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RELIEF ACTIONS

Today one of the main roles of the Red Cross, Red Crescent and 
Red Lion and Sun Societies is to intervene in all parts of the world on 
behalf of victims of natural disasters - earthquake, floods, tornados, storms, 
cyclones, tidal waves, fires, droughts, epidemics, etc. - and refugees having 
left their country as a result of wars or disorders.

Although already envisaged by Henri Dunant, this activity was, 
however, not accepted right away within the Red Cross. Indeed, for many 
years the founders of the Red Cross were somewhat hesitant with regard to it 
as they thought that it could not be linked to the fundamental objective of 
the Red Cross, namely the application of the first Geneva Convention for the 
Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded in Armies in the Field, For a 
long time the interventions of Local or Regional Red Cross Associations or 
National Societies in the relief field remained timid, and the League itself 
in its early days often showed a lack of decision with regard to the question 
of disaster relief. Until World War II it nevertheless undertook to 
encourage and help National Societies to establish relief organisations and 
cooperate in international actions of mutual aid. In 1946, with the 
abolition of the Joint Relief Commission - which during the six years of war 
had distributed relief supplies valued at more than two hundred million 
dollars, to civilian populations - the League formed its own Relief Bureau, 
This was the start of a new era in the field of international disaster relief 
actions.

The work of assistance undertaken soon afterwards on behalf of 
300,000 Arab refugees from Palestine and then a quick succession of disasters 
unfortunately justified the National Societies in having decided to make this 
one of the League's activities. In 1954 the Board of Governors laid down in 
definite form the responsibilities devolving on National Societies in the 
field in question by unanimously adopting a series of general principles based 
on the experience of disaster relief gained. The latter must naturally and 
above all be in line with the great fundamental, nay organic, principles 
which give its own special character to everything undertaken by the Red 
Cross. Some of these principles are recalled in the Resolution adopted by the 
Board of Governors in 1954» This Resolution consists of two distinct parts. 
The first lists 8 general principles of Red Cross disaster relief action; the 
second gives in condensed form all the resolutions, which had been previously 
adopted on this subject by the International Conference of the Red Cross or 
the Board of Governors,

These principles still guide the National Societies and the League 
in their relief work today.

It seemed advisable to recall here some of these principles and the 
guide lines which govern, as far as the League is concerned, relief actions 
on behalf of civilian populations, whether it be a question of refugees or 
victims of natural disasters.
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Responsibilities and, preparation

Principle No. 1 lays down that "Disaster relief is to be considered one 
of the fundamental duties of a National Red Cross Society and consequently 
all National Societies should be prepared in advance to accept this 
responsibility when disaster strikes".

wjith a view to helping National Societies with these preparations 
the League offers them technical assistance in the form of missions or 
publications relating to the organisation of disaster relief; it has notably 
published, in i960, an "International Disaster Relief Manual", which contains 
both rules from which National Societies can draw inspiration and 
administrative directives applicable to the relief actions the responsibility 
for which is assumed by the League. It encourages National Societies to 
instruct specialised personnel in disaster relief, to build up reserve stocks 
of relief supplies, to conclude agreements with their Governments in order 
to ensure communications and rapid transport of relief supplies and personnel 
in the event of emergency situations, to obtain exemption from Customs duties 
for. supplies received from abroad and facilities for the transfer of funds, 
and helps them with these different tasks.

Here we touch on the important field of preparation. Red Cross 
intervention in the' event of emergency situations can no longer be improvised 
on the spur of the moment. To be both quick and effective it should not only 
be organised and directed, but also prepared. This is one of the essential 
tasks to which National Societies have today to devote their attention. The 
League, for its part, is taking parallel action. For several years past it 
has with the help of National Societies built up reserve stocks of non- 
perishable relief supplies thanks to which it can act immediately in the 
initial phase of a relief action. More recently it has established a roster 
of personnel whom the National Societies have agreed to make available to 
it, if the need arises, to occupy certain key posts in operations requiring 
the cooperation of foreign personnel; training courses, sometimes supplemented 
by periods of practical work, have been organised for this personnel, who are 
in addition regularly kept up-to-date with the problems which are continually 
arising in the relief field.

Conditions for intervention

The League distinguishes between disasters of local, national, 
regional or international character.

In the event of a small disaster of local character it is presumed 
that the National Society will be in a position to meet the situation. However, 
this Society may always appeal to the League for special assistance if it is 
unable to meet certain special needs.

In the case of a disaster of national character the League offers 
its assistance, which the National Society is at liberty to accept or refuse.

If the National Society asks for external aid, the League, depending 
on the size of the disaster, launches either a restricted appeal to certain 
sister Societies in a position to furnish a given category of relief supplies 
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or a regional appeal to the sister Societies of neighbouring countries or 
again a general appeal to all its members. For this purpose it has recourse 
to the speediest means of telecommunication: telegram, telex and telephone.

When the assistance required exceeds the national possibilities, 
the League endeavours, in accordance with Principle No, 8, to send one or 
several Delegates to the disaster areas. These Delegates sometimes have the 
task of assessing the position with the National Society and the Local 
Authorities and of staying on the spot to report on the relief operation, 
and sometimes they have the mission of advising National Societies on the 
organisation of their relief services and the utilisation of funds and of 
controlling, with the representatives of the Society, the distribution of 
relief supplies. The National Society of the stricken country is in each 
case consulted on the selection of these Delegates.

Forms of intervention

The intervention of the League in the relief field may take three 
f orms:

The first is coordination by the Secretariat. It is limited to 
drawing the attention of the Red Cross world to the disasters requiring inter
national assistance and then to coordinating this assistance. This means in 
practice the launching of appeals asking for relief supplies and funds, the 
purchase and dispatch of goods and later the passing on of reports concerning 
their utilisation.

The second is coordination in the field. It is above all applicable 
on the occasion of' a major disaster and an influx of refugees and is conducted 
according to the ways and means described at the end of the previous chapter.

The third is direction in the field. Under certain conditions and, 
if called for, the League Secretariat may with the approval of the National 
Society concerned, assume the responsibility of operational agent, that is to 
say the direction of the relief operation, For this purpose it sends the 
officers and personnel to the spot who are required for the smooth running of 
the administrative and executive services. This form of intervention is 
called for on the occasion of a large influx of refugees and when the relief 
action has to be undertaken in a country which does not have an officially 

» recognised National Red Cross Society.

* Centralisation of relief supplies

The League has made it a very strict rule to make appeals for 
definite articles and precise quantities of relief supplies and to keep 
up-to-date, at its headquarters, a table of consignments as they are dispatched 
in order to advise the possible doners immediately of the progressive covering 
of the needs and thus avoid, as far as possible, the accumulation of surplus 
stocks.
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' This is the aim of Principles Nos 2 and 3. Principle No. 5 
stipulates that "All requests for assistance from a National Society should 
be. channelled through the League and no unsolicited assistance should be 
dispatched without prior consultation with the League or the National Society 
of the country in which a disaster has occurred". To avoid any overlapping 
Principle No. 2 insists that National Societies should seek "to centralize all 
gifts or contributions originating in its country for the victims of the 
calamity for dispatch through Red Cross channels",

This last idea was developed in the course of a series of meetings 
held in Strasbourg in 1954-1955» in which the representatives of a certain 
number of inter-governmental organisations took part. It was agreed that 
the Red Cross would limit its gifts to articles corresponding to individual 
needs whilst Governments would try to provide assistance having a public 
utility character - bulldozers, cranes, partoon bridges, emergency liaison 
service, etc. - and intended for reconstruction.

Emergency relief and assistance with resettlement

Principle No, 4 lays down that "the primary aim of the Red Cross" 
is to meet the needs of the emergency relief phase on the occasion of a 
disaster. However, if after this phase there are still funds from inter
national sources left over, they may be used for resettlement, provided the 
donor Society concurs.

It is beyond all question that, in the initial phase of every disaster 
relief operation, the basic needs of each person stricken by this disaster 
must be met. During the second phase an attempt should above all be made to 
resettle the victims on the basis of their needs and not of their losses, taking 
inta account their resources and the possible assistance they may receive from 
the Government, In principle, the resettlement should net include projects 
the responsibility for which normally devolves on the Government; exception may, 
however, be made with the agreement of the donor Societies in the case of 
hospitals, dispensaries, kindergartens, milk stations, schools, etc.

The problems of refugees sometimes have the character of a continuing 
emergency, which may lead the Red Cross to commit itself t" long-term relief 
actions. On the other hand - as regards resettlement - it is clear that a final 
solution to certain refugee problems can only be found in the integration of 
these exiled populations in to a new economic system enabling' them to.become 
independent of all external assistance.

Service and surplus relief supplies

Principle No. 5 underlines that "No charge should be made for any 
Red Cross supplies or services and no Red Cross supplies should be sold or 
exchanges without the agreement of the,donor. In the event of a surplus, 
such surplus might be transferred to another National Society in need or to 
the League for future relief actions provided both donor and recipient agree".

It is a fundamental Red Cross principle that no Red Cross supplies 
or services should be sold.



In connection with disaster relief operations this question and 
that of exchanging only arise when there are surplus relief supplies. 
However, if Principles Nos. 1 and 3 are faithfully complied with, there 
should he no possibility of a surplus.

The sale or exchange of Red Cross gifts may possibly only be 
permissible in the ^ase of perishable foodstuffs, which for some reason or 
other could not be distributed before they lost all their value.

A study undertaken in I960 by the Relief Advisory Committee of the 
League showed that, since the adoption of the general principles relating to 
disaster relief actions undertaken by the Red Cross, the accumulation of 
surplus stocks as a result of a relief operation was due in most cases not 
to actions of National Societies, but rather to gifts forwarded through other 
channels than those of the Red Cross on the urgent request of the public 
moved by the dramatic circumstances surrounding the disaster.

It is recommended that, while trying as far as possible to meet the 
potential needs, an effort be made to establish better coordination between 
Governments, governmental organisations, non-governmental organisations and 
the League in order to ensure an effective assessment of the needs and 
avoid all overlapping in the gifts.

*
* *

Since its foundation in 1919 the League has made 188 international 
relief appeals to its member Societies on behalf of countries stricken by a 
disaster, or called upon to give assistance to refugees having sought asylum 
cn their soil. The fact that out of this number of appeals 113 - i.e, almost 
60$ - were launched by the League in the last ten years and that the total 
value of the relief supplied in this peri od amounts to more than 350 million 
Swiss francs is perhaps more significant in that it illustrates the growing 
importance of relief activities for National Societies.

If the intervention of National Societies in the relief field, 
coordinated by the League, is today conducted with greater vigour and 
dynamism, it also has a more varied character. This is without doubt one of 
the especially interesting aspects of its development in the course of recent 
years,

' The fundamental duty is to meet emergency situations resulting 
principally from natural disasters. In this sense the primary responsibility 
will always be to respond to the appeal of sister Societies which, when faced 
with such a situation, heed external assistance in order to carry out the 
mission devolving on them in such circumstances. However, today the Red Cross 
is no longer alone in making appeals to the Red Cross. Governments, the 
United Nations Organization and its Specialised Agencies have got into the 
habit of dealing with it and expect it to give immediate and almost unlimited 
support in connection with international relief problems, which also claim 
their attention. Here reference should be made to the separate report 
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submitted by the League on the relations of the Red Cross, and in particular 
of the League, with these international organisations.

Confronted by new problems, the Red Cross has found new solutions. 
In recent years it has thus been led to commit itself to long-term operations 
since the very character of the problem implied a continuing emergency 
(Algerian refugees)5 it has worked in a highly specialised medical field 
involving physiatrics and rehabilitation (the paralysed in Morocco); it 
temporarily made good the lack of medical services by making available doctors 
and male nurses (the Congo); it has cooperated in projects going as far as the 
complete resettlement of disaster victims or refugees (Togo, Algeria, refugees 
from Ruanda in the Congo and Burundi).

*
* *

In the last five years - more specifically from January 1958 to the 
end of 1962 - relief actions coordinated by the League have been conducted by 
National Societies on the five continents. Some of them, which met particularly 
serious emergency situations, stand out on the grounds of their duration, the 
high value of relief supplied or the large number of Societies which took part. 
The following deserve special mention :

- The relief operation conducted jointly with the Office of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees on behalf of Algerian refugees in Tunisia 
and Morocco; begun in January 1959» this action was terminated in July 1962 
with the repatriation of the refugees and was thus the longest ever 
undertaken by the Red Cross,

- The' medical action for 10,000 paralysed Moroccans, victims of consuming 
adulterated cooking-oil (1959-1961); 180 doctors, physiotherapists, 
occupational therapists, nurses, brace-makers, orthopaedists and 
administrative personnel from 16 countries tcok part in this action in the 
course of which 491,000 treatments were given.

- Assistance to the victims of the Agadir (Morocco) earthquake (i960) given 
by the largest number of National Societies - 61 - ever to participate in 
an international relief action.

- Assistance to the victims of the earthquake accompanied by a tidal wave, 
which occurred in Chile (i960); with relief valued at over 30 million 
Swiss francs, the Red Cross here made, for the period 1958-1962, its most 
important contribution to an international relief action following upon a 
natural disaster.

- The interventions in the Congo since I960; dispatch of medical teams 
(jointly with the ICR.cV.~milk distribution programme (jointly with UNICEF), 
assistance to Angolan refugees (jointly with the UNHCR),

- The medical action undertaken in liaison with the WHO on the occasion of 
the floods in Somalia (1961).
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- Distribution of foodstuffs to the population of Togo ' treatment by 
famine (1962).

- Aid to the refugees in Togo - 1962 (jointly with the UNHCR).

- Assistance to 1,600,000 needy Algerians in 8 Departments (1962).

- The resettlement operation in Burundi and the Kivu Province of the Congo 
for some 60,000 refugees from Ruanda (jointly with the UNHCR).

- The relief action on behalf of the victims of the earthquake in Iran 
(1962),

Please find annexed the compl?te list of the relief actions 
undertaken in the period from 1958 to 1965 following upon an appeal launched 
by the League; in the case of each one the number of donor Societies and the 
value of the gifts supplied are indicated. For details on these different 
actions kindly refer to the periodical publications of the League or to the 
special reports on some of these actions, the titles of which are also 
annexed.

The total value of relief supplied by the Red Cross at the request 
of the League in the period from 1 January 1958 to 51 December 1962 amounted 
to

Sw.fr. 225,497,825

*
* *

Unfortunately there is no likelihood of the mission of the Red 
Cross in the relief field coming to an end. On the contrary, new tasks are 
waiting for it to which in the coming years it will have to devote additional 
energy. Many Societies recently established or in course of formation will 
find themselves faced with problems which they cannot overcome on their own. 
This will mean an equally large number of emergency situations, for which the 
international Red Cross community will have to find a solution.

*> This is the great work the Nat ional Societies and the League should
prepare to carry out at a time when the Movement vhich gave them birth is 
going to cross the threshold of its second century of action in the service 
of humanity. They will here have the opportunity of proving once again that 
solidarity is inexhaustible. And by thus helping to "organise human goodness" 
across the world, the Red Cross will make a new contribution towards the 
laying of solid and universal foundations for peace based on understanding 
and love between peoples.

w.fr


ANNEX I

RESULTS OF APPEALS LAUNCHED AND
THE MAIN EMERGENCY RELIEF ACTIONS CO-ORDINATED

BY THE LEAGUE OF RED CROSS SOCIETIES

Date Beneficiary
Countries

Action
Caused By

Donor
Societies

Total Value 
of Gifts 

(Swiss Francs)
1958 Tunisia Relief to Tunisian

Population 5 100,566

n Pakistan Smallpox, epidemic 20 299,647

H Thailand. Cholera epidemic 16 145,571

ii Poland Floods 25 1,692,646

ii Ghana Drought 7 42,925

n Iran Earthquake 6 15,691

1958-1962 Morocco and.
Tunisia

Algerian refugees 55 90,575,457

1959 Madagascar Cyclone and floods 6 161,682

II Uruguay Floods 52 480,524

11 Argentina Floods 22 227,786

II India Tibetan refugees 6 159,506

II India Floods 20 247,628

It Pakistan Floods 22 569,515

II Austria Floods 15 285,096

II Rep. of Korea Typhoon and Floods 16 659,544

11 Japan Typhoon 14 1,116,165

11 Tunisia Floods 15 95,421

n Indonesia Evacuees from
Sulawesi 12 155,949

it France Floods 19 1,652,811

1959-1961 •Morocco Paralysis 54 5,715,584 approx

I960 Morocco Earthquake 61 6,160,720

II Iran Earthquake 55 1,525,992
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Bate Beneficiary 
C ountries

Action
Caused by

Bonor
Societies

Total Value 
of Gifts 

(Swiss Francs)

1960(Contd.) Chile Tidal Wave 60 50,451,790

!1 India Floods 25 638,224

1! Philippines Floods 14 122,444

!! Pakistan Floods 55 1,150,000

I960 - 1961 Congo Bisturbances 

(medical teams)
25 2,150,000.

1961 C ongo
•

Milk distribution
programme,
Angolan refugees

28 10,000,000 approx

1! Indonesia Floods 11 558,031

It J ordan Famine 1 21,550

!! Burma Floods 52 300,152

1! Viet Nam Rep, Floods 56 492,571

t! British Honduras Floods 5 561,537

1! Greece Floods 8 85,178

1961 - 1962 Somalia Floods

1962

ACTIONS TERMINATES

50 611,490

Beneficiary Action Bon or Total Value
Country Caused by Societies of Gifts

(Swiss Francs)

Yugoslavia Earthquake 55 1,161,000

Togo Refugees 4 500,000

Togo Brought relief 2 6,235,000

Bahomey

Philippines

Floods 14

El Tor paracholera 
epidemic H

177,439

Unspecified



ACTIONS NOT YET TERMINATED 

(figures as of Jlst December, 1962)

Beneficiary Action Donor Total Value
C ountries Caused by Societies of Gifts

(Swiss Francs)

Algeria Relief to the needy 
population of 8 Departments 55 46,546,291

Congo
(Kivu Province) Watutsi refugees 55 900,000

Burundi Watutsi refugees 55 200,000

Pakistan Floods 28 886,979

Iran Earthquake 45 9,098,501

Turkey Earthquake 16 798,110

India Floods 20 585,909

Thailand Hurricane 9 110,951

Spain Floods 11 118,710

Tunisia Floods 15 181,000



ANNEX II

TITLES OF REPORTS AND PUBLICATIONS OF THE LEAGUE 

DEALING WITH RELIEF ACTIVITIES
IN THE PERIOD FROM 1.1,1958 TO 31.12.1962

Monthly News and. Report

The Red, Cross World

Circular letters of the Relief Bureau, Nos, 91 to 176

Progress Reports on the Algerian Refugee Relief Action (41 numbers)

Final Report on the Algerian Refugee Relief Action (July 1963)

Progress Reports on League Relief Operations in the Congo and in Burundi 
(11 numbers)

Congo Medical Relief (Final Report published jointly with the ICRC - 
July-August 1961)

Moroccan Paralysis Relief Action - Progress Reports (10 numbers)

Consolidated Report on the Relief Action for the Paralysed in Morocco 
(September 1961)

Report of the Secretary General on the Relief Operations following the 
Earthquake at Lar (Iran) (20,5.1960)

Final Report on Chilean Earthquake Relief Action (19.9.1960)

Final Report on League Assistance to the Somali Flood Sufferers (5.5.1962)

Progress Report on Disaster Relief Actions in Togo (30.4.1962)

Algerian Relief Action - Progress Reports (8 numbers)

Final Report on Algerian Relief Action
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