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COUNCIL OF DELEGATES

Prague, 3 and 5 October 1961

Item 6 of the Provisional Agenda

Co-operation of National Red Cross Societies in civil defence

(Memorandum of the Irish Red Cross Society)

1. A full century has elapsed since the battle of Solferino, 
and almost one hundred years since the historic conference at 
Geneva which inaugurated the Red Cross movement.

2. Within that period, the original Treaty, frequently 
referred to as the First Geneva Convention and concerned 
primarily with land warfare was adopted. Another Convention, 
promulgated in 1899, extended to the sick, wounded and ship
wrecked victims of naval warfare, and to those attending and 
caring for them, the protection guaranteed to land forces by 
the first treaty. Following World War I the 1929 Convention 
for the protection of prisoners of war came into being, and, 
following World War II, a fourth Convention, for the protection 
of civilians detained in enemy country, or in territory 
occupied by an enemy in tome of international or civil war - 
and giving them certain rights - completed the four Geneva 
Conventions as they are known today.

3. Since the promulgation of the fourth Convention, 
warfare and scientific methods of mass destruction have 
outpaced the "conditions for the protection of the civil 
population."

4. The result is that all responsible authorities have, 
or are developing plans for the protection of the civil 
population. In these plans the authorities are looking to 
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organised First Aid, Nursing and Welfare Groups to 
participate in Civil Defence Schemes - particularly to 
National Red Cross Societies for trained personnel for 
Casualty and Ambulance Services, and for Auxiliar Nursing 
Services for civilian hospitals.

5. In juxtaposition with this situation, the leaders of
National Red Cross Societies are conscious that many armies 
now have their own Auxiliary Nursing Services brought up to 
a maximum strength, and in this way the Voluntary Aid Divisions 
of the Red Cross, recruited for service with the Armed Forces 
are no longer reojuired in the sense provided for by Article 
26 of the First Convention.

6. Being fully aware of the difference between the
Protective and Indicative use of the Red Cross emblem by 
National Red Cross Societies. An Cumann Croise Deirge na 
hEireann considers taat the role of the Red Cross vis-à-vis 
Civil Defence involves the all important question of the 
protection afforded by the Red Cross emblem - protection 
second to none in wartime and of inconceivable value during 
enemy occupation.

At present the Protective use of the emblem is 
circumstantial and functional only. For example, Article 24 
and 25 of the First Convention afford protection respectively 
to "medical personnel, staff exclusively engaged in the 
administration of medical units and establishments", and 
"members of the Armed Forces specially trained as hospital 
orderlies, nurses, etc." when they are "engaged in the search 
for or the collection, transport or treatment of the wound ed 
or sick, etc.". Article 26 of the First Convention confers 
protection on the "staff of National Red Cross Societies and 
that of other Voluntary Aid Societies, duly recognised·· and 
authorised by their Governments, who may be employed on the 
same duties as the personnel named _in Article 24". Similarly, 
Article 20 of the Fourth Convention provides protection for 
the persons regularly and sole engaged in the operation and 
administration of civilian hospitals, including the personnel 
engaged in the search for, removal and transporting of, and 
caring for wounded and_ sick ciyilians, etc. ''

An Cumann Croise Deirge na hEireann is also aware of 
the difficulties presented in relation to these Articles in 
that -



5

(a) in the case of Article 26 of the First 
Convention Red Cross personnel must perform the 
specific duties set out in Article 25 and must 
also be subject to military law, and

(b) in the case of Article 20 of the Fourth 
Convention protection is afforded to 
"persons regularly and solely engaged in the 
operation and administration of civilian 
hospitals, including the personnel engaged 
in the search for, removal and transporting 
of and caring for wounded and sick civilians, 
the infirm and maternity cases".

7. An Cumann Croise Deirge na hEireann recognises that
these and cognate problems have already bean considered by 
the Red Cross. For example, the "Conditions for the 
recognition of National Red Cross Societies" adopted by the 
XVII International Red Cross Conference specify, inter alia, 
that a National Red Cross Society must be duly recognised 
by the Government as a Voluntary Relief Society and Auxiliary 
of the Public Authorities, in particular in relation to their 
commitments to the armed forces and, in the States which have 
no armed forces, as a Voluntary Relief Society and Auxiliary 
of the Public Authorities, for carrying on work on behalf of 
the civil population". Again, the following extracts from 
the report of the XVIII International Conference arc 
significant -

''Treatment of the Wounded and Sick of the Armed Forces 
in Wartime.

A. Work of the jiat_ional Societies in this connection :

Out of the 51 replies received from the National 
Societies to date (50 April, 1952), we note that 
only 6 Societies undertake (in the capacity of 
Auxiliary of their Army Medical Services) 
responsibility for the management of hospital 
establishments, or for the supply of qualified 
medical personnel to the military hospital of 
their forces in wartime. .................

Several National Societies have not included in the 
programme of their activities assistance to the 
wounded and sick of their armed forces, either 
because the medical services of their armed forces 
themselves undertook that responsibility, or 
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because their country had no army, or because they 
had never been involved in international warfare 
for the past 20 or 30 years and the need for work' of 
that kind did not appear to be urgently necessary."

Furthermore, "at the conclusion of the discussion 
it was unanimously decided 'that the XIXth International 
Conference reaffirms that it attached great importance to 
the adoption of all necessary practical measures for the 
protection of the civilian population, invites Governments 
to give their most careful attention to such matters and 
requests all National Societies to act in accordance with 
the directions and operational programmes proposed by the 
ICRC, and the League so that the civilian population may be 
assured of the assistance which it is entitled to expect of 
the Red Cross."

In Resolution XIII, the latter Conference requested 
the International Committee to transmit to Governments for 
consideration the record of the discussion on the "Draft 
Rules for the Limitation of the Dangers incurred by the 
Civilian Population in Time of War", as well as the nroposals 
and amendments submitted on the subject. It is of interest 
to note that the Irish Government, in its observations on the 
draft rules which were transmitted to the ICRC on 4th 
September, 1959, referred specially to the suggested Rule 
12 dealing with the question of Civil Defence and expressed 
a strong feeling that there should be a provision actually 
conferring special immunity upon civilian bodies exclusively 
engaged in Civil Defence, by means of a special emblem which 
should be defined and the conditions under the protective 
nature of such emblem must be respected, should be laid down. 
It noted from the commentaries of the Red Cross Authorities 
on Rule 12 that the granting of such immunity in the case of 
Civil Defence bodies involves considerable difficulties but, 
nevertheless, the matter was felt to be sufficiently important 
to justify pressing for its inclusion either in these Rules 
or as an amendment to the Fourth Convention of 1949, as 
recommended at New DGlhi by the Austrian Delegation - vide 
page 133 of the final record concerning the draft rules. The 
comment went on to add that if the question of the conferring 
of special immunity on Civil Defence bodies is being pursued, 
the position of unarmed military personnel, who in circumstances 
of dire distress, might have to be admitted to Civil Defence 
duties, should also be sympathetically examined.
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8. An Cumann Droise Deirge na hEireann - being anxious
that the protective significance of the Red Cross emblem should 
be available to National Red Cross Societies to the maximum 
extent possible - is of opinion that an authoritative and 
up-to-date pronouncement should be made in relation to :

1. the recognition to be afforded to National Red 
Cross Societies in countries where, even if 
armed forces exist, such forces do not require 
the assistance of National Red Cross Societies
as set out in Article 26 of the First Convention;

2. that where National Red Cross Societies enrol 
in the duly established Civil Defence Services 
of the Government the Red Cross emblem should 
be available in its protective significance at 
least to the members of National Red Cross 
Societies who form a part of the Casualty and 
Ambulance Services of Civil Defence;

3. where duly organised Auxiliary Nursing Services 
are established by National Red Cross Societies 
in the sense of Article 20 of the Fourth 
convention they should be protected by the 
emblem in the same way as the regular staffs
of civilian hospitals.

To secure the benefit of the leading minds of the 
International Red Cross on this serious situation in the 
life of the Red Cross movement, it is requested that the 
item "Red Cross vis-à-vis Civil Defence” be placed on the 
Agenda for consideration by the Council of Delegates to be 
held in conjunction with the meeting of the Board of 
Governors of the League of Red Cross Societies at Prague 
from the 25th September, 1961 to the 7th October, 1961.

P.218/mlc

22/6/1961


