
COMITÉ INTERNATIONAL DE LA CROIX-ROUGE

CD/6/2
Original : French

COUNCIL OF DELEGATES

Geneva, 24 and 25 October 1975

Agenda item 6

Follow up given to the Plan to Red Cross action in 
the struggle against racism and racial discrimina
tion



Ro 614 b *

ICRC comments on its duties in the struggle against racism 
and racial discrimination, as laid down in the Red Cross 

plan of action

1. In part III (c) of the plan of action, the ICRC is invited 
to determine its own tasks in the sphere under considera

tion. The steps specifically assigned to it in the plan are 
therefore neither limitative ncr exhaustive. On the strength 
of the information secured by its delegates as well as of what 
it may learn from National Societies' replies to the letter 
sent out jointly with the League in July 1974 (so far there 
are unfortunateljr not enough replies to warrant any valid con
clusions), the ICRC will this year make a thorough study of 
ways and means of implementing the resolution adopted by the 
Council of Delegates in Teheran and the plan of action approved 
by that resolution. The comments which follow are therefore 
merely of a preliminary nature and without prejudice to the 
definitive position that the ICRC will adopt at the close of 
the study.

2. The tasks provided for the ICRC in the plan of action may 
be divided into three categories, tasks related to its

fundamental activities, namely aid to the victims of armed 
conflicts and politico-social tension (points 2 and 3); tasks 
connected with the joint study of cases of racism carried out 
with the League with a view to instituting possible interna
tional relief action (point 4); and, lastly, tasks within its 
role in the Red Cross as the body responsible for recognizing 
National Societies and for securing to the maintenance of 
the basic principles of the Red Cross (point 1). The three 
categories call for the following remarks.
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5. The Red Cross is invited to action behalf of the victims 
of racism, to endeavour to secure the application of the 
Geneva Conventions for those victims, and, in general, to in
tervene in conflicts and situations of tension marked by suffer
ing due to racism. The following general remark may be made in 
regard to this task to which the plan of action attaches para
mount importance.

Usually situations of racial discrimination involving 
victims are considered by the Authorities concerned not as 
international conflicts but internal situations: civil war, 
internal disorder of political tension. As we know, under 
Article 3 of the Geneva Conventions (civil war) and the Statutes 
of the International Red Cross (internal strife), the ICRC may 
in such situations offer its services to the authorities con
cerned; yet the authorities are not legally bound to accept 
those services. Frequently they do note consider that the 
events and the victims of such events are due to any measures 
stemming from racism or racial discrimination. If the Committee 
were itself to take the initiative of thus qualifying the 
events in respect of which it offered its services, it would 
undoubtedly run the risk of meeting with a refusal. All that 
it can establish is the objective existence of hostilities, 
disorder or tension causing victims.

Its action on behalf of the victims of racism will there
fore be part of its more general action on behalf of the 
victims of the situations mentioned. In its visits to persons 
detained as a result of such events, it concerns itself with 
internment conditions, not with the reasons for detention.

The plan of action specifically mentions action on behalf 
of "freedom fighters", in accordance with United Nations reso
lutions. On this point, which is known to refer in particular 
to the situation prevailing in southern Africa, the informa
tion which the Committee has already had occasion to publish 
regarding its activities in this situation is embodied in its 
annual reports.



3.

4. The ICRC must necessarily regard the tasks laid down in 
the plan of action concerning its role as the body respon

sible for recognizing National Societies and for contributing 
to the maintenance of Red Cross principles (point 1), in rela
tion to its mission as a whole. On the one hand, it is the 
first to be aware of the need for all Red Cross bodies truly 
to respect the basic principles of our movement; yet, on the 
other hand, it must bear in mind its fundamental action on 
behalf of victims of conflicts of any nature whatsoever, which 
action it alone is sometimes able to take on behalf of victims 
of one category or another. Moreover, the plan of action itself, 
as stated in section J above, provides for ICRC action on behalf 
of victims of racism. The ZCRC must therefore endeavour to 
render such victims aid even where there is a National Society 
which for some reason or other does not strictly abide by the 
principle of racial non-discrimination.

To meet these two equally imperative requirements (to act 
on behalf of victims wherever they may be, and to ensure res
pect for the basic principles), the ICRC must endeavour to find 
solutions in keeping with the Red Cross and its spirit. In this 
context, the ICRC has noted with special interest some of the 
considerations set forth in the plan of action or in the report 
of the working party which established the plan:

Under the Principles embodied in the plan of action, point 6 
reads thus: "Red Cross action should be undertaken in such 
a way as to safeguard and respect the independence and free
dom of each National Society. It must take this requirement 
into account in an appropriate way by, in particular, using 
all available means of contact and persuasion before having 
recourse to other measures".
In the working party's report, the foreword to the plan of 
action contains the following: "Several members of the 
working party insisted on the different levels of severity 
which should characterize the measures to be taken and the 
approach to be made to such Societies, as well as on the 
specific character of the Red Cross and its main mission - 
to mitigate and prevent suffering - on which such action 
should be based".
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It is in the light of the foregoing considerations that the 
ICRC sees the task assigned to it in the plan of action with 
regard to National Societies which in one way or another may 
have encountered racial discrimination. In a sphere such as 
this, the ICRC will obviously remain in close touch with the 
League of Red Cross Societies, which under its Constitution is 
also directly interested in its members' observance of the 
basic principles of the Red Cross.

5. As regards the task set the ICRC by the plan of action 
under point 4, it may call for the same comments as the 

tasks under points 2 and 3- On the one hand, as indicated in 
their joint letter, the ICRC and the League have set up a work
ing party which would allow a continual exchange between them 

of information on problems connected with the implementation 
of the aforementioned resolution and of the plan of action. 
Thus the consultations provided for in point 4 would automa
tically take place. On the other hand, in considering possi
bilities of aid to victims of racism, the ICRC must, as already 
mentioned, bear in mind the need it frequently faces of not 
qualifying events in a manner which would not be acceptable to 
the authorities concerned. If it is to have recourse to the 
international aid of National Societies, the Committee must 
base itself, above all, on the general criteria of action that 
govern its assistance activities.

Further, in preparing relief actions, the two international 
Red Cross institutions must bear in mind the distribution of 
tasks in accordance with the Statutes of the International Red 
Cross and agreements between the two institutions. Where assis
tance consists mainly in visiting detainees who may sometimes 
be qualified as "political detainees", the ICRC will act on its 
own initiative, in liaison with the National Society concerned. 
If, on the other hand, events reach such proportions as to 
warrant international relief action, that action will be con
ducted in close co-operation with the League and in the manner 
laid down in the aforementioned agreements.

Geneva, 10 June 1975


