under given circum
stances they are active alongside other recognized and empowered aid 
societies or humanitarian organizations.47

b. The National Society recruits its members, helpers and staff openly 
and without discrimination

Whereas the principle of “unity” simply states that a National Red Cross or 
Red Crescent Society must be open to all, the conditions for the recogni
tion of National Societies by the ICRC (Article 4 of the Statutes of the 
Movement of 1986) specify that a Society must “recruit its voluntary 
members and its staff without consideration of race, sex, class, religion or 
political opinions”. Thereby discrimination is prohibited which in its ethical 
content corresponds to the principles of “humanity” and “impartiality”. As 
“nationality” as a criterion for non-discrimination - in contrast to the 
principle of “impartiality” - is not mentioned, it is left to the discretion of 
the National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies whether or not they 
want to engage or admit foreigners as members, helpers or staff. If a 
National Society is also open to foreigners - full in line with the interna
tional character of the Movement and today’s mixture of nationalities - the 
prohibition of discrimination must also apply to this category of persons.48

The fact that National Societies are broadly open to all sections of the 
community, to minorities and to foreigners who have taken up their 
domicile in the country cannot mean that every person who so requests 
must be accepted and that there is an individual claim to admission. Every

the position of a “corporate member”. Corporate members of the SRC are for example the 
Federation of Samaritans, the Flight Rescue Service, the Water Safety Society, the Army 
Medical Association and the Civil Defence Association.

46 See Article 26 of the First Convention, Article 125 of the Third Convention, Articles 63 
and 142 of the Fourth Convention and Article 81 of Additional Protocol I.

47 Alongside the British Red Cross Society the Order of St. John is recognised in England as a 
relief society in the sense of Article 26 of the First Geneva Convention.

48 According to The Conditions for Recognition of National Societies adopted by the XVIIth 
International Conference of the Red Cross (Stockholm 1948) the prohibition of discrimi
nation referred solely to the citizens of the relevant country. 
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association has the right - through its General Assembly or Board of 
Directors - to have checked whether a person applying for admission is 
suitable and capable of complying with the duties of membership and 
contributing to the fulfillment of the goals of the association. This check 
plays a small role in the case of members who only pay, but must be strict 
and serious if it is a question of helpers or members of bodies with clearly 
defined tasks and responsibilities. Applications for professional work, 
mainly employment under a service contract, must be checked in still 
greater detail. Here knowledge and ability and character must be decisive.

The requirement that a National Red Cross or Red Crescent Society 
must be open to all, abstain from discrimination when recruiting members, 
helpers and staff is directed at the goal of anchoring the National Societies 
in broad sections of the community and in all parts of the country and 
making it a personal issue for the whole population. A National Society 
may not be the exclusive affair of a given section of the community, a 
religious group or a political party, but it must call on people of all 
orientations, sections of the community and parts of the country, people 
who are willing and in a position to promote the efforts and work of the Red 
Cross and the Red Crescent49. This wide-ranging link with the population 
has no limitations other than that of the personal suitability of a person for 
a given task.

If a National Society is to be open to all, this openness certainly does not 
only apply to membership and participation in the work in different 
spheres and at different levels, but also to the democratic principle of 
participating in decision-taking. It would run counter to the idea of human
ity and the concept of equality of human beings, if all were admitted to 
membership and participation in the work with the power of decision only 
within the competence of the privileged few. It is in the nature of the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Movement that it comes to the aid not only of all 
those who suffer and are endangered, but accords to all members, helpers 
and staff suitable rights to participate in decision-taking. The division of 
virtually all Societies into local and regional sections creates specially 
favourable conditions for wide-ranging participation in decision-taking.

49 Jean Pictet writes: “... the Red Cross must be organised on popular lines. It is not an 
organization run by the privileged few for the benefit of the outcasts of fortune, by one 
class on behalf of another. Every human being should have the right to give and not merely 
to receive. The Red Cross must therefore draw its members from all classes and its leaders 
must be able to come from any milieu”. (“Red Cross Principles”, Geneva 1956, p. 129).
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c. The extension of humanitarian activities 
throughout the whole national territory

The requirement that a National Red Cross or Red Crescent Society 
should carry out its humanitarian activities in the whole territory of the State 
is a logical follow-up to the “singleness” of the National Society in the 
relevant country. This requirement - also contained in the conditions for 
the recognition of National Societies - is however also based on the 
principles of “humanity” and “impartiality”, which demand general and 
universal humanitarian action of National Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies in their countries. Here it is not only a question of general 
geographical universality but also of the factual one: in principle, a 
National Society should fulfill its tasks everywhere and in all parts of the 
country, tasks assigned to it by the Statutes of the Movement and its own 
Statutes (here see Chapter II, 2, E). Discrimination, that is to say making a 
distinction to the relevant people’s disadvantage or un-factual reasoning is 
not allowed. Making a difference and adjusting the action for factual 
reasons, that is to say out of consideration for other special needs is 
permitted and even required. The activities of a National Society in a large 
town will in many respects be different from those in mountainous regions. 
The work in industrial zones will in part differ from the work in sparsely 
populated areas where agriculture predominates.

As already mentioned, the presence of a National Society in the whole 
territory of the State is ensured through the formation of local and regional 
sections. Sections facilitate the recruitment of members and helpers on a 
broad basis and the adjustment of humanitarian action to specific needs. In 
many countries the network of sections is however not as compact and 
solid. There are fissures and gaps, a veritable no-mans land. Such weak 
points must be remedied through purposeful development activities and 
urgent needs which may arise in the event of a disaster must be covered 
through the intervention of the central body or neighbouring sections. The 
universality of the humanitarian action can also be ensured in case of major 
disasters through international assistance.

G. Universality

‘'"The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, in which all 
Societies have equal status and share equal responsibilities and duties in 
helping each other, is worldwide".

The principle of “universality” comprises three elements: the worldwide 
character and thereby the universal work of the Movement; the equal 
status and equal responsibilities of National Societies; the duty of all
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National Societies to help each other and thereby exercise international 
solidarity. The term “universality” accordingly means “universalness”, 
“all-round character” and “omnipresence”. These goals should be attained 
by National Societies of equal status which are equally bound to help each 
other.

a. A worldwide Movement

As mentioned before (in particular in Chapter II, Section 2) the worldwide 
character of the Red Cross Movement is already prefigured in the resolu
tions of the Geneva Conference of 1863: each country shall have a national 
society to give support to the army medical services. The societies “may 
meet in international assemblies to communicate the results of their experi
ence and to agree on measures to be taken in the interest of the work”. In 
the 1863 resolutions it is also provided that the relief societies of “bellige
rent nations” may call for assistance with aid for the wounded, on the 
societies of “neutral countries”.

The universality of the Movement is closely related to the universality of 
international humanitarian law. A National Red Cross or Red Crescent 
Society may only be recognised by the ICRC if it has been formed on the 
territory of a State where the First Geneva Convention is in force and if in 
addition it was previously recognized by the government of the relevant 
country on the basis of the Geneva Conventions as a voluntary relief 
society. For the universality of the Movement it is therefore of decisive 
importance that the Geneva Conventions are open agreements to which all 
States or powers can adhere.50

The universality of the Movement is not only to be regarded from the 
geographical aspect in the sense of worldwide expansion and roots. The 
expansion to all States and the whole territory of the States must be 
effected in compliance with the principles of the Movement and the condi
tions for the recognition of National Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies, so that the identity of the Movement is preserved and that both 
ideally and factually it has a universal character. When National Societies 
are founded, recognized and further developed, it is the duty of the ICRC 
and the Federation to promote the aspect of internal universality and place 
due emphasis on the realisation of the Red Cross idea, above all the idea of 
unconditional and unrestricted humanity and all-sided non-discriminatory 
assistance.

In the first place National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies have 
the duty to work in their respective State territory for the population living 

50 Here see final provisions of the four Conventions of 1949 and of the two Additional
Protocols of 1977.
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there. As many Societies are still in process of development and are not yet 
in a position - within their national borders - to fulfill all the statutory tasks 
in the sense of the principles of the Movement, their activities in aid of 
other Societies in the framework of international solidarity are often still 
on a small scale. It is all the more necessary and important that - alongside 
the at present 153 National Societies - there are international institutions of 
the Red Cross and Red Crescent in the form of the ICRC and the Federa
tion, which carry out their protection, assistance and development 
activities beyond all national borders and virtually everywhere, which close 
gaps and remedy weaknesses and are thereby enabled to give strong 
support to the worldwide character of the Movement.

b. All National Societies have equal rights

In the “Summary of the Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross”, which 
the ICRC introduced into its Statutes on 1921 the principles of “impartial
ity” and “independence” are supplemented by two further principles with 
the following wording: “the universality of the Red Cross and the equality 
of the members composing it”. The stipulation of the equality of National 
Societies (the term “members” here signifies National Societies) was at the 
time of importance because the recently founded Federation of Red Cross 
Societies was at the beginning only open to the Societies of those countries, 
which had in the First World War formed part “of the allied powers” and 
because it in addition gave privileged status to the Societies of the five main 
victorious powers, here following the example of the League of Nations.51 
This arrangement - which ran counter to the Red Cross idea - was however 
soon given up and in 1952 equal status - contained in the “summary” - was 
included in the Statutes of the International Red Cross. In the principles of 
the Red Cross and Red Crescent of 1965/1986 it is laid down that within the 
Movement all National Societies have equal status and share equal respon
sibilities and duties . This equal status is confirmed in the Statutes of the 
Movement of 1986 through the provision that in the International Confer
ence of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent all delegations have equal 
rights expressed by a single vote, namely the delegations of National 
Societies, of the ICRC and of the Federation just like the delegations of the 
States parties to the Geneva Conventions (Article 9). With each having 
one vote National Societies are also, on an equal footing in the Council of 
Delegates of the Movement (Article 13). Finally the Constitution of the 
Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies of 1987 lays down that 
the member Societies of the General Assembly each have one vote (Article 
11).

51 See Jean Pictet, “Red Cross Principles”, Geneva 1956, p.133.
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The presentation of National Societies in Chapter II, Section 2, brings 
out that they are in many respects similar but in many respects also 
dissimilar. Similar is their character as Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies as a result of their recognition by the ICRC on the basis of clearly 
defined conditions and in particular as they are bound to the principles of 
the Movement. Dissimilar however are the number of members and the 
size of the staff, the financial capacity and other material means, the type 
and scope of numerous activities. Societies are big, of medium size and 
small, advanced and less developed, of heavy and light weight. Just as with 
people and with States the actual differences and the range between the 
weaker and the stronger ones are very great.

The fact that despite all differences, National Societies have equal status 
and rights has three reasons. Firstly the equality of National Societies is a 
follow-up to the equality of States, which has been in evidence for some 
considerable time in international law and State practice. In the Charter of 
the United Nations it is laid down that the organization is based on the 
principle of sovereign equality of all members and that every member State 
has one vote in the General Assembly52. If in the world of States, where 
military and economic power are decisive factors, the principle of equality 
could come to the fore - at least on the level of law and, it is true, with 
deviations and limitations - this is all the more relevant to the Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement, where the human being, the one who gives 
and the one who receives, the strong one and the weak one, are at the focal 
point. The equality of people and especially also the equality with regard to 
suffering, justifies and explains the equality and equal rights of National 
Societies.

In the final analysis the equality and equal rights of National Societies 
are also based on their independence. It would be irreconcilable with 
independence of National Societies demanded in the principles of the 
Movement, if the voting powers of Societies in bodies of the Movement 
were graduated or if the claims of individual Societies to seats and positions 
were legally fixed and if as a result the majority of Societies came under the 
domination of a minority of strong and big Societies.

However the reality of life - and this applies above all to the world of 
States - provides a different picture in many cases. Often the legal, formal 
and sometimes felt as abstract equality is outmanoeuvered or bypassed by 
the actual inequality or by the power of the factual. In the world of States a 

52 The Charter of the United Nations runs counter in one important respect to the principle of 
the sovereign equality of all members. In Article 23 it is laid down that five member states 
of the UN, namely China, France, the USSR, Great Britain and the USA - in other words, 
the main victorious powers of the Second World War - are permanent members of the 
Security Council and as such have the right to veto with regard to decisions which do not 
concern procedure. Given states are also given a privileged status in individual specialised 
agencies of the United Nations and in other inter-governmental organizations.
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powerful state has more to say than a weak one. In the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement the strong and experienced Society has a greater 
influence than the one which is still weak and inexperienced. These 
realities may be quite definitely in the interest of the cause involved and 
may mean a correction of merely formal and sometimes also misused 
equality. On the other hand, the powerful and strong should not use their 
influence to weaken and in the final analysis eliminate the ideal of equality, 
which stems from justice. The strong should respect the weak in their 
equality and help them to achieve equal status.

c. The duty of solidarity

According to the principle of “universality” National Societies have the 
duty “of helping each other”. The ninth condition for recognition requires 
National Societies to cooperate with the components of the Movement 
(ICRC, Federation and National Societies) and participate in the solidarity 
which unites them (Article 4 of the Statutes of the Movement). Article 3 of 
the Statutes lays down that internationally National Societies should give 
assistance to victims of armed conflicts, natural disasters and other 
emergencies within the limits of their resources. This assistance is coordi
nated and provided by the relevant National Societies, the ICRC or the 
Federation.53

In addition National Societies should contribute to the development of 
those sister Societies, which need support and ask for it. Article 3 mentions 
that the goal of development cooperation - calling for participation within 
the bounds of the possibilities - is to strengthen the Movement as a whole.

The presentation of the work of the ICRC, Federation and National 
Societies in Chapter II brings out that solidarity between “sister Societies” 
in the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, often felt to be a “family”, 
is no empty word. International assistance in the case of armed conflicts 
and disorders and in the event of natural and other disasters has in the last 
fifty years taken on considerable proportions and also achieved a high level 
from the point of view of quality. The cooperation for development within 
the Movement has also made progress in general,even it remains to weak 
compared to the great needs. The encouraging strengthening of solidarity 
transcending borders is due to the well planned and excellently coordi
nated interventions of the ICRC and the Federation and the powerful 
commitment of a large number of National Societies. The achieved mea
sure of solidarity may however also be ascribed to the generous willingness 
to donate of governments and people running into millions who either 
directly or through the media are informed of emergencies and urgent 

53 For further details see Chapter II, Section 4.
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needs in all parts of the world and are thereby motivated to help. Finally 
the cooperation between the components of the Movement and other 
organizations with humanitarian goals at the national and international 
levels has gained in importance and positive affect. This will be studied in 
detail in Chapter VI.
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Chapter IV

INTERNATIONAL HUMANITARIAN LAW*

1. Law and war: introductory comments on international 
humanitarian law, past and present

International humanitarian law is a branch of the law of nations, or interna
tional law. That law governs relations between members of the interna
tional community, namely States. International law is supranational, and 
its fundamental rules are binding on all States. Its goals are to maintain 
peace, to protect the human being in a just order, and to promote social 
progress in freedom.1

International humanitarian law- also called the law of armed conflict and 
previously known as the law of war - is a special branch of law governing 
situations of armed conflict - in a word, war. International humanitarian 
law seeks to mitigate the effects of war, first in that it limits the choice of 
means and methods of conducting military operations, and secondly in that 
it obliges the belligerents to spare persons who do not or no longer parti
cipate in hostile actions.

Today, at the end of the 20th century, can this still be considered to be a 
meaningful or legitimate goal?

War is characterized by outbursts of primitive, raw violence. When 
States cannot or will not settle their disagreements or differences by means 
of peaceful discussion, weapons are suddenly made to speak. War inevit
ably results in immeasurable suffering among people and in severe damage 
to objects. War is by definition evil, as the Nuremberg Tribunal set forth in

* By Hans-Peter Gasser, Doctor of Laws, Legal Adviser, ICRC.
- translated from German by Sheila Fitzgerald and Susan Mutti.

1 See Preamble to the Charter of the United Nations.
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its judgment of the major war criminals of the Second World War. No one 
could presently wish to justify war for its own sake.

Yet, States continue to wage wars, and groups still take up weapons 
when they have lost hope of just treatment at the hands of the government. 
And no one would condemn a war waged, for example, by a small State 
protecting itself against an attack on its independence (“war of aggres
sion”) or by a people rebelling against a tyrannical regime.

Law and war? Can the law help States settle their conflicts (which are 
inevitable in any man-made order) peacefully, i.e. without loss of life or 
material damage? In other words, can the law help prevent war? Another 
question: in cases where war could not have been prevented, is it then the 
role of the law to concern itself with that war and its consequences, and 
thereby to give the war, as some maintain, an aura of respectability? Is the 
law of any value on the battlefield or in prison cells? Or was Cicero right 
when he sceptically said, “Laws are silent amidst the clash of arms”?

Our first task is to answer some of these questions to avoid misunder
standings.2 Only then can we consider the existing system of international 
humanitarian law.

A. Humanitarian law and the prohibition of use of force

The starting point for any discussion of jus in bello is the means offered to 
States under contemporary international law for the peaceful settlement of 
conflicts without recourse to the use of force. The Charter of the United 
Nations prohibits war; it even prohibits the threat to use force against the 
territorial integrity or political independence of any State.3 States are to 
settle their differences in all circumstances by peaceful means. A State 
which attempts to use force against another State to achieve its ends 
contravenes international law and commits an aggressive act, even when it 
is apparently in the right.

The UN Charter does not, however, impair the right of a State to resort 
to force in the exercise of its right to self-defence.4 The same holds true for 
third-party States who come to the aid of the State being attacked (right of 

2 For general information on the whys and wherefores of international humanitarian law see: 
Michael Walzer, Just and Unjust Wars, New York, 1977; Marie-Françoise Furet, Jean- 
Claude Martinez and Henri Dorandeu, La guerre et le droit, Paris, 1979; Geoffrey Best, 
Humanity in Warfare, London, 1980; William V. O’Brien, The Conduct of Just and Limited 
War, New York, 1981; Jean Pictet, Development and Principles of Humanitarian Law, 
Dordrecht/Geneva 1985.

3 “All Members shall refrain in their international relations from the threat or use of force 
against the territorial integrity or political independence of any state, or in any other manner 
inconsistent with the Purposes of the United Nations.” Charter of the United Nations, 
Article 2, para. 4.

4 Charter, Article 51.
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collective self-defence). Finally, the United Nations may order military or 
non-military action to restore peace.5

Thus, war is prohibited under existing international law, with the excep
tion of the right of every State to defend itself against attack.

The fact that international humanitarian law deals with war does not 
mean that it lays open to doubt the general prohibition of war. The 
Preamble to Additional Protocol I to the Geneva Conventions puts the 
relationship between the prohibition of war and international humanita
rian law as follows:

“Proclaiming their earnest wish to see peace prevail among peoples, 
Recalling that every State has the duty, in conformity with the Charter of 
the United Nations, to refrain in its international relations from the 
threat or use of force...,
Believing it necessary nevertheless to reaffirm and develop the provi
sions protecting the victims of armed conflicts and to supplement 
measures intended to reinforce their application,
Expressing their conviction that nothing in this Protocol or in the 
Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949 can be construed as legitimizing 
or authorizing any act of aggression or any other use of force inconsistent 
with the Charter of the United Nations...”

International humanitarian law quite simply stands mute on whether a 
State may or may not have recourse to the use of force. It does not itself 
prohibit war, rather it refers the question of the right to resort to force to 
the constitution of the international community of States as contained in 
the United Nations Charter. International humanitarian law acts on 
another plane: it is applicable whenever an armed conflict actually breaks 
out, no matter for what reason. Only facts matter; the reasons for the 
fighting are of no interest. In other words, international humanitarian law 
is ready to step in, the prohibition of the use of force notwithstanding, 
whenever war breaks out, whether or not there is any justification for that 
war.

A look at the recent past and at the present reveals how often war has 
been waged between States - even though international law prohibits the 
use of force. The following situations have arisen:
- One State attacks another: it has committed a forbidden act of aggres

sion against another State.
- A State defends itself against an aggressor, exercising its right of self- 

defence. It can be backed by a third State (collective self-defence).
- The UN can decide on collective armed action when a member, in 

breach of its duty under the UN Charter, threatens or breaches the peace 
or commits an act of aggression.

5 Charter, Chapter VII, in particular Articles 41 and 42.
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Last but not least, an armed conflict can occur inside a country. It is then 
known as civil war. Since this is considered to be an internal State matter, 
the general prohibition of war does not cover what is often the especially 
bloody fighting of civil wars.

Clearly, therefore, international humanitarian law is also an essential 
part of the order of peace as set forth in the Charter of the United Nations. 
The international community cannot, therefore, allow itself to neglect 
international humanitarian law.

International humanitarian law is part of universal international law 
whose purpose it is to forge and ensure peaceful relations between peop
les. It makes a substantial contribution to the maintenance of peace in 
that it promotes humanity in time of war. It aims to prevent - or at least to 
hinder - mankind’s decline to a state of complete barbarity. From this 
point of view, respect for international humanitarian law helps lay the 
foundations on which a peaceful settlement can be built once the conflict 
is over. The chances for a lasting peace are much better if a feeling of 
mutual trust can be maintained between the belligerents during the war. 
By respecting the basic rights and dignity of man, the belligerents help 
maintain that trust. Once it is clear, moreover, that international 
humanitarian law helps pave the road to peace, no further proof of its 
legitimacy is required.

The way is now open for the presentation of contemporary international 
humanitarian law, its history, principles and contents.

B. A glance at the history of humanitarian law

It is hardly possible to find documentary evidence of when and where the 
first legal rules of a humanitarian nature emerged,6 and it would be even 
more difficult to name the “creator” of international humanitarian law. 
For everywhere that confrontation between tribes, clans, the followers of 
a leader or other forerunners of the State did not result in a fight to the 
finish, rules arose (often quite unawares) for the purpose of limiting the 
effects of the violence. Such rules, the precursors of present-day inter
national humanitarian law, are to be found in all cultures. More often 
than not they are embodied in the major literary works of the culture (for 
example, the Indian epic Mahabharata'), in religious books (such as the 
Bible or the Koran) or in rules on the art of war (the rules of Manu or the 
Japanese code of behaviour, the bushido). In the European Middle Ages,

6 See also Chapter I, Section 1.
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the knights of chivalry adopted strict rules on fighting, not least for their 
own protection. The notion of chivalry has survived to this day. It was not 
uncommon for the parties to conflicts to reach agreements on the fate of 
prisoners: these were the predecessors of our modern multilateral agree
ments. Such rules also existed and still exist in cultures with no written 
heritage.

In short, powerful lords and religious figures, wise men and warlords 
from all continents have since time immemorial attempted to limit the 
consequences of war by means of generally binding rules.

The achievements of 19th century Europe must be viewed against this 
rich historical background. Today’s universal and for the most part written 
international humanitarian law can be traced directly back to two persons, 
both of whom were marked by a traumatic experience of war: Henry 
Dunant1 and Francis Lieber.7 8 At almost the same time, but apparently 
without knowing of each other’s existence, Dunant and Lieber made 
essential contributions to the concept and contents of contemporary inter
national humanitarian law. It in no way detracts from the importance of 
their contributions, however, to say that these two major figures did not 
invent protection for the victims of war. Rather, they expressed an old idea 
in a form adapted to the times.

Dunant and Lieber both built on an idea put forward by Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau in The Social Contract, which appeared in 1762: “War is in no 
way a relationship of man with man but a relationship between States, in 
which individuals are only enemies by accident, not as men, but as 
soldiers...”. Rousseau continued, logically, that soldiers may only be 
fought as long as they themselves are fighting. Once they lay down 
their weapons “they again become mere men”. Their lives must be 
spared.9

Rousseau thus summed up the basic principle underlying international 
humanitarian law, i.e. that the purpose of a bellicose attack may never be 
to destroy the enemy physically. In so doing he lays the foundation for the 
distinction to be made between members of a fighting force, the combat
ants, on the one hand, and the remaining citizens of an enemy State, the 
civilians not participating in the conflict, on the other. The use of force is 
permitted only against the former, since the purpose of war is to overcome 
enemy armed forces, not to destroy an enemy nation. But force may be 
used against individual soldiers only so long as they put up resistance. Any 
soldier laying down his arms, or obliged to do so because of injury, is no 
longer an enemy and may therefore, to use the terms of the contemporary 
law of armed conflict, no longer be the target of a military operation. It is in 

7 See Chapter 1, Section 4, for Dunant’s life story.
8 See Richard Shelly Hartigan, Lieber’s Code and the Laws of War, Chicago, 1983.
9 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, A Treatise on the Social Contract, Book I, Chap. IV.
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any case pointless to take revenge on a simple soldier, as he cannot be held 
personally responsible for the conflict.

The intellectual foundation for the rebirth of international humanita
rian law in the 19th century was therefore laid. Henry Dunant could build 
on it. In his book, A Memory of Solferino, he did not dwell so much on 
the fact that wounded soldiers were mistreated or defenceless people 
killed. He was deeply shocked by the absence of any form of help for the 
wounded and dying. He therefore proposed two practical measures cal
ling for direct action: an international agreement on the neutralization of 
medical personnel in the field, and the creation of a permanent organiza
tion for practical assistance to the war wounded. The first led to the 
adoption in 1864 of the initial Geneva Convention; the second saw the 
founding of the Red Cross.10 Only the first is of interest to us in the 
present context.

C. Protection of war victims through law

The Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded in 
Armies in the Field (of 22 August 1864) lays the legal groundwork for the 
activities of army medical units on the battlefield.11 Because they were 
neutralized, their immunity from attack could be upheld: medical units and 
personnel may be neither attacked nor hindered in the discharge of their 
duties. Equally, the local inhabitants may not be punished for assisting the 
wounded. The 1864 Convention made it clear that humanitarian work for 
the wounded and the dead, whether friend or foe, was consistent with the 
law of war. As everybody knows, it also introduced the sign of the red cross 
on a white ground for the identification of medical establishments and 
personnel.

It is interesting to note that in 1864 it apparently did not seem necessary 
to include in the Convention a provision generally protecting the wounded 
from ill-treatment. Rather, the Convention sets forth the conditions in 
which such protection can be offered. Legal scholars will be interested to 
note the special place of the 1864 Convention in the history of the law: it 
was part of a growing movement which started in the early 19th century to 
codify modern international law12.

The 1864 Convention was accepted in an exceedingly short time by all 

10 On the history of international law see Best and Pictet (footnote 2); Pierre Boissier, 
History of the International Committee of the Red Cross: from Solferino to Tsushima, 
Geneva, 1985; André Durand, History of the International Committee of the Red Cross: 
from Sarajevo to Hiroshima, Geneva, 1984; and Chapter I, Sections 3 and 4.

11 For the text of the Convention, see Annex, figure 2.
12 See Shabtai Rosenne, “Codification of international law”, in Bernhardt (ed.), Encyc

lopedia of Public International Law, Vol. 1 (1992), p. 632.
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the then independent States, and by the United States in 1882. In force for 
over forty years, it was revised in 1906 on the recommendation of the ICRC 
and on the basis of the experience of several wars. The First World War was 
a serious test for the law of Geneva, and resulted in a further revision in 
1929. Four years after the end of the Second World War the (First) Geneva 
Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded and Sick 
in Armed Forces in the Field (of 12 August 1949) was adopted. It is still in 
force and is therefore of interest to us in the context of the present study.

A Convention adopted at the 1899 Hague Peace Conference placed the 
victims of war at sea under the protection of the law of Geneva. A revised 
version of the Convention was adopted at the 1907 Hague Peace Confer
ence, and later became the present (Second) Geneva Convention for the 
Amelioration of the Condition of Wounded, Sick and Shipwrecked Mem
bers of Armed Forces at Sea (of 12 August 1949).

The above-mentioned Hague Peace Conferences examined another 
topic with a rich background in customary law: the treatment of prisoners 
of war. The 1899 and 1907 Conventions on the Laws and Customs of War on 
Land (with the annexed Hague Regulations) contained some provisions on 
the treatment of prisoners. On the basis of the experience of the First 
World War, one of the two 1929 Geneva Conventions consisted in fact in a 
Prisoner-of-War Code, which in turn was also developed after the Second 
World War. The (Third) Geneva Convention relative to the Treatment of 
Prisoners of War (of 12 August 1949) remains in force to this day.

In addition to the process set in motion by Henry Dunant and the ICRC 
to codify the rules for the protection of the wounded, the sick and soldiers 
who had fallen into enemy hands, there were developments on a second 
front. Those developments are linked to the name of the German immig
rant to America, Francis Lieber, and indirectly to that of the great 
Abraham Lincoln. President Lincoln asked Lieber, a lawyer, to put 
together a few rules on the conduct of war for the use of troops in the 
American Civil War. The resulting “Instructions for the Government of 
Armies of the United States in the Field” (General Orders No. 100), today 
usually referred to as the “Lieber Code”, were published in 1863.13 The 
manual contained rules covering all aspects of the conduct of war. The 
provisions of the Lieber Code were intended to influence the conduct of 
war with a view to preventing unnecessary suffering and to limiting the 
number of victims.

13 See Hartigan (footnote 8) and Schindier/Toman, No. 1.
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D. Rules on limits to warfare

Lieber’s work heralded two momentous developments. First, it set a 
precedent for subsequent military handbooks and instructions on the law 
of war. Secondly, it marked the starting point for the second series of 
developments in modern international humanitarian law, which saw the 
emergence of rules on the conduct of war itself. The first evidence of this 
was a short agreement, the 1868 Declaration of St. Petersburg, which 
prohibited the use of projectiles weighing less than 400 grammes.14 The 
Conference convened by the Russian Tsar in St. Petersburg was able, 
without fuss, to prohibit the use of a certain type of ammunition in view of 
the fact that such projectiles uselessly aggravated the suffering of disabled 
men or rendered their death inevitable. Since the purpose of military 
operations, i.e. to disable the greatest number of enemy soldiers, does not 
require the infliction of such horrendous wounds, the diplomatic represen
tatives were able to agree on the prohibition of the use of this type of 
projectile.

The St. Petersburg Declaration, as it is usually referred to, is important 
today not so much because of the actual prohibition as because of the 
considerations which resulted in that prohibition. As is explained in the 
Preamble, “the only legitimate object which States should endeavour to 
accomplish during war is to weaken the military forces of the enemy”. In 
eliminating the possibility of total war, the St. Petersburg Declaration 
lends added strength to the above-mentioned principle of the law of war, 
namely that the belligerents are obliged to limit the use of force in meeting 
a (legitimate) military objective.

Both Hague Peace Conferences which took place at the turn of the 
century then attempted to set broader international legal limits to means 
and methods of warfare. The most important result was the Hague Conven
tion No. IV of 18 October 1907 respecting the Laws and Customs of War on 
Land, and the annexed Hague Regulations. This Convention has a long 
history, shared by the Lieber Code, the St. Petersburg Declaration, the 
1874 Brussels Declaration, the Oxford Manual drafted in part by Gustave 
Moynier and published in 1880, and the Convention worked out by the first 
Hague Peace Conference in 1899.15 The Hague Regulations respecting the 
Laws and Customs of War on Land codified the law of war and contains in 
particular rules on the treatment of prisoners of war, on the conduct of 
military operations — with an especially important chapter on the “Means 
of Injuring the Enemy, Sieges and Bombardments” - and on occupied 
territory.

14 Declaration of St. Petersburg of 1868 to the Effect of Prohibiting the Use of Certain 
Projectiles in Wartime, Schindler/Toman, No. 9.

15 For the texts see Schindler/Toman.
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The preambular paragraphs to Hague Convention No. IV contain one 
sentence which alone makes that treaty one of signal importance. The 
Martens Clause, so called after the Russian representative, stipulates that 
in cases not covered by the rules of law, “the inhabitants and belligerents 
remain under the protection and the rule of the principles of the law of 
nations, as they result from the usages established by civilized peoples, 
from the laws of humanity, and the dictates of public conscience”. The 
Martens Clause constitutes a “legal safety-net”. Where there are loopholes 
in the rules of positive law, says the Martens Clause, then a solution based 
on basic humanitarian principles must be found.

The Regulations on the Laws and Customs of War on Land had to stand 
the test of two world wars. In its judgment of the major Nazi war criminals, 
the Nuremberg Tribunal considered that these Regulations had become 
part of international customary law and were therefore binding on all 
States.16 This remains true to this day.

The topics dealt with in the Hague Regulations were subsequently 
developed to varying degrees. The chapter on prisoners of war was taken 
up, as has already been mentioned, in the 1929 Geneva Convention, 
whereas the Fourth 1949 Geneva Convention developed the legal rules 
pertaining to occupied territory. The actual law of the conduct of hostilities 
was taken up in Additional Protocol I of 1977.

The Second Hague Peace Conference also examined war at sea and 
adopted several conventions on different aspects of the law of war at sea. 
They were and in some cases still are the source of the law applicable to the 
conduct of war at sea, the customary rules of which continue to evolve17. 
The Conference also went a step further than the St. Petersburg Declara
tion and prohibited certain types of weapons and munitions. Most impor
tantly, however, a conference convened by the League of Nations in 1925 
adopted the Protocol prohibiting the use of poisonous gases and bac
teriological methods of warfare. The prohibition of the use of poisonous 
gases in particular, which has become a rule of customary international law 
and is therefore binding on all States, has been an important factor in the 
struggle to ban inhumane weapons. At present, a comprehensive treaty on 
chemical weapons prohibits not only their use but also their development, 
production and stockpiling18.

We have examined the separate development of the laws of Geneva and 

16 Trial of the Major War Criminals Before the International Military Tribunal, Nuremberg, 
Vol. XXII, p. 497.

17 The law of war at sea is not discussed here. See D. P. O’Connell, The Influence of Law on 
Sea Power, Manchester, 1975; Yoram Dinstein, “Sea Warfare”, in Bernhardt (ed.), 
Encyclopedia of Public International Law, 1982, Vol. 4, pp. 201-212.

18 Geneva Protocol of 17 June 1925 for the Prohibition of the Use in War of Asphyxiating, 
Poisonous or Other Gases and of Bacteriological Methods of Warfare; and the Convention 
on the Prohibition of the Development, Production, Stockpiling and Use of Chemical 
Weapons and on their Destruction, of 13 January 1993
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of The Hague up to the major revision of international humanitarian law 
which took place subsequent to the disaster of the Second World War. Let 
us now go on to the later developments.

E. Sources of modern humanitarian law

On 12 August 1949, the representatives of the 48 States invited to Geneva 
by the Swiss Confederation (as the depositary of the Geneva Conventions) 
unanimously adopted four new conventions for the protection of the 
victims of war.19 These conventions were the result of lengthy consultation 
which the ICRC had undertaken on the strength of its experiences during 
the Second World War. They were the work not only of legal experts and 
military advisers, but also of representatives of the Red Cross movement. 
The four Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949 replaced the 1929 Con
ventions, and in part Hague Convention No. IV.

The first three Conventions cover well-known topics, namely protection 
of the wounded and sick, the shipwrecked and prisoners of war. The 
Fourth Geneva Convention, however, breaks new ground in that it pro
tects civilian persons who have fallen into enemy hands from arbitrary 
treatment and violence.20 Its most important section is that on occupied 
territories. The Fourth Geneva Convention is evidence that the interna
tional community had learned from failure, since it is common knowledge 
that the worst crimes during the Second World War were committed 
against civilian persons in occupied territory. The 1949 treaties also led to a 
further, extremely important development: the extension of the protection 
under humanitarian law to the victims of civil wars.21

In the ensuing years, the Geneva Conventions have become the most 
universal of international treaties: they are presently binding on 175 
States22 - with few exceptions the entire community of States.

The years after 1949 have not brought peace. Rather, the entire period 
has been characterized by countless conflicts. The decolonization of Africa 
and Asia was often achieved through violent clashes. In the struggle 
between the (materially) weak and the (militarily) strong, refuge was taken 
in methods of fighting which were hardly compatible with the traditional 
manner of waging war (guerrilla warfare). At the same time, an unlimited 
arms race led to the development of arsenals with weapon systems based on 
the latest technology. The use of such weapons, above all nuclear weapons, 

19 See Final Record of the Diplomatic Conference of Geneva of 1949, 3 vols.
20 See Section 3 below.
21 See Section 5 below.
22 As at 31 December 1992.
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would have inevitably pulled the rug out from under any principle of 
international humanitarian law.

But the second half of the 20th century has also been characterized by the 
triumph of human rights. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights,23 
the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Geno
cide,24 the Refugee Convention,25 the 1966 United Nations Human Rights 
Covenants26, and regional human rights treaties27, all have enhanced the 
protection by international law of individuals against abuse of power by 
governments and promoted individual well-being. International humanita
rian law could not and did not wish to remain indifferent to those changes. 
When one finally remembers that the 1949 Conventions almost completely 
pass over a very important point, namely the protection of the civilian 
population from the direct effects of hostilities, it is easy to understand why 
the ICRC, after much preparation, submitted two new draft treaties in the 
seventies to governments for discussion and adoption.28 The Diplomatic 
Conference on the Reaffirmation and Development of International 
Humanitarian Law Applicable in Armed Conflicts, held in Geneva from 
1974 to 1977, adopted the two Protocols additional to the Geneva Conven
tions on 8 June 1977.29 Protocol I contains new rules on international armed 
conflicts, Protocol II develops the rules of international humanitarian law 
governing non-international armed conflicts. The four 1949 Geneva Con
ventions remained unchanged, but were considerably supplemented by the 
Additional Protocols.

The Diplomatic Conference was attended by the representatives of 102 
States and several national liberation movements. Conflicting viewpoints 
and tension between the participants made the Conference an accurate 
reflection of an international community comprising all peoples. While it is 
a historical fact that international humanitarian law up to and including the 
1949 Conventions was based on European schools of thought, that can no 
longer be said of the 1977 Additional Protocols. Extra-European attitudes, 
other concerns and new priorities also influenced the texts, which 
nevertheless remain true to a universally accepted humanitarian goal. With 

23 Of 10 December 1948.
24 Of 9 December 1948.
25 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees, of 28 July 1951.
26 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and International Covenant on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, both of 16 December 1966 (see Chapter VII).
27 (European) Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, 

of 4 November 1950, with additional protocols; American Convention on Human Rights, 
22 November 1969; African Charter on Human and People’s Rights, June 1981.

28 On the role of the ICRC in the codification and development of international humanitarian 
law, see Chapter II, Section 1. B. a. cc.

29 See Official Records of the Diplomatic Conference on the Reaffirmation and Development 
of International Humanitarian Law Applicable in Armed Conflicts (Geneva 1974-1977), 17 
Vols. - George Aldrich, New life for the laws of war, 75 American Journal of International 
Law (1981), pp. 764-783.
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the Additional Protocols, international humanitarian law gained a foot
hold in the Third World.30

Both Protocols strengthen the protection of the defenceless to a consid
erable degree. Protocol I has been ratified by 119 States, and Protocol II by 
10931, allowing us to conclude that both are on the way to becoming 
universal international law, like the 1949 Geneva Conventions. They 
entered into force for the two initial contracting States on 7 December 1978 
and for every subsequent party six months after ratification or accession.

Protocol I brings together the laws of Geneva and of The Hague, which 
until then had developed separately. The view that it was not enough to 
assist the victims of hostilities finally triumphed. Rather, the law should set 
limits to military operations so that unnecessary suffering and damage can 
be avoided as much as possible. With the Fourth Geneva Convention on 
the protection of civilian persons and Protocol I, the law of Geneva moved 
a giant step closer to effective protection of the civilian population against 
the effects of war.

In addition to the two Additional Protocols, the years after 1949 saw 
further innovations in the protection under international law of persons 
and objects in time of war. There was the Convention of 14 May 1954for the 
protection of cultural property in the event of armed conflict. Strongly 
influenced by the Geneva Conventions, the treaty created a sort of “Red 
Cross for cultural property” and charged UNESCO with its implementa
tion.

Reference must also be made to the Convention of 10 April 1972 on the 
Prohibition of the Development, Production and Stockpiling of Bac
teriological (Biological) and Toxin Weapons and Their Destruction. The 
Convention decisively strengthened one of the prohibitions set forth in the 
1925 Geneva Protocol, namely the prohibition of bacteriological weapons. 
The Chemical Weapons Treaty of 1993 prohibits not only the use but also 
the production and possession of chemical weapons. The Convention on 
the Prohibition of Military or any other Hostile Use of Environmental 
Modification Techniques (of 10 December 1976) was intended to nip in the 
bud the expansion of the conduct of hostilities in a new field, that of 
environmental modification techniques. These conventions were adopted 
in the framework of the United Nations.

Finally, the Convention of 10 October 1980 on Prohibitions or Restric
tions on the Use of Certain Conventional Weapons which may be deemed to 
be Excessively Injurious or to have Indiscriminate Effects, and its three 
protocols, are also worth mentioning. Based on preparatory work done by 
the ICRC, the Convention was negotiated at a conference convened by the 
United Nations. Its aim is to limit the use of certain particularly grim 

30 See, inter alia, Cassese (ed.), The New Humanitarian Law of Armed Conflict, Naples, 
1979; Michel Veuthey, Guerilla et droit humanitaire, 2nd ed., Geneva 1983.

31 As at 31 December 1992.
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weapons. The general prohibition of the law of The Hague and of Article 
35 of Additional Protocol I is thereby given concrete form and made into 
specific prohibitions that can be applied in practice. The three protocols 
deal with incendiary weapons, mines and non-detectable fragments. 
Further protocols can be drawn up at any time at the request of contracting 
parties.

This impressive list of humanitarian law treaties should not blind us to 
the fact that the law for the protection of the victims of war is not limited to 
treaties, i.e. to written texts. Agreements between States are at present 
undoubtedly the most common source of international laws and obliga
tions; they have not, however, replaced unwritten law, or customary law, 
which contains important principles and rules. Large sections of the 1949 
Geneva Conventions can be traced back to customary law.32 Treaty law 
and customary law can therefore develop simultaneously along the same 
lines. Sometimes international customary law must step in, for example 
when States cannot reach agreement on a treaty rule.

The entire body of written and unwritten international humanitarian law 
is anchored in a few fundamental principles which form part of the founda
tion of international law. Those principles do not, however, take prece
dence over the law in force, nor do they replace it. Rather, they highlight 
guiding principles and thereby make the law easier to understand.

E Fundamental rules of humanitarian law applicable 
in armed conflicts33

1. Persons hors de combat and those who do not take a direct part in 
hostilities are entitled to respect for their lives and physical and moral 
integrity. They shall in all circumstances be protected and treated 
humanely without any adverse distinction.

2. It is forbidden to kill or injure an enemy who surrenders or who is hors 
de combat.

3. The wounded and sick shall be collected and cared for by the party to 
the conflict which has them in its power. Protection also covers medical 
personnel, establishments, transports and matériel. The emblem of the 
red cross (red crescent, red lion and sun) is the sign of such protection 
and must be respected.

4. Captured combatants and civilians under the authority of an adverse 
party are entitled to respect for their lives, dignity, personal rights and 

32 See Theodor Meron, “The Geneva Conventions as Customary Law”, 81 American Journal 
of International Law (1987), pp. 348-370.

33 Drafted by a group of legal experts from the ICRC and the Federation and published in the 
International Review of the Red Cross, 1978, pp. 248-249. Cf. Jean Pictet, The Principles of 
International Humanitarian Law, Geneva, 1967.
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convictions. They shall be protected against all acts of violence and 
reprisals. They shall have the right to correspond with their families and 
to receive relief.

5. Everyone shall be entitled to benefit from fundamental judicial guaran
tees. No one shall be held responsible for an act he has not committed. 
No one shall be subjected to physical or mental torture, corporal 
punishment or cruel or degrading treatment.

6. Parties to a conflict and members of their armed forces do not have an 
unlimited choice of methods and means of warfare. It is prohibited to 
employ weapons or methods of warfare of a nature to cause unnecessary 
losses or excessive suffering.

7. Parties to a conflict shall at all times distinguish between the civilian 
population and combatants in order to spare the civilian population and 
property. Neither the civilian population nor civilian persons shall be 
the object of attack. Attacks shall be directed solely against military 
objectives.

This concludes our short overview of international humanitarian law, past 
and present. We shall now examine in greater detail specific questions 
regarding this branch of law.

2. International humanitarian law: common issues

In this section we shall examine some general problems of international 
humanitarian law, with a view to making the presentation that follows 
easier to understand.

A. Notion and contents of international humanitarian law

In keeping with an ICRC definition, we understand international 
humanitarian law to be those international rules, established by treaty or 
custom, which are specifically intended to solve humanitarian problems 
directly arising from international or non-international armed conflicts and 
which, for humanitarian reasons, limit the right of the parties to a conflict 
to use methods and means of warfare of their choice or protect persons and 
property that are, or may be, affected by the conflict.

This definition, which like every other is somewhat long-winded, 
requires explanation.

The aim of international humanitarian law is to protect the human being 
and to safeguard the dignity of man in the extreme situation of war. The 
provisions of international humanitarian law have always been tailored to 
fit human requirements. They are bound to an ideal: the protection of man 
from the consequences of brute force. The duty to respect the individual 
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takes on special significance when the perpetrator of the violence is the 
State. Clearly, therefore, international humanitarian law is a part of that 
branch of international law safeguarding human rights from abuse by State 
power.

As is the case with every rule of law, the provisions of international 
humanitarian law are the result of a compromise, i.e. the weighing of 
conflicting interests. International humanitarian law must make allowance 
for the phenomenon of war and legitimate military goals. We call this the 
criterion of military necessity. On the other hand, the individual who does 
not or no longer participates in the hostilities must be protected as best as 
possible. The conflicting interests of military necessity and humanitarian 
considerations can be dealt with in rules which limit the use of force in war 
but do not prohibit it when such use is legitimate. In other words, the rules 
should protect the individual but not aim at an absolute protection from the 
effects of warfare, which would in any case be impossible. International 
humanitarian law can only do the best possible. This does not mean, of 
course, that it cannot set forth absolute prohibitions. For example, torture 
is forbidden in all circumstances, without exception, because even from the 
military point of view torture is never necessary.

We can therefore infer that humanitarian law will only be endorsed by 
those responsible for using military force if it takes into account military 
considerations. In the real world, therefore, humanity must always take 
into consideration requirements of military necessity. In this the law does 
not sanction the use of brute force; it reflects a desire to set realistic limits to 
the use of force which can be successfully applied. It is not the purpose of 
international humanitarian law to prohibit war or to adopt rules rendering 
war impossible. Rather, international humanitarian law must reckon with 
war, the better to keep the effects thereof within the boundaries of absolute 
military necessity.34

34 For further reading on international humanitarian law, see: International Committee of 
the Red Cross and Henry Dunant Institute (eds.), Bibliography of International 
Humanitarian Law Applicable in Armed Conflicts, 2nd ed., Geneva, 1987.-The following 
are appropriate introductory texts: Geza Herczegh, The Development of International 
Humanitarian Law, Budapest, 1984; Frits Kalshoven, Constraints on the Waging of War, 
Geneva, 1987; Otto Kimminich, Schutz der Menschen in bewaffneten Konflikten: Zur 
Fortentwicklung des humanitären Völkerrechts, Munich, 1979; Hilaire McCoubrey, Interna
tional Humanitarian Law, The Regulation of Armed Conflicts, Dartmouth, 1990; 
Oppenheim/Lauterpacht, International Law: a Treatise, Vol. II, London, 1955; Jean Pictet, 
Development and Principles of International Humanitarian Law, Dordrecht/Geneva, 1985; 
Charles Rousseau, Le droit des conflits armes, Paris, 1983; Georg Schwarzenberger, 
International Law as Applied by International Courts and Tribunals, Vol. II: The Law of 
Armed Conflict, London, 1968; Maurice Torrelli, Le droit internationalhumanitaire, Paris, 
1985; Pietro Verri, Appunti di diritto bellico, Rome, 1990. - See also Bernhardt (ed.), 
Encyclopedia of Public International Law, vol. 3 and 4: Use of Force, War and Neutrality, 
Peace Treaties, 1982; UNESCO (ed), International Dimensions of Humanitarian Law, 1988; 
Swinarski (ed.), Studies and Essays on International Humanitarian Law and on the Red 
Cross Principles in Honour of Jean Pictet, Geneva/The Hague, 1984. See also the chapter on 
international humanitarian law in textbooks on general international law.
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B. Sources of international humanitarian law33

The four Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949 for the protection of the 
victims of war are the main sources of international humanitarian law: 
- Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded and

Sick in Armed Forces in the Field (First Geneva Convention);
- Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of Wounded, Sick 

and Shipwrecked Members of Armed Forces at Sea (Second Geneva 
Convention);

- Convention relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War (Third 
Geneva Convention);

- Convention relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War 
(Fourth Geneva Convention).

The Geneva Conventions have been supplemented with the two Addi
tional Protocols of 8 June 1977:
- Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, and 

relating to the Protection of Victims of International Armed Conflicts 
(Protocol I);

- Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, and 
relating to the Protection of Victims of Non-International Armed Con
flicts (Protocol II).

The rules of international customary law also play an important role. Some 
of them set forth absolute obligations which are binding on all States (jus 
cogens').

Although the 1977 Protocols have not yet been universally adopted,35 36 we 
consider them as part of international humanitarian law for the purposes of 
our presentation.

C. Some definitions

To continue on what we said earlier, we must always differentiate between 
humanitarian law and the rules of international law governing the use of 
force between States. As we mentioned above, the United Nations Charter 
prohibits States from using force against another State except when the 
victim of an aggression defends itself against the aggressor (individual or 
collective self-defence).37 This branch of law is often referred to as jus ad 
bellum, or - in modern terms - the rules governing the use of force.

International humanitarian law is not concerned with the lawfulness or 
unlawfulness of armed conflicts. Jus in bello deals with facts, with the fact 

35 See the list of major international treaties appended to Chapter IV.
36 See footnote 31.
37 See footnote 4.
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of an armed clash, irrespective of what caused the conflict and whether it 
can be said to have any justification. The Preamble to Additional Protocol 
I expresses this central premise in the following words:

“Reaffirming further that the provisions of the Geneva Conventions of 
12 August 1949 and of this Protocol must be fully applied in all circum
stances to all persons who are protected by those instruments, without 
any adverse distinction based on the nature or origin of the armed 
conflict or on the causes espoused by or attributed to the Parties to the 
conflict...”

The lawfulness of specific wars has routinely been a matter of debate, and 
the answer depends on the judge.

International humanitarian law must also be distinguished from the law 
of arms control. The former limits the right of the parties to the conflict to 
use certain kinds of weapons or munitions, and in some cases even pro
hibits such use. The laying of minefields, for example, is subject to regula
tion, and the use of poisonous gases absolutely forbidden, because the 
effects are unacceptable from the moral standpoint. These prohibitions are 
founded on humanitarian considerations and are therefore absolute, i.e. 
the parties to the conflict must comply with them under all circumstances. 
The law of arms control is set down in disarmament agreements providing 
for the reduction or even the elimination of a certain weapons potential. 
Reciprocity is an important consideration in any disarmament agreement, 
and humanitarian concerns a secondary factor. Control mechanisms are of 
decisive importance.

It is more difficult to distinguish between international humanitarian law 
and human rights law. The two are so intertwined that we would be better 
off discovering what they have in common and how their priorities differ 
than trying to come up with a clear-cut definition for each.38

The promotion of human rights and their observance by Member States 
is one of the most important aims of the United Nations. The Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (of 10 December 1948), the two International 
Covenants of 16 December 1966, one on civil and political rights, the other 
on economic, social and cultural rights, and other treaties on specific 
aspects of human rights protection are the results to date of a major effort 
to strengthen the position of the individual in the face of State power. 
Regional human rights agreements complete the picture.

Human rights agreements and the relevant rules of customary law safe
guard a series of individual rights from State abuse. Those safeguards are 
valid in all circumstances, at all times. Only in emergency situations and 

38 For a general discussion of this point, see Aristidis Calogeropoulos-Stratis, Droit 
humanitaire et droits de l’homme: La protection de la personne en période de conflit armé, 
Geneva, 1980.
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in strictly defined circumstances (known as situations of public emergency) 
do the different agreements allow for derogations from some of their 
provisions.

The treaties of humanitarian law protect particularly vulnerable 
categories of persons from abuse of State power as well. However, unlike 
human rights agreements, which contain general rules applicable at all 
times, the protective rules and mechanisms of international humanitarian 
law are applicable only in time of war, i.e. in exceptional circumstances. In 
this sense, international humanitarian law is that part of human rights law 
which is applicable in armed conflicts. In contrast, however, to the 
(peacetime) human rights agreements, there can be no derogation under 
any circumstances from any of its provisions since they are specifically 
intended for application in wartime.

A further specificity of international humanitarian law is the fact that its 
provisions govern relations with the enemy: a member of the enemy armed 
forces is entitled to protection as a prisoner of war, and the rights of the 
inhabitants of a territory occupied by an enemy Power are protected under 
the Fourth Geneva Convention, etc. Human rights agreements, however, 
affect above all the relationship between the authorities and citizens of the 
same State.

It is because they are applied in different circumstances that interna
tional humanitarian law has not taken all the basic rights and freedoms 
guaranteed under human rights agreements and turned them into protec
tive conditions in time of war. The protection of persons deprived of their 
liberty from torture and other inhuman treatment, for example, can be 
found in both branches of the law, for it constitutes an absolute right in the 
true sense of the words. International humanitarian law does not, how
ever, make provision for the protection of the freedom of expression or 
movement, for example, since those freedoms have an entirely different 
meaning in a bellicose context. On the other hand, the treaties of 
humanitarian law contain sections which are foreign to human rights texts, 
such as the rules on the use of weapons.

Another difference is that international humanitarian law contains many 
more rules requiring the individual or the community to act than classic 
human rights law.39 This can be seen already in the 1864 Geneva Conven
tion, Article 6, para. 1 of which reads as follows: “Wounded or sick 
combatants, to whatever nation they may belong, shall be collected and 
cared for”. The law of Geneva presently in force contains a wealth of such 
directions for action (although it cannot be said that the victim has a 
corresponding right to claim in court in the event of non-action).

International humanitarian law is often mentioned in the same breath as 

39 The observance of social rights also entails an obligation to act. See the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, of 16 December 1966.
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refugee law, the provisions of which apply whenever a person flees his 
homeland seeking protection in another country out of justified fear of 
persecution. Refugees exist in peacetime and in time of war. The Geneva 
Conventions contain some provisions which govern the specific situation of 
refugees in time of war40 but do not weaken the protection provided under 
refugee agreements. Moreover, refugees are entitled to the same protec
tion under humanitarian law as other civilians affected by the conse
quences of hostilities.

D. International and non-intemational armed conflicts

International humanitarian law recognizes two different categories of 
armed conflict.41 The reference point for distinguishing between the two is 
the State border: wars between two or more States are considered to be 
international armed conflicts, and warlike clashes occurring on the terri
tory of a single State are non-international (or internal) armed conflicts 
(usually known as civil wars). The situation in which a people rises up 
against colonial domination in the exercise of its right of self-determination 
is an exception: since the adoption of Protocol I, wars of national liberation 
have been considered to be international armed conflicts.

When examining the rules of humanitarian law applicable to either 
situation, one is immediately struck by the immense difference in their 
number. The Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols contain 
20 provisions on internal armed conflicts against almost 500 on interna
tional wars. And yet, it can safely be said that the problems from the 
humanitarian point of view are the same whether shots were fired over or 
within the border. The explanation for this startling difference is to be 
found in the phrase “State sovereignty”.

Experience has shown that States are as a rule perfectly willing to draw 
up exhaustive rules governing relations between them, even in time of war. 
It is in fact in their interests to have clear rules if they wish to improve the 
protection of their citizens from the arbitrary action of another State. As 
soon as the words civil war are mentioned, however, they cry, “Stop! 
That’s an internal matter”. The international community may not interfere 
and international law must remain silent. This is why the adoption of 
common Article 3 of the Geneva Conventions by the 1949 Diplomatic 
Conference constituted a revolutionary achievement: it was the first 
breach in the wall of State sovereignty.42

40 See Fourth Convention, Art. 44, and Protocol I, Art. 73.
41 See Dietrich Schindler, “The Different Types of Armed Conflicts According to the 

Geneva Conventions and Protocols”, RCDAI, Vol. 163 II, 1979, pp. 117-163.
42 See Rosemary Abi-Saab, Droit humanitaire et conflits internes, Origines et évolution de la 

réglementation internationale, Geneva/Paris, 1986, with bibliography.
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At about the same time international human rights law started its climb 
to ascendancy. For the protection of human rights is nothing more than 
systematic interference in the internal affairs of the State through agree
ments of international law. The concept of humanitarian law for non
international conflicts was further strengthened by this development. 
Nevertheless, even after the adoption of Protocol II in 1977 the humanita
rian constraints in civil wars remained modest in comparison to the law 
applicable in conflicts between States. The big differences in both areas 
force us to present them separately.

E. The concept of “armed conflict”

As we have already pointed out, international humanitarian law is a special 
branch of law covering situations of armed conflict.

As is set forth in common Article 2 of the Geneva Conventions, “the 
present Convention shall apply in all cases of declared war or of any other 
armed conflict which may arise between two or more of the High Contract
ing Parties, even if the state of war is not recognized by one of them”. If 
there is an armed conflict between two or more States, then international 
humanitarian law is automatically applicable, whether or not a declaration 
of war has been made, and immaterial of whether the parties to the conflict 
have recognized that there is a state of war. The only thing required for 
humanitarian law to become applicable is the circumstance of an armed 
conflict.

The expression “armed conflict” appears also in Article 3 of the Geneva 
Conventions, which deals with non-international armed conflicts, i.e. a 
confrontation not between two States, but between the government and a 
rebel movement.

When can an “armed conflict” be said to obtain? The Conventions 
themselves are of no help to us here, since they contain no definition of the 
term. We must therefore look at State practice, according to which any use 
of armed force by one State against the territory of another triggers the 
applicability of the Geneva Conventions between the two States. Why 
force was used is of no consequence to international humanitarian law. It is 
therefore irrelevant whether there was any justification for taking up 
weapons, whether the use of arms was intended to restore law and order (in 
the sense of an international police action) or whether it constituted an act 
of naked aggression, etc. It is also of no concern whether or not the party 
attacked resists. From the point of view of international humanitarian law 
the question of the Conventions’ applicability to a situation is in fact easily 
answered: as soon as the armed forces of one State find themselves with 
wounded or surrendering members of the armed forces or civilians of 
another State on their hands, as soon as they detain prisoners or have 
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actual control over a part of the territory of the enemy State, then they 
must comply with the relevant convention. The number of wounded or 
prisoners, the size of the territory occupied, are of no account, since the 
requirement of protection does not depend on quantitative considera
tions.43

In practice there is occasional disagreement on the applicability of 
international humanitarian law in internal conflicts. The only criteria here 
should be the intensity of the violence and the need for protection of its 
victims. Frequently, however, governments are loath to discuss the matter, 
saying the disturbances are an internal affair of the State.44

Problems sometimes arise when one of the parties to the conflict denies 
that international humanitarian law is applicable, even though there is 
fighting. It has happened, for example, that a State declares a territory 
occupied by it as its territory, thereby laying the applicability of the law of 
Geneva open to question. In other cases, troops have marched into the 
territory of another State and replaced the government with a new team. 
The new (puppet) government has then declared that the foreign troops 
were lending friendly assistance and therefore acted with its consent. Does 
one then speak of intervention at invitation, or of occupation?

How can one bring the parties to a conflict to agree that international 
humanitarian law is applicable in a given situation? First of all, it is up to the 
United Nations to say so, in a Security Council resolution. In reality, 
however, it is often the ICRC that ascertains the applicability of humanita
rian law; it is not systematically ignored. Third States can also put pressure 
on the State concerned. Such reactions from the international community 
are important if the Conventions are not to remain a dead letter. It would 
also be desirable if the International Court of Justice were called on more 
often to clarify the legal situation.

International humanitarian law ceases to have any effect when the 
armed conflict is over,45 that is to say, the individual convention ceases to 
be applicable once there are no pending issues relating to its subject matter 
and all the humanitarian problems it encompasses have been resolved. In 
practical terms, this means that all prisoners of war have been repatriated, 
all civilian internees set free and all occupied territories liberated.

43 Cf. in particular The Geneva Conventions of12 August 1949; Commentary published under 
the general editorship of Jean Pictet, Article 2 common to the Conventions.

44 For further details, see Section 5 below.
45 First, Second and Third Conventions, Art. 5; Fourth Convention, Art. 6.
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F. Two further concepts: “combatant” and “protected person”

International humanitarian law is based on two notions which require 
explanation before we can discuss its obligations in any detail: they are 
“combatant” and “protected person”. All the provisions of the Geneva 
Conventions and the Additional Protocols hinge on these two key con
cepts. It must be clearly understood, however, that they are not necessarily 
opposites or mutually exclusive. A combatant can easily become a pro
tected person (when he is wounded and surrenders, or taken prisoner of 
war) without losing combatant status.

Although the law of war has a centuries-long history, it was not until 
Additional Protocol I of 1977 was adopted that the term “combatant” was 
defined. Article 43, para. 2 of the Protocol reads: “Members of the armed 
forces of a Party to a conflict... are combatants...”. This leaves no room 
for misunderstanding: whoever is a soldier in the armed forces of a State is 
a combatant. The same article mentions one exception, that medical 
personnel and chaplains do not have combatant status, even if they are 
members of the armed forces.

Article 43 continues, saying of combatants that “they have the right to 
participate directly in hostilities”. In other words, combatants are allowed 
to fight. The corollary is that only combatants may participate in the 
hostilities. To sum up, the combatant - and only the combatant - is and will 
be entitled to fight. He is allowed to use force, even to kill, and will not be 
held personally responsible for his acts, as he would be were he to do the 
same thing as a normal citizen. But the combatant does not have a free 
hand, in that the means and methods by which he may wage war are limited 
by international law. Those limits are the subject of international 
humanitarian law, specifically those provisions pertaining to the conduct of 
hostilities and also known as the law of The Hague.

Anyone who uses force against the enemy but is not a combatant cannot 
claim the privileges of combatant status. He is personally liable for his 
actions and subject to the strictures (particularly harsh in time of war) of 
national law.

A “protected person” is anyone who, on the basis of the Geneva Con
ventions and their Additional Protocols, has the right to special protection, 
i.e. to special protected status. The law of Geneva distinguishes between 
the following categories of protected persons: wounded, sick and ship
wrecked members of the armed forces and civilians; prisoners of war; 
civilian internees; civilians on the territory of the enemy; civilians in 
occupied territories.

In the following pages we shall take a closer look at the rights and duties 
of protected persons and combatants. It must be clearly understood, 
however, that these concepts have a meaning only in the rules pertaining to 
international armed conflicts. The rules governing non-international 
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armed conflicts recognize no privileged status for those participating in the 
hostilities, nor do they define hard and fast categories of protected persons. 
They simply make a general distinction between those using force and 
those who do not or who no longer can (the wounded, the sick, prisoners, 
populations not participating in the fighting).

G. Neutrality in war

When a State declares itself to be neutral that means it does not take part in 
a conflict between other States. The rules of the law of neutrality refer to 
the special rights and obligations characterizing the relationship between a 
belligerent State at war and a neutral State.46 Current usage also speaks of 
“States not involved in the conflict”, which do not meet all the conditions 
for “neutrality” and do not wish to be considered as such. For the purposes 
of international humanitarian law, however, this difference is insignificant.

This is not the place to explain the international legal consequences of 
neutral status in a conflict. Suffice it to say that neutral States are men
tioned in humanitarian law treaties in connection with humanitarian assist
ance in the broad sense. For example, wounded prisoners of war can be 
hospitalized in a neutral State.47 Children evacuated without their parents 
from a combat zone may be accommodated in neutral countries.48 The 
Conventions also refer to neutral States when it comes to organizing the 
evacuation or repatriation of protected persons.49 Neutral parties shall also 
be authorized to run relief operations for needy civilians from their territ
ory.50 Operations of this kind shall not be considered as a breach of 
neutrality.

Finally, all the States not involved in the conflict play a vital role in the 
implementation of humanitarian law during an armed conflict, namely in 
that neutral States or other countries not a party to the conflict may act as 
Protecting Powers.51

46 See Rudolf L. Bindschedler, “Neutrality, Concept and General Rules”, in Bernhardt 
(ed.), Encyclopedia of Public International Law, Vol. 4, 1982, pp. 9-14, and two of the 
Hague Conventions of 1907, both of which are still relevant: Convention (V) respecting 
the Rights and Duties of Neutral Powers and Persons in Case of War on Land, and 
Convention (XIII) concerning the Rights and Duties of Neutral Powers in Naval War.

47 Third Convention, Art. 109, para. 2.
48 Fourth Convention, Art. 24, and Protocol I, Art. 78.
49 Third Convention, Art. 109 and 111; Fourth Convention, Art. 132, para. 2.
50 Fourth Convention, Art. 23; Protocol I, Art. 70.
51 See Section 6 below.
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3. The protection of the defenceless in war - the true “law of
Geneva” or “Red Cross law”

Article 6 of the 1864 Geneva Convention reads, “Wounded or sick combat
ants, to whatever nation they may belong, shall be collected and cared for”. 
This one sentence aptly sums up the law of Geneva, also known as Red 
Cross law. Since 1864, however, this law has been very considerably 
expanded, and now includes protection for captured combatants and for 
civilian war victims, as well. It has thus become more complex, not because 
of any lawyers’ delight in complications and convoluted clauses, but 
because many of the questions raised call for careful consideration of the 
interests involved and the drawing of fine distinctions.

The pages that follow contain an overview of the rules of international 
humanitarian law which protect defenceless persons in international armed 
conflicts. (The situation in non-international armed conflicts will be dealt 
with in Section 5 of this chapter.) “Defenceless” is understood to mean 
those persons who, while nationals of the belligerent nations, have ceased 
to fight owing to wounds, are shipwrecked, or have voluntarily laid down 
their arms; our definition also covers military and civilian captives, and 
finally, civilians in the power of the adversary, especially those under 
military occupation.

The applicable law is to be found in the four Geneva Conventions of 
1949, supplemented in certain aspects by Additional Protocol I of 1977. 
Thus, all five of these international treaties must be examined together.

The treaty law discussed here largely expresses principles and rules that 
are also valid as customary law among nations. In the field of international 
humanitarian law, customary law is usually absolutly binding. However, 
this does not mean that the written law of treaties is meaningless - on the 
contrary. It is only by codifying them that unwritten principles can be 
made clearly comprehensible, their details understood and therefore 
applicable in actual situations. Yet at the same time, important principles 
relating to the protection of the defenceless in war, as embodied in 
humanitarian law, take precedence and are not subject to modification by 
the States, i.e., they are valid independently of the will of the States as 
expressed in written law.

A. The general obligation of humane treatment

All the Conventions preface their provisions with a directive that the 
defenceless should receive humane treatment, the wording in each case 
being adapted to the specific categories of persons covered by the Conven
tion. Article 12, paragraphs 1 to 4 of the First Convention, for example, 
reads:
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“Members of the armed forces and other persons mentioned in the 
following Article, who are wounded or sick, shall be respected and 
protected in all circumstances.
They shall be treated humanely and cared for by the Party to the conflict 
in whose power they may be, without any adverse distinction founded on 
sex, race, nationality, religion, political opinions, or any other similar 
criteria. Any attempts upon their lives, or violence to their persons, shall 
be strictly prohibited; in particular, they shall not be murdered or 
exterminated, subjected to torture or to biological experiments; they 
shall not wilfully be left without medical assistance and care, nor shall 
conditions exposing them to contagion or infection be created.
Only urgent medical reasons will authorize priority in the order of 
treatment to be administered.
Women shall be treated with all consideration due to their sex”.

Article 12 of the Second Convention, relating to war at sea, Article 13 of 
the Third Convention, relating to prisoners of war, and Article 27 of the 
Fourth Convention, relating to civilians, are similarly worded.

In order to close any possible loopholes, Additional Protocol I contains 
an extensive provision on the treatment of persons in the power of a party 
to the conflict. Article 75 of Section III, entitled “Fundamental guaran
tees”, reads like a condensed version of the Declaration of Human Rights, 
framed for the special conditions of war. It represents a minimum provision 
which is subordinate to the more extensive guarantees contained in the 
individual Geneva Conventions or in the human rights treaties. We will 
briefly consider this article of the Protocol, before turning to the descrip
tion of the different series of rules applicable to protected persons.

Under Article 75 of Additional Protocol I, all persons in the power of 
one of the parties to the conflict “shall be treated humanely in all circum
stances”. They must enjoy the protection described in the article “without 
any adverse distinction based upon race, colour, sex, language, religion or 
belief, political or other opinion, national or social origin, wealth, birth or 
other status, or on any other similar criteria” - in short, a comprehensive 
ban on discrimination, which in wartime, when captives are in the power of 
the enemy, takes on special significance.

Article 75 contains a long list of obligations and prohibitions. It is thus 
prohibited to commit “violence to the life, health, or physical or mental 
well-being of persons, in particular murder”, with special emphasis on the 
ban on “torture of all kinds, whether physical or mental”. A similar 
absolute prohibition of torture is contained in each of the four Geneva 
Conventions: torture is completely forbidden under the law of Geneva, 
with no exception whatsoever. There are no circumstances in which 
the resort to such inhumane conduct could be permitted, and there 
is no “higher value” (such as, for instance, “liberty” or “the nation’s 
survival”) that could justify torture. The use of torture is always a grave 
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breach of the Geneva Conventions and must therefore be punished as a 
war crime.52

Another perversion of human behaviour must be mentioned in the same 
context: medical, or rather pseudo-medical, experiments on human 
beings. Such procedures are prohibited.53

A carefully graded rule was formulated on the removal of blood or skin 
for therapeutic purposes. The ban on experimentation on the human 
person covers all those who, for whatever reason, are in the hands of the 
adversary. No exception is made in the event of possible agreement by any 
person, since the extraordinary circumstances (captivity, occupation) do 
not guarantee that decisions are freely made. In severe cases, such experi
ments are a grave violation of humanitarian law.

Article 75 forbids “outrages on personal dignity, in particular humiliat
ing and degrading treatment, enforced prostitution and any form of inde
cent assault”, “the taking of hostages” and “collective punishments”, and 
also threats to commit such acts. It further contains requirements to ensure 
proper and fair judicial procedures before a court. A series of guarantees 
are intended to ensure that anyone accused of an offence shall receive a fair 
trial, and shall be judged and sentenced by a court acting in accordance 
with the law.

Section III of Additional Protocoll, which contains minimum provisions 
for the treatment of persons in the power of the opposing party to the 
conflict, names other groups who, because of their great vulnerability in 
conflict conditions, need extra protection: refugees and stateless persons 
(Article 73), families dispersed owing to the war (Article 74), women 
(Article 76) and children (Articles 77 and 78) and journalists (Article 79). 
These provisions will be considered in greater detail later.

The guarantees of Article 75 of Protocol I represent a minimum, the 
requirements embodied in the Conventions relating to different categories 
of people being stricter. Nevertheless, Article 75 constitutes a “safety net 
for human rights” that is of inestimable value. Article 75 is therefore of 
special interest, forming as it does the link between protection of human 
beings through international humanitarian law and the guarantees con
tained in human rights treaties. Since 1977, the “hard core of human rights” 
has been more or less uniformly defined in the laws applying to war and 
peace.

Before entering into a discussion of the rules for individual categories of 
persons, we should first briefly study the meaning of the concept of protec
tion. A careful reading of Article 12 of the First Convention or of Article 75 
of Protocol I, mentioned at the beginning of this section, shows that they 

52 First Convention, Article 50; Second Convention, Article 51; Third Convention, Article 
130; Fourth Convention, Article 147.

53 Protocol I, Article 11.
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require certain kinds of action to be taken on the one hand, while prescrib
ing abstention from other kinds of action on the other. Persons must be 
treated humanely (action) and must not be ill-treated or tortured (absten
tion from action). For the opposing party in whose hands the protected 
persons fall, however, the duty to refrain from certain actions translates as 
a duty to take action, namely, to take all necessary measures to ensure that 
protected persons in the power of that party suffer no injury and thus no 
injustice: the party concerned must protect them.

B. Wounded, sick and shipwrecked persons

The texts referring to this category of persons are to be found in the (First) 
Geneva Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded 
and Sick in Armed Forces in the Field, the (Second) Convention for the 
Amelioration of the Condition of Wounded, Sick and Shipwrecked Mem
bers of Armed Forces at Sea, the (Fourth) Convention relative to the 
Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War, Part II (General protection 
of populations against certain consequences of war), and Additional Pro
tocol I of 1977, Part II (Wounded, sick and shipwrecked).

Under the Geneva Conventions, two different series of rules are brought 
into application, depending on whether the wounded, sick or shipwrecked 
persons are members of the armed forces or civilians. Protocol I did away 
with this distinction and created a single law for both categories, which 
greatly simplifies the practical application of the provisions.54 There are 
now only “wounded” and “sick”, whether military or civilian, and only 
“medical units”, whether under military or civilian administration. Civilian 
wounded can therefore be treated in military hospitals, and combatants in 
civilian establishments. The protection is linked with the person or the 
unit, and not with their military or civilian nature.

Under the title “Protection and care”, Article 10 of Protocol I states: 
“1. All the wounded, sick and shipwrecked, to whichever Party they 

belong, shall be respected and protected.
2. In all circumstances they shall be treated humanely and shall receive, 

to the fullest extent practicable and with the least possible delay, the 
medical care and attention required by their condition. There shall be 
no distinction among them founded on any grounds other than medical 
ones”.

The provision says a lot in a few words. It obliges the belligerents to take 
the following measures regarding the wounded, sick and shipwrecked: 
- respect·, defenceless persons must be treated as their condition requires, 

and always with humanity;

54 Protocol I, Article 8.
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- protection·, they must be shielded from injustice and danger, that is, the 
effects of hostilities, and against possible assaults on the integrity of their 
persons. Suitable measures must be taken to guarantee such protection;

- medical care and attention: these persons are entitled to medical care, 
and may not be neglected as enemy persons on account of their origin 
(general prohibition of discrimination). They need not, however, 
receive more than is actually possible: the wounded and sick of the 
opposing side do not have to be treated better than the party’s own 
combatants in the same circumstances.

This covers the entitlement of wounded, sick and shipwrecked persons, 
whether civilians or members of the armed forces, to care and medical 
help. Yet how can those who wish to provide such help survive on the 
battlefield?

If we look again at the historical beginnings and remember the short 1864 
Convention, we see that its Article 1 declared field hospitals to be neutral, 
while Article 2 stated that the personnel, including “the quartermaster’s 
staff, the medical, administrative and transport services, and the chaplains 
shall have the benefit of the same neutrality when on duty”. This is still the 
position today, except that modern Geneva law no longer speaks of the 
neutrality of military medical services, but merely recognizes that they 
have special legal status, which is linked with a general obligation of 
protection. Under the three Conventions already mentioned and Addi
tional Protocol I, medical units, medical personnel and medical transports 
are all placed under such protection.

Medical units are protected.55 They may not be used for other purposes 
or subjected to attack. Medical units include fixed or mobile hospitals, field 
hospitals or other installations used for medical care, for example, phar
maceutical stores. Civilian medical units, particularly hospitals, must be 
designated as such by the authorities of the State concerned.

The opposing party must respect medical units at all times, i.e., they 
must not be attacked or hampered in their functions. The protection ceases 
only if such a unit is misused to commit acts harmful to the opposing party, 
“outside their humanitarian function”. Naturally, protection does not 
cease if wounded combatants are housed in the medical units together with 
their arms and equipment.

In particular, the presence of armed guards does not deprive a hospital of 
its protected status.56 For it is allowed, indeed required, of medical person
nel that they shield the sick and wounded in their keeping from violence 
and prevent pillage (e.g., of the store of medicines), and this may require 
the use of weapons, in the sense of police action. Such use of weapons is 
permitted.

55 First Convention, Articles 19 to 23; Protocol I, Articles 8 (e) and 12 to 14.
56 First Convention, Article 22; Protocol I, Article 13.
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However, medical units may not be defended against take-over by the 
enemy’s armed forces. They should, instead, be handed over to an 
approaching enemy in good order. In this sense, a field hospital is neutral. 
Medical units that fall into the hands of the adverse party should, as a 
general principle, be allowed to continue their work. In order that medical 
units may benefit from protection even in the midst of battle, they should 
not be situated near military objectives.

At sea, hospital ships perform the functions of hospitals on land.57 They 
are protected under the Second Geneva Convention, provided that they 
are marked as such and that their characteristics have been notified to the 
parties to the conflict.

Medical personnel, including those employed in the search for and/or 
the collection of wounded, are to be respected and protected, whether they 
are civilian or military.58 They may not be attacked, and they must in 
principle be allowed to continue performing their duties if they fall into the 
hands of the enemy. In particular, captured military medical personnel 
must be employed to care for prisoners of war.59 Any personnel not 
required for such duties shall be repatriated.

For the first time in the history of international humanitarian law, 
Additional Protocol I contains detailed provisions concerning the nature of 
medical duties: “Under no circumstances shall any person be punished for 
carrying out medical activities compatible with medical ethics, regardless 
of the person benefiting therefrom”.60 No doctor may be compelled to 
perform acts contrary to the rules of medical ethics, or to divulge the 
identity of the persons in his care, except as required by the law of his own 
party. Military and civilian religious personnel are entitled to the same 
protection.61 Their status is similar to that of medical personnel.

Equivalent to military medical personnel, finally, are “the staff of 
National Red Cross Societies and that of other Voluntary Aid Societies, 
duly recognized and authorized by their Governments”, provided that they 
are subject to military laws and regulations.62 Additional Protocol I 
broadens the range of activities of the National Societies in wartime, in that 
it explicitly permits them, in invaded or occupied areas, to provide help to 
the population on their own initiative. The parties to the conflict may also 
employ these Societies to collect and care for the wounded, sick and 

57 Second Convention, Articles 22 to 35.
58 First Convention, Articles 24 to 32; Second Convention, Articles 36 and 37; Protocol I, 

Articles 8(c) and 15.
59 First Convention, Article 28.
60 Protocol I, Article 16.
61 First Convention, Article 24; Protocol I, Article 8(d).
62 First Convention, Article 26.
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shipwrecked. “No-one shall be harmed, prosecuted, convicted or punished 
for such humanitarian acts”.63

Here we should recall to mind the women of Lombardy, who brought 
help and consolation to the wounded and dying after the Battle of Sol
ferino, and their cry of “Siamo tutti fratelli”. The idea of altruistic and 
spontaneous help for friend and foe by villagers near the battlefield has 
persisted into the wars of today. It found expression in the First Geneva 
Convention of 1949 and was strengthened by Protocol I in 1977. In accord
ance with these texts, the civilian population is allowed to bring aid to those 
on the battlefield, that is, to collect and care for wounded, sick and 
shipwrecked persons, without being punished. Anyone who, whether 
spontaneously or at the request of a party to the conflict, takes part in such 
humanitarian work may not be penalized or punished: charitable work 
must always be respected. Obviously the civilian population, on the other 
hand, must not cause any harm to the wounded, sick and shipwrecked of 
the opposing side.64

This brings us to another matter of far-reaching humanitarian import
ance, the question of persons “missing in action”. Everybody agrees how 
important it is to have news of close relatives or friends, especially in 
misfortune. Yet only those who have had the experience can realize what it 
means to be without news of a relative during wartime, without even a 
notification of death. Article 32 of Additional Protocol I now establishes, 
for periods of armed conflict, “the right of families to know the fate of their 
relatives”. In practical terms, this means that each side has an obligation to 
search for the wounded and the dead as soon as circumstances permit. 
Each party to the conflict has a special duty to search for persons reported 
missing.65 On the outbreak of war, they must at once set up information 
bureaux to gather information concerning protected persons.

Tracing requests from one side to the other and the relevant replies are 
usually dealt with by the Central Tracing Agency of the ICRC,66 which also 
keeps records of all information.

In the same context, it should be pointed out that the mortal remains of 
members of the armed forces of the opposing side and of civilians must be 
respected and burial sites maintained and marked. As soon as possible, the 
surviving family members must be allowed access to the graves of their 
relatives.67 68

Another section of the chapter on the protection of wounded, sick and 
shipwrecked persons deals with the rules relating to medical transports.'* 

63 Protocol I, Article 17.
64 Ibid.
65 Protocol I, Article 33.
66 See Chapter II, Section 1, B. bbb.
67 Protocol I, Article 34.
68 First Convention,Article 35; Protocol I, Articles 8(g) and (h), and 21.



521

Civilian or military vehicles used to transport the wounded and sick enjoy 
comprehensive protection. The same applies to the transport of medical 
personnel and supplies. Vehicles used for such purposes may not be 
attacked, nor may they ever be used for any purpose other than medical 
transportation. Experience has shown that the risk of misuse of medical 
vehicles (for instance, using an ambulance to carry combatants, weapons 
or ammunition) is great. The consequences of such misuse are usually 
immeasurable, since once confidence in the adversary is lost it is not rapidly 
re-established.

At sea, all types of ships may be used to transport the wounded and sick 
and to rescue the shipwrecked, provided such ships are properly marked.69

The use of medical aircraft raises extremely difficult questions, given 
that at high speeds aircraft can no longer be distinguished as medical with 
the naked eye, and that therefore a medical aircraft, which is protected, 
cannot be distinguished from one with a military mission. The 1949 texts, 
assuming that nothing could be done to overcome these difficulties, pro
vided protection only for medical aircraft following a flight plan previously 
agreed by both sides.70 In the actual conditions of war, this meant that 
medical aircraft could fly only on their own side of the front, since agree
ments between enemies are difficult to reach at short notice in the heat of 
battle.

On the basis of experience with medical aviation in various conflicts 
since the Second World War (especially the use of medical helicopters in 
the war in Viet Nam), the 1974-1977 Diplomatic Conference created a 
comprehensive system of protection for air transport of the wounded and 
sick. Article 24 of Additional Protocol I now states that medical aircraft 
shall be respected and protected. The protection varies in extent depend
ing on whether the medical aircraft (usually a helicopter) is over its own 
area,71 over the “contact zone” (where military operations are taking 
place),72 or over areas controlled by the adverse party.73 The explanation 
for this new and positive attitude concerning medical aviation is to be found 
chiefly in the development of new techniques that make possible the 
prompt identification of aircraft in flight (flashing blue light, radio signal, 
secondary radar systems).74

This brings us to a topic which merits more detailed discussion: the 
identification of protected persons or objects by means of the protective 
sign, the emblem.

Even before the 1864 Geneva Convention was signed there had arisen 

69 Second Convention, Article 38; Protocol I, Articles 22 and 23.
70 First Convention, Articles 36 and 37; Second Convention, Articles 39 and 40.
71 Protocol I, Article 25.
72 Protocol I, Article 26.
73 Protocol I, Article 27.
74 Annex I to Protocol I: Regulations concerning identification.
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the very practical question of how something that must not be attacked - 
for example, a “neutral” object that must not be drawn into the conflict by 
either side - could possibly be recognized as such on the battlefield. The 
question had to be answered by the national representatives at the 1864 
Conference, since the new Convention provided for the neutralization of 
field hospitals. By association with long-standing military traditions, there 
arose the idea of flags, to be placed in a clearly recognizable way beside the 
objects to be protected. The persons to be protected, who at the time were 
solely military medical personnel and army chaplains, would wear an 
armlet. Consequently, Article 7, paragraph 3, of the 1864 Convention was 
adopted: “Both flag and armlet shall bear a red cross on a white ground”. 
The protective sign of a red cross on a white ground had come into 
existence.

The 1929 Convention noted that the red cross emblem had been formed 
by reversing the colours of the Swiss flag.75 Since the revised Conventions 
of 1949, the red cross on a white ground designates all persons, buildings, 
means of transport, etc. that are entitled to protection and respect under 
international law, irrespective of whether they are civilian or military in 
character. This was the first protective sign enabling those engaged in 
combat to identify an object or a person to be protected, to hold their fire 
or to take other measures, in order to respect and protect human beings 
seeking the protection of the Red Cross.

The effectiveness of the protection offered by the emblem depends on 
the trust that the parties to the conflict have in the correct use of the 
protective sign by the adverse party. For this reason, the use of the emblem 
must be strictly regulated, not only through international law,76 but also in 
domestic legislation.77 Such rules must then be strictly enforced. The 
responsibility for this lies with the parties to the Conventions, and, in the 
event of conflict, above all with the belligerents.

Misuse of the emblem is forbidden; deliberate use of the protective sign 
with the intention of abusing the trust of the adversary (for example, by 
making a military advance under the protection of the red cross, or trans
porting arms by means of a marked ambulance or similar vehicle) is 
perfidy, and in certain circumstances must be considered as a war crime.78 
Such conduct is extremely grave, since misuse destroys confidence in the 
protective sign and can therefore lead to the loss of its protective effect 
even for installations, means of transport and persons legitimately marked 
with the sign. Experience has shown how hard it is to restore lost confi
dence, especially in the conditions of combat, in which mistrust, hate and 
contempt are particularly common.

75 Convention of 27 July 1929, Article 19.
76 First Convention, Articles 38 to 44, 53 and 54; Annex I to Protocol I, Articles 3 and 4.
77 Through domestic laws for the protection of the emblem.
78 Protocol I, Article 85.3(f).
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Shortly after the red cross had been introduced as the protective sign in 
1864, Turkey decided to use, in its place, the red crescent on a white 
ground, giving as the reason that the red cross offended the religious 
feelings of Muslims. This sign was incorporated into the law of Geneva 
when the Geneva Convention was revised, in 1929, as was the sign prefer
red by Persia, the red lion and sun (now no longer used). The departure 
from a single protective sign is to be regretted, since it can lead to confu
sion. Most importantly, however, the reason given for adopting another 
sign is unfortunate, since it attributes to the original emblem of the red 
cross a religious significance which it never had and never should have.

Today the red cross and the red crescent are used with equal entitlement 
by States and National Societies of all States party to the Geneva Conven
tions. Israel uses the red shield of David, which is not recognized in 
international law, to mark persons and objects protected under the Geneva 
Conventions. This sign appears to be respected in the various conflicts in 
the Middle East. A national society in Israel carries on its activities under 
the name of the red star of David. Since it has not adopted either of the two 
emblems stipulated in the First Geneva Convention, that society cannot be 
recognized by the Red Cross Movement.

The Diplomatic Conference of 1974-1977 paid special attention to the 
marking and identification of medical units and transports and, as already 
stated, worked out new solutions based on modern technology.79 For 
example, medical aircraft were to be recognized by means of a blue light 
signal. Identification procedures using radio signals or secondary radar 
were introduced. Hospital ships, for instance, must identify themselves by 
means of specially arranged radio signals.

Finally, and by way of summary, it should be borne in mind that National 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies may also use the sign of the red cross 
or the red crescent to identify their own activities, inasfar as they are 
conducted within the framework of the Fundamental Principles of the Red 
Cross.80 In wartime they may, when on duty, use the emblem in the form of 
a large protective sign visible from a long distance, as military medical 
services do. In peacetime, on the contrary, the emblem may be used only to 
indicate that an object or a person belongs to a Red Cross organization: it 
has no protective function within the meaning of the Geneva Conventions.

ICRC delegates carrying out their duties are allowed to wear the emblem 
of a red cross on a white ground, without any restriction. Their protective 
sign bears the words “Comité international de la Croix-Rouge". Represen
tatives of the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies are also entitled to use the protective sign in the exercise of their 
duties.

79 Annex I to Protocol I.
80 First Convention, Article 44.
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C. Prisoners of war

The (third) Geneva Convention relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of 
War deals extensively with the plight of those taken captive in war. Its 
content may be summarized as follows: “Prisoners of war shall at all times 
be treated humanely”.81 Prisoners of war are members of the armed forces 
of one of the parties to the conflict who fall into the hands of the adverse 
party during an international armed conflict. During captivity, prisoners of 
war retain their legal status as members of the armed forces, as indicated 
externally by the fact that they are allowed to wear their uniforms, that they 
continue to be subordinate to their own officers - who are themselves 
prisoners of war - and that (as is explained below in more detail) at the end 
of hostilities they have to be returned to their own country without delay. It 
is, moreover, explicitly stated that prisoners of war are not in the hands of 
individuals or military units, but are in the care of the adverse State, since it 
is the State, as a party to the Geneva Conventions, that is responsible for 
fulfilling its international obligations.82 Being a prisoner of war is in no way 
a form of punishment.

A number of other categories of persons are listed in the Third Conven
tion as having the same status as members of the armed forces. First come 
members of a resistance movement belonging to a party to the conflict who 
satisfy the following four requirements: they must be commanded by a 
person responsible for his subordinates; they must have a fixed distinctive 
sign which is recognizable at a distance (if they have no uniform of their 
own); they must carry arms openly; they must respect the law and customs 
of war.83 Resistance movements must comply with all four conditions if 
their members are to be treated as prisoners of war.

Certain persons authorized to accompany the armed forces without 
belonging to them are also to be treated as prisoners of war (e.g. civilian 
members of ship and aircraft crews, war correspondents, though not those 
journalists who are to be treated as civilians under the rules of Protocol I).84 
Lastly, members of the population who spontaneously take up arms to 
resist approaching enemy forces (levée en masse) are entitled to be treated 
as prisoners of war.85 Members of medical services who are taken prisoner 
are granted special status: they must be given the care of prisoners of war of 
their own side, or be returned to the party to which they belong.86 In 
general, any doubt as to the status of a captured person must be cleared up 
by a competent tribunal.87

81 Third Convention, Article 13.
82 Article 12.
83 Article 4.A(2).
84 Article 4.A(4) and (5).
85 Article 4.A(6).
86 First Convention, Articles 30 and 31; Third Convention, Article 33.
87 Third Convention, Article 5, para. 2.
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Prisoners of war keep their legal status from the time they are captured 
until they are repatriated. They cannot lose this status during their captiv
ity, either by any measure of the authority in charge or by their own action. 
Protected persons may in no circumstances renounce the rights to which 
they are entitled under the Geneva Convention.88 This protection from 
their own, possibly unthinking, conduct, which may have major conse
quences in wartime, is extremely important.

The Third Convention - the “POW Convention” - regulates to the 
smallest detail the treatment of prisoners of war (Articles 21 to 108). A 
comprehensive overview may be obtained by studying the Convention and 
the specialized literature. A few brief comments will suffice here.
- When captured, prisoners of war are obliged to give name, military rank, 

date of birth and serial number only. They cannot be compelled, in any 
circumstances, to provide further information.  Also under the Third 
Convention, torture and other severe ill-treatment are considered war 
crimes.

89

90
- Prisoners are entitled, immediately upon capture, to complete what is 

called a capture card,  which is then sent, via the ICRC Central Tracing 
Agency, to the official information bureau in the prisoners’ own coun
try.  The latter has the task to inform the prisoners’ relatives. In this 
way, links with home and family can be rapidly re-established.

91

92

- Prisoners of war must be transferred as soon as possible out of the danger 
zone and brought to a place of safety, in which the living conditions must 
be “as favourable as those for the forces of the Detaining Power who are 
billeted in the same area”.  Neither ships nor civilian prisons, for 
example, meet these requirements.

93

- As far as possible, the conditions of captivity should take account of the 
habits and customs of the prisoners.94

- Prisoners of war in good health may be required to work,  but may be 
employed in dangerous work only if they volunteer. Removal of mines is 
explicitly mentioned as dangerous work.  Although the use of prisoners 
of war with suitable training to remove mines may appear appropriate - 
particularly if they have personal knowledge of the mines’ location - this 
also may be done only if the prisoners freely consent.

95

96

- Prisoners of war are entitled to correspond with their relatives (letters

88 Third Convention, Article 7.
89 Article 17.
90 Article 130, and Protocol I, Article 85. 5.
91 Article 70 and Annex IV.
92 Article 122.
93 Article 25
94 Ibid.
95 Articles 49 to 57.
96 Article 52, para. 3.
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and cards being exchanged usually through the ICRC Central Tracing 
Agency).97 They may also receive aid in the form of individual parcels.98 

- A prisoner of war is subject to the law in the country of the detaining 
power, especially the regulations applying to the armed forces.99 In the 
event of offences, judicial or disciplinary measures may be taken against 
him, in accordance with the law. The Detaining Power may also prose
cute POWs for offences committed before capture (e.g., alleged war 
crimes committed in an occupied territory or on the battlefield).

- However, prisoners being so prosecuted are entitled to a properly con
ducted trial and, even if convicted, retain their legal status as prisoners of 
war. Nevertheless, they may have their repatriation deferred until they 
have served their sentences.

- Measures of reprisal against prisoners of war are forbidden without 
exception.100

A very important group of provisions in the Third Convention is that 
dealing with the repatriation of prisoners of war.101 Three categories are 
distinguished:
- The severely wounded and sick must be repatriated directly and without 

delay, i.e., as soon as they are fit to travel.  This is a humane gesture 
towards combatants who will never again be involved in the war. Mixed 
medical commissions decide who will be repatriated.  ICRC delegates 
possess the necessary experience to carry out repatriations of this kind at 
any time.

102

103

- All other prisoners of war must be released and repatriated “without 
delay after the cessation of active hostilities”.104

- Without waiting for the war to end, the parties to the conflict should 
repatriate prisoners of war on humanitarian grounds, possibly on a 
reciprocal basis, i.e., by means of an exchange of prisoners. The ICRC 
tries constantly to bring about agreements of this kind. As a neutral 
intermediary between the parties, it is, as already mentioned, always 
prepared to carry out repatriations and exchanges of POWs.

It should be recalled that, as a rule, prisoners of war cannot refuse repatria
tion. Article 118 of the Third Convention provides for no exception to their 
being sent back to their own country, indeed it stipulates that all prisoners 
of war must be repatriated. This provision gave rise to difficulties already in 
the Korean War, when many North Korean POWs did not wish to return to 

97 Third Convention, Article 71.
98 Article 72.
99 Articles 82 to 108.

100 Article 13, para. 3.
101 Articles 109 to 119.
102 Article 109.
103 Article 112.
104 Article 118.
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their country.105 Forced repatriation may, however, run counter to human 
rights considerations or the rights of refugees, especially if the returning 
prisoner faces persecution in his own country. This may be the case, for 
example, if the political regime has changed since his capture. In such 
circumstances, each individual case must be handled in a way that is 
humanely acceptable, yet without weakening the obligation of the parties 
to the conflict to repatriate all POWs at the end of active hostilities, as laid 
down in Article 118. For if individual prisoners were allowed to decide for 
themselves whether or not to return home, the detaining power would soon 
claim the right to make its own decisions concerning their repatriation. It 
might exert pressure on the prisoners to make them stay. It is thus the role 
of ICRC delegates to determine objectively each prisoner’s will. The ICRC 
takes part in the repatriation of POWs only if its delegates have really been 
able to verify that each prisoner’s decision was freely made.

Unjustified delay in repatriating prisoners of war is a grave breach of 
Protocol I.106

To conclude this review of humanitarian law relating to prisoners of war, 
we would like to draw the reader’s attention to an institution that is 
especially indicative of the association of the armed services with chival
rous conduct: release on parole.107 In accordance with this custom, instead 
of being interned, POWs may be freed on parole by the Detaining Power 
and sent back to their own country, provided that they have solemnly 
sworn no longer to take part in the fighting against the State that had 
captured them.

D. Civilians

The greatest achievement of the 1949 Diplomatic Conference was the 
(fourth) Convention relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of 
War, which states that persons who fall into the hands of the enemy are 
protected under international law. Additional Protocol I contains provi
sions supplementing this protection.

A glance at the history of war shows that it is the civilian population that 
suffers most from the consequences of hostilities. This seems to have been 
especially true since the beginning of the 20th century. And yet, the law of 
war is based on the very simple idea that hostilities should take place 
exclusively between the armed forces of the conflicting parties. War must 
therefore keep out of the way of civilians. Military operations against 

105 Christiane Shield-Delessert, Release and Repatriation of Prisoners of War at the End of 
Active Hostilities, Zurich, 1977, pp. 157 ff.

106 Protocol I, Article 84.4(b).
107 Third Convention, Article 21, para. 2.
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civilians are not and never have been a permissible method of winning the 
war. The civilian population must not be involved in fighting, but instead 
has to be respected in all circumstances. This requirement results from the 
(unwritten) law of humanity and from the dictates of public conscience, as 
the Martens Clause so appropriately puts it.

In the reality of modern warfare, however, the civilian population is 
exposed to numerous dangers. For the purpose of international humanita
rian law, two types of hazards, each calling for different protective provi
sions, must be distinguished:
- the dangers caused by military operations themselves; and
- the threats to which vulnerable persons are exposed when in the power 

of the enemy.
Civilians are all those who are not members of the armed forces.108 As such 
they are entitled to the protection of international humanitarian law. As 
“non-combatants”, civilians may therefore not take part in hostilities. Any 
civilians who do so must reckon with the loss of protection and the use of 
force against them. Yet they retain their status as civilians and, in particu
lar, they do not become combatants. Usually national law severely 
penalizes acts of violence by “irregulars”. In some cases, the mere posses
sion of a weapon may be a punishable offence. International humanitarian 
law does not oppose such severe national legislation. The ban on violence 
does not apply, as already stated, to members of a resistance group within 
the meaning of Article 4.A(2) of the Third Convention or to persons who 
spontaneously take up arms on the approach of an enemy (levée en masse).

The Fourth Convention prohibits the use of civilians as a shield to 
protect certain areas or installations, usually of military importance, from 
enemy attack.109 The collective punishment of civilians and measures 
aimed at intimidating or terrorizing the civilian population,110 pillage, 
hostage-taking and reprisals against civilians are also forbidden.111

To protect the civilian population as a whole, or groups of specially 
vulnerable people (the wounded and sick, the infirm and elderly, children, 
etc.), safety zones may be set up with the consent of both sides, during the 
conflict (e.g., in the form of an “open city”) or in time of peace already 
(demilitarized zones).112 Such zones may not be subjected to military 
attack; on the other hand, they may not be defended against an enemy 
advance. Their sole purpose is to guarantee the physical survival of the 
population sheltering within them.

It has already been mentioned that hospitals may not be attacked and 
that persons belonging to medical services may not be hindered in their 

108 Protocol I, Article 50.
109 Fourth Convention, Article 28, reinforced by Protocol I, Article 51(7).
110 Article 33, para. 1.
Ill Articles 33, paras. 2 and 3, and 34.
112 Articles 14 and 15; Protocol I, Articles 59 and 60.
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work.113 Provided that they are carrying out the duties to which they have 
been originally assigned, such persons may not be transferred to other 
work. The same holds true for medical transports.

The parties to the conflict are urged to take special care of children under 
fifteen years old who have been orphaned or separated from their families. 
Searches for missing relatives should also be facilitated.

The legal status and the protection of civilians in the power of the enemy 
are comprehensively and well regulated in the Fourth Convention. Those 
taking part in the 1949 Diplomatic Conference still had vivid memories of 
the crimes committed against civilians during the Second World War, in 
occupied Europe and in the Far East. Additional Protocol I therefore had 
only to fill certain loopholes or to amend a few unsatisfactory regulations. 
It is thus made clear, for example, that refugees and stateless persons in the 
territory of a party to the conflict must be treated as protected persons in 
the same way as nationals of the power of origin.114 Special efforts must be 
made to reunite families.115

In addition to a comprehensive article on the protection of women,116 
Additional Protocol I contains new and important obligations for the 
treatment of children.117 They stipulate that children are entitled to the care 
and help required by their age. In particular, children under fifteen years of 
age may not be enroled in the armed forces nor may they take part directly 
in hostilities. If children are nevertheless involved in military operations- 
something that in fact happens all too often - then when captured they must 
receive the special treatment appropriate to their age. The death penalty 
may not be carried out on youngsters who had not reached the age of 
eighteen at the time the offence was committed.

Protocol I also redefines the conditions in which children can be evacu
ated from dangerous areas,118 providing for a series of checks to prevent 
abusive and permanent evacuation of children from their own country. 
These rules are intended, above all, to act as a hindrance to abusive 
adoption. The new provisions are a welcome reinforcement of the protec
tion to which children are entitled even in war.

The Protocol also deals with the situation of journalists engaged in 
dangerous professional missions. Article 79 makes it clear that journalists 
performing “dangerous missions”, i.e., working in a theatre of war, are to 
be considered as civilians in every respect. They are therefore entitled to 
the protection normally due to civilians; however, they cannot claim any 
special rights. They must comply with the restrictions pertaining to civilians 

113 See section 3.B; Fourth Convention, Articles 16 to 22 and 24 to 26.
114 Protocol I, Article 73.
115 Article 74
116 Article 76.
117 Article 77.
118 Article 78.
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and in particular must not take part in hostilities. If they expose themselves 
to unusual dangers, then they must accept the consequences.

In addition to these generally applicable provisions, the Fourth Conven
tion contains special rules for three typical situations in which civilians need 
protection from the enemy. Below are brief descriptions of the most 
important of these rules.

a. Aliens on the territory of a party to the conflict

When war breaks out between two States, nationals of one of them may, 
for a number of reasons, be on the territory of the other State. They thus 
find themselves suddenly deprived of diplomatic and consular protection 
and in the power of the enemy State, since a state of war usually sets aside 
the international rules governing peaceful relations between States.

The Fourth Geneva Convention regulates the situation of such persons, 
who were previously often without any legal protection. Regularly the first 
victims of armed conflict, they are now “protected persons”.119 Under 
Geneva law, the Detaining Power must allow the nationals of the adverse 
State to leave, but only if their return to their own country is not contrary to 
its own interest. Persons who remain, voluntarily or forcibly, in the power 
of the enemy State must be treated in accordance with the legislation 
applying to foreign nationals in peacetime (law on aliens). Naturally, the 
authorities must guarantee the minimum protection stipulated in the 
human rights treaties. Accordingly, such persons must be enabled to have 
paid employment, receive aid parcels and medical care, etc.

Nevertheless, the Detaining Power is permitted to take the necessary 
control measures (e.g., regular reporting to a police station) or, if urgent 
security considerations so require, to order assigned residence or intern
ment.120 Persons affected by such measures are entitled to have such action 
reconsidered by a court or by administrative bodies. Protected persons 
may of course be transferred to their own country at any time, and must be 
repatriated at the latest at the end of hostilities. The Detaining Power may 
hand them over to a third State, but only if the latter is a party to the Fourth 
Convention and provides guarantees that the persons concerned will not be 
persecuted for their political or religious convictions.

119 Fourth Convention, Articles 35 to 46.
120 Article 42.



531

b. Persons living in occupied territories

“Territory is considered occupied when it is actually placed under the 
authority of the hostile army. The occupation extends only to the territory 
where such authority has been established and can be exercised.” With 
these classic words, Article 42 of the 1907 Hague Regulations on the Law 
and Customs of War on Land defined belligerent occupation. The article 
now forms part of customary law. As the Fourth Geneva Convention of 
1949 contains no new definition, the present law relating to the protection 
of persons living in occupied territory is based on the traditional concept of 
belligerent occupation. It is immaterial whether the occupation was carried 
out with or without the use of force.

The inhabitants of occupied territories are protected by all the provisions 
laid down in the Fourth Convention for the benefit of the civilian popula
tion as a whole, by the Hague Regulations of 1907, and by the Section of 
the Fourth Geneva Convention devoted to occupied territories.121 The 
fundamental rule is set forth in Article 47 of the Fourth Convention, under 
which the rights of persons living in occupied territory are fully protected 
by international law. The occupying power may not alter their legal situa
tion by either a unilateral act or annexation of the territory: the inhabitants 
are and remain protected persons. Individuals living in occupied territory 
may also not renounce their status or waive their rights under the Fourth 
Convention. The reason for this rule is to prevent abuse and attempts at 
forced consent.

The aim of the law on belligerent occupation is to maintain the existing 
situation in the occupied territory, the status quo ante. The military occupa
tion is considered as a temporary situation. Thus, national legislation 
remains in force, and the occupying power may not abolish it. Local 
authorities, including the law courts, must be able to continue their 
activities. With today’s rapid advance of economic and social develop
ment, however, this is not always possible, especially in the event of long
term occupation. The law as it stands at present takes only partial account 
of this fairly new phenomenon. The special problems raised by long-term 
occupation must in practice lead to solutions that better serve the interests 
of those living in occupied territory.

There is no pretext under which the occupying power may disregard the 
fundamental rights of protected persons. For example, persons living in 
occupied areas may not be sent to the unoccupied part of their own 
country, or deported into the territory of the occupying power, either 
individually or collectively. Within the occupied territory, protected per
sons may be transferred to another area only for imperative security 
reasons. Forced labour, such as was imposed during the Second World 

121 Fourth Convention, Articles 47 to 78.
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War, is not allowed. The occupying power may not settle part of its own 
population in the occupied territory, a prohibition aimed at preventing de 
facto annexation or colonization. The occupying power must likewise care 
for children, in cooperation with the local authorities, and schools must 
continue to function. Persons living in occupied territory may not be 
compelled to serve in the armed forces of the occupying power, and local 
police forces are to be employed to maintain public order in the territory.

It is forbidden for the occupying power to destroy personal or real 
property (e.g., houses) unless for imperative military reasons and in the 
course of a military operation. The occupying power may not alter the legal 
status of officials or judges, and must allow ministers of religion to exercise 
their spiritual activities. It must provide the occupied territory with food 
and medical supplies, if necessary by authorizing third parties (such as the 
Protecting Power or the ICRC) to carry out relief operations. The occupy
ing power is responsible for maintaining health services, and hospitals and 
other establishments of the public health service must be enabled to 
continue their work. The National Red Cross or Red Crescent Society 
must also be able to go on providing its services to the population.

The occupying power may take all measures, e.g., pass laws, that it 
considers indispensable for the administration of the occupied territory, in 
particular to ensure law and order. It may set up its own courts, for 
example, to judge offences against its own security. Protected persons may 
be convicted by a court set up by the occupying power only on the basis of a 
regular and fair trial. The Fourth Convention describes the rights of the 
accused. They may be condemned to death, but only for grave offences and 
if the death penalty is permitted by law. The Protecting Power or the ICRC 
must be informed of all criminal proceedings and its representatives must 
be able to attend the trial.

The occupying power may, for imperative security reasons, order per
sons to assigned residence or issue an administrative order for them to be 
taken, without trial, to a camp. Such internment is not punishment. The 
internment order must be subject to review, and must be officially re
examined at intervals to ascertain whether it is justified.

A lamentable breach in the rights of persons suspected of a criminal 
offence is defined in Article 5 of the Fourth Convention, under which 
protected persons suspected of being spies or saboteurs or “detained under 
definite suspicion of activity hostile to the security of the Occupying 
Power” forfeit their right to contact with third parties (relatives, lawyers, 
representatives of the Protecting Power or delegates of the ICRC). This 
legalization of “incommunicado detention” should have no place in inter
national humanitarian law.

The provisions relating to belligerent occupation of foreign territory 
apply for as long as the occupation continues, at least as far as the most 
important rules are concerned. On the other hand, Article 6 of the Fourth 
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Convention states that a number of provisions shall cease to apply one year 
after the end of military operations.

To sum up: life under occupation may appear to be extremely harsh to 
the population concerned. This lies in the nature of belligerent occupation, 
which is a form of foreign domination. The law can do little more than what 
those responsible for security in the occupied territory are willing to allow. 
Despite this limitation, international humanitarian law relating to pro
tected persons in occupied territory has special merit. It reduces the 
otherwise unlimited authority of the occupying power, whose conduct is 
subjected to international scrutiny. The Fourth Convention is a kind of 
constitution, an albeit limited “bill of rights” that takes effect when a 
territory falls to a foreign army and becomes occupied, one that takes 
effect, moreover, with no action on the part of the occupier or the 
occupied. The “constitution” protects the inhabitants against unjustified 
interference by the occupying power. In so doing, international humanita
rian law makes a significant contribution to safeguarding human dignity in 
extraordinary circumstances.

c. Treatment of internees

We have already stated that in certain circumstances protected civilians 
may be interned. This applies both to persons in the hands of the adversary 
on his territory and to the inhabitants of an occupied territory.

During the Second World War, internees were subjected to appalling 
abuses of power. Who can forget, to give but one example, the concentra
tion camps in Central and Eastern Europe and in the Far East? To prevent 
such events from recurring, the Fourth Convention contains a particularly 
well developed section on the internment of civilians.122 The new provi
sions cover the legal status of internees in every detail and prescribe their 
treatment on the lines of that specified for prisoners of war. The differences 
arising from the nature of the internees as civilians are duly taken into 
account. It is made abundantly clear that internment is not a punishment, 
but a measure ordered for security reasons only.

All information concerning internees must be sent via the National 
Information Bureaux to the ICRC’s Central Tracing Agency for forward
ing to the internees’ own country.

122 Fourth Convention, Articles 79 to 135.
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d. Aid to the civilian population: special measures

War not only takes away life, health and hope, it also destroys material 
goods: dwellings are rendered unfit for habitation and entire cities flat
tened. Hospitals can no longer fulfil their function, transport facilities 
cannot be used, farm land is poisoned, mines make roads and pastures 
inaccessible to people and livestock, and so on. War’s potential for damage 
has no boundaries, it is immeasurable.

The direct consequences of warfare are always shortages and distress. 
Deliveries of food, for instance, are no longer certain, water may become 
unsafe to drink, and badly damaged buildings remain desolate ruins. 
Medical services are greatly hampered or non-existent, any remaining 
hospitals are overcrowded, medical supplies run short, and the injured 
cannot be treated in time because of damaged roads and railways, lack of 
vehicles, etc. Yet even without shelling and air raids, war can cause great 
distress to civilians. The insecurity that is always prevalent in time of 
conflict upsets the rhythm of daily life. For example, the fields go unculti
vated; yet without sowing there can be no harvest. Lastly, people living 
under a government of occupation must always accept privations, even 
when they are not directly endangered by military operations.

International humanitarian law helps to relieve this distress, by regulat
ing the conditions for providing aid. There are two ways in which aid can be 
given to war victims extremely effectively. One is by relief operations for 
the civilian population, the other through civil defence services.

During a war, belligerents are obliged to permit relief operations for the 
benefit of civilians, even if they are enemy civilians. This important princi
ple is laid down in Article 23 of the Fourth Convention, i.e., among the 
provisions dealing with the general protection of the civilian population 
from the consequences of war. Under that article, each of the contracting 
parties, i.e., each party to the conflict and each third-party State not 
involved in the conflict, must allow the free passage of relief supplies for 
civilians in need. In the case of medicines and medical equipment, this 
obligation is not subject to any conditions, and the same is true for consign
ments of essential foodstuffs, clothing and tonics for children under fifteen 
and expectant and nursing mothers. The State that allows the consignment 
to pass has the right to inspect the contents and verify the destination of the 
relief supplies, and may refuse to allow them through if it has sound reasons 
for suspecting that they may fall into the wrong hands, i.e., that they will 
not be distributed to the victims but diverted to military use. In order to 
prevent abuses, Article 23 explicitly stipulates that distribution of the 
supplies may be supervised locally by representatives of the Protecting 
Power. In practice, it is usually the delegates of the ICRC who conduct or 
supervise the distribution. They have much experience of such relief opera
tions, and it has been found that belligerents and donor States alike have 
confidence in the ICRC’s impartiality.
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The position thus is: States have the duty to allow free passage to relief 
consignments for sick and wounded persons, children and expectant and 
nursing mothers, but may demand to inspect such consignments. This duty 
also applies to the adverse party, which may thus be required to permit the 
transport of relief supplies through the front lines to enemy territory. 
However, the scope of Article 23 is limited, inasmuch as it names only a 
small, though very vulnerable, section of the population as recipients of 
those relief consignments which must be allowed to pass. Additional 
Protocol I introduced something really new: under Article 70, relief opera
tions must be carried out for the benefit of the entire population of the 
belligerents if there is a general shortage of indispensable supplies. How
ever, there is a weakness in this otherwise very welcome new provision, in 
that all the parties affected must give their consent, especially the State 
receiving the aid. In other words, Article 70 attempts to provide a large- 
scale solution, not only in relation to the groups of those receiving aid, but 
also with respect to the relief supplies; the price for this generosity is the 
need to obtain the consent of all the States affected in every case. States are 
under an obligation to give their consent if famine threatens the survival of 
the civilian population. Article 54 of Protocol I bans starvation as a method 
of warfare against civilians. This is the first time that the law explicitly 
states that an offer of relief shall in no circumstances be regarded as an 
unfriendly act.

The Fourth Convention and Additional Protocol I contain other provi
sions concerning relief operations for the population in occupied territory. 
Under the law of belligerent occupation, the occupying power is obliged to 
make sure that the population receives food and medical supplies.123 If this 
is beyond its possibilities, then that power is obliged to permit relief 
operations by third States or by an “impartial humanitarian organization” 
(usually the ICRC), and to facilitate such operations.124 Distribution of the 
relief supplies must take place under the supervision of representatives of 
the Protecting Power or of ICRC delegates, to ensure that the goods are 
used in an impartial way and in proportion to needs.

A separate section is devoted to relief shipments for prisoners of war and 
civilian internees. It does not deal, however, with large-scale relief opera
tions, since the detaining power is responsible for the maintenance of 
prisoners and internees. The Third and Fourth Conventions, on the other 
hand, state that those held in prisoner-of-war or internment camps shall be 
allowed “to receive by post or by any other means individual parcels or 
collective shipments”, and goes on to list such items as food, clothing, 
medical supplies and books for study or recreation.125 Individual parcels 

123 Fourth Convention, Articles 55 and 56.
124 Article 59; Protocol I, Article 69.
125 Third Convention, Article 72, and Fourth Convention, Article 108.
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come as a rule from families, while collective shipments come from Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Societies or from the ICRC, which takes responsi
bility in both cases for transport and distribution.

To sum up, there are two main ideas relating to the question of relief 
operations in wartime.
- Relief operations in time of armed conflict must always and without 

exception be subject to the principles of neutrality, impartiality and non
discrimination, and the dictates of actual need. Discriminatory treat
ment of people not based on objective grounds is incompatible with 
international humanitarian law. The ICRC, which is entrusted with 
carrying out relief operations during war, is explicitly pledged to observe 
these principles, which are included in the seven Fundamental Principles 
of the Red Cross Movement.

- Offers of relief and (permitted) relief operations are not to be regarded 
as interference in the internal affairs of a third State or as an unfriendly 
act. They are, far more, an expression of the States’ general obligation to 
show solidarity towards another State in distress.
Additional Protocol I, for the first time in the history of international 

humanitarian law, mentions civil defence126 which is defined as “the per
formance of... humanitarian tasks intended to protect the civilian popula
tion against the dangers, and to help it to recover from the immediate 
effects, of hostilities or disasters and also to provide the conditions neces
sary for its survival”.127 The tasks listed include warning, evacuation, 
collection of the injured and dead, first aid, firefighting, the provision of 
emergency accommodation, emergency repairs (of, for example, water 
supply systems), and many others, all aimed at enabling the civilian popu
lation to survive disasters brought about by war.

Civil defence organizations, which are purely civilian in character and 
subordinate to the civilian authorities, must not be placed under the orders 
of military forces. As civilian organizations they are fully protected. “They 
shall be entitled to perform their civil defence tasks except in case of 
imperative military necessity”.128 In particular, the civil defence services 
must be allowed to continue their work in the event of belligerent occupa
tion, and the occupying power must provide them with the facilities neces
sary to do so. Civil defence personnel and installations are identified by a 
special emblem: a blue triangle on an orange ground.129.

Protocol I even stipulates that members of the armed forces may belong 
to civil defence organizations,130 provided, naturally, that they do not 
perform any combat duties. If they fall into the power of an adverse party, 
they must be treated as prisoners of war.
126 Protocol I, Articles 61 to 67.
127 Article 61(a).
128 Article 62.
129 Article 66(4) and Annex I, Article 15.
130 Article 67.
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Civil defence organizations of neutral or other States not party to the 
conflict that come to the assistance of the population of one of the bellige
rents are also entitled to protection. Such assistance is not considered as 
(unneutral) interference in the conflict.131

e. Pro memoria

Finally, it should be recalled that the provisions for the protection of the 
civilian population in times of armed conflict form part of general interna
tional law for the protection of the individual. The Genocide Convention, 
which makes the most extreme form of assault on individual persons an 
international crime, and the universal and regional conventions on human 
rights must therefore be observed also in wartime, although certain dero
gations are permitted in exceptional circumstances. They are applicable 
simultaneously with the Geneva Conventions and their Additional Pro
tocols. In this way, comprehensive legal protection of human dignity 
should be ensured in the extreme conditions of war.

4. Limitations on warfare - international rules 
relating to military operations (Hague law)

This chapter is devoted to the restrictions placed by international 
humanitarian law on the waging of war itself. While the law of Geneva, 
discussed in section 3, stipulates how victims of the hostilities (the 
wounded, prisoners of war, inhabitants of occupied territory, etc.) are to 
be treated by the adversary, the rules about to be described set limits to the 
conduct of military operations. They are thus intended to prevent, or at 
least reduce, death and destruction, as far as the hard reality of war allows. 
Since these rules exert a direct influence on the planning and execution of 
military operations in war, they are addressed directly to the high com
mand of the armed forces, to commanders of military formations and to 
members of the general staff, while humanitarian law relating to the 
protection of the wounded and sick, prisoners of war and civilians in 
occupied territory is the responsibility of services in the rear and of the 
civilian authorities.

International law relating to the limitation of warfare dates back to the 
Hague Conventions of 1899 and 1907 - the first codification of this area of 
law. For this reason it is still called “Hague law”. It is also known, not 
without justification, as “the law of war” or, more accurately, “the law of 
the conduct of war”.

131 Protocol I, Article 64.
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First, a few basic rules should be described, since they provide the 
context for the provisions on the conduct of war. These include the re
strictions imposed by the law on the choice of ways and means of 
waging war. Finally, we will discuss in greater detail certain selected provi
sions.

It must be made perfectly clear at the outset that the international rules 
restricting violence in war are applicable in full in all situations that are 
subject to international humanitarian law. The law allows no leeway under 
the concept of “military necessity”, previously referred to as “Kriegsrà- 
son”. This means that neither “Kriegsrason” nor considerations of military 
necessity can release anyone from the obligation of complying with inter
national humanitarian law. The explanation is that the Geneva Conven
tions and the Additional Protocols have already struck the balance bet
ween the demands made on the law by the conduct of war and the require
ments of humanity. “ Kriegsrâson” is thus satisfied by the law itself. There is 
no longer any excuse not to observe international humanitarian law.

A. General limitations on the conduct of war

The waging of total war, as we have said, cannot be reconciled with 
international law. Although under the UN Charter a State is permitted to 
offer armed resistance (e.g., in legitimate self-defence), the conduct of war 
is at all times subject to the general principles of international humanita
rian law as expressed by customary law and to international treaty law. In 
this context, it is worthwhile to recall the 1868 Declaration of St. Peters
burg, which presents in its preamble a complete programme for the law 
relating to the conduct of hostilities.132 It runs as follows:

“Considering
That the progress of civilization should have the effect of alleviating as 
much as possible the calamities of war;
That the only legitimate object which States should endeavour to 
accomplish during war is to weaken the military forces of the enemy;
That for this purpose it is sufficient to disable the greatest possible 
number of men;
That this object would be exceeded by the employment of arms which 
uselessly aggravate the sufferings of disabled men, or render their death 
inevitable;
That the employment of such arms would, therefore, be contrary to the 
laws of humanity;..

The St. Petersburg Declaration - together with the Lieber Code - was the 
first of a series of measures codifying the limits on the conduct of hostilities.

132 See footnote 14.
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Essentially, these were the Hague Conventions of 1899 and 1907, in 
particular Convention (IV) respecting the Laws and Customs of War on 
Land, dated 18 October 1907, with the accompanying Regulations, which 
are especially significant in this context. Article 22 of those Regulations 
contains the following clause:

“The right of belligerents to adopt means of injuring the enemy is not 
unlimited”.

It has been pointed out that the Hague Regulations were the main legal 
criteria for assessing the conduct of hostilities during both world wars. The 
Nuremberg Tribunal stated that the content of those Regulations was part 
of international customary law and consequently binding on all belligerent 
States.133

When international humanitarian law was completely revised after the 
Second World War, only a small number of provisions directly affecting the 
conduct of hostilities was included in the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 
1949. Those provisions are to be found in Part II of the Fourth Geneva 
Convention, under the title “General Protection of Populations against 
certain Consequences of War”, and deal, for example, with the establish
ment of safety zones and the protection of civilian hospitals.

With its 1956 Draft Rules for the Limitation of the Dangers Incurred by 
the Civilian Population in Time of War,134 the ICRC drew the attention of 
world opinion to the importance of rules which set limits to war itself. 
However, the ICRC’s attempt to draw up a new convention proved to be 
premature, the major powers showing little understanding for the project. 
The ICRC’s efforts nevertheless served to start a process which led in the 
first instance to the unanimous adoption by the UN General Assembly of a 
resolution that would prove to be decisive for the further development of 
international humanitarian law, namely Resolution 2444 (XXIII) of 19 
December 1968, entitled “Respect for Human Rights in Armed Con
flicts”.135

The resolution, following on one adopted by the Twentieth Interna
tional Conference of the Red Cross in Vienna in 1965,136 confirmed three 
essential principles of international humanitarian law which, as stated in 
the text, must be observed by all governments or other groups involved in 
armed conflict. The three principles may be summarized thus:
- the right of the parties to the conflict to adopt means of injuring the 

enemy is not unlimited;
- it is prohibited to launch attacks against the civilian population as such; 
- a distinction must be made at all times between persons taking part in the 

133 See footnote 16.
134 Second version (1958), in Schindler/Toman, No. 28.
135 Schindler/Toman, No. 31.
136 Resolution XXVIII, in International Review of the Red Cross, 1965, pp. 588-590.
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hostilities and members of the civilian population, to the effect that the 
latter be spared as much as possible.

The unopposed confirmation of these three principles by the United 
Nations laid the groundwork for the development of international 
humanitarian law by the Diplomatic Conference of 1974-1977. Protocol I, 
relating to international armed conflicts, and Protocol II, relating to non
international armed conflicts, in fact translated the three principles into 
detailed directives and prohibitions. As general rules of customary interna
tional law, however, they can claim further validity, in particular also in 
respect of States that have not ratified the Additional Protocols.

The resolution of the International Conference of the Red Cross that 
served as the model for UN Resolution 2444 also contained a fourth rule, 
which in the opinion of the major powers would have resulted in the 
prohibition of the use of nuclear weapons. Since the UN General Assembly 
did not take over this fourth rule, the obvious conclusion is that States were 
not willing to deal with the “nuclear question” in connection with interna
tional humanitarian law. This observation is of particular significance in the 
context of the discussion on the scope of Protocol I.137

The development of international humanitarian law gave rise to a further 
principle, to be set alongside the three basic rules contained in Resolution 
2444: the justly famous Martens Clause. It first appeared in the preamble to 
the Hague Convention (IV) respecting the Laws and Customs of War on 
Cartd, andin 1977waswordedasfollowsin Article!, paragraph2ofProtocolI:

“In cases not covered by this Protocol or by other international agree
ments, civilians and combatants remain under the protection and 
authority of the principles of international law derived from established 
custom, from the principles of humanity and from the dictates of public 
conscience”.

This clause testifies to the completeness of humanitarian protection: in the 
absence of an explicit rule for a certain type of conduct, it may not be 
assumed that such conduct is permitted. On the contrary, a solution must 
be found that, like international humanitarian law in general, meets the 
requirements of humane behaviour.

If the law of the conduct of war were to be summed up in a single word, 
then that word would be “limits”, the limits to which the use of force is 
subject. As the antithesis of unlimited, the idea of limits precludes the 
notion of total war.

Some of the limits in question are described in greater detail below. We 
shall start with the extremely important restriction arising from the defini
tion of those taking part in military operations, i.e., those who, under the 
law of war, are permitted to use force against persons and objects. We 
refer, of course, to combatants.

137 See below, Section 4.C.c.
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B. The concept of combatant

From the earliest times it has been accepted that the members of a State’s 
armed forces are allowed to take part in war. This is self-evident, and is still 
true today. Article 1 of the 1907 Hague Regulations relating to war on land, 
however, goes a step further, stating that the laws, rights and duties of war 
apply not only to armies, but also to militia and volunteer corps fulfilling 
the following conditions:
- to be commanded by a person responsible for his subordinates, 
- to have a fixed distinctive emblem recognizable at a distance, 
- to carry arms openly; and
- to conduct their operations in accordance with the laws and customs of 

war.
Volunteer corps or private armies, and any type of self-appointed fighter 
have always been excluded from military operations under the law of war.

The Third Geneva Convention took over the limits set by the Hague 
Regulations, adding by way of clarification that the militia and volunteer 
corps described must belong to one of the parties involved in the conflict.138 
Only when a State assumes responsibility for their behaviour may such a 
group and its members take part in hostilities.

The Third Convention also mentions resistance movements and mem
bers of armed forces professing allegiance to a government not recognized 
by either of the belligerents.139 Lastly, persons not members of the armed 
forces are entitled, on the approach of the enemy, to take up arms on their 
own initiative (levée en masse), but must respect the laws and customs of 
war.140 This right lapses as soon as the enemy forces have taken control of 
the area in question. The law of war does not allow persons living in 
occupied territory and not belonging to the armed forces to offer armed 
resistance to the occupying power.

Additional Protocol I has simplified the legal position by defining armed 
forces, in Article 43, as “all organized armed forces, groups and units which 
are under a command responsible to that Party for the conduct of its 
subordinates”. It continues: “Such armed forces shall be subject to an 
internal disciplinary system which, inter alia, shall enforce compliance with 
the rules of international law applicable in armed conflict”.

All those belonging to such armed forces are combatants, i.e., are 
entitled to engage in combat. Consequently, they are permitted to use 
force that may extend to the killing of people or the destruction of objects, 
without being individually liable for such acts. The responsibility of com
batants under criminal law is limited to the obligation to respect the 

138 Third Convention, Article 4.A(2).
139 Article 4.A(3).
140 Article 4.A(6).
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provisions of international humanitarian law. If captured, combatants are 
entitled to the status of prisoner of war. Mercenaries and spies do not have 
combatant status.141

Medical and religious personnel are in a special position, in that they are 
in fact members of the armed forces, but are not entitled to take part 
themselves in hostilities.142 Those not belonging to the armed forces of one 
of the parties engaged in conflict are not entitled to take part in military 
operations. If they nevertheless use force they are acting illegally. They are 
then referred to as irregulars and can be punished for a single act of 
violence.

Combatant status does not mean the fighter has carte blanche: as has 
been stated, members of the armed forces must at all times observe the 
rules of international humanitarian law applicable in armed conflict. Com
batants who violate these rules usually retain their status, but may be called 
to account under penal law.143 The combatants’ first obligation is to disting
uish themselves from the civilian population. The whole law of war, 
indeed, rests on the requirement that members of the armed forces (= 
combatants) must ensure that they are distinguishable from the civilian 
population (= protected persons). Additional Protocol I reinforces this 
principle and translates it into specific provisions.144

How can combatants be distinguished in practice? Traditional law 
requires that the members of armed forces should have a distinctive emb
lem recognizable at a distance and should carry arms openly.145 In practice, 
those in the armed forces differ from the civilian population in wearing a 
uniform. This rule is still in force, as explicitly stated in Protocol I.146 
However, the uniform is not a compulsory and essential attribute of 
combatants. Protocol I merely requires members of the armed forces to 
distinguish themselves from civilians “in order to promote the protection of 
the civilian population from the effects of hostilities”.147 In response to the 
demands of Third World countries, the Diplomatic Conference of 
1974-1977 redrafted the text relating to the obligation for armed forces to 
distinguish themselves from their environment. The new regulation, which 
is not simple, may be summarized as follows.

The basic rule remains the obligation of combatants to distinguish them
selves from the civilian population. Members of the armed forces are 
released from this obligation only in situations “where, owing to the nature 

141 Protocol I, Articles 46 and 47.
142 Article 43(2).
143 Article 44(2).
144 Articles 48, and 49 to 58.
145 The Hague Regulations on War on Land, Article 1; Third Convention, Article 4.A(2).
146 Protocol I, Article 44(7).
147 Article 44(3).
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of hostilities an armed combatant cannot so distinguish himself’.148 From 
the discussion in the Diplomatic Conference it may be assumed beyond 
doubt that the exceptional situations in question are only those of bellige
rent occupation and wars of national liberation.149 In such circumstances, 
combatants are permitted to “go underground” and hide among civilians, 
and are described as guerilla fighters (guérilleros). Nevertheless, even in 
this type of situation they must carry arms openly immediately before (i.e., 
during deployment preceding an attack) and during each military engage
ment - in other words, they must make themselves recognizable as combat
ants.

This new text, which to some extent legitimizes guerrilla warfare, was 
severely criticized. It was feared, for instance, that relaxation of the obliga
tion for combatants to be distinguished at all times from the civilian 
population would encourage acts of terrorism. This fear is based, at least 
partly, on a misunderstanding,150 since the new rule applies only to mem
bers of the armed forces of a State involved in an international armed 
conflict (or, in strictly circumscribed conditions, of a recognized national 
liberation movement). Groups or gangs of terrorists or individual terrorists 
are not covered by this provision, as they do not belong to any official 
armed forces. In any case, weapons may be hidden only in a few situations 
and for a limited period. And finally - and this is the strongest argument - 
the new definition relating to the rights and obligations of combatants in 
exceptional situations has not and never will release them from the obliga
tion to observe the law of war, which forbids terrorist activities in all 
circumstances and without exception.151

Members of the armed forces retain their legal status as combatants even if 
they violate their obligations and are liable to be prosecuted as war crim
inals .152 If captured, they are prisoners of war and come under the protection 
of the Third Geneva Convention, even if they have been convicted. Irregu
lars, on the other hand, who fail to observe even the minimal requirement to 
carry arms openly before and during an attack lose their privileged status, 
even if they belong to armed forces, and may be prosecuted under penal law 
by the detaining power merely for taking part in hostilities - they have 
forfeited their privileged combatant status.153 It goes without saying, how
ever, that they are still entitled to a regularly conducted trial and to humane 
treatment within the meaning of the Geneva Conventions.

148 Protocol I, Article 44(3).
149 See the commentaries on Protocol I, Article 44(3).
150 See “Agora: The US Decision Not to Ratify Protocol I to the Geneva Conventions on the 

Protection of War Victims”, and Hans- Peter Gasser, “An Appeal for Ratification by the 
United States”, 81 American Journal of International Law (1987), pp. 912-925.

151 See Hans-Peter Gasser, “Prohibition of terrorist acts in international humanitarian law”, 
International Review of the Red Cross, 1986, pp. 200-212.

152 Third Convention, Article 85; Protocol I, Article 44(2).
153 Protocol I, Article 44(4).
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C. Limits on the choice of methods and means of warfare

Article 35 of Protocol I reinforces a principle of the law of armed conflicts 
that has already been mentioned and states:

“In any armed conflict, the right of the Parties to the conflict to choose 
methods and means of warfare is not unlimited”.

This basic rule is supplemented as follows:
“It is prohibited to employ weapons, projectiles and material and 
methods of warfare of a nature to cause superfluous injury or unneces
sary suffering”.

Article 35 adds a new prohibition as a general limitation on warfare:
“It is prohibited to employ methods or means of warfare which are 
intended, or may be expected, to cause widespread, long-term and 
severe damage to the natural environment”.

The three prohibitions are generally worded. On their own, they are 
insufficient to combatants as binding directives on what they are and are 
not permitted to do. More specific commands can be derived from these 
sources by two different ways: first, the treaties themselves contain a 
number of specific and carefully defined prohibitions, some of which we 
shall examine more closely. Secondly, the above-mentioned basic rules 
give form to an auxiliary rule, the principle of proportionality, that in the 
absence of any special norm, helps to provide practical directives.

According to the principle of proportionality, the use of force and the 
resulting destruction must not be disproportionate to the objective and to 
the military advantage sought. You don’t shoot sparrows with cannonballs. 
Any taking of life or destruction of goods that is superfluous, i.e., that is 
not necessary to achieve the - lawful - military objective, must be 
eschewed. The principle of proportionality as found in the law of war is in 
no way an unfamiliar element, but a general principle of law that should 
guide any action by States. It is at all events a requirement that can be 
justified also in military terms, since it expresses the need to concentrate 
resources. The potential for destruction must be realized only where it is 
necessary from a military standpoint, and even then only to the extent to 
which it cannot be avoided. The bombing of a peaceful village of no 
military importance is also an unjustifiable squandering of matériel and 
ammunition.

a. Prohibited methods of combat

Among the general limitations traditionally set by the law of war we should 
first recall the idea of chivalry. This embodies the respect shown by fighting 
men to their opponents as human beings. In so far as they recognize fellow 
human beings on the other side, they forego particularly cruel forms of 
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attack and weapons, thus avoiding excessive suffering. Since such exces
sive suffering is never essential to attaining the given objective, chivalry in 
combat does not run counter to any compelling military considerations. 
Chivalrous conduct is compatible with the requirements of warfare.

Forbidden methods of combat include above all perfidy. Perfidy is 
defined as “acts inviting the confidence of an adversary to lead him to 
believe that he is entitled to, or is obliged to accord, protection under the 
rules of international law applicable in armed conflict, with intent to betray 
that confidence”.154 Examples are attacks made under the protection of the 
white flag, or the feigning of incapacitation to fight, in order more easily to 
eliminate an adversary in the act of bringing assistance. On the other hand, 
simple ruses of war intended to mislead an adversary are naturally not 
prohibited. Examples of ruses are camouflage, mock operations and misin
formation.

Protocol I contains a special rule forbidding the misuse, in military 
operations, of recognized distinctive emblems, in particular the red cross 
or red crescent.155 Misuse of the emblem is reprehensible, not only because 
an individual member of the enemy armed forces may be adversely 
affected, but also because such conduct generally destroys confidence in 
the emblem. The risk is that even legitimate use of the emblem will no 
longer be respected. For this reason, the perfidious use of the distinctive 
emblem is, in certain circumstances, a grave breach of Protocol I, that is, a 
war crime.156 157 The same provisions also forbid misuse of the United Nations 
emblem, the perfidious use of which is likewise punishable.

It is also prohibited in all circumstances “to order that there shall be no 
survivors” or to conduct hostilities on this basis (to give no quarter).151 
Those who are hors de combat may not be attacked and their lives must be 
spared, as explicitly stated in another provision in the section of Protocol I 
relating to methods and means of warfare.158 The killing of an enemy 
soldier who has recognizably ceased to fight is murder. In the same line of 
thought, Protocol I prohibits attacks on crew members parachuting from 
an aircraft in distress, since they are unable to defend themselves in that 
situation.159 A different case is that of airborne troops dropped by para
chute: they may be attacked while in the air.

The various prohibitions make clear that certain forms of conduct are so 
reprehensible that they may not be used against an enemy soldier (who 
may of course be combatted). Furthermore, members of armed forces are 
prohibited to attack protected persons, e.g., civilians or prisoners, or pro

154 Protocol I, Article 37.
155 Article 38.
156 Article 85.3(f).
157 Article 40.
158 Article 41.
159 Article 42.
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tected objects (such as hospitals), as we have already shown in the section 
relating to Geneva law.

b. Prohibited weapons

The law of war also prohibits a number of weapons and types of ammuni
tion, or restricts their use. Protocol I, for example, forbids attacks with 
weapons or ammunition which have indiscriminate effects.160 This means 
that arms or ammunition are prohibited which strike military objectives 
and civilians or civilian objects without distinction, because they can in any 
case not be accurately directed against a military target (e.g., a missile that 
cannot be accurately guided).

It is always prohibited to employ weapons or projectiles “of a nature to 
cause superfluous injury or unnecessary suffering”.161 This rule is fre
quently misunderstood, even represented as cynical, since, it is said, all 
suffering is unnecessary. That is of course correct: war in itself is cruel. The 
rule, however, stipulates something different: it forbids the use of weapons 
and ammunition that cause injuries that are not essential to attain the 
military objective, i.e., are superfluous. Since the objective can be attained 
through other, less cruel means, such injuries would be disproportionate. 
It is in this sense that the Declaration of St. Petersburg (1868) prohibits the 
use of explosive or flammable ammunition, and the First Peace Conference 
of The Hague (1899) declared the use of “dum-dum” bullets and of poison 
and poisoned weapons to be illegal.

The Second Peace Conference of The Hague adopted in 1907 limitations 
applying to war at sea, especially concerning the laying of mines.162 These 
provisions prohibit free-floating mines, unless they self-destruct within one 
hour of their control being lost; the same rule applies to moored mines that 
break loose. Torpedoes that miss their mark must also become harmless.

It was only much later, following the adoption of Protocol I by the 
Diplomatic Conference of 1974-1977, that new prohibitions were success
fully worked out to ban the use of unusually cruel conventional weapons. 
The Convention on Prohibitions or Restrictions on the Use of Certain 
Conventional Weapons which may be deemed to be Excessively Injurious or 
to have Indiscriminate Effects, of 10 October 1980, has three Protocols 
covering the following types of weapons and ammunition: non-detectable 
fragments, mines and booby-traps, and incendiary weapons. Only the use 
of projectiles that leave undetectable fragments in the body was totally 

160 Protocol I, Article 51(4).
161 Protocol I, Article 35(2).
162 Hague Convention (VIII) Relative to the Laying of Automatic Submarine Contact 

Mines.
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prohibited, while the use of the other two types of weapons was more 
closely regulated and restricted. The 1980 Convention also provides the 
framework for adding other protocols containing further prohibitions or 
restrictions.

In this context it is worth mentioning Article 36 of Protocol I. Under the 
title “New weapons”, it obliges the contracting parties, when they study, 
develop, acquire or adopt a new weapon, means or method of warfare, to 
determine whether (and/or to ensure that) the use of such weapons, means 
or method is not contrary to international humanitarian law. What this 
represents is the humanitarian evaluation of projects for new weapon 
systems.

Weapons of mass destruction raise particularly important questions in 
this respect. The prohibition on the use of poison gases, as laid down in the 
Geneva Protocol of 1925, has a very wide scope. It is well known that 
poison gases caused indescribable suffering during the First World War. 
The powers of the time, assembled in the League of Nations, therefore 
solemnly declared, in the 1925 Protocol, that the use of poison gases was 
prohibited. The ban was respected during the Second World War, and 
remains in force as a rule of customary law. However, the prevailing view is 
that only first use of poison gases is forbidden; States feel entitled to 
employ poison gases in response to a gas attack. Since the 1925 Protocol 
mentions only the use of poison gases on the battlefield, strenuous efforts 
were needed to prohibit or at least restrict also the development, manufac
ture, distribution and stockpiling of such material as well. The Chemical 
Weapons Treaty of1993 has achieved that task.163 The use of poison gases in 
war, however, is and remains prohibited under international customary 
law.

The 1925 Geneva Protocol also forbade the use of bacteriological 
weapons. In contrast to poison gases, these substances were later success
fully and completely proscribed. The Convention on the Prohibition of the 
Development, Production and Stockpiling of Bacteriological (Biological) 
Weapons and Toxin Weapons and on their Destruction, of 10 April 1972, 
bans these extremely cruel weapons comprehensively and effectively and 
contains provisions on verification.

c. Nuclear weapons

We now come to the most topical weapon of mass destruction, nuclear 
arms, and shall briefly consider some of the legal problems they raise.

It is an incontrovertible fact that at present there is no specific ban on the 
production, stockpiling and use of nuclear weapons. There are, however, a 

163 See footnote 18.
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number of conventions that regulate some aspects of nuclear armament.164 
The question is often asked whether the rules of international humanita
rian law - for example, the proscription of exceptionally cruel weapons or 
the ban on indiscriminate attack - do not constitute a ban on nuclear 
weapons as such, or at least on their use.165 Replies have varied, and neither 
the partisans nor the opponents of the ban theory can cite a prevailing 
opinion to support their particular argument.

It was against this background that the Diplomatic Conference began 
work in 1974 on the two draft protocols. Protocol I, which is the only one of 
interest here, does not mention nuclear weapons by name, but in Articles 
51 and 35, for example, it codifies the prohibition of indiscriminate attacks 
and of the use of weapons causing unnecessary suffering. It is important to 
note in this context the concordant statements of the three Western nuclear 
powers that they did not intend, in a Diplomatic Conference devoted to the 
development of international humanitarian law, to enter into negotiations 
on the regulation of nuclear weapons.166 Their statements referred to the 
ICRC’s commentaries on the draft protocols, and were not objected to by 
the representatives of the Soviet Union. In adopting Protocol I, France, 
Great Britain and the United States explicitly stated their interpretation of 
the scope of Additional Protocol I in relation to nuclear weapons, by 
issuing explanations attached to the Protocol. Again, the Soviet Union 
made no comment. Various States, in ratifying the Protocol, supplied 
clarifying interpretations on the subject,167 without any objections being 
raised.

The history of Protocol I compels us to conclude that the Diplomatic 
Conference did not wish to touch on the law concerning the possible use of 
nuclear weapons. In other words, Protocol I does not alter the previous 
state of the law on the subject. This in no way means that the use of nuclear 
weapons is not limited by rules of international law. For it is indisputable 
and undisputed that general international law remains applicable, i.e., not 
only international treaty law (the Geneva Conventions) but also the prin
ciples of customary law. The statements made to the Diplomatic Confer
ence by the representatives of the three Western nuclear powers explicitly 
confirmed the fact that the use of such weapons was subject to the general 

164 See, for example, the Nuclear Weapons Non-Proliferation Treaty, of 1 July 1968, or the 
ban on the stationing of such weapons in space, contained in the Outer Space Exploration 
Treaty, of 27 January 1967, and the Treaty on Denuclearization of the Seabed, of 11 
February 1971.

165 From the abundant literature: Judge Nagendra Singh/Edward McWhinney, Nuclear 
Weapons and Contemporary International Law, 2nd ed., Dordrecht/Boston/London, 
1989.

166 See ICRC Commentary on the Additional Protocols, Protocol I, para. 1838-1861, and, 
with a divergent view, Horst Fischer, Der Einsatz von Nuklearwaffen nach Art. 51 des I. 
Zusatzprotokolles zu den Genfer Konventionen von 1949, Berlin, 1985.

167 Belgium, Canada, Federal Republic of Germany, Italy, Netherlands and Spain.
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rules of international humanitarian law limiting the use of weapons. 
Among them are the prohibition of attacks on the civilian population as 
such, the ban on indiscriminate attacks and on the use of indiscriminate 
weapons, the requirement of proportionality, and the prohibition on 
weapons causing superfluous injuries. The silence observed by the Soviet 
Union and China should not be regarded as an objection to this interpreta
tion.

D. Protection of the civilian population and civilian objects

One of the greatest achievements of the Diplomatic Conference of 
1974-1977 is undoubtedly the reinforcement of the rule that belligerents 
must distinguish between military objectives, on the one hand, and civi
lians and civilian objects, on the other. This obligation is expressed as 
follows in Article 48 of Protocol I:

“In order to ensure respect for and protection of the civilian population 
and civilian objects, the Parties to the conflict shall at all times distingu
ish between the civilian population and combatants and between civilian 
objects and military objectives and accordingly shall direct their opera
tions only against military objectives”.

Before examining individual prohibitions, we should once again recall the 
double protection guaranteed to the civilian population under interna
tional humanitarian law. Accordingly, civilians in the hands of the enemy 
must be shielded from abuses of power and the civilian population must be 
spared the effects of military operations. The problems that arise are 
extremely diverse. While the first rule deals with the protection of human 
rights against the abuse of power in the special circumstances of war, the 
second sets limits to be observed in the planning and conduct of military 
operations.

Until the 20th century, war usually meant a confrontation between two 
armies seeking to settle an issue in battle. Consequently, military opera
tions were largely restricted to the armed forces opposing each other or to 
the place under siege. Destruction occurred within the range of the 
weapons then available, i.e., small-arms and artillery. The concept of the 
battlefield contains the idea of geographic limitation. Civilians in the area 
were often able to move away or flee (or even watch the fighting from the 
surrounding hills). They were in less danger from cannonballs, i.e., from 
the military operations themselves, than from pillage, murder and arson by 
the troops. The real problems for the civilian population, therefore, first 
arose in the event of invasion by a foreign army.

The advent of the airplane fundamentally altered the nature of warfare 
and brought in its wake a vast potential for destruction to the civilian 
population. Long-range missiles have taken this process even further. 
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Bomb and missile attacks on strategic targets carry destruction far behind 
the front line, into the heart of a country, where they can strike at cities, 
towns, roads and railways, cultivated land and above all, at the population 
that is not involved in the hostilities. Although this has been the case at 
least since the First World War, it was only in 1977 that Protocol I gave 
specific form, adapted to today’s circumstances, to the principles concern
ing the protection of the civilian population first enunciated in the Hague 
Regulations on War on Land and embodied in customary law.

The obligation to distinguish between the protected civilian population 
and civilian objects, on the one hand, and objectives that may be attacked 
and, if necessary, destroyed, on the other, makes it imperative to know 
what may be considered as a military objective.

a. Military objectives

What is a military objective, and may therefore be subject to attack? The 
answer, since the adoption of Protocol I, is unequivocal. First, members of 
the opposing armed forces (with the exception of medical and religious 
personnel) may be combatted. Second, (lawful) military objectives are 
objects that “by their nature, location, purpose or use make an effective 
contribution to military action and whose total or partial destruction, 
capture or neutralization, in the circumstances ruling at the time, offers a 
definite military advantage”.168 This definition is couched in general word
ing and forbears (unlike previous attempts) to list individual installations 
or objects that might be of special military interest.

Protocol I defines civilians as persons not belonging to the armed for
ces.169 Civilian objects are all objects that cannot be considered as military 
objectives.170

b. Civilian population

This is the background for the separate prohibitions laid down by Protocol I 
under the title “Civilian population - General protection against effects of 
hostilities”. They are summarized below.

Under Article 51, neither the civilian population as a whole nor indi
vidual civilians may be the object of attack. The relevant provision con
tinues: “Acts or threats of violence the primary purpose of which is to 
spread terror among the civilian population are prohibited”. This not only 

168 Protocol I, Article 52(2).
169 Article 50(1).
170 Article 52(1).
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forbids assaults intended to spread fear and terror among civilians, but also 
threats of such assaults. Individual terrorist acts are also prohibited, a ban 
that likewise applies (as already mentioned) in non-conventional (guer
rilla) warfare.

Article 51, which is a key provision of Protocol I, thus prohibits indis
criminate attacks, i.e., attacks not directed against a definite military 
objective (e.g., area bombing) or in which the means and methods of 
warfare used cannot be restricted to a specific military objective (“blind” 
weapons such as poorly controllable missiles or randomly sown mines), or 
which bring into use other means and methods that make it impossible to 
observe the rules of international humanitarian law.171 This prohibition 
strikes at the heart of modern warfare and sets clear limits at every stage to 
the preparation and conduct of military operations.

For a situation very frequently encountered during military operations, 
Article 51 contains a guideline in the form of a binding rule. The question is 
this: what is to be done if a planned attack on a (lawful) military objective 
would in all probability claim victims among civilians (who are protected) 
or cause damage to nearby civilian objects (housing, schools, hospitals, 
etc.)? Under Article 51, such an attack must be abandoned if it “may be 
expected to cause incidental loss of civilian life, injury to civilians, damage 
to civilian objects, or a combination thereof, which would be excessive in 
relation to the concrete and direct military advantage anticipated”.172

How is this rule to be understood in practice?
As is to be expected, the law of war takes into account that in (lawful) 

military operations in modern war, there will be victims among the civilian 
population and damage to civilian property. However, such losses must be 
in reasonable proportion to the military advantage sought. In the case of 
operations in an area where civilians or civilian objects are likely to be 
present (which means virtually everywhere in modern warfare), military 
commanders must always assess the proportionality of the expected harm 
to civilians as compared to the intended military advantage.

This task is anything but simple. Its main requirement is that the military 
commander in charge should know the area of operations. He is therefore 
under the obligation to gather information on the location of military 
objectives and on the surrounding civilian areas, as explicitly stipulated in 
another provision entitled “Precautions in attack”.173 If there is a likelihood 
of excessive losses among civilians, the attack must be cancelled or sus
pended. The commander is not required to do the impossible: decisions 
have to be made on the basis of the information actually available at the 
time, and cannot be based on information appearing later. In the event, 

171 Protocol I, Article 51(4).
172 Article 51.5(b).
173 Article 57.
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however, a great deal is demanded of military commanders, since in the 
realities of war the very practical question arises as to how much destruc
tion is or is not acceptable in the civilian surroundings of military objec
tives. Yet the effort is worthwhile, since what is at stake is the survival of 
the civilian population in modern war, with its immeasurable potential for 
destruction.

Article 51, which we have described fairly extensively because of its 
practical significance, additionally states that civilians are entitled to pro
tection only as long as they do not take part in hostilities.174 On the other 
hand, civilians may not be used to shield military objectives from enemy 
attack or to screen military operations.175 Finally, the article prohibits 
attacks against the civilian population or individual civilians by way of 
reprisals.176

c. Civilian objects

In the attempt to protect human beings as much as possible from the effects 
of war, Protocol I prohibits attacks on a number of civilian objects.177 As 
already seen, civilian objects may in general not be attacked, the descrip
tion “civilian” applying to all objects that are not military objectives. In 
case of doubt, “an object... normally dedicated to civilian purposes, such 
as a place of worship, a house or other dwelling or a school” counts as being 
civilian and therefore must not be attacked, unless and until the comman
der in charge is convinced to the contrary. All prohibitions of attacks on 
objects apply also to reprisals.

Referring to the Hague Convention of 14 May 1954for the Protection of 
Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict, Article 53 prohibits 
attacks against “historic monuments, works of art or places of worship 
which constitute the cultural or spiritual heritage of peoples”.

Under Article 54, “objects indispensable to the survival of the civilian 
population” are all protected. Such objects are, for example, foodstuffs, 
livestock or drinking water installations. Naturally, objects of this kind are 
protected only to the extent that they are of use to the civilian population 
and not to the armed forces. The provision states categorically: “Starvation 
of civilians as a method of warfare is prohibited”.

A general principle of international humanitarian law requires the pro
tection of the natural environment in armed conflict. Article 55 of Protocol I 
gives that principle concrete form,178 stipulating that “care shall be taken 

174 Protocol I, Article 51(3).
175 Article 51(7).
176 Article 51(6); see below, Section 6 C.c.
177 Article 52.
178 See also Protocol I, Article 35(3).
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in warfare to protect the natural environment against widespread, long
term and severe damage”. Since all military operations leave traces on the 
environment, only severe damage is prohibited.

Lastly, Article 56 prohibits attacks on “works and installations contain
ing dangerous forces”, particularly dams, dykes, and nuclear power sta
tions. Protocol I bans attacks on such works because their destruction 
would not fail to have devastating effects on the civilian population. 
Consequently, nuclear power stations, dams and dykes may not be placed 
on the list of military objectives if the expected damage to them would 
“prejudice the health or survival of the population”.

It has been pointed out that in the preparation of military operations 
various precautionary measures must be taken. This applies to attacks, 
where information must be obtained concerning above all the possible 
presence of (protected) civilians and civilian objects.179 In the case of 
defensive action, care must be taken to ensure that there are no civilians in 
the neighbourhood of potential military objectives.180 The defending party, 
in other words, must help to ensure that its own civilians and civilian 
objects are not harmed by enemy military operations.

These provisions are supplemented by a reference to the possibility of 
placing certain geographical zones under special protection. The zones in 
question are hospital localities and zones, safety zones,181 non-defended 
localities182 - better known as “open cities” - and (permanently) 
demilitarized zones.183 In all these cases, the zones in question may be 
neither defended nor attacked. With the agreement of the parties to the 
conflict, such zones may be placed under the control of representatives of 
the Protecting Power or of the ICRC.

The reader will have noted that in this presentation of the limits to 
warfare, continuous reference has been made to provisions from Protocol I, 
i.e., to one of the conventions belonging to the “law of Geneva”. The “law 
of the Hague” became a real law on warfare only through Protocol I. From 
this it follows that “Hague law” and “law of Geneva” have been merged in 
Additional Protocol I. The distinction between the two cities as places 
where law was developed, each of them symbolizing a major contribution 
to international humanitarian law, is now merely academic.

Protocol I is at present binding on the majority of States, but not on all of 
them. So the question arises as to how far the law as set forth in this section 
is binding on the other States. The answer is not easy, but the following 
considerations may help: all the provisions described here stem from the 
general principle according to which distinction must be made in war 

179 Protocol I, Article 57.
180 Article 58.
181 First Convention, Article 23; Fourth Convention, Article 14.
182 Protocol I, Article 59.
183 Article 60.
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between the civilian population and combatants, and between civilian 
objects and military objectives. This very generally defined principle is 
applicable in all circumstances and for all States. A few more specific 
directives are to be found in customary law, which is unwritten and is 
likewise binding on all States. The content of these rules of customary law, 
however, must be determined in each individual case, with the wording 
given to the corresponding norm by Protocol I being consulted.184

Without going into detail, it may be concluded that the provisions of 
Protocol I relating to the protection of the civilian population from the 
effects of hostilities are not revolutionary. By this we mean that their 
essential content is binding as customary law even on States not bound by 
the treaty, the wording of which is important, however, in determining the 
exact meaning of the rules.

5. The special case of the law of non-international armed conflicts

“War is war” is the resigned comment of anyone who has seen the results: 
death, despair, hopelessness, hatred, but also villages and cities in ruins, 
economic development brought to a halt, etc. Anyone who studies interna
tional humanitarian law, on the other hand, must acknowledge the fact that 
there are two sets of legal rules relating to the phenomenon known as 
“war”: the law on international armed conflicts - extensively codified with 
clearly differentiated provisions and means of international supervision - 
and the law on non-international armed conflicts, consisting in a small 
number of generally worded rules, with no institutionalized international 
scrutiny.

This section will deal mainly with non-international armed conflicts, 
usually called civil wars. To complete the outline of the law on non
international armed conflicts, reference will also be made to two situations 
with some of the same characteristics, namely, internationalized civil war 
and internal disturbances and tensions, the latter being outside the scope of 
international humanitarian law. Finally, there will be an excursus on the 
law applicable in wars of national liberation.

184 For the relationship between the Geneva Conventions and customary law, see Meron 
(footnote 32) and particularly Marco Sassoli, Die Bedeutung einer Kodifikation für das 
allgemeine Völkerrecht, mit besonderer Betrachtung der Regeln zum Schutze der Zivil
bevölkerung vor den Auswirkungen von Feindseligkeiten, Basel/Frankfurt, 1990.
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A. History and content: an overview

First, the definition: non-international armed conflicts are armed confron
tations that take place within the territory of a State, that is between the 
government on the one hand and armed insurgent groups on the other 
hand. The members of such groups - whether described as insurgents, 
rebels, revolutionaries, secessionists, freedom fighters, terrorists, or by 
similar names - are fighting to take over the reins of power, or to obtain 
greater autonomy within the State, or in order to secede and create their 
own State. The causes of such conflicts are manifold; often, however, it is 
the non-observance of the rights of minorities or of other human rights by a 
dictatorial regime that gives rise to the breakdown of peace within the 
State. Another case is the crumbling of all government authority in the 
country, as a result of which various groups fight each other in the struggle 
for power. In this context, reference is always made to violent confronta
tions within a State, which nevertheless may in themselves reflect interna
tional conflicts and tension.

Any international interest in events taking place inside a State soon 
encounters a major obstacle, which is the attitude of governments that 
internal problems are to be excluded from outside interference. At stake is 
the meaning of a State’s sovereignty within the international community. 
The principal attribute of sovereignty is the right to mould conditions 
within the country as the government concerned thinks fit. The assertion 
that international humanitarian law should be made applicable to internal 
confrontations is therefore at first sight a bold one. It calls for special 
justification. What induced the States to permit this inroad into their 
authority? What reasons can be adduced for setting up international rules 
for civil war?

First of all, States have certainly realized that unbridled violence and 
murderous weapons cause just as much injury and destruction in civil war 
as in conflicts between States. The horrible example of the Spanish Civil 
War gave the impetus for the first special provision relating to non-interna- 
tional armed conflicts to be incorporated into international humanitarian 
law: common Article 3 of the 1949 Geneva Conventions.

A further explanation is the enormous progress, since the Second World 
War, of the idea of Human Rights. International human rights law “inter
feres” quite consciously and deliberately in the internal affairs of States. 
The differences between humanitarian law applicable in non-international 
conflicts and human rights law do not alter the fact that both types of law 
are directed to a common purpose: to guarantee respect for human dignity 
at all times. It was therefore a logical consequence of historical develop
ments that, only a year after the proclamation by the United Nations of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948, rules of humanitarian law 
for internal conflicts within States should be adopted. That this protection 
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was further extended, thirty years later, in Protocol II is largely thanks to 
the 1966 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.

Of course, States retain the right to use force within their territory in 
order to restore law and order. International law contains no limitation of 
sovereign rights in internal conflicts corresponding to the UN Charter’s 
prohibition of recourse to force in international disputes; it merely sets 
limits to the manner in which law and order may be established. This means 
that the right of governments to choose methods and means is no longer 
unlimited.

This is the background against which the following international norms 
have emerged:
- Common Article 3 of the four Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949·. 
one result of the 1949 breakthrough, the deservedly much quoted Article 3, 
presents a list of rules which, as stated by the International Court of Justice 
in its judgment of 27 June 1986 in the dispute between Nicaragua and the 
United States,185 are an expression of fundamental considerations of 
humanity. Article 3, therefore, is binding not only because it is part of 
international treaty law but also as an expression of (unwritten) general 
principles of law. It is absolutely binding international law: jus cogens. Yet 
the normative content of Article 3 is limited. In particular, it contains only 
a few rules relating to the protection of persons against the direct effects of 
the hostilities.
- Additional Protocol II to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, 
adopted on 8 June 1977. This short text, composed of 28 articles, extends 
humanitarian protection in civil wars by elaborating the concise rules of 
common Article 3. However, Article 3 remains applicable in its entirety for 
the parties to the Geneva Conventions and, in particular, is binding on 
States that have not ratified Protocol II. For the first time in the history of 
the law relating to internal conflicts, Protocol II codifies the prohibition of 
attacks on the civilian population and of the use of force against individual 
civilians. Today, almost 15 years after its adoption by the Diplomatic 
Conference, Protocol II has been ratified by the majority of States,186 a fact 
not to be taken for granted, since its origins were beset with obstacles. 
During the Diplomatic Conference held between 1974 and 1977, the care
fully negotiated Committee draft was opposed in the last plenary sessions 
as unacceptable, and was changed within a few days into a much shorter 
and weaker text.187 The Conference then adopted that text by consen
sus.

The disappointment felt by many at the weakening of the draft text is 

185 International Court of Justice, Case concerning Military and paramilitary activities in and 
against Nicaragua, Judgment of 27 June 1986 (merits), para. 218.

186 109 States (at 31 December 1992).
187 See R. Abi-Saab (footnote 42), pp. 131 ff.
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understandable, since the States’ desire to preserve their sovereignty obvi
ously triumphed over humanitarian concerns. However, the text adopted 
has the important advantage that it withstood fierce political turmoil 
unscathed and after heated debate finally won acceptance even from States 
that had rejected it. What Protocol II lost in normative content it gained in 
acceptability, especially for Third World States with their great potential 
for crisis.
- Customary law: Alongside the somewhat meagre body of (written) 
international treaty law, the unwritten rules of customary law take on 
special significance for limiting force in internal conflicts. As already 
pointed out, the entire content of common Article 3 is now to be regarded 
as part of customary law. In addition, certain rules of customary law can be 
identified for areas not covered by Article 3 and only partly covered 
explicitly by Protocol II. First and foremost are a number of principles that 
set limits to the choice of means and methods of warfare. Yet it is no easy 
task to document these principles, as is usually the case with rules of 
customary law, since the behaviour of the parties to armed conflicts must 
be scrutinized and taken into account.188
- Special agreements between the parties to the conflict: Article 3 of the 
Geneva Conventions calls on the parties to a civil war to conclude special 
agreements making all or part of the provisions applying to international 
conflicts applicable to that civil war. One example might be an explicit or 
tacit understanding that persons taking part in hostilities will be treated in 
accordance with the provisions of the Third Convention.

The law of non-international armed conflicts, lastly, has an interesting 
peculiarity. If it is to fulfil its purpose, this law must be accepted and 
observed by both sides, i.e., the government and the insurgents. Interna
tional law, however, is binding only on entities that are subject to it, i.e., 
chiefly States. Insurgents, therefore, generally have the legal status of 
subjects with rights and obligations under international law only if they 
have been recognized as such, something that has not occurred for many 
years. Yet there is no doubt in either theory or practice that insurgents are 
bound by international humanitarian law.189 This has made it possible to 
avoid the issue - politically always explosive - of the possible recognition of 
insurgents. Consequently, common Article 3 states explicitly that its appli
cation shall not affect the legal status of the parties to that conflict.

188 See Hans-Peter Gasser, “Armed Conflict within the Territory of a State: Some Reflec
tions on the State of the Law Relative to the Conduct of Military Operations in Non
International Armed Conflicts”, in Im Dienste an der Gemeinschaft (Festschrift Dietrich 
Schindler), Basel 1989, pp. 225-240. See also the Declaration on the Rules of Interna
tional Humanitarian Law governing the Conduct of Non-International Armed Conflicts, 
published by the International Institute of Humanitarian Law (San Remo), International 
Review of the Red Cross, 1990, pp. 404-408.

189 The judgment of the International Court of Justice mentioned in footnote 185 takes for 
granted that the “Contras” are bound by Article 3.
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B. Some specific points

After this general survey of the whys and wherefores of international 
humanitarian law applicable in non-international armed conflicts, we will 
examine more closely a number of specific points.

a. Conditions for application

Article 3 defines the scope of its own application only indirectly. It was left 
to State practice and legal literature to lay down directly applicable criteria 
for the concept of “armed conflict not of an international character occur
ring in the territory of one of the High Contracting Parties”. The para
mount question here is what level of violence the conflict must reach before 
what began as an internal State problem becomes an issue of international 
law.

In evaluating the deliberations of the Diplomatic Conference of 1949, 
the Commentary on the Geneva Conventions edited by Pictet made a 
number of significant statements.190 According to these, Article 3 is applic
able when government and insurgents oppose each other in collective 
hostilities and using the force of arms. As a rule, the government employs 
the armed forces in such circumstances because the ordinary police forces 
no longer control the situation. The insurgents carry on their struggle 
against the established power by conducting their own military operations, 
which presupposes a certain degree of organization. It is only when those 
engaged in the fighting are organized and are led by persons responsible for 
their operations that it can be realistically expected that obligations of 
international law will be respected and implemented. Protocol II has 
added, by way of clarification, that “internal disturbances and tensions”, 
“riots”, “isolated and sporadic acts of violence” and “other acts of a similar 
nature” on their own do not constitute armed conflicts and are therefore 
not subject to international humanitarian law.

Article 3 constitutes a very flexible instrument, probably the best poss
ible international answer to internal conflicts, which are always extremely 
volatile politically. The vaguely defined conditions for its application mean 
that in any specific case respect for Article 3 can be demanded, without the 
actual situation having to be clarified from the legal standpoint. In some 
circumstances the authorities are thus spared from having to admit the 
weakness of their position.

Contrary to what many, including the ICRC, wished to see, Protocol II 
does not simply follow Article 3 of the Geneva Conventions with respect to 

190 Commentary published under the general editorship of Jean Pictet, Fourth Convention, 
Article 3, pp. 35-36.



559

the scope of the treaty’s applicability. Article 1 requires that the insurgents 
must “exercise such control over a part of its territory as to enable them to 
carry out sustained and concrete military operations and to implement this 
Protocol”. The control of territory is an additional requirement set by 
Protocol II. The civil wars in Spain and Nigeria, in which the insurgents held 
part of the country under their control, were examples of this narrowed field 
of application (as compared with Article 3 of the 1949 Conventions).

Consequently, under international humanitarian law pertaining today, 
there are two types of civil war: the non-international armed conflict of 
high intensity, to which common Article 3 and Protocol II are cumulatively 
applicable, and other internal armed disputes, which are subject only to 
Article 3.191 This state of law is unsatisfactory, since it complicates the legal 
characterization of internal conflicts and thus inevitably gives rise to com
plications. It would be preferable for the (narrower) conditions for applica
tion in Protocol II to be more closely aligned with those in common Article 
3, through the practice of States or by means of unilateral declarations 
made by the Contracting Parties when they ratify Protocol II.

If the conditions for the application of Article 3 or Protocol II are met, 
then the law is applicable eo ipso, without any further requirements, in 
particular, without any declaration by the parties to the conflict. This is 
true not only for the government but also for the insurgents. The insurgents 
are free to express, in any form they choose, their intention to comply with 
international humanitarian law. Such a statement may be politically desir
able, representing as it does the acknowledgement of legal obligations; 
however, from the legal viewpoint it is not essential, since the insurgent 
party is anyway bound to observe international humanitarian law applic
able to that conflict.

Of mere historical interest is the notion that the government of a State 
engaged in a conflict may recognize the insurgents as a belligerent party, 
which places civil war under the law applicable in international armed 
conflicts.192 Such a declaration was last made during the Boer War (1902); 
recognition of the South as a belligerent in the American War of Secession 
was only tacit. If the conditions for the recognition of a conflict as a true 
civil war are met, third party States may recognize the insurgents by means 
of a unilateral declaration, which then makes their relationship to the two 
parties in conflict subject to the rules governing neutrality. Neither of these 
forms of recognition are any longer current, particularly as today no 
government is willing to make unilateral legal qualifications of this kind. 
Third States in this way avoid the charge of interfering in the internal affairs 
of a sovereign State.

191 For an overview of the different types of conflicts, see Schindler (footnote 41).
192 See Elbe H. Riedel, “Recognition of Belligerency”, in Bernhardt (ed.), Encyclopedia of 

Public International Law, 1982, Vol. 4, pp. 167-171.
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b. Excursus: international humanitarian law applicable in wars
of national liberation193

Under traditional international law, disputes between a people exercising 
its right to self-determination by fighting for its independence and the 
colonial power to which it is opposed were internal affairs of the colonial 
State. If the struggle attained a warlike level of violence, then common 
Article 3 of the Geneva Conventions was applicable. However, since the 
beginning of the 1960s, it has been increasingly the practice among States, 
based on claims by the Third World and as expressed in United Nations 
resolutions, to consider manifestations of a people’s right to self-determi
nation as an international event.

With the adoption of Article 1, paragraph 4, of Protocol I additional to 
the Geneva Conventions, on 8 June 1977, international humanitarian law 
drew the logical conclusions from this development and placed “armed 
conflicts in which peoples are fighting against colonial domination and 
alien occupation and against racist regimes in the exercise of their right of 
self-determination” under the law relating to international armed conflicts. 
Once the necessary declaration has been made by the liberation move
ment,194 all the provisions of the four Geneva Conventions and of Addi
tional Protocol I are applicable to the conflict, but of course only if the 
State involved is a party to Protocol I.

c. Rules for the protection of war victims

The main rules are to be found in Article 3 of the Geneva Conventions. 
They are part of general and universally recognized international law. 
Protocol II has developed these obligations by making them more specific, 
without introducing major innovations. But its provisions are binding only 
on States which are bound by Protocol II. It may be assumed that in future 
Protocol II will be taken increasingly by other States also as a guideline for 
assessing their humanitarian obligations in a civil war. The more detailed 
provisions of Protocol II thus help clarify the general terms of Article 3.

Article 3 opens the list of obligations with the general instruction to 
belligerents to treat all those taking no active part, or no longer taking part, 
in the hostilities with humanity, in all circumstances and without adverse 
discrimination. The groups of persons concerned include especially the 

193 From the abundant literature we mention only Geroges Abi-Saab, “Wars of National 
Liberation in the Geneva Conventions and Protocols”, RCADI, Vol. 165 IV, 1979, pp. 
353-446; Heather A. Wilson, International Law and the Use of Force by National 
Liberation Movements, Oxford, 1988; Christian Koenig, Der nationale Befreiungskrieg 
im modernen humanitären Völkerrecht, Frankfurt, 1988.

194 Protocol I, Article 96 (3).
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wounded and sick, prisoners, and all persons who have laid down their 
arms. Pursuant to this general obligation, which is deeply rooted in the idea 
of the inviolability of human dignity, Article 3 prohibits:
- violence to life and person, in particular murder of all kinds, mutilation, 

cruel treatment and torture;
- the taking of hostages;
- outrages upon personal dignity, in particular humiliating and degrading 

treatment;
- the passing of sentences and the carrying out of executions without 

previous judgement pronounced by a regularly constituted court afford
ing all the judicial guarantees which are recognized as indispensable by 
civilized peoples.

Protocol II takes these rules a step further, borrowing from the Interna
tional Covenant on Civil and Political Rights of 16 December 1966, the 
United Nations’ principal instrument codifying human rights law. Article 4 
of Protocol II lays down the fundamental guarantees intended to ensure 
humane treatment. Article 6 sets forth in detail the requirements for a 
regularly conducted trial, while Article 5 constitutes a veritable code of 
rules relating to the treatment of people in custody, and is particularly 
revealing of the influence of human rights law.

This reference to the treatment of prisoners provides us with an oppor
tunity to point out a basic difference between the legal regime applicable to 
civil wars and the law on international armed conflicts. Neither Article 3 
nor Protocol II establish a special status for combatants or prisoners of war; 
they are content to set forth guarantees of humane treatment for any 
persons who lay down their arms or cease to take part in hostilities for any 
other reason. Insurgents who are taken captive must without question be 
treated correctly in all circumstances - but they are not prisoners of war. 
Nothing in international law prevents the authorities from putting captured 
rebels on trial, on the basis of national penal law.

Humanitarian law lays down a series of rules on penal sanctions.195 It 
forbids the death penalty for pregnant women, mothers with small chil
dren, and for young people under the age of eighteen years at the time the 
offence was committed.196 Within the limits of these juridical guarantees, 
the State prosecuting the insurgents is free to treat them with the full rigour 
of the law. This difference from the legal regime applicable in international 
conflicts, with its privileged status for combatants and prisoners of war, is 
explained by the refusal of States to consider rebels or insurgents as 
anything but “ordinary” lawbreakers.

At the instigation of the ICRC, there has grown up since the Second 
World War a practice that takes into account both the peculiar situation of 

195 First to Fourth Conventions, Article 3, para. l.(l)(d), and Protocol II, Article 6.
196 Protocol II, Article 6(4).
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insurgents and government considerations. Accordingly, captured mem
bers of rebel groups should be treated as prisoners of war, provided that 
they observe the rules applicable in combat, i.e, in particular, that they 
carry arms openly and respect the principles of humanitarian law. Not until 
the war is over and emotions have died down should their fate be decided. 
If captured rebels have the prospect of a prison camp, rather than of 
maximum security cells or the scaffold, then this would contribute to 
national reconciliation.

Article 3, lastly, also contains the characteristic humanitarian require
ment that the wounded and sick shall be collected and cared for. This 
generally worded obligation is also developed by Protocol II. For example, 
medical and religious personnel are always to be protected.197 Medical 
duties must be exercised in accordance with professional ethics. Such 
activities are protected from penal prosecution, at least partly.198 Another 
new rule protects the emblems of the red cross and the red crescent.199

d. Limits to the conduct of hostilities

The rules to be discussed here are those that deal with the conduct of 
hostilities in civil wars, namely those that limit the right of the parties to 
choose methods and means of warfare.200 Article 3 common to the four 
Geneva Conventions says nothing on the subject. The 1949 Diplomatic 
Conference took a hesitant first step into a new and difficult area by making 
reference to the traditional scope of Geneva law only. By contrast, Pro
tocol II ventures to make small but audacious moves in the direction of 
restricting warfare by means of international treaty law. In doing so it did 
not, however, break completely new ground, since customary law had 
already laid down a few guiding principles. Among these basic rules, three 
deserve to be quoted in extenso. They are embodied in United Nations 
Resolution 2444, which, as mentioned earlier, was adopted without oppos
ition in 1968. As these principles make no distinction between the tradi
tional categories of conflict, they form the basis of international humanita
rian law as a whole.201 They can be summed up as follows:
- the right to choose methods and means of warfare is not unlimited;
- it is prohibited to attack the civilian population as such;
- a distinction must be made at all times between combatants and civilians. 

Total war is indefensible under international humanitarian law.
Although Protocol II passes over the first principle in silence, there is no 

197 Protocol II, Article 9.
198 Article 10.
199 Article 12.
200 See Gasser (footnote 188).
201 See footnote 135.
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doubt that the latter applies in civil war. Specific rules which may have been 
derived from it are, however, more difficult to prove. To take but one 
example, the use of poison gases is also prohibited in non-international 
armed conflicts. Such gases have such horrific effects on human beings that 
they must without doubt be classified as one of the methods of warfare 
causing superfluous injury and unnecessary suffering. Moreover, poison 
gases cannot be employed without affecting the civilian population; this 
makes their use unlawful under the other two principles as well.

There are echoes of the second and third principles in Protocol II, which 
expressly forbids attacks on the civilian population or on individual civi
lians.202 Anyone not taking part in hostilities must be respected. From this, 
it may be adduced that attacks on otherwise lawful objectives are illicit if 
they would cause disproportionate casualties among the civilian popula
tion.

Special mention should be made of the new Article 18, dealing with the 
right of humanitarian organizations - such as the National Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Societies - to offer assistance, and calling for relief opera
tions to be carried out for the civilian population if the latter is suffering 
from undue hardship owing to shortages of food and medicines. The 
second clause becomes especially significant when considered in the light 
of the ban on the use of starvation as a weapon against the civilian 
population.203 If the extent of food shortages so require, relief operations in 
favour of the civilian population must be allowed under humanitarian law, 
when necessary under international supervision.

Protocol II prohibits, without any exception, attacks on “works and 
installations containing dangerous forces”, such as dams, dykes and nuc
lear power stations.204 It also provides protection for cultural objects and 
places of worship.205 Lastly, it forbids the forced movement of civilians.206

e. Implementation of the law and supervision of its application

The law relating to non-international armed conflicts differs most notably 
from the rules relating to international conflicts in the almost total absence 
of institutions and procedures at international level for ensuring com
pliance by the parties to the conflict. This is an unmistakable demonstra
tion that civil war is considered as an internal occurrence, a threat to 
national unity. Evidently, in such situations the sovereignty of States 
makes it difficult to take measures which, like international supervision, 

202 Protocol II, Article 13.
203 Article 14.
204 Article 15.
205 Article 16.
206 Article 17.
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are regarded as constituting interference in internal affairs and an 
encroachment on the absolute authority of the government in time of 
crisis.

Article 3, paragraph 2, of the Geneva Conventions contains the follow
ing simple sentence: “An impartial humanitarian body, such as the Inter
national Committee of the Red Cross, may offer its services to the Parties 
to the conflict”. Protocol II adds nothing to this provision, and leaves it as it 
stands. The sentence quoted merely upholds the right of the ICRC to make 
proposals on its own initiative on humanitarian grounds in an internal 
conflict. Other humanitarian organizations may do the same, although this 
has hardly ever happened.

According to the generally accepted interpretation, governments and 
insurgents must at least give due consideration to the ICRC’s “offer of 
services”; however, they are free to accept or reject it as they see fit. 
Experience has shown that in most cases the offer is accepted, because the 
ICRC’s humanitarian work for the victims of war is obviously in the 
interests of the parties to an armed conflict. The activities of the ICRC have 
no effect on the legal status of the insurgents, and, in particular, the 
presence of ICRC delegates does not internationalize the conflict.

f. Civil war with third-party intervention

Civil wars that are not associated in some way with international events are 
almost unknown, and few internal conflicts are conducted “behind closed 
doors”. The influence exercised by third-party States takes various forms, 
and may go as far as armed intervention. The international confrontation 
then becomes a “proxy war”, often waged in the interests of outside 
powers. International law as it is generally interpreted raises no objection 
to the intervention of a third-party State on the side of the government and 
at its invitation. Intervention on the side of the insurgents, however, is 
considered as unwarranted interference in the internal affairs of the State 
concerned, and is thus contrary to international law.207

Civil wars that become “internationalized non-international armed con
flicts” pose unusual problems for international humanitarian law.208 The 
ICRC attempted to have the law supplemented with specific rules taking 
account of this mixed type of war, but to no avail. In practice, therefore, 
the law must be satisfied with interpretations of expediency, on the basis of 
which the rules applicable for the particular relations between the various 

207 See Michael B. Akehurst, “Civil War”, in Bernhardt (ed.), Encyclopedia of Public 
International Law”, Vol. 3, 1982, pp.88-93.

208 See Hans-Peter Gasser, “Internationalized Non-International Armed Conflicts: Case 
Studies of Afghanistan, Kampuchea and Lebanon”, in 33 The American University Law 
Review (1983), pp.145-161.
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parties to the conflict have to be worked out. Generally speaking, it is 
desirable for the law on international conflicts to be applicable, if and for 
as long as the armed forces of the third-party State are involved in the 
conflict, for the simple reason that humanitarian problems arise in the 
same way as in an ordinary international conflict, and must be resolved 
accordingly.

In detail, the legal position is as follows:
- between the government and the insurgents, Article 3 and Protocol II 

apply;
- between the government and a third-party State intervening on the side 

of the insurgents, the law relating to international conflicts becomes 
applicable;

- between the third-party State intervening on the government side and 
the insurgents, Article 3 and Protocol II apply;

- between States intervening on both sides, the law relating to interna
tional conflicts must be observed.

This solution, worked out from the lessons of experience, seems obvious 
(with the possible exception of the third-named relationship, which does in 
fact have an international component). Yet States and parties to civil wars 
have so far scarcely heeded it. Major difficulties usually arise with regard to 
the status of captured insurgents. The ICRC seeks pragmatic ways in which 
to ensure that the treatment of captives will meet humanitarian standards. 
One solution would be to treat captured rebels as if they were prisoners of 
war, without giving them de jure prisoner-of-war status.

g. Disturbances and tensions

Our discussion of the scope of Article 3 of the Geneva Conventions showed 
that international humanitarian law is applicable in internal disputes only if 
the hostilities attain a certain level of intensity. If this is not the case, then 
the situation is not an armed conflict but “only” said to be disturbances, 
unrest, tensions, riots, etc. Situations such as these are not subject to 
humanitarian law. They are nevertheless of humanitarian interest, since 
they may give rise to human problems on a par with those of civil war. From 
the legal viewpoint it should be remembered that even in crises of the kind 
described, human rights must be protected. Under the different conven
tions on human rights, this protection can of course be greatly reduced if a 
state of emergency has been declared. We are therefore quite right to ask 
whether human rights guarantees in times of internal unrest should not be 
strengthened.209 Efforts have been made to encourage observance of non

209 See Theodor Meron, Human Rights in Internal Strife: Their International Protection, 
Cambridge, 1987.
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binding codes of conduct as a means of ensuring respect for a minimum 
humanitarian standard.210

In its endeavour to safeguard human dignity in times of internal tensions 
and disturbances, the ICRC has taken an unusual route.211 Without men
tioning international law, it offers its services, as an intermediary in 
humanitarian matters, to the government of the State concerned. Then, 
with the consent of the authorities, the ICRC delegates visit places of 
detention holding persons deprived of their liberty in connection with the 
disturbances, and, where necessary, take action to improve the conditions 
of detention. In this context, the ICRC speaks of its right to take humanita
rian initiatives. This right is based on resolutions of the International 
Conference of the Red Cross and codified in the Statutes of the Interna
tional Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement.212

C. Article 3 and Protocol II as codification of fundamental human rights 
law for civil war situations

International humanitarian law and human rights have developed sepa
rately. They even vary greatly in content, a fact easily explained by the 
differences in their fields of application. Human rights law sets limits to the 
power of the State with respect to all persons subject to its authority, 
including nationals; said limits apply at all times. International humanita
rian law, on the other hand, is a special law created for war; it influences 
relations between the belligerents for the purpose of guaranteeing the 
human rights of persons in the power of the enemy.

However, in a civil war, “persons in the power of the enemy” are at the 
same time nationals of the country concerned. Consequently, the protec
tion provided under human rights law and under humanitarian law over
lap. The fact that human rights protection can be curtailed in wartime 
(under the provisions relating to states of emergency) is proof that human 
rights guarantees are incomplete. Nevertheless, the well developed inter
national monitoring procedures and implementation mechanisms of 
human rights treaties supplement the more “indirect” effects of the law of 
Geneva. Furthermore, the more visible campaigns for the protection of 
human rights can facilitate the work of humanitarian organizations in areas 

210 See Hans-Peter Gasser “A Measure of Humanity in Internal Disturbances and Tensions: 
Proposal for a Code of Conduct”, International Review of the Red Cross, 1988, pp. 38-58. 
- see also the Declaration of Minimum Humanitarian Standards (of 2. 12. 1990), Turku/ 
Abo 1991, also published as a UN document: E/CN.4/Sub.2/1991/55.

211 See Chapter II. 1. B. and “ICRC Protection and Assistance Activities in Situations not 
Covered by International Humanitarian Law“. In: International Review of the Red Cross 
(1988), pp. 9-37.

212 Statutes of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, Article 5.2(d) and 5. 3.
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of conflict. Humanitarian law and human rights have separate existence. In 
the particularly tragic circumstances of civil war, they must complement 
each other and thus provide better protection for the victims.

6. Implementation of international humanitarian law: 
aspects of control and repression

The purpose of a legal provision is to influence human behaviour. Every 
norm is an order: do this in this way, do not do that. Such commands or 
prohibitions - in other words, this standard of behaviour - must then be 
implemented. This is as true for rules of humanitarian law as it is for 
national law, e.g., a penal code or road traffic regulations. The fact that, in 
international humanitarian law, the rule applies in the first place to 
sovereign States does not alter the principle: that rule imposes an obliga
tion.

The chief difference between domestic law and international law is to be 
found at the level of implementation, i.e., how application is monitored 
and infringements repressed. While a State has machinery for implement
ing the law in its territory (administration, law courts, police force, etc.), 
the international community is composed of a great number of individual 
States, on the one hand, and international organizations, such as the 
United Nations, on the other. They are together responsible for imple
menting international humanitarian law. Yet the means of imposing their 
authority is limited.

Is international humanitarian law at all respected? If the media are to be 
believed, there is a distressing lack of respect for the law. But first impres
sions can be misleading: the public is regularly informed of grave or other 
breaches of humanitarian law; but when the provisions of this law are 
observed, nothing is heard. Yet every time someone reaches out towards a 
wounded enemy, every time a prisoner is properly treated or civilians are 
spared during a military operation, standards of humanitarian law are 
being observed. This type of lawful conduct is very often taken for granted; 
it has become routine, as indeed it should.

Humanitarian law is respected not only because this is required by 
treaties between States, by domestic penal law or by military orders, but 
also for other reasons which have little to do with legal arguments. Indeed, 
in addition to legal constraints, there are other influences acting on the 
behaviour of armed forces, police services and other national bodies. 
These are realistic considerations based on arguments of a political nature. 
For example, as long as a party to the conflict must reckon that, if its own 
armed forces violate humanitarian law, then the other side will do the 
same, that party will respect the law in its own interests, in an effort to keep 
its own nationals from harm. The implementation of humanitarian law in 
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practice depends to a large extent on expectations based on the notion of 
reciprocity. In political terms, this means that any party involved in a 
conflict will keep to its obligations because - and as long as - it expects the 
same to be done by the other side. Mutual expectations or considerations 
of reciprocity are powerful stimuli in favour of the observance of humanita
rian law, even though the obligations are legally absolute, and the absence 
of reciprocity can never justify the violation of humanitarian rules.

Another factor favouring observance of humanitarian law is public 
opinion. Few governments welcome a “bad press”, and so public opinion, 
national and international, is able to influence those in office.

At a very different level is the following reasoning: military leaders know 
very well that a murdering and plundering army is not worth much in 
military terms. In other words, respect for humanitarian rules is an element 
of discipline, which is an essential characteristic of an effective military 
unit. To put it simply, observance of international humanitarian law is not 
merely a burdensome duty, it is clearly in the interests of commanders of 
the armed forces.

Humanitarian law must stand the test of practical implementation, 
otherwise it is meaningless. The prospects of success are greater if the rules 
to be applied take into account not only humanitarian objectives but also 
military requirements. For international humanitarian law is not intended 
to make war impossible, but to set limits to it. The law as it stands today, as 
codified in the Geneva Conventions and the two Additional Protocols, 
takes military considerations into account. The universal adoption of the 
law of Geneva by States testifies to this.

“The High Contracting Parties undertake to respect and to ensure respect 
for the present Convention/Protocol in all circumstances.” These are the 
words of Article 1 common to the four Geneva Conventions of 1949 and to 
Additional Protocol I. To facilitate comprehension, we may classify the 
resulting commitments as follows:
- commitments to be fulfilled irrespective of any state of conflict;
- obligations that must be met by the parties to the conflict in the event of 

an armed conflict;
- sanctions in the event of breaches of commitments under humanitarian 

law;
- role of third-party States not involved in the conflict: the notion of 

collective responsibility for the observance of international humanita
rian law.

A. Obligations in time of peace

The conditions should already be created in peacetime to ensure that 
in armed confrontations the obligations of humanitarian law can be ful
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filled.213 Military preparedness consequently presupposes the ability to 
pursue military operations while respecting the limitations set by interna
tional humanitarian law. All authorities and persons that are in any way 
concerned with the Geneva Conventions and the Additional Protocols 
must therefore be trained for their duties. Civil authorities and all ranks of 
the armed forces are likewise affected.

To ensure the observance of humanitarian law, the following measures 
must be taken:
- Enactment of laws, regulations and other instructions: first of all come the 
legal provisions for penalizing breaches of the Geneva Conventions and 
Additional Protocoll.214 Prohibited acts must be incorporated into domest
ic penal law or disciplinary regulations applicable to the armed forces, and 
penalties for breaches laid down. Furthermore, prosecuting officers and 
courts must be designated.
- Training of armed forces:215 international humanitarian law will be 
observed only by those who know it. It may sound like a platitude to say 
this, but the fact is all too often ignored. Therefore manuals, instructions 
and teaching aids for training members of the armed forces are of central 
importance. The texts of the international conventions must thus be trans
lated into a language that the target group at which it is aimed understands. 
This means also that humanitarian law must be built into the instruction in 
such a way that its observance becomes second nature, a natural reflex. 
Suitable teaching methods must ensure genuine training in the most im
portant obligations. Combat personnel must know not only how to handle 
their weapons, they must be completely aware of what they may and may 
not do with them.

The knowledge required depends on the rank and duties of the indi
vidual members of the armed forces. While the ordinary combatant needs 
to master a few simply worded basic rules - e.g., how to behave towards an 
enemy who surrenders, or towards a civilian - those in the rear who have to 
deal with prisoners need to know much more. Commanding officers and 
those on the operational staff must be conversant with the rules that set 
limits to the conduct of military operations. Moreover, they should be 
supported at the higher staff levels by special legal advisers.216

The same applies to those civilians who are in any way concerned with 
the application of international humanitarian law, for example, members 

213 Under the heading “Measures for execution”, Article 80(1) of Protocol I states: “The 
High Contracting Parties and the Parties to the conflict shall without delay take all 
necessary measures for the execution of their obligations under the Conventions and this 
Protocol.”

214 First Convention, Article 49; Second Convention, Article 50; Third Convention, Article 
129; Fourth Convention, Article 146; Protocol I, Article 80.

215 First Convention, Article 47; Second Convention, Article 48; Third Convention, Article 
127; Fourth Convention, Article 144; Protocol I, Article 83; Protocol II, Article 19.

216 Protocol I, Article 82.
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of the government or other national authorities, public servants or magis
trates.

It is extremely important to disseminate knowledge of humanitarian law 
authoritatively in time of peace, since this is the precondition for respect of 
its obligations in time of war.
- Material preparations', arrangements must be made to guarantee respect 
for protected persons and objects. These include, for instance, the marking 
of hospitals and ambulances with the red cross or the red crescent. Hospital 
ships must be marked with the protective emblem and equipped with the 
prescribed radio identification signal. Medical aircraft must be provided, in 
addition, with a blue light signal. In general, States party to the Conven
tions must at least give a potential aggressor the opportunity to distinguish 
between military objectives and protected persons and objects. This 
means, for example, that hospitals should not be built in the vicinity of a 
major military facility, and that military objectives should not be sited close 
to populated areas.

B. Obligations in the event of war

During an armed conflict, the provisions of international humanitarian law 
in its entirety must be observed from the onset of hostilities. It is not 
necessary for war to be declared or for there to be a recognized state of war 
for this law to be applicable to the belligerents. Humanitarian law does not, 
of course, suffer the fate of those treaties and agreements that lapse, either 
wholly or in part, when war breaks out, since it is expressly conceived for 
the special situation of armed conflict. In other words, a state of war is no 
reason not to abide by existing legal commitments (as may be permissible, 
for example, for large areas of human rights law in a state of emergency). 
This is true for the law applicable in international conflicts and that applic
able in non-international conflicts. Nor can one of the parties repudiate its 
obligations by denouncing the humanitarian law conventions, since any 
denunciation would take effect only after the war was over.217

The first obligation of a party to the conflict after the outbreak of war is 
to appoint a Protecting Power.218 A Protecting Power is a (neutral) State 
not taking part in the conflict which is mandated by one of the parties to the 
conflict (with the agreement of the other side) to protect its humanitarian 
interests in the conflict; in so doing it also helps to implement international 
humanitarian law.219 The Geneva Conventions and Additional Protocol I 

217 First Convention, Article 63; Second Convention, Article 62; Third Convention, Article 
142; Fourth Convention, Article 158; Protocol I, Article 99; Protocol II, Article 25.

218 First to Third Conventions, Article 8; Fourth Convention, Article 9.
219 See Gerlinde Raub, “Protecting Power”, in Bernhardt (ed.), Encyclopedia of Public 

International Law, Vol. 9, 1986, pp. 314-320.
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attribute to the Protecting Power a number of tasks of a humanitarian 
nature, the most important of which are visits to prisoner-of-war220 and 
internment221 camps and work on behalf of civilians in the power of the 
enemy (especially in occupied territories).222

Representatives of the Protecting Power must be given access to all 
places where there may be protected persons, so as to obtain a firsthand 
impression of how the law of Geneva is respected in practice. Indepen
dently of this right of visit attributed to the Protecting Power, the ICRC is 
entitled to visit places of detention and internment.223

In the years since the Second World War, however, parties involved in a 
conflict have shown that they are no longer willing to nominate Protecting 
Powers, as prescribed by international law.224 The main objection to the 
system of Protecting Powers appears to be the fear that the appointment of 
a Protecting Power might have unacceptable legal consequences (such as, 
for example, recognition of the adverse party or of the international 
character of a conflict). That fear is misplaced. The institution of Protect
ing Powers was introduced into the system of international humanitarian 
law to facilitate the application of obligations under international 
humanitarian law. The appointment of a Protecting Power should there
fore not give rise to interference extraneous to the matter at hand.

The institution of the Protecting Power reaches far back in history. Now 
the rules relating to the designation of these powers and to their duties in 
wartime are incorporated into the Geneva Conventions.225 Additional 
Protocol I has laid down rules of procedure intended to facilitate the 
appointment of a Protecting Power.226 Under these rules, the ICRC shall 
offer its services to the parties to a conflict and urge them to designate 
Protecting Powers, in mutual agreement. If no Protecting Powers are 
designated in accordance with the procedure, each of the parties should 
entrust a third-party State, unilaterally, with the tasks of the Protecting 
Power.227 If this also fails to be done, then “a humanitarian organization, 
such as the International Committee of the Red Cross,” shall assume the 
humanitarian tasks of the Protecting Power.228

In the various conflicts since 1945, it has always been the ICRC that has 

220 Third Convention, Article 126.
221 Fourth Convention, Article 143.
222 Ibid.
223 Third Convention, Article 126(4); Fourth Convention, Article 143(5) - see Chapter II, 

l.B.b.
224 See François Bugnion, “Le droit humanitaire applicable aux conflits armés inter

nationaux, Le problème du contrôle”, in Annales d’études internationales, Geneva, 1977, 
pp. 29-61.

225 See footnote 218.
226 Protocol I, Article 5.
227 First to Third Conventions, Article 10(2); Fourth Convention, Article 11(2).
228 First to Third Conventions, Article 10(3); Fourth Convention, Article 11(3); Protocol I, 

Article 5(4).



572

leapt into the breach, yet without ever having been designated explicitly as 
a substitute for the Protecting Power. In contrast to a Protecting Power, the 
ICRC never acts as the agent of one of the parties to the conflict (to which it 
would have to be accountable); the Committee always acts in its own name. 
The ICRC has indeed received from the community of States as a whole the 
mandate to devote itself to ensuring respect for the obligations of a 
humanitarian kind arising from international law applicable in armed 
conflicts. This mandate derives from international law, i.e., the Geneva 
Conventions and their Additional Protocols. ICRC delegates, moreover, 
are entitled to visit all places in which there are protected persons.229 In any 
case, the Committee has a comprehensive right of initiative in humanita
rian matters.230

The Protecting Powers should play an essential role in implementing 
international humanitarian law in conflict. It is regrettable that the system 
does not fulfil this role today. As frequently occurs in such situations, 
practice has developed a substitute for facilitating the implementation of 
international humanitarian law: the activities of the ICRC.

It goes without saying that in the event of war the parties to the conflict 
must take all measures within their territory to enable them to meet their 
obligations, supported by the preparatory measures taken in time of 
peace.231 This holds true in particular for members of the armed forces, 
who are called upon to apply the knowledge and the skills acquired during 
training. It must be emphasized once again that respect for humanitarian 
rules forms part of discipline.

What are the consequences of a breach of international humanitarian 
law? What steps can be taken to repress such a breach or to prevent further 
unlawful acts?

C. Breaches of international humanitarian law

The non-observance of a provision of international humanitarian law has 
repercussions both at the national level and internationally. These must be 
considered separately.

229 See footnote 223.
230 First to Third Conventions, Article 9; Fourth Convention, Article 10; on the duties of the 

ICRC in the event of conflict, see also Protocol I, Article 81.
231 See Protocol I, Article 80(2): “The High Contracting Parties and the Parties to the 

conflict shall give orders and instructions to ensure observance of the Conventions and 
this Protocol, and shall supervise their execution.”



573

a. Criminal proceedings before national courts

The Geneva Conventions and Additional Protocol I stipulate that certain 
particularly serious violations committed in the course of an international 
armed conflict must be considered as criminal offences. They list a number 
of acts that should be punished as grave breaches.232 Among these are 
wilful killing, torture or other forms of inhumane treatment of protected 
persons (e.g., prisoners of war, civilian internees, or inhabitants of 
occupied territory), or attacks on the civilian population or individual 
civilians resulting in death or serious injury to the body or health of the 
victim. Grave breaches of this kind are considered war crimes.233

In the event of a suspected grave breach of the Conventions or the 
Additional Protocol, criminal proceedings must be brought against the 
suspect, unless the person is handed over to a third-party State which then 
institutes penal proceedings (principle of aut dedere aut judicaref States 
party to the Conventions are supposed to take penal or disciplinary action 
also in the case of less serious breaches of humanitarian law. Since criminal 
proceedings can only take place if domestic legislation penalizes the act in 
question, defines punishment and lays down the procedure to be followed, 
it is essential for the relevant laws to be enacted already in peacetime. As 
mentioned above, this is one of the obligations of each State party to the 
Conventions.234

International humanitarian law has thus established individual responsi
bility, with penal sanctions, for observance of its obligations. This responsi
bility applies to each individual, who must answer for his conduct. Special 
responsibility rests on the shoulders of military commanders, who are 
obliged to do everything possible to prevent breaches of the Conventions 
and of Additional Protocol I in the area under their command.235 If a 
commander neglects to give the necessary instructions or permits short
comings in the required supervision, then he must answer under criminal 
law if grave breaches occur in his area of command.236

Difficult problems arise when the defendant pleads the exception of 
superior order. In such a case, a person accused of a grave breach does not 
deny the offence, but states that he acted under orders from a superior, and 
that therefore he should not be punished. Many of the defendants in the 
trials following the end of the Second World War pleaded thus. The 
London Four-Power Agreement (of 8 August 1945), which established the 

232 First Convention, Articles 49 and 50; Second Convention, Articles 50 and 51; Third 
Convention, Articles 129 and 130; Fourth Convention, Articles 146 and 147; Protocol I, 
Article 85.

233 See Protocol I, Article 85(5).
234 See above, Section 6.a.
235 Protocol I, Article 87.
236 Protocol I, Article 86(2).
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International Military Tribunal to judge major war criminals, laid down, 
however, that even those persons who acted under orders were responsible 
for their acts.237

In connection with the judgments of the Nuremberg Court, there has 
grown up a rule of customary law which has influenced domestic legal 
systems. According to this principle, everyone is personally responsible for 
his actions, even when acting on orders. Yet a subordinate may proceed on 
the assumption that any order he is given by a superior is legal. However, if 
it is clear to the subordinate that the order would result in a breach of the 
law, then he must refuse to obey it, but only if the possibility of doing so 
really exists. If he nevertheless carries out the order and in so doing 
commits a breach of international humanitarian law, then he must accept 
the legal consequences. He may be given the benefit of mitigating circum
stances.238

Naturally, a superior who gives an unlawful order is liable to penal 
prosecution. The Statute of the Nuremberg Court stated explicitly that 
even the Head of State may have to answer for his actions.

Grave breaches of international humanitarian law (or war crimes) may 
be punished not only by the detaining power but also by any State in whose 
power the suspected culprit may be.239 This is known as universal jurisdic
tion. States must also afford each other assistance, for example, by handing 
over a suspect to another State and thereby waiving the right to try him, or 
by providing evidence.240 Finally, reference should be made to the provi
sions relating to penal procedure.241. The law of Geneva is intended to 
ensure the rights of suspects and of defendants

As of now, there is no international criminal court. The decision of the 
Security Council of 22 February 1993 to establish such a tribunal for 
Yugoslavia is an important step toward realising criminal responsibility on 
the international level.

237 See Hans-Heinrich Jescheck, “War Crimes”, in Bernhardt (ed.), Encyclopedia of Public 
International Law, Vol. 4, 1982, p. 297.

238 The Diplomatic Conference of 1974-1977 could not agree on a generally acceptable draft 
provision, which is why Protocol I has no rule on superior orders. Customary law retains 
its validity.

239 “Each High Contracting Party shall be under the obligation to search for persons..- 
First Convention, Article 49(2); Second Convention, Article 50(2); Third Convention, 
Article 129(2); Fourth Convention, Article 146(2).

240 Protocol I, Article 88.
241 Third Convention, Articles 129(4), and 105 to 108; Fourth Convention, Article 146(4), 

with a reference to the Third Convention, Articles 105 to 108.
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b. International responsibility of States

Breaches of international humanitarian law by members of the armed 
forces of a State entail the responsibility in international law of the State 
concerned. This means that the State must answer to the injured State for 
the consequences of each and every case of unlawful conduct by each and 
every member of its armed forces.242 The offending State must restore the 
legal situation and, possibly, pay damages to the injured State.243

What means of redress are open to the injured State? It can issue a 
protest and demand of the other party to the conflict to refrain from further 
breaches. The Protecting Power can also take action in this sense.244. The 
injured State can in any case demand an inquiry.245 Such an inquiry, 
however, requires the consent of all those involved, i.e., in particular the 
accused party, and this has never yet been achieved. Protocol I has intro
duced a welcome innovation, based on the notion of third party mediation: 
the International Fact-Finding Commission.

The International Fact-Finding Commission, referred to in Article 90 of 
Additional Protocol I, has the task, on request, to clarify the facts alleged 
to be a grave breach of the Conventions and the Protocol, or another 
serious violation of international humanitarian law. Every State party to 
the Conventions may, on ratification of Protocol I or at a later date, declare 
that it recognizes ipso facto the competence of the Commission; to date, 33 
States have done so.246 In a specific case a State may also recognize the 
Commission’s competence on an ad hoc basis.

The Commission is composed of fifteen persons “of high moral standing 
and acknowledged impartiality” appointed by the parties to Protocol I 
which have recognized the jurisdiction of the Commission. It has two 
functions. One is to enquire into any facts alleged to be a grave breach. The 
other is to offer its services to the parties to restore an attitude of respect for 
the humanitarian treaties. It is not the duty of the Commission to give a 
legal opinion on the situation, i.e., the lawfulness or otherwise of the 
conduct in question. Despite this limitation, the International Fact-Finding 
Commission will undoubtedly make a valuable contribution to improving 
the protection of human rights in war.

The injured party may also turn to the ICRC, requesting it, as part of its 
humanitarian work, to urge the adverse party to observe the rules of

242 From the abundant literature, see, for example, Luigi Condorelli, “L’imputation a PEtat 
d’un fait internationalement illicite: solutions classiques et nouvelles tendances”, 
RCADI, Vol. 189 VI, 1984, pp. 145-149.

243 Protocol I, Article 91.
244 See footnote 218.
245 First Convention, Article 52; Second Convention, Article 53; Third Convention, Article 

132; Fourth Convention, Article 149.
246 Position on 31 December 1992. After reception of the 20th declaration the Commission 

was established on 25 June 1991.
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humanitarian law. It can likewise appeal to the United Nations and 
through it to the whole community of States. Lastly, it can appeal to the 
International Court of Justice in The Hague, but only if the accused State 
recognizes the Court’s competence.

In conclusion, we should recall one way in which the injured States may 
not react. In contrast to the possibility normally available under interna
tional treaty law, a State cannot refuse to meet its own obligations under 
the humanitarian conventions on the grounds that the other side has 
grossly violated its obligations.247 The obligations derived from interna
tional humanitarian law are not subject to the condition of reciprocity, but 
must be respected in all circumstances and unconditionally by each con
tracting party.

The Geneva Conventions and the Protocols may, however, be 
denounced like any other international treaty. Denunciation would in no 
circumstances take effect until the end of the conflict.248 It is of course not 
possible to denounce customary law rules which are part of ius cogens, 
since such rules are not at the discretion of individual States.

c. Reprisals

The various means of redress open to injured States should not lead us to 
overlook the fact that international humanitarian law - like large areas of 
international law in general - is still very far from being a system of law that 
can guarantee peaceful implementation of its obligations. Normally the 
consent of the accused State is required for any fact-finding or arbitration 
procedure to be carried out when a breach of the law is claimed. Such 
consent is not likely to be forthcoming in the highly emotional climate of a 
war. For this reason, the original, “primitive” way of enforcing a legal 
claim is still of great importance: this is self-help. A typical form of self-help 
is reprisals.249

By reprisals is meant a usually unlawful and prohibited form of conduct, 
which is permitted in certain conditions, provided that its aim is to stop 
illegal conduct by the enemy and to bring him to behave in accordance with 
the law. Reprisals must stop as soon as violations cease. In any case, 
reprisals are permitted only in the event of grave offences, and only as a last 
resort when all other measures have failed to achieve their aim, which is to 
cause the adversary to respect his obligations. The expected damage must 
be in reasonable proportion to the original breach of the law. Finally, 

247 See Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties, 23 May 1969, Article 60(5).
248 First Convention, Article 63; Second Convention, Article 62; Third Convention, Article 

142; Fourth Convention, Article 158.
249 See Frits Kalshoven, Belligerent Reprisals, Leyden/Geneva, 1971, and 1CRC Commen

tary on the Additional Protocols, para. 3423-3459.
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reprisals may be ordered only by the highest political authorities of the 
State concerned.

Humanitarian law now contains a great number of rules that are abso
lute, i.e., that cannot be set aside by retaliatory action. For example, it is 
prohibited to carry out reprisals against the wounded on the battlefield250 or 
the shipwrecked,251 against prisoners of war,252 against the civilian popula
tion in general,253 or against hospitals or medical transports254 and the like. 
Under Additional Protocol I, moreover, attacks by way of reprisals on 
residential areas, i.e., on the civilian population, are prohibited without 
exception.255

Accordingly, reprisals are in themselves unlawful conduct, to which 
resort may be made in strictly circumscribed conditions, in order to put an 
end to breaches of the law by the other side. The extensive prohibition of 
reprisals in Additional Protocol I was one of the most controversial innova
tions of the law of 1977.256 Some saw the threat of reprisals as above all a 
means of deterrence. The enemy should realize that he will pay dearly for 
any breach of the rules. This should give him an incentive to respect the 
obligations undertaken. Against this, it was said that on moral grounds it 
could not be proposed that the civilian population should be made the 
victim for breaches of law committed by the government or the armed 
forces. Lastly, it was pointed out, with examples at hand (e.g., from the 
Second World War), that reprisals always led to counter-reprisals. They 
did not reduce violence, but on the contrary escalated the use of violence 
and thereby ran counter to the avowed objective.

To summarize a difficult point, it may be stated that reprisals against 
human beings under the control of the enemy can never be permitted. 
Even if an attack on the civilian population were considered permissible by 
way of reprisal, such a measure could be used only as a last resort, e.g., to 
avert a calamity. It should be recalled that reprisals may never be employed 
to punish the adversary or to satisfy the desire for revenge.

D. Collective responsibility for the implementation of humanitarian law

In its judgment in the case of Nicaragua vs. the United States, the Interna
tional Court of Justice in The Hague stated that the four Geneva Conven
tions were in certain respects the extension of the general principles of 

250 First Convention, Article 46.
251 Second Convention, Article 47.
252 Third Convention, Article 13(3).
253 Fourth Convention, Article 33(3).
254 See footnotes 250 and 251.
255 Protocol I, Articles 51(6) and 52(1).
256 See ICRC Commentary on the Additional Protocols, para. 3423-3459.
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international humanitarian law and, in another respect, simply the expres
sion of those principles.257 The object of the principles is the protection of 
the human being and of inherent human dignity. They are therefore not 
concerned with the interests of the parties to the conflict: what is at stake 
are general considerations of humanity. Grave breaches of the protection 
provided by humanitarian law are therefore of concern to more than just 
the parties directly involved in a conflict; they affect all States bound by the 
humanitarian conventions.

Article 1 common to the four Geneva Conventions and to Additional 
Protocol I draws the logical conclusion and enjoins the contracting parties 
not only to respect the individual Conventions and the Protocol, but also to 
“ensure respect” for them. Quite clearly, States are thus collectively 
obliged to assume responsibility for compliance with international 
humanitarian law.

There is little in the treaties to indicate how a third-party State not 
implicated in a conflict can fulfil this responsibility. It has been shown that 
under the principle of universal jurisdiction, in the case of penal repression 
of grave breaches of the Conventions or Additional Protocol I, a third- 
party State is obliged to bring a suspect before its own court.258 A new 
provision in Protocol I, which calls on the contracting parties to act “jointly 
or individually, in cooperation with the United Nations”, goes one step 
further.259 This Article confirms an established State practice. Accord
ingly, any third-party State may lodge a complaint with a party to the 
conflict having committed breaches of international humanitarian law. 
This may be done through diplomatic channels, i.e., in confidential com
munications between governments, or by means of a public protest. The 
ICRC has repeatedly addressed itself to all the parties to the Geneva 
Conventions, urging them to make the parties to a conflict observe interna
tional humanitarian law.

It is no doubt within the competence of the United Nations to act in the 
event of breaches of international humanitarian law. As a rule, the UN is in 
any case concerned in some way with the armed conflict that provides the 
opportunity for the breach of law. Respect for international humanitarian 
law by the parties to that conflict is thus but one aspect of all the issues 
raised by confrontation. It is to be hoped that the United Nations, as the 
voice of the international community, will in future give still more attention 
to the observation of international humanitarian law. Moreover, the 
ICRC, with its great experience in humanitarian diplomacy, deserves the 
support of all States in its activities in areas of conflict. The effort is 

257 See footnote 185.
258 See above, Section 6.C.a.
259 Protocol I, Article 89. See Hans-Peter Gasser, “Ensuring Respect for the Geneva 

Conventions and Protocols: The Role of Third States and the United Nations”, Hazel Fox 
and Michael Meyer (eds.), Effecting Compliance, 1993, pp. 15-49.
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worthwhile: the goal is human survival in war and the protection of human 
dignity.

Appendix to Chapter IV

1. Major treaties on international humanitarian law 
in chronological order

- Declaration Renouncing the Use, in Time of War, of Explosive Projecti
les under 400 Grammes Weight. St. Petersburg, 29 November/ 
11 December 1868

- Declaration concerning Expanding Bullets (“dum-dum bullets”). The 
Hague, 29 July 1899

- Convention (IV) respecting the Laws and Customs of War on Land and 
annexed Regulations on the Laws and Customs of War on Land. The 
Hague, 18 October 1907

- Protocol for the Prohibition of the Use in War of Asphyxiating, Poison
ous or Other Gases, and of Bacteriological Methods of Warfare. 
Geneva, 17 June 1925

- Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Geno
cide. 9 December 1948

- Convention (I) for the Amelioration of the Condition of Wounded and 
Sick in Armed Forces in the Field. Geneva, 12 August 1949

- Convention (II) for the Amelioration of the Wounded, Sick and Ship
wrecked Members of the Armed Forces at Sea. Geneva, 12 August 1949

- Convention (III) relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War. Geneva, 
12 August 1949

- Convention (IV) relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of 
War. Geneva, 12 August 1949

- Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of 
Armed Conflict. The Hague, 14 May 1954

- Convention on the Prohibition of the Development, Production and 
Stockpiling of Bacteriological (Biological) and Toxin Weapons and on 
their Destruction. 10 April 1972

- Convention on the Prohibition of Military or any Other Hostile Use of 
Environmental Modification Techniques. 10 December 1976

- Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, and 
relating to the Protection of Victims of International Armed Conflicts 
(Protocol I), 8 June 1977

- Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, and 
relating to the Protection of Victims of Non-International Armed Con
flicts (Protocol II), 8 June 1977

- Convention on Prohibitions or Restrictions on the Use of Certain Con
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ventional Weapons Which May Be Deemed to Be Excessively Injurious 
or to Have Indiscriminate Effects. 10 October 1980
- Protocol on Non-Detectable Fragments (Protocol I)
- Protocol on Prohibitions or Restrictions on the Use of Mines, Booby- 

Traps and Other Devices (Protocol II)
- Protocol on Prohibitions or Restrictions on the Use of Incendiary 

Weapons (Protocol III)

2. Text editions

Schindler/Toman, The Laws of Armed Conflicts, 3rd ed., Geneva 1988- 
most comprehensive collection of treaties and other texts on international 
humanitarian law

Roberts/Guelf, Documents on the Laws of War, 2nd ed., Oxford 1989
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Chapter V

THE RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT MOVEMENT 
AS A FACTOR OF PEACE

1. Stages and milestones in its development

In the period 1863-1919 “Peace” played no role within the Red Cross or 
only a subsidiary one. Effort was concentrated on the fulfillment of the 
humanitarian mission, namely protection of and assistance to war victims. 
The main concern was the mitigation of human suffering, in the first place 
suffering of the wounded and sick. In the 19th century the right of States to 
wage war was still regarded as unlimited and as the attribute of sovereignty; 
war was not yet proscribed as an “instrument of national policy”. Yet 
individual personalities recognised early and stressed that Red Cross 
activities, including precisely those on battlefields, counteracted the spirit 
of war and in the final analysis had to lead to the condemnation of war. In 
an assessment of the 1864 Geneva Convention Gusta ve Moynier wrote: 
“Entrer dans cette voie, c’est faire un pas décisif qui doit aboutir á la 
condamnation de la guerre d’une maniere absolue.”.1 In letters and papers 
Henry Dunant, in particular in the latter half of his life, emphasised ever 
and again that with his book “A Memory of Solferino” he wanted to reveal 
the terrors of war, to awaken in the readers feelings of rejection and 
condemnation and turn them into peace-builders. In his letter of 24 Febru
ary 1896 to Bertha von Suttner, the author of the book “Die Waffen 
nieder!”/Down arms!/, Dunant wrote: “it was indeed the horror of war 
which inspired me, a mere individual, this burning determination which, 
thanks to the world-wide help of many people committed to the cause of 
humanity, led not only to the accomplishment of an enormous interna

1 “La neutralité des Militaires blessés et des Services de Santé des Armées”, Paris, 1867, 
p.84.
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tional undertaking but also to the instilling in them of a religious horror of 
war and thereby converting them into friends of peace”.2

With the end of the First World War (1918), the establishment of the 
League of Nations and the foundation of the League of Red Cross Societies 
(1919) - from 28 November 1991 officially named International Federation 
of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies - the Red Cross took a decisive 
step towards work in Peace and for peace. The forces born and tried out in 
war should in the future be directed also, or rather in the first place, 
towards effecting humanitarian tasks in peacetime and thereby contribute 
to the creation of favourable conditions for peace-keeping. In the Cove
nant of the League of Nations (Part I of the Peace Agreement of 28 June 
1919) the ( in part new) role of the Red Cross was expressly recognised in 
that the members of the League of Nations agreed “to encourage and 
promote the establishment and cooperation of duly authorised voluntary 
national Red Cross organizations having as purposes the improvement of 
health, prevention of disease and the mitigation of suffering throughout 
the world”. The Covenant of the League of Nations laid down that member 
States were obliged to settle conflicts by peaceful means and defined the 
circumstances under which it would be forbidden to go to war. In the 
“Treaty renouncing war” (Briand-Kellogg-Pact) of 27 August 1928 the 
participating powers (including the USA which had not joined the League 
of Nations) then solemnly declared “they condemn recourse to war for the 
solution of international controversies, and renounce it as an instrument of 
national policy in their relations with one another”.

Since 1921 International Conferences of the Red Cross have regularly 
commented on Peace. In 1921 the ICRC and the Federation for the first 
time launched a joint appeal to the peoples of the world urging them to 
combat the still threatening spirit of war. Special importance is attached to 
the Resolution: “Red Cross, factor of reconciliation between peoples”, 
adopted by the International Conference of the Red Cross at Brussels in 
1930 where a first concept of an independent Red Cross contribution to 
peace was developed. The Resolution considers that the Red Cross 
increasingly gives its attention to all forms of human suffering, both in time 
of peace and war. Through the scrupulous observance of the principles of 
racial, religious and political neutrality it was a moral force bringing men 
and peoples together. The Red Cross was to take every opportunity to 

2 See André Durand, “The development of the idea of peace in the thinking of Henry 
Dunant”, International Review of the Red Cross, January-February 1986, p. 16. In his 
study Durand shows how towards the end of the century Dunant concentrated on the idea of 
peaceful settlement of conflicts between States. With a view to the Peace Conference 
proposed by Czar Nicholas II and which was held in The Hague in 1899, Dunant published a 
study under the title “The proposal by His Majesty, The Emperor Nicholas II”. In it he 
suggested the creation of a “Permanent Congress” which would have to deal with the 
settlement of conflicts and questions of disarmament (pp. 35-37).
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promote mutual understanding and reconciliation and thereby peace; if it 
helped to overcome war it helped to prevent the suffering the mitigation of 
which had been its original goal.

With the ending of the Second World War the question of Peace was put 
into a new context, which gave it even greater significance. In “total war” 
the civilian population had suffered immeasurable losses and the use of 
atomic bombs against Japanese cities had shown that in future armed 
conflicts the danger of “mass destruction” would further increase, involv
ing the possibility of genetic damage. In the Charter of the United Nations 
of 26 June 1945 it was laid down that members were obliged to settle 
international disputes by peaceful means and to refrain in international 
relations from any threat or use of force directed against the territorial 
integrity or political independence of a State or otherwise running counter 
to the goals of the United Nations. In the event of an armed attack against a 
member of the United Nations “the inherent right of individual or collec
tive self-defense” remained reserved; in addition all member States were in 
duty bound to support the United Nations in the eventuality of the organi
zation making arrangements for sanctions against a breaker of the peace.

The International Conference of the Red Cross (Stockholm, 1948) reaf
firmed the determination of the Red Cross to work for international 
understanding and thereby for enduring peace amongst all nations. For the 
first time it was asserted that peace meant more than the absence of war 
and that in its activities the Red Cross had a twofold  function·, mitigation of 
human suffering and bringing closer together individuals and people who 
because of differences and opposite interests often lived in a state of 
tension, if not enmity.

At the International Conferences of the Red Cross of the years 1952 
(Toronto), 1957 (New Delhi), 1965 (Vienna), 1969 (Istanbul), and 1973 
(Teheran), the position adopted in 1930 and 1948 was strengthened and 
new points of emphasis were set. Stress should be laid on the adoption in 
1965 of the “Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross”, which since then 
determine, circumscribe and inspire all the activities of the Red Cross, 
including those directed at peace. The principle “Humanity” ends with the 
sentence: “it (the Red Cross) promotes mutual understanding, friendship, 
co-operation and lasting peace amongst all people”.3 Already in 1961 at 
Prague the Federation Board of Governors had accepted the motto “Per 
humanitatem ad pacem” in the context of the preliminary discussion of the 
Red Cross Principles by the Council of Delegates.

The Istanbul Conference is to be regarded as a milestone in three 

3 See Chapter III: The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Move
ment and in particular Jean Pictet, “The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross and Peace 
- the significance of the principles for the spirit of Peace”, Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva 
1984.
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respects. The “Declaration of Istanbul” for the first time places emphasis 
on the relationship between respect and observance of human rights for all 
and the preservation of peace. The Resolution “Contacts between 
National Societies in case of armed conflicts” recommends that in case of 
armed conflicts or of situations which are a threat to peace the 1CRC shall, 
if necessary, invite representatives of the National Societies of the coun
tries concerned to meetings to study the humanitarian tasks involved and, 
in agreement with the Governments concerned, to examine what contribu
tion the Red Cross could make to preventing the conflict or achieving a 
cease-fire or cessation of hostilities. Ina further Resolution the Conference 
urgently appealed to States to put an end to armed conflicts, to reduce 
arms, in particular atomic, chemical and biological weapons, and finally to 
reach agreement on general and complete disarmament under effective 
international control. Closer cooperation between the Red Cross and the 
United Nations and its Specialized Agencies is then recommended in such 
spheres as Human Rights and the education of youth in a spirit of peace.

The most recent phase covers the period 1973-1984. In Teheran the 
Federation Board of Governors recommended early convening of a con
ference exclusively devoted to Red Cross work for peace. In response to 
this recommendation the first World Red Cross Conference on Peace was 
held in Belgrade from 11 to 13 June 1975 on the invitation of the Red Cross 
of Yugoslavia. This conference produced a Programme of Action of the 
Red Cross as a Factor of Peace, of which the Federation Board of Gover
nors and the Council of Delegates took note in the autumn of 1975. As no 
full consensus was reached in Belgrade, the Federation set up a working 
group to examine all critical comments and put forward proposals to bring 
about genuine agreement. These proposals took the form of detailed 
interpretative texts, which were adopted at Bucharest in 1977 by the 
Council of Delegates as an integral part of and together with the Program
mes of Action.4 The same Council of Delegates then decided on the 
establishment of a Commission on the Red Cross and Peace, within which 
representatives of National Societies, the ICRC, the Federation and the 
Henry Dunant Institute were to work together to supervise and promote 
the implementation of the Programme of Action. Subsequently the chair
manship of the Commission was entrusted to a member of the ICRC.5

In 1983 the Council of delegates decided to hold a second World Red 

4 The full wording of the “Programme of Action” and of the “Interpretative Texts” is 
reproduced in the International Red Cross Handbook, Twelfth Edition, Geneva 1983, 
pp. 570-588.

5 In 1985 the Council of Delegates renamed the Commission the “Commission on the Red 
Cross, Red Crescent and Peace”. At the same time the Commission was asked to examine 
the question highlighted by the Council of Delegates in 1983 (see resolution No. 4 “The Red 
Cross and Human Rights”) to determine how far the Red Cross Movement could contribute 
to respect for and realisation of Human Rights and what relationship there was between this 
contribution and the task of promoting peace.
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Cross and Red Crescent Conference on Peace the following year. It was to 
meet as an extraordinary session of the Council of delegates in order to 
examine how far the Programme of Action had been implemented by 
National Societies, the ICRC, the Federation and the Henry Dunant 
Institute. It should then put forward additional guidelines for the contribu
tion of the Red Cross and Red Crescent to a genuine peace with emphasis 
to be placed on the necessity of maintaining the unity of the Movement and 
ensuring observance of its Principles, in particular the principle of neutral
ity.

On the invitation of the Finnish and Swedish Red Cross Societies, a 
Second World Conference on Peace took place in Aaland and Stockholm 
from 2 to 7 September 1984. By consensus it adopted two documents 
“Fundamental Guidelines for the contribution of the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement to a true Peace in the World” and “Message to the 
World Community”. The documents supplement and specify those emerg
ing from the first world conference and adopted in Bucharest in 1974.6

In the following section some important aspects of the question of the 
“Red Cross and Red Crescent and Peace” are to be debated and the results 
of both World Conferences on Peace to be assessed.

2. Possibilities and restrictions on the work of the Movement
in promoting peace

A. The concept of “peace”

To elucidate the contribution the Red Cross should and can make to peace 
it is necessary to clarify the concept of peace. What is meant by the word 
“peace” in relation to Red Cross and Red Crescent activities?

In the general view, peace in the first place signifies the state of affairs 
where there are no armed conflicts between population groups or States. 
Peace therefore means absence of war and not using military force to settle 
conflicts. For some considerable time this classical concept of peace, often 
described as “negative”, has become a counterpart concept of peace with 
more positive aspects peace here means not only absence of the use of 
military force, but also humane living conditions for all, in fact a situation, 
to put it comprehensively and accurately, in which human rights - defined 
in the 1948 Declaration and in later Conventions - are applied without 
discrimination. In such a situation there would not only be no war or armed 
conflict between population groups and States, but there would also be 
trust and cooperation, even friendly relations, between individuals and 

6 See “Report of the Second World Red Cross and Red Crescent Conference on Peace”, 
Geneva 1984, International Review of the Red Cross, November-December 1984.

Â
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peoples. The old concept of peace with as its opposite the concept of war 
would receive a new in-depth dimension.

If the Red Cross has increasingly turned towards this positive concept of 
peace, this might well be for two reasons. Firstly this concept of peace 
emerges out of modem international law, which is not limited in the 
traditional sense to the prevention of war, but - as an international law of 
cooperation - increasingly brings about economic and social development, 
“better standards of life in larger freedom” (preamble to the UN Charter) 
and finally Human Rights for all. A positive concept of peace is further
more a fruitful starting point for the work of the Red Cross: if it cannot 
directly prevent war, it can open the way to humane living conditions and 
respect for the human being. It can also contribute to the increase of 
understanding and trust and to the development of friendly relations 
beyond all differences and opposites.

The preamble to the 1975/77 Programme of Action contains a definition 
of the concept of peace which was later repeated several times and included 
by the Council of Delegates in 1983 in the Resolution dealing with the 
convocation of a Second World Conference on Peace. This definition reads 
as follows:

“The Red Cross does not view peace simply as the absence of war, but 
rather as a dynamic process of cooperation among all States and peoples; 
cooperation founded on freedom, independence, national sovereignty, 
equality, respect of human rights, as well as a fair and equitable distribu
tion of resources to meet the needs of peoples”.

The quoted text contains important elements of the positive concept of 
peace - cooperation, human rights, fair distribution of the resources of the 
world - but it seems also to have shortcomings, gaps. For example, 
“national sovereignty” is both a factor of and an obstacle to peace; in any 
event the concept of sovereignty in many cases impedes the peaceful 
settlement of disputes - by full resort for instance to courts of arbitration or 
the International Court of Justice, and also effective protection of human 
rights with the participation of international institutions. In addition the 
goals contained in the concept of peace can only be attained, if readiness to 
engage in a “dynamic process of cooperation” is accompanied by the will to 
respect international law at all times and in all places. Peace in the sense of 
the given definition calls for an international legal system, into which States 
fit and on which their co-existence and cooperation are based.

It should be noted that the Council of Delegates meeting in Aaland put 
forward in its “Message to the World Community” a definition of the 
concept of peace, which is different from the one quoted above and taken 
over in the “Fundamental Guidelines”. The wording is as follows:

“For the Movement, peace is not just the absence of war but a dynamic 
process of co-operation among all States and peoples. It is based on the 
amicable settlement of disputes, respect for human rights, and the fair and 
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equitable distribution of resources. True peace is firmly founded on the 
respect of international law and on mutual understanding.”

The XXVth International Conference of the Red Cross, which met in 
Geneva in 1986, took an important step in that it included in the new 
Statutes of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement the 
Red Cross principles, the two mottoes “Inter arma caritas” and “Per 
humanitatem ad pacem”, and the phrase to the effect that the Red Cross 
Movement promotes lasting peace through its humanitarian work and the 
dissemination of its ideas. The then following definition of peace is identi
cal to the one in the \915IT1 Programme of Action. Nobody wanted to call 
the consensus reached since 1977 into question. This is not meant to 
prevent drawing attention to other wording better suited to the point at 
issue.7

B. Direct and indirect contributions to peace

The 1975/77 Programme of Action differentiates between indirect and 
direct Red Cross contributions to peace. Indirect contributions are to be 
understood as the traditional humanitarian work having - in the sense of 
the Red Cross principle of humanity - the purpose “to prevent and allevi
ate human suffering wherever it may be found” and “to protect life and 
health and to ensure respect for the human being”. If it is based on 
observance of the principle of impartiality and thereby avoids any discrimi
nation as to “nationality, race, religious beliefs, class or political opinions”, 
its work is expected to unite and reconcile individuals and peoples. The 
more the Red Cross (for example, a National Society) here gives its 
attention to individuals, groups and peoples who are different in their 
behaviour and thinking or even regarded as enemies, all the more can this 
attention be considered as a bridge and as an attitude and action serving 
peace. Examples extend from care for (perhaps unpopular) refugees in a 
country of asylum through assistance to natural disaster victims in a far 
distant country, to protection of armed conflict victims. It is rightly said 
that the Geneva Conventions and the Red Cross and Red Crescent Move

7 On the occasion of the “Round Table meeting of Institutions awarded the Nobel Peace 
Prize” (arranged within the framework of the ceremonies for the hundred and fiftieth 
birthday of Henry Dunant on 27/28 April 1978 in Geneva) an appeal containing the 
following passages was approved: “Peace is not only the absence of armed conflict, it is also 
a dynamic set of relationships of coexistence and cooperation among and within peoples, 
characterized by the respect for the human values set forth particularly in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and the concern to provide the greatest possible well-being 
for all. (...) It is only possible in a world in which the observance of international law 
replaces violence, fear and injustice, in which States voluntarily agree to limit their national 
sovereignty in the general interest, and in which States employ existing procedures for the 
peaceful settlement of disputes between nations.” (Report on the Round Table published 
by the ICRC, Geneva 1978, IRRC, May-June 1978, p. 133-134.)
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mens create oases of humanity in war - perhaps in the form of a field 
hospital, hospital ship, a sanitary and safety zone, and camps for prisoners 
or refugees - and that these oases are “seed beds” of the coming peace. 
Perhaps it would be correct to classify the protection and unselfish voluntary 
assistance - provided by Red Cross and Red Crescent workers to the 
wounded and sick, prisoners and internees, the famished and homeless, 
refugees and expellees, the children, the elderly and the disabled - as a 
direct and especially important contribution to peace.8

Certainly the Programme of Action includes under direct contributions 
to peace other measures going deeper. The aim here is to recognise and 
eliminate the causes of conflicts, such as racial discrimination, a policy of 
apartheid, disregard of the right to self-determination and of mass misery 
in developing countries, as set against the excessive affluence of economi
cally highly developed States. The Movement of the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent should in addition make a contribution in the sense that tension 
does not develop into armed conflicts and that once they have broken out 
armed conflicts are limited or brought to an end. The means proposed are 
appeals to the participating powers and the United Nations. In general the 
components of the Movement are asked to cooperate more closely with the 
United Nations, on the one hand, in the humanitarian sphere and, on the 
other, also in preparing documents condemning aggression, racial dis
crimination, apartheid and political detention.

Both in Belgrade and Bucharest it appeared that this concept of direct 
contributions to peace did not meet with general and full approval. The 
report submitted to the Second World Red Cross and Red Crescent Con
ference on Peace in Aaland on the “implementation of the Programme of 
Action of the Red Cross as a factor of peace” (Geneva, 1984) also brings 
out the fact that there is no consensus.9

The described direct work of the Red Cross for peace has been and is 
above all objected to on the grounds that it is not in line with the Red Cross 
principle of Neutrality. This principle says that the Red Cross - in order to 
continue to enjoy the confidence of all - may not “engage at any time in 
controversies of political, racial, religious or ideological nature”. This 
requirement is considered essential to enable the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement to carry out its specific humanitarian mission unim

8 The main reasons for awarding the Nobel Peace Prize to Henry Dunant in 1901, to the ICRC 
in 1917 and 1944 and to the ICRC and the League of Red Cross Societies in 1963 - on the 
occasion of the Red Cross Centenary - must have been the recognition of the humanitarian 
work done in peace and war for suffering and endangered people all over the world.

9 In the “Interpretative Texts” adopted by the Council of Delegates in Bucharest it is stated: 
“in view of the controversy within the Red Cross movement on the principle of a direct Red 
Cross contribution to safeguarding or maintaining peace, the Council of Delegates did not 
consider that it was its task to put forward a proposal calculated to overcome these 
differences”. (International Red Cross Handbook, Twelfth Edition, Geneva, July 1983 p. 
586)
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peded everywhere and at all times. Observance of neutrality is, however, 
also the means and the way to preserve the unity of the Movement. Every 
intervention in political, religious and ideological controversies or even in 
struggles for power between groups and States, any taking of sides will 
endanger or destroy cohesion within and between National Societies. 
Thereby, however, the fulfillment of the humanitarian mission is made 
difficult or impossible. And because this humanitarian mission - indirectly 
or directly - contributes to peace, non-observance of the required neutral
ity signifies a curtailment in that special contribution to peace, which the 
Movement can doubtless make.10

At the Peace Conference in Aaland differences of opinion, which had 
emerged all too clearly in Belgrade and Bucharest, came into evidence 
again, but in a milder form. The rapprochement was unmistakable and the 
“Fundamental Guidelines” decisively placed emphasis on humanitarian 
endeavours and a strict observance of the Red Cross principles. The basic 
idea is to the effect that Red Cross and Red Crescent work is of benefit both 
to those who suffer and the cause of peace. This is not just a matter of 
labelling, but rather of building a consciousness and of a spiritual attitude.

It remains to be determined whether Red Cross action to promote peace 
- which is not identical to practical Red Cross work - would be possible and 
meaningful, having its own character and being in line with Red Cross 
principles. Such activities are indicated in the Programme of action and the 
Aaland documents. Here it is a question of the “good offices” which the 
ICRC can offer and provide, for example to bring about a cease-fire or a 
cessation of hostilities.11 Then there are also appeals to individual or all 
States calling on them to settle disputes by peaceful means, to observe the 
Geneva Conventions or to terminate hostilities. Another important activ
ity is the education of adults and youth in the sense of humanity and peace: 

10 In the Final Report on the Re-appraisal of the Role of the Red Cross: An Agenda for Red 
Cross, Geneva 1975, Donald D. Tansley writes: “Such action as the naming of aggressors 
and injustices will not be viewed as non-political, impartial, neutral and humanitarian, 
regardless of the good intentions of those advocating that type of Red Cross action for 
peace. Any such action can only damage and probably destroy the useful protection and 
assistance activity ...” (p. 40). In taking a stand on the report on the reappraisal of the role 
of the Red Cross the ICRC made the following statement: “By entering the arena of 
conflicting interests and opinions which divide the world and align peoples against one 
another, the Red Cross would be rushing headlong toward its own destruction. However 
slightly it might venture upon this slippery path it would not be able to stop. ” (Interna
tional Review of the Red Cross, March-April 1978, p. 82).

11 In his inaugural message to the Aaland Conference the President of the ICRC, Alexandre 
Hay said: “When considering the good offices of the ICRC with a view to avoiding or 
putting an end to hostilities, it is hardly conceivable that the ICRC would spontaneously 
offer its services as mediator. (. . . )If, nevertheless, the Committee were to be invited by all 
the parties to a dispute to help achieve a political solution - and this is a role which the 
parties would not be prepared to entrust to anyone else - the ICRC would tackle the 
problem with the realistic optimism which it has shown in such cases in the past” (See 
IRRC, November-December 1984, pp. 322-323)
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guidance on practical assistance, information on the Red Cross principles 
and the principles of International Humanitarian Law, guidance on how to 
solve conflicts within the family, at the place of work and within the 
national community. Several Red Cross Societies have done valuable work 
in these areas.12

C. Statements on disarmament

At least since the First World War the Red Cross has given its attention 
over and over again to the prohibition or restriction of the use of given 
weapons and in general to disarmament under effective international 
control. The motive was, on the one hand, the mission to contribute to the 
restriction and mitigation of the suffering caused by war and, on the other, 
the will to support steps and measures aimed at peace-keeping.

In the period between the wars the ICRC took part intensively in the 
endeavours to outlaw chemical weapons. It promoted the conclusion of the 
Geneva Protocol of 17 June 1925 for the Prohibition of the use in war of 
asphyxiating, poisonous or other gases and bacteriological methods of 
warfare. In the thirties and in the Second World War it took a stand against 
the bombing of the civilian population outside battle zones and military 
target areas. After the Second World War it gave its attention to “blind 
weapons”, more especially atomic weapons whose effects cannot be 
limited in space and time. To the 1957 Red Cross Conference the ICRC 
submitted a “Draft Rules for the Limitation of the Dangers Incurred by the 
Civilian Population in Time of War” which the Powers at first did not 
follow-up. Only in the 1977 Additional Protocols to the Geneva Conven
tions of 1949 were provisions included which correspond to the “Draft 
Rules”, like the prohibition of attacks against the civilian population as 
such and the prohibition of “indiscriminate attacks” where methods and 
means of warfare are used whose effects cannot be limited and which 
therefore strike military targets and civilians or civilian objects indiscrimi
nately.

In connection with the Diplomatic Conference (Geneva, 1974 -1977), 
the ICRC held two Conferences of Government Experts (Lucern 1974 and 
Lugano 1976), at which attention was given to the prohibition or restricted 
use of weapons causing unnecessary suffering or having indiscriminate 
effects. The result of the deliberations had an impact on the wording of the 
Additional Protocols and provided a basis for the later conclusion of a 
special convention within the framework of the United Nations, namely 

12 Here above all see the book “La Paix, pourquoi pas?” by Jean-Daniel Rémond, François de 
Rose et Chantal Ruiz-Barthélémy, published in Paris in 1986 under the auspices of the 
French Red Cross.
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the Convention of 10 October 1980 “On Prohibition or Restrictions on the 
Use of Certain Conventional Weapons which may be Deemed to be 
Excessively Injurious or to have Indiscriminate Effects”. Three protocols 
are annexed to the Convention; the first on “non-detectable fragments”, 
the second on “prohibitions or restrictions on the use of mines, booby-traps 
and other devices”, and the third “on prohibitions or restrictions of the use 
of incendiary weapons”.

Appeals to States for general and full disarmament under effective 
international control had been launched by Red Cross Conferences several 
times in the last decades. Here any taking of sides in the battle over 
individual disarmament measures was avoided as this would be beyond the 
competence of the Red Cross and would not be in line with the dictates of 
neutrality. Among the appeals of the Red Cross special mention should be 
made of the appeal made by the ICRC on 23 May 1978 to an extraordinary 
session of the UN General Assembly on Disarmament. In this appeal it was 
stated that in the existing weapon arsenals a destruction potential was 
amassed capable of destroying mankind and laying waste to our planet. 
The ICRC urged the Powers to create that climate of trust making it 
possible to curb the armaments race and massive delivery of weapons to all 
parts of the world. The Committee condemned the squandering of resour
ces on armament which were urgently needed in the struggle against need 
and for peaceful development, above all in developing countries.

The “Fundamental Guidelines” adopted by the Peace Conference in 
Aaland contained the following sentences: “Trust leads to disarmament 
and disarmament to peace. Our Movement supports the final goal of 
complete disarmament, with the necessary means of control”. In the sense 
of earlier decisions it is added that the disarmament aimed at must cover 
conventional weapons and also “weapons of mass destruction” including 
atomic weapons.

D. Peace as a task for the individual

Peace must be aimed at and created in many ways and is the work of many 
who act and carry responsibility: States, intergovernmental organizations, 
private organizations, nationally and internationally, churches and schools 
at all levels. The decisive strength is however always in the individual 
human being·, his way of thinking, attitude and life style determine what 
happens within families, at place of work, in institutions, in the state 
community and in the living together of peoples. In his speech when 
receiving the Nobel Peace Prize at Oslo in 1954, Albert Schweitzer declared 
that the coming or absence of peace depends on ” what was brought about 
through the way of thinking of the individual and thereby through that of 
peoples”. Schweitzer went on to say “only to the extent that through the 
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spirit of men an attitude of peace was formed in peoples can those institu
tions created for peace-keeping do what is demanded and expected of 
them”.13 In his speech for the award of the Peace Prize of the German book 
trade in 1958, Karl Jaspers pointed out that peace begins in one’s own home 
and world peace with the internal peace of States. Jaspers said: “the 
prerequisite of peace is the joint responsibility of each individual through 
the way he lives in truth and freedom. The question of peace is not first of 
all a question for the world but one to be asked by each person of him
self’.14

The Red Cross is a world wide community carried by millions of mem
bers, volunteers and staff members. In National Societies, open to all, 
people from different parts of the country, sections of the community and 
professions, people of different faiths and of a different ideology work 
together to carry out a common humanitarian task. For their part, National 
Societies support each other and their representatives meet each other and 
work together at conferences and in carrying out practical Red Cross tasks. 
The Red Cross is a school of broad-minded, unlimited humanity where 
education can be obtained in what Albert Schweitzer called “a humanita
rian spirit” and “ethics of respect for life”. Here, it is possible and here an 
attempt must be made to reduce prejudice, mistrust and hatred and replace 
them by understanding, trust and affection.

At the Second World Red Cross Conference on Peace special emphasis 
was placed on the responsibility of the individual human being for the 
advent or absence of peace. The “Message to the World Community” 
contains the passage: “The Movement appeals to all adults and young 
people to dedicate themselves wholeheartedly to promoting the dignity of 
man and to respect humanitarian values, so making a personal commit
ment to true peace worldwide”. Probably the Red Cross can only be a 
credible factor of peace if this appeal is heard within its own ranks and if it is 
also observed everywhere at all times.

13 See Albert Schweitzer, “Das Problem des Friedens in der heutigen Welt”, C. H. Beck, 
München, 1954.

14 See Karl Jaspers, “Wahrheit, Freiheit und Friede”, R. Piper, München, 1958.
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Chapter VI

COOPERATION BETWEEN THE MOVEMENT’S 
COMPONENTS AND OTHER NATIONAL 

AND INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS

1. Relations and cooperation with the outside world 
as a constant factor of development

The founders and components of the Red Cross Movement have from the 
beginning shown an open attitude towards the outside world and have 
above all sought and initiated relations with other organizations with 
similar goals. Henry Dunant promoted the amalgamation of the Young 
Men’s Christian Associations in an “universal alliance” which came into 
being in 1855. Gustave Moynier was one of the founders of the “Institute of 
International Law” which was established in Belgium in 1873 and later 
made important contributions to the codification of the International Law 
of War. In the first 50 years of its existence, the ICRC has over and over 
again used international conferences of States and private congresses to 
make its activities known and to disseminate the Red Cross idea. To 
International Conferences of the Red Cross organizations with humanit
arian goals were regularly invited as guests or observers, such as the Order 
of the Knights of Malta and the Order of St. John. In addition the ICRC 
and National Societies already early on used world exhibitions - at Paris in 
1867 and Vienna in 1873 - as a platform to present the work of the Red 
Cross and to recruit members.

The foundation of the League of Nations (LON) in 1919 initiated the 
organization of the world states on a universal basis. The purpose of the 
League of Nations was to promote cooperation among nations and ensure 
international peace and international security (see Preamble to the Coven
ant of the League of Nations of 28 June 1919). Social welfare and 
humanitarian activities were also given as tasks to the League of Nations 
and its members. They were to create and maintain suitable and humane 
working conditions for men, women and children and also take measures 
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to prevent and combat illnesses. For the fulfillment of these two tasks 
international institutions were established, namely the International 
Labour Office and the International Bureau for Public Hygiene.

The relations between the League of Nations and the Red Cross have 
already been mentioned (see Chapter II, Section 2 and 3). It is especially 
significant that the Red Cross Movement has been given a privileged status 
as compared with other movements and organizations through the express 
mention of National Societies in Article 25 of the Covenant of the League 
of Nations whereby the members of the League “agree to encourage and 
promote the establishment and cooperation of duly authorized voluntary 
national Red Cross organizations having as purposes the improvement of 
health, the prevention of disease and the mitigation of suffering through
out the world”. The founders of the League of Red Cross Societies saw in 
their world federation a kind of parallel organization to the League of 
Nations. The Federation was to supplement and support the political 
organization of States in the humanitarian sphere. When an article on the 
Red Cross was included in the Covenant and when Geneva was selected as 
the headquarters of the League of Nations, the humanitarian achievements 
of the ICRC for war victims, especially for the victims of the First World 
War, must also have played a role.1

In the years between the two World Wars both the Federation and the 
ICRC cooperated with the League of Nations through the institutions 
established by it. The Federation supported the Bureau of Hygiene and 
promoted endeavours for the foundation of private international special 
organizations, such as the associations against venereal diseases, against 
tuberculosis, against blindness, for the protection of children or the crea
tion of the international association of hospitals. In the operational sphere 
there was cooperation between the ICRC and the Federation, on the one 
hand, and the LON on the other, in combating the typhoid epidemic in 
Poland (1920-1923) and in giving assistance to the victims of the famine in 
Russia (1921-1923), affecting around 30 million people. A joint action of 
the ICRC and LON covered the repatriation of around 400,000 prisoners 
of war in Germany and Russia in the period 1920-1922. Relief for Russian 

1 When President Wilson came out in favour of Geneva as the headquarters of the League of 
Nations at a meeting of the League of Nations Commission, Geneva 10 April 1919, he 
declared: “The peace of the world could not be secured by perpetuating international 
hatreds. Geneva was already the seat of the International Red Cross, which had placed itself 
at the service of both groups of belligerents, and which, so far as possible, had remained 
unaffected by the antipathies provoked by the war. Moreover, Switzerland was a people 
vowed to absolute neutrality by its constitution and its blend of races and languages. It was 
marked out to be the meeting-place of other peoples desiring to undertake a work of peace 
and co-operation.” .. .“The capitals of other neutral nations might have been proposed, but 
none had behaved so impartially as Switzerland. Switzerland had always acted with dignity; 
she had suffered from the war and she had gained the respect of both groups of bellige
rents.” (The Papers of Woodrow Wilson, Volume 57, Princeton, New Jersey, Princeton 
University Press 1987, p. 225)
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refugees who had left their homeland as a result of the civil war between 
1917 and 1921 was first accorded by the ICRC and then at its request by the 
LON. Fridtjof Nansen was named High Commissioner for the Russian 
refugees in 1921. He had already cooperated in the repatriation of prison
ers of war on behalf of the LON.

There were in addition relations between the ICRC and the LON with 
regard to the endeavours to prohibit the use in war of poisonous gases and 
bacteriological means. The ICRC promoted the creation of the Geneva 
Protocol of 17 June 1925 which laid down this prohibition. Later it several 
times appealed to States to ratify the protocol. On the other hand, an 
intervention of the ICRC at the Disarmament Conference of the League of 
Nations in 1932 proved of no avail. Its demand completely forbidding the 
bombing of the civilian population from the air led to no tangible result, 
just as the conference itself. Within increased world political tension and 
the successive weakening of the LON in the 30s the cooperation with the 
ICRC also declined as its neutrality and impartiality - for example in the 
Italo-Abyssinian conflict, in the Spanish Civil War and in the war between 
China and Japan - were no longer understood by the leading powers of the 
LON.

At the end of the Second World War the era of the United Nations came 
into being. The goal of this world organization of sovereign States is - 
according to its Charter of 26 June 1945 and pursued so far - much more 
broadly defined than that of the LON. Alongside the maintenance of 
international peace and security, the United Nations should achieve inter
national cooperation “in solving international problems of an economic, 
social, cultural, or humanitarian character, and in promoting and 
encouraging respect for human rights and for fundamental freedoms for all 
without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion” (Article 1, para. 3 
of the Charter). As three of the five principal bodies of the UN, the 
General Assembly, the Economic and Social Council and the Secretariat 
have to give their attention to the fulfillment of this welfare programme for 
the promotion of “social progress and better standards of life in larger 
freedom” (see Preamble of the Charter). This in particular applies to 
subsidiary bodies established by these principal bodies and to specialized 
agencies, established by intergovernmental agreements and which are 
thereby autonomous international organizations. The specialized agencies 
have wide international responsibilities, as defined in their basic instru
ments, “in economic, social, cultural, educational, health, and related 
fields” (Article 57, para. 1 of the Charter). Through the conclusion of 
agreements with the Economic and Social Council, the specialized agen
cies are brought into relationship with the UN and therefore belong - like 
the subsidiary bodies - to the United Nations system.

Mention will be made in the following passages of the main and subsidi
ary bodies as well as of the specialized agencies to the United Nations, 
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which are of direct interest to the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement 
and with which therefore there is more or less close and regular coopera
tion. Mention should also be made of intergovernmental regional organisa
tions, with which relations have been established and with which there is 
cooperation from case to case. And finally there are the non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs), which have grown considerably in number and 
importance and whose work affects the components of the Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Movement and in part covers and overlaps its activities.

In a highly organized international community, relations and coopera
tion between organizations with the same or similar goals is an unavoidable 
must. Cooperation signifies respect for the work of others and the streng
thening of its effect, whereby in the case of humanitarian organizations the 
strengthening of protection, assistance and care is meant to which 
endangered and suffering people can make a claim. That the Red Cross 
and Red Crescent, even in the actual purview of the Geneva Conventions 
and their Additional Protocols, are never active alone or in isolation 
emerges from several provisions of these agreements. Even if the ICRC 
and the National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies are often men
tioned by name and thereby highlighted, mention is always also made of 
other impartial humanitarian organizations or other voluntary relief 
societies which - if they are recognized and so empowered - are also 
allowed to undertake given protection and assistance activities.2

In the Statutes of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement of 1986, 
not only the cooperation between the components of the Movement is 
regarded as indispensable but also the cooperation of these components 
with other organizations, which are active in the humanitarian sphere. In 
Article 7 moreover three requirements are laid down: in cooperating the 
components of the Movement must maintain their independence and 
identity; they must only cooperate with other organizations which at least 
have similar goals and the organizations must be prepared to respect the 
adherence of the ICRC, the Federation and National Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies to the Fundamental Principles of the Movement.

In the following passages the attitude and practice of the ICRC and the 
Federation regarding their cooperation with international organizations in 
the years following the Second World War are considered in greater 
detail.3 As the cooperation of National Societies with other organizations 

2 See in particular Article 9 of the First - Third Conventions and Article 10 of the Fourth
Convention, Article 26 of the First Convention, Article 125 of the Third Convention and 
Article 142 of the Fourth Convention, as well as Article 81 of Additional Protocol I and 
Article 18 of Additional Protocol II.

3 The former and following Statements are in part based on two internal studies, one of the 
ICRC and the other of the Federation. It is a question of the following documents: “The 
ICRC and the international organizations”, document drafted by Michel Veuthey, Geneva 
1989; “The relations of the League of Red Cross Societies with governmental and non-
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in the main concerns organizations with a national character, only brief in
dications are possible, as there are so many of them. In addition reference 
is made to the 17 Profiles of National Societies in Chapter II, Section 2.

2. Attitude and practice of ICRC

A. Cooperation within the framework of the United Nations

a. Examples of cooperation in the operational sphere

- The withdrawal of British troops from Palestine and the establishment of 
the State of Israel brought about the emergency situation of the Palesti
nian refugees who in 1948 numbered around 500,000. At the request and 
on behalf of the UN, the ICRC, the Federation and the American 
Quakers dealt with the distribution of relief supplies, which initially were 
made available by the UN. In 1950 the said organizations were replaced 
by the relief agency for Palestinian refugees set up by the UN 
(UNRWA), which still exists today.

- In 1956/57 after the peoples uprising in Hungary the ICRC gave its 
attention to the distribution of relief supplies, made available through 
the intermediary of the UN Secretary-General. The Hungarian govern
ment had refused to admit UN officials into its country. The ICRC which 
carried out the distribution under strict observance of the Fundamental 
Principles of the Red Cross worked for its part with the United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and with the Food and Agriculture Organi
zation (FAO).4

— After the former Belgian Congo gained its independence in 1960 and 
then disorders broke out, the UN Secretary-General through the inter
mediary of the World Health Organization (WHO) requested the ICRC 
and the Federation to send medical teams to the Congo. They were to 
replace the Belgian doctors who had left the country and to give their 
support to the conflict victims. Thanks to the cooperation of many 
National Societies, it was possible to carry out a major medical relief 
action with all speed. This action continued until 1961 and was supported 
materially and logistically by the UN. Also in this case the Red Cross 
teams maintained their full autonomy.5

- After the outbreak of the Civil War in East Pakistan at the end of 1971

governmental international organizations”, document drafted by Charles-Andre Schussele, 
Geneva 1981.

4 For the action of the ICRC in Hungary see Chapter II, Section 1, D, a.
5 For more details see Chapter II, Section I, D, a.
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the ICRC opened offices in Dacca and Delhi for the Tracing Service. In 
addition it set up a delegation in Calcutta which gave its assistance to the 
Bengalis who had fled to India. Alongside protection for prisoners of war 
and civilian internees, the ICRC undertook relief action for the popula
tion in East Pakistan where its endeavours were above all centered on 
local minorities, such as the Biharis. Later there were large-scale repatri
ation operations which continued until 1979.
Alongside cooperation with the Federation and National Societies in the 
sphere of relief actions, close cooperation was established with the UN 
which maintained a mission in East Pakistan renamed Bangladesh - led 
by the Swiss Victor Umbricht - and had a presence through the United 
Nations Relief Operation in Dacca (UNROD). UNROD and UNICEF 
made available large quantities of relief supplies and vehicles whilst the 
repatriation actions were carried out jointly with the Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). In all these opera
tions the ICRC, the Federation and National Societies were able to 
maintain their independence and comply with the Fundamental Princip
les of the Red Cross and Red Crescent.6

- On the outbreak of the conflict in Cyprus in July 1974 the ICRC set up a 
delegation which remained on the island until the middle of 1977. It 
provided extensive protection and assistance for the wounded and sick, 
for prisoners and displaced persons and for isolated Greek-Cypriot and 
Turkish-Cypriot communities which were on enemy territory. The main 
partners of the ICRC were the special representative of the UN Secret
ary-General and the UN peace-keeping forces for Cyprus (UNFICYP), 
which were set up already in 1964 and which were considerably streng
thened after 1974. The ICRC also received support from the Office of 
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees and National Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Societies, which above all made available 
medical teams.

- After the “Red Khmers” had left Cambodia in a terrible situation, the 
authorities of Phnom Penh called both UNICEF and the ICRC into their 
country in July 1979 so that they could initiate a major relief action for 
the sorely tried population. The goal was the rescue of human lives 
threatened by illness, hunger and the lack of shelter and also a contribu
tion to the reestablishment of the infrastructure in the sphere of health 
and education. The second goal was assistance to refugees who were in 
the frontier area between Thailand and Cambodia in large numbers, in 
part in camps which were looked after by the Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.

6 Concerning the action of the ICRC in the conflict between India and Pakistan (1971-1975) 
see Chapter II, Section I, D, a. For the action of the UN in Bangladesh see Thomas W 
Oliver, “The United Nations in Bangladesh”, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1978.
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The major action launched was called the Joint ICRC/UNICEF action. 
It was a joint action to the extent that the negotiations with the 
authorities were carried out jointly and the action was undertaken 
according to a joint plan and agreed distribution of tasks. A joint 
leadership body was however not set up. After mutual consultation the 
important decisions were taken by the headquarters of the two organiza
tions. Whilst the joint emergency action could to a certain extent attain 
its goal by the end of 1980 and the relief operations outside this action 
were still continued as needed, the separate specific protection activities 
of the ICRC for prisoners of war and political detainees remained 
extremely limited. They were doomed to almost complete failure due to 
the opposition of the competent authorities.7

b. Development and application of international humanitarian law

The UN International Law Commission, which deals with the develop
ment and codification of international law, declined in 1949 to include the 
further development of the law of war in its work programme. In the same 
year on the invitation of the Swiss Federal Council a diplomatic conference 
was held in Geneva producing the four Geneva Conventions for the 
protection of war victims, drafted by the ICRC. In 1957 the ICRC submit
ted its “Draft Rules for the Limitation of the Dangers incurred by the 
Civilian Population in Time of War” to the International Conference of the 
Red Cross in New Delhi. The failure of this courageous proposal led to a 
temporary standstill in the endeavours of the ICRC in the sphere of the 
development of law. When at Teheran in 1968 an international Human 
Rights Conference convened by the UN was held, a resolution was adopted 
containing a request that the UN should deal with the further development 
of the law of war. In the same year the UN General Assembly adopted a 
resolution in the same sense entitled “Respect for Human Rights in Armed 
Conflicts” including the elements of a resolution on the protection of the 
civilian population in the event of war, which was accepted by the Interna
tional Conference of the Red Cross at Vienna in 1965.

In 1969 the International Conference of the Red Cross in Istambul made 
the necessary correction in the interest of the cause. The Swiss government 
was requested to convene a diplomatic conference on the further develop
ment and reaffirmation of international humanitarian law and the ICRC 
was invited to do the necessary preliminary work. This process led in an 
onerous way to the acceptance of the two Additional Protocols to the 

7 More details on this action can be found in: “Kampuchea: back from the brink. ICRC report 
on its fifteen months joint action with UNICEF in Kampuchea and Thailand”, Geneva 
1981.
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Geneva Conventions in 1977. For its part, the UN has since 1968 periodi
cally been giving its attention to the theme of the further development of 
the law of war and this not in competition with but in support of the 
endeavours of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and also of 
Switzerland as the depository state of the Geneva Conventions. In several 
resolutions the General Assembly encouraged the further development 
and strengthening of international humanitarian law.

Cooperation of a special type between the ICRC and the UN came into 
being in connection with the Diplomatic Conference of the years 
1974-1977. The ICRC had convened two conferences of experts in which 
questions of the prohibition or restricted use of given conventional 
weapons was dealt with. When it became evident that the creation of an 
appropriate agreement would transcend the framework of the Diplomatic 
Conference, the project was passed on to the UN which brought into being 
the “Agreement of 10 October 1980 on the prohibition or limitation of the 
use of given conventional weapons, which cause unnecessary or have non- 
discriminatory effects”. Three protocols - on non-detectable splinters, on 
mines and booby traps and on fire incendiary weapons - are attached to the 
Agreement.

In the last decades the Security Council of the United Nations has in the 
event of armed conflicts repeatedly called for the maintenance of interna
tional humanitarian law in resolutions, with appeals and with interventions 
of the Secretary-General. More recent examples are the Lebanon, the 
territories occupied by Israel, the war between Iraq and Iran and the war 
between Iraq and the Allied Powers.8

c. Type and forms of relations with the UN

The relations between the ICRC and the “United Nations system” are 
manifold. Alongside many “non-governmental organisations”, the ICRC 
has since 1946 consultative status category II, with the Economic and Social 
Council. Since 1970 the Committee has had a permanent delegation at UN 
headquarters in New York. With the permanent missions of the member 
states accredited to the UN headquarters in Geneva the relations are 
especially close. Many current matters, which concern humanitarian diplo
macy or given operations, are discussed with the Permanent Missions 
either bilaterally or multilaterally. In addition, for some years there have 
been very numerous personal contacts between the Secretary-General of 

8 In this connection Article 89 of Additional Protocol I of 1977 should be consulted. It reads as 
follows: “In situations of serious violations of the Conventions or of this Protocol, the High 
Contracting Parties undertake to act jointly or individually, in cooperation with the United 
Nations and in conformity with the United Nations Charter”.
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the UN and the President of the ICRC, which greatly facilitate the cooper
ation. That the relations between the ICRC and the UN on the whole are 
good and that they should be further developed came into evidence in a 
resolution adopted by the General Assembly on 16 October 1990 through 
which the ICRC was given observer status with the General Assembly (here 
see Chapter II, Section 1, footnote 62).

As already mentioned, there are permanent and case by case working 
relations between the ICRC and the subsidiary bodies and specialized 
agencies of the United Nations. Attention has already been drawn to 
examples of cooperation in the operational sphere with the Office of the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), with the 
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the World Health Organi
zation (WHO). At this point reference should be made to the cooperation 
between the ICRC and the World Food Programme (WFP). In 1961 the 
WFP was founded jointly by the Food and Agriculture Organization 
(FAO) and the UN as a type of “operational branch” of the FAO. The 
purpose of the WFP is emergency aid, especially assistance to refugees, for 
which it has at its disposal its own food supplies and also the international 
emergency food reserve. Since the 70s the ICRC has in many cases 
received gifts or loans from the WFP reserve for its own actions in the event 
of conflicts and disorders or the WFP requests it to undertake distributions 
in its name. Often there is also logistic cooperation, above all in the case of 
transport by land and sea.9 Since 1963 around 250 million people have 
benefited from the aid of the WFP.

B. Relations with inter-governmental regional organizations

In addition to the specially important relations with the United Nations 
system, the ICRC maintains relations with inter-governmental regional 
organizations. In the main the following organizations are involved: the 
European Community (EC), the Council of Europe, The Organization of 
American States (OAS), the Organization of African Unity (OAU) and 
the League of Arab States.

The greatest importance falls to the cooperation with the European 
Community founded in 1951 and continually expanding since then. Over 
and over again through gifts of foodstuffs and cash grants it generously 
supports both the long-term and emergency relief actions of the ICRC. 
Many times it has also called on States to keep to the Geneva Conventions 
for the protection of victims of armed conflicts.

9 In the study “Le CICR et les organisations internationales” / The ICRC and International 
Organizations (1989) / the cooperation between the ICRC and WFP is described as follows: 
“Il s’agit véritablement là d’un cas de collaboration dans lequel chaque organisation utilise 
les spécificités de l’autre pour accroître son efficacité opérationnelle”, see p. 85
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The relations with the Council of Europe, which has given the ICRC the 
status of an organization of special character, cover in the main the sphere 
of human rights, as they are defined and protected through the European 
Convention of 1950 and several additional protocols, and also the applica
tion of international humanitarian law and the protection and assistance 
activities of the ICRC, which had been the subject of several resolutions of 
the parliamentary assembly.

The relations with the Organization of American States founded in 1948, 
with which the ICRC has observer status, above all cover respect for 
human rights and the implementation of international humanitarian law. 
For example, the ICRC and the Inter-American Commission for Human 
Rights worked together successfully in 1965 in the relief action for expelled 
and persecuted persons in the Dominican Republic and in 1980 in Colom
bia when hostages were taken in the Dominican embassy. In 1981 and 1985 
the ICRC and the Inter-American Institute for Human Rights each organ
ised a seminar in Costa Rica which were devoted to the protection of 
human rights and the implementation of international humanitarian law.

Since 1981 representatives of the ICRC regularly take part in con
ferences of the Organization of African Unity, which was founded in 1963. 
In 1989 the ICRC was given observer status with the OAU coordination 
committee for refugee relief. In 1986 the OAU Council of Ministers 
adopted a resolution in which the member states were urged to give the 
ICRC all the necessary facilities in the fulfillment of the terms of office 
assigned to it under the Geneva Conventions. In addition the member 
states which had not yet adhered to the Additional Protocols of 1977 were 
called on to ratify or adhere to them.

The ICRC has not very close relations with the League of Arab States 
created in 1945. Yet there are periodically exchanges of information with 
the Secretary General of the said League. In addition on a case by case 
basis the League is requested to give its support to relief actions.

C. Relations with non-governmental organizations

Among the international non-governmental organizations (NGOs), with 
which the ICRC in general maintains not very close or only sporadic 
relations, mention may be made of Amnesty International, the Interna
tional Commission of Jurists, OXFAM, Doctors of the World and Doctors 
beyond Frontiers.

Amnesty International, founded in England in 1961 is an organisation 
supported by over 150,000 members in around 150 countries. Its goal is the 
application of human rights, above all through the publication of reports on 
the situation of human rights in many countries and through the interven
tion on behalf of persons who may be described as political detainees. 
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Amnesty’s work is closely followed by the ICRC and can be of help to it in 
its work of protection as it makes available information and mobilises 
public opinion. As it is obliged to exercise discretion, the ICRC can on the 
other hand not pass on information to Amnesty, for example on visits of 
delegates to political detainees. As the relations between the two organiza
tions have to be very carefully handled they come under the exclusive 
competence of the headquarters in London and Geneva.

The International Commission of Jurists founded in 1953 with headquar
ters in Geneva comprises judges, professors of law, lawyers and other 
practitioners in many countries who also intervene for the protection of 
human rights, but also in general for the priority of law in the life of 
peoples. The Commission has consultative status with the Economic and 
Social Council of the UN, with the Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) and with the Council of Europe, of which it 
takes advantage through active constructive activities. It also organises 
conferences and seminars on questions within its sphere of competence. 
The ICRC maintains regular relations with the Secretariat of the Commis
sion in Geneva.

The Oxford Committee for Famine Relief (OXF AM) created in 1942 is a 
relief agency, which combines emergency aid with development program
mes. OXFAM’s resources stem from private donations and contributions 
from the British government and the European Community. There has 
often been operational cooperation between the ICRC and OXFAM, for 
example in Cambodia, Angola, Ethiopia and the Sudan.

The agency “Médecins sans Frontières” (MSF) (Doctors without fron
tiers) created in 1971 and the association “Médecins du Monde” (MDM) 
(Doctors of the World), which broke away from it in 1981, had the goal of 
giving medical aid to suffering people, especially conflict and disaster 
victims, irrespective of frontiers and without any discrimination. MDM in 
particular holds the view that human beings have the right to humanitarian 
assistance in severe emergencies and that this right justifies crossing fron
tiers even without the permission of the competent government. Between 
MDM and the ICRC there have been sporadic contacts and cooperation, 
for example assistance to the “boat people” in South-East Asia and relief 
for the victims of the war in Afghanistan.

3. Attitude and practice of the Federation

The International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, 
which is to be classified as an international non-governmental organiza
tion, has since the Second World War exercised a policy of openness and 
cooperation vis-à-vis international organizations active in the humanita
rian and social welfare spheres. Because of its nature the Federation had
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less fears about contacts than the strictly neutral ICRC whose members are 
citizens of a country which itself follows a policy of permanent neutrality 
and which despite its participation in most subsidiary bodies and 
specialized agencies of the UN is not a member of the world organization. 
As early as the Oxford meeting in July 1946 the Board of Governors of 
the League decided to approach the UN General Assembly with a recom
mendation to the effect that it advise member states of the special interest 
in promoting the establishment and development of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies and their cooperation. The wording of this recommen
dation had been included in a resolution of the UN General Assembly on 
19 November 1946.10 The resolution initiated constant and ever develop
ing relations and cooperation between the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement and the “United Nations System”. The Federation par
ticipates decisively in this cooperation.

A. Cooperation within the framework of the United Nations

a. Type and forms of relations with the UN

Although - in contrast to the ICRC - the Federation has no permanent 
delegation at UN headquarters in New York, it maintains regular relations 
with three UN principal bodies, namely the General Assembly, the 
Economic and Social Council and the Secretariat. The ordinary and extra
ordinary sessions of the General Assembly, and the meetings of individual 
commissions, in particular the Commission for Humanitarian, Social and 
Cultural Questions, are observed by Federation delegates, to which on 
case by ease besis representatives of National Societies may also belong. 
The President and Secretary General of the Federation have contacts with 
the Secretary-General and other senior officials of the UN as well as with 
delegations and permanent missions of member States.

With the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) whose sessions are 
held in Geneva, the Federation has Category I Consultative status, which 
gives it the right to submit statements to the Council on the activities of the 
Federation and its member Societies and in particular on its cooperation 
with UN subsidiary bodies and specialized agencies. As the Economic and 
Social Council is active in “economic, social, cultural, educational, health, 
and related matters” and as it has the task of coordinating the activities of 
the specialized agencies and of consulting non-governmental organizations 
(see Articles 62, 63 and 71 of the UN Charter), it offers the Federation an 
ideal forum for having wide-ranging contacts and of making known its own 
endeavours and principles. Here not only the plenary sessions of ECOSOC

10 Here see Chapter II, Section 2, footnote 73.
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come into consideration, but also the sessions of special commissions such 
as the regional economic and cultural commissions (Europe, Asia and 
Pacific, Latin America, Africa and West Asia) and some expert commis
sions such as the Commission on Human Rights, the Commission on Social 
Development, the Commission on Population Questions and the Commis
sion on Narcotic Drugs. Since the start the Federation has made active use 
of the forum of ECOSOC and its subsidiary commissions where it has the 
benefit of privileged consultative status.11

In the case of subsidiary bodies and specialized agencies of the UN, 
relations with the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR), the Disaster Relief Coordinator (UNDRO), the 
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the World Food Programme 
(WFP), the World Health Organization (WHO) and the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), have pride 
of place. The UNHCR is an important partner both of the ICRC and the 
Federation in the sphere of protection and assistance to refugees, which is 
recorded in resolutions of International Conferences of the Red Cross.12 In 
the resolution of the UN General Assembly creating the office of the 
disaster relief coordinator mention is made several times of the desire to 
cooperate with the “International Red Cross” and especially also with the 
League of Red Cross Societies which cooperation was to prove of value in 
the future.13 UNICEF and the WFP are also partners of the Federation in 
that they support its actions both materially and logistically. The coopera
tion with the World Health Organization covers emergency aid and long
term projects in health, such as the establishment of official blood donor 
services. UNESCO has several times supported Red Cross youth activities, 
such as the training of young leaders on study visits abroad and the 
arrangement of international study meetings.

11 It was the Swede Henrik Beer, Secretary General of the Federation from 1960 to 1981 who 
promoted the external relations of the Federation especially energetically and circums
pectly.

12 The International Conference of the Red Cross in Manila (1981) adopted a “statement of 
policy” concerning “international Red Cross aid to refugees”. It lays down: “The ICRC, 
the League and National Societies should cooperate to the maximum possible extent with 
the UNHCR and all other institutions and organizations... working in the field of refugee 
relief'. The corresponding resolution of the Conference “pledges the unremitting support 
and collaboration of the Red Cross with the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees in their respective activities in favour of refugees and displaced persons within 
the framework of this policy”. See the International Red Cross Handbook, Geneva 1983, 
pp. 495 and 666.

13 See Resolution 2816 of the XXVIth Session of the UN General Assembly of 14. 12. 1971 
bearing the title “Assistance in case of natural disaster and other disaster situations”.



606

b. Examples of cooperation in the operational sphere

- The action of the Federation for the Algerian refugees (1958-1962) was 
carried out in the closest cooperation with the Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). After the UN 
General Assembly had called on the UNHCR to continue the relief 
action started by the ICRC, the UNHCR chose the Federation as 
operational partner and as connecting link with the Tunisia and Moroc
can Red Crescent Societies. Whereas the outline planning of the action 
was effected jointly by the UNHCR and the Federation, the responsibil
ity for the implementation fell to the Federation alone. Also the action 
for the repatriation of the refugees, which started after the conclusion of 
the cease-fire agreement (of 18 March 1962), was undertaken jointly by 
the UNHCR and the Federation. The three and a half year joint action 
was terminated in the middle of 1962.14

- There was also close cooperation between the Federation and the 
UNHCR in the action for the “boat people" from Vietnam, which 
stretched over a period of 10 years (1975-1985). The UNHCR was 
responsible for coordinating the international relief actions, whereas the 
“International Red Cross”, which was represented by an intervention 
group formed by the ICRC and the Federation, acted as an important 
operational partner of the UNHCR. Within the framework of this action 
National Societies also were direct partners of the UNHCR, for example 
the Indonesian Red Cross and the Malaysian Red Crescent Society. 
“Boat people” in large numbers found first asylum both in Indonesia and 
Malaysia.15

- Examples of medical actions - where there was cooperation with the 
World Health Organization (WHO) - are the assignment of medical 
teams to the Congo (1960-1961) and the action in Morocco for the 
rehabilitation of the paralysed victims of food poisoning (1959-1962). In 
both cases the actions were supported by the WHO through advice, 
material and logistics.16

- Further examples of intensive cooperation between the Federation and 
subsidiary bodies and specialized agencies of the UN comprise the 
extensive relief actions for the victims of drought and famine in Africa 
(1973-1974, 1984-1986). The FAO, the WFP, UNICEF and the Office 
of the Disaster Relief Coordinator (UNDRO) participated in the 
emergency relief actions and in the improvement of self-sufficiency. To a 
large extent they were responsible for obtaining resources and coor
dinating the relief actions. The operations of the private relief agencies, 

14 More details in Chapter II, Section 3, D, b.
15 More details in Chapter II, Section 3, D, b.
16 More details in Chapter II, Section 1, D, b. and Section 3, D, a.
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including the Federation, were integrated into the overall action without 
losing their special character. The different actions saved the lives of 
hundreds of thousands of people even if the basic problem of self- 
sufficiency in the long-term has for the moment not been solved.17

B. Relations with inter-governmental regional organizations

The Federation also maintains relations with governmental regional 
organizations, such as the Council of Europe, the European Community 
(EC), the Organization of American States (OAS), the Organization of 
African Unity (OAU), the Association of South-East Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) and with the League of Arab States. Apart from the EC, the 
contacts are sporadic and cover in the main operational matters. Since 
March 1983 there has been permanent liaison with the EC in the form of a 
“Red Cross-EC liaison bureau” in Brussels, in which National Red Cross 
Societies of EC member states and the Federation participate. Since the 
70s the EC has been the Federation’s most important donor. For small and 
large-scale relief actions it makes available foodstuffs out of its reserve and 
makes cash grants for the purchase of relief supplies in a country struck by a 
disaster or in neighbouring countries. It is important that the EC also 
assumes the costs for air, sea and land transport and at least partly for the 
assignment of relief personnel.

C. Cooperation with non-governmental organizations

Since the Federation - as International Federation of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies - is itself an international non-governmental organiza
tion, it is obvious that it maintains regular relations with other organiza
tions of the same type and with similar goals and works together with them 
in the interests of suffering people. To promote these relations and cooper
ation in particular in the event of disasters and other serious emergency 
situations, the Federation in 1972 took part in setting up a working group 
under the name “Licross/Volags Steering Committee for disasters” and 
which - in addition to the Federation - Caritas Internationalis, Catholic 
Relief Services, Lutheran World Federation, OXFAM and the World 
Council of Churches belong. As a rule the senior officials of these organiza
tions meet twice a year at Federation headquarters, which also houses the 
secretariat of the working group. At the meetings of the Steering Commit
tee attention is given to basic questions of relief, coordination and relations 
with governmental organizations and bodies. On the other hand, at

17 See the description of the Federation action in Chapter II, Section 3, D, a.
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monthly meetings with a larger group of participants operational and 
technical questions, mostly in connection with current or forthcoming 
actions, are discussed by experts under the chairmanship of a Federation 
representative, the participants include the agencies mentioned and other 
non-governmental organizations and also bodies and organizations of a 
governmental character, such as UNDRO, UNICEF, UNHCR, WFP, 
UNDP, WHO and EEC. The ICRC also takes part in these monthly meet
ings and on a case by case basis at meetings of the Steering Committee.

It goes without saying that the described cooperation promoted by the 
Federation does not affect the independence and special character of the 
various agencies and organizations. On the contrary, it strengthens mutual 
knowledge and respect and increases the degree of efficiency of the 
emergency and development aid to be given. In addition it may be men
tioned that the principle of impartiality important for the Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Movement is also observed by many other governmental and 
non-governmental organizations, in particular in the sphere of emergency 
relief. For the agencies and organizations of the United Nations this 
principle is obligatory in accordance with the Charter of the world organi
zation.

4. Attitude and practice of National Societies

Just as the ICRC and the Federation - as international organizations - 
cannot keep aloof from other organizations with similar goals, but must 
seek contact and cooperation, National Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies may not remain isolated in their national context. It is true that 
they are recognised by the government of their country on the basis of the 
Geneva Conventions and the national legislation as voluntary relief 
societies which have to support the authorities in the humanitarian sphere. 
Recognition does not however give them a monopoly status either in the 
factual jurisdiction of the Geneva Conventions and their Additional Pro
tocols or outside this field. In the “humanitarian sphere”, in particular in 
that broad area - which is not connected with armed conflicts and the 
protection provided through the Geneva Conventions - there are, along
side National Societies, many other organizations and agencies at work and 
among them there are many inspired by the idea of humanity and guided by 
principles which come close to those of the Red Cross and Red Crescent or 
overlap. With these similar or like-minded organizations and agencies 
National Societies should seek contact and cooperation or not refuse them 
if they are desired and offered.

Such cooperation can be directed at different goals and have different 
degrees. Cooperation can achieve merely an exchange of information or 
ideas and experiences. It can serve jointly to obtain resources especially in 
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the event of major emergencies. It may have the goal of coordinating 
separate activities or undertaking a joint action or again creating a joint 
institution. Whatever the goal or form of the cooperation, National 
Societies must - in the sense of those provisions of the Statutes of the 
Movement figuring under the heading “Cooperation” (Article 7) - main
tain their independence and their identity. To succeed in this, they should 
cooperate with partners which are prepared to respect the adherence of 
National Societies to the Fundamental Principle of the Movement.

The attitude and practice of National Societies with regard to coopera
tion with other organizations and institutions may well be different from 
country to country. The larger the number of private relief and social 
welfare agencies and the broader the spectrum of the activities of National 
Societies, contact, coordination and cooperation are all the more neces
sary. The Profiles of National Societies in Chapter II gives some indications 
of organised cooperation, for example in the area of obtaining resources or 
in the field of social welfare. The Swiss Red Cross (SRC), which the author 
knows best due to his many years of service within it, gives a good example 
of manifold permanent cooperation with other organizations. The SRC has 
corporate membership of six independent organizations which work in First 
Aid and Rescue (Samaritan Federation, Life Rescue Society, Air Rescue 
Service, Military Medical Association, Disaster Dog Association and Civil 
Defence Association), but also cooperates regularly with organizations 
which are active in aid abroad, especially for victims of disasters and for 
refugees, mainly with the Catholic relief agency CARITAS, the relief 
agency of the Evangelical Church and the Worker Relief Agency. Coopera
tion above all covers securing resources, whereby the relief agencies in the 
event of major emergencies receive considerable support from the “Chain 
of Happiness” foundation of the radio and television society. The use made 
of the funds paid in by the “Chain of Happiness” is decided by a joint 
project commission whereby the money is in particular transferred to the 
SRC and the three named agencies, but also to other humanitarian organi
zations for the carrying out of emergency and reconstruction relief actions. 
The relief agencies are of course quite free to carry out their actions in the 
country in question in liaison with their usual partners and to put them 
under the coordinating leadership of an international organization.

A special organization, the “Central Body for Refugee Aid”, which 
comprises “Refugee relief agencies” and among them also the SRC, coor
dinates the work for recognized refugees and asylum seekers in Switzer
land. The organization gives its attention to public relations and obtaining 
resources and takes a stand on the legal provisions and the refugee policy of 
the authorities in the name of the “refugee agencies”.
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Chapter VII

THE INTERNATIONAL RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT 
MOVEMENT AND HUMAN RIGHTS

1. International humanitarian law and human rights: 
similarities and differences

International humanitarian law, also known as the international law of 
war, or simply the law of war, is - as explained in Chapters I and IV - a 
longstanding branch of international law. It has been formulated over the 
centuries in the form of temporary agreements between belligerents, relat
ing, for example, to the exchange of wounded persons or prisoners of war; 
in the form of repeated practice, based on the notion of justice and 
translated into customary law; and finally, since 1864, in the form of 
international conventions which, like those of Geneva and The Hague, are 
not limited in time and to which all States may become party. International 
humanitarian law regulates relations between States in the event of armed 
conflict: it contains rules on means and methods of conducting hostilities 
and, particularly, the protection of nationals of one State in the power of 
the adverse State or detained by it. The rules applicable in non-interna
tional armed conflicts are an exception: they govern relations between 
groups of the population within a single State. The law of war as a whole is 
humanitarian in its aims, since it sets limits to the use of force and tries to 
protect the victims of war (the wounded, sick and shipwrecked, prisoners, 
internees, those living in occupied territory, and civilians not taking part in 
hostilities). It is therefore quite rightly called “international humanitarian 
law”. However, it is not applicable at all times, but only in the event of an 
armed conflict.

The international conventions relating to human rights that now exist are 
characterized by the fact that they are applicable at all times and that the 
rights they establish concern everyone living in the territory of a State party 
and coming under its jurisdiction. These rights, according to the terms of 
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the two 1966 United Nations Covenants on human rights, consist in civil 
and political rights (in particular, the right to life, to individual liberties, the 
right to vote, legal guarantees, and the prohibition of discrimination), 
which must be guaranteed by the State, and economic, social and cultural 
rights which the State must implement progressively through appropriate 
measures ensuring that everyone will benefit, in principle with no discrimi
nation. Article 4 of the UN Covenant on Civil and Political Rights provides 
that the States party, “in time of public emergency which threatens the life 
of the nation... may take measures derogating from their obligations 
under the present Covenant to the extent strictly required by the exigencies 
of the situation”. Article 4 also lists the articles from which no derogations 
may be made and which are therefore applicable even in an emergency. 
They cover the right to life (Article 6), the ban on torture and cruel, 
inhuman or degrading punishment or treatment (Article 7), the prohibi
tion of slavery and the slave trade (Art. 8, paras. 1 and 2), the prohibition 
of imprisonment for inability to fulfil a contractual obligation (Art. 11) and 
of retroactive punishment (Art. 15), the right of everyone to be recognized 
as a person before the law (Art. 16) and, lastly, the right to freedom of 
thought, conscience and religion (Art. 18).

The conventions on human rights form a relatively new but extremely 
important part of international law. Until the end of the First World War, 
the relations between a State and its nationals were almost entirely an 
internal matter for the State concerned; the political rights and individual 
freedoms of the State’s nationals were consequently governed by national 
law. The situation started to change at the time of the League of Nations,1 
but the real turning point came after the Second World War, when observ
ance of human rights was declared to be no longer the sole province of the 
State, and was placed under the collective responsibility of the community 
of States. The Charter of the United Nations Organization (Arts. 55 and 56) 
stipulates that the States have the obligation “to take joint and separate 
action in cooperation with the Organization” to achieve “universal respect 
for, and observance of human rights and fundamental freedoms for all 
without discrimination as to race, sex, language or religion”. Since the 
Second World War, regional governmental organizations - for example, 
the Council of Europe, the Organization of American States and the 
Organization of African Unity - have considered that respect for and 
implementation of human rights constitutes one of their essential aims.2

There were two stimuli for this departure from the past. First, the 
knowledge and awareness that not only could lack of respect for human 

1 Efforts were made to combat slavery and the slave trade, treaties concluded on the 
protection of minorities, and agreements formulated on the protection of workers.

2 See particularly on the development of protection of human rights in international law: 
Karel Vasak (ed.), “The international dimension of human rights”, revised and edited for 
the English edition by Philip Alston, UNESCO, Paris, 1982.
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rights, and especially their grave and systematic violation, give rise to 
internal strife, it could also endanger world peace. On the other hand, 
respect for human rights was shown to be the best way of ensuring peaceful 
relations, both within States and in the community of States. The second 
stimulus was the realization that the lives and dignity of human beings, 
their liberty, health and security, were increasingly menaced by threats of 
various kinds: the arbitrary exercise of power, particularly in totalitarian 
States, damage to the environment and, lastly, poverty and distress, espe
cially in the Third World. The situation in which the implementation of 
human rights depended solely on the whim and authority of individual 
States had to end and implementation made the collective duty of all States, a 
duty to be carried out by means of cooperation and the instruments of 
international law.

The ideal basis for all efforts intended to obtain respect for and 
implementation of human rights since the Second World War is the Univer
sal Declaration of Human Rights, proclaimed on 10 December 1948 by the 
General Assembly of the United Nations. The Declaration’s underlying 
principle is that “recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and 
inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of 
freedom, justice and peace in the world” and represents “a common 
standard of achievement for all people and all nations”. All peoples of the 
world should be brought to recognize and achieve this ideal universally and 
effectively by means of instruction and education and by progressive 
measures both nationally and internationally. During the years following 
the proclamation, a series of conventions has been drafted and adopted by 
the United Nations; many States have acknowledged them as legally 
binding, and have signed and later ratified them or acceded to them.

Below is a list of some of these important treaties:3
- International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, with its Optional 

Protocol (16 December 1966)
- International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (16 

December 1966)
- Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Geno

cide (9 December 1948)
- Protocol amending the Slavery Convention signed at Geneva on 25 

September 1926 (23 October 1953), and Supplementary Convention on 
the Abolition of Slavery, the Slave Trade, and Institutions and Practices 
Similar to Slavery (7 September 1956)

- Abolition of Forced Labour Convention (25 June 1957)

3 See “Human Rights - A Compilation of International Instruments”, published by the 
United Nations, New York 1988; “Human rights in international law - basic texts”, Council 
of Europe, Strasbourg, 1985; “Menschenrechte: Ihr internationaler Schutz”, text with 
introduction by Bruno Simma and Ulrich Fastenrath, Beck Texte, Deutscher Taschenbuch 
Verlag, Munich 1985.
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- International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination (21 December 1965)

- Convention and Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees (28 July 1951 
116 December 1966)

- Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment (10 December 1984)

- Convention on the Political Rights of Women (20 December 1952)
- Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 

Women (18 December 1979)
- Convention relating to the Status of Stateless Persons (28 September 

1954)
- Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness (30 August 1961)
- Convention on the rights of the child (20 November 1989).
In addition to the universal conventions, important regional conventions 
on human rights have been formulated within the framework of the Coun
cil of Europe, the Organization of American States and the Organization 
of African Unity.4 The European Convention for the Protection of Human 
Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (4 November 1950) and its Protocols 
No. 1 (20 March 1952) and No. 4 (16 September 1963) contain guarantees 
which are identical or similar to those in the UN Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights (which was based on the European treaties and which will 
be examined in detail below); they state in addition the right of natural and 
legal persons to peaceful enjoyment of their property and the right to 
education, the latter being incorporated into the UN Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. The European Convention also 
stipulates that “in time of war or other public emergency threatening the 
life of the nation”, the States party may take measures derogating from the 
obligations contained in the Convention, with the exception, however, of 
the right to life (“except in respect of deaths resulting from lawful acts of 
war”), the ban on torture, slavery and similar practices, and the principle of 
nulla poena sine lege: from these obligations there can be no derogation, 
even in emergencies (Art. 15). Social rights are enshrined in a separate 
text, the European Social Charter (of 18 October 1961); the States party 
have the obligation to consider the Charter as a declaration of the objec
tives they should pursue with all appropriate means to make possible the 
effective realization of the rights defined therein. Nevertheless, each State 
party must consider itself bound by at least five of the seven articles in the 
“hard core” of the Charter, together with a number of other articles or 
numbered paragraphs.

The American Convention on Human Rights (22 November 1969) was 
influenced by the European Convention and its Protocols, but it goes 
further and incorporates elements of the two UN Covenants of 1966. For 

4 See texts of the Council of Europe and Simma/Fastenrath (footnote 3 above).
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example, it mentions not only the right to life, individual freedoms, the 
right to property, judicial guarantees and the ban on discrimination, it also 
establishes the rights of the family and the child, and the right to nationality 
and to participate in government. A subsequent article draws attention to 
the progressive development, “both internally and through international 
cooperation... of the rights implicit in the economic, social, educational, 
scientific and cultural standards set forth in the Charter of the Organization 
of American States as amended by the Protocol of Buenos Aires”. The 
suspension of guarantees “in time of war, public danger or other 
emergency that threatens the independence or security of a State Party” is 
also foreseen (Art. 27). Nevertheless, the list of articles from which there 
can be no derogation even in exceptional circumstances is fairly long, and 
includes the rights of the family and of the child, the right to nationality, 
and political rights.

The African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights (27 June 1981) is 
based on the 1966 UN Covenants, but contains special features that take 
into account the traditions and values of African culture and civilization. 
Like the UN Covenants, it mentions the right to life and individual free
doms, political rights and legal principles, and the ban on discrimination; 
unlike them, however, it includes a guarantee of the right to property. In 
addition, a number of social and cultural rights listed in the Charter are 
intended to guarantee “the enjoyment of civil and political rights”. What is 
special and new in comparison with the UN Covenants and the European 
and American human rights conventions is the catalogue of the rights of 
peoples and the duties of individuals towards fellow beings, the family, 
society and the international community. The rights of peoples include the 
right to existence, to self-determination and to development. Self-determi
nation in turn covers the right for a people to determine its political status 
and to pursue its economic and social development along freely chosen 
lines, and to dispose freely of the wealth and natural resources of its 
country.5 The rights of peoples, moreover, include “national and interna
tional peace and security”, and the “right to a general satisfactory environ
ment favourable to their development”.

In its preamble, the African Charter sets forth the principle that “the 
enjoyment of rights and freedoms also implies the performance of duties 
on the part of everyone”. Among these duties are respect for one’s fellow 
human beings, who should be considered and treated without discrimina

5 The right of all peoples to self-determination is also proclaimed in the two 1966 United 
Nations Covenants (Art. 1). The wording is shorter and less political than that of the African 
Charter. It comprises the right of peoples to determine freely their political status and to 
ensure freely their economic, social and cultural development. In order to achieve their 
aims, all peoples must be able to dispose freely of their wealth and natural resources, 
without prejudice to the obligations arising from international economic cooperation and 
international law.
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tion, respect for one’s parents, who should be fed and assisted if necessary, 
and the development of the family, whose unity should be fostered. Other 
duties relate to society, “legally recognized communities” and the State: 
this is aimed at strengthening social solidarity and preserving the territorial 
independence and integrity of the country. Lastly, the Charter describes 
duties towards the international community and, above all, the duty of 
every one “to contribute to the best of his abilities, at all times and at all 
levels, to the promotion and achievement of African unity”.

The provisions in the treaties of international law that provide for the 
creation of bodies and the setting up of procedures to ensure respect for 
and effective implementation of human rights are as important as the 
definitions of human rights themselves. Since these rights presently form 
part, not only of national law, but also of international law, it is logical that, 
in addition to measures of safeguard within a State - in particular, com
plaints made to national bodies in the case of violations of human rights 
protected by international law - there should be international and suprana
tional monitoring of application. Provision is made for this in all the 
universal and regional conventions on human rights, in some form or 
other, and with differing effectiveness. The monitoring systems laid down 
in the UN Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and in the three regional 
conventions mentioned above are described here as examples.

Part IV of the United Nations Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
provides for the establishment of a Human Rights Committee composed of 
18 members elected and serving in their personal capacity. The Commit
tee’s function is threefold. Firstly, it studies the reports submitted regularly 
by the States party on the measures that they have taken to implement the 
rights recognized in the Covenant; it discusses the reports with represen
tatives of the States party and gives written observations on them. Sec
ondly, it examines any communications by which one State party alleges 
that another State party has failed to fulfil its obligations under the Coven
ant. It can do so, however, only when the two States party concerned have 
declared in advance that they recognize the competence of the Committee 
in this field. The aim of the expert investigation is to arrive at a friendly 
solution to the dispute, if necessary through the agency of an ad hoc 
Conciliation Commission. If an amicable solution is not achieved, the 
Committee or, depending on the case, the Commission, draws up a report 
covering all points relevant to the question and gives its views on the 
possibility of an amicable settlement. Finally, the Committee examines 
communications from individuals claiming to be the victims of violations, 
by a State party, of a right set forth in the Covenant. However, this 
examination can take place only if the State party is also party to the 
Covenant’s Optional Protocol and has thus recognized the competence of 
the Committee to examine communications sent by individuals. Moreover, 
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the individual concerned must have previously exhausted all available 
domestic remedies. When the Committee has completed its examination of 
the dispute, it communicates its “findings” to the State party and to the 
individual concerned. It is not empowered to take a binding decision.

The international monitoring system is more developed in the European 
Convention for the Protection of Human Rights. The bodies involved are 
the European Commission of Human Rights, the European Court of 
Human Rights, and the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe. 
The number of members on the Commission is equal to the number of 
States party; members are elected and sit on the Commission in their 
individual capacity. The Court is composed of a number of judges equal to 
the number of the Members of the Council of Europe. The Commission 
may be informed of a violation of the Convention either by a State party or 
by “any person, non-governmental organization or group of individuals”. 
However, if the Commission deals with an individual petition, this presup
poses that the State party concerned has recognized the Commission’s 
competence to receive such petitions. Once the Commission has recog
nized that a petition is receivable and has examined the matter in dispute, it 
does its best to bring about an amicable settlement based on respect for 
human rights. If it is unable to do so, it must draft a report for the 
Committee of Ministers and must state its opinion as to whether the facts 
found disclose a breach by the State concerned of its obligations under the 
Convention. The matter will then be submitted either to the Committee of 
Ministers or - if its jurisdiction is recognized by the State concerned - to the 
Court, for final resolution. The States party undertake to abide by the 
decision of the Committee of Ministers or the judgment of the Court, and 
must apply the measures prescribed. The Committee supervises the execu
tion of the Court’s judgments.

Under the American Convention on Human Rights, two bodies have the 
task of monitoring application: the Inter-American Commission on 
Human Rights and the Inter-American Court of Human Rights. The 
Commission, formed of seven members acting in a personal capacity, has 
the general task of promoting awareness of human rights and encouraging 
their respect and protection among the peoples of the Americas. In addi
tion, it receives and examines communications, accusations or complaints 
relating to violations of the Convention from individuals, groups of persons 
or States party. In contrast to the European Convention, the American 
Convention grants the Commission the competence, without conditions, 
to accept individual petitions; the competence to admit communications 
from a State, on the other hand, must be specially recognized. In this 
system, too, the Commission attempts to arrive at an amicable settlement of 
the dispute. If it does not succeed, it describes the facts in a report and 
submits to those involved the proposals or recommendations that it consid
ers appropriate.
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The Commission and the State party are entitled to submit a case to the 
Court, which is composed of seven judges. Its jurisdiction requires recogni
tion by the State concerned, which may be general or limited to a particular 
case. When the Court finds that there has been a violation of rights 
protected by the Convention, it rules that the injured party be ensured the 
enjoyment of the right or freedom which was violated and, if appropriate, 
that compensation be paid. The States Party undertake to comply with the 
judgment of the Court in any case in which they are involved.

The African Charter makes provision for the African Commission on 
Human and Peoples’ Rights, composed of eleven members chosen in their 
personal capacity and serving as such. The Commission also has the task of 
promoting human rights, either by research, through seminars and lec
tures, or by giving its views or making recommendations to governments. 
The Commission likewise has the duty of examining all communications 
from a State party alleging that another State Party has violated provisions 
of the Charter. When the Commission has carried out the necessary 
investigation and has tried to arrange an amicable solution based on 
respect for human and peoples’ rights, it draws up, for the Assembly of 
Heads of State and Government, a report giving the conclusions to which it 
has come and any recommendations it deems useful.

The Commission may also consider communications other than from 
States party. If the Commission considers that a communication appears to 
relate to numerous violations of human and peoples’ rights, it must draw 
the attention of the Assembly of Heads of State and Government to the 
situations concerned. The Assembly may then request the Commission to 
carry out an in-depth study of the cases and make a factual report, accom
panied by its findings and recommendations.

The review of international humanitarian law in Chapter IV and the 
presentation in this chapter of international conventions for the protection 
and implementation of human rights give a clear idea of the similarities and 
differences between these two branches of law. The essential feature they 
have in common is that the human being and human rights are the focus of 
concern: the right to life and respect for human dignity, the right to physical 
and moral integrity, the right to consideration, protection and assistance, 
the right to equality and to certain guarantees in the event of penal 
proceedings, and, finally, the right to humane treatment if one is deprived 
of one’s freedom and detained. Another important feature is that human 
rights, especially the right to humane treatment, must be guaranteed 
without discrimination. The ban on discrimination is worded almost identi
cally in Article 2 of the UN Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and in 
Article 75 of Protocol I additional to the Geneva Conventions. It is prohi
bited for the States party to treat persons subjected to their authority 
differently or unfavourably by reason of their “race, colour, sex, language, 
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religion or belief, political or other opinion, national or social origin, 
wealth, birth or other status or on any other similar criteria” (Article 75 of 
Additional Protocol I). One final feature which international humanitarian 
law and the conventions on human rights have in common is that they both 
set forth, in addition to the legal protection within the State, an interna
tional system for monitoring application: the Geneva Conventions and 
Additional Protocol I recognize the system of Protecting Powers and the 
role of the ICRC, while the conventions on human rights described above 
refer to institutions already existing or created for the purpose, which 
examine the reports from the States and complaints from States or indi
viduals.

As clearly evident as the features in common are the differences. As we 
said in the introduction, international humanitarian law was drawn up for 
application in the event of armed conflict·, it governs the specific relations 
that exist in wars between States and to a certain extent between groups of 
the population at war within a State. It sets limits to the use of force and is 
intended to protect those who are not or are no longer involved in the 
fighting. International humanitarian law applies in exceptional circumstan
ces, and its detailed provisions offer much more to victims of war than the 
human rights conventions, be it with regard to the collection and care of the 
wounded and sick or the treatment of prisoners of war and civilian inter
nees. Moreover, the measures of safeguard foreseen - the appointment of 
Protecting Powers and, in particular, the action of the ICRC and its 
delegates - are more rapid, personal and effective than the complaint 
procedures of the human rights conventions. Furthermore, if international 
humanitarian law is to be implemented, the obligation on all States Party, 
as stipulated in the Geneva Conventions, to start legal proceedings against 
anyone who has committed a grave breach of the Conventions or given the 
order for such a breach is indispensable.

The conventions on human rights deal above all with needs existing in 
peacetime. With their “catalogues” of civil and political, economic, social 
and cultural rights, they attempt to improve the position of the individual 
within the State and within society, to protect human beings from arbitrary 
conduct, to broaden their freedom and allow them to participate more 
fully, to encourage their development and increase their security. Human 
rights, and in particular social rights, thus form a political programme that 
must be carried out progressively by the State and its nationals. The system 
for monitoring the application of these conventions, which is based on the 
examination of reports submitted by the States and on petitions by States 
or individuals, is adapted to the needs and opportunities of peacetime: it 
requires a good deal of time and the assistance of specialists. A further 
proof that the human rights conventions are first and foremost, indeed 
essentially, designed for peacetime conditions is to be found in the fact that 
derogation from a great many of their provisions is permitted “in time of 
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war or other public emergency threatening the life of the nation”; there are 
only a few articles from which there may be no derogation even in excep
tional situations. This indicates clearly that the human rights conventions 
cannot replace international humanitarian law. Nor would it be right to 
incorporate the law of war into the scope of human rights6 - which is in part 
disputed on political and ideological grounds - or to group the two bran
ches of law together under the heading of “international humanitarian 
law”.7 It is preferable for the two to remain separate, though this does not 
preclude a mutually enriching influence or judicious coordination.8

2. The contribution of the International Red Cross
and Red Crescent Movement to observance and implementation 
of human rights

We may now consider the significance of human rights in the activities of 
the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement in the event of 
conflict, disturbances and disasters, and in its social and humanitarian 
work in everyday life. Are the Movement’s components able to promote 
observance and implementation of human rights, and what is the nature of 
the correlation between respect for human rights and the promotion of 
peace to which the Red Cross and the Red Crescent are committed?

The subject of human rights is relatively new for the Movement, in spite 
of the obvious relationship between its principles and those of international 
humanitarian law, on the one hand, and the basic concept and develop
ment of human rights, on the other. The reference to human rights in the 
“Istanbul Declaration" adopted at the 1969 International Conference of 
the Red Cross is the first of many made in resolutions of International 
Conferences and during sessions of the Council of Delegates. The Declara
tion states that a satisfactory life and lasting peace are possible only if 
human rights are respected and observed.9 Another resolution adopted by 
the same Conference points out that observance and protection of human 
rights and dignity are the basis of the humanitarian activities of the Red 

6 A first step has been taken in this direction by United Nations General Assembly in 
adopting resolutions devoted to international humanitarian law, under the title “Respect of 
human rights in periods of armed conflict”.

7 See Jean Pictet, “Humanitarian law and the protection of war victims”, Henry Dunant 
Institute, Geneva/Leiden 1986.

8 In a study entitled “Kriegsrecht und Menschenrechte”, Dietrich Schindler examines the 
“integrationist” and “separatist” arguments and comes to the conclusion that neither of 
these should be regarded as absolutely valid. He advocates correlation and coordination 
between the law of war and human rights, but considers it appropriate that the two branches 
of law be treated as specific areas of international law, of equal importance. (See Dietrich 
Schindler, “Menschenrechte, Föderalismus, Demokratie, Festschrift für Werner Kägi”, 
Zurich 1979, pp. 327-349).

9 See International Red Cross Handbook, Geneva, 1983, pp. 565-69
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Cross and the Red Crescent. The Red Cross Conference in Teheran in 1973 
committed the ICRC, the Federation and the National Societies to redou
ble their efforts in favour of peace and respect for human rights and 
fundamental freedoms. The two World Red Cross Peace Conferences 
(1975 and 1984) produced not only a programme of action and guidelines 
for work to foster peace, but also a definition of the concept of peace, 
stating that this was based on respect for freedom, equality and human 
rights.10 Various other resolutions of Red Cross Conferences refer to 
specific aspects of human rights, such as the ban on torture and help for the 
victims of torture, the abolition of racial discrimination, and the prevention 
of kidnapping and disappearance of persons.

The Council of Delegates held in Geneva in 1983 thoroughly examined 
whether, and in what way, the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement 
could contribute to the observance and implementation of human rights. 
The ICRC and the Secretariat of the Federation had submitted an in-depth 
study entitled “The Red Cross and human rights”.11 In a resolution, the 
Council of Delegates explained that the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement espoused the ideal by which all human rights should be 
respected, but that the direction and form of the Movement’s contribution 
to the actual implementation of human rights remained to be defined. In 
view of the correlation between safeguarding peace and respecting human 
rights, it was the Commission on the Red Cross, Red Crescent and Peace 
which was assigned the task of clarifying the matter. The Commission later 
set up a group of experts whose final report it submitted to the 1989 
meeting of the Council of Delegates, which adopted it unanimously.12 The 
results of a survey carried out within the Movement were published, with a 
commentary, in the report.

In order to limit the time to be spent on the study, the group of experts 
confined its examination to the two 1966 UN Covenants on human rights.13 
The group indicated which articles were relevant to the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement and came within its field of action, and pointed out 
which, on the contrary, concerned it little or not at all. Among the latter 
were Articles 25 (political rights of nationals) and 21 (guarantee of right of 

10 See the Preamble to the Statutes of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement (Annexe 3) and Chapter V.

11 Council of Delegates. “The Red Cross and human rights”, working document prepared by 
the International Committee of the Red Cross in cooperation with the Secretariat of the 
League of Red Cross Societies, Geneva 1983. On the same subject see also Dietrich 
Schindler, “The International Committee of the Red Cross and human rights”, IRRC, 
January-February 1979.

12 Council of Delegates. “Contribution of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement to 
respect for human rights”, final report of the group of experts on human rights, adopted by 
the Commission on the Red Cross, Red Crescent and Peace, Geneva, 1989

13 On 31 December 1992,117 States were party to the Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 
66 to the Optional Protocol, and 120 to the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights.
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assembly) in the Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (hereafter referred 
to as Covenant I), and Articles 6 (right to work) and 9 (right to social 
security) in the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(Covenant II). The explanations given below concern only those articles of 
obvious relevance to the work of the ICRC, the National Societies and the 
Federation.

In Covenant I, the articles from which there can be no derogation even in 
an emergency are of special importance (see above, section 1). In the event 
of internal disturbances and tension that do not reach the intensity of an 
armed conflict and, consequently, do not entail the application of Article 3 
common to the Geneva Conventions and of Additional Protocol II, the 
ICRC - insofar as its work of protection and assistance is accepted - and the 
National Society of the country affected can at least call attention to the 
provisions of Covenant I from which no derogation is permitted, or to a 
valid regional convention on human rights. The provisions concerned are, 
first and foremost, the guarantee of the right to life, the prohibition of 
torture and of cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment, and the ban on 
retroactive penal laws.

To the extent that Covenant I remains completely applicable in normal 
circumstances and even in the event of internal disturbances, a number of 
articles, in addition to the articles from which there may be no derogation, 
are specially important for the work of the Red Cross and the Red Cres
cent. These articles cover the ban on forced labour (Art. 8, para. 3), the 
right of individuals to freedom and security and the prohibition of arbitrary 
arrest (Art. 9) and the obligation to treat all persons deprived of their 
liberty “with humanity and with respect for the inherent dignity of the 
human person” (Art. 10). Article 12 stipulates that anyone legally within 
the territory of a State has the right to move freely within it and to choose 
freely a place of residence. In addition, everyone is free to leave any 
country, including their own, and no one may be arbitrarily deprived of the 
right to enter his own country. Article 13 states that a foreigner legally 
present on the territory of a State party to the Covenant cannot be expelled 
from that State except in execution of a decision made in conformity with 
the law. Article 14 sets forth important judicial guarantees, also contained 
in international humanitarian law, such as the right of all persons to have 
their case heard “by a competent, independent and impartial tribunal 
established by law”, and to minimal guarantees of procedure. Articles 23 
and 24 deal with the protection of the family and with the right of every 
child to “such measures of protection as are required by his status as a 
minor, on the part of his family, society and the State”. Article 26 embodies 
the principle that all persons are equal before the law and are entitled to 
equal protection from the law, without discrimination.

This short description, which cannot give the provisions in detail, espe
cially the limitations allowed, shows that the UN Covenant on Civil and 
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Political Rights and similar regional conventions on human rights are 
doubly significant for the ICRC, the National Societies and the Federation. 
They provide a legal and moral foundation for the Movement’s activities in 
situations where international humanitarian law is not applicable. Of par
ticular interest here are operations for the protection and assistance of 
victims of disturbances and tension, of refugees and asylum seekers, pris
oners and internees, divided families and children who have been aban
doned or threatened in any way. Moreover, inasmuch as the Covenant 
represents a basis for the humanitarian work of the Red Cross and the Red 
Crescent, it may be said that the various activities mentioned contribute to 
the observance and implementation of human rights, which, in fact, cannot 
be the concern of the State alone: they must be a matter of concern for 
society and for the organizations within it.14

The Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights is legally of a 
different character from the Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. While 
the States party to Covenant I must undertake to respect and guarantee 
without discrimination the rights acknowledged in the Covenant (Art. 2), 
the States party to Covenant Is must, by their own efforts and by means of 
international assistance and cooperation, especially economic and techni
cal, take measures and progressively ensure the full exercise of the rights 
recognized in the Covenant, by all appropriate means. Thus, Covenant II 
requires the States party, not to show restraint, but to take specific action: it 
is not a matter simply of observing rights but of implementing them 
progressively. This implementation, in addition to requiring the State to 
contribute, requires in great measure the cooperation of society, of the 
economy, and of private organizations and individuals.

Articles 11, 12 and 13 of Covenant II are important for the work of the 
Red Cross and the Red Crescent. Article 11 recognizes “the right of 
everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself and his family, 
including adequate food, clothing and housing, and to the continuous 
improvement of living conditions”. Under Article 12, the States party 
recognize “the right of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest attainable 
standard of physical and mental health". Finally, Article 13 recognizes the 
right of everyone to education. Education should aim at the full develop
ment of the human person and his sense of dignity and at increasing respect 
for human rights and fundamental freedoms. In addition, it should enable 
everyone to play a useful part in a free society and encourage understand
ing, tolerance and friendship among all nations and all racial, ethnic and 
religious groups.

It is quite clear that the components of the Red Cross and Red Crescent

14 The Preamble to the two UN Covenants of 1966 affirms that the individual has duties 
towards the community to which he belongs, and that he is “under a responsibility to strive 
for the promotion and observance of the rights recognized in the present Covenant”.
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Movement contribute to the implementation of the rights mentioned here. 
In the event of armed conflicts and disasters, the ICRC, the Federation and 
the National Societies assist greatly in feeding, clothing and sheltering the 
victims. In the field of health, the National Societies - and with them the 
ICRC and the Federation - play a significant role, whether by providing 
medical services in times of war and disasters, by caring for the sick in 
hospitals and in their homes, by rescuing and providing first aid for victims 
of accidents, by assistance to the handicapped, by the blood transfusion 
service or by carrying out health education activities. Lastly, the Move
ment makes a contribution to education, especially by training health 
workers, particularly nursing staff, at various levels, by instructing first-aid 
workers and other volunteers, in courses on the Movement’s Principles and 
on international humanitarian law, and by organizing programmes of 
education for Red Cross Youth, based on tolerance and friendship across 
all frontiers.

3. Why the Movement should strengthen its commitment 
with regard to human rights

The work of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement is based on its 
own Principles, as described in Chapter III, on its Statutes and, in part, on 
international humanitarian law. These basic tenets are close to human 
rights, since human beings as such, their protection and development, form 
the focus of both. By continuously developing international humanitarian 
law and through its dynamic and unceasing activities to assist the victims of 
war, disturbances and disasters, and those menaced in their daily life, the 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement makes - often without realizing it 
and without explicitly reporting it - an important contribution towards 
respect for and implementation of human rights. The very concept of these 
rights and their development in treaties of international law have spread, 
since the Second World War, to all parts of the globe and are regarded as 
valid criteria for a just and humane world order. It is therefore necessary for 
the Movement to espouse the ideals of human rights and to work for their 
implementation, within the scope of its Principles. It should broaden its 
conscious and explicit commitment to human rights to include areas close 
to that of its humanitarian mission and of international humanitarian law, 
while making sure that the principle of neutrality is carefully observed.

There are four reasons for greater commitment to human rights. First, 
the ideal of human rights as expressed in the 1948 Declaration and in the 
Covenants of 1966 is still far removed from the reality in numerous coun
tries. New initiatives are needed to achieve an effective breakthrough in 
the field of human rights. Secondly, the activities of the National Societies 
have shifted to a marked extent, in the past few years, from “wartime” to 
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“peacetime”, that is, to a context in which human rights set the objectives 
and represent essential criteria for social and humanitarian work. 
Moreover, cooperation in development work - within the Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Movement, as outside it - must be directed in line with 
human rights and must help to ensure that those rights are better 
implemented. Finally, respect for and implementation of human rights are 
a vital condition for safeguarding peace within States and in the community 
of States. The “peace-making mission” of the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement would have greater significance and strength if it were guided 
not only by its own Principles and those of international humanitarian law, 
but also by the ideal of human rights.
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ANNEXES

Annex 1

THE RESOLUTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE 
GENEVA INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE OF 1863

The International Conference, desirous of coming to the aid of the 
wounded should the Military Medical Services prove inadequate, adopts 
the following Resolutions:

Article 1
Each country shall have a Committee whose duty it shall be, in time of war 
and if the need arise, to assist the Army Medical Services by every means in 
its power.

The Committee shall organize itself in the manner which seems to it most 
useful and appropriate.

Article 2
An unlimited number of Sections may be formed to assist the Committee, 
which shall be the central directing body.

Article 3
Each Committee shall get in touch with the Government of its country, so 
that its services may be accepted should the occasion arise.

Article 4
In peacetime, the Committees and Sections shall take steps to ensure their 
real usefulness in time of war, especially by preparing material relief of all 
sorts by seeking to train and instruct voluntary medical personnel.

Article 5
In time of war, the Committees of belligerent nations shall supply relief to 
their respective armies as far as their means permit; in particular, they shall 
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organize voluntary personnel and place them on an active footing and, in 
agreement with the military authorities, shall have premises made avail
able for the care of the wounded.

They may call for assistance upon the Committees of neutral countries.

Article 6
On the request or with the consent of the military authorities, Committees 
may send voluntary medical personnel to the battlefield where they shall be 
placed under military command.

Article 7
Voluntary medical personnel attached to armies shall be supplied by the 
respective Committees with everything necessary for their upkeep.

Article 8
They shall wear in all countries, as a uniform distinctive sign, a white armlet 
with a red cross.

Article 9
The Committees and Sections of different countries may meet in interna
tional assemblies to communicate the results of their experience and to 
agree on measures to be taken in the interest of the work.

Article 10
The exchange of communications between the Committees of the various 
countries shall be made for the time being through the intermediary of the 
Geneva Committee.

Independently of the above Resolutions, the Conference makes the fol
lowing Recommendations:
a. that Governments should extend their patronage to Relief Committees 

which may be formed, and facilitate as far as possible the accomplish
ment of their task;

b. that in time of war the belligerent nations should proclaim the neutrality 
of ambulances and military hospitals, and that neutrality should like
wise be recognized, fully and absolutely, in respect of official medical 
personnel, voluntary medical personnel, inhabitants of the country who 
go to the relief of the wounded, and the wounded themselves;

c. that a uniform distinctive sign be recognized for the Medical Corps of all 
armies, or at least for all persons of the same army belonging to this 
Service; and that a uniform flag also be adopted in all countries for 
ambulances and hospitals.

Geneva, October 1863 Secretary of the Conference 
J. Henry Dunant
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Annex 2

GENEVA CONVENTION OF AUGUST 22, 1864, 
FOR THE AMELIORATION OF THE CONDITION OF THE 

WOUNDED IN ARMIES IN THE FIELD

Article 1
Ambulances and military hospitals shall be recognized as neutral and, as 
such, protected and respected by the belligerents as long as they accommo
date wounded and sick.

Neutrality shall end if the said ambulances or hospitals should be held by 
a military force.

Article 2
Hospital and ambulance personnel, including the quarter-muster’s staff, 
the medical, administrative and transport services, and the chaplains, shall 
have the benefit of the same neutrality when on duty, and while there 
remain any wounded to be brought in or assisted.

Article 3
The persons designated in the preceding Article may, even after enemy 
occupation, continue to discharge their functions in the hospital or ambu
lance with which they serve, or may withdraw to rejoin the units to which 
they belong.

When in these circumstances they cease from their functions, such 
persons shall be delivered to the enemy outpost by the occupying forces.

Article 4
The material of military hospitals being subject to the laws of war, the 
persons attached to such hospitals may take with them, on withdrawing, 
only the articles which are their own personal property.

Ambulances, on the contrary, under similar circumstances, shall retain 
their equipment.

Article 5
Inhabitants of the country who bring help to the wounded shall be 
respected and shall remain free. Generals of the belligerent Powers shall 
make it their duty to notify the inhabitants of the appeal made to their 
humanity, and of the neutrality which humane conduct will confer.

The presence of any wounded combatant receiving shelter and care in a 
house shall ensure its protection. An inhabitant who has given shelter to 
the wounded shall be exempted from billeting and from a portion of such 
war contributions as may be levied.

Article 6
Wounded or sick combatants, of whatever nation they may belong, shall be 
collected and cared for.
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Commanders-in-Chief may hand over immediately to the enemy out
posts enemy combatants wounded during an engagement, when circum
stances allow and subject to the agreement of both parties.

Those who, after their recovery, are recognized as being unfit for further 
service, shall be repatriated.

The others may likewise be sent back, on condition that shall not again, 
for the duration of hostilities, take up arms.

Evacuation parties, and the personnel conducting them, shall be consi
dered as being absolutely neutral.

Article 7
A distinctive and uniform flag shall be adopted for hospitals, ambulances 
and evacuation parties. It should in all circumstances be accompanied by 
the national flag.

An armlet may also be worn by personnel enjoying neutrality but its 
issue shall be left to the military authorities.

Both flags and armlet shall bear a red cross on a white ground.

Article 8
The implementing of the present Convention shall be arranged by the 
Commanders-in-Chief of the belligerent armies following the instructions 
of their respective Governments and in accordance with the general prin
ciples set forth in this Convention.

Article 9
The High Contracting Parties have agreed to communicate the present 
Convention with an invitation to accede thereto to Governments unable to 
appoint Plenipotentiaries to the International Conference in Geneva.

The Protocol has accordingly been left open.

Article 10
The present Convention shall be ratified and the ratifications exchanged at 
Berne, within the next four months, or sooner if possible.

In faith whereof, the respective Plenipotentiaries have signed the Con
vention and thereto affixed their seals.

Done at Geneva, this twenty-second day of August, in the year one 
thousand eight hundred and sixty-four.

General G. H. Dufour
G. Moynier Dr Lehmann 

Steiner Visschers 
Heriberto Garcia de Quevedo

Dr Robert Volz 
Fenger

Ch. Jagerschmidt
L. de Préval Boudier 

F. Baroffio Westenberg 
von Kamptz Loeffler

Brodrück Capello
Jose Antonio Marques
Ritter Dr Hahn
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Annex 3

PREAMBLE OF STATUTES OF THE INTERNATIONAL 
RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT MOVEMENT

The International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent, 
Proclaims that the National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, the 
International Committee of the Red Cross and the League of Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies together constitute a worldwide humanitarian 
movement, whose mission is to prevent and alleviate human suffering 
wherever it may be found, to protect life and health and ensure respect 
for the human being, in particular in times of armed conflict and other 
emergencies, to work for the prevention of disease and for the promotion 
of health and social welfare, to encourage voluntary service and a con
stant readiness to give help by the members of the Movement, and a 
universal sense of solidarity towards all those in need of its protection and 
assistance.

Reaffirms that, in pursuing its mission, the Movement shall be guided by its 
Fundamental Principles, which are:

Humanity

Impartiality

Neutrality

Independence

The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Move
ment, born of a desire to bring assistance without dis
crimination to the wounded on the battlefield, 
endeavours, in its international and national capacity, 
to prevent and alleviate human suffering wherever it 
may be found. Its purpose is to protect life and health 
and to ensure respect for the human being. It promotes 
mutual understanding, friendship, co-operation and 
lasting peace amongst all peoples.

It makes no discrimination as to nationality, race, religi
ous beliefs, class or political opinions. It endeavours to 
relieve the suffering of individuals, being guided solely 
by their needs, and to give priority to the most urgent 
cases of distress.

In order to continue to enjoy the confidence of all, the 
Movement may not take sides in hostilities or engage at 
any time in controversies of a political, racial, religious 
or ideological nature.

The Movement is independent. The National Societies, 
while auxiliaries in the humanitarian services of their 
governments and subject to the laws of their respective 
countries, must always maintain their autonomy so that
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they may be able at all times to act in accordance with 
the principles of the Movement.

Voluntary
Service

It is a voluntary relief movement not prompted in any 
manner by desire for gain.

Unity There can be only one Red Cross or one Red Crescent 
Society in any one country. It must be open to all. It 
must carry on its humanitarian work throughout its 
territory.

Universality The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Move
ment, in which all Societies have equal status and share 
equal responsibilities and duties in helping each other, 
is worldwide.

Recalls that the mottoes of the Movement, Inter arma caritas and Per 
humanitatem ad pacem, together express its ideals.

Declares that, by its humanitarian work and the dissemination of its ideals, 
the Movement promotes a lasting peace, which is not simply the absence of 
war, but is a dynamic process of co-operation among all States and peoples, 
co-operation founded on respect for freedom, independence, national 
sovereignty, equality, human rights, as well as on a fair and equitable 
distribution of resources to meet the needs of peoples.

Text adopted by the XXVth International Conference of the Red Cross, Geneva 1986.
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Annex 4

153 NATIONAL RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT 
SOCIETIES on 31 December 1992

National Societies 
of the following 
countries

Date of 
foundation

Date of 
recognition 
by the ICRC

Date of 
admission 
to the 
Federation

Afghanistan
Afghan Red Crescent 
Society

09. 04. 1934 02. 09. 1954 11. 11. 1954

Albania
Albanian Red Cross

04. 10. 1921 02. 08. 1923 02. 08. 1923

Algeria 11. 01. 1963
Algerian Red Crescent

04. 07. 1963 28. 08. 1963

Angola
Angola Red Cross

16. 03. 1978 01. 10. 1986 18. 10. 1986

Antigua and
Barbuda
Antigua and Barbuda
Red Cross Society

06. 11. 1992

Argentina
The Argentine
Red Cross

10. 06. 1880 10. 01. 1882 23. 06. 1919

Australia 
Australian Red Cross
Society

13. 08. 1914 17. 11. 1927 19. 06. 1929

Austria
Austrian Red Cross

01. 05. 1867 (*) 08. 04. 1921

Bahamas
The Bahamas
Red Cross

16. 11. 1930 16. 12. 1976 04. 05. 1977
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Bahrain
Bahrain Red Crescent
Society

28. 01. 1970 14. 09. 1972 27. 09. 1972

Bangladesh 
Bangladesh Red 
Crescent Society

31. 03. 1973 20. 09. 1973 02. 11. 1973

Barbados
The Barbados Red 
Cross Society

17. 02. 1960 30. 08. 1984 09. 09. 1984

Belgium
Belgian Red Cross

04. 02. 1864 (*) 27. 05. 1919

Belize
Beliz Red Cross
Society

12. 04. 1950 15. 03. 1984 12. 04. 1984

Benin
Red Cross of Benin

01. 05. 1963 22. 08. 1963 28. 08. 1963

Bolivia
Bolivian Red Cross

27. 05. 1880 10. 01. 1923 22. 01. 1923

Botswana
Botswana Red Cross

01. 03. 1968 05. 02. 1970 12. 10. 1971

Brazil
Brazilian Red Cross

05. 12. 1908 16. 03. 1912 17. 06. 1919

Bulgaria
Bulgarian Red Cross

25. 10. 1878 20. 10. 1885 20. 07. 1921

Burkina Faso 
Burkinabé Red 
Cross Society

31. 07. 1961 01. 11. 1962 28. 08. 1963

Burundi
Burundi Red Cross

29. 07. 1963 22. 08. 1963 28. 08. 1963

Cambodia 18. 02. 1955 06. 10. 1960(**) 08. 10. 1960

Cameroon
Cameroon Red Cross
Society

09. 01. 1963 04. 07. 1963 28. 08. 1963

Canada
The Canadian Red 
Cross Society

19. 05. 1909 15. 11. 1927 20. 06. 1929
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Cape Verde 
Red Cross 
of Cape Verde

03. 11. 1984 14. 03. 1985 18. 04. 1985

Central African
Republic
Central African Red
Cross Society

25. 10. 1966 24. 10. 1973 29. 10. 1975

Chad
Red Cross of Chad

18. 06. 1983 15. 04. 1988 21. 10. 1989

Chile
Chilean Red Cross

18. 12. 1903 30. 04. 1909 01. 02. 1920

China 29. 05. 1904 15. 01. 1912 08. 07. 1919
Red Cross Society 
of China

Colombia
Colombian Red 
Cross Society

23. 07. 1915 23. 03. 1922 29. 05. 1922

Congo
Congolese Red Cross

22. 02. 1964 16. 12. 1976 04. 05. 1977

Costa Rica
Costa Rica Red Cross

04. 04. 1885 16. 03. 1922 05. 04. 1922

Cuba
Cuban Red Cross

10. 03. 1909 07. 09. 1909 17. 07. 1919

Czechoslovakia
Czechoslovakian
Red Cross

14. 02. 1919 01. 12. 1919 11. 01. 1920

Denmark
Danish Red Cross

27. 04. 1878 (*) 12. 07. 1919

Djibouti
Red Crescent Society 
of Djibouti

01. 08. 1977 15. 10. 1986 18. 10. 1986

Dominica
Dominica Red Cross
Society

07. 04. 1983 15. 03. 1989 21. 10. 1989

Dominican Rep.
Dominican Red Cross

23. 04. 1927 16. 11. 1927 19. 01. 1931
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Cross

Ecuador
Ecuadorean Red
Cross

22. 04. 1910 10. 04. 1923 09. 06. 1923

Egypi
Egyptian Red
Crescent Society

24. 10. 1912 01. 02. 1924 30. 05. 1929

El Salvador 
Salvadorean Red 
Cross Society

13. 03. 1885 25. 04. 1925 24. 06. 1925

Ethiopia
Ethiopian Red Cross 
Society

08. 07. 1935 26. 09. 1935 16. 10. 1950

Fiji
Fiji Red Cross Society

27. 09. 1971 20. 09. 1973 02. 11. 1973

Finland
Finnish Red Cross

07. 05. 1877 24. 05. 1920 05. 01. 1922

France
French Red Cross

25. 05. 1864 01. 03. 1907 05. 05. 1919

Gambia, The
The Gambia Red 
Cross Society

01. 10. 1966 10. 10. 1974 29. 10. 1975

Germany, Fed. Rep. 
German Red Cross

04. 02. 1950 26.06.1952(***) 24. 07. 1952

Ghana
Ghana Red Cross
Society

01. 10. 1957 05. 02. 1959 27. 09. 1959

Great Britain
British Red Cross

04. 08. 1870 (*) 05. 05. 1919

Greece
Hellenic Red Cross

10. 06. 1877 06. 10. 1877 24. 06. 1919

Grenada 21. 08. 1981 12. 03. 1987 23. 11. 1987
Red Cross Society 
of Grenada

Guatemala
Guatemalan Red

22. 04. 1923 15. 08. 1923 15. 08. 1923
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Guinea
Red Cross Society 
of Guinea

26. 01. 1984 01. 10. 1986 18. 10. 1986

Guinea-Bissau 
Red Cross Society 
of Guinea-Bissau

02. 12. 1977 27. 08. 1986 18. 10. 1986

Guyana
Red Cross of Guyana

30. 12. 1967 08. 08. 1968 05. 09. 1968

Haiti
Haitian National Red
Cross Society

29. 05. 1932 19. 09. 1934 15. 06. 1935

Honduras
Honduran Red Cross

24. 09. 1937 05. 08. 1938 27. 11. 1945

Hungary
Hungarian Red Cross

27. 03. 1881 20. 01. 1882 20. 06. 1921

Iceland
Icelandic Red Cross

10. 12. 1924 09. 04. 1925 30. 05. 1925

India
Indian Red Cross
Society

07. 06. 1920 28. 02. 1929 07. 08. 1929

Indonesia 
Indonesian Red 
Cross Society

17. 09. 1945 15. 06. 1950 16. 10. 1950

Iran
The Red Crescent
Society of the
Islamic Republic 
of Iran

03. 04. 1923 30. 05. 1924 21. 01. 1929

Iraq
Iraqi Red Crescent 
Society

28. 02. 1932 16. 06. 1934 23. 06. 1934

Ireland
Irish Red Cross
Society

05. 09. 1939 02. 11. 1939 24. 11. 1945

Italy
Italian Red Cross

15. 06. 1864 (*) 05. 05. 1919
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Ivory Coast
Red Cross Society of 
Côte d’Ivoire

18. 04. 1963 08. 08. 1963 28. 08. 1963

Jamaica
The Jamaica Red 
Cross Society

09. 07. 1964 01. 10. 1964 02. 10. 1964

Japan
The Japanese Red 
Cross Society

01. 05. 1877 02. 09. 1887 05. 05. 1919

Jordan
Jordan National Red 
Crescent Society

12. 01. 1948 09. 12. 1948 16. 10. 1950

Kenya
Kenya Red Cross
Society

21. 12. 1965 03. 11. 1966 05. 09. 1967

Korea, Dem.PRep. 
Red Cross Society of 
the Democratic

18. 10. 1946 02. 02. 1956 11. 05. 1956

People’s Republic 
of Korea

Korea, Rep.
The Republic of
Korea Red Cross

27. 10. 1905 26. 05. 1955 29. 09. 1955

Kuwait
Kuwait Red Crescent
Society

10. 01. 1966 06. 06. 1968 11. 06. 1968

Laos P. Dem. Rep. 
Lao Red Cross

01. 01. 1955 23. 05. 1957 25. 10. 1957

Latvia 01. 01. 1918 10. 01. 1923/ 1923
20.11.1991(***’')

Latvian Red Cross

Lebanon
The Lebanese Red 
Cross Society

09. 07. 1945 30. 01. 1947 17. 09. 1947

Lesotho
Lesotho Red Cross
Society

09. 11. 1967 07. 09. 1971 12. 10. 1971
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Liberia
The Liberia National
Red Cross Society

22. 01. 1919 07. 09. 1971 12. 10. 1971

Libyan Arab 
Jamahiriya
Libyan Red Crescent

05. 10. 1957 09. 09. 1958 25. 09. 1958

Liechtenstein 
Liechtenstein Red 
Cross

30. 04. 1945 22. 06. 1945 05. 12. 1945

Lithuania
Lithuanian Red Cross

01. 01. 1919 28. 08. 1923/
07.11.1991(** ’M

1923 
')

Luxembourg
Luxemburg Red Cross

08. 08. 1914 14. 10. 1914 03. 01. 1922

Madagascar 
Malagasy Red Cross 
Society

19. 05. 1959 26. 08. 1963 28. 08. 1963

Malawi
Malawi Red Cross
Society

13. 01. 1967 23. 07. 1970 12. 10. 1971

Malaysia 
Malaysian Red 
Crescent Society

22. 11. 1957 04. 07. 1963 28. 08. 1963

Mali
Mali Red Cross

24. 08. 1965 14. 09. 1967 13. 11. 1967

Mauritania 
Mauritanian Red 
Crescent

04. 03. 1971 06. 06. 1973 02. 11. 1973

Mauritius
Mauritius Red Cross
Society

18. 12. 1973 15. 09. 1977 07. 10. 1977

Mexico
Mexican Red Cross
Society

21. 02. 1910 03. 01. 1912 07. 10. 1923

Monaco
Red Cross of Monaco

03. 03. 1946 20. 03. 1948 21. 03. 1948
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Mongolia
Red Cross Society 
of Mongolia

16. 06. 1939 15. 09. 1959 25. 09. 1959

Morocco
Moroccan Red
Crescent

24. 12. 1957 07. 08. 1958 25. 09. 1958

Mozambique 
Mozambique Red 
Cross Society

17. 05. 1988 29. 09. 1988 21. 10. 1989

Myanmar
Myanmar Red Cross
Society

01. 04. 1937 20. 04. 1939 23. 05. 1946

Nepal
Nepal Red Cross
Society

04. 09. 1963 01. 10. 1964 02. 10. 1964

Netherlands, The 
The Netherlands 
Red Cross

19. 07. 1867 21. 09. 1868 15. 08. 1919

New Zealand
The New Zealand
Red Cross Society

22. 12. 1931 16. 06. 1932 11. 07. 1932

Nicaragua
Nicaraguan Red Cross

10. 01. 1934 15. 09. 1934 17. 10. 1934

Niger
Red Cross Society 
of Niger

16. 07. 1963 02. 09. 1965 28. 09. 1965

Nigeria
Nigerian Red Cross
Society

29. 09. 1960 04. 05. 1961 02. 10. 1961

Norway
Norwegian Red Cross

22. 09. 1865 (*) 27. 05. 1919

Pakistan
Pakistan Red
Crescent Society

20. 12. 1947 21. 07. 1948 18. 08. 1948

Panama 01. 03. 1917 20. 04. 1924 13. 02. 1925
Red Cross Society 
of Panama
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Papua New Guinea 
Papua New Guinea 
Red Cross Society

07. 04. 1977 15. 09. 1977 07. 10. 1977

Paraguay 
Paraguayan Red 
Cross

12. 11. 1919 22. 03. 1922 23. 03. 1922

Peru
Peruvian Red Cross

17. 04. 1879 08. 05. 1880 17. 06. 1919

Philippines
The Philippine
National Red Cross

15. 04. 1947 05. 05. 1947 17. 09. 1947

Poland, Rep. of
Polish Red Cross

27. 04. 1919 14. 06. 1919 16. 09. 1919

Portugal
Portuguese Red Cross

11. 02. 1865 13. 07. 1887 14. 07. 1919

Qatar
Qatar Red Crescent
Society

27. 08. 1981 26. 10. 1981 02. 11. 1981

Romania 
Red Cross 
of Romania

04. 07. 1876 23. 08. 1876 14. 07. 1919

Russian Federation 03. 05. 1867 15. 10. 1921/ 1934
The Russian Red 03. 01. 1928/
Cross Society 01.07.1992(****')

Rwanda
Rwandese Red Cross

29. 12. 1964 06. 10. 1982 08. 10. 1983

Saint Kitts and
Nevis
Saint Kitts and Nevis
Red Cross Society

27. 08. 1992

Saint Lucia 16. 03. 1949 01. 10. 1986 18. 10. 1986
Red Cross Society 
of Saint Lucia
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Saint Vincent and 
the Grenadines 
Saint Vincent and the

17. 05. 1984 04. 10. 1989 21. 10. 1989

Grenadines Red Cross

San Marino Rep.
Red Cross Republic 
of San Marino

08. 10. 1949 19. 10. 1950 24. 07. 1952

Sao Tome and 
Principe 
Sao-Tome and 
Principe Red Cross

20. 01. 1976 03. 10. 1985 20. 10. 1985

Saudi Arabia
Saudi Arabian Red
Crescent Society

08. 06. 1963 08. 08. 1963 28. 08. 1963

Senegal 
Senegalese Red 
Cross Society

29. 01. 1963 08. 08. 1963 28. 08. 1963

Seychelles
Seychelles Red Cross 
Society

29. 10. 1987 03. 06. 1992

Sierra Leone 
Sierra Leone Red 
Cross Society

01. 07. 1962 01. 11. 1962 28. 08. 1963

Singapore
Singapore Red Cross 
Society

06. 04. 1973 20. 09. 1973 02. 11. 1973

Solomon Islands
The Solomon Islands
Red Cross

15. 07. 1983 03. 10. 1991 26. 11. 1991

Somalia
Somali Red Crescent
Society

27. 04. 1963 03. 07. 1969 01. 09. 1969

South Africa 01. 01. 1896/ 25. 06. 1900/
The South African 
Red Cross Society

13. 02. 1923 10. 05. 1928 24. 06. 1929

Spain
Spanish Red Cross

06. 07. 1864 06. 06. 1893 22. 08. 1919
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Sri Lanka
The Sri Lanka Red
Cross Society

01. 08. 1949 06. 03. 1952 24. 07. 1952

Sudan, The Rep. 
The Sudanese Red 
Crescent

30. 10. 1956 01. 11. 1957 04. 11. 1957

Suriname
Red Cross Society 
of Suriname

20. 06. 1940 01. 10. 1986 18. 10. 1986

Swaziland
Baphalali Swaziland 
Red Cross Society

13. 10. 1970 04. 04. 1979 04. 10. 1979

Sweden
Swedish Red Cross

24. 05. 1865 13. 04. 1865 26. 06. 1919

Switzerland
Swiss Red Cross

17. 07. 1866 22. 08. 1866 17. 07. 1919

Syrian Arab Rep. 
Syrian Arab Red 
Crescent

30. 05. 1942 12. 10. 1946 17. 09. 1947

Tanzania
Tanzania Red Cross
National Society

07. 12. 1962 08. 08. 1963 28. 08. 1963

Thailand
The Thai Red Cross
Society

26. 04. 1893 27. 05. 1920 08. 04. 1921

Togo
Togolese Red Cross

26. 02. 1959 07. 09. 1961 02. 10. 1961

Tonga
Tonga Red Cross 
Society

10. 08. 1972 15. 10. 1981 02. 11. 1981

Trinidad and
Tobago
The Trinidad and To
bago Red Cross 
Society

31. 05. 1963
08. 08. 1963 28. 08. 1963

Tunisia 
Tunisian Red 
Crescent

07. 10. 1956 12. 09. 1957 25. 10. 1957
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Turkey
The Turkish Red 
Crescent Society

11. 06. 1868 08. 08. 1868 07. 04. 1930

Uganda
The Uganda Red 
Cross Society

30. 07. 1964 02. 09. 1965 28. 09. 1965

United Arab 
Emirates

24. 01. 1983 01. 10. 1986 18. 10. 1986

Red Crescent Society 
for United Arab
Emirates

United States of
America
American National
Red Cross

21. 05. 1881 20. 09. 1882 05. 05. 1919

Uruguay
Uruguayan Red 
Cross

05. 03. 1897 15. 06. 1900 16. 01. 1920

Venezuela 
Venezuelan Red 
Cross

30. 01. 1895 07. 04. 1896 15. 07. 1919

Viet Nam
Red Cross of
Viet Nam

23. 11. 1946 01. 11. 1957 04. 11. 1957

Western Samoa 
Western Samoa Red 
Cross Society

1952 30. 08. 1984 09. 09. 1984

Yemen, Rep. of 
Yemenite Red 
Crescent Society

16. 07. 1970 22. 04. 1982 08. 10. 1983

Yugoslavia
Yugoslav Red Cross

25. 01. 1876 14. 06. 1876 22. 08. 1919

Zaire 01. 07. 1960 04. 07. 1963 28. 08. 1963
Red Cross Society of 
the Republic of Zaire

Zambia
Zambia Red Cross
Society

22. 04. 1966 08. 12. 1966 05. 09. 1967
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Zimbabwe 02. 10. 1981 07. 09. 1983 08. 10. 1983
The Zimbabwe Red
Cross Society

(*) The procedure for recognition of new National Societies by the ICRC has been 
systematically applied only since 1876. Several Societies founded before that date 
(those of Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Great Britain, Italy and Norway) accordingly 
became members of the International Red Cross Movement without first being given 
formal recognition.

(** ) Ancient date of recognition by the ICRC, suspended de facto due to the fact that 
several “National Societies” exist in the same country and request the recognition.

(** *) Unification of the two German Red Cross Societies: 1 January 1991
Date of confirmation of the recognition by the German Federal Government: 6 March 
1991; Date of confirmation of the recognition by the ICRC: 1 May 1991

(»***) Confirmation of the recognition by the ICRC

Geneva, 31 December 1992
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Annex 5

DIAGRAMMATIC OUTLINE OF THE INTERNATIONAL 
RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT MOVEMENT

International Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement
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Annex 6

QUOTATIONS CONCERNING THE RED CROSS, 
THE RED CRESCENT AND THE HUMANITARIAN IDEA

The first fourteen quotations are by Max Huber, President of the Interna
tional Committee of the Red Cross from 1928 to 1944. They have been 
taken from the following works: “The Red Cross. Principles and Prob
lems”; “The Good Samaritan - Reflections on the Gospel and Work in the 
Red Cross”; “The thought and action of the Red Cross”; “Völkerrecht
liche Grundsätze, Aufgaben und Probleme des Roten Kreuzes”!Prin
ciples of international humanitarian law, tasks and problems of the Red 
Cross!; “Der Rotkreuzgedanke” I The Red Cross ideal; “Koexistenz und 
Gemeinschaft”!Co-existence and community! (published in the “Ver
mischte Schriften”/Collected works, volumes III and IV).

“The Red Cross was not fashioned out of a beautiful but abstract ethical 
idea, nor was it first thought out and debated at a congress; it came to life 
upon the battlefield of Solferino, born of an urgent and actual necessity, 
and the people who created it did so, in the most literal sense, with their 
own hearts and hands. From such help rendered then and since, the Red 
Cross lives, has lived and will live on and on.”
Max Huber - The Red Cross. Principles and Problems. Geneva [1941] 
p. 65-66

“The Red Cross idea is the act of unself-seeking aid for all who suffer, for 
all who are in need of help and receive none elsewhere. Wherever distress 
exists, the Red Cross is ready to step into the breach to the extent of its 
capacity and its personal and material means. The Red Cross is action, 
simple and disinterested, disinterested both as to the helper’s person and as 
to the institution itself. Hence its desire to work together with all who are 
moved by the spirit of service, without enquiring what special theory of 
human obligation has prompted their offer to collaborate.

The Red Cross knows that whoever labours, not for his own well-being 
but his fellow-man’s, draws the power and the urge to do so from his 
conscience and an inmost sense of human responsibility. The Red Cross is 
not called upon to trespass upon these last and most sacred preserves of the 
spirit; it is therefore bound to remain neutral in matters touching personal 
beliefs. That is not the neutrality of indifference, but of deep and true 
respect.”
Max Huber - The Red Cross. Principles and Problems. Geneva [1941] 
p. 64-65
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“But the farther Red Cross work outreaches the national to succour other 
nations’ war victims, the enemy’s not last, the less its action is likely to 
produce benefits in return for the helping country or its people, the more 
truly the action is one of pure aid and pure service, the deeper it will need to 
be rooted in moral, not material, motives. For such work as this the 
Christian ethics of love can be the soundest of foundations, consisting as it 
does in the unconditional respect of the human person, the enemy’s as well, 
and in the responsibility of all men for each other. The character of 
Christian ethics is both personal and social.”
Max Huber - The Good Samaritan. London 1945, p. 36-37

“[...] a labour of love has a worth that cannot be expressed in terms of 
visible successes, influence and usefulness. It has invisible virtues. Every 
Red Cross worker, whatever his religion or philosophy of life, will find the 
true value and meaning of his Red Cross work if he looks for it in that same 
sanctuary of meditation within which he seeks and finds the meaning of 
existence. The Christian will hear the answer in the words of Christ: ‘I was 
sick, and ye visited me; I was in prison, and ye came unto me ... Inasmuch 
as ye have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done 
it unto me.’”
Max Huber - The Red Cross. Principles and Problems. Geneva [1941] 
p. 132-133

“Whereas in international politics in the concert of nations and in time of 
peace, the impartial judge is already a fairly strange and isolated figure, the 
Red Cross worker is truly paradoxical, like a crazy God with his Franciscan 
approach to wartime when the nationalist conscience is at its height. The 
Red Cross is and must remain not only impartial and disinterested but also 
completely disarmed.”
Max Huber

“Like every human institution, the Red Cross should consider its duties in 
their full scope, hold high aloft its ideals but, aware of its limits serve to the 
best of its ability within these very limits.”
Max Huber

“And there is one thing more: Whatever the Red Cross does, it does itself; 
it goes itself to the rescue; it does not advise others what to do, or draw up 
social and political plans dependent upon others for their execution. The 
Red Cross labours for all, and with its own strength; it is all service, 
selflessness and devotion.”
Max Huber - The Red Cross, Principles and Problems. Geneva [1941] 
p. 151
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“It is not for us to launch appeals to the nations. What must speak for the 
Red Cross is not its exhortations, but the witness of its unselfish, unremit
ting, faithful labour.”
Max Huber- The Red Cross. Principles and Problems. Geneva [1941 ] p. 28

“The emblem of the Red Cross signifies assistance given to the military 
wounded and sick. But it means even more: assistance to every person 
affected by suffering and goes still further: the tireless combat against every 
cause of suffering which can be eliminated.”
Max Huber

“Relief actions provided for by the Geneva Conventions have twofold 
significance: not only due to everything they represent as a form of assist
ance to the wounded and sick, but also because in an inhuman epoch they 
ensure the permanence of the idea of humanity and become a spiritual 
bridge towards peace when the links between men are loose and broken.” 
Max Huber

“The strength of the entire movement lies in the national societies and their 
allied organizations. These, the International Committee and the League 
of Red Cross Societies, can only do their part adequately if the movement 
is represented in every country by a sound and respected national society, 
and if the national societies are able to express their sense of partnership by 
giving powerful material support to international actions.”
Max Huber - The Red Cross, Principles and Problems. Geneva [1941] 
p. 125

“Observers who prefer their formulas cut and dried, and reduced to a 
comfortable simplicity, may find some difficulty in understanding and 
admitting the co-existence of National Societies, Committee and League as 
components of the edifice of the International Red Cross. And yet it is 
precisely this triple structure, informed by the immanent reason of its 
historic being, that gives the movement its staying-power in the face of 
evolutionary crises on the way to an international world order. The Confer
ence stands for the voluntary national organizations’ co-operation with the 
governments; the League, for the federal union of autonomous societies; 
the International Red Cross Committee in Geneva, for the movement’s 
neutrality and independence, guaranteed by the special status accorded to 
the country where this resident body has its seat. In times of conflict this 
independence remains unchanged, and the neutrality unaffected; and by 
its composition the International Committee offers the advantages of a 
national institution.”
Max Huber - The Red Cross, Principles and Problems. Geneva [1941]-p. 
60-61
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“Today, as on the first day when one whole man on a battlefield of 
mutilated conceived it as a vision and brought it forth as a reality at a single 
stroke, the Red Cross draws its life from the personal labour of the men and 
women who go out into the thick of the war, into the midst of the bombard
ments, into the hospitals; and who, in flood and fire, earthquake and 
epidemic, carry succour to the suffering and menaced. Before those work
ers’ simple and unconscious heroism, we, on the outer lines, can only bow 
our heads in thanks. In such readiness, such faithfulness to the ideal of the 
movement, such unreserved gift of self, lie the deep strength and true 
nobility of the Red Cross.”
Max Huber - The Red Cross, Principles and Problems. Geneva [1941 ]-p. 
174

“The work of the Red Cross comprises service, only service. Easing oppo
sition, seeking prestige and expecting a reward should never be consi
dered.”
Max Huber

*

“What was needed there was not only weak and ignorant women, but, with 
them and beside them, kindly and experienced men, capable, firm, already 
organized, and in sufficient numbers to get to work at once in an orderly 
fashion. In that case many of the complications and fevers which so terribly 
aggravated wounds originally slight, but very soon mortal, might have been 
avoided.”
Henry Dunant-A Memory of Solferino. - Geneva, ICRC1986, p. 121-122

“The enemy, our true enemy, is not the neighbouring nation, it is hunger, 
cold and misery, ignorance, routine, superstition and prejudice. What can 
be said about the spirit of violence and destruction which prevails in war 
where ‘every soldier does the job of an assassin'? Instead of fighting 
together against misery and ignorance, men encourage each other and 
compete in participating in blind national upheavals, in insane bloody 
disorders, in lethal truly bestial disorders. Not only do they tear each other 
apart in fratricide conflicts but in peacetime concentrate on and give special 
attention to the science covering the art of destruction.

Cold-bloodedly they concentrate their faculties, their intelligence, their 
abilities to achieving the best means of increasing and perfecting every
thing which produces the most atrocious human butchery.”
Henry Dunant - L’avenir sanglant - In: Un Souvenir de Solferino. - 
Genève, Institut Henry-Dunant and Editions l’Age d’Homme 1969 
p. 156-157
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“The work of the Red Cross is supremely individual in character and 
through this is different from public services and is not merely an administ
ration among others. As Henry Dunant said himself he could give relief 
and comfort to the victims of Solferino because he was ‘imbued by the 
moral concept of the importance of the life of a man’. If for a century the 
Red Cross has continued on its way in the midst of pitfalls it is because its 
sole concern has been the suffering of each man, the disarmed man. This is 
its secret.”
Carl J. Burckhardt, former President of the ICRC

“The gesture of Dunant is repeated every day in countless places where 
men and women give care to the man who suffers without asking him where 
he comes from, whom he serves but only where does it hurt?”
Pierre Boissier, former Director of the Henry Dunant Institute and member 
of the ICRC

“If the Red Cross represents hope, then how much greater is our responsi
bility.”
Leopold Boissier, former President of the ICRC

“In the midst of ideological differences and political conflicts, the Red 
Cross offers itself as the focal point for all men wishing to be of help to their 
neighbour in distress.”
Princess Amri Kaur, former Chairman of the Indian Red Cross Society

“There is an international community of goodness, that is the Red Cross.” 
André François-Poncet, former Chairman of the Standing Commission of 
the International Red Cross

“The Red Cross represents the principles and feelings above the dif
ferences which divide.”
Judge Emil Sandstrom, former Chairman of the League of Red Cross 
Societies

“Let us above all make sure that political differences completely alien to 
Red Cross action do not prevent us from remaining true to our principles.” 
Angela Lady Limerick, former Chairman of the Standing Commission of 
the International Red Cross

“To enable all to be helped a universal Red Cross is needed. But for the 
Red Cross to be universal it must be united.”
Walter Bargatzky - former President of the German Red Cross of the 
Federal Republic of Germany
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“The Red Cross may be compared to a priceless work of art entrusted to 
each of us.”
Evelyn Shuckburgh, former Chairman of the Standing Commission of the 
International Red Cross

“I write this now at a table where all wars, all human drama and all human 
distress have found an echo. I feel their presence around me now. They 
seem to converge on this unique spot where so many poignant appeals have 
been, and are still being, heard.

In the shadows around me I seem to divine all those suffering bodies, all 
those anxious faces lined with pain, which haunted me during the twelve 
years of my long journey on their behalf.

I can see the walking skeletons along the tracks of Sidamo and the 
Abyssinians seared by the burns of mustard gas helplessly crying ‘Abiet!’ to 
their Emperor in the heavy night of the Abyssinian jungle. I can see the 
Italian Semprebene in his cell fearfully awaiting the morning of his execu
tion, and the children of Bilbao stretching out their arms to Maria 
Olazabal. I can see thousands of children suffering the pangs of hunger - in 
Poland as well as in Greece. I see the civilian internees of Larissa, and the 
Russian prisoners of war under the whip of the German Feldwebel. I see 
the camp at Mukden with the bowed backs of its slaves, and the camp at 
Omori with the American airmen blinded by the unaccustomed light of 
day. And I see the horror rising from the white desert which was once the 
thriving town of Hiroshima.

All these pictures are not merely out of the past. They are still with us all 
today and they will be with us still more tomorrow. Those wounded men 
and those pitiful captives are not things in a nightmare; they are near us 
now. Their fate is in our care. Let us place no reliance on the slender hope 
which lawyers have aroused by devising a form of words to place a check on 
violence. There will never be too many volunteers to answer so many cries 
of pain, to answer so many half-stifled appeals from the depths of prison 
and prison camp.

Those who call for help are many. It is you they are calling.”
Marcel Junod, Former delegate and member of the ICRC.; taken from 
“Warrior without weapons. ” ICRC, 1982 - p. 311-312

*

“Henry Dunant changed history if not that of mankind at least that of 
humanity. He created a symbol: the Red Cross. And with it power of 
consolation for millions of human beings.”
Theodor Heuss, former President of the Federal Republic of Germany 

“Today we are prepared to despise our spiritual ideals for the benefit of our 
security and the amassing of material wealth. The Red Cross organization 
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took a cross as its emblem. But what does this cross signify? Suffering and 
death, on the one hand, but also spiritual victory, on the other. In other 
words, instead of worrying about our peaceful survival or our national 
security we are required to submit to the supreme ideals of love and 
brotherhood.”
Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, former President of the Republic of India

“The ideal and work of the Red Cross are indeed the finest gift which our 
country has offered mankind. The existence of small Switzerland is more 
than justified by the way which this institution is administered and by the 
fact that it has proved its worth for over a century in aid of the inhabitants of 
the whole world.”
Fritz Traugott Wahlen, former President of the Swiss Confederation

“Every day the news shows us that faced with the deterioration of respect 
for the rules of law and the humanitarian principles only concerted action 
by all the forces of universal humanism, only mobilisation of States and 
peoples would be capable of giving decisive support to the missions 
entrusted to the ICRC.”
Abdou Diouf, President of the Republic of Senegal

“By accomplishing these missions of relief, care and comforting, by giving 
the necessary interest and support to local initiatives, by remaining true to 
the concept of neutrality, which has characterised the basic intuition of the 
founders, and by proposing respectfully but tenaciously its intervention in 
the heat of battle, the Red Cross has acquired moral authority throughout 
the world.”
Pope John Paul II

*

“From the moment when Dunant strode across the battlefield of Solferino 
the world has changed. He incarnated both feminine charitable sensitivity 
and masculine strength required in every humanitarian action. We shall 
not cease to honour his providential character throughout the history of the 
Red Cross.”
Gertrud von Le Fort

“For my part, I feel that Red Cross Youth has quite special importance in 
our times. It encourages youth to respect life. It teaches it not only love of 
men but also kindness which we must show to every creature. This emerges 
from the comments made by school-children, comments which are for me 
the most sweet music.”
Albert Schweitzer
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“The fate of a wounded soldier agonising in a First-Aid Centre is not to be 
compared with that of someone who is merely sick. This wounded soldier is 
a still young human being torn from a life scarcely started. Immeasurable 
misery when this life is taken away in a few moments. All the glory 
attributed by the world to the death of the hero will never be able to 
eliminate the immense despair of this young human being.” 
Peter Bamm, taken from “The invisible flag”

“For me war is something so terrible, so unworthy of man, so stupid, so out 
of date and any way so perverse, that I have decided should I come out of 
this war alive to devote all my energy to making sure that in future there 
will be no more wars.”
Extract from a letter sent to Carl Zuckmayer by Franz Blumenfeld, law 
student, who joined as a volunteer and fell in battle on 18. 12. 1914.

“May the conscience and common sense of peoples develop such strength 
so that in the life of peoples we reach new heights from which war will seem 
to us as an incomprehensible aberration of our ancestors.”
Albert Einstein 

“Humanism is not given us once and for all; each day we have to give proof 
of it.”
Johann Gottfried Herder

“Great dangers have the advantage of bringing the unknown close to each 
other.”
Victor Hugo

“The future will belong to those who have done the most for suffering 
mankind.”
Louis Pasteur

“After to love, to help is the finest verb in the world.”
Bertha von Suttner

Everything which unites men is true and beautiful, everything which 
separates them is false and ugly.”
Leon Tolstoy 

“Only the human being has an eternal destiny... the duty to the human 
being as such alone is eternal.”
Simone Weil
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“Those who have received much of life are in duty bound to give much in 
return. Those who have been spared suffering must feel called on to help 
and mitigate the suffering of others. All of us have in solidarity to bear the 
burden of suffering weighing down on our world.”
Albert Schweitzer

“The power of love and compassion is stronger than the power of arms.” 
Mahatma Gandhi

*

“When you are victor you must not crush the vanquished.”
Kenyan proverb

“The perfect man is the one who is most helpful to others.”
The Koran

“You must not do ill to others, and you must not take life unless it is 
absolutely necessary.”
Buddha

You must love all men as no one is different from you.”
Shri Ramakrishna

“Enemies taken prisoners in the course of a war must not be killed; on the 
contrary we must treat them like our own children.”
The Mahabharata

“Love your neighbour as yourself.”
Gospel of Matthew
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