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THE RED CROSS, FACTOR FOR WORLD PEACE

The Red Cross is a factor for world peace.

Originally conceived to alleviate the sufferings of 
war, for a century it has steadily and progressively developed pro
moting and obtaining respect for persons, fighting against disease 
and suffering, for the expansion of social service and internatio
nal mutual assistance.

All these activities aim at mitigating human ills 
on a "good neighbour" basis of individual action, marked by a spi
rit of equity and kindliness. The Red Cross as such spreads peace 
and international harmony around.

This is so important that the International Conferen
ce of the Red Cross has considered it should be periodically reaffir
med and "the Red Cross and peace" figures on the agendas of plenary 
Red Cross conferences. The Centenary Congress now meeting in Gene
va is anxious to continue this tradition.

Since the end of the First World War, day after day, 
the International Committee and the League have been working in 
their respective spheres for the cause of peace. They took their 
first stand on this subject in an appeal dated 19 July 1921,

The two organisations, which have the same princip
les but different rôles, felt that there should be two reports to 
the Council of Delegates on this important question, showing the 
value of their respective work in the service of a common ideal.

The Cuban crisis (October-November 1962) and the 
appeal to the International Committee of the Red Cross by the Uni
ted Nations Secretary-General, at a moment when the worst was appre
hended, suddenly caught the attention of world public opinion.

Why this appeal to the International Committee?
What were the precise facts? What were the reactions and how should 
they be considered? Finally, what conclusions are to be drawn from 
this experience?

These are the four points we shall now examine in 
order to clarify the position of the International Committee of the 
Red Cross as a factor for world peace.

Following the last meeting of the Council of Delega
tes in 1961 at Prague, a new and important element has entered in
to the doctrine of the International Red Cross. The Declaration of 
Red Cross Principles resulting from the discussions at Prague has 
certainly exercised an influence on the ideas governing this 
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institution, although, the Council's Resolutions still have to be 
submitted to the next Internat ional Conference of the Red Cross 
for approval.

This new text in particular states the duty of the 
Red Cross to "prevent and alleviate human suffering wherever'it 
may be found" and "promote cooperation and stable peace among all 
peoples".

It was certainly the spirit of that Declaration 
which caused the Secretary-General of the United Nations to turn 
to the Internat ional Committee of the Red Cross, asking it to assist 
in a peaceful settlement of the Cuban question. U Thant, realising 
that the United Nations’ own representatives would not be permitted 
to exercise the indispensable control,indeed felt that the Inter
national Committee would probably be the only international autho
rity whose intervention would be acceptable to all concerned. In 
this he was right,for nene of the parties to the conflict rejected 
the idea.

What was to be the International Committee's atti
tude in face of this appeal? In our opinion the work that can be 
done by the Red Cross for peace is rather a consequence e>f its other 
practical activities. There is no question that this should be its 
only concern but, henceforth,the Committee's rOle must nevertheless 
be conceived bearing in mind this new definition of Red Cross prin
ciples.

Its experience in connection with the Cuban crisis 
is precisely useful to the Committee in considering the signifi
cance of the principle of Humanity as newly defined and the general 
problem of the Red Cross and peace.

As explained in the two ICRC press releases of 5 and 
13 November, on 30 October 1962, the Secretary-General of the Uni
ted Nations requested the possible assistance of the Committee in 
searching ships bound for Cuba.

"The humanitarian considerations which could result 
from political and military complications" and the situations which 
would ensue from a prolongation of the blockade, in the absence of 
any suitable control, had to be taken into account, to quote the 
memorandum sent to the International Committee. The latter would 
be serious for the population, depriving it of food, medical supp
lies and other basic necessities. The Secretary-General of the Uni
ted Nations therefore asked whether the International Committee of 
the Red Cross could perhaps lend its assistance on the following 
bases:
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(a) by appointing approximately 50 inspectors charged ..with • 
controlling the cargoes »f ships bound for Cuba; to as
certain that there were no arms on board;

(b) the Red Cross would be entirely free to choose its in
spectors ;

(c) the rules of service would be laid down by the United 
Nations, which would bear the whole cost of the opera
tion and would provide for the maintenance and accomo
dation of the inspectors;

(d) the inspectors would proceed immediately to New York, 
where they would be given detailed instructions, and 
would rejoin their posts from there, at the expense of 
the United Nations;

(e) the work of inspection would probably not last for more 
than a month.

The ICRC replied that it was prepared to consider 
lending its good offices to the United Nations, quite exceptionally. 
But this acceptance of principle was subject to two preliminary re
quirements: that the three powers directly concerned (United States, 
USSR and Cuba) consent to the action it was requested to undertake, 
and that this action conform to Red Cross principles.

To make sure of this, the Committee designated one 
of its members and a former president, Mr. Paul Ruegger, to go to 
New York immediately and engage in the necessary consultations.

Mr. Ruegger*s mission lasted from 6 to 11 November. 
He had several interviews with the United Nations Secretary-Gene
ral and his colleagues and the heads of the New York diplomatic 
missions of the three powers concerned.

Several very important principles were laid down in 
the course of these conversations with regard to the extent of con
trol and the conditions of its execution. In the meantime the anta
gonists were continuing direct negotiations, and the easing of ten
sion consequent on the ICRC's agreement of principle, helped to 
bring about an arrangement under which Soviet missiles on the Is
land of Cuba would be withdrawn. If others were en route it can be 
supposed that the ships were diverted from their route to return 
to the USSR, as a result of which the American Government agreed 
to raise the blockade.

In these circumstances the proposed control was no 
longer necessary and it only remained for the United Nations to 
thank the International Committee for its readiness to step into 
the breach for the preservation of peace. In expressing this appre
ciation reference was made on the one hand to the evolution of
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Red Cross doctrine resulting from the Prague Resolution, while on 
the other note was taken of this experience should similar situa
tions arise.

This incident therefore calls for reflection, in or
der to draw the consequences involved for the future.

The ICRC's acceptance of principle was warmly appro
ved on various sides, especially by the Red Cross and public opi
nion in the United States and by the Alliance of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies of the USSR. In France the long article published 
in "Le Figaro" of 6 November 1962, under the title of "Le grain a 
levé" ("The seed has borne fruit") by Mr. François Poncet,President 
of the French Red Cross Society, was the most striking testimony 
in unreserved support of the ICRC's gesture.

There was not however only approval to be met. On 
the contrary, there were numerous criticisms,some of which were 
very important. In Switzerland especially, rhe press in many cases 
criticized the position taken up by the ICRC, as did several news
papers in Germany, Holland, Sweden and Spain. In passing it should 
be noted that criticisms are valuable to the ICRC, for they are .a 
proof of interest just as much as praise. They spring from the de
sire that it should avoid being led into any compromise which might 
in future prejudice the carrying out of its traditional tasks.

In order to justify the ICRC's action we will sum 
up most of the criticisms and endeavour .to. answer,them.

Some of them consisted in objections of principle. 
It was considered that the International Committee compromised its 
traditional status by accepting to enter into the political arena. 
This would in future preclude its playing the rôle of neutral in
termediary in the defence of human dignity and to alleviate suffe
rings resulting from war. Among the most typical articles were those 
of the "Basler Nachrichten" (5 November), the "Frankfurter Zeitung" 
(5 November) and the "Bund" (Berne) (7 and 8 November) and also the 
opinion expressed by the "Berner Volkszeitung" (7 November). The 
latter unhesitatingly drew the conclusion that it would be "an error 
which would have serious and lasting consequences" for the ICRC to 
search ships on the high seas, and voiced the hope that "the final 
reply of the ICRC to the Secretary-General of the UNO will be a 
very definite "No","



Other criticisms of principle emphasized that such 
control was a duty incumbent on the United Nations and that the 
International Committee of the Red Cross could not assume this po
litical function without alienating its independence. It would be 
conceivable, wrote the "Bund" of 7 November, that there should be 
an intervention "in the form of good offices, in the interests of 
peace, but the United Nations alone possess the authority to step 
forward" .

Another category of reservations and objections was 
founded on the fact that the ICRC’s agents do not have the necessa
ry technical qualifications. Boes this Committee whose "usual wor
kers have hitherto been concerned with humanitarian matters, doctors 
nurses, first aid workers, social assistants to aid prisoners of 
war and refugees" intend propose to add "a new category of collea
gues: rocket and armament technicians, radar operators and other 
experts?" ironically queried the "Frankfurter Zeitung" (5 November).

An answer can be found to these objections.

In the first place it should be pointed out that as 
the ICRC’s discussions are free from any publicity very little was 
known of its action. Its two press releases were necessarily terse, 
to avoid prejudicing the negotiations. They were moreover ill inter
preted and sometimes misconstrued. The ICRC had made these same 
objections to itself and had answered them after ripe reflection.

True, the objections of principle were serious and 
the Committee did not brush them aside lightly. In its press re
lease of 5 November, moreover, it recognized that the task in ques
tion did not fall within "the conventional and traditional scope" 
of its humanitarian mission. But had this not been the same when in 
1867 the question arose as to whether the Red Cross should concern 
itself with the condition of prisoners of war? At that time the 
only Geneva Convention related exclusively to the wounded and sick 
of armies in the field and there was more than one philanthropist 
sincerely attached to the work of the Red Cross who was opposed to 
a widening of its duties which they considered fraught with risks. 
The Basle Agency was nevertheless established in 1870 to deal with 
prisoners-of-war questions during the Franco-Prussian War and a si
milar effort to help captives was again made by the Committee on 
the required scale during the First World War. Its action brought 

such fruitful results in various forms : visits, relief, inter
ventions of different sorts, that it took advantage to suggest the 
conclusion of an international Convention, namely the second Gene
va Convention establishing the status of prisoners of war (27 July 
1929).

The same experience was made in regard to civilian 
internees during the Second World War; no Convention took these into 
consideration, but they benefited at the beginning of hostilities, 
with the consent of Governments, from the provisions of the
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"Tokyo draft" adopted in 1934 by the International Conference of 
the Red Cross. Once again, experience during the Second World War 
led to the conclusion of a new Geneva Convention, the Convention 
of 12 August 1949, relative to the protection of civilian persons 
in time of war.

Many experts made reservations concerning the ex
pansion of the duties of the Red Cross in time of peace,"after the 
First World War, doubting the advisability of departing from action 
which was traditionally only directed towards the protection of 
war victims. These were overruled, however, and the League of Red 
Cross Societies was established to coordinate the work of the Na
tional Societies in peacetime. Later, in 1928 and 1952, at the 
Hague and at Toronto the International Conference of the Red Cross 

i adopted the Statutes of the International Red‘Cross, defining the
new tasks of the movement and dividing them between the ICRC and 
the League.

I

The same argument can be advanced as regards the 
evolution of Red Cross doctrine forecast by the Resolution of the 
Board of Governors at Prague. It was no doubt feared that the Red 
Cross might venture on to international political ground. But it 
was precisely on account of its neutrality and its independence vis- 
à-vis all the States, that the ICRC was considered, not to carry 
out action of a political nature, but on the contrary, to use its in
tervention as a non-political organisation in a specific situation. 
For that matter the ICRC does intervene to some extent on the State 
level in combating the evils of war and endeavouring to limit resort 
to certain methods of warfare, in order to gain acceptance of a 
humanitarian duty, when the importance of the interests at stake 
so demands. The ICRC considers that by laying down as a preliminary

> requirement for any action on its part that the three States directly
concerned should explicitly declare their assent, it eliminated any 
political tinge from the intervention demanded, in circumstances 
which - and this we would stress - could have lead to nuclear war
fare .

The eventual opponents in the Cuban crisis happened 
both to possess nuclear weapons and whichever of them had first 
resorted to atomic weapons would inevitably have caused resort to 
the same weapon in retaliation by the other side. In the hypothesis 
of atomic war, can the Red Cross continue to play its protective rile? 
What is the value of its traditional experience in such an event? 
To take but one example, how could the Red Cross sign continue to 
protect hospitals located in an area where everything would have 
been destroyed, without any discrimination being materially possible, 
by the effects of a single bomb? The simple adage that prevention 
is better than cure applies here a fortiori, in that cure is more

' problematic.
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As to the qualifications of its eventual inspectors, 
Mr. Ruegger’s negotiations had precisely led to the elimination of 
any technical responsibility incompatible with the character of 
the ICRC. A series of principles had been accepted following Mr. 
Ruegger’s conversations and it was understood that:

1) The ICRC would appoint a team of some 30 inspectors, not mem
bers of the Committee, who would be placed at the disposal of 
the United Nations and under its authority;

2) The Red Cross emblem would not be employed to cover this type 
of operation4

3) Eventual inspections could in no case give rise to a resort to 
forceful means. If the inspectors were unable to carry out their 
search they would confine themselves to reporting to the Head of 
their mission;

4) The United Nations would be responsible for negotiating accep
tance of inspection by all the powers under whose flag ships 
would sail for Cuba;

5) Regulations for inspection would conform to Red Cross principles;

6) The Secretary-General would grant extensive autonomy to the corps 
of inspectors; this autonomy would largely depend on the perso
nality of their Head.

It was not possible to reveal all these guarantees 
at the moment they were being negotiated, which explains the errors 
of appreciation it was possible to spread among the general public. 
They were however designed to safeguard the neutral and impartial 
character of the ICRC in the eventual execution of its new task.

The conclusions should now' be drawn from this expe
rience for future action on the part of the ICRC.

The keen alarm of American public opinion when there 
was a false rumour that the ICRC had suddenly abandoned its inten
tion to lend assistance to the United Nations in settling the Cuban 
affair enables us-to gauge the extent and depth of disappointment 
if it had done so. A most important precedent has been created, mark
ing history in the humanitarian mission of the Internal ional Commit
tee, but the limits of this evolution should be clearly stated.

For the ICRC to consent on any other occasion to 
an intervention of this type, it would be necessary that:



(a) peace should be threatened by the danger of atomic war
fare ;

(b) the United Nations Organization admit the impossibi
lity of intervening alone to preserve peace;

(c) the ICRC should be placed in a position to lend assistance 
in an effective action, in line with Red Cross principles;

(d) all the interested parties agree to the intervention of 
the ICRC under the above conditions.

These are categorical requirements clearly limiting 
the number of cases in which the ICRC might again have to consider 
similar interventions. It is however well to retain the possibili
ty of these interventions as the ultimate human hope of avoiding 
the appalling ..catastrophe of atomic warfare.

This having been said, the International Committee 
in its day-to-day existence remains firmly rooted to the.principles 
of impartiality, neutrality and non-interference in political mat“, 
ters which have characterised all its work for,a hundred years.


