
COUNCIL OF DELEGATES

Prague, J and. 5 October 1 9 6 1

Speech by H.E, Ambassador A.François-Poncet

Ladies and Gentlemen, \ z

and dear Colleagues,

If I am not mistaken, this is thé first time in the his
tory of the Red Cross that the Standing Cnmnriapian has made use of 
the right accorded to it, to convoke the Council of Delegates, that 
is, the National Societies, the International Committee of the’Red 
Cross and the League of Red Cross Societies.

Allow me not to tell you but to remind you briefly how 
this decision is explained and justified. The Standing Commission, 
as you know, was given a two-fold mission. It has to prepare and 
organise the International Conferences, which are the Parliament of 
our organisation, and, in the interval between these Conferences, for 
the purpose of ensuring coordination and harmony the work of the ICRC 
and the League, to examine problems relevant to the activities of these 
two institutions and to the general interests of the Red Cross.

Under this-head it was natural that it should concern itself 
with preventing a renewal at the next Conference of the misunderstandings 
and incidents which occurred at the New Delhi Conference and, before that, 
at Toronto.

This duty was all the more imperative, as the Conference 
which is to be held in Geneva in 1965 will be particularly, nay, excep
tionally important. It will in fact coincide with the Celebrations for 
the Red Cross Centenary,

• We worthily commemorated the Centenary of the Birth of 
the Red Cross idea, which had sprung from the heart and mind of Éenyi 
Dunant in 1859 on the battlefield of Solferino. In two years’ time 
we shall be celebrating the one hundredth anniversary of the foundation 
of the Red Cross and of the signing of the First Geneva Convention by 
ceremonies and events, the programme of whish is under study. This is 
a great landmark, as, by introducing a solicitude for humanity into the 
inhumanity of war, and by making subject to law a field which appeared to 
bar law completely to the exclusive advantage of violence, it marks a 
striking victory of man over himself in the grand forward march of civili
sation on the road which leads to the abolition of war.
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- . .·■·■· ·
By all accounts it istherefore, necessary that this 

Conference, which will remain as the Centenary Conference in the 
annals of the Red Cross, should be exemplary and should take place 

/out without incident, witi/a false note, and in the most harmonious way, 
so that the public may see the spectacle of solidarity and friendship, 
which in all comers of the earth, in the midst of a tom and 
divided world, unites the/'members of the Red Cross under 
of the same principles recognized, adhered to and served

. \ ' ■ · ’

The Standing Commission has, therefore·, had. to
two questions}

I .

the aegis 
by all.

ask itself

1 • u-· Are the provisions which regulate ‘the procedure for 
Conferences sufficient to guarantee their smooth 
running? Do they need to be modified or supplemented?

2.

Should an endeavour 
precise, supplement them

to obtain a reply to these 
had recourse to the good

•Are the basic principles which constitute the fundamental 
basis of the Red Cross and which determine and guide its 
action sufficiently blear, sufficiently well expressed 
and sufficiently easy to grasp?

■not-be made to make them more 
and improve their drafting?

In order to become informed -and 
two questions, the Standing Commission has 
offices of a Joint Commission, already in existence, composed of Messrs. 
Siordet and Pictet representing the ICRC, and Messrs. Dunning and 
Phillips representing the League. These gentlemen acquitted themselves 
of their task with an intelligence and zeal worthy of unreserved praitg 
It is a pleasure for me to have the opportunity today of congratualting 
them and thanking them again in the presence of the Council of Delegates«

Unfortunately, we have in the meantime lost the Deputy’ , 
Secretary General of the League, Mr.Phillips, who had been a valued 
colleague of ours. A man of great intelligence and experience, he 
had helped us very effectively. His death is a cruel blow for the 
Red Cross. Let me at this point pay tribute to his memory.

As regards the first question, the Commission which, for 
convenience, I shall call .the Pictet Commission, has felt that the 
procedure for International Conferences, as laid down «y the Statutes 
of the International Red Cross and the Rules of Procedure, could be 
considered as adequate and sufficient,* and that there was no need to 
advocate modifications.

' The Commission observed that it was wrong to speak about
invitations addressed to members of the Conference by the host Society 
on the occasion of the Conferences of recent years. The host Society 
does not invite. It notifies. It convenes the Conference without being 
responsible for it in any way, as it is not free to convoke whomsoever it 
likes. It convokes the Governments of the signatory States to the 
Geneva Conventions and the duly recognised National Societies. Those
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Governments and Societies are members of the Conference in their own 
right. They could take part in it even if they received no convocation. 
Convocation is merely a question of notification, with the sole aim 
of advising members of the place, date and agenda for the assembly. 
The list of members of the Conference in their own right is established 
by the Standing Commission and sent in advance to all the members, and 
for the National Societies, the Standing Commission refers to the list 
of Societies recognised by the ICRC,

Unrecognised Societies and international institutions of 
a humanitarian character can be and are traditionally irvitea to send 
Observers to the Conference; this is, however, not compulsory. The 
Standing Commission is the judge on this* It also deals with possible 
objections on the subject of membership qualifications for the Con
ference. . . . ·

As regards the good conduct of the debates, the Chairman 
and the Bureau of the Conference have the means for ensuring this.

Article II, paragraph 5> of the Statutes makes special pro
vision to the effect that the Conference may not deal with political 

• matters nor serve as a forum for political debate. The Chairman is, 
therefore, within hi6 rights to put an end to speeches of this nature. 
If there are protests and objections, he can call upon the Conference to 
give its verdict immediately and without discussion. If five delegations 
request it, the immediate closure can, moreover, be decided on by him 
and the question referred to the Bureau of the Conference by an order 
motion.

In view of the abwve, the Pictet Commission expressed the 
view, as I have already told you, that it was not necessary at the present 
time to modify the Statutoiy Regulations. It is enough to know them 
well and to apply them oalmly and firmly. After careful examination 
and full discussion, the majority of the Standing fromm-iss-inn came out 
in favour of ‘the view of the Piotet Commission. That is why it did not 
think it had to bring this problem before the Council of Delegates today.

This is however not true for the second question it treated:

Are the Basic Principles which constitute the fundamental 
basis of the Red Cross and which determine and guide its action suffi
ciently clear, sufficiently well expressed, sufficiently present in 
everyone’s mind, and sufficiently easy to grasp? Should an endeavour 
not be made to make them more precise, supplement them and improve their 
drafting?

The Red Cross principles have been talked about a great deal 
and for a long time. They are invoked and frequently referred to. They 
are the object of many comments and controversies. They are found quoted, 
in forms and terms which are not always the same, in Resolutions of 
successive Conferences. By a strange anomaly, however, they have up to 
the present been nowhere formulated, unified and codified. It was only 
in 1921 that the ICRC introduced a formal declaration of four funda-
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mental principles into its statutes.. These moreover figure among · 
the Conditions for the Recognition ofNational Red Cross Societies: 
impartiality, racial, political, religious and economic independence, 
universality, and equality.of all National Societies.
• . ' ' ' · i · 

‘ . . . ■ 5

The Board of Governors at its Session at Oxford in 1946, 
. however, added to these four principles thirteen others, whioh were 

. sanctioned by the XVIIIth International Conference. There were then 
too few.- Now there are too many. Poverty was succeeded by excess. 
Clarification was needed. Most of the National Societies were· aware 
of this, and this awareness was confirmed by the New Delhi Conference..

Mr. Jean Pictet, the Head of one of the most important 
Services qf the ICRC, had submitted a Doctor's thesis on Red Cross 
principles to the Geneva Law Faculty in 1955, which was received with 
great praise. It threw a penetrating light on to the question. Nothing 
comparable had ever been written on the subject. The National Societies 
were not slow to notice this, and to base their reflections on Dr, 
Pictet's book. ; Our Japanese friends, among others, requested that a 
practical follow-up be given to the suggestions contained in the work. 
They thus gave expression to quite a general wish, which was in line 
with the preoccupations of the Standing Commission. The latter, having 
grasped the problem which it was fully qualified to resolve, could not

·· do better than entrust the preliminary study to the same small Commission 
which I have called the "Pictet Commission", and which had already been 
constituted by the ICRC and the League.

k

Always paying scrupulous attention to de tail,and hardworking, 
the Pictet Commission has submitted a very useful and substantial Report 
to the Standing Commission, accompanied by positive suggestions, It in 
fact gave an affirmative reply to the question posed. Yes*. It is 

t true that the Red■Cross principies are not enunciated anywhere in a 
satisfactory way. This is a gap which we.must try to fill. Efforts 

·- should'be made to’ define them, supplement them, and condense them in a 
text which has legal force. A series of proposals followed, designed 
to facilitate the drafting of this text.

The report of the Pictet Commission constituted, in the eyes 
of the Standing Commission, an excellent basis for discussion to he 
submitted to National Societies. Indeed, it has never pretended nor 
had the power to do without the cooperation of the Societies. On the 
contrary, it needs to hear their opinions and to collect their views 
and advice; its proper role is to devote itself, in the. last analysis, 

-• to making- a synthesis which will be acceptable to the greater number, if 
not to all the Societies. Consequently, in June 1959, the Report of 
the Pictet Commission was sent to all the National Societies with an 
accompanying letter requesting them to communicate their observations in 

■the shortest possible time.
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You may perhaps remember that, at the Session of· the Board, 
of Governors at Athens in September 1959 j I stressed that you should 
make your contribution to the Standing Commission’s enquiry. The League’s 
Secretary General wrote to you. to this effect at the end of November 
1959 > a-nu the 30th. June i960 was fixed as the final date for sending in 
the required information. Late replies have, however, not been neglected. 
The comments and observations which have reached the Standing Comm-i ssi on· 
have been numerous. Some of them, such as those of the Japanese Red 
Cross, the German RedCross in the German Democratic Republic, and Mr. 
de Rueda, are outstanding for the range and quality of the thought behind 
them. All of them manifested the greatest interest and bore witness to 
veiy sincere and serious consideration. Their originators are to be warmly 
thanked and congratulated!

The actual task of the Standing Commission was, as I said 
just now, to make an analysis, that is to extract the common denominator 
from the ideas contained in the report of the' Piote.t Commission,the views 
expressed by tne Societies, and those of the members of the Standing Commis
sion themselves. This was not as difficult as you might think; for there 
was not a wide divergence between the comments and proposals made by the 
different parties.. Apart from a few minor differences, their content was 
basically the same.

We had, therefore, to use this to produce not a learned, legal, 
or philosophical treatise, but a simple, clear, short, and, above all, complete 
report which would not go into detail and would confine itself to the essen
tial; it had to be a report which was neither a dull recital of facts, nor 
a dry'catalogue, but rather a "Decalogue." imbued with some warmth of feeling, 
a declaration easy to read and understand, as well as to remember, one whieh 
could be printed on a single page and recalled at the beginning of Con
ferences, preface the Handbook of the International Red Cross and illuminate 
the path of new Societies which have just joined our ranks.

A few Societies devoted themselves to defining what should be 
understood by the word "Principles" and to producing learned treatises on 
the. subject. The Pictet Commission itself made distinctions between what 
it calls basic principles, institutional principles, and rules governing 
action. Is this not an excessively subtle differentiation and, if I may 
say so, Splitting hairs? What value would there be in these basic principles 
if they could not be used institutionally, or in institutions which were not 
based on principles? And .of what use would principles’be if they did not 
indioate the framework within which to place action? Nor must we confuse a 
quality and a virtue with a principle. Foreseeing the future, for example, 
which certain people wished to see included in the principles, is not a 
principle, any more than frankness or perseverance. It is a quality, ad
mittedly an honourable one, but it is not strictly speaking a principle. 
Similarly, we must not include among principles what is really a programme. 
Programmes are many, and vary according to the particular capabilities, 
possibilities, and needs peculiar to the different Societies. What is required 
from them is that, while they differ, they should conform to the general 
overall lines indicated by principles.

1
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The Declaration of Red. Cross principles will, it seems, 
meet the wishes of the majority of Societies and what is expected of it, 
if it is confined to the definition of the fundamental characteristics 
of the organisation, the goals at which it aims, and the general rules 
which all members must respect in their work.

Such, at least, are the considerations which have guided 
the Standing Commission in producing} with the assistance of and in 
co-operation with the Pictet Commission, the draft which, agreed by all 
its members, was sent to you on 19 June last.

• ' ■’ - .

You will certainly have read it. But let us read it again 
together, in the light of the comments which have been madei

HUMANITY The Red Cross, bom of a desire to bring assistance
without discrimination to the wounded on the battlefield) 
endeavours - in its international and national capacity - 

·. t * 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 and friendship amongst all peoples, thus
developing the spirit of peace, and contributing to the 
elimination of war.

IMPARTIALITY It makes no discrimination as to nationality, race)
religious beliefs, class or political opinions. It en
deavours only to relieve suffering, giving priority to ’the

. most urgent cases of distress.

NEUTRALITY In order to continue to enjoy the confidence of all,
theRed Cross may not take sides in hostilities or engage at 
any time in controversies of a political, religious or 
idealogical nature.

INDEPENDENCE The Red Cross is independent.- The National Societies,
• | while auxiliaries in the humanitarian services of their 

governments and subject to the laws of their respective coun
tries, must always maintain their autonony so that they may 
be able at all times to act in accordance with Red Cross 
principles.

VOLUNTARY
SERVICE

The Red Cross is a voluntary relief organisation not 
prompted in any manner by desire for gain. .

UNITY There can be only one Red Cross Society in any one 
country. It must be open to all. It must carry on its 
humanitarian work throughout its territory.

UNIVERSALITY The Red Cross is a world-wide institution in which
all Societies have equal status and share equal respon
sibilities and duties in helping each other.



Each of these paragraphs can be summarise'd in one word and 
the sequence of these.words, inscribed in a special place apart 
expresses the essence of the Red Cross and the work which it accomplishes. 
Humanity - Impartiality - Neutrality - Independence - Voluntary Service - 
Unity - Universality.·

Now, my dear colleagues, it is for the Council of Delegates 
to speak and to appraise the draft which is submitted to it. A debate 
will be opened. The Standing Commission hopes that this discussion will 
n.ot be too long, on a subject which lends itself to. endless development.

• The Commission is of course disposed to take into consideration
suggestions which you make and which are such that they will improve the 
draft. For it knowE that this text is far from perfect and that it may 
be subjected to a good many criticisms and objections. I personally 
regret that the end of the declaration is so flat. I would like it to 
conclude on a more rousing note, such as, for example: "The Red Cross 
receives with open arms all .who suffer. It appeals to the highest feelings 
in man. It is the order of chivalry for compassionate■people!"

•
I propose to submit this amendment, on my own account, later on.

The. Standing Commission is aware, however, that the best is often 
the enemy of good, and that it is sometimes necessary to be contect with 
the mediocre in order'not to descend to the worst, or to nothing. It 

’expresses the hope that your proposals will not completely overthrow the 
draft,but that they will serve to adapt and enrich it. Those who consider 
that the subject has not been gone into sufficiently thoroughly will find 
the explanations and comments which they require in Mr.Pictet’s work. 
For the Standing Commission's draft is in reality no more than an extract, 
a filter "ad usum populi", from the book in question«,

• To enable the’ Declaration of Red Cross principles to carry the
necessary authority, it must obviously be adopted by the Council of Dele-' 
gates, if not unanimously, at any rate by a very large majority· If this 
happens; the draft, strengthened by your approval, will be submitted to the 
next International Conference, and will be incorporated in the documents 
which constitute,, as it were, .the Red Cross bible. If the reverse occurs, 
the Standing Commission will withdraw its draft. It will regret that its 
voice has not been listened to, but it will feel no bitterness, and it will 
not-persist in this matter. -

•
In any eventl, rest assured, my dear colleagues, that the Commission 

has given lengthy consideration to the document which it is recommending you 
to approve to-day. It is .the fruit of many exchanges of views and numerous 
arguments which have taken place at plenary meetings and at those of the 
Three Presidents between men and women who must be considered wise and res
ponsible since it is you who have elected them. The members of the Standing 
Commission have been guided in their undertaking by equal devotion, by 
the faith which binds them to the Red Cross, and by their common anxiety to 
see our organisation, proud of its past after a hundred years of humanitarian 
work and sure of itself and of its future, pursue its noble work of mercy 
and love, with clear heads and hearts brimming over with enthusiasm,
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