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ACTIONS OF NATIONAL SOCIETIES IN THE FIELD

OF CIVIL POPULATION PROTECTION

1, Introduction

"The cooperation of National Red Cross Societies in 
Government efforts aiming at protecting the civilian population in 
the event of an armed conflict constitutes a natural task for these 
Societies and is in keeping with the principles of the Red Cross".

This was what the Council of Delegates stated at its 
autumn 1961 session in Prague. It is also normal that advantage 
should be taken of the important Red Cross meetings which are held 
periodically, both to sum up what has been done by the National So
cieties in the matter and to consider the problems, eventually the 
difficulties, it involves.

The ICRC and the League had sent all the National So
cieties a joint Report before the Prague meetings. It replied to a 
question raised in I960 by a National Society and started out by a 
reminder of the attention given for a long time past by the Red Cross, 
and especially its international organisations, to the■ cooperation 
of the National Societies in civil protection measures.

The text of this particular passage in the Report is 
worthy of reproduction:

"This matter has occupied the attention of the international 
institutions of the Red Cross for a long time. Without speaking 
of the numerous efforts which the ICRC undertook on behalf of 
Civil Defence; between the two World Wars, let us briefly mention 
some of the steps taken in this connection since 1945. In 1952, 
after an extensive inquiry, in which its Secretariat asked the 
National Societies for their opinions on the matter, the League 
published a Handbook entitled "Guide for National Red Cross So
cieties on their rôle as auxiliaries of the Army Medical and 
Civil Defence Services" to be presented to the XVIIIth Interna
tional Conference of the Red Cross. This led, in September 1955, 
to an exchange of views, held in connection with the work of the 
Executive Committee of the League and in which representatives 
of 29 National Societies, the League and the ICRC participated.

A report on this exchange of views was submitted by the League 
to the XIXth International Conference of the Red Cross in 1957. 
At the same Conference, the ICRC, for its part, presented a report 
entitled "The Red Cross Societies and Civil Defence", which de
fined in particular some of the fundamental principles of the 
action undertaken by National Societies in this field.
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In the numerous recommendations contained in these two reports, 
the ICRC and the League based their reasoning on the fact that 
it is a normal duty for the National Societies also to act as 
auxiliaries of the Civil Defence services and to carry out, di
rectly or indirectly, activities in this sphere. Indeed, such 
activities not only correspond to the resolutions of the Inter
national Conferences, which stress the importance of an efficient 
Civil Defence and the part that the National Societies could 
play in it but they are also in keeping with the fundamental 
principles of the Red Cross (point 6) and their rules of appli
cation (points 2 and 3) adopted by the Board of Governors in 1946.

The joint report, after having retraced the evolu
tion of this problem since the Second World War, went on to examine 
two different matters: the wearing of the Red Cross emblem by mem
bers of National Societies engaged in civilian defence duties, and, 
the different types of more or less active cooperation which can 
exist between civilian defence and the National Societies. The di
rectives and information contained in that part of the joint Report 
appear to have been appreciated by the National Societies, judging 
by the remarks heard during the discussion at the Prague meetings.

It will be remembered that at the conclusion of this 
discussion, the Council of Delegates adopted a Resolution of which 
paragraph 1 was quoted in the Introduction to the present Report. 
We will now give the whole text:

"The Council of Delegates

Recognizing the importance of the problem raised by the Irish 
Red Cross in its memorandum on the co-operation of National Red 
Cross Societies in Civil Defence

having also considered the joint report submitted by the Inter
national Committee of the Red Cross and the League of Red Cross

‘ Societies on this subject,

1) confirms that the co-operation of National Red Cross Societies 
in Government efforts aiming at protecting the civilian popu
lation in the event of an armed conflict constitutes a natural 
task for these Societies and is in keeping with the principles 
of the Red Cross;

2) recommends that the National Societies - in the agreements 
concluded with the authorities of their countries for esta
blishing the scope and terms of their participation in Civil 
Defence - endeavour to lay down conditions which will enable 
their personnel participating in the civil defence to be 
clearly recognizable as Red Cross personnel, and to maintain 
the necessary ties with their National Society;

f*
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3) voices the wish that the International Committee of the Red 
Cross may actively continue its work in view of strengthening 
within international humanitarian law, the immunity of non
military Civil Defence bodies, in particular by means of the 
adoption of a standard distinctive sign."

Paragraph 3 of this Resolution refers to a question 
on which the ICRC is working. It is presented under Item 3b) 
of the Agenda of the "'International Humanitarian Law Commission.

2. Data to be supplied by the National Societies

While there was an interesting discussion in Prague 
on the question taken up in the present Report, the short time de
voted to it permitted onl5z a very few National Societies to state 
their case.

The Centenary Congress should therefore be taken as 
an opportunity for the Red Cross Societies themselves to report on 
their experiencesand bring up the problems involved in their coope
ration in civilian defence. This is in the interests of a mutual 
exchange of information, which will moreover be particularly useful 
to Societies not yet possessing any experience in this sphere. The 
ICRC and the League feel that, in their preceding Reports, they have 
provided the Societies with clear and adequate indications of the 
main directives and essential information. It is now the turn of 
the National Societies to make themselves heard and to report on 
the manner in which they have implemented the Resolutions voted at 
the XIXth International Conference of the Red Cross (No. XIV) and 
the Prague Council of Delegates.

These progress reports seem all the more called for 
in that it is already eight years since there has been any opportu
nity of a systematic exchange of views. The last occasion was in 
1955, when the League arranged a meeting for this purpose in coope
ration with the ICRC. Since then some of the Societies have been 
able to supply further information to the ICRC or the League, which 
was greatly appreciated, in particular when the ICRC was making an 
enquiry into a subject closely connected but distinct: the status 
of civilian defence personnel. This, however, was only odd data and 
it now seems to be the moment, as we said at the beginning, to pro
ceed to a fresh general survey of the matter.



Societ ies:
We venture to offer two suggestions to Notional

First of all, we would propose that all those who 
can do so should send in a short report to the Secretariat of the 
Organizing Commission of the Congress on their achievments in re
spect of cooperation in civil defence.

We would then suggest that they furnish more detai
led information, if oossible, on the following three specific points 
referred to under a), b) and c), which are partly linked with the Prague 
Resolution.

a) Adjustment of Statutes

The Prague Resolution states that cooperation in ci
vil defence is a normal task, but have the National Societies as
certained that their Statutes correspond to this conception of their 
duties?

Here we would cite as an example, the position of 
the Swiss Red Cross Society, This Society felt its Statutes should 
be amended to adjust them to the new Swiss Law on Civil Defence, 
which confers special duties on the Red Cross. It should not be 
forgotten that for a long time the National Societies have solely 
acted as auxiliaries of the Army Medical Services. If their Statu
tes still give this impression they should be amended, like those 
of the Swiss Red Crossr The precise details of this example of sta
tutory amendments will be found annexed (Annex 1).

b) Autonomy of the Red Cross in civil defence bodies

Paragraph 2 of the Prague Resolution recommends that 
the National Societies should preserve proper autonomy in their co
operation in civil defence, especially by making themselves "clear
ly recognizable" (wearing of a distinctive sign or uniform, etc.) 
It would be very interesting to know how the National Societies 
joining in civil defence duties preserve this desirable autonomy 
in actual fact.

As an example, we attach (Annex 2) a copy of the 
government authorisation received by the German Federal Red Cross 
Society concerning the uniform of its members engaged in civil de
fence work,
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c) Medical Assistance

It is certainly in relation to medical activities 
that the National Societies can mainly furnish various forms of 
assistance to civil defence. This is the sphere which most directly, 
although not exclusively, responds to the principles and customary 
duties of the Red Cross. It would therefore seem advisable that 
the National Societies supply details in their reports on the va
rious aspects of their activities in this sphere (training of me
dical personnel, supply of such personnel to the civil defence Ser
vices, blood transfusion activities, social Services, etc.)



ANNEX I

Amendments to the Statutes of the Swiss Red Cross Society 
in view of its cooperation in Civil Defence.

On 9 December 1962, the Swiss Red Cross Society's 
Assembly of delegates unanimously adopted an amendment of the Sta
tutes which had appeared to be required for some time. We quote a 
passage from an article by Dr. Haug, Secretary General of the So
ciety, on this revision, which is to appear in one of the next 
issues of the Revue internationale de la Croix-Rouge:

"One of the principal reasons motivating a revision of the 
Statutes of the Swiss Red Cross was the necessity to enable the

* latter to take an active part in the measures of protection for
the civilian population scheduled in the event of war. The terms 
of the old statutes would have made such participation very diffi
cult, if not impossible in certain circumstances. In fact, artic
le 8 stipulated that "on the outset of active service, the Swiss 
Red Cross keeps Red Cross teams and its other resources in per
sonnel and equipment at the disposal of the Army Medical Corps". 
In these conditions, it would only have been possible for the 
Swiss Red Cross to carry out activities on behalf of the civilian 
population if the Army Medical Corps itself had assigned the teams 
and resources in personnel and equipment which our institution 
keeps at its disposal, to help the civilian population or if it 
had released them for the same purpose. At all events, it would 
have been for the Army Command to decide if, and in what measure, 
the means of the Swiss Red Cross should be deployed in aid to 
the civilian population. It can be presumed that this authority, 
in accordance with its duty, would, in the first place, have ta
ken into account the needs of the army.

After the adoption by the people and the cantons, in May 1955, 
j of a constitutional article on civil defence and the decree by

the Federal Chambers, in March 1962, of a federal law on civil 
defence (which came into operation on January 1, 1963), basis 
were available from which to adapt the statutes of the Swiss 
Red Cross to the needs of the protection of the civilian population. 
This adaptation ’ was to confer on the Swiss Red Cross the right 
and the duty to support, in time of peace as in the event of ac
tive service, both the civil defence bodies, particularly its 
health service, and the civilian hospitals, by making available 
personnel and equipment (including the blood transfusion service). 
This right and duty were to be given to the Swiss Red Cross, over 
and above the task incumbent upon it to support the Army Medical 
Corps, a task which remains as vital today as yesterday, and 
which the Swiss Red Cross is required to assume, in its capacity 
as a National Red Cross Society recognized in accordance with 
the Federal Decree of June 13, 1951, concerning the Swiss Red Cross.
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The chapter of the new statutes devoted to peacetime work 
states, under the heading "Protection of the civilian population 
in anticipation of war",that

"the Swiss Red Cross co-operates in informing the population 
of the dangers which it may come up against and the possibilities 
of protection, that it instructs personnel, and holds it at the 
disposal jf the civil defence medical service and the civilian 
hospitals in particular, and that it deals with the preparation of 
equipment" .

In accordance with Article 61 of the Federal Law on Civil De-
* fence, the training of personnel can be done on behalf of the

authorities. In this case, the personnel instructed will be under 
the obligation to serve in civil defence and incorporated in an 
organization of protection. However, the Swiss Red Cross can also, 
on its own initiative, instruct and reserve personnel for its own 
use, in anticipation particularly of assignments to civilian 
hospitals. With this in mind, the Swiss Red Cross began training 
Red Cross hospital auxiliaries some years ago.

Various alterations, made necessary by the introduction of the 
new tasks incumbent upon our Society in the sphere of civil defence, 
have been made to the chapter devoted to the work of the Swiss Red 
Cross while the army is on active service. It is pointed out that 
the Swiss Red Cross has to deal with the transport of the wounded 
and sick, nursing of the wounded and sick, and the blood trans
fusion service as "measures complementing those of the Army Medical 
Corps and in co-operation with ®ivil defence and the civilian 
hospitals"•

As a result, the only obligation which the Swiss Red Cross still 
f has with regard to the Army Medical Corps is to make available to

the latter the military teams of the Red Cross service and the 
reserves of equipment set up for military use, in agreement with 

k the Chief Medical Officer of the army. The reserves of personnel
and equipment scheduled for the army's needs can also be used to 
help the civilian population if the Army Command does not promulgate 
restrictive instructions on this subject.

Furthermore, the Swiss Red Cross is required, under the terms 
of an agreement concluded with the authorities concerned, to place 
personnel and equipment at the disposal of the civil defence bodies 
set up, as well as at the disposal of civilian hospitals. The new 
statutes, like the old, stipulate that the Swiss Red Cross is 
authorized to continue its peacetime work during a period of active 
service, in so far as the accomplishment of these activities does 
not prevent it from giving the necessary aid to the Army Medical 
Corps and from taking part in civil defence measures. Practically 
speaking, this eventuality will only arise in a state of neutrality." 



ANNEX II

The wearing of National Red Cross uniform 
while carrying out civil defence duties 

in the German Federal Republic.

A letter dated January 5, 1961 from the Minister of 
the Interior to the German Red Cross in the German Federal Republic 
included the following:

"... As regards the subject in question, I would refer 
to my previous declaration, namely, that I have given my consent 
to members of the German Red Cross wearing their Red Cross uniform 
even when they are carrying out their duties within the Civil De
fence Relief Service. However, while giving this consent, I have 
assumed that whilst exercising their activity in this service, 
members of the Red Cross will wear an armband bearing the initials 
ZB (1)..."

(1) Allusion is being made here to the general identification 
adopted in the German Federal Republic for civil defence per
sonnel and equipment. This is a blue triangle inscribed within 
a yellow circle. On the triangle are the initials "ZB" in ca
pital letters in yellow, for the expression■in German denoting 
Civil Defence (Ziviler Bev'olkerungsschutz).


