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I. - INTRODUCTION

1, - Origin of the problem

At the 78th session of the Executive Committee of the League, 
held in October 1960, the Irish Red Cross Society submitted a memorandum 
signed by its Chairman to the two international institutions of the Red Cross, 
asking them to examine the problem of ’’The Red Cross vis-à-vis Civil 
Defence”. During one of the meetings of the Executive Committee, the Chair
man of this Society gave a brief survey of this report and requested that it 
be studied at the forthcoming meeting of the Council of Delegates.

This proposal having been approved by the two international 
organizations of the Red Cross, it has been decided to place this question 
on the agenda of the Council of Delegates (Item 61.

2. - Previous work

The request of the Irish Red Cross concerns the relations 
between the National Societies and Civil Defence organizations.

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 Societies on their role as 
auxiliaries of the Army Medical and Civil Defence Services” to be presented 
to the XVIIIth International Conference of the Red Cross. This led, in Sep
tember 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 
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Cross Societies and Civil Defence", which defined in particular some of the 
fundamental principles of the action undertaken by National Societies in this 
field.

In the numerous recommendations contained in these two re
ports, 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, directly or indirectly, activities 
in this sphere. Indeed, such activities not only correspond to the resolutions 
of the International Conferences, which stress the importance of an efficient 
Civil Defence and the part that the National Societies could play in it (1), 
but they are also in keeping with the fundamental principles of the Red Cross 
(point 6) and their rules of application (points 2 and 3) adopted by the Board 
of Governors in 1946.

3. - The Memorandum of the Irish Red Cross

The memorandum of the Irish Red Cross, however, sets the 
problem of Red Cross - Civil Defence relations in a different lig’.’·? it does 
not examine the contribution which the Red Cross could make towards safe
guarding the population, but rather asks whether co-operating with Civil 
Defence bodies is not going to result in sometimes serious inconveniences 
for the National Societies i

In fact, in its memorandum, the Irish Red Cross emphasizes 
on one hand that many countries are working towards the setting up of a wide- 
scale Civil Defence organization, that they therefore need nurses, first-aid 
and welfare workers, and that they have to turn to the Red Cross for 
trained personnel. It stresses, on the other hand, that due to the growth of ' 
the Army Medical Services, the help of the National Societies as auxiliaries 
of these Services is becoming less and less necessary in many countries. 
The Irish Red Cross draws the conclusion that if the National Societies were 
to consider the strengthening of the casualty and ambulance Services of the 
Civil Defence as one of their principal responsibilities, then the whole exi
stence of the Red Cross would be in jeopardy, owing to the possible loss of 
the protection of the red cross emblem.

"it is realized that the situation throws up a different aspect 
were Civil Defence to become part of the armed forces ofa country and given 
military status (a most unlikely position) or were the Society's Nursing De
tachments to be attached officially to a civilian hospital fulfilling the condi
tions laid down in Article 20 of the Fourth Geneva Convention".

(1) Resolution No V of the Brussels Conference (1930); Resolution ’ 
No XXXVII of the Tokyo Conference (1934).
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In short, the Irish Red Cross considers this a serious situa
tion for the existence of the Red Cross and has therefore requested that the 
two international institutions of the Red Cross examine the problem attentively.

4. - The specific problem set forth by this memorandum

Although, as we have seen, the Irish Red Cross raises the 
question primarily in connection with the rsd cross emblem, it is also worth 
examining from a more general point of view (for example, fear of the Na
tional Societies of losing their independence, of being incorporated in a wider 
organization, or of losing their members). The aim of this report is, pre
cisely, to study the Irish Red Cross Society's question from these various 
points of view, in order to give it a reassuring reply, as seems to correspond 
to the experience of most of the National Societies, and also because the 
problem deserves to be raised as this Society has done.

This brief report in no way claims to make an exhaustive 
study of the question; it merely intends to offer the National Societies a few 
details and points for their consideration and ask for their opinions. It 
should therefore be regarded as a sort of introduction to the discussion of the 
Councilhf Delegates on this matter.

II. - THE RED CROSS AND CIVIL DEFENCE WITH REGARD TO

THE USE OF THE EMBLEM

1. - General remarks

The danger which the Irish Red Cross sees in co-operating 
with Civil Defence is chiefly centred around the use of the red cross. This 
point should therefore be dealt with first. We can moreover simplify our 
work, since an ICRC report on the Use of the Red Cross (Red Crescent, 
Red Lion and Sun)Emblem by National Societies has also been put before the 

Council of Delegates. We shall refer to this report and in particular to the 
distinction which it makes with regard to the red cross emblem: the protec- 
tive sign, which is the visible sign of the protection accorded by the Geneva 
Conventions to certain persons or things, in particular to the Army Medical 
Services, and the indicatory sign, which merely shows that a person or ob
ject is connected with the Red Cross institution, but without implying the 
protection of the Conventions.
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The following remarks will apply to assistance given by Civil 
Defence organizations of a non-military character. If these organizations 
are dependent on the Army and are incorporated in it, it goes without saying 
that their Medical Services will benefit from the First Geneva Convention; 
therefore the position of Red Cross members assigned to these Services will 
be the same as that of members of the Army Medical Services. They will 
thus be entitled to use the protective emblem and there is therefore no pro
blem. However, this is more or less a rare case, since most Civil Defence 
organizations are partially or entirely non-military in character.

Before examining more closely the role of the r.ed cross 
emblem in the activities of National Societies in connection with Civil Defence, 
we should clarify the general anddeeprooted reasons why Red Cross per
sonnel called upon to serve in Civil Defence organizations often does not 
benefit from the protective sign. And we should stress protective sign, for 
this personnel may, nevertheless, keep the indicatory sign. In this connec
tion we shall be able to show why, in short, we find this situation neither ab
normal nor prejudicial for the efficient work of the National Societies on 
behalf of the victims of events.

In effect, it should be borne in mind that, if it was considered 
necessary to provide the Army Medical personnel with the 'ted cross emblem, 
this was precisely because it belongs to the category of military personnel, 
that is to say, to those who may, according to the law of war, be attacked. 
It is therefore an absolute necessity for this personnel, and above all for the 
duty it performs, to be clearly distinguishable from other military personnel 
by some external sign, thus showing that its members are an exception to 
the general rule and must be respected by virtue of the Geneva Convention.

On the other hand, humanitarian law is based on the principle 
that hostile acts may not be directed against civilian populations as such. 
Despite countless violations, this principle is still unanimously accepted; 
if it is sometimes questioned, the reason is that the spread of aerial warfare 
and the possibility of attacking military objectives, wherever they may be, 
results in increased danger and numerous indirect blows on the civilian po
pulation, which, incidentally, have contributed towards the development of 
Civil Defence.

But the immunity of civilian persons against direct attack re
mains the principle, and therefore the non-military and non-combatant per
sonnel who come to the aid of the populations affected by the hostilities also 
benefit from this immunity. As civilians, they may not be fired upon, and in 
order to perform their duty, they do not necessarily need, contrary to military 
hospital personnel, to be distinguishable by any sign from the general category 
to which they belong, that is, the category of civilians.

That is the general rule. However, for a number of reasons, 
especially practical, it was gradually considered to be necessary to amend 
and make exceptions to this rule. These are summarized in the note below. 
It was deemed necessary to mark certain categories of civilians by means 
of a distinctive sign, in particular the red cross; however, this was not in 
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order to distinguish them from other civilians, but, on the contrary, to em
phasize the fact that they are civilians and non-combatants, esoecially when 
they have to carry out a relief mission in conditions under which they more 
easily run the risk of mistaken attack or of particular dangers (1).

Nevertheless, the rule remains valid that the various kinds 
of assistance to civilian populations affected by the war do not necessarily de
mand the use of the protective sign. In this connection, it is sufficient to 
bear in mind that, outside the zones of military operations or occupied terri
tories, the personnel of civilian hospitals are not authorized to wear this 
sign -- which will not prevent them, and has not prevented them in the past, 
from very efficiently coming to the aid of civilian victims of the hostilities, 
especially in the case of bombing. In the same way, various forms of welfare 
work on behalf of the victims, the search for missing persons, the trans
mission and centralization of information concerning civilian victims are 
tasks which National Societies have undertaken in the case of past conflicts, 
or which they are prepared to undertake, without the personnel assigned to 
such work needing the protective sign.

In this respect, and although it does not concern the assistance 
to civilian populations, it is interesting to note that one of the activities which 
has definitely contributed the most towards the development of the National 
Societies and their renown is also one which did not demand the use of the

(1) For a long time it has been considered to be desirable to make certain 
categories of civilians, whose weakness calls for particular respect, 
more easily recognizable. Thus, the Hague Regulations of 1907 (Ar
ticle 2 7) already provided for hospitals and places where the sick and 
wounded are collected to be indicated by distinctive signs. Whereas these 
Regulations left the belligerents completely free in their choice of a sign, 
the Fourth Geneva Convention of 1949 authorized the red cross emblem 
for the purpose of indicating civilian hospitals and transports of wounded 
and sick civilians, the infirm and maternity cases. Moreover, in the light 
of experiences and due to the fact that their mission may sometimes 
bring them into contact with the enemy, civilian hospital personnel are 
authorized by this Convention to wear the red cross emblem in certain 
cases (in zones of military operations, occupied territories); since then, 
the civilian medical associations on the one hand, and the Civil Defence 
organizations on the other, have expressed the wish that those of their 
members who are called upon to assist populations affected by the war 
under the same conditions (contact with the enemy, etc, ) may be given a 
sign to indicate their civilian character. In the case of Civil Defence or
ganizations, this wish is further explained by the fact that their members 
wear a uniform which could cause them to be taken for military personnel. 
In response to the wish of the former, the civilian doctors, the ICRC put 
forward the proposal of the practical adoption of a new emblem (the staff 
of Aesculapius, red on a white ground, in its 425th Circular), and it is 
at present studying the possibility of finding a uniform, distinctive sign 
for Civil Defence organizations.
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protective sign for the personnel concerned; we refer to the important work 
carried out by the National Societies on behalf of prisoners of war, both in 
the field of material relief and in that of the information service. Although 
they only bore the indicatory sign, the relief parcels or the information forms 
sent out by the National Societies were the best testimonies, all over the 
world, of the work of the Red Cross.

Surely this is a proof that the development of the work of the 
National Societies in the event of armed conflict is not dependent on the 
possibility of their personnel or their property benefitting from the pro
tective sign?

2. - The different Civil Defence services and the use of the red cross 
emblem

The preceding remarks enable us to examine the question 
briefly: to what extent do Red Cross personnel working for Civil Defence 
retain or do not retain the red cross sign and what type of sign should they 
adopt? We should distinguish here between the Medical Service of Civil 
Defence and the other Services,

A) The Medical Service of Civil Defence

Two possibilities should be taken into consideration in this 
connection:

a) - All the personnel of the Civil Defence Medical Service 
are, in one way or another, attached to civilian hospitals and fulfil the con
ditions of Article 20 of the Fourth Geneva Convention.

In this case, Red Cross personnel assigned to this Service 
could benefit from the protective value of the red cross emblem in the zones 
of military operations or in occupied territories

In other circumstances, that is to say, when it is not a matter 
of zones of military operations or occupied territories, this personnel may 
only make use of the indicatory sign (1).

(1) For the terms and conditions of the use of the indicatory sign, we refer 
you to the above-mentioned ICRC report on the use of the emblem, 
page 7.' .
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b) - However, according to a recent ICRC inquiry, it appears, 
at least up till now, that in most countries the Medical Service of Civil De
fence is not attached to civilian hospitals, primarily due to administrative 
difficulties. Under these conditions, the personnel of National Societies 
assigned to these Medical Services may only wear the indicatory sign, what
ever the circumstances may be.

We mentioned abovessee footnote page· 5) the proposal put 
forward by the ICRC to adopt the staff of Aesculapius emblem (red on a 
white ground) for the civilian medical personnel not covered by the Fourth 
Geneva Convention. If this sign is finally adopted, the personnel of the Civil 
Defence Medical Service would be able to wear it. Thus, Red Cross per
sonnel would have both its indicatory red cross sign and the staff of Aescula
pius, which would clearly indicate its medical functions.

B) Other Civil Defence Services

The National Societies are not only concerned, in one way or 
another, with the Medical Service of Civil Defence; they also train personnel 
for other Services or even take over the duties of these other Services. We 
are thinking in particular of the training of first-aid workers to be assigned 
to some of the technical Services, especially the Rescue Service and, for 
example, that of Assistance to Refugees, Social Welfare, Search for Missing 
Persons or even Radioactive Detection.

In all these cases, for reasons of principle quoted above. Red 
Cross personnel will only be entitled to wear the indicatory sign. The same 
applies to first-aid workers who, although not members, have been trained 
by the National Societies, provided that the latter remain responsible for the 
control of the use of the emblem.

Let us call to mind, finally, the wish expressed by the Civil 
Defence organizations, as we mentioned above, to see the adoption of a uni
form, international emblem for its personnel. If this wish were one day 
to be put into effect, such an emblem would also be worn, as well as the 
indicatory red cross sign by Red Cross personnel assigned to the Civil 
Defence Services.

These are the various solutions with which we are faced. As 
can be seen, the most favourable position for the use of the protective Led 
cross sign lies in the attachment of the personnel of Civil Defence Medical 
Services to civilian hospitals.

As regards the indicatory sign, it would appear to be useful 
if the National Societies would do their utmost, when concluding agreements 
with the authorities concerning their co-operation in Civil Defence, to safe
guard the right of their personnel to wear such a sign in all circumstances..
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In all events, it would be interesting to hear from National 
Societies with experience in this field what solutions they have adopted in 
agreement with their national Civil Defence service, what difficulties they 
have had to face and the general steps they have taken in order to safeguard 
as far as possible the use of the red cross emblem, both protective and 
indicatory.

Ill, - WAYS IN WHICH THE NATIONAL SOCIETIES TAKE PART

IN CIVIL DEFENCE

A study of the ways in which the National Societies take 
part in Civil Defence makes it easier to distinguish the advantages and 
possible disadvantage of Red Cross participation.

The Reports presented by the two International Red Cross 
organizations to the XIXth International Conference of the Red Cross (New 
Delhi, 24 October to 7 November 1957) described the activities of the Na
tional Societies in this connection. These generally speaking consist in: edu
cation of the general public, first-aid instruction, training of medical per
sonnel and medical teams, organization of Medical and Social Welfare Services.

From these Reports it is moreover evident that the responsi
bility for C-ivil Defence, in both wartime and peacetime , . devolves primarily 
on the public authorities. It is not usual for the National Societies to assume 
completeresponsibility but rather to align themselves with and fit into Govern
ment schemes.

Each Society, therefore, while safeguarding its independence 
in accordance with its principles and its character, should establish an 
agreement with its Government, in the light of its practical possibilities if 
called upon to execute them.

The communications from the National Societies appearing in 
one of the Reports in questionsl), give an idea of the various activities in which 
the Red Cross engages, by virtue of agreements with the public authorities . 
These imply varying degrees of participation.

(1) "The role of the National Societies in Civil Defence", Report submitted 
by the League of Red Cross Societies to the XIXth International Conference 
of the Red Cross (New Delhi, October-November 1957)
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They can be divided under four main headings, which we will 
now proceed to examine.

1. Education of the_ general_publj£. Owing to its disinterested
ness, its abstention from any form-of discrimination and its humanitarian 
ideals, the Red Cross generally enjoys great prestige with the general pu
blic. Composed as it is of elements drawn from all categories of the popula
tion, it can spread its teachings in every circle. It is hence exceptionally 
suited to the role of educator.

Proper education in Civil Ebfence, as given by several Na
tional Societies, aims at awakening the general public to dangers, but also 
to their limits. Whether it is a question of large-scale peacetime disasters 
or the events of war, three factors are essential to bear in mind; the 
avoidance of panic, combat of (mass ) psychosis, cultivation of a sense of 
discipline. This educational work is carried out through the usual media 
of publicity, in particular by means of articles in the Societies’ magazines 
or in newspapers, and by lectures.

It demands a certain degree of prudence and reserve on the 
part of the Red Cross, as certain aspects of Civil Defence may be subject 
to controversy within the country; in such cases it is preferable for the Na
tional Societies to leave propaganda to the official authorities.

However this may be, the vast field of the Geneva Conventions 
always remains open to the National Societies. If necessary, they can call 
the attention of the public authorities to the measures to safeguard civilians 
which, under the Fouih Convention, can be taken in peacetime, and, above all, 
they will endeavour to spread increasing knowledge of the main principles 
contained in the Conventions among the general public, especially as concerns 
the particular respect due to certain categories of civilians.

The above is one form of participation of National Societies 
in-Civil Defence. It is admittedly limited, for while the National Societies 
thus make known Civil Defence and endeavour to ensure that it should be ad
mitted, they do not directly take part in its practical application. There may 
be disadvantages in educational work, especially if the prudence recommended 
above is neglected, for the general public, very humanly, is far more preoccu
pied with peace than with preparing for graver eventualities. On the other hand 
it surely also presents a great advantage: apart from the educational role which 
is so suited to the Red Cross, it enables the National Societies to give wide 
publicity to the spirit of the Geneva Conventions and the very ideals of the 
Red Cross. The general public will thus be led to understand that effective 
protection demands the active observance by every individual of respect for 
one's fellows and service to others.

2. Dirj^aW^natruction _and_traming_of_rnedi_cal _per_sonnel.
First aid and home nursing, of which everyone should have some-knowledge, 
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present a practical and essential part of service to others. The well known 
traditional role of the Red Cross in teaching these is one of vital importance, 
above all in the event of armed conflict or disaster. The ideal would be for 
at least one member of every household to be qualified to give first aid.

It would in any case seem indispensable that all the members 
of Civil Defence corps should be able to do so. To this end the National 
Societies can, and several of them do, place qualified instructors at 
the disposal of the authorities, by virtue· of an agreement with the latter, 
who may eventually have completed their training in refre.sher courses in 
Gvil Defence schools. Here it should be pointed out that, apart from the 
now classical elements of care to the injured, these courses now generally 
include subjects more particularly intended for members of Civil Defense 
corps: care of burns, victims of rays, people asphyxiated by burial under 
rubble or by smoke from fires - questions to which Red Cross Manuals 
increasingly devote some of their pages.

So far as concerns the training of medical personnel, the 
National Societies will instruct them in the particular problems raised by 
care of war victims in the light of modern methods of warfare, of which it 
can also be useful on occasion to have knowledge in peace time. Recently, 
for instance, a National Society has started to train Red Cross medical 
officers to specialise in the treatment of victims of radioactivity.

Some people may consider that this second form of participa
tion has a disadvantage: once trained,this personnel falls completely under 
the authority of the National Civil Defence Service and thus entirely escapes 
from the control of the Red Cross. But as such Services in any case require 
this type of personnel, is it not far more preferable that it should be trained 
by the National Societies rather than by any other body? This training, and 
here is a definite advantage, provides the best possible means of inculcating 
the principles of the humanitarian Conventions and the ideal of the Red Cross 
in such personnel. Moreover, even when there is no longer any professional 
link, a moral link will often subsist between this personnel and the Society 
which trained them, a fortiori in that they are entitled to wear its badge as 
an indication (1) and a testimony that they have "passed through" the Red Cross.

3. d £^oss_Ser v ic£s_ pia£ed_at_th e_ disposas.2s_2sYis_Pesen_2e·
In accordance with the organization and needs of Civil Defence, a National 
Society may take an active part in the setting up of protective machinery.

(1) See in this connection the Report submitted by the ICRC to the Council 
of Delegates (Prague 1961) on "The Use of the Red Cross Emblem 
by the National Societies,"page 8 paragraph (d)
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This is to say that the National Society may place Red Cross 
Services, duly trained for the task to be assigned to them, at the disposal 
of the Civil Defence Services.

From the communications of the National Societies, it appears 
that in some countries, Red Cross team members receive an order of 
mission. The enrolment papers of the Public Authorities constitute a requisi
tion which, in the event of an accident, ensure the guarantee of the State to 
members of the Red Cross Service on active service. In other countries, the 
Red Cross personnel does not work as a Red Cross team in Civil Defence, 
but its members are enrolled individually as medical personnel.

There would ^therefore, seem to be two main forms in which 
Red Cross Services are placed at the disposal of the authorities:

(a) National Societies' Services retain their Red Cross character and hence 
the prerogatives thereof, while passing under the authority of the com
petent official bodies, which entrust them with precise tasks, in the 
performance of which they enjoy State guarantees;

(b) the public authorities call on members of the National Society individually, 
who cease to depend on the Red Cross.

This third and even wider form of participation, clearly in
volves important consequences as it results - mainly in the case referred to 
under (b) above - in depriving the National Societies of a number, sometimes 
a very large number, of their active members. In the event of armed conflict 
or a large-scale disaster, this sacrifice, it is true, is foreseen and legitimate, 
But even so, in the agreements concluded with the Government, the status 
of personnel lent in this manner to Civil Defence should be fixed in as explicit 
and favourable terms for the Red Cross as possible, as well as the bonds 
which link it with the National Society and its return to the latter as soon as 
its mission is terminated. If these points are duly settled, it is a type of 
participation which can present the advantage of placing personnel at the 
disposal of Civil Defence whosemembers, even more than in the second type 
mentioned above, are familiar with Red Cross ideals and principles of action.

Services, Finally, in a few countries, the National Society is entrusted by 
the authorities with certain Services connected with Civil Defence, but not 
under its control.

For instance, this is the case for National Red Cross Blood 
Transfusion Centres, which are responsible for building up stocks and 
supplying blood and its derivatives to the Medical Services in the event of 
disaster or armed conflict.
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It is also the case for National Societies which, for example, 
are entrusted with the Social Welfare Service for victims or even the whole 
Air Defence Medical Service.

The Red Cross Services then continue to function as such 
without their personnel depending directly on Civil Defence, while however 
closely co-operating therewith at the request of the Government, to which 
they report on their mission.

This form appears to offer a great advantage; the members 
of a National Society called upon to carry out duties in connection with Civil 
Defence continue to remain under the authority of the National Society in 
all circumstances. It should however, be ensured that they enjoy the same 
rights and privileges in the exercise of their duties as personnel directly 
attached to Civil Defence.

Finally, as a last type of participation, mention should be 
made of the seat often reserved to the National Societies on the competent 
body for the coordination and direction of national Civil Defence. It is in any 
case desirable that the Red Cross should have such a seat. As, however, 
this generally results from the participation of a National Society in Civil 
Defence in one or other of the forms described above, it is unnecessary 
to go into detail here.

These then are the main forms of participation of National 
Societies in Civil Defence. We have endeavoured to point out some of the ad
vantages and disadvantages involved in each, bearing in mind the desire of 
the Red Cross to preserve its autonomy, its particular character and its 
fundamental principles in any cooperation. It will be very interesting to learn 
from the National Societies with experience in this matter of the other advanr 
tages and disadvantages which there may be in these different forms of Darti- 
ciDation and whether in the final issue certain of them should be preferred 
to others.


