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IMPLEMENTATION and dissémination on the geneva conventions

I. Ratifications and Accessions

In 1957, at the time of the XIXth International 
Conference of the Red Cross (New Delhi), 69 States were parties 
to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, which they had 
ratified or to which they had acceded. On 1 March 1963, this 
number had risen to 84, to which should be added 25 States with 
newly acquired independence. Although these latter have not 
actually ratified or acceded to the Conventions, they are bound 
by them by virtue of the ratification by the State which was 
the sovereign power of their territory prior to their indepen
dence. Seven of them, namely Congo-Leopoldville, Upper Volta, 
Nigeria, Ivory Coast, Dahomey, Togo, Mauritania, have explicity 
confirmed their participation in this international instrument 
to the Swiss Federal Council, as the administrator of the 
Geneva Conventions, by a "declaration of continuity". The 
Togolese Republic, for example, adopted the following formula: 
"The four Geneva Conventions of August 12, 1949 for the protec
tion of the victims of war are legally applicable on the 
territory of the Republic of Togo, by virtue of their ratifica
tion by France under date of June 28, 1951. The Government of 
the Togolese Republic, however, hereby confirms by this 
communication its participation in these four Conventions..." 
At the present time there remain 18 States which should also 
be considered as bound for the same reason, i.e. as successors, 
although they have not yet deposited a similar confirmation. 
This brings up the number of States parties to the Geneva 
Conventions to 109, of which 91 have ratified or acceded to 
them or deposited an explicit declaration of continuity. It is 
none the less desirable that all the States which have newly 
acquired their independence and whose territory was previously 
covered by the signature of former Colonial powers, should ex
plicity confirm their participation in the near future by a 
declaration of continuity similar to that quoted above.

At the present time of the 58 States which affixed 
their signature to the Final Act of the Conference on 12 
August 1949, 5 have still not ratified the Conventions, namely, 
Burma, Canada, Costa Rica, Ethiopia and Uruguay. Ceylon has only 
acceeded to the Fourth Convention. In addition, Bolivia, Honduras 
Iceland, the Republic of Korea, Nepal, Saudi' Arabia and the 
Yemen have also refrained from participation in the 1949 Conven
tions to date, although the first four of these States are bound 
by earlier humanitarian Conventions; this, however, is not the 
case so far as Nepal, Saudi' Arabia and the Yemen are concerned.
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II. Dissemination of the Conventions

The Geneva Conventions are the most recent and com
plete set of rules granting the indispensable guarantees for 
the protection of persons in the event of armed conflict. Good 
Conventions, however, are not enough: they must also be perfect
ly familiar to those who will be called upon to apply them, in 
default of which they would risk remaining a dead-letter. The 
Conventions can save many lives, but only to the extent that 
people are not ignorant of them.

In signing the Conventions, the States pledged 
themselves to disseminate the texts. With few exceptions, they 
have not done very much so far in this direction. Hence, the 
ICRC encourages and helps them.

As it did not feel that the whole of the population 
could be reached at the same time it has taken the members of 
the armed forces and young people as its first objectives.

a) Dissemination among Governments and Red Cross Societies

In 1958 the ICRC published the Commentary on the 
Illrd Convention relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War 
and in 1959 the Commentary on the Ilnd Convention for the 
Amelioration of the Condition of the Shipwrecked. This,with the 
two volumes previously published on the 1st and IVth Conventions, 
completed a long-term and very comprehensive study. The four 
Geneva Conventions of 1949, which form the basis of humanitarian 
law, are now accompanied by a full legal and practical Commenta
ry of nearly 2,500 pages. All four volumes have been translated 
into English.

The ICRC has furthermore helped the States to 
establish national legislation implementing the Geneva Conven
tions, repressing their violation (in this way it helped a 
country revise its Penal Code) and protecting the Red Cross 
sign. It also submits regulations to the Powers which are 
intended to complete the Conventions. The most recent relates 
to telecommunications of hospital ships and medical aircraft.

A draft manual on "The Laws and Customs of 
War" was also drawn up by the ICRC at the request of a State 
party to the Geneva Conventions. This is especially for 
officers of the armed forces and summarises the main provisions 
of the Geneva and Hague Conventions in a practical and systematic 
manner. Should other States wish to issue a similar handbook for 
the use of their armies, the ICRC would be ready to give them 
any assistance they might desire.



Finally, the ICRC gave lectures in the course on the 
Geneva Conventions during the Training Courses for medical 
officers of the armed forces at Macolin (Switzerland) in 1959 
and in Florence in 1962. These were organised on the proposal 
and under the sponsorship of the International Committee of 
Military Medicine and Pharmacy.

The International Review of the Red Cross has also 
contributed to this work of dissemination. It regularly publishes 
articles on matters relating to the Geneva Conventions and 
their dissemination, whose authors sometimes relate what has 
been done and what remains to be done in this connection in their 
own country, both on the government and Red Cross levels. 
Information on this subject appears under the heading "News of 
National Societies".

b) Dissemination among the general public and the armed forces

In 1956 the ICRC issued an illustrated booklet in
9 languages (English, French, German, Spanish, Arabic, Chinese, 
Hindi, Japanese and Russian) summarising the Conventions in 
picture-form. This met with great success and by the end of 
1958 the first edition had been exhausted. A new edition was 
immediately issued, with an additional text in Lingala, for 
the armed forces of the Congo,, Later, in the summer of I960, 
to promote the dissemination of the Conventions still further 
in Africa ard especially in the Congo, where serious distur
bances periodically occurred after the proclamation of 
independence, the ICRC published "The Geneva Conventions of 
August 12, 1949- BRIEF SUMMARY for Members of Armed Forces and 
the General Public", in Lingala, Swahili, Luba and Kikongo; it 
was the Congolese students at the Geneva University who made 
the necessary translations. The ICRC furthermore issued a third 
edition of the illustrated booklet already referred to in the 
9 following languages: English, French, Spanish, Portuguese, 
Arabic, Lingala, Swahili, Luba and Kikongo. The United Nations 
requested copies of this and received 19,000 for dissemination 
in the Congo. Nearly 18,000 other copies of the original 
edition have been distributed by the ICRC in a number of coun
tries all over the world.

The ICRC has concentrated much of its effort on 
giving publicity to the Conventions among young people; a 
separate report on this has been made jointly with the 
League, to which readers should refer.

The cinema, television and especially the radio are 
very valuable for this purpose and the ICRC programme of broad
casts in English, French, Spanish and Arabic has included talks 
and interviews illustrating the Geneva Conventions.



Finally, the ICRC has made a series of colour 
slides for projection which are now available to National 
Societies. These constitute a very lively illustration of the 
main rules of the Conventions and are particularly suited for 
use in diffusing their contents among the general public and 
young people.

c) Lis semination among the Universities

The ICRC has drawn up a model "Course of Five 
Lessons on the Geneva Conventions" as an aid to teaching in the 
Law Faculties and in order to encourage the insertion of this 
subject in university syllabi. These five lessons are arranged 
under the following headings:

1. Geneva Law: The Red Cross and the drafting of Geneva Law, 
the place of the Geneva Conventions in the law of nations.

2. The principles of the Geneva Conventions: The principles and 
Articles common to all four Conventions.

3. The wounded and sick: The protection of the wounded and sick, 
medical personnel and equipment, the red cross sign.

4. The status of prisoners of war: The status of prisoners of 
war in international and internal conflicts and the role of 
the Red Cross.

5. The protection of civilians: The protection of civilian 
populations and the protection of persons, especially in 
occupied areas, and their conditions of internment.

This Course was sent to Governments and Law 
Faculties, with a view to the inclusion of the Geneva texts in 
public education in international law. Several decisions to 
that effect have already been notified to the ICRC.

So many additional copies of the Course were 
requested, that the ICRC decided to issue English, French, 
German and Spanish editions, and it is now available in these 
languages on request.

The lectures given by members and staff of the ICRC 
in the course of their travels to audiences assembled by the 
National Red Cross Societies should also be mentioned here.
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d) Dissemination among the United Nations Forces

The UNO as such is not a signatory of the Geneva 
Conventions and the presence of military forces in the Congo 
under its comTnand raised a somewhat delicate question. After 
the Katanga incidents, during which these contingents took a 
direct part in hostilities, the President of the ICRC wrote to 
Mr. Sture Dinner, Head of the United Nations Mission in the 
Congo, raising the question of the application of the Conventions 
by the UNO armed forces when engaged in military operations. 
"The recent developments in Katanga have in fact given an urgent 
and unexpected topicality to this question", wrote Mr. L, Boissier.

In this letter attention was drawn to the fact 
that at the time of the Suez affair in November 1956, Mr. Dag 
Hammarskjöld, Secretary General of UNO, had already informed 
the ICRC of the inclusion "in the draft regulations applicable 
to the United Nations Emergency Forced provision to the effect 
that its members are bound to respect the spirit of the general 
international Conventions relative to the conduct of military 
personnel".

The President of the ICRC also referred to a 
similar assurance which had been given his delegation at 
Leopoldville, in September I960, by the United Nations Command. 
In conclusion, he declared that "the International Committee 
of the Red Cross is entirely disposed to assume as regards this 
conflict the tasks laid down for it by the humanitarian 
Conventions ".

The Head of the UNO mission in the Congo replied 
in detail to this letter, repeating the assurance that the 
United Nations intended to respect the rules of the Geneva 
Conventions and that their Forces had been given instructions to 
this effect.

At the same time the President of the ICRC exchanged 
considerable correspondence with the acting Secretary General 
of the United Nations with regard to the application of the 
Geneva Conventions. In a letter dated 8 November 1961, Mr. Thant 
once again stressed that UNO was firmly resolved to "respect 
the principles and the spirit of the general international 
Conventions relative to the conduct of military personnel". He 
stated his readiness to cooperate in the dissemination of the 
text of the Conventions among the UNO armed forces in the Congo, 
and made it a point that " the operations carried out in the 
name and under the command of the Organization must be in 
complete accordance with the spirit of the Conventions".



In addition to these direct approaches to UNO in 
the Congo and in New York, on 10 November 1961 the ICRC sent a 
memorandum to the governments of all the States Parties to the 
Geneva Conventions and members of the United Nations concerning 
the application of the Conventions by the troops placed at the 
disposal of UNO. After repeating the assurances already given 
by UNO in this respect, the memorandum added:

"However, in view of the overwhelming importance of 
the interests involved,the International Committee judges it to 
be necessary that the matter should be very seriously considered, 
not only by the United Nations Organization, but also by each of 
the States bound by the Geneva Conventions.

In fact, the United Nations Organisation is not, as 
such, party to the Geneva Conventions. Consequently, each States 
is personally responsible for' the application of these 
Conventions, when supplying a contingent to the United Nations."
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