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RE-APPRAISAL OF THE ROLE OF THE RED CROSS

(Action taken on Resolution 3/1975
of the Council of Delegates)

I. INTRODUCTION

In its Resolution 3/1975 the Council of Delegates, 
inter alia, suggested that the ICRC and the League should 
seek the opinions of National Societies on the recommen
dations of Mr. Tansley's Final Report by means of a 
questionnaire.

Accordingly, the ICRC and the League jointly 
drew up a questionnaire which they sent to all National 
Societies on 23rd December, 1975. Subsequently, National 
Societies which had not answered the questionnaire were 
sent letters of reminder in July and again in December, 1976,

Thirty-nine replies have now been received. Only 
one-third of all National Societies have answered the 
questionnaire. Moreover, as may be seen from the list of 
National Societies which have answered, given as Annex I, 
the replies are not geographically representative. There 
are virtually no replies from some regions of the world, 
and others are seriously under-represented.

For these reasons the 39 replies received cannot 
be regarded as a representative sample of the opinions 
of the Red Cross movement. The point should be kept in 
mind when considering the information given below. In 
addition, over one-third of the replies were incomplete.

In these circumstances, the following notes do 
not purport to be a synopsis from which valid conclusions 
could be drawn about the opinions of National Societies 
generally: they are merely a brief analysis of the infor
mation which has been supplied to the ICRC and the League.
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II. ANALYSIS ON THE BASIS OF THE SUBDIVISIONS

OF THE QUESTIONNAIRE

(Chapters of the Report)

A. Chapter 7 : Basic Role for Red Cross (pp. 63 - 66)

As proposed in the report, this role is accepted 
without any major reservation by 18 National Societies.

Virtually all National Societies consider that the 
importance of community services has been underesti
mated and that the basic role proposed covers almost 
exclusively the international context. The manifold 
services which National Societies are in a position 
to render local and national communities meet a no 
less fundamental objective of the Red Cross. They are 
essential to the National Society's ability to take 
root in its natural environment and to the support 
which it must obtain from the population and the 
authorities. They also serve to motivate and train 
volunteers.

Several National Societies propose a basic role having 
other priorities and general concepts. Two Societies 
propose protection of the life and health of human 
beings, whilst another adds "the consolidation of 
peace and co-operation between nations". For two fur
ther Societies the goals should be peace, health and 
social welfare, as well as international assistance.

B. Chapter 8 : A reinterpretation of functions

1. Protection (p. 67, points 1-4)

Very many National Societies approve the Report's 
proposals. Only four Societies do not agree with 
the four points and make the function of protection 
dependent on the basic role as they have defined it 
(protection of life and health, consolidation of 
peace).

Twelve National Societies clearly come out in favour 
of the ICRC being the focal point and five others 



3

stress the risks which the Red Cross might run if 
its other components undertook their own specific 
protection activities. On the other hand, one 
Society feels that "the weakness is that practical
ly all tasks are performed by the ICRC".

There is a strong majority for more active partici
pation of National Societies both with regard to 
supporting the ICRC and developing Red Cross poten
tial in the field of protection.

Dissemination and also the development of humani
tarian law are mentioned in half the replies as 
being among the main contributions National Soci
eties can and should make to protection. The 
following position of one Society should be noted: 
"Although we see the necessity of developing the 
humanitarian law, we are not sure that only the 
Red Cross could play this role. In any case, this 
role shouldn't be performed at the cost of the 
capacity of ICRC in the field of its protectional 
activities. In our view it will be easier to find 
an institution for developing humanitarian law than 
to find one doing the protectional work of the ICRC. 
For the development of humanitarian law the ICRC 
can contribute primarily by its experience in the 
field."

2. Assistance (p. 74, points 1-4)

a) Point_l_2_Red_Cross_leadership

Thirteen National Societies are in agreement, 
but five of them point out that such leadership 
can only be the result of efficiency.

One Society considers that responsibility for 
co-ordination falls to the United Nations, as 
the Red Cross can only play a co-ordination role 
among NGOs in agreement with UNDRO and the UN 
specialized agencies.

- support an International Relief Convention 
(or oppose it) :

Eleven in favour and four against.
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One Society is not opposed to it but fears 
that Governments sometimes refuse to recognize 
an emergency situation.

Two Societies mention the risks of political 
interference.

b) Point_2_2_Stren2then_professionalism

Nine National Societies stress the fundamental 
aspect of voluntary service, but recognize 
that an amateur approach should be combated 
through increased recourse to experts.

c) P2ij}t_3_2_Greater_emphasis_upon pre-disaster 
plannin2

Twenty-six National Societies draw attention 
to the importance of planning from all its 
aspects.

d) Point_4_2_to_confine_interventions to_the 
emer2ency_phase_or not 7see Basic Role?

Seven National Societies explicitly accord 
priority to the emergency phase.

Two Societies agree that the Red Cross may 
have a role to play in the rehabilitation pro
cess .

Three Societies do not accept confinement to 
the emergency phase to ensure freedom to inter
vene depending on needs and possibilities.

3. Community services

Most Societies were unanimous in thinking that 
these services should be developed and improved. 
Apart from this reservation, all National Soci
eties which replied in some detail to the question
naire widely follow the Report's proposals and 
those in background paper No. 4 "Health and 
Welfare".

The comments of one Society should be noted: "It 
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is a characteristic feature of a National Red 
Cross Society as a private Agency that in spite 
of its integration into governmental programmes, 
it should maintain its autonomy when carrying 
out these tasks."

C. Chapter 9 : A new development process
(p. 91, points 1-4)

Most National Societies agree with points 1, 3 and
4. Some of them provide guidelines for the estab
lishment of programmes.

One Society comments as follows: "The Study pro
posals appear to be somewhat unrealistic and to 
fractionate the responsibility, ease the load for 
all, and place no final authority... Stronger, 
better-oriented staff at all levels - plus clear 
cut goals and stipulated responsibilities, might 
be wiser to consider than the 'establishment of a 
new development process'."

1. Regionalization process

a) Regional_glanning committees

Sixteen National Societies are in favour of 
the development of co-operation on a regional 
basis, but five of them at the same time 
recognize the risk of political interference 
or regionalism which would destroy the uni
versality and solidarity of the Red Cross. 
Two neighbouring Societies prefer this to be 
kept to the local level.

One Society utters a warning: "Stop the 
dangerous trend to create regional League 
organization". Two other Societies are also 
opposed to regional planning committees.
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b) J°int_ICRC_and_League offices under the 
banner_of the International Red Cross

Twelve National Societies would like to have 
such joint offices whilst two Societies warn 
against an excessive development of regional 
bodies which would break "the concept of the 
Red Cross as a world movement".

Two Societies support the above 12 National 
Societies but only to the extent that the 
regional offices meet a genuine need, limited 
in space and time.

Three Societies stress that these "offices" 
can only be set up on the basis of better 
co-operation between the League and the ICRC 
in Geneva.

One Society seems to fear too close a combi
nation ("....however, a personal union bet
ween the delegates of the two bodies should 
be avoided").

Another Society concludes: "Joint regional 
offices are to be experimented, but possible 
development of such a system should be very 
cautious and well controlled" and adds: 
"the League delegate's understanding of ICRC 
matters and his respect for the particular 
position of the institution have to be good 
if he is not going to complicate its life".

c) Who_should be_responsible for development

Most Societies feel that like the League the 
ICRC should be associated in some way or other 
with the development process. However, two 
Societies definitely come out in favour of 
responsibility solely falling to the League.

d) Finalizin2_the procedure

While approving the Report's arguments and 
proposals, one Society considers that a more 
detailed study is required and proposes that 
a working group - composed of representatives 
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of the League Secretariat, the ICRC and 
National Societies, as well as of con
sultants - be set up to suggest guidelines 
("The task is common but the roles different 
and varying").

D. Chapter 10 : The National Societies

Some 25 National Societies express opinions about 
some or all of the proposals about reinforcing 
the regulations for recognition and admission, 
and establishing procedures for the review of 
Societies' actions. The replies to these questions 
reflect many shades of opinion and their classi
fication is particularly difficult.

1. Recognition and Admission

Eleven Societies are in favour of the proposals 
and four are against; five other Societies 
consider that recognition (by the ICRC) is 
unnecessary, and that admission to the League 
should be sufficient. Two Societies consider 
that the Standing Commission should play a 
central role in the procedures for recognition 
and admission.

2, Review of Societies1 Actions

Twelve Societies are in favour of the proposals 
and seven Societies are against the proposals. 
The Societies in favour generally mention that 
this is a delicate matter, and they suggest a 
variety of review procedures. One such Society 
recommends great prudence, "because a one
sided application following a momentary pre
dominant political trend will always be of 
great danger".
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E. Chapter 11 : The League and Secretariat

1. Mandate of the League

Proposals aimed at strengthening the mandate 
of the League met with a mixed reception. In 
the view of one Society, the League is the co
ordinator at the international level and not 
the governing body of National Societies. This 
comes out in most of the replies.

One Society proposes that the League give prior
ity to the basic role and keep its distance 
from other tasks of National Societies.

Whilst recognizing that the mandates and spheres 
of competence of the League Secretariat should 
be specified - which is often the same as re
stricting them - most National Societies for 
various reasons clearly intend to maintain their 
independence and to keep control of the Feder
ation .

On the other hand, one Society considers it 
".... essential that the League makes greater
use of its authority, in particular vis-a-vis 
National Societies". Another Society holds to 
the suggestion of a certain sharing of powers 
between the League and National Societies.

2. Special category of resolutions

A procedure giving certain resolutions an oblig
atory character meets with the approval of six 
Societies.

Seven Societies express reservations or are 
opposed to this.

It should be noted that one Society feels that 
the ICRC should keep its independence vis-à-vis 
multinational Red Cross governing bodies ("A 
majority vote of the League should not bind the 
ICRC. Nor should the ICRC be bound by a majority 
vote of the International Conference as it obtains 
its authority from the Conventions.").



9

F. Chapter 12 : The ICRC

1. Maintenance of uninationality

National Societies have not been questioned on 
this point. However, most of them come out in 
favour of supporting the specifically independent 
and neutral character of the ICRC, as well as 
its special status.

Only one Society proposes the internationalization 
of the Committee.

2. Recourse to non-Swiss advisers and experts

Out of the twenty National Societies which recog
nize the justification of this proposal, seven 
advocate caution: the independence and final author
ity of the ICRC must not be impaired (two Soci
eties). It is preferable for the permanent head
quarters staff to be Swiss (two Societies).

The ICRC should therefore confine itself to a 
limited recruitment of advisers and temporary 
technical personnel whom it would select and 
train itself (three Societies).

G. Chapter 13 : The Henry Dunant Institute

The many proposals made concerning the role of the 
Henry Dunant Institute could be assembled in an 
ad hoc document.

It would in particular be noted that the Henry 
Dunant Institute should not become a body of the 
International Red Cross (four Societies).

Only one Society proposes that the governing body of 
the Henry Dunant Institute should be a large one 
composed of representatives of some 15 National 
Societies elected by the Board of Governors or the 
Council of Delegates.
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H. Chapter 14 : International Red Cross

1. The concept

Here again a fairly general trend in favour of 
more unity and universality, however also 
warnings: the strength of the Red Cross lies in 
a free association of autonomous bodies and its 
efficiency in diversification permitting it to 
act in many types of situation. One Society 
underlines the "paradox of the Red Cross : One 
element may perform when others are bound".

Nine National Societies are in agreement with 
the proposal.

Six National Societies express reservations.

Seven National Societies keep to the status quo 
or refer it back for more detailed study.

2. Structures

a) e£62ce_of_the Red_Cross

Six National Societies in favour of maintaining 
the four-year interval.

Four National Societies in favour of longer 
intervals with extraordinary sessions, if 
needed, on specific subjects.

The proposals concerning the role of the Con
ference have the support of three Societies.

Six Societies are prepared to give the UN 
official status at the Conference, (One Society 
adds:...........provided the UN adheres to
the Geneva Conventions") and one Society is 
against this. In the view of two Societies, ob
server status could be granted to the special
ized agencies.

b) Council_of Delegates

The development of the role of the Council of 
Delegates is approved by twelve National Soci-» 
eties.
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Two Societies consider that the Council of 
Delegates overlaps with the International 
Conference or with the Board of Governors and 
that it might be abolished.

c) Standin2_Commission

Role to be reinforced, in particular to 
strengthen the bonds between the three compo
nents of the International Red Cross (7 Na
tional Societies). On the other hand, one 
Society does not accept the Standing Commis
sion's "harmonization" role emanating from 
the Council of Delegates.

Could be abolished with its mandates taken 
over by the Council of Delegates or the gov
erning bodies of the League (2 National 
Societies).

Changes in its composition are also proposed:

... more representatives of National Societies;

... in addition to the representatives of the 
League and the ICRC, 5 members elected by 
the International Conference in a personal 
capacity, but belonging to the Red Cross;

. . . equal representation of the League and the 
ICRC without "members at large".

One Society considers that the presence of 
five governmental representatives is only 
justified for the preparation of the next 
International Conference and that if Govern
ments insist on this right, the Red Cross 
should set up another body of its own composed 
of about four representatives of the ICRC and 
the same number of the League with a "neutral" 
chairmanship.

The Report's proposal to the effect that the 
Standing Commission come under the Council 
of Delegates is shared by eight Societies.
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3. Emblems (p. 126, points 1-4)

Scepticism: the status quo still remains the 
least unfavourable solution (four Societies). 
As an ideal formula, all National Societies 
having the cross would like everybody to revert 
to it.

Proposal 3 according to which each National 
Society could add its own specific symbol to 
the emblem is accepted by eight Societies.

Two Societies favour a combination of the cross 
and the crescent.

Four National Societies are opposed to any new 
emblem.

Only one Society proposed a single new emblem: 
the red circle.

I. Chapter 4 ; Other Red Cross concerns

1. Humanitarian values

Two different points of view: a re-examination 
based on the Report ("A thorough investigation 
of the philosophy behind Red Cross work should 
be carried out"); a prudent approach ("...very 
real difficulties to define too closely a Red 
Cross philosophy.... risk to inhibit the limited 
solution that can mean half a cake instead of 
no cake at all").

Eighteen National Societies are in general 
agreement with the arguments in the Report, in 
particular the summarized definition (p. 34, 
para. 3) and the need to restate Red Cross 
philosophy completely.

Three Societies in favour of the status quo 
("the analysis and suggestions of the Report are 
very dangerous").

One Society refers to the definition of the 
basic role: protection, assistance, community 
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services, and another Society to the motto "Per 
humanitatem ad pacem".

Individual proposals: "solidarity and active 
participation"; "simplify on the basis of the 
human being in need"; "protection, assistance, 
health, welfare and peace"; "replace all the 
principles adopted by: humanitarianism, impar
tiality, unity and universality, as well as 
operational principles such as due proportion, 
democratic organization, readiness, etc.".

2. Peace

Ten National Societies are in essence in favour 
of the Report's recommendations, in particular 
of the advice not "to consider 'work for peace' 
as a separate function" (p. 40, para. 1) and to 
use the indirect approach through the ideals and 
principles, the objectives and activities.

Ten National Societies share this point of view 
(i.e. a total of 20 together with those above) 
but add a warning and appeals for caution.

Direct action is not excluded. One Society indi
cates "...objectives to be set for active con
tribution by the Red Cross". Another Society 
feels "... direct action only if in conformity 
with Red Cross principles... should always be 
closely related to Red Cross activities as a 
whole".

Eight National Societies refer to the Belgrade 
Conference (1975) and its programme of action.

The position of one Society should be noted as 
it concludes: "Red Cross should stop debating 
peace as such on the grounds that . . . Red Cross 
programmes work for peace. ... If there must be 
a consideration of peace, then it should be given 
to, say, Swiss experts to examine and draw up 
proposals".



14

III. OTHER GENERAL THEMES

A. ICRC - League co-operation

From the majority of the replies on most subjects, 
the more or less clearly expressed opinion comes 
into evidence to the effect that the relations 
between the ICRC and the League are not satisfac
tory and that the co-operation between the two 
institutions should be strengthened.

Spheres of competence are only clearly specified 
in protection where, as has been seen, 11 National 
Societies definitely recognize the authority of the 
ICRC ("leading role" or "ultimate authority").

Assistance falls to the League (though perhaps less 
clearly) and to National Societies. Only one Society 
touches on the question of relief in conflict areas: 
"Assistance is League-based, supplemented always by 
National Societies, and in conflict areas by the 
ICRC in effective co-operation with the League".

1. Co-ordinating body under the 1969 Agreement

- might come under the Standing Commission (1 
National Society);

- the Council of Delegates should co-operate 
with the co-ordinating body regarding relations 
between the ICRC and the League (1 National 
Society);

- this body should have a permanent character 
(1 National Society).

2. Joint technical group to be set up for relief 
actions 

proposed by two Societies.
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B. Red Cross and youth

Three Societies note that this important question 
has not been covered in the Report.

C. Financial problems

Several National Societies evoke the problem of 
financial resources whilst one National Society 
notes that this aspect has also not been dealt with.
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ANNEX 1

39 replies received

Australia Jordan
Austria
Belgium
Bulgaria
Canada
Colombia
Czechoslovakia
Denmark
Fi j i
France
Germany (Dem. Rep.)
Germany (Fed. Rep. of)
Greece
Guatemala
Hungary
India
Indonesia
Iran
Ireland

Korea (Rep.)
Libyan Arab Jamahiriya
Liechtenstein
Malaysia
Netherlands
New Zealand
Pakistan
Philippines
Poland
South Africa
Spain
Sweden
Switzerland
Thailand
United Kingdom
USA
USSR
Viet Nam
Yugoslavia


